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Abstract: Margaret Kiddle’s experience as the author of children’s literature 
was a critical aspect of her intellectual development. She would not have been 
able to recreate the world of Men of Yesterday without writing the fairytale 
Moonbeam Stairs or the historical fiction West of Sunset. The imaginative 
opportunities that fiction offered contrasted greatly with the frustrations she 
experienced in preparing her first historical work: a biography of Caroline 
Chisholm. Kiddle’s experience as a fiction writer in some respects mirrored that 
of Manning Clark. Creativity and imagination assisted in their break with 
the progressivist and developmentalist orthodoxy of Australian historiography. 
Kiddle’s tentative and limited attempt to engage with the tragic impact of 
colonisation upon Indigenous Australians in her fiction helped to make her 
more aware of the costs of ‘progress’. She persisted with fiction despite the 
burden of ill health and economic upheavals that disrupted the publishing 
industry. Her decision to put fiction aside was a response to her ill health but 
also reflected her belief that she had learnt what she could from such work.

Margaret Kiddle (1914–1958) is best known for her historical works 
Caroline Chisholm and Men of Yesterday: A Social History of the Western 
District of Victoria 1834–1890. These works, however, were only one 
aspect of Kiddle’s intellectual life; she also published two works of 
children’s fiction. Kiddle’s engagement with fiction played a crucial role in 
her intellectual development, as it did for the historian Manning Clark. In 
the 1940s and 1950s, a new generation of Australian historians, including 
Kiddle, shifted the focus of Australian historiography away from its 
nationalist and developmentalist ‘Whig’ approach towards a more nuanced 
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understanding of the national past.1 A similar shift was also apparent in 
children’s literature, as fairy stories and evocation of the contemporary 
‘outback’ gave way to a greater emphasis on historical themes. This was 
apparent in Kiddle’s fiction. An examination of her career as a fiction 
writer not only reveals the struggles of a precarious female academic but 
also her role in transforming Australian historiography.

Margaret Kiddle: Historian and Writer
Popular memory of Margaret Kiddle is inextricably linked with her 
major work, Men of Yesterday, published posthumously in 1961 after her 
premature death from chronic kidney disease in 1958. The book broke 
new ground in its focus on social history and by providing an account of 
the Western District squatters, whose aspirations to form an antipodean 
aristocracy were thwarted by the triumph of goldfields democracy. 
Kiddle’s other historical work was her 1948 biography of the colonial 
humanitarian Caroline Chisholm, famous for her defence of the rights of 
female immigrants in the 1830s and 1840s.

Kiddle’s Creative Writing
Discussions of Australian historiography and children’s writing have paid 
little attention to Kiddle’s creative work. Kiddle published two books for 
children, Moonbeam Stairs (1945) and West of Sunset (1950).2 A short 
story, The Candle (1950), appeared in newsprint. Several stories remained 
unpublished with only ‘The Skylark’ (1951) receiving acknowledgement.3 
Research for this article led to the discovery of a collection of drafts and 
completed short stories. The drafts of two unpublished novels for young 
readers, a fairy tale, ‘The Little Witch’ (1942), and a work of historical 
fiction, ‘Grenfell Gold’ (1949), were also located. Neither have been 
referenced elsewhere.

1  Allan W. Martin, ‘The “Whig” View of Australian History: A Document (1962)’, in The ‘Whig’ 
View of Australian History and Other Essays, by Allan W. Martin (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 
2007), 1–27; Peter Coleman, ‘Introduction: The New Australia’, in Australian Civilisation: A Symposium, 
ed. Peter Coleman (Melbourne: F. W. Cheshire, 1962), 1–11; John Manning Ward, ‘Historiography’, in 
The Pattern of Australian Culture, ed. A. L. McLeod (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1963), 241–43.
2  Margaret Kiddle, Moonbeam Stairs (Sydney: Australasian Publishing Co., 1945); Margaret 
Kiddle, West of Sunset (Sydney: Australasian Publishing Co., 1949).
3  Raymond Crawford, ‘Margaret Loch Kiddle’, in Men of Yesterday: A Social History of the Western 
District of Victoria, 1834–1890, by Margaret Kiddle (Carlton: Melbourne University Press, 1983), ix–xii.
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Kiddle’s reputation as a children’s author secured her contracts with several 
radio stations to write educational radio plays from the late 1940s to the 
early 1950s. This work, which is not the focus of this article, has not been 
discussed in any biographical outlines of Kiddle’s life and work; nor does 
it figure in histories of Australian educational radio. Kiddle also reviewed 
children’s books for newspapers. This article enlarges our understanding of 
Kiddle’s life and work by focusing on her fictional work for children, using 
this to illuminate shifts in academic historical practice in mid-twentieth-
century Australia. Kiddle found her experience as a children’s author 
frustrating, eventually leaving fiction to focus on Men of Yesterday; however, 
as is evident in the shift from the conventionality of Caroline Chisholm to 
the innovation of Men of Yesterday, completion of her great work would not 
have been possible without her experience of creative writing.

Writing Moonbeam Stairs
I had been ill for two years and when it seemed as if I would never 
be well enough to have a job again I decided to try to write.4

At first glance, a children’s author seems an unlikely career choice for 
Margaret Kiddle. She later described her labours in the field as unplanned, 
stemming from a decision made when there were few alternatives left to 
consider. It would, however, have a lasting impact on Kiddle’s intellectual 
development. Earlier, she had sought to follow a well-worn professional 
path available for women graduates at the time—that of the schoolteacher. 
As a student at the University of Melbourne, Kiddle completed a bachelor 
of arts with honours in 1937 and a diploma of education in 1938. 
The teaching of Australian history at Melbourne had been pioneered by 
Professor Ernest Scott. He emphasised the project of ‘scientific history’ 
based on primary sources that revealed the ‘romance’ of colonial settlement 
and progress.5 By the 1930s, students such as Manning Clark complained 
that whatever Scott’s technical skills, he lacked the imagination that would 
enable his work to truly enter the minds of others.6

4  M. Kiddle, Draft notes: background and personal information for talk given to MLC, 25 
October 1948, State Library of Victoria, Margaret Loch Kiddle Papers, c. 1937–c. 1965, MS 8637 
(hereafter Kiddle Papers), Series 950/1b/3c.
5  Stuart Macintyre, ‘Ernest Scott: “My History Is a Romance”’, in The Discovery of Australian History 
1890–1939, ed. Stuart Macintyre and Julian Thomas (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 1995), 
79–86.
6  Richard J. W. Selleck, The Shop: The University of Melbourne, 1850–1939 (Melbourne: Melbourne 
University Publishing, 2003), 637–39; Stuart Macintyre, ‘Ernest Scott’, 79-86.
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The product of a middle-class South Yarra upbringing, Kiddle had attended 
Melbourne Church of England Girls’ Grammar School. The University 
of  Melbourne’s undergraduate program was suited to Kiddle’s initial 
career aspiration of school teaching, which she shared with many other 
young middle-class women. The onset of kidney disease, however, dashed 
her aspirations.7 Hampered by illness, Kiddle did not have an outstanding 
undergraduate record. Her honours thesis was on an English rather than 
an Australian topic: the writer Daniel Defoe.8 Kiddle’s identification as a 
historian of Australia took time to develop. Her experience as a children’s 
author was an important part of this process.

The story that would become Kiddle’s first book, Moonbeam Stairs, was 
drafted around 1941 and published in June 1945.9 After rejection by 
three other publishers, the manuscript was accepted by the Australasian 
Publishing Company (APC) in 1941.10 It was a fairy story written for 
children aged seven and above. The fairy story genre had experienced 
a triumphant return in the early twentieth century through the vast 
success of J. M. Barrie’s Peter Pan and Kenneth Grahame’s Wind in the 
Willows.11 The genesis of an antipodean illustrated book of fairy stories 
is generally traced back to the publication of May Gibbs’s Snugglepot and 
Cuddlepie (1918).12

Kiddle received the contract for Moonbeam Stairs in November 1943, two 
years after the manuscript had been accepted for publication.13 Kiddle 
was by then employed in the public service in Melbourne and Canberra. 
Her work as a librarian and research assistant for Douglas Copland, 
Professor of Commerce at Melbourne University and Commonwealth 
Prices Commissioner, continued throughout the war. Copland, 
ambitious, driven, a consummate networker and keen advocate of public 
engagement by intellectuals, was a major early supporter of Kiddle’s 

7  Janet McCalman, Journeyings: The Biography of a Middle-Class Generation 1920–1990 (Carlton: 
Melbourne University Press, 1995), 185.
8  Student Record Card: Kiddle, Margaret Loch, University of Melbourne Archives (UMA), 
University of Melbourne, Student Administration 1855–1957, Accession No. 1988.0051. Kiddle’s 
enrolment details state only the conferment date of her master of arts, which was March 1947.
9  M. Kiddle, Ideas, November 1941, UMA, Kiddle, Margaret Loch (1914–1958) Collection 
(hereafter Kiddle Collection), Accession No. 1992.0042.
10  Kiddle to Crawford, 20 March 1951, UMA, Raymond Maxwell Crawford (Professor) Collection, 
Accession No. 1991.0113, Box 17 Series 7/ 27.
11  Frank Eyre, 20th Century Children’s Books (London: Longmans, Green, 1952), 72.
12  May Gibbs, Tales of Snugglepot and Cuddlepie: Their Adventures Wonderful (Sydney: Angus and 
Robertson, 1918).
13  Bartlett to Kiddle, 30 November 1943, Kiddle Papers, Series 948/3/4a.
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intellectual aspiration.14 In 1942, Kiddle commenced a master of arts 
at the University of Melbourne. Her topic was a biography of Caroline 
Chisholm. She completed the degree in 1946.15 In these years, Kiddle 
balanced competing employment, creative and academic demands. This 
pattern continued throughout her life.

Kiddle’s ability to bring Moonbeam Stairs to print demonstrated that, like 
Copland, she had skills beyond the merely academic. Wartime economic 
regulation prioritised paper for school textbooks, technical manuals 
and the operations of government.16 Projects unapproved by regulators 
could only access limited stocks of paper available in the open market.17 
Despite the doubts of APC’s General Manager Stanley Bartlett, Kiddle 
mobilised family and academic networks in a quest for paper that she 
likened to ‘black magic’.18 She found a contact at the Burnie Paper Mill, 
which enabled her to access the required paper by June 1945.19 Yet, even 
as Kiddle celebrated her success, the project faced new obstacles, as strike 
action by printers slowed the production of the engraved blocks required 
for the printing of an illustrated book.20 Copies of the book finally reached 
Melbourne distributors in July 1945.21

Moonbeam Stairs took three years and seven months to progress from 
final draft to bookstore shelves. Kiddle’s venture into writing for children 
narrowly escaped abandonment at a time when technical and textbook 
publication was prioritised. World War II ended before Moonbeam Stairs 
was published. Its eventual publication was due both to the cessation of 
hostilities and Kiddle’s determination. The experience did not dampen 
her enthusiasm to write fiction for a young audience and she and her 
publisher began making plans for a second story in November 1945.

14  Selleck, The Shop, 606–08, 645–46.
15  Student Record Card: Kiddle, Margaret Loch.
16  Sydney Butlin, War Economy, 1939–1942 (Canberra: Australian War Memorial, 1955), 433, 
doi.org/10.2307/2551288; ‘Easing Book Shortage: New Committee’s Function’, Sydney Morning 
Herald, 25 January 1944, 4.
17  Bartlett to Kiddle, 5 September 1944, Kiddle Papers, Series 948/3/4a.
18  Bartlett to Kiddle, 28 June 1945, Kiddle Papers, Series 948/3/4a.
19  Bartlett to Kiddle, 6 November 1944, Kiddle Papers, Series 948/3/4a; Grantham to Kiddle, 
10 September 1944, Kiddle Papers, Series 948/3/4a/h; Grantham to Kiddle, 8 November 1944, Kiddle 
Papers, Series 948/3/4a; Bartlett to Kiddle, 14 November 1944, Kiddle Papers, Series 948/3/4a.
20  James Hagan, Printers and Politics: A History of the Australian Printing Unions, 1850–1950 
(Canberra: Australian National University Press, in association with the Printing and Kindred Industries 
Union, 1966), 274–75; Brian Alderson, ‘The Making of Children’s Books’, in The Cambridge Companion 
to Children’s Literature, ed. M. O. Grenby and Adrea Immel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2009), 37.
21  Bartlett to Kiddle, 13 July 1945, Kiddle Papers, Series 948/3/4a.

http://doi.org/10.2307/2551288
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Evaluations of Moonbeam Stairs

Critical analyses of Moonbeam Stairs are in short supply. It is acknowledged 
as one of few Australian fairy stories of the era produced for the seven- 
to nine-year-old audience.22 Its production quality was exceptional.23 
The  flowing Art Nouveau–influenced lines of Anne Montgomery’s 
illustrations received praise.24 The fairy story itself, focused around 
a journey in search of the magic stairway to fairyland and complete 
with anthropomorphised Australian animals, has been described as 
‘imaginative’ by one reviewer, but ‘unconvincing’ by another.25 The fairy 
genre, so popular for decades, would soon seem unexciting in the age of 
suburban affluence. Children would find the exotic not at the bottom 
of the garden but in outer space or entirely imaginary worlds. The 
awkward description of the stairway as an ‘escalator beam’ evoked the 
real world of the department store: the emerging magical kingdom of 
mass consumption. Kiddle seemed to anticipate doubts in her foreword, 
in which she reminded readers to suspend disbelief.

Caroline Chisholm and the Turn to 
Australian Themes
As Moonbeam Stairs made its way to press, Kiddle began revising her 
masters thesis on Chisholm for publication as a book in 1948.26 As a woman 
and a Catholic, Chisholm stood out among the nationalist pantheon of 
gold diggers and explorers. In 1930, W. K. Hancock had suggested the 
need for her biography to be written.27 In pursuing this project, Kiddle 
was frustrated by her inability to locate any personal papers of Chisholm. 

22  Henry Saxby, A History of Australian Children’s Literature 1941–1970 (Sydney: Wentworth 
Books, 1971), 270.
23  Robyn Sheahann-Bright, ‘For Children and Young Adults’, in Paper Empires: A History of the 
Book in Australia 1946–2005, ed. Craig Munroand Robyn Sheahann-Bright (St Lucia: University of 
Queensland Press, 2006), 279.
24  Juliet O’Conor, Bottersnikes and Other Lost Things: A Celebration of Australian Illustrated Children’s 
Books (Carlton: Miegunyah Press; Melbourne: State Library of Victoria, 2009), 236.
25  Stella Lees and Pam Macintyre, The Oxford Companion to Australian Children’s Literature 
(Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1993), 245; Saxby, A History of Australian Children’s 
Literature, 271.
26  Margaret Kiddle’s Caroline Chisholm has been published six times, including a second edition 
in 1957 and two abridged editions (1969 and 1990, which was reprinted in 1996), all by Melbourne 
University Press. The paperback abridged edition from 1992 was still in print in 2015.
27  William Keith Hancock, Australia (London: Ernest Benn, 1930), 44, doi.org/10.2307/20628898.

http://doi.org/10.2307/20628898
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Even after publication of the biography in 1948, she continued to search 
without success.28 Copland provided an introduction, in which he praised 
Kiddle for resisting the temptation to ‘dramatize the story’.29 Historians 
have been more sceptical. J. M. Ward argued that Caroline Chisholm’s 
life was better suited to history than biography.30 The work aided the 
integration of Chisholm into the story of national progress.31 Kiddle’s 
undergraduate education had taught her the importance of careful 
empirical research but her struggles with the Chisholm project reminded 
her of the importance of imagination. However, the work did mark her 
turn towards Australian themes.

Writing West of Sunset

In West of Sunset, Kiddle mostly eschewed the fantasy of Moonbeam Stairs 
but sought through fiction to retain a place for the imagination that had 
been absent in Caroline Chisholm. Colonial Australia was to be her life’s 
focus, but she was unsure how to proceed.

Despite the success of Moonbeam Stairs, and early discussions with her 
publisher, the publication of a second book was not guaranteed. Bartlett 
had made no promises about a subsequent publication. Pleading oversight 
in failing to address Kiddle’s interest in writing a second title, Bartlett 
consoled his author: ‘as far as publishing is concerned things have been 
terribly difficult … at times we wonder where we are going’.32

In February 1946, Kiddle found employment in the Department of 
History at the University of Melbourne. Her new occupation corresponded 
with the completion of her thesis on Chisholm. Kiddle’s recruitment 
into the expanding department meant that her career as an academic, 
albeit an untenured woman, had begun. At the time, few women held 

28  Margaret Kiddle, ‘Acknowledgments’, in Caroline Chisholm, abridged, by Margaret Kiddle 
(Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 1969), xii–xiv.
29  Douglas Copland, ‘Foreword’, in Caroline Chisholm, by Margaret Kiddle (Melbourne: Melbourne 
University Press, 1990), vii.
30  Ward, ‘Historiography’, 233.
31  Patricia Grimshaw, ‘Introduction to the 1990 Edition’, in Caroline Chisholm, by Margaret Kiddle 
(Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 1990), xix–xx.
32  Bartlett to Kiddle, 20 December 1945, Kiddle Papers, Series 948/3/4a.
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appointments in university history departments.33 When a contemporary 
of Kiddle’s, Kathleen Fitzpatrick, became associate professor of 
history at the University of Melbourne in 1948, she became the first 
woman in a non-scientific department to achieve such a position at an 
Australian university.34

Kiddle’s appointment occurred at a time of great increase in University 
of Melbourne enrolments. In 1946, as returned soldiers enrolled to 
study, history student numbers swelled from a projected 950 to 1,443. 
As department head, Professor R. M. Crawford lobbied for additional 
staff to ease the teaching burden on existing staff. Officially employed as 
a part-time tutor, Kiddle initially acted as Crawford’s research assistant.35 
The royalties from fiction writing, along with earnings from her broadcast 
playwriting, were a useful supplement to her income. At the University 
of Melbourne, Kiddle never rose above senior tutor. Chronic illness likely 
contributed to her lack of professional academic promotion, but she 
insisted that this was not her aspiration.36

Completing West of Sunset drew Kiddle away from her university work 
and family responsibilities. The manuscript was completed in just over 
a year.37 Bartlett reported in December 1946 that he looked forward 
to the completed typescript, which ultimately arrived in April the 
following year.38

Bartlett was determined to have the novel assessed by APC’s in-house 
reviewer and side-stepped Kiddle’s insistence on providing a report written 
by her colleague Dr Aughterson from the School of English. Undaunted, 
and dogged about persuading Bartlett of the manuscript’s merit, Kiddle 
relayed Aughterson’s opinion of the work: ‘He likes the book v. much 
indeed—he says it is something which has not been done before in print 

33  Patricia Grimshaw and Jane L. Carey, ‘Foremothers VI: Kathleen Fitzpatrick (1905–1990), 
Margaret Kiddle (1914–1958) and Australian History after the Second World War’, Gender & History 
13, no. 2 (2001): 352, doi.org/10.1111/1468-0424.00232.
34  Susan Davies, ‘Kathleen Fitzpatrick: Sculptor with Words’, in The Discovery of Australian History 
1890–1939, ed. Stuart Macintyre and Julian Thomas (Carlton: Melbourne University Press, 1995), 192.
35  Fay Anderson, An Historian’s Life: Max Crawford and the Politics of Academic Freedom (Carlton: 
Melbourne University Press, 2005), 162.
36  Kiddle to Crawford, 1 June 1955, UMA, Raymond Maxwell Crawford (Professor) Collection, 
Accession No. 1991.0113, Box 17, Series 7/ 27.
37  ‘West of Sunset M.L.C. 25/10/48’, talk to students by Kiddle, 25 October 1948, Kiddle Papers, 
Series 950/1a/3b.
38  Bartlett to Kiddle, 23 December 1946, Kiddle Papers, Series 948/3/4a.

http://doi.org/10.1111/1468-0424.00232
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… I hope you will agree with him.’39 The success of Moonbeam Stairs 
increased Kiddle’s confidence as an author and perhaps enabled her to be 
more direct and demanding of Bartlett.

Upon receipt of a report by an unnamed reader, Bartlett decided to send 
it directly to the author, perhaps wisely extricating himself from Kiddle’s 
likely reaction to criticism.40 The report supported publication of West of 
Sunset but made three recommendations. It suggested the length be reduced 
from the excessive 78,000 words submitted and that the ‘wearisome’ Irish 
dialect be reworked. The third proposal was caustic, suggesting that the 
manuscript be ‘submitted to a historian … for verification’.41 Kiddle 
conceded to the first two recommendations, but vigorously denied any 
inaccuracies in the text:

I refer your reader to [book title and bibliographic details] pp. 301, 
319, 298 for the relevant passage. I also refer her to Dr Aughterson 
who says he did not notice any such ‘grievous misquotation’ … 
And I’m prepared to bet he knows as much or more abt Eng. Lit. 
as she [the unnamed reader] does.42

The critique of the veracity of the historical component had stung, 
more so than any commentary on her plot, characters or dialogue. She 
responded as a historian rather than as a fiction author. As with Moonbeam 
Stairs, Kiddle was tenacious in her endeavours to push West of Sunset to 
publication. Not wanting acceptance of the manuscript to be stymied by 
critical analysis, she called upon academic support:

I asked Manning Clark … to read through the MS. & leap upon 
historic inaccuracies. He couldn’t find any!! But he made useful 
suggestions. & he said the atmosphere was v. good.43

In demonstration of her own exacting thoroughness, Kiddle found an 
Irish Jesuit priest with a PhD from Louvain ‘and Lord knows what else’ 
who had left Ireland only two years earlier to assess the authenticity of 
the dialogue.44

39  Kiddle (draft) to Bartlett, 1 August 1947, Kiddle Papers, Series 950/1a/2a.
40  Bartlett to Kiddle, 25 August 1947, Kiddle Papers, Series 950/1a/2b.
41  Reader’s report, 25 August 1947, Kiddle Papers, Series 949/1a/2b.
42  Kiddle (draft) to Bartlett, 29 August 1947, Kiddle Papers, Series 950/1a/2a.
43  Kiddle (draft) to Bartlett, 18 October 1947, Kiddle Papers, Series 950/1a/2a.
44  Ibid.
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There were resemblances between Clark’s and Kiddle’s projects. He 
also wrote fiction, not to understand history but to illuminate personal 
mysteries, such as the circumstances of the estrangement between his 
parents. Some of what began as fiction appeared in Clark’s autobiography 
as truth.45 Kiddle’s approach to Clark’s overall project was ambiguous. 
In his 1954 inaugural address, Clark dismissed much past Australian 
historiography as indifferent to the role of ideas, and excessively influenced 
by a sentimental utopianism of ‘mateship’. A predominant progressivism 
had led it to neglect the importance of religion and the squatters. Clark 
insisted that the response to such failures was not a turn to the aridities of the 
social sciences but a focus on the great questions of the human condition.46 
Kiddle attended the address. She considered Clark overwrought and prone 
to claim ideas that circulated among younger historians as his exclusive 
property, but she agreed with much of his substantive thesis, in particular 
his call for a greater emphasis upon ideas.47

The Dutiful Daughter
Kiddle as author and Bartlett as publisher continued to dispute the 
length of West of Sunset. He wanted a one-third reduction, but Kiddle 
countered with a proposal of 65,000 words.48 Kiddle was persistent with 
her demands despite the weight of personal circumstances. Within a span 
of less than two years, she experienced the death of three members of her 
close-knit family. Kiddle’s mother died in October 1948, then her father 
in June 1950.49 Weeks after this second death, Kiddle’s brother-in-law 
also died.50 All three deaths were the result of long illnesses. Kiddle’s life 
as a single, working woman was unusual but not unique. In the 1920s 
and 1930s, the idea that women could have a career outside the home 

45  Mark McKenna, An Eye for Eternity: The Life of Manning Clark (Melbourne: Melbourne University 
Press, 2011), 72, 426, 643–44.
46  Manning Clark, ‘Rewriting Australian History (1954)’, in Occasional Writings and Speeches, by 
Manning Clark (Melbourne: Fontana, 1980), 4, 6, 14, 19.
47  Kiddle to Serle, 27 June 1954, Raymond Maxwell Crawford (Professor) Collection, Accession 
No. 1991.0113, Box 17 Series 7/ 27.
48  Bartlett to Kiddle, 20 October 1947, Kiddle Papers, Series 950/1a/2b; Bartlett to Kiddle, 
3 December 1947, Kiddle Papers, Series 950/1a/2b.
49  ‘Kiddle, Mauna Loa’, Death Registration, Number 11068, 1948, Registry of Births, Deaths and 
Marriages Victoria; ‘Kiddle, John Beacham’, Death Registration, Number 6200, 1950, Registry of 
Births, Deaths and Marriages Victoria.
50  ‘Polack, Peter Joseph’, Death Registration, Number 8708, 1951, Registry of Births, Deaths and 
Marriages Victoria.
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became more accepted and was ‘equated with freedom, modernity and 
mobility’.51 However, even when women escaped marriage, they were still 
subject to gendered expectations. The unmarried daughter was expected 
to be the family carer and Kiddle fulfilled this role for her parents and 
brother-in-law while she struggled with her own health, disputed with 
Bartlett and worked as an academic.

The impact of caring for family members was a constant theme of her 
correspondence. ‘I have little time for my own work at the present’, she 
wrote in January 1949.52 Her father’s death necessitated the sale of the 
family residence at South Yarra, to finalise his estate. This left Kiddle 
without a home.

Finally, in June 1950, Bartlett announced: ‘We are distributing the book 
in the course of a day or so.’53 Her father had died suddenly before the 
receipt of the advance copies of West of Sunset. Kiddle expressed her grief 
in her usual practical manner: ‘It was such a gentle peaceful death that I cd 
[sic] feel nothing but thankfulness for him—my mother’s ending was so 
different.’ That her father had not lived to see the publication of her latest 
book was, for Kiddle, her ‘only regret’ over her father’s death. Despite this 
trauma, she remained focused, proud of the quality of the production and 
congratulated all involved at APC on their work. In the midst of personal 
upheaval, Kiddle transitioned smoothly back into publishing life.54

West of Sunset as Australian Literature
Historical fiction became a popular genre in 1930s Australia. Prominent 
works included those of female authors such as Eleanor Dark and 
Katherine Susannah Pritchard.55 This turn towards history also became 
apparent in children’s literature. Rurality, especially the ‘outback’, had 
been a theme of Australian children’s literature for decades but, by mid-
century, improved transport and communications had bridged the gaps 

51  Catriona Elder, ‘“The Question of the Unmarried”: Some Meanings of Being Single in Australia 
in the 1920s and 1930s’, Australian Feminist Studies 8, no. 18 (1993): 156, doi.org/10.1080/081646
49.1993.9994702.
52  Kiddle (draft) to Bartlett, 5 January 1949, Kiddle Papers, Series 950/1a/2a.
53  Bartlett to Kiddle, 9 June 1950, Kiddle Papers, Series 950/1a/2b.
54  Kiddle (draft) to Bartlett, 28 June 1950, Kiddle Papers, Series 950/1a/2a.
55  Robert Dixon, ‘Australian Fiction and the World Republic of Letters, 1890–1950’, in The Cambridge 
History of Australian Literature, ed. Peter Pierce (Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 240–46, 
doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521881654.013.

http://doi.org/10.1080/08164649.1993.9994702
http://doi.org/10.1080/08164649.1993.9994702
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ANU Historical Journal II, Number 3

86

between city and bush. In search of the exotic, children’s literature took 
a historical turn and West of Sunset was an early example of this.56 It was a 
story for older children, aged 12–16, and 60,000 words in length. It was 
published with a hardcover and full-colour dust jacket. Full-page black-
and-white illustrations were also featured. Set against the background 
of the Bland district of New South Wales, West of Sunset drew upon 
Kiddle’s own family history and folklore to create a tale of colonial life. 
The story is told from the perspective of female protagonists, 11-year-
old Harriet and her cousin Jane, who emigrate to Australia in the 1840s. 
They are assisted by Caroline Chisholm, who finds work for them at a 
remote pastoral station operated by a widow. In large part, it is much 
more realist in style than Moonbeam Stairs. Fantasies of fairies and flights 
to the moon are restricted to the musings of Irish supporting characters, 
and animals in the form of pets are not anthropomorphised but are part 
of the narrative. It is a story of female ingenuity and pluck, in which men 
play marginal roles. There is also a disabled character: a blind woman who 
lives independently.

Depictions of Aboriginality are framed around a series of dichotomies: 
between the degradation of life in Sydney and the relative freedom of 
those who live around the station and are able to preserve their customs, 
but also between the latter and the ‘wild blacks’. A child is taken by the 
‘wild blacks’ but is eventually returned unharmed. As Clare Bradford 
has argued, these dichotomies are a common feature of depictions of 
Aboriginality within Australian children’s literature.57 The lost, possibly 
kidnapped, child was a common trope of Australian fiction. It drew 
both on a Western Australian case in 1830 and stories passed down 
through Kiddle’s family.58 The narrative arc of West of Sunset is, for its 
main characters, one of mild difficulty triumphantly overcome. In this 
respect, it fits clearly within the developmentalist and optimistic vision of 
Australian history that Clark criticised. The depiction of the Indigenous 
experience, however, adds an element of tragedy. They are cast as victims, 
and even the violence of the ‘wild blacks’ is explained as an inevitable 
response to their mistreatment. Fictional portrayals of Indigenous people, 
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such as the narratives of Eleanor Dark, helped settler-colonial intellectuals 
of the mid-century come to terms with dispossession.59 It was understood 
as a tragedy but a necessary one—the sad price of progress.60 Brenda 
Niall’s suggestion that West of Sunset is ‘the work of a historian rather than 
a novelist’ is a useful insight.61 The strongest passages in the book are in 
the depiction of landscape, not character.

Bartlett was impressed with West of Sunset and hoped sales numbers would 
give the title ‘the reception it also deserves’.62 Three thousand copies had 
been printed, but only half of those had been bound.63 A year after its 
release, Kiddle questioned Bartlett over the success of the book. Sales had 
not been as high as expected. Bartlett was philosophical, stating that it 
was a risk that publishers took in backing their own judgement. Bartlett 
assessed the sales of West of Sunset as ‘somewhere near average’ given the 
book’s genre and price.64

Despite disappointing sales, a request by publisher Longmans, Green and 
Company was received by APC in 1952. Longmans asked permission 
to include an extract from West of Sunset in a series of school readers.65 
Privately, Bartlett vented his frustration about this type of request, whose 
number was increasing: ‘it could grow to the extent that any one publisher 
could produce a book composed entirely of material that was culled from 
other publishers’.66 Discussion about school readers and Kiddle’s fiction 
for children had already occurred in relation to ‘The Skylark’, a story 
destined to remain unpublished. Although Kiddle’s work as a children’s 
author did not cease with West of Sunset, it was her last APC-produced 
book and her last children’s book to be published.
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ANU Historical Journal II, Number 3

88

Further Projects: ‘Grenfell Gold’, 
The Candle and ‘The Skylark’

Goodness knows when it will be done, but I hope you will like it. 
There will be lots of blood and thunder … But in spite of it I do 
get a bit done here & there & I think the goldfields book might be 
worthwhile when it is written.67

The difficulties of publishing during and immediately after the war 
had failed to dampen Kiddle’s enthusiasm for writing children’s fiction. 
In 1949, while enduring the slow progress of West of Sunset, Kiddle set 
about preparing the manuscript of its successor. Although she stressed 
it was ‘not a sequel’, Kiddle’s plan was for the next story to be written 
for the same age group with a background of the goldfields in 1867.68 
The manuscript would eventually be titled ‘Grenfell Gold’.

Although Bartlett expressed interest in receiving the manuscript on 
completion, his predictions about the future of the industry remained 
pessimistic. Kiddle had usually withstood Bartlett’s forecasts of publishing 
gloom, but her usual, unflappable optimism now wavered. The writing 
of ‘Grenfell Gold’ had commenced in the months following the death 
of Kiddle’s mother and continued, intermittently, until her father’s 
death. Personal and professional responsibilities began to encroach 
on Kiddle’s output of children’s fiction. Shortly after the death of her 
father, Kiddle  lamented that she might never write another book: 
‘The upheaval in the house now is such that I just can’t get anything but 
the bare essentials of Prof Crawford’s work done.’69 Barrett encouraged 
Kiddle, even supporting her reluctant acceptance of work as a reviewer 
of children’s  books in the short-lived Australian Week-End Review.70 
He  recognised that Kiddle was hesitant to take up this distracting 
work: ‘I  agree and can quite understand that you feel it preferable to 
write your own work.’ However, he felt that these reviews might assist 

67  Kiddle (draft) to Bartlett, 5 January 1949, Kiddle Papers, Series 950/1a/2a.
68  Kiddle (draft) to Bartlett, 5 January 1949, Kiddle Papers, Series 950/1a/2a.
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Kiddle to get ‘into line’ again.71 In December 1950, the Week-End Review 
featured Kiddle’s short story, The Candle, a nativity tale based on Kiddle’s 
recollections of her grandmother.72

Work on ‘Grenfell Gold’ was set aside for a year as other commitments 
depleted Kiddle’s energies for writing children’s fiction. In March 1951, she 
returned to the incomplete draft, declaring: ‘I feel I must keep writing.’73 
With a more realistic target of 50,000 words, Kiddle pushed on with the 
manuscript. She had a systematic approach to writing. When diverted 
to other projects, she recorded story ideas and edits to be made at the 
next opportunity. In a note, Kiddle reminded herself to increase the pace 
of ‘Grenfell Gold’: ‘Tighten story—get onto gold digging sooner.’74 Her 
extensive notes and draft chapters signalled Kiddle’s belief that the story, 
already populated by foundling Indigenous children, tattooed sailors and 
dying lepers, was worthy of completion.75

Bartlett lost track of Kiddle’s creative plans and sought to channel her 
efforts elsewhere: ‘As far as the goldfields story is concerned … I would 
suggest that you leave this alone for the time being.’76 He attempted to 
steer Kiddle towards writing a historical novel for adults.77 The reception 
and sales of Caroline Chisholm likely contributed to this advice. APC 
published Katharine Susannah Prichard’s goldfields fiction trilogy between 
1946 and 1950. ‘Grenfell Gold’ was set aside for a time when publication 
would be more likely. The near-complete manuscript appears to have 
been abandoned at this stage. Undaunted, Kiddle agreed to write a school 
reader for APC’s York Series. Bartlett’s advice that each title in the series 
had so far been published by APC’s London office for the British market 
probably sweetened the deal.78 Kiddle’s subject was the acclimatisation of 
English fauna and she reported feeling ‘inspired’ to write once more.79 
She named her piece ‘The Skylark’. There was an added incentive: John 
Feely, the assistant librarian at the Melbourne Public Library, suggested 
entering the story in one of the writing competitions on offer as part of 
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the centenary of Victoria celebrations: ‘it will probably not win, but if 
it does £100 will be very useful’.80 Financial issues, as always, remained 
a consideration.81

Creative labour was soon interrupted again by personal events. Kiddle 
shared responsibility for caring for her dying brother-in-law, Peter Polak, 
while continuing with her University of Melbourne employment. After 
Polak’s death in July 1951, Kiddle confessed to her publisher: ‘I  felt 
so bad about Pete that I simply couldn’t write. I think I’ll wait now 
until I feel able to give my best to it.’82 Bartlett encouraged her to put 
‘The Skylark’ aside. Without a formal decision being made, Kiddle’s time 
as an author of children’s literature had drawn to a close. Work on ‘The 
Skylark’ ended at the second draft stage. There is no record of the typed 
manuscript being presented to a publisher. No further children’s literature 
authored by Kiddle appeared in print.

Kiddle’s social circle challenged this cessation of activities as a children’s 
author. Her friend Rohan Rivett encouraged her to travel overseas to 
build an international reputation as a children’s author. He suggested she 
meet with Enid Blyton’s publisher, William Collins, Sons and Company, 
and start ‘bombarding them with children’s manuscripts’.83 No evidence 
of Kiddle approaching Collins has survived. Her time abroad was 
instead occupied with efforts to gather the primary research necessary to 
document her history of the Western District. Additional activities, such 
as reviewing scholarly histories for academic journals, suggests Kiddle’s 
attention was focused squarely on her activities as a historian.84

Kiddle was also aware of her declining health. Her sister Elizabeth Bush 
later observed: ‘She only had one year Sabbatical Leave and she also knew 
but she didn’t tell me her health time was running out.’85
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Towards Men of Yesterday

As her career developed, Kiddle found that, like Manning Clark, she had 
learnt as much as she could from the process of fiction writing.86 Her 
focus shifted. In 1949, while awaiting the release of West of Sunset and 
Caroline Chisholm, Kiddle turned her thoughts to new book projects. 
The eventually discarded ‘Grenfell Gold’ was part of her plan for writing 
more historical fiction for children, but now Kiddle sought a new 
non-fiction project.

Her self-assigned task was to locate a topic that would yield a level of 
primary documentation that had eluded her with Caroline Chisholm.87 
A  chance remark by Sir Clive McPherson, that someone should write 
a book about ‘the good old days’, gave Kiddle the inspiration she needed.88 
The planning for what would become Men of Yesterday: A Social History of 
the Western District, 1834–1890 had already begun by September 1949. 
By January 1952, Kiddle had left for a 12-month visit to the United 
Kingdom to locate primary records. These materials, comprising largely 
letters and diaries, would form the basis of the research for her next work 
of adult non-fiction.

In many respects, Men of Yesterday was distinct from Kiddle’s earlier work. 
West of Sunset had focused on the struggling squatters of the arid frontier, 
but now she turned to the Australian aristocracy of the verdant Western 
District. This shift was encouraged and praised by critics of the ‘Whig 
version’ of Australian history.89 However, it was an interest criticised by 
historians loyal to the traditions of the old left such as Martin Sullivan. 90 
Yet the sense of tragedy in West of Sunset is carried forward and developed 
in Men of Yesterday. The march of colonial democracy not only crushed 
Indigenous resistance but also refuted the hopes of those who imagined an 
Australia that would not be an antipodean America of levelling democracy 
and irresponsible plutocracy.

86  McKenna, An Eye for Eternity, 81–82.
87  Crawford, ‘Margaret Loch Kiddle’, x.
88  M. Kiddle, ‘Seminar—Western District: Reasons for Choice of Subject’, 21 September 1949, 1, 
Kiddle Collection, Accession No. 1996.0039.
89  Ward, ‘Historiography’, 237; McKenna, An Eye for Eternity, 440.
90  Martin Sullivan, Men & Women of Port Phillip (Sydney: Hale & Iremonger, 1985), 11–12.



ANU Historical Journal II, Number 3

92

Critics of Men of Yesterday have complained that it ‘relegated Aboriginal 
involvement on the frontier to the fringes of settlement’.91 Second-wave 
feminists stated that Kiddle had a ‘preoccupation with the activities of 
men’.92 Indeed, Kiddle was accused of historical silences in relation to 
Indigenous people, women and the lower social classes. A 1996 thesis 
was entitled ‘What Kiddle Forgot’.93 However, Kiddle’s subjects in Men of 
Yesterday should be understood in the context of her overall body of work, 
both historical and fiction, and as a project of understanding colonial 
Australia as more than just a story of progress.

The Posthumous Life of Kiddle’s Fiction 
for Children
Margaret Loch Kiddle died in May 1958 at the age of 43. Seven months 
before her death, Kiddle had added a codicil to her will, bequeathing 
her literary estate, including unpublished works, to the University 
of Melbourne.94 This was designed to benefit the Department of 
History specifically. Posthumous publication of Men of Yesterday was 
the author’s priority, as her literary executors were left with Kiddle’s 
detailed instructions for the book’s acknowledgements and its retail price 
following publication.95

The bequest also encompassed Kiddle’s works of fiction for children. MUP 
published a paperback edition of West of Sunset in the same year as Men of 
Yesterday’s release.96 The re-release, probably intended to capitalise on the 
success of Men of Yesterday, acknowledged Kiddle as an author of fiction 
for children. The publication was part of an MUP series, ‘Melbourne 
Paperbacks’, and sat awkwardly among works of non-fiction for adults by 
Vance Palmer, Peter Ryan and Geoffrey Sawyer.
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MUP’s support of Kiddle’s works of children’s fiction was fleeting. 
Crawford’s statements about the pending publication of ‘The Skylark’ 
proved to be unfounded.97 Decades later, Kiddle’s sister briefly pursued 
the promise of ‘The Skylark’s’ publication, with a response from the 
Department of History on behalf of MUP incognisant of any prior 
arrangements: ‘the Press does not publish fiction, so the question of 
their agreeing to publish the novel could not have arisen’.98 Time and 
the unreliable nature of institutional memory had rendered Kiddle’s brief 
appearance as an author of fiction published by MUP non-existent.

Conclusions
Comparing Kiddle’s writing, in which she often wrote simultaneously 
as a historian and a children’s author, can inform our understanding of 
both her historical and creative practices. Despite being a woman and 
a  member of the University of Melbourne’s Department of History, 
Kiddle has been criticised by feminist historians. Unusually for public 
historians, she existed outside of the academy through children’s writing. 
Writing children’s fiction led Kiddle to write for radio, further distancing 
herself from the confines of academia.

In her children’s fiction, Kiddle provided glimpses of the future historian. 
The detail, the landscape and the lively narrative are all present. Many 
of the subjects in West of Sunset, and the unpublished ‘Grenfell Gold’ 
and ‘The Skylark’, are significant in light of modern critiques of Kiddle’s 
work as a historian, for these titles are populated with people and groups 
allegedly absent from her non-fiction work. Indigenous people, women, 
lower classes and other minorities all dwell comfortably within their pages.

Kiddle took to the writing of children’s literature with all the determination 
and focus that she demonstrated through her short life. It was for a time 
her profession, not a sideline or a distraction from the disappointments of 
illness. Kiddle had determined that her health excluded her from marriage 
and motherhood, but she did not experience this as a personal tragedy.99
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Kiddle’s career as a children’s author straddled the completion of her 
academic studies, as well as the commencement of her employment at the 
University of Melbourne. In turn, her employment with the university 
marked an interval bracketed by the writing of the two history books 
synonymous with her name: Caroline Chisholm and Men of Yesterday. She 
was a distinguished member of the famed Melbourne School of History, 
but never fully regarded herself as solely an academic. Despite the burdens 
of illness and gendered expectations, she made her own history at the 
personal and creative levels. Writing children’s literature called upon 
Kiddle’s skills for historical research and writing. It demonstrated her 
interest in an outward-looking and community-based focus. Kiddle’s 
outreach contrasted with the introspection of the academy to which she 
would later belong.

Ultimately, Kiddle’s fiction writing for children displays a historian in 
the making. In considering Kiddle, it is important to raise the stature 
and scope of her early works, for these forgotten writings provide an 
alternative imagining of the historical epilogue Kiddle did not have the 
opportunity to produce.
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