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			Introduction

			Malcolm Allbrook

			The Australian Journal of Biography and History (AJBH) was established in 2018 with the principal aim of promoting the study of historical biography. In her 2023 book Biography: An Historiography, Melanie Nolan, currently director of the National Centre of Biography, situates biography as integral to the practice of history, a discipline that stresses the role of the individual rather than focusing solely on the structures constraining human agency.1 Consistent with this objective, the AJBH publishes lively, appealing and provocative articles that ‘engage critically with issues and problems in historiography and life writing’ as well as illuminating themes in Australian history.2 Since 2018, the journal has fulfilled its charter with three general numbers emanating from a call for papers and four special themed issues: Number 2, 2019, Canberra Lives (edited by Malcolm Allbrook); Number 5, 2021, Political Biography (edited by Stephen Wilks and Joshua Black); Number 6, 2022, Writing Slavery into Biography (edited by Georgina Arnott, Zoë Laidlaw and Jane Lydon), and Number 7, 2023, Convict Lives (edited by Matthew Cunneen and Malcolm Allbrook).

			The articles in this general number apply biographical methodologies to illustrate and enliven a range of themes and episodes in Australian history. Utilising the example of the head of the federal Department of External Affairs between 1947 and 1950, John Wear Burton, Adam Hughes Henry explores some of the ways in which anti-communism in 1950s Australia served to limit critical thinking on the country’s foreign policy. The article focuses on Burton’s controversial but often-overlooked visit to the People’s Republic of China in 1952, an episode that enraged both major Australian political parties and brought about his professional and personal isolation. Burton is the subject of a family memoir by his daughters, Pamela Burton and Meredith Edwards, which reminds us that, although he is remembered chiefly as a talented if controversial diplomat who ascended to great professional heights but fell from grace at a relatively young age, he went on to achieve much as a landowner and farmer, a bookseller and a writer who gained an international reputation for his work in conflict analysis and resolution.3 Hughes, though, argues that Burton himself—‘confident, brash and intellectual’ with a tendency to be uncompromising—contributed to his own demise as a diplomat. Further, that Burton, perhaps, did not appreciate ‘the consequences for individuals who openly challenged Australian anti-communist attitudes in the 1950s’. Those who ignored or failed to recognise the emerging political realities of the period could find themselves cast as ‘figures of suspicion and scorn’, or, more seriously, as ‘a secret communist, dupe or sympathiser’.

			In their article on the black sports promoter and entrepreneur Jack Dowridge, who lived and largely thrived in Brisbane between the mid-1870s and his death in 1922, Gary Osmond and Jan Richardson argue that the biography of such a figure must not only ‘situate a life in its broader context’ but also recognise the ‘ultimate unknowability of past lives’. Dowridge is a particularly alluring subject to illustrate such themes. Much can be known about some aspects of his life. He was born in Barbados; he sought opportunities to become a successful fighter and business figure first in England and then in Queensland; and, despite evidence of ‘racial hierarchy, stereotyping and racist language’ in Australia, became much admired in his adopted hometown, and indeed was instrumental in establishing a Caribbean community there. Yet the details of his earlier life—his descent from African slaves and connections to slavery and his early experiences as a boxer—are elusive. The task of illuminating relatively obscure lives such as that of Dowridge is, the authors argue, dependent on a ‘patchwork of archival fragments’ and the rapid expansion of digital resources and tools to access them, the latter adding new dimensions to the potential of biography. Such resources promise not only to add detail to individual lives but also to complicate them by illuminating their context, and, as the authors describe it, by incorporating individual lives into the ‘bigger stories of empire’: ‘slavery, transportation, the plantation economy, racism and the creation of an African-Caribbean diaspora’.

			By contrast, Phillip Deery and Julie Kimber, in their study of the often-overlooked figure of Evdokia Petrov (1914–2002), consider the ‘disjuncture between historical imagination and the archival record’. In historical records of the time, Evdokia is generally portrayed as subservient to her husband Vladimir, although both were operatives at the Soviet Embassy in Canberra. The authors started their project with the intention of giving Evdokia just historical and biographical recognition—they expected to produce ‘a conventional biographical portrait, extending but consistent with previous studies’. But what they encountered was a ‘world of deception and dissembling’ that meant they became ever less certain the further their research proceeded. Biography in such a context became an exercise of frustration: what the authors anticipated would be an exercise in marshalling the sources in all their variety—‘through her own words, through Australian Security Intelligence Organisation, government and newspaper reports, through oral history and through secondary studies’—to find the ‘real’ Evdokia, instead became a ‘biography plagued by ambiguity’.

			In a similar vein but with a very different subject, Richard Fotheringham’s article on the variety entertainer and singer Jenny Howard, aka Daisy Blowes (1902–1996), had the benefit of a wealth of source material, not only for the first third of her life in Britain, but also for the many years she lived and worked in Australia. A Trove search alone throws up many ‘hits’: often advertisements for her performances, but also ‘many reviews, promotional interviews and other glimpses of her life, most consciously manufactured for newspapers and other publications of record as publicity’. Implicit in the record is what the author calls the ‘failings’ of those ‘whose private and public lives become of more than family interest and who are asked to recount their experiences and memories’:

			Moving themselves to centre stage as the hero of their own story and/or hoping that a spotlight might be shone on their previously undervalued contribution … Then there are the less histrionic, universal problems of forgetfulness; misremembering; concealing, airbrushing or rewriting embarrassing or even criminal failings; accentuating the positive and telling a story—putting real, faulty and false memories into a plausible teleological narrative, a sequence that both comments on the times in which they lived and their role in it as agents of their own destiny rather than as recipients of chance and serendipity.

			Thus, rather than the ‘exercise of frustration’ experienced by biographers of subjects like Evdokia Petrov, a figure such as Howard emerges as a character in her own play, a self-idealised figure, the details of her life so complex and manufactured as to bamboozle even the experienced biographer. And, as with Petrov, the biographical quest of finding the ‘real’ person behind the curated one not infrequently leaves a biographer less certain than ever that they have succeeded in their aims.

			David Marr, though, in his biography of the novelist Patrick White, was left in no doubt as to whether he had succeeded in his biographical quest, at least from the perspective of his subject. Martin Thomas relates in his article ‘Patrick White and the Path to Sarsaparilla’ that the novelist demanded a ‘final pound of flesh from his biographer’ by making Marr ‘sit with him at the dining table while he read it in front of him from beginning to end’. The process went on for days, White sometimes laughing ‘uproariously, often at his own witticisms’, sometimes challenging a point of syntax or a fact, but nevertheless placing the biographer in an extraordinary position, which, although ‘excruciating’ at the time, was an ‘amazing gift’ from subject to biographer. The result, as Thomas puts it, was a biography of ‘complete artistic freedom’, ‘unauthorised’ certainly, but ‘aided and abetted by its subject’.

			Patricia Clarke, in her article ‘Divorce Divide’ describes the experience of the journalist Iris Dexter, née Norton (1907–1974), in seeking, but until 1950 failing to obtain, a divorce from an abusive husband, and the devastating impact the drawn-out episode had on her life. Norton had married Dexter, a racing reporter, in 1928, but within a few months he had started to drink heavily and beat her until, after two years, she sought a divorce on the ground of ‘constructive desertion’, the legal term denoting a forced departure from a marriage because of the violence of a spouse. As Clarke describes, Norton had commenced her career with the ambition, and seemingly the talent, to pursue a career as a journalist and writer, but the disaster of her violent marriage and the barriers against arguing the case for constructive desertion essentially ruined her career and her aspirations.

			Finally, two articles in this number utilise collective biographical methodologies to illuminate historical episodes that, although very different from one another, have become emblematic in Australian history. Nichola Garvey, in ‘Women’s Lives in a Fragmented Archive’, relates the story of the ‘death ship’ Neptune, which arrived in New South Wales in 1790 as part of the infamous Second Fleet. On board was a cargo of women convicts, numbering just over five hundred on departure, but only 340 on arrival, the remainder, thirty-one per cent of the original number, having died en route. Garvey sets out to find these lost women, utilising a hitherto little-used archive of depositions taken in 1791 as part of a criminal investigation of the captain of the Neptune, Donald Trail, and the first mate, William Elrington. As the author contends, the archive provides rich material not only on context—the social systems and power structures on the ship—but also on the ‘cargo of women’, including detailed biographical information on individual women. Peter Woodley also uses a well-known historical episode that has become iconic in Australian history, the 1891 Queensland bush workers’ strike. The episode has generally been portrayed as a ‘war’ between capital and labour, the result being a crushing defeat for the labourers. But, as Woodley argues, as well as signifying a ‘clash between abstract class interests’, the strike also showed the ‘often intense and fraught intersections of individuals’ lives’, many of which would never have come to light were it not for the strike and its judicial consequences. The article convincingly exemplifies the potential of collective biographical methodologies ‘as a window into the experience of class—examining the convergence of disparate lives in a moment, how they influenced and, in turn, were affected by it, and how … that experience shaped their subsequent trajectories’.
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			Beyond the limits: Australian anti-communism and the unforgiving 1950s

			Adam Hughes Henry

			Prologue

			This article uses a biographical case study to explore the ways in which anti-communism limited opportunities for critical thinking about Australian foreign policy in the 1950s. While other biographical case studies from the period might have served to illustrate this point, the subject examined here is Dr John Wear Burton, secretary of the Australian Department of External Affairs (DEA) between 1947 and 1950. Specifically, the paper examines Burton’s overlooked visit to China in 1952. In response to Burton’s China trip, both sides of Australian politics reacted with fury. Attacked by the left and right, Burton found himself personally and professionally isolated. Contributing significantly to the speed of this isolation was Burton himself. Confident, brash and intellectual, Burton was also uncompromising. If convinced of being correct in his judgements, he was a man comfortable with angering enemies and friends alike. This biographical study of Burton’s China trip also outlines the consequences for individuals who openly challenged Australian anti-communist attitudes in the 1950s. As will be shown, those like Burton who failed to successfully navigate the new political realities of the unforgiving 1950s could become figures of suspicion and scorn.

			In Australia today, John Burton is mostly remembered for helping to oversee the country’s postwar engagement with Asia, especially Indonesia, as an advocate for a more independent Australian style of diplomacy, and, later, for his scholarly contributions to peace and conflict studies and international relations.1 Yet, memories of Burton cannot be disconnected from the politics of anti-communism in the 1950s. For some, particularly those who saw opposing communism as a moral duty, Burton is not fondly remembered. His legacy has also faced criticisms from scholars such as Desmond Ball. Before addressing the key criticisms in more detail, Burton’s social, political and professional context require more acknowledgement, as, arguably, no individual from Australia’s postwar foreign policy establishment fell further from grace in such a short period than he.

			A significant cause of this fall was Burton’s own philosophical and intellectual incompatibility with the exacting political culture of Australian anti-communism after 1949. He held this style of Australian anti-communism in intellectual contempt, believing that it failed to consider other more nuanced foreign policy alternatives. For Australian anti-communists, this attitude reflected their view that Burton failed to adequately oppose communism. Anti-communists found utility not only in attacking Burton’s ideas, but also in insinuating that he was a secret communist, dupe or sympathiser.2 Similar accusations exist in relation to Burton’s former boss, Dr Herbert Vere Evatt.3 By the 1950s, anti-communists aggressively pursued their obsession with the enemy, which included smearing political enemies such as Burton.4

			Whispers about Burton can be traced back to the postwar period in which evidence of Soviet espionage in Australia was first uncovered. Although secretary of the DEA during this period, which saw the establishment of Australian Security Intelligence Organisation (ASIO) in 1948, Burton was sanguine about the seriousness of Soviet espionage and sceptical about cloak and dagger intelligence. This attitude was noted in Breaking the Codes by Desmond Ball and David Horner.5 There is no merit here in rehashing the story of post–World War II Soviet espionage, as this has been examined in detail by others, but it can be highlighted that the major allegations of espionage emanating largely from Ball after Burton’s death were publicly repudiated by many prominent scholars and commentators.6 Further, no allegations were made by any authors of the official ASIO histories that have been published over the last ten years.7 This included David Horner, who, in his role as official ASIO historian, was granted full access to all documents and files and wrote about the period in question. To be clear, the purpose here is not to attack Ball, it is to provide a biographical case study exploring how anti-communist hostility from both sides of Australian politics undermined Burton’s efforts to influence Australian foreign policy debates towards China in 1952.

			Burton

			Following the 1949 federal election, the Menzies coalition government (1949–65) initiated a new political era notable for its strident anti-communism.8 In these years, Burton transitioned from secretary of the DEA and high commissioner to Ceylon (Sri Lanka) in 1951 into a new role: a Cold War dissident. As secretary under Evatt and Prime Minister Ben Chifley (1945–49), he had pursued an Australian style of liberal internationalism favouring international law, the United Nations (UN), greater Australian autonomy and mediated negotiations.9 After 1949, he continued to advocate for the style of Australian liberalism developed in the 1945–49 period—a style of diplomacy that was an anathema to Menzies and other anti-communists.10

			Given his younger age, his rapid rise and his perceived closeness to Evatt, Burton was a polarising figure within diplomatic and political circles by the late 1940s. In December 1948, he sought Australian Labor Party (ALP) preselection for the new federal seat of Canberra.11 It was, and remains, a standard practice that Australian bureaucrats are at least publicly neutral. For conservative critics, this was another mark against him. As the serving secretary of a major federal department, he was indicating a political preference for the ALP. Some within the ALP itself were alarmed at the prospect of him gaining party preselection. Strongly anti-communist factions in the ALP and in the public service opposed his preselection. By this time, the fiercely anti-communist Catholic Social Studies Movement led by B. A. Santamaria was gaining influence within the party.12 Santamaria and ‘The Movement’ would become one of the most influential cultural pillars of Australian anti-communism in the 1950s and well into the 1960s.13

			Although Burton had the backing of Chifley and Evatt for the preselection ballot (10 April 1949), he lost. A week later, Burton ‘flew to London with Chifley for the Commonwealth Prime Ministers’ Conference’.14 If he had been serving as DEA secretary under a non-ALP government when he attempted to win ALP preselection, his resignation would have been requested. Before the 1949 federal election, Menzies was clear that he did not want Burton to remain as secretary if he won.15 Although the expectation was that Burton would lose his job if the ALP lost government, this did not occur. Curiously, and despite his attempt to win ALP preselection, Burton remained as secretary of the DEA after 1949. To the surprise of many, Percy Spender, minister for external affairs, and Burton worked together well.16 Burton had somehow survived the end of the ALP government in 1949, moving into the 1950s with his career intact. In this moment, as others in the public service would choose to do, he might have modified his professional style to suit the times. However, this would ultimately be impossible for Burton.

			Despite his good relationship with Spender, Burton could not ignore the accelerating fault lines of this new anti-communist Cold War era. To be sure, some of these fault lines were emerging in the final phases of the ALP government in relation to communist China and the Cold War. The victory of the communists in 1949 was of enormous significance to Australia. As secretary, Burton advised that Australia should offer diplomatic recognition to Peking (Beijing), but with an eye to the 1949 election, Chifley was cautious.17 Ultimately, and much to Burton’s annoyance, the ALP did not move to recognise China that year. There were good political reasons why this was the case. For one, the Menzies-led Opposition would have certainly used recognising communist China to attack the ALP. The issue of anti-communism was central to Menzies’s vision of international affairs, and a key election pledge in 1949 was the banning of the Australian Communist Party (ACP).18 Second, Chifley also faced unrest within the ALP and from unions. In the right-wing factions of the ALP and wider labour movement, anti-communists and supporters of Santamaria were critical of anyone perceived as being soft on communism.

			In 1949, Burton was at a point in his career at which he was accustomed to getting his way on major foreign policy issues. For him, the failure of the ALP to recognise Peking was not forgotten; as outlined later, he would controversially revive the issue of recognition in 1952. By the late 1940s, Burton had been influential on questions of independence for Indonesia, had helped to develop relations with India and had begun to lay the foundations for the Colombo Plan.19 Moving into the 1950s, he and Spender shared an appreciation for Australia’s geography and its policy implications. For Spender, the Colombo Plan was a way to use the soft power of foreign aid to undermine communism in Asia. For Burton, it represented an extension of a style of Australian liberal internationalism that had often characterised the period between 1945 and 1949. While Spender and Burton shared a policy vision with a regional focus, the outbreak of war in Korea proved to be the tipping point. Burton advised against Australian military involvement, but his advice was ignored. In the name of the Australian government, a commitment of troops to Korea was made by Spender while Menzies was travelling by sea to the United States and briefly out of communication.20 The main motivation for Spender’s extraordinary action was to win favour from Washington by trumping the British. When Menzies arrived for his official North American visit, news of the Australian commitment to Korea had already been well received by the American press and politicians. Spender was obviously confident that Menzies would not rebuke him, each sharing the same fundamental ideas about the Americans. For Spender and Menzies, a major foreign policy objective was a regional security pact with the Americans that committed the US to the defence of the Pacific. It was therefore not the UN that would provide the mechanisms to support peace and protect Australia’s interests, but Washington.21 As Menzies told his cabinet in 1950, Australia was not in Korea to support the UN, but to support the Americans.22 While the 1950s Colombo Plan was still compatible with the Australian style of liberal internationalism that Burton favoured during the Chifley era, sending Australian troops to Korea was not. The pursuit of a Cold War military alliance with Washington, using the lives of Australian soldiers, was incompatible with Burton’s official advice on Australian involvement, and at odds with his own international outlook. Korea made it clear that the policies adopted by Menzies and Spender, particularly the Cold War alliance with London and Washington, would be the basis for Australia’s national security. While Spender did ask him to remain as secretary, Burton took leave from his position on 17 June 1950.

			Retreating to a newly purchased family farm near Canberra, Burton and his family adjusted to a rural existence. Burton did not resign from the DEA but was intent on pursuing an income from farming. After he extended his leave, he resigned as DEA secretary, and Spender appointed Alan Watt as the new secretary. Watt was conservative in his political outlook, and in lock step with the new parameters of Australia’s intensifying Cold War. He held critical views about Burton and his style of politics and foreign policy. After Burton’s resignation, Spender declared that he had provided him ‘objective advice during their association as well as could be expected from a Permanent Head’.23 Chifley, now Labor Opposition leader, described Burton as one of the ‘most splendid public servants Australia had ever produced’.24 When Burton’s leave came to an end in late 1950, Spender appointed him Australian high commissioner to Ceylon. The appointment might have heralded a long overseas career as a senior diplomat. Certainly, Burton was well placed to contribute strongly to the Colombo Plan in the country. However, after six weeks he suddenly resigned,25 his family returning from Ceylon so that he could again seek ALP preselection.26 Once he became unshackled from the bureaucracy, he began to talk more freely about international affairs and become openly critical of the Menzies government.

			Australia’s Cold War

			The early 1950s saw Cold War fears heightened by the Korean War and Chinese involvement. As noted, the Menzies government favoured a strongly anti-communist foreign policy aligned with Washington and London. Fears of another world war against the Soviet Union were held at the highest levels of the Australian government and elsewhere.27 For others, the confrontation between the US and USSR brought with it the threat of global annihilation.28 In the intellectual and philosophical circles that began to question the wisdom of the US-led Cold War, there were certainly communists or those who sympathised, but there was also genuine fear about nuclear war and cynicism about the Americans. In Europe, particularly in France and Britain, growing indifference to the US inspired the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) to fund a clandestine cultural war against communism, the non-communist left and those that favoured neutralism.29 From 1950, the Congress for Cultural Freedom (CCF) supported by the CIA aimed to influence and enlist intellectuals, scientists, artists, journalists, writers and politicians. Frances Stonor Saunders concluded that:

			Whether they liked it or not, whether they knew it or not, there were few writers, poets, artists, historians, scientists, or critics in post-war Europe whose names were not in some way linked to this covert enterprise.30

			In Australia, the literary magazine Quadrant was established in 1956 with secret funding from the CCF.31 The purpose of the magazine was to support the Cold War, oppose communism and attack the non-communist left.32 Individuals like Burton would become easy targets for Quadrant and its network of anti-communist supporters.

			Within the ranks of the emerging Australian peace movement and overseas, there were many individuals committed to the resolution of international disputes who held moral opposition to nuclear weapons.33 There was also recognition within these groups about the presence of communists; however, to pursue peace, they were prepared to be pluralistic.34 For ardent anti-communists though, the entire peace movement was merely a communist-controlled front. Those attracted to the peace movement were a broad church, for example, academics, philosophers, clergy, pacifists, communists, liberals and ordinary working citizens.35 For such individuals, many with fresh memories of world war, conflict with the USSR was too horrible to contemplate. At the core of the peace movement was a rejection of atomic or nuclear weapons and militarism. This placed the peace movement in an internationalist camp proclaiming the possibilities of common humanity, international law and peaceful cooperation. Such an attitude was at odds with Washington’s Cold War power politics.36

			The US Cold War embraced militarism, interventionism, cloak and dagger intelligence operations, the use of force and the possibilities of atomic or nuclear warfare. Burton considered such power politics to be an obstacle to conflict resolution and genuine peace. In the atomic age, this approach to international affairs entertained the possibilities of cataclysmic mass killing. After 1951, Burton was interested in promoting alternative possibilities for Australian diplomacy. Tempting as it might be to place Burton retrospectively into the peace or anti-nuclear movements, in the early 1950s he was not a prominent influence within their organisational activities.37 He would run his own race and associate with the peace activists when it suited his own broader objectives. This is shown by his announcement on 8 April 1952 that he would attend a preliminary peace conference in China with five other delegates during May 1952.38 For anti-communists in the Menzies government, in the ALP, the media and elsewhere, Burton’s announcement was incendiary.39 It was particularly embarrassing for the ALP because Burton was an endorsed candidate, and behind the scenes, the party was fracturing over the issue of communism.40

			Motivations

			Burton’s decision to go to China placed him at the centre of a foreign policy related issue, namely, Australia’s relations with communist China. However, the controversy caused by the announcement was significant, in fact, it was a sensation. Attending any conference in China at this time could not be divorced from Australia’s Cold War politics, and Burton was antagonising powerful anti-communists within the ALP, the party in which he sought to make his political career. The very idea that he would lead the Australian Peace Partisans to a preliminary Peace in the Pacific conference convened by the Chinese Peace Committee was, in the context of the period, almost inconceivable. The reaction from Arthur Calwell, deputy leader of the ALP, was swift: he called on Burton to resign from the party.41 In response, Burton retorted that Chifley and Evatt had ‘advocated [privately for] the recognition of China [in 1949], meaning clearly that we should use our best endeavours to exercise our influence on Chinese policies in our own interests’.42 In responding in this manner, Burton was referencing deliberations made by the previous Chifley government. Effectively, he was resuming a policy battle he had lost as secretary of the DEA. This was not the first time he had boldly brought the issue of recognising China into the public sphere. In 1949, while secretary of the DEA, he had published a ‘newspaper article under his recognisable initials JWB … in which he urged Australia’s recognition of the new government in China as necessary’.43 This article broke with the accepted convention that bureaucrats did not comment publicly on policy matters.

			Burton’s statement that Chifley and Evatt had agreed with him about recognising China in 1949 is almost certainly true. However, due to political and electoral factors, they chose not to pursue this policy at that time. In 1952, given that he had already announced that he would travel to China, it was indiscrete for Burton to dredge up the past. This was dragging Evatt directly into the controversy. For one, it called into question Evatt’s leadership of the ALP; second, it added more fuel to the fire raging within the party over communism. The extent of Evatt’s prior knowledge of the China trip cannot now be tested, but it seems likely he had some forewarning from Burton. The details of the communications between Burton and Evatt are not known, but it is not difficult to understand why the episode strained their relationship. For Evatt, the political consequences were toxic even before Burton’s departure. If anyone had thought Burton’s trip might prove to be a circuit breaker for Australian recognition of China, they were gravely mistaken.

			Events took a curious turn when the ALP initiated a parliamentary debate over passport controls. The regulations regarding Australian passport restrictions had been loosened the previous November.44 The ALP used the debate to attack the Menzies government for, in effect, not denying Burton and the other delegates Australian passports.45 The parliamentary debate exposed not the Menzies government, but the leader of the ALP. Evatt, a noted civil libertarian, had opposed the attempt by the Menzies government to ban the ACP at the September 1951 referendum. Further, Burton was an endorsed ALP political candidate, and none of the Australian delegation to China were communists. The parliamentary debate initiated by the ALP served to highlight Evatt’s inconsistency on civil liberties. Certainly, there was nothing illegal about the delegation travelling to China. Whether pressure from within the ALP forced Evatt to demonstrate his leadership in the parliament, the entire episode was problematic. If Evatt intended to distance himself from Burton in the eyes of the ALP and public, the goal was partially accomplished. If he hoped that the Menzies government would prevent Burton from travelling to China, this goal was a failure. The Menzies government had no legal reason to deny the delegation their passports. There was an added political benefit as Burton’s presence in the delegation would be politically damaging to Evatt. In retrospect, it appears curious that Evatt was prepared to initiate parliamentary debate about passport controls, when, as ALP leader, he could have taken direct action against Burton by initiating the process of disendorsement, or even expulsion from the party.

			From the moment the delegation left for China via Hong Kong on 20 May 1952, it was impossible for Burton to escape controversy. On the same flight as the delegation there were ‘30 Australian servicemen on their way from Sydney to the Korean battlefield’.46 Before his departure Burton was approached by Michael Lapwood, a Presbyterian minister from Melbourne and a former missionary in China. There were allegations that missionaries in China were being mistreated and Lapwood asked Burton to ‘bring a letter back [to Australia] from his missionary brother in China’.47 Burton agreed to investigate the treatment of the missionaries and to contact Lapwood’s brother. From the beginning, Burton had no intention of being a mere onlooker in China. For one, he wanted to test the validity of the expert assessments he had received prior to leaving. Further, he intended to outline his own observations by sending cables back to the Australian media.

			Once he had arrived in China, Burton contacted the missionaries and they informed him that they were being treated well. He also found that the conditions he encountered in China were not as bad as he expected. The Australian delegation was treated well and, according to Burton, was not subjected to a flood of communist propaganda as anticipated.48 In addition to the missionaries, he also investigated the fate of Australian airmen held in a Chinese gaol since December 1950:

			[The airman] had been employed by Cathay Pacific in Hong Kong but were reported to have been taken prisoner when the Catalina they and a Chinese passenger had chartered from Chittagong in Eastern Pakistan had landed, or drifted, into Communist waters near the Portuguese colony of Macao … they had been accused of smuggling opium into the country, allegations they denied.49

			In relation to the airmen Burton was:

			motivated by humanitarian concerns if the claims were correct but concerned about the impact on Australia’s relations with its Asian neighbours if the claims were mischievous … The smearing of new China was not in Australian interests and nor did he want Australian nationals to be roughly treated.50

			Burton would later delay his departure from China while waiting for a Chinese response regarding the airmen. He eventually heard news from the Chinese that the men had been treated well and would soon be released. In conjunction with these successful advocacy efforts, there was the preliminary meeting itself.

			At the meeting, Burton was elected to the presidium of the conference as well as to the commission that would issue the final declarations. His approach to the meeting revealed a characteristic that is overlooked by his many anti-communist critics—he equally irritated communists. His opposition to any partisan pro-communist manoeuvring at the conference made him unpopular with the communist delegates. Another factor ignored by his detractors and noted by Gregory Pemberton was just ‘how well John [Burton] was regarded by the diplomats of newly independent Asian countries, notably India and Indonesia’.51

			During his trip, Burton took every opportunity to send detailed cables to the Canberra Press Gallery through Ray Maley (president of the gallery).52 By operating in this fashion, Burton was continuing a practise he had previously used as DEA secretary. This was certainly a deliberate effort to shape and influence media coverage of the meeting and to publicise his views on foreign policy, the Korean War, the Chinese and hopes for peace. Burton argued that China’s entry into the war was a defensive reaction to US military encroachments near its borders. In terms of events in Vietnam or Malaya, he argued that they were primarily connected to anti-colonialism, a viewpoint consistent with the attitude of the Chifley government. He called for Australian forces to be withdrawn from Korea and argued that Australia needed to pursue a more independent foreign policy. Such assessments were at odds with the anti-communist priorities driving Australian foreign policy. The most controversial of his cables were about communist allegations that the United States military had used germ warfare in Korea. By sending cables detailing the meeting, and outlining his observations, Burton gained prominent Australian news coverage.53 This was a double-edged sword, as, in many cases, there were sensationalist elements in this coverage. There were, though, other areas of controversy that did accurately reflect his ideas, particularly on the issue of recognising China. Burton would use his trip to promote diplomatic recognition of China.54 From his perspective, this was unfinished business. Woodard highlights that, in 1949:

			it was Chifley and Evatt against Burton … when Burton took extraordinary steps to apply pressure for recognition of Communist China before and after Cabinet decided for electoral reasons not to proceed: probably this rank insubordination would have been forgiven, and the situation remedied by reversal of policy, if Labor had not lost the [1949] election.55

			While Burton can be considered in hindsight a trailblazer for Australian relations with China, diplomatic recognition did not occur until the election of the Whitlam Labor government in 1972. By this time, it is doubtful that Burton’s 1952 trip was a significant influence on Whitlam’s thinking. Although not without clear political risks for Whitlam and the ALP, the political climate of the early 1970s was different from the harsh 1950s. In 1952, the recognition of communist China was certain political and electoral poison. Given the controversy surrounding his trip, even if there was some private philosophical agreement by Evatt, he could not have supported Burton on China.

			Aftermath

			The political and media reactions to Burton’s trip were intrinsically linked to the politics of the Cold War in the early 1950s. While Burton could control his own statements, speeches, comments and articles, he could not control how his actions and words would be interpreted by the media, the intelligence services or the ALP. On leaving China he began the next phase of his advocacy. In Hong Kong, he held a two-hour press conference in his hotel room. He answered media questions and confirmed that he had sent all the cables to the Canberra Press Gallery; when his cables briefly paused, some in the media speculated that he might be missing or that his cables were communist forgeries.56 Burton claimed credit for the moderate language used at the meeting. He told the media that he insisted that the communist delegates all acknowledged the primacy of international law and the UN Charter. He also stated that he had voiced opposition to the usage of any communist propaganda by meeting delegates. According to Burton, these actions made him ‘very unpopular’ in China.57 None of this, though, would be enough to placate his critics. In Australia, Burton’s actions had caused considerable protests.58 Arthur Calwell, deputy leader of the ALP, wanted his resignation from the party, while Evatt said that Burton’s views were ‘entirely his own responsibility’.59 ALP Organising Secretary Mr C. Anderson stated that Burton would be called before the ALP Executive to explain himself on his return to Australia.60

			Arriving back in Australia on 16 June 1952, Burton started a public speaking tour with his fellow delegate Reverend Van Eerde.61 He drew considerable media interest wherever he went to speak. Not surprisingly, ASIO followed his talking tour, compiling information and reports from sources in attendance. For anti-communist critics, and those in the ALP horrified by his continued actions, he was a marked man. Burton the person, rather than his ideas, would become the central issue. Those on the conservative side of politics, and within ASIO, viewed him as a communist sympathiser, or worse. In terms of the anti-communist political culture dominating Australian politics in the early 1950s, Burton had proven himself spectacularly untrustworthy. He could continue to share his ideas, but he could not escape suspicion and scorn. In 1952 the journalist Geoffrey Tebbutt wrote that it: 

			is not easy to decide if Dr. John Wear Burton, the Methodist Missionary’s son, regards himself as a diplomatic Joan of Arc, whether he consciously or sub-consciously follows the communist line, or whether he is an emotional lone-hand idealist.62

			This assessment at least considered other possibilities; other criticisms of him were not so generous. For Calwell, he ‘merited the highest distinction the Kremlin could bestow on him’,63 while Dennis Warner, a fiercely anti-communist journalist, accused him of being an apologist for virtually all the killings carried out by the Chinese communists after 1949.64

			The professional aftermath of Burton’s trip and speaking tour ultimately ended his political aspirations. He would be disendorsed by the ALP Federal Executive and had some public disputes with Evatt. The aftermath of Burton’s trip to China was a test of Evatt’s leadership. While he distanced himself, Evatt did not officially censure Burton. Although their complex friendship survived these experiences, it would be fair to suggest that there was serious strain. When Burton and others wished to return to Peking for the peace conference proper, the Menzies government prevented them from attending;65 not surprisingly, Evatt also opposed their attendance.66 Burton’s first trip to China had been a disaster for the ALP, and Evatt could only have been mortified by the possibilities of another.

			Despite the precedent of punishing Australian citizens who had committed no crime, the Menzies government cancelled the passports of Australians proposing to attend the full conference and, in the end, none of the Australian delegation was able to attend. The issue of the original preliminary conference would be further politicised by Minister for External Affairs Richard Casey, one of the fiercest anti-communists in the Menzies government. On 12 September 1952, Casey informed the House of Representatives that he would seek the:

			opinion of the Attorney-General, (Senator John Spicer), on whether sedition or treason charges could be laid against all five members of the previous delegation: Drs Burton and Macindoe, Rev Van Eerde, Gietzelt and Miss Bromham.67

			Casey’s announcement was timed to respond to the tabling of a report by the Joint Parliamentary Committee on Foreign Affairs about the Chinese conference. The committee members were eager to condemn the actions of Burton and the other delegates. They concluded that the preliminary conference was not interested in peace, but in the pursuit of communist agendas. The committee based its decision:

			on the Declaration issued by the preparatory conference which stated in part that the Chinese [Malay] guerrillas fighting against the Crown in Malaya were making a great contribution to the cause of peace fighting for national liberation. The Declaration had been signed by the Australian delegates and was read out by John [Burton] at the preparatory conference.68

			No charges would ever be brought against anyone, but from an anti-communist perspective, the suggestion of sedition further tainted the reputations of Burton and the other delegates. The irony was that the Australian security services had already investigated the Australian delegation to uncover communist influence only to find that Burton did ‘not desire [any Australian] communist representatives to attend the Peking Conference’.69

			Hindsight

			Burton’s China trip failed to shift Australia’s stridently anti-communist approach to the Cold War. While he dismissed the intellectual basis of Australia’s Cold War relations with Asia, he failed to fully appreciate the cultural and political strength of Australian anti-communism, or the powerful forces that opposed him. His 1952 intervention was a declaration of war on the style of anti-communism then dominating Australia’s foreign policy establishment. At the highest echelons of Australian politics and government were powerful figures who all viewed Burton and Evatt with suspicion. As secretary of the DEA, Burton had made powerful enemies in Sir Frederick Shedden, secretary of the Department of Defence, and Sir Charles Spry, director-general of ASIO. Spry and ASIO would spend years creating voluminous files on Burton aiming to link him with leaks of top-secret files from Canberra to Moscow in 1945.70 Burton also had strained relations with powerful diplomatic colleagues such as Sir Alan Watt (his successor as secretary) and Paul Hasluck who resigned from the DEA in the later 1940s, resentful of Burton.71 Hasluck entered federal politics and became a prominent figure in the Menzies government. The stridently anti-communist Richard Casey (foreign minister, 1951–60) was hostile to Burton’s politics, close to Spry, instrumental in the creation of the Australian Secret Intelligence Service in 1951 and diametrically opposed to Burton’s views about the Cold War. Those in the ALP dismayed by Burton’s intervention, including the increasingly volatile anti-communist factions, were outraged by his actions.

			Due to their former working association, there was little Evatt could do to protect Burton from hostile factions within the ALP. Evatt’s political opponent, Menzies, was formidable at exploiting communism and national security as electoral weapons.72 News coverage presented Burton as an intellectual eccentric, an idealist, naive, foolish, a traitor or dupe. Burton’s character was impugned making his ideas easier to dismiss. Burton had not merely approached the red line, in the eyes of his accusers, he had crossed all acceptable political limits.

			Burton’s ideas and his life remain, at least in the eyes of Cold War warriors, bound by the anti-communist narratives of the 1950s. His observation that there appeared to be some enthusiasm for communism in China among the population still has some historical validity—it was, after all, his own impression of the Chinese in 1952. Burton was not a saint, nor was he correct about all things, but this merely makes him human. He had gotten things wrong in his observations about China. For example, there were certainly many more political killings than he thought might be the case at the time. He was only a visitor to China for a short period, and independently verifiable information was scarce. It would be difficult for anyone to know the precise truth in 1952 particularly if they were sceptical of the anti-communist hysteria that often passed for serious analysis in the West. It was, though, unwise for Burton to publicly speculate about the scale of political killings in China. Although the crimes of the Kuomintang during the Chinese civil war and afterwards were ignored by anti-communists,73 the same people condemned reports of communist mass killings on moral grounds: communists and communism were evil. This moral relativism proved to be the pattern among anti-communists throughout the Cold War, victims killed or persecuted by communists experienced the greatest outrage. In contrast, civilians killed by corrupt authoritarian anti-communist governments, or directly by the US military in Korea, Laos, Vietnam or Cambodia, were not particularly concerning.74 In Indonesia during the anti-communist massacres that killed upwards of 500,000 Indonesians, their mass slaughter and imprisonment was assisted by the US, the United Kingdom and Australia (and others), and the demise of Sukarno was celebrated by anti-communists.75

			Burton’s statements about the possibilities of US germ warfare in Korea were also damaging to him. He suggested that these allegations needed to be independently investigated; later he said that one of the reasons he wished to attend the preliminary conference was ‘to assess the assertions of germ warfare … [and] without going into the evidence, I came away convinced that Chinese officials believed that the evidence was conclusive’.76 The allegations were denied by the US, but there was genuine suspicion among prominent Western scientists that they could have been true.77 Burton, like the scientists, did have suspicions, but his public statements in 1952 were reasonably conservative. For anti-communists though, supporting calls for any independent investigation were tantamount to supporting the communists.

			Documents uncovered decades later suggested that the Chinese, Soviets and North Koreans had fabricated the main examples of the germ warfare allegations for propaganda purposes.78 For most, this closed the book, but others remain convinced that there is still more to this story.79 If we accept that the allegations were communist fabrications, why would the communists use them? Forgotten is that there were genuine reasons why the allegations were taken seriously. First, there were the criminal Japanese medical experiments conducted on Koreans, Russians and Chinese during WWII. Although the crimes remained largely hidden, the experiments were known to the Koreans, Russians, Chinese and Americans. After the war, the US government recruited the Japanese military scientists responsible for them.80 All of this was certainly known to the North Koreans, Chinese and the Russians. There was also a reasonable perception that the US military had previously used experimental weapons on civilians, notably the atomic bombs that had destroyed Hiroshima and Nagasaki. In the aftermath, US authorities initially denied the existence of the radiation sickness that killed many survivors.81 There are other threads of the germ warfare story that remain intriguing. For example, there is evidence that a US bioweapons-capable unit had been in Korea: the Second Chemical Mortar Regiment of the Eighth US Army. Zhang highlights that ‘the conditions for contagious diseases [existed in Korea at that time], and memories of Japanese biological and bacterial warfare in China could have looked [or be made to look] sinister’.82 Bruce Cummings, an American historian of the Korean conflict, believes that there is at least circumstantial evidence that the US engaged in a propaganda operation using the idea of biological weapons to sow fear behind enemy lines.83 In line with this sort of propaganda operation, Baker argues that in 1952 the US military dumped a rain of rodents over Kan-Nan, along with ‘discarded lab animals—wolf spiders, flies, clams, voles—over enemy targets, not to spread infection but to spread fear’.84 Today we now know about post-WWII American weapons programs (including biological) that carried out experiments on soldiers, civilians and prisoners in the 1950s.85 The extensive US air campaign in Korea was a catastrophe for Korean civilians,86 and the US had even considered the possibilities of nuclear weapons.87 Cynicism about American assurances in 1952 about germ warfare allegations do not appear unreasonable. It was obviously an issue that sat uneasily with Burton. On his return to Australia in 1952 he wrote:

			[Sir] Alan Watt, my successor as permanent head of the Australian Department of External Affairs, informed me that in the light of my public statements (about germ warfare in 1952) he had sought a response from Washington and was informed that the United States had used biological weapons during the Korean war but only for experimental purposes.88

			Yet, in commenting at all about germ warfare allegations, particularly while attending a peace meeting in China, Burton was playing with fire. He was reserved in his public statements; however, in the eyes of anti-communists, such allegations were a litmus test of loyalty. Within the highest echelons of the ALP, Burton’s comments about germ warfare won him no friends.89 There were also other areas of his commentary that proved damaging.

			Burton’s comments about Australian military withdrawal from Korea went directly against the nationalist grain. The idea of questioning a war while Australian forces were still fighting was (and remains) an unpopular political position in Australian politics, support for the troops being a consistent lightning rod for populist patriotism. In questioning Australian participation in the war, Burton could easily be portrayed as treacherous. There was, though, nuance to his observations about Korea. As a former DEA secretary, he was aware that the war was influenced by the post-1945 history of bloodshed on the Korean Peninsula. In contrast, the dominating anti-communist narrative of North Korean, and later Chinese aggression, was not interested in events before 1950. Burton later stated that as secretary of the DEA he had once seen a cable about South Korean incursions into North Korea prior to the communist attack on Seoul, but Australian historians have failed to find the document.90 Burton received ridicule for this claim, but there certainly were incursions and provocations from both sides. Events on the Korean Peninsula after 1945 were volatile and fluid. The work of Bruce Cummings highlights a brutal conflict well before 1950.91 Burton’s thinking about Korea in 1952 was likely little different from what it had been in 1950. Unlike the public, he knew something about the post-1945 history of tensions between North and South Korea. He also would also have understood that Australian participation in the war was based on supporting the Americans. Further, as DEA secretary, he had also advised against Australian military participation in the conflict.

			Burton’s thoughts about China or Korea in 1952 diverge little from the ideas that dominated his time as DEA secretary, or even aspects of his later scholarship.92 Similar and more developed ideas were expressed in his book The Alternative (1954).93 This critique of Australia’s Cold War foreign policy appeared radical at the time, yet it again resembles many of the assumptions that had defined Australian foreign policy in the 1945–49 period. What had changed was that, by the mid-1950s, the Menzies government and powerful anti-communists had swept away the Chifley era. By 1954, anti-communist fear in Australia was further emboldened by the defection of Vladmir Petrov (third secretary of the Soviet Embassy) and his wife Evdokia.94 The subsequent Royal Commission on Espionage (1954–55)95 publicised postwar examples of Soviet espionage in Australia. This provided more opportunities for anti-communists to legitimate their search for other hidden enemies. To defend his reputation, Burton testified in camera before the royal commission, outlining his detailed knowledge about departmental responses to the postwar leak of classified materials to Moscow.96 Owing to official security measures, his testimony and submissions would not be published for thirty years.97 For his critics, even testifying before the royal commission associated him with further controversy, and he remained a high-profile target for anti-communists and ongoing ASIO surveillance. This was, after all, the man who had travelled to communist China in 1952. The very detailed testimony Burton provided to the royal commission mattered (and matters) little to his enemies or critics. His ideas about China in 1952 or about Australian foreign policy in The Alternative (1954) could find no traction.

			Conclusions

			This biographical analysis of the early Cold War in Australia has examined John Burton’s trip to China in 1952. It is a complex story, illustrating the incompatibility of Australia’s postwar liberalism with the anti-communism of the early 1950s. Other examples might also have served as biographical case studies for this paper, for example, the decision of the ALP Executive to ban party members from working with the Australian Peace Council in 1950.98 However, Burton is a unique figure. In the space of only a few short years, he shifted from the epicentre of Australia’s foreign policy establishment to the role of an outsider.

			In Burton’s postwar incarnation, he was a young DEA secretary overseeing Australia’s emerging foreign service.99 Until 1949 he was in step with the dominant political ideas shaping postwar Australian diplomacy under Chifley and Evatt. To modern eyes, his ideas do not seem radical. His assessments were clearly a continuation of ideas that had flourished under the Chifley government, in which Burton had been a key player. This idiosyncratic style of Australian liberal internationalism placed international law, the UN and peaceful negotiations between nations, at the centre of its world view. Australia could still have close relations with the US and the UK, but it needed to pursue more independent and transparent policies favouring negotiated settlements and the principles of international law. This influence can be seen in the style of diplomacy eventually favoured by Chifley, Evatt and Burton. Dialogue with other nations, even communists, was thought to help lessen misunderstandings.

			Burton’s experiences in the period 1945–49 proved to be influential in his subsequent thinking about international relations. There are at least four elements that came to underpin much of his thinking:

			
					emphasis on peaceful dialogues between parties

					resolution of conflict (and potential war) through mediated negotiations

					rejection of militarism and power politics and

					adherence to the principles of international law.

			

			These ideas were not dissimilar to Australia’s diplomacy towards the Netherlands East Indies and subsequent support for Indonesian independence from Dutch rule—an issue in which Burton played a prominent role. While his opposition to militarism (Soviet or American) was more forthright by 1952, it was not a radical departure from his existing views; his assertions in 1952 that Chinese participation in Korea was defensive, or that Chinese foreign policy was primarily focused on territorial integrity, would have been unremarkable in 1945–49. However, by 1952 this thinking was well out of step with the anti-communism dominating Australian politics.

			Burton’s bold intervention into Australia’s foreign policy debate in 1952 is remarkable in the political context of the time. His trip to China corresponded with the Korean War and the intensification of the Cold War. As a polarising person in the eyes of critics well before the China episode, Burton’s trip was always going to be controversial. By travelling to China and lecturing the Australian public, media and politicians about international affairs, he faced major blow back. Burton miscalculated the political hostility his trip to China would engender among anti-communists, leaving him without mainstream political allies. There were some stylistic factors that also contributed to the situation. After leaving the DEA in 1951, he did not modify his personal style. For example, his criticisms of Australia’s Cold War mentality, and his vision of foreign policy alternatives, were all expressed with typical confidence. The Burton way of things was often uncompromising, and he adopted a ‘crash through or crash approach’ on matters of principle. He also expressed his thoughts and ideas without always fully considering the professional and social consequences for himself and his family.100 This approach did little to endear him to, or, indeed, protect him from, those who held differing perspectives.

			Leaving Australia in the later 1950s, Burton spent the rest of his professional years in academia in the US and UK fine-tuning ideas and philosophies. This work would focus on the study of international relations and later peace and conflict studies. He would develop his human needs theory, essentially a human-centred approach to the process of negotiated settlements.101 In hindsight, it is difficult to see him as a radical left winger, as many of his ideas about international affairs, even in the 1950s, were cautious and pragmatic. If there is some hidden ideology that was guiding him, it most likely sprang from his unique Methodist upbringing.102

			Questions remain regarding what might have been for John Burton: What if the ALP had not lost the 1949 Federal election? What if Chifley had not died in 1951? Could Chifley have managed the ALP better than Evatt? What if Evatt had remained foreign minister into the 1950s, with Burton the DEA secretary? How different would Australia’s policies have been towards the US, Indonesia, Vietnam, Laos or the Suez? What if Evatt had succeeded Chifley as prime minister? Would Burton have had an opportunity to become the foreign minister? However, like all hypotheticals, speculation is cheap: the truth is, we will never know the answers to such questions.

			In the bitter political anti-communist climate of the early 1950s, Burton’s trip to China was high risk. If he had not gone to China, his pathway into federal politics would have been significantly clearer. Even with the ALP in Opposition, Burton could eventually have become the shadow minister for external affairs. In the end, circumstances and the strident nature of anti-communism all worked against him. A major consequence of travelling to China in 1952 was that he had moved beyond the narrow limits of acceptable political dissent. It was no longer about his ideas, or what he had to say, it was now about the man himself. Therefore, his ideas about international affairs held little interest for critics in the 1950s—or, for that matter, today. Critical assessments of Burton appear to have become almost frozen in time during the unforgiving 1950s. The enduring power of the early Cold War was demonstrated almost immediately after Burton’s death when allegations of treason were levelled against him (and Evatt) by the late academic Desmond Ball and others.103 Despite the time that has passed since the 1950s, it still appears that Burton’s heresy against anti-communist orthodoxy remains unforgiven.
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			Sport, race and African-Caribbean migrants in Australia: Evaluating Jack Dowridge, the ‘Black Diamond’ boxer

			Gary Osmond and Jan Richardson

			In 1876, the African-Caribbean boxer Jack ‘Black Diamond’ Dowridge sailed from London to Brisbane aboard the Osseo—not to step out in the boxing ring, but as an assistant cook on the passenger ship’s crew. It was not Dowridge’s first time in Queensland’s capital city, having sailed to Brisbane as a cook on board the Royal Dane in 1872 and 1874. In London, Dowridge was a fighter in the stable of the famed boxing promoter Nat Langham, but it seems his frequent trips ‘down under’ had inspired him to open his own boxing saloon in Brisbane. Perhaps the semi-tropical climate reminded him of his childhood in Barbados? Maybe he felt welcome in a young, energetic city where a talented black pugilist with London connections could make a name for himself? By all accounts, Australians considered Dowridge an intelligent, educated and well-dressed ‘gentleman’, as much admired for his business acumen as a boxing hall, hotel, theatre and restaurant proprietor as for his boxing prowess. Nevertheless, his negotiations of race and racism in Queensland reveal intriguing episodes and elisions alongside instances of outright prejudice and hostility, pointing to the difficult and marginalised spaces occupied by the African-Caribbean diaspora in colonial Australia.

			A growing body of historical scholarship examines migrants of African ancestry to Australia. Among these works, Cassandra Pybus pioneered research on convicts of African heritage transported aboard the First Fleet in 1788, Richard Waterhouse analysed the impact of minstrels and vaudevillians of African ethnicity, and Bill Egan chronicled the lives of black entertainers and boxers.1 Much of the available research in this area has concentrated on descendants of African slaves born in the British Isles, the United States and Canada. The transportation and migration of African-Caribbean individuals to Australia has received less attention overall, which is consistent with a broad lack of research on the Caribbean diaspora, as well as research on the African diaspora that ‘privileges’ the Atlantic over other regions of the world.2 Notable exceptions include Ian Duffield’s groundbreaking 1986 article identifying 202 African-Caribbean convicts transported to the Australian colonies,3 Diana Paton’s 2008 update and expansion of Duffield’s research,4 Karina Smith’s overview of Caribbean migration to Victoria,5 and analyses by Cheryl Griffin and Jan Richardson of Caribbean-born female convicts transported to Australia.6

			This article aims to extend this historiography through a case study of John (Jack) Edward Dowridge, aka ‘Black Diamond’, born in Barbados in about 1848, and almost certainly descended from African slaves trafficked to the Caribbean to work on sugar plantations (see Figure 1). This article also contributes to the wider history of sport in Australia. A breadth of scholarship examines and contextualises the contributions of First Nations (primarily Aboriginal) boxers and athletes more generally, but the lives and impact of sportspeople of African ancestry in Australia has not been widely examined.7 A few brief biographical sketches of boxers of African descent exist, most notably by Egan; however, deeper scholarly work—such as Bob Peterson’s biography of African-Caribbean Peter Jackson and various treatments of the African-American heavyweight Jack Johnson—is limited.8

			[image: Figure 1: Caricature of Jack Dowridge, 1906]

			Figure 1: Caricature of Jack Dowridge, 1906.9

			Source: ‘A Pug of the Past’, Truth (Brisbane), 15 April 1906, 8, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article198983716.

			Dowridge made his way to England as a teen before migrating to Brisbane in the 1870s, where he resided until his death in 1922. A boxer in England and a significant promoter of the sport in Queensland, he was also a prominent business figure in gambling, hotel, restaurant and theatre circles. As a Bajan man whose sphere of influence included (and extended beyond) sport, an examination of his life offers a valuable contribution to expand the sparse representation of Caribbean migrants to Australia—not only numerically but also in terms of his lived experience occupying an unusual space as a prominent ‘man of colour’ in an era dominated by Australia’s tightening policies of racial exclusion.

			Well-known nationally during his Australian career, Dowridge is now forgotten, recalled only as a footnote to the famed champion heavyweight boxer, Caribbean-born Peter Jackson, whose Brisbane funeral in 1901 was arranged by Dowridge.10 In this article we attempt to resuscitate Dowridge’s memory by introducing his activities and achievements, interrogating claims about his life before arriving in Australia and interpreting his navigation of uneven black–white racial terrains in his adopted country to become a respected and successful citizen. We analyse the dynamics of race and racism at play in Dowridge’s adopted home, explore racist remarks and actions to which he and his family were subjected, assess the ways in which white society accommodated him and reveal his mentoring of other black and African-Caribbean migrants. These racial dimensions further enhance his position as a compelling subject to extend knowledge of the black immigrant experience and the African-Caribbean diaspora in particular. Our exploration of Dowridge’s professional and business achievements, as well as the details of his family and personal life, is consistent with a biographical trend characterised by historians Malcolm Allbrook and Melanie Nolan as ‘striking a balance between personality and context’.11

			Dowridge in Australia: From boxing to ‘Barbadoes Villa’

			Dowridge developed a diverse range of sporting and business interests in Brisbane, all of which were extensively reported or advertised in the press. He capitalised on his skills and experiences as a boxer in England—discussed in the following section—to teach, organise and promote local and interstate fights, as well as to offer gambling odds. His nickname, ‘Black Diamond’, followed him from England and no doubt assisted in cementing his reputation as a person of note. His boxing hall in the Queensland capital was lauded for its capacity, amenities and management.12 Contemporaries credited him as a ‘worthy teacher’ and an instrumental figure in developing amateur boxing in the late nineteenth century.13 As an instructor and match promoter in boxing and wrestling, his clientele ranged from novices and up-and-comers to establishment figures.14 Further contributing to his reputation and success was his organisational ability—he was said to be ‘one of the best promoters of that time’15—and his well-known generosity. During the 1887 Brisbane floods he offered his boxing hall as a fundraising venue and was known to donate regularly to charities.16 We will return later in this article to his nurturing of black boxers in an assessment of his sporting role.

			Dowridge’s business career traversed a route from a slow and shaky start to ultimate success. He ran the American Restaurant near the Roma Street train station for several years in the 1870s, from where he offered boxing lessons, took in boarders, and sold cigars and tobacco along with serving café fare.17 However, his higher business ambitions were thwarted initially. He aspired to, but was twice denied, a publican’s licence and, for a short period, he relocated to Rockhampton in hopes of greater opportunity.18 He also had several run-ins with the law in his early years, mainly over business dealings.19 However, from 1878 until his death in 1922, he ran a successful tobacconist and hairdressing shop on George Street, Brisbane, from which he consolidated and expanded his sporting, betting and business career.20 Over the course of his life in the city, he owned several cafés and restaurants, operated boarding houses (including the ten-room ‘Barbadoes Villa’ on Wickham Street in Spring Hill), rented out other properties, accumulated real estate, grew sugar at Maroochydore from 1895 to 1910, ran the Theatre Royal Hotel in Elizabeth Street and was proprietor of the Theatre Royal itself, involving himself in decisions about which productions to stage and promote. In the process, he accumulated status and wealth, living in affluent Boomerang Street in the suburb of Milton.21

			Dowridge’s most successful business venture was horseracing ‘consultations’, or sweepstakes, which he commenced in 1891.22 In this form of gambling, subscribers purchased low-cost tickets for high-value cash prizes drawn not at the racecourses, but at public events held at his city premises via an automated system that extracted numbered marbles from a barrel.23 Dowridge kept a percentage of the sales and in 1895 alone his net cash income from the sweeps was over £21,000.24 Sweeps were outlawed elsewhere in Australia and interstate entrepreneurs, including George Adams of Tattersall’s fame, also operated from Brisbane.25 When the Queensland government banned this form of gambling in 1895, Dowridge, Adams and others relocated their businesses to Tasmania where Dowridge continued to operate until at least 1899.26 He then entered an arrangement to represent Adams in Brisbane, but eventually decided against offering legal betting on horse races. Thus, Dowridge’s successes were forgotten while Adams’s are well remembered.27 Dowridge did, however, dabble in illegal horse sweeps and was fined for this late in his life (see Figure 2).28

			[image: Figure 2: Advertisement for Dowridge’s horseracing sweepstakes, 1916]

			Figure 2: Advertisement for Dowridge’s horseracing sweepstakes, 1916.

			Source: Daily Standard (Brisbane), 19 September 1916, 7, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article181080529.

			Dowridge’s family was integral to his success and reputation. His wife, Julia (née Yeats) (c. 1855–1920), is a spectral figure in the reportage, never—despite her husband’s financial success—appearing in women’s society pages. Several factors may have contributed to her invisibility. First, and likely most importantly, she was the daughter of James and Sarah Yeats, farmers, of Garsington in Oxfordshire, England.29 She emigrated to Queensland on her own as an eighteen year old in 1874, presumably, like so many other young women, seeking employment in the limited fields open to women.30 Given her background, she was likely to have been white, so her mixed-race marriage to Dowridge may have been subject to societal disapproval. Combined with her lower-class farming origins in England and the work she undertook in her husband’s business ventures (including the tobacconist shop and Theatre Royal Hotel), she was likely considered an unsuitable companion for Brisbane’s society ladies.31 The Dowridges’ first child, Mary Ann (1878–1879), died in infancy.32 Their two sons, John Edward (1879–1935)33 (known as ‘Jack Junior’) and William James (1882–1956)34 (known as ‘Will’), were both amateur boxing champions. Will was also prominent as a jockey and was coxswain of the Queensland rowing team that came third in the 1902 Interstate Eight-Oared Championship of Australia.35

			Interrogating Dowridge, the ‘Black Diamond’

			While Dowridge’s Australian life is well documented, his background is less clear and his voice is largely silent, as he left no personal recollections. However, several people reminisced about his Caribbean origins and the years he spent in England as a boxer, especially on the occasion of his death. Such recollections are not always trustworthy in detail or chronology, but they offer useful points for triangulation by summarising his life and activities in England before he arrived in Australia.36 In addition, and equally (if not more) importantly, these reminiscences remind us that to interrogate the life of a black person in colonial Australia also exposes links to Caribbean slavery and the broader issues of imperialism, racism and the coloured division of labour. In Dowridge’s case, these links are more than just an assumed or tenuous connection.

			Throughout his life in Australia, claims were consistently made that Dowridge was born in Barbados, including when he married Julia Yeats in 1876 and his birthplace was recorded as ‘Bourbon, West Indies’—Bourbon being in the parish of St Lucy, the northern-most region of Barbados. His marriage certificate also named his parents as Henry Dowridge, a ‘planter’, and Mary Ann Blackman.37 These parental and birthplace details were repeated on his 1922 death certificate, along with a statement that he had been in Queensland for ‘about 46 years’.38

			Unfortunately, the names of Dowridge’s parents and the description of Henry Blackman as a ‘planter’, along with stories told of Dowridge being sent to England as a young man, have proved difficult, if not impossible, to verify.39 The growing digitisation of birth, baptisms, marriage, death and burial records across the globe, including those from the Caribbean, have revealed many families named Dowridge (Dowrich, Dowrick) and Blackman in Barbados. Despite this, there are no records of the marriage of Henry Dowridge and Mary Ann Blackman, nor of the birth or baptism of John Edward Dowridge or any siblings. Even the additional clue of Dowridge’s place of birth as Bourbon in the parish of St Lucy has not provided a breakthrough in the search for his family roots.40 It has, however, led to the discovery—via the University College of London’s Legacies of British Slavery database—that Bourbon was a plantation on which there were ninety-three enslaved persons in 1834.41

			In May 1836, when slave owners received ‘compensation’ for the loss of their slaves, Anna Maria Graham—a member of a prominent slave-owing family—was paid £2,075 18s 8d.42 Her brother, William Hinds, received over £56,000 in compensation for 2,648 slaves working on sixteen estates across Barbados.43 His largest estate of Spring Hall, less than five kilometres from Bourbon, employed 397 slaves in 1836.44 While none of the adult slaves owned by Graham or her brother in the parish of St Lucy was named Dowridge or Blackman, there was an eighteen-month-old child named James Blackman at Hinds’s Spring Hall plantation in 1834. There were also two male slaves named Henry (born 1809 and 1815) and several female slaves named Mary and Mary Ann (born in the 1820s) at another of his plantations in St Lucy who were the right age to have been the parents of Jack Dowridge (born c. 1848).45

			A second possibility is that Henry Dowridge, described by his son as a planter, was of Anglo-British background while Mary Ann Blackman was of African heritage. There was a large family named Dowrich of St Michael’s parish in the south-west of Barbados, including Henry Dowrich who owned several slaves in 1820.46 The third possibility is that Henry Dowridge was a non-white planter. British slave registers clearly demonstrate that people of black and mixed-race heritage owned slaves across the Caribbean, including in Barbados. For example, in the parish of St Michael in 1829, Mary Ann Blackman, ‘FM’, bought and sold a twenty-two-year-old Barbadian slave named Eliza, and Mary Ann Blackman, ‘FN’, bought and sold a sixty-two-year-old Barbadian slave named Melia.47 Describing how the slave registers are arranged, Guy Grannum, author of Tracing Your Caribbean Ancestors (Bloomsbury, 2012), writes that:

			free Black slave holders are found at the end of each alphabetical section and abbreviated FM (‘Free Mulatto’ for someone of mixed European and African heritage) or FN (‘Free Negro’ for someone of pure African heritage).48

			For the purpose of family history, it is indeed a shame—though understandable—that Jack Dowridge did not elaborate on the ethnic background and slave connections of his father, Henry Dowridge, and mother, Mary Ann Blackman.

			After a long campaign by abolitionists, Britain banned slave traders from operating in foreign countries in 1807, effectively stopping the British trade in enslaved peoples between Africa, the Caribbean and America. However, many of those already enslaved saw no change in the conditions and punishments they endured. It was not until 1834, when it became illegal to buy or own a person, that chattel slavery was finally abolished and 800,000 Caribbean slaves were emancipated.49 Unfortunately, the 1834 slave register of Barbados pre-dates Dowridge’s birth by about fourteen years.50 Based on the available evidence, however, there appears little doubt that the essence of the anecdotal stories told about his Caribbean origins are true.

			According to press narratives, Dowridge travelled to London from Barbados as a youth and was initially employed by a ‘well-to-do gentleman’.51 With no record of his early life in the Caribbean, the first positive identification of Dowridge came in the 1861 England census where he is described as a fifteen-year-old servant born in Barbados.52 Soon after arriving in England, some articles state, Dowridge began working as a waiter or cleaner for hotelier Nathaniel ‘Nat’ Langham. Most recollections identify this location as the old Mitre Tavern in St Martin’s Lane, but one account in an English newspaper, reportedly based on a letter received from Dowridge himself, names the hotel as the Cambrian Stores in Castle Street, Long Acre.53 Langham was also a pugilist and fight promoter of note—‘Every lad who came to London for pugilistic glory made his way to Ould Nat’s’54—who offered the young Dowridge the opportunity to box professionally.55 Dubbed the ‘Black Diamond’, Dowridge reportedly mixed with many of the big names of the sport and earned a solid reputation as a lightweight.

			The presence of a Bajan youth in England during this period was not in any way remarkable. While ‘the history of African and Caribbean people in Britain … is still a hidden history to a large extent’,56 ‘thousands of People of Colour’—as they were then termed—resided in the British Isles from at least the 1700s onwards.57 Following the end of the American War of Independence in 1783, the towns and cities of Britain were inundated by hundreds of thousands of returning British veterans. They were joined by African Americans who fought with the British, as well as runaway slaves lured to Britain by promises of freedom. However, many found that they could not obtain employment when so many returned British soldiers were out of work. In reality, they had exchanged a life of servitude in America ‘for that of a starving beggar on the London streets’.58 By the 1780s, an estimated ten thousand former slaves and people of African ethnicity lived in Greater London alone.59 Those born outside the British Isles who could not obtain employment were excluded from claiming Poor Law relief and many were forced into a life of petty crime and itinerancy to survive.60 Fifty years later, the outlawing of slavery in Britain and its colonies also affected the employment of England’s black community.61 Many remained as paid domestic servants, while others joined the Royal Navy and merchant navies. However, some struggled in the post-slave economy and were ‘observed begging on the streets of mid-Victorian cities’.62

			Under such circumstances, it is not surprising that some sought to improve their financial circumstances through boxing. The historian Gerald Early notes: ‘Blacks had been fighters since the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, when American ex-slaves Bill Richmond and Tom Molyneaux fought in England.’63 Other well-known black fighters in this era include Joe Leashley, John Augustus Edward ‘Plantagenet’ Green, Sam Robinson, Frank Craig, ‘Massa’ Kendrick, Bob Smith, Sambo Sutton and James Wharton.64 Indeed, a book on London in the 1860s reminisced that a ‘plethora of coloured ex-prizefighters roamed about these latitudes in the long ago sixties’.65 The participation of black boxers represents more than mere demographics or any democracy of sport. To explain the number of black prize-fighters and political activists in early nineteenth-century Britain, the historian Peter Fryer argued that many black people in Britain had to ‘fight, in one way or another, to survive’.66 The cultural historian Kasia Boddy elaborates, arguing that the boxing match is a ‘metaphor for opposition’.67 Race, as one representation of antagonism, is a major cultural subtext of the sport: ‘Boxing has always been a story about race, has long been seen as a contest between the races, which race was stronger, more fit to survive.’68 Racial rivalries ensured the involvement of black fighters, but little is known about how these men were treated. As the historian Luke McKernan has observed, while they frequently received favourable press coverage, albeit often in language now considered offensive, ‘in real life they were subjected probably to daily racial abuse’.69

			In addition to this broad contextual support for the anecdotal accounts about Dowridge, their essence is supported by several people who knew him in England, most notably J. H. Thomlinson, a former English wrestler who also migrated to Brisbane and managed the North Brisbane Gas Company. His recollections of Dowridge in England in the early 1860s were rich in detail.70 However, corroboration through the primary record is difficult, as few verifiable traces remain. As previously noted, the 1861 census places a fifteen-year-old ‘John E. Dorridge’, a British subject from ‘Barbadoes’, as a servant in a Lambeth household headed by Helen H. Nailer, a ‘lady’. The house was also occupied by Richard R. Pond, a literary agent, and his family.71 Pond was the owner of the Tory Conservative Magazine in the 1850s and is possibly the ‘well-to-do gentleman’ for whom Dowridge is said to have worked.72 However, Dowridge then disappears and cannot be traced in any other records of the 1860s, nor the 1871 censuses of England, Wales and Scotland.

			Tracing Dowridge’s boxing activities is also difficult, as the only British record that unambiguously identifies him is an 1875 newspaper article listing ‘J. Dowridge (Nat Langham’s Black Diamond)’, visiting from Brisbane, fighting ‘Professor Flinn’ at a benefit for Jem Mace.73 The paucity of coverage does not infer that anecdotal reports of Dowridge’s sporting activities were exaggerated; instead, it can largely be understood by the tendency of the press to refer to boxers only by their nicknames. Monikers such as ‘Black Diamond’ were used by multiple boxers during the same period, making it almost impossible to distinguish one ‘Black Diamond’ from another. Newspapers also omitted the names of non-white pugilists, often referring to them simply as ‘the Black’ or a ‘coloured fighter’.74

			Further confusing matters, it was also commonplace in boxing for ‘Black Diamond’ to refer to white as well as black competitors: ‘Harry the Coalheaver’ and Jem Ward are white examples of ‘Black Diamonds’ in England, while Peter Jackson, who was black, was described as ‘a veritable black diamond in the rough’.75 Indeed, there were so many others that the veteran black lightweight Bob Travers was referred to as ‘the best Black Diamond … for many years’.76 Other accounts referred more specifically to Nat Langham’s ‘Black Diamond’, ‘Black’ or ‘New Black’. In some cases the boxer is named, such as Plantagenet Green or Travers, but in others no name is provided.77 Some of these reports can be discounted as alluding to Dowridge. He was a lightweight boxer, recalled as a ‘lightly-built colored lad about 9st nothing’,78 so it is easy to eliminate reports of hulking men described as Langham’s ‘new Black’ or ‘new novice’.79 Those described in this way before the early 1860s are also unlikely to be Dowridge because he would have been too young. Other boxers, particularly in the period 1861–64, when there are several possible matches, could well be Dowridge but we cannot be certain.80

			Another explanation for the scarcity of reports on Dowridge could be that he was not a major fighter and many of his appearances may have been in Langham’s boxing booths, as claimed by the historian Bob Petersen.81 Boxing booths were a regular feature at English pleasure fairs and annual horse race meetings. The sport was attractive to spectators at these open-air events in the nineteenth century, becoming less common from the 1870s once race meetings began to be enclosed.82 Langham operated boxing booths that regularly travelled around the country, but bouts occurring at these itinerant venues did not receive much press attention.83 Dowridge’s status as a young or minor boxer may have accounted for his need to supplement his boxing income by working as a cook on board several sailings of the passenger ship Royal Dane between London and Brisbane from 1872 to 1874, and his final one-way trip to Brisbane in 1876 as an assistant cook on board the Osseo.84 With a round trip taking up to eight months, Dowridge’s ability to train and compete would have been severely compromised. However, an unexpected bonus of Dowridge’s employment on the Royal Dane in 1874 may have been meeting one of its female passengers, Julia Yeats, whom he married in Brisbane in 1876.85

			Interpreting Dowridge: Race and racism

			While nothing specific is known about the impact of Dowridge’s ethnicity on his experiences in Barbados or England, race and racism impacted significantly on his Australian life in complex ways. Accounts of African-American and black Caribbean entertainers in Australia in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, including minstrels, actors and boxers, have argued that racism was less severe in Australia against these groups than it was against Chinese, Pacific Islander and Aboriginal people.86 That may have been so, but the press and public frequently applied racial epithets to Dowridge and non-Aboriginal black boxers that would today be seen unambiguously as racist, demeaning and derogatory. As examples, newspapers referred to two unnamed black boxers in Brisbane 1887 as ‘n-----s’;87 the British Guinean middleweight boxer, Edward William Rollins, known as Starlight, was a ‘coon’88 and the ‘dusky one’;89 and the heavyweight fighter Peter Felix, from St Croix in the Danish West Indies, was described as a ‘dark coon’.90 All of these boxers appeared at Dowridge’s boxing hall in Brisbane at the time these descriptions were printed.

			While many press reports did not refer to Dowridge’s skin colour, others did, calling him ‘colored’,91 ‘ebony-skinned’92 and ‘darkey’.93 In 1911, one paper called both Dowridge and the visiting American boxer Sam McVea ‘coons’.94 Another newspaper referred to him as ‘“Abo” Dowridge’, but this was exceptional.95 As one commentator made clear in 1886, reflecting prevailing racial hierarchies in Australia that positioned Aboriginal people lower than most other black people, Dowridge was ‘not a blackfellow bien entendu [of course], but a black man’.96 Alternatively, reporters drew attention to Dowridge’s ‘blackness’ by emphasising the ‘whiteness’ of his behaviour and achievements, presupposing that black people were not ordinarily capable of being educated or ‘civilised’: ‘Mr. Jack Dowridge, the color of whose skin, like that of Peter Jackson, has not prevented him from being a polite and honest man, with the respect of all classes.’97 Another, writing about Dowridge and his sons, argued: ‘Irrespective of race, we may well be proud of them.’98 Indeed, on Dowridge’s death, the Bulletin described him as ‘a white man in everything but his skin’, while the Referee proclaimed: ‘His skin was black, but he was ‘white’ clear through.’99

			Egan argues that the use of racial epithets, or slurs, against minstrels and other black entertainers in the late nineteenth century lacked ‘malice’ compared to the US.100 Again, while this may have been true to some extent, there is little doubt from contemporaneous press comments that ‘n-----’ was a hateful term and that ‘strong prejudice’ existed against black people in Australia.101 For Dowridge and fellow black migrants, the ubiquitousness of the racial slurs they heard and read, almost on a daily basis, may have inured them to their ugliness and offensiveness. However, without their accounts, this is purely supposition and there is no reason to suppose that Dowridge and other black boxers of African descent were not hurt, humiliated and offended by the racial slurs used to describe them and, by implication, their families, friends and colleagues.

			While printed words are hard to evaluate definitively from such a distance, actions are easier to interpret. Amid the vast reporting of Dowridge’s sporting, business and social activities are several incidents of overt racist actions against him or his sons that help assess the degree of malice at work. In 1886, Dowridge was refused front-row seats at a Brisbane theatre when he took two white friends to a minstrel show: the friends were readily admitted but he was required to sit further back because, in the opinion of the manager, he was ‘off-color’. In this case, the reporter noted the irony that while black skin was a drawcard behind the footlights in minstrel shows, the same colour skin in front of the stage was ‘worth less than their salt’.102

			Twenty years later, in 1905, Dowridge’s son, Will, was refused service at a ‘toffy Queen-street barber’s saloon’ by a manager who said: ‘We draw the color line here; get out.’103 The reporting of the incident in the newspaper Truth makes clear both the family’s popularity and the writer’s disapproval of the barber’s racist actions. The Dowridges were ‘well known and popular … and deservedly so’, while the barber was ‘white trash’. The article concluded: ‘There is much indignation all over the city in consequence, and it is not an incident that will fade for many a day to come.’104 The press also condemned a ‘hooligan’ who yelled ‘Warrah ’bout White Australia?’ to Will during a boxing match.105 And when Will’s brother, Jack, was detained in New Zealand by customs authorities and ‘compelled to answer questions, prescribed by the Alien Immigration Act before he was allowed to land’, the Australian press, rather ironically, interpreted this as racist.106

			This support for Dowridge and his two mixed-race sons suggests a complicated relationship between the press, society and racism. At the same time as racialised language was regularly employed, some black individuals were widely admired and supported. In Dowridge’s case, while there were often undertones of race-based commentary, and sometimes outright racism, the press also complimented his business, sporting and personal interactions: ‘Everybody knows—and respects—old Jack Dowridge’, reported the Truth.107 Such admiration derived not only from his activities, but also his character, which was frequently described as ‘straight’.108 One commentator alluded to his generosity as a source of widespread admiration: ‘One of the best he is, “ever ready, ever steady,” as many scores know who have tapped his “hand, heart, and pocket”.’109 Similarly, the American boxing manager Charles ‘Parson’ Davies eulogised Peter Jackson as ‘the whitest man I ever met or did business with’.110 Thus, during an overtly racist period in Australia’s history, Dowridge and Jackson were examples of what Karina Smith calls ‘honorary whites’; that is, black boxers who were exceptionalised by sectors of white society.111

			Waterhouse argues that white Australians, thinking of themselves as a superior race, showed prejudice against black American visitors but, nevertheless, allowed them relative ‘freedom of action and experience’.112 He offers two explanations. One was their relatively small number: Egan identified just over 350 African-American performers, including sportsmen, in Australia between 1788 and 1941.113 Second, Waterhouse argues, is that: ‘Afro-American entertainers, in particular, were more acculturated to White values and customs than Chinese, Kanakas and Aborigines.’114 Dowridge certainly was acculturated, having worked in England as a servant, hotel attendant and ship’s crew, and later as a business and sports figure in Brisbane. To this we can add a third explanation relating to the superior musical and athletic talents possessed by African Americans in Australia: white Australians admired the sporting prowess and unique entertainments provided by the many black stage performers, boxers and athletes touring the country.

			However, individual black men, like Dowridge, who settled in Australia, had to find ways to adapt and ensure their survival beyond the five minutes of applause following a boxing match or theatre performance. Sometimes that meant colluding with, rather than resisting, white expectations and stereotypes. Waterhouse argues that visiting minstrels helped popularise the terms ‘n-----’ and ‘coon’ by their frequent use in stage shows, and Egan refers to the collusion of black minstrels and entertainers through their own portrayals of demeaning representations of black people.115 Even Dowridge, viewed as an ‘educated’ and ‘respected’ man of African descent, was complicit to some extent in exploiting racial stereotypes of black people. The theatre performance at which he was relegated to inferior seats in 1886 was, in fact, a minstrel entertainment and his attendance at such a show appears to signal at least tacit approval. Dowridge also later produced racialised stage performances. In 1902, as sub-lessee of Harry Rickards’s Theatre Royal in Brisbane, his dramatic company advertised Boucicault’s 1859 melodrama The Octoroon, with a character referred to as ‘ole n----- uncle’ and acts titled ‘The Slave Sale’, ‘Plantation Piccaninnies’ and ‘Coon Comicalities’.116

			Even more confronting, perhaps, was the occasion in 1905 when Dowridge hosted ‘Abomah the Amazon, The Demoiselle Daughter of Dahomey’, who was on a world tour, at his Theatre Royal Hotel. Customers could look at the ‘sable giantess’ for free while patronising his bars.117 Ninety-five years earlier, Sara Baartman, infamously advertised as the ‘Hottentot Venus’, was taken from South Africa to England where she was exhibited in public venues and private salons in clothing designed to suggest nudity and emphasise the large buttocks for which Khoisan women were noted.118 ‘Her body became the foundation’, write Clifton Crais and Pamela Scully, ‘for the later far more stylized entrepreneurial forms that constituted the nineteenth-century freak show and for the development of racial science’.119

			Dowridge’s collusion with racial stereotyping was no doubt led by his business instincts and savviness in understanding what was required to survive and thrive in turn-of-the-century Brisbane. Equally as significant as these theatrical involvements in understanding his self-awareness of race was his fostering of black boxers, including fellow migrants from the Caribbean. Throughout his decades as a boxing trainer and promoter in Brisbane, Dowridge nurtured other black boxers and the fights he promoted attracted all ‘colours of folk’.120 The origins of some of these men are unknown—for example, ‘Jimmy’ in 1887 and Charlie Martin, described only as a ‘coloured sailor’ who fought as ‘Moonlight’ against Rollins (who was known as ‘Starlight’), in the same period.121 Dowridge also backed Sydney boxer Toby Travers who was reportedly from the New Hebrides.122

			The most famous of Dowridge’s black boxing protégés was Peter Jackson (1861–1901), who was born in the Danish West Indies and had a long association with Australia. Dowridge befriended Jackson in 1887 and important news regarding Jackson’s family in St Croix was wired to Dowridge as a trusted friend and intermediary in Australia.123 When Jackson was dying from tuberculosis in Queensland in 1901, it was Dowridge who arranged medical care, orchestrated a benefit and, following his death, organised Jackson’s funeral and burial in the Dowridge family plot in Toowong.124 As one newspaper noted, despite Jackson’s popularity and renown, it ‘remained for the coloured man Dowridge, of Queensland, to show in a practical manner his admiration for the champion’s past deeds by inaugurating a benefit on his behalf’.125

			Dowridge reportedly had a racially democratic attitude, treating ‘each and every one alike’.126 Ike Stewart, an African-American boxer, said that Dowridge treated him like a white man.127 James Lawson, another African-American boxer of note, fought and instructed at Dowridge’s in 1886–87.128 Dowridge was likely present when his son Jack Junior was an attendant for the celebrated Aboriginal boxer and middleweight champion Jerry Jerome (1874–1943) during a fight in Brisbane in 1910.129 He was on hand to greet the famous visiting international boxer Jack Johnson (1878–1946) in 1909 and took him to visit Peter Jackson’s grave. The two men later corresponded.130 In 1911, Dowridge also took African-American heavyweight Sam McVea (1884–1921) to Jackson’s grave, where McVea left a ‘beautiful wreath of immortelles’ (see Figure 3).131 In 1913, when black Nova Scotian Sam Langford (1886–1956), aka the ‘Boston Tar Baby’, who was the Australian heavyweight champion, trained in Brisbane, ‘Jack Dowridge, the old “Black Diamond”’, was among the spectators, and Will Dowridge acted as an attendant for Langford in a subsequent fight.132

			Dowridge’s cultivation of ties with fellow African-Caribbean boxers is particularly noteworthy and speaks to his role in the Caribbean diaspora in Australia. Rollins (‘Starlight’) (c. 1852–1939), from British Guinea in the mainland British West Indies, appeared regularly from 1887 to 1892 at Dowridge’s boxing hall.133 Dowridge also had contact with Joe Walcott (1873–1935), born in British Guinea and raised in Barbados, and Will Dowridge was Walcott’s attendant in a Brisbane fight in 1909.134 Another significant African-Caribbean migrant to feature in Dowridge’s Brisbane career was Peter Felix (1866–1926) who, like Jackson, was originally from the Danish West Indies. Felix boxed at Dowridge’s in 1895 and 1897, and Jack Junior was a pall bearer at his funeral in 1926.135
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			Figure 3: Sam McVea, Billy McClain and Jack Dowridge at Peter Jackson’s grave, Toowong, 1911.

			Source: ‘A Blind Lead’, Evening News (Sydney), 18 December 1911, 11, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article115290005.

			Caribbean-American scholar Carole Boyce Davies argues that the existence of a diaspora requires certain conditions: 

			While all migrations do not necessarily create a diaspora, what is particular to diaspora creation includes first of all a migration, but also some historical, emotive, political, economic and cultural connections to that homeland and a consciousness of that interaction.136

			Dowridge’s choice to name his Brisbane property ‘Barbadoes Villa’ hints at a conscious emotional attachment to his homeland.137 However, without a significant number of boxers and entertainers of African descent, including those from his own community of Barbados and the wider Caribbean, he may have remained isolated from his deepest cultural memories. Instead, Dowridge found himself part of a surprisingly significant community of African-American and Caribbean athletes and performers in Australia—not only connecting him to his Bajan roots but also affording him the opportunity to nurture professional and personal ties with black men like Jackson, Felix, Rollins and Walcott, whose background and journey he so clearly understood.

			Conclusion

			As Georgina Arnott and colleagues remind us: ‘To be meaningful, biography must situate a life in its broader context and recognise the ultimate unknowability of past lives.’138 In this biographical essay, we have attempted to contextualise the life of one African-Caribbean migrant, Jack Dowridge, a successful sports promoter and businessman in Brisbane from the mid-1870s until his death in 1922. Some aspects of his life are broadly knowable, especially his origins in Barbados; his strength and determination to seek a new life and opportunities, first in England and then in Queensland; and—despite the evidence we present of the racial hierarchy, stereotyping and racist language used in Australia—his success both personally and in creating a Caribbean community in Brisbane. Other aspects of Dowridge’s life are less certain. The specific circumstances of his connection to slavery and descent from African slaves, for example, and his early experiences as a boxer in England, remain elusive.

			While all past lives are ultimately constructed from a patchwork of archival fragments, the widening array of digitised resources and tools to access them is improving our ability to plumb the reaches of what can be retrieved. Digitised newspaper repositories such as Trove, online census and shipping records, digitised slave registers and the Legacies of British Slavery database have been invaluable to this study. Their value lies both in the factual material they proffer and in their wider provision of information on social, political and economic conditions for evaluation, comparison and analysis to broadly contextualise Dowridge’s life.

			These new avenues of research present exciting opportunities to transform genealogical and biographical research, as well as to invite a more informed and nuanced scholarship on migrants. In this way, the harnessing of new digital methodologies will further illuminate the spaces occupied by other unknown or little-known migrants, including those of African and Caribbean ancestry. However, as demonstrated by this article, historical, biographical and genealogical research into this overlooked aspect of Australian history has the potential not only to reveal the complexities of individual lives but also to shine a light on bigger stories of empire: slavery, transportation, the plantation economy, racism and the creation of an African-Caribbean diaspora.
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			Beyond the red shoe: Searching for Mrs Petrov

			Phillip Deery and Julie Kimber

			A fictionalised account of the Petrov Affair begins with its most famous incident. This occurred on the tarmac of Sydney’s Mascot airport on 19 April 1954:

			Evdokia knew this crowd was here for her. They were hunting her. They were here to prevent her escaping through the terminal, onto the plane … Her escorts had revolvers in their jackets. If it was Moscow’s instruction, they’d do away with her here … She could not believe it, the number of people, the lights, the shadows … Evdokia wanted to stop. She wanted to stop and turn and run. Zharkov at her elbow, insisting otherwise … The crowd thought the men were dragging her, pushing her, physically compelling her to move. They swept towards them, shouting, appealing.1

			This retelling barely approximates what happened on that dramatic evening. Certainly, the iconic photograph (see Figure 1) capturing a vulnerable and anguished woman, missing one shoe, being escorted by burly Soviet couriers towards the Moscow-bound plane, has entered our historical memory. But, as to be expected, there is a disjuncture between historical imagination and the archival record.2 The drama of this event overshadows the complexity of negotiations and tactics used when the plane reached Darwin. The truth of what happened then, behind the scenes, is still opaque. A similar issue lies at the heart of our search for the truth about Evdokia Petrov. We began with the intention of a conventional biographical portrait—one that extended, but was still consistent with, previous studies. Instead, what we discovered was that, in investigating the dialogue between truth and illusion, we entered a world of deception and dissembling from which we emerged more uncertain than ever. This article, then, is an exercise in biography as frustration. In part it is an exploration of what is known about Evdokia. In tracing her history through her own words, through Australian Security Intelligence Organisation (ASIO), government and newspaper reports, through oral history and through secondary studies, we highlight the ways in which elements of her story unravel. We argue that there can be no certainty in its retelling. Evdokia Petrov’s words and her portrayal by contemporaries demonstrate that any attempt at biography is plagued by ambiguity.

			[image: Figure 1: Evdokia Petrov at Mascot Airport, Sydney, being escorted across the tarmac to a waiting plane by two armed Russian diplomatic couriers]

			Figure 1: Evdokia Petrov at Mascot Airport, Sydney, being escorted across the tarmac to a waiting plane by two armed Russian diplomatic couriers.

			Source: Royal Commission on Espionage—Exhibit 62, National Archives of Australia: A6201, 62.

			***

			Much of the literature dealing with the Petrovs focuses on the period up to and including the 1954–55 Royal Commission on Espionage (RCE). Michael Bialoguski’s account ends in early 1955 and the Petrovs’ own book was completed in mid-1955.3 It concluded with Evdokia’s (hereafter Petrova’s) hope that ‘a new morning [was] beginning’ in their lives.4 The Petrovs’ post-defection time is briefly discussed by David McKnight but few insights into their life are provided.5 Wilhelm Agrell writes that ‘on an emotional level [the defection] had cost her her life’, but does not elaborate.6 We do have her own words: through the RCE transcripts, on tape, in published memoir and across magazine articles.7 But there are no biographies and, notwithstanding the most recent study of the Petrovs’ defection, Agrell’s Mrs Petrova’s Shoe, there remain significant gaps in our knowledge of the post-defection life of Petrova. The most authoritative account of their defection, by Robert Manne, notes in the concluding chapter that, by the time Empire of Fear had been published, the Petrovs ‘had become bundles of nerves, fears and resentments’.8 In this article we re-examine slices of Petrova’s life and look at how she was portrayed by the media; in her own autobiographical portrait; by ASIO; and in the recollections of her closest friend in Australia, Regina Meinhold. Each, in their own way, raises questions about the veracity of our received understanding of this remarkable woman.

			It is unsurprising that the many ways Petrova has been typecast mirror the broader social context of the period. Early perceptions of her were shaped by the gendered frame in which her defection was cast.9 Gendered constructions, constantly invoked and indelibly imprinted, by both media and contemporary commentators, interpret her through the prism of her appearance and her relationship with her husband. Her portrayal in this manner is not unique. The imposition of gender stereotypes on alleged or actual women spies and communists has been noted by Olmstead.10 Journalists’ descriptions in 1948–49 of, for example, Elizabeth Bentley as a ‘svelte young blonde’ in a ‘form-fitting black dress’, or Judith Coplan’s ‘full lips and … shapely figure’, were echoed in Australia in 1954–55. Olmstead’s four case studies—Bentley, Coplan, Priscilla Hiss and Ethel Rosenberg—were variously stereotyped as threatening symbols: ‘deadly spiders, neurotic old maids and hysterical Stalinists’.11

			While Petrova was subject to sexualised caricature, she was neither feared nor reviled. Instead, journalists were captivated and sympathetic.12 During the proceedings of the RCE, she was painted by the press not as a threat, but as a celebrity. Her portrayal marginalised her substance and provided her with a useful shield. The day before her initial RCE appearance in Melbourne, the first of twenty-one days in the witness box, the secretary to the commission, Kenneth Herde, predicted that the ‘glamorous’ Mrs Petrov would ‘look her best’; after all, he commented, ‘what woman doesn’t like to look nice?’13 When she arrived at the High Court building in Melbourne on 6 July, her clothing was emphasised: a royal blue suit with a white blouse and a small, close-fitting white felt hat. She was a ‘diminutive figure in blue’ who ‘apart from bright lipstick wore little make-up’.14 The Brisbane Courier-Mail staff reporter also described her attire but went further: ‘Her hair was middle-length waved, and blonde. Her eyes, blueish-purple. Her complexion was clear … her weight about 8½ stone … her hands are tiny and very white.’15 Her figure, skin complexion and hair style were also the subject of a Canberra Times piece.16 None of the other, mainly male, witnesses received such attention to their appearance. The front page of the Melbourne Argus exhorted its readers to ‘MEET EVDOKIA: WOMAN OF THE YEAR’. Such reports, which became commonplace, ignored the content of her testimony. Indeed, when she did appear on the witness stand, only her appearance was emphasised: 

			Constantly she used her well-shaped and manicured hands to assist in telling her story … With her French-style pouting smile and shrug, the quick droop of the eyelids and the laugh that crinkles the corners of her grey-green eyes, she had the packed courtroom smiling.17

			As a double agent working for both ASIO and the communist-affiliated NSW Peace Council, Dr Michael Bialoguski was accustomed to deception, but he was not being deceitful when he told Petrova: ‘Everyone is talking about you … You’re as popular as a film star.’18 The Woman’s Day, in fact, described her as ‘the leading lady’ and likened her to Ingrid Bergman.19 Arriving at the court the next day, 7 July, she ‘stepped jauntily’ from the security car ‘in her field-green costume and chic black hat’; on departing, she was ‘mobbed’ by a large crowd of spectators.20

			Soon after, the press represented Petrova as a personification of domesticity, suburbia and assimilation:

			Mrs Petrov, like a normal Melbourne housewife, prepares all the meals for herself and her husband. She does her own shopping for household requirements and is becoming an expert at keeping house the Australian way.21

			Similarly, an ASIO report stated that ‘Mrs. PETROV shows an appreciation of the greater scope afforded in a Western country for dress, decoration, and house-furnishing’ and commented on her ‘Western aptitude for clothes and cosmetics’.22 Elsewhere she was described as an ‘extremely vivacious and attractive blonde who dresses smartly’23 and who was warming to Australian suburban life. None of these various constructions of Petrova, all highly gendered, was singularly correct. She was more than a ‘helpless and distressed woman’,24 and most definitely was not ‘just a simple, rather brainless soul’, as an unnamed ‘leading’ man, closely connected with the RCE, alleged.25 While it is fair to say that she did value the material comforts and appearance of Western dress, this portrayal, in many ways, allowed this side of her character to dominate the public imagination––and, arguably, enabled Petrova to construct a persona that hid more that it revealed about her life. How then have our perceptions of Petrova been shaped by her own retelling of her life? We begin by providing an outline of her upbringing drawn from her own description.

			Born in 1914 in a village near Moscow, Evdokia Alekseevna Kartseva’s early life, like that of countless others, was disfigured by the poverty around her, haunted by hunger and subject to the cruelties that such a context engenders.26 Despite, or perhaps because of, these experiences Petrova was deeply attached to her mother.27 These formative years would also deeply commit her to the Soviet system, a system that enabled those who served it to escape deprivation and find instead a measure of privilege and material security and a sense of community. Petrova, a devoted member of the Pioneers by the age of eleven, began her communist education with a scarf, a pin, an oath, and, from then on, a salute.28 She graduated into the Komsomol, another communist youth organisation, in 1930, the same year that she finished secondary schooling. After studying English at the Technical College for Foreign Languages in Moscow, her dedication to the Soviet state was rewarded with a commission into the Commissariat for Internal Affairs (NKVD) as a junior sergeant of state security in the Military Intelligence Section in 1933. Since, as she said, she ‘could not work for them without linguistic knowledge’, she also learnt Japanese and Swedish.29 She was later transferred into the Spets-Otdel, or Special Cypher Department, a key office within the Soviet bureaucracy.30 Petrova’s boss was Gleb Ivanovitch Boki, an ‘old Bolshevik’ soon to be executed as ‘an enemy of the people’ after his appointment as NKVD commissioner in 1937, and she too was to become very familiar with the Great Terror. Petrova worked in cryptanalysis (code-breaking) and enciphering (transposing outward telegrams into code). As she explained it: ‘I was regarded as a specialist on processing telegrams in the Japanese language and the restoration of their distorted text.’31 This work was clearly valued, as demonstrated by her being awarded the Order of the Red Star and by her promotion to the rank of captain in the NKVD.

			Despite such high regard, Petrova only narrowly escaped the same fate as her first husband, Roman Krivosh, also an officer in the NKVD but with literary ambitions. Roman was arrested in 1937 at the height of the purges and incarcerated in Butyrskaya prison.32 It was, Petrova recalled, her tenacity and luck that allowed her to escape with only a reprimand, later rescinded.33 It is here that we should pause. Petrova writes in detail of her ordeal in securing her escape from a similar fate. But the fact that she was not taken into custody, and was neither evicted (initially at least) from their flat nor questioned alongside her husband as was the customary practice, raises a red flag. Not yet damming, of course, but it nonetheless raises questions as to the veracity of her account.

			Petrova continues her story by telling of the tragedy of the death of her only child in 1940, the same year that she met and married Vladimir––to whom she was drawn because of the kindness he had shown her child prior to her death, and the support that he offered. Within two years the Petrovs would leave the Soviet Union for Stockholm, Vladimir as NKVD chief rezident in Sweden, she ‘simply … as his wife’, as an understated MI5 report noted.34 She recalled her four years in Sweden (1943–47) as a ‘happy and halcyon interlude’.35 But there was work to be done. The Soviet legation in Sweden had become ‘the main base’ for intelligence in the war against Germany.36 Petrova, assigned the code name ‘Tamara’, was allocated a wide range of duties, including undertaking operational intelligence in an attempt to recruit two prospective Swedish agents.37 In October 1947, the Petrovs returned to Moscow to begin work with the newly formed KI (Committee of Information), which initially incorporated the GRU (Main Intelligence Directorate or military intelligence). Their focus would be in the SK, or Soviet Colony. Vladimir was in the Sixth Department, Petrova (from 1948) in the Second, where she would continue her espionage work on Scandinavia.38 She was given operational control of the large Norwegian island of Spitsbergen. As a recruiting agent for the GRU she began cultivating the daughter of a Czech general,39 further underlining her importance to the Russian Intelligence Services (RIS). Her political progress was completed relatively late when she was finally admitted as a member of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union in 1950, the same year that the Petrovs were posted to Australia.

			We know, then, through Petrova’s words and those of others, that she was by now a veteran of the Soviet security system and was highly motivated, trained, experienced and, to the extent possible in her line of work, trusted. When she arrived at the Soviet Union’s Canberra embassy in February 1951, her ostensible position was embassy accountant, photographer and secretary to the ambassador, but, as she put it, after the rezident, Valentin Sadovnikov, was recalled to Moscow shortly after their arrival, ‘he handed over to me all his agent and cypher archives’, along with the keys to the embassy’s secure safe.40 Entry to the cypher section of the embassy and thus to its secret records was highly restricted. An MI5 report would later note: ‘an observant and intelligent cypher clerk will certainly acquire good knowledge of the intelligence operations currently run out of the Residency [Embassy]’. The cypher clerk would also gain ‘access to the Resident’s records and thus learn the identities of all contacts and agents cultivated or recruited’.41 In her own recollections, Petrova attempted to resolve the tension between her life as a spy and her life as a member of a brutal security state through a narrative arc familiar to many Soviet defectors: a devastating childhood, attraction to the relative security of youth brigades, followed by a successful indoctrination into the vast bureaucracy of the ‘empire of fear’.42 Despite the latter realisation, and in contrast to the public portrayal in the Australian mainstream media, Petrova was determined to emphasise her own capacities as an agent of the Soviet state, albeit one with limited agency—a victim of the system.

			Little of this capacity was evident, or even known, to the authorities when Petrova sought and was immediately granted asylum on that hot night in Darwin on 21 April 1954. She was initially seen as inconsequential and ASIO only gradually realised that she was a valuable asset—potentially more valuable than her husband. The defection of a cypher clerk who encrypted and decrypted the RIS’s most valued secrets, coupled with someone with direct operational experience, who had worked with agents in the field, therefore represented a major counterintelligence coup.43 However, the debriefing of the Petrovs after their RCE appearances was fraught. On the one hand, it was soon realised that the exposure of Soviet agents abroad, under diplomatic cover, yielded highly significant intelligence. For example, in June 1955, the security liaison officer (SLO) reported to his MI5 superiors that Petrova had provided the following explosive information on Juho Passiviki, prime minister of Finland from 1944 to 1946 and president from 1946 to 1956:

			About 1949 Elisei [Yelisei] Tikhonovich SINITSYN, the Chief of the Scandinavian Countries in the Second Directorate of the KI, told me in conversation in Moscow that he had many agents in the Finnish Government, including PASSIKIWI [sic] who I think was the Prime Minister of Finland or who held a high Government position. SINITSYN personally controlled this man when he, SINITSYN, was the Resident in Finland in 1945–46 … I was working in the Swedish section under his direct control.44

			None of the biographical entries on Passiviki refers to his recruitment by the RIS, which Petrov claimed occurred just before World War II.

			On the other hand, ASIO was in equal measure frustrated with the Petrovs and concerned for their mental health. The interrogations and the fear of reprisal for their defection had taken a toll.45 So too had their living arrangements. Despite early perceptions that Petrova would easily adapt to life in Australia, ASIO now felt that she was both distressed and unstable.46 As a circuit breaker, they arranged a holiday in Surfers Paradise. Three cars with five ASIO officers and the Petrovs departed from Sydney on 23 September 1955. ASIO’s director-general, Charles Spry, anticipated that relocation to Melbourne would occur before 1 December, when debriefing would recommence full-time and continue until the end of 1956.47 It did not go to plan. Within a week, Petrova became dangerously ill and was taken to St George Hospital in Sydney for emergency surgery.48 But she was not the only concern for ASIO. Vladimir responded to Petrova’s illness with a volatile mixture of apparent indifference and reckless intoxication. ASIO was in danger of losing control of their two most important assets.49 The misfortune of the Petrovs continued after Petrova left hospital in late October, and their relationship further deteriorated under the strain of interrogation and defection.50

			In May 1956, Vladimir threatened to commit suicide. A shotgun that he was assembling for this purpose was wrested from him during ‘an ugly scuffle’, an ASIO officer was injured and Petrova ‘made a resolute attempt to throttle her husband’.51 Though the Petrovs managed to keep this domestic disfunction private to all but ASIO and MI5 officers, their shared melancholy was made public after Petrova sat down with Kay Windsor in a lengthy interview. The public perceptions of ‘the glamorous’ Mrs Petrov were now superseded by a realisation that her defection had cast a long and miserable shadow over her life. Fearful for herself and her family, and dissatisfied with her life in Australia, the public narrative surrounding the Petrovs was irrevocably altered. As Windsor noted in August 1956, ‘the spy drama of a year ago has become the human tragedy of today’.52 MI5’s SLO in Australia was concerned that ‘if the Soviet authorities read these articles’ they might consider ‘persuading her to redefect, using her relatives as hostages’.53 It is not clear to us why Petrova allowed her vulnerability to be made so public at this time. Was it to engender sympathy from the Soviets? To protect her family who had been left behind? Or was it a genuine cry for help? Regardless of the reasons—and we return to this below—MI5’s fears were genuine.

			MI5 was not the only agency concerned. ASIO was also on edge. They feared that the Olympic Games would enable the Soviets to either contact or retaliate against the Petrovs. Indeed, the Petrovs later identified ten RIS personnel who travelled to Melbourne with the Soviet Olympic team.54 Accordingly, on 2 November they were relocated to the Gold Coast for two months. They stayed in the two-storey home of two ASIO operatives, Dudley and Joan Doherty, and their three children; and here we rely on Joan’s reminiscences to gain a sense of Petrova’s situation. As the two became close friends, Petrova made her distaste for her husband known. The SLO noted: she ‘constantly reprimands him for his boorish ways’.55 But it went further. According to the author of With My Little Eye, who interviewed Joan: ‘When she [Petrova] discussed him with Joan, she would say, “He’s just a …” and made a rude spitting noise.’ Petrova told Joan he was ‘weak and cowardly’ and blamed him bitterly for defecting without telling her. More viscerally, he was ‘repulsive’ to her and she made ‘scathing remarks about his body’. But, according to Joan, she did not fear reprisal when she publicly admonished him.56 It was in this period ‘that she suffered the indignity, and publicity, of her husband being arrested; he was drunk, bleeding, semi-naked and gave police a false name, John Olsen’.57 ASIO alerted Dudley that newspaper journalists were onto the story and the Dohertys and the Petrovs were forced to relocate to two further safe houses, in Brisbane and Caloundra.58 Spry told Menzies that both Petrovs were ‘now psychopathic cases’.59 With their personal relationship spiralling out of control, the domestic distress reported in ASIO files stands in stark contrast to the picture provided by the Petrovs in their concluding chapter of Empire of Fear, in which both mused on their escape from the Soviet Union and the fear that it engendered, and hoped that their elusive ‘new morning’ would begin (see Figure 2).60
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			Figure 2: Evdokia and Vladimir Petrov, 1955.

			Source: pbs.twimg.com/media/EtVaaxCUYAIkOIN.jpg.

			Despite the apparent distress of the Petrovs, ASIO continued its interrogations well beyond their anticipated time frame.61 ASIO’s desire for more intelligence hit a roadblock when the Petrovs continued to push back against their interrogators.62 While a change in approach by the security agency led to the revelation of small but ‘significant’ intelligence,63 ASIO could not prevent the inevitable and they found themselves at loggerheads with their unwilling collaborators.64 Four years after their defection, MI5 had largely given up hope of getting more information out of the Petrovs, but ASIO continued to try.65 By now, Petrova was reporting to ASIO that Vladimir was ‘impossible to live with’.66

			Impossible or not, Petrova continued to live with Vladimir until 1974 in their nondescript two-bedroom house at East Bentleigh.67 The original lino kitchen floor is still visible in real estate photos. She found employment as a typist, upgraded to a permanent secretary because of her competence and efficiency, with William Adams Tractors in Clayton. This, we can assume, boosted her spirits, since (as noted by MI5) domestic chores did not ‘fully or satisfactorily engage her considerable energies and talents’.68 Her immediate neighbours knew but did not reveal the true identity of Maria Anna Allyson, and one even helped construct a special gate in the adjoining side fence should the need to escape arise.69

			We have seen that Petrova’s post-defection experience was troubled and difficult. The external forces over which she had little control produced fear, anxiety and remorse. And it is true that she also suffered inner turmoil; however, here our biographical portrait becomes more complicated. To reconcile her public persona with the private humiliation of the defection meant, for Petrova, that she had to unburden her history. This she could not do. An ASIO report noted that she still retained ‘affection and loyalty to Russia’, an MI5 interrogator commented that ‘she is still in many ways in sympathy with the Soviet regime’ and an intelligence historian concluded that she was ‘less cynical’ about the Soviet Union than Vladimir.70 She was still handcuffed to her past.

			In the Petrovs’ own opening words in Empire of Fear, as children of the revolution they were given ‘opportunities which we would never have enjoyed otherwise; we each rose to positions of comfort, prosperity and privilege in the Soviet services’. They added that, in the decades since first joining the RIS, they were ‘members of that select minority of Soviet citizens who are the governing bureaucracy of modern Russia’,71 and that as members of that elite were consequently separated from mainstream Soviet society. Petrova continued to be shadowed by her background. About her convictions, she told Robert Manne in the early 1990s: ‘I was a very devoted Russian KGB person.’72 In the 1950s, at least, the present tense could easily have been substituted.

			Indicative was her deep concern that offering information about her ‘dear friend’, Colonel Ivan Ivanovich Agayans, would not ‘in any way bring trouble upon [him]’. Agayans had known her since childhood through the Pioneers and, at the time of Petrova’s defection, was chief of the State Security Department (Second Directorate of the KI) that covered all of Europe.73 The same desire to protect applied to her ‘old friend’, Yelisei Sinitsyn, also a senior intelligence officer with the Second Directorate in charge of the Scandinavian Department. Notwithstanding this, she elsewhere provided the intelligence services with a very detailed portrait of Sinitsyn.74 It was Sinitsyn, now assigned an MI5 personal file number (737517), who furnished Petrova with details about the possible espionage of the Finnish prime minister/president, referred to earlier. Petrova, in short, had not cut all ties with the RIS; as she herself noted, ‘the training of a lifetime does not disappear overnight’.75

			RIS tradecraft, into which Petrova had been indoctrinated since the 1930s, relied—as did all intelligence services—on the art of successful deception. Such deception and dissembling are intrinsic to the tradecraft. Cover names, cover positions and fabricated life histories are the norm. Petrova, of course, was no exception. This feature of her life was evident right from the outset when she first joined the NKVD in 1933. It was evident in the intelligence services’ interrogations after her defection. Sprinkled through reports and memoranda sent by both the SLO and by the Office of the UK High Commissioner to MI5 are intimations of Petrova’s disingenuousness or duplicity. For example, when she was questioned about ‘Klara’, the agent she ran in Sweden, she was ‘evasive’ and ‘less than candid when she reverted to her original version’.76 This was also evident during her interviews with Robert Manne.77

			Of course, by 1996, the year that the interviews took place, Petrova’s recollections may have been imperfect. However, throughout her discussions with Manne, she was adamant that Petrov was not a heavy drinker. Her repeated denials of this were more than memory lapses. There is overwhelming evidence of Vladimir’s excessive vodka-drinking. Some have been detailed in this article; some can be gleaned from other sources, such as the interview of Regina Meinhold (a friend of Petrova’s since 1952) with Bill Haskett and Diana Tapscott in 2004.78 Meinhold relayed that Petrova:

			often complained that she hid a bottle of alcohol somewhere and [Vladimir] would chase her around the table to catch her … He was a really heavy drinker then, very heavy drinker.79

			And yet, in response to a question from Manne about whether Petrov’s drinking had increased just prior to his defection, Petrova categorically stated: ‘I have never ever seen him drinking. Not at home or any parties, never. Maybe when he was with Bialoguski. Never.’80 Elsewhere, she said of her husband, whose drinking sometimes made her the target of his physical aggression, ‘he was always good behaved’.81 Notwithstanding a brief acknowledgement of the ‘many arguments’ during the RCE, Petrova’s reinvention of Vladimir represents a stark discrepancy between her recollections and those of Joan Doherty and the ASIO safe house handlers’ reports. Her testimony to Manne suggests her desire to construct and control a narrative that was at variance with reality.82 This mythologising complicates the received understanding of Petrova.

			She also spun an utterly fanciful tale of her own defection to Regina Meinhold. We need to recall the intimacy of their friendship: it was Meinhold with whom Petrova requested to stay in the safe house immediately after the defection; whose daughter’s wedding in Canberra Petrova attended; and with whom Petrova maintained regular contact (‘we kept in touch all the time’) until she died—after all, ‘we were very, very close, constantly visiting each other’.83 Yet she told Meinhold that she had defected in 1954 by escaping from her Russian guards through a toilet window. ‘I don’t know what kind of window was there. She said she’d escaped with the help of [a policewoman] through the window’, Meinhold said. ‘She went with that police lady to the police station and she gave herself up. She gave herself up.’84 None of this was true. Petrova also led Meinhold to believe that she was of singular importance to her, both personally (‘because of you I didn’t want to go back to Russia’) and in terms of keeping Petrova safe from possible assassination. This ability to dissemble strongly suggests her intelligence training stayed with her all her life.

			Petrova and Meinhold’s friendship raises further questions. As Petrov told the RCE (and confirmed by Sheila Fitzpatrick), one of his roles was the recruitment of agents from the ‘White’ Russian community.85 Surveillance and penetration of the anti-communist Baltic and Russian émigré communities in Australia constituted an important intelligence activity.86 Both Petrovs were already experienced in such clandestine activity. Their postings to Stockholm in 1943 and Moscow in 1947 involved both SK (monitoring of overseas Soviet citizens) and EM (operations among émigré communities) work. And, as we have seen, Petrova recruited informers and ran agents in Sweden. In Canberra, in addition to her ‘cover’ duties as secretary and accountant at the Russian embassy, Petrova was also tasked with operational duties that included penetrating anti-Russian émigré individuals and organisations.87 It therefore seems highly plausible that, consistent with this brief, she targeted Meinhold as an anti-communist émigré in order to cultivate her as a source. It was, after all, Petrova who introduced herself to Meinhold in a textiles shop in Canberra in 1952. Despite having a pronounced interest in fashion, Petrova asked Meinhold if she could sew. To which Meinhold replied, ‘I will try’.88 And with this their unlikely friendship began, with Petrova arranging for an inexperienced seamstress to make her some clothes. It is apparent to us that this was most likely a cover. To all their meetings in these early years, Petrov drove his wife and then collected her; it was a joint operation.

			Meinhold fits the brief as a target of EM work. She was fiercely anti-communist––her father had been murdered by the Russians, and two brothers had been sent to the Gulag. A multi-lingual Latvian, she worked voluntarily as a translator in Nazi Germany during the war. She arrived in Australia in November 1947 with the first boatload of ‘displaced persons’ from the Baltic states, many of whom were suspected of collaboration with the Nazis.89

			In the year before the defection, and as tensions began to escalate in the Soviet Embassy,90 Petrova began warning Meinhold that she would receive a visit from the embassy, and that she was not to tell the embassy official her surname. That visit did happen, and Meinhold was urged to return to Latvia. When she told Petrova of the visit, the latter reportedly stated that ‘I was afraid that you’d give my name to him’. She described Petrova as ‘very nervous’ and ‘grateful that I didn’t reveal her’.91 Here, perhaps, Petrova was again dissembling. She had already introduced ‘three or four’ other women from the embassy to Meinhold.92 Rather than protecting her role as an MGB agent within the embassy (remembering that the espionage and diplomatic functions of the embassy were distinct, and RIS officers were disliked by embassy staff), it is likely that Petrova was instead drawing Meinhold closer to her.

			In any event, the unlikely friendship between an anti-Soviet and a dedicated communist raises several questions. Why would Petrova fear Meinhold mentioning her name when their relationship was well known by women in the embassy? Why would Petrova, a woman whose love of Western fashion was widely documented, have clothes made for her by an inexperienced seamstress: clothes for which she was measured, but never wore? As their friendship deepened over the years there are other incongruities, including that Petrova had never confided to Meinhold that she had had a child and that she had constructed such a concocted story of her defection.

			While it is evident that the relationship between Petrova and Meinhold became an important source of comfort for both women as they aged, the likelihood that Petrova and Petrov had deliberately targeted Meinhold as an unwitting informant certainly changes our understanding of the Petrovs’ activities in Australia. Added to this was Petrov’s consistent denial before the RCE that any pro-Soviet Russians were agents of, or even informants for, Soviet intelligence, which Fitzpatrick found ‘so odd that one might suspect Petrov of protecting his friends’.93 We can speculate, therefore, that, in different ways, neither of the Petrovs was ingenuous nor fully forthcoming.

			Petrova’s adjustment to Australian life was plagued by fears, both for her family and of her own assassination, and was punctuated by hospitalisation and domestic violence. At one point she lost the will to live. But we have also seen that, as a trained Soviet officer expert in cryptanalysis, she was valued by Western intelligence services, which initially typecast her as merely the wife of a more important defector. During three years of debriefings, she placed limits on her readiness to share her Cold War secrets with her interrogators.94 Withholding information to gain more leverage was not uncommon among Soviet defectors to the UK and US,95 but it is suggestive of other interpretations, including the possibility that their domestic troubles were, if not false, then potentially enlarged to enable the Petrovs to disengage from their interrogation.

			Through an interpretive framework of narrative psychology,96 we can see Petrova shaping and reshaping her myths and constructing framing devices that bracket her story and prevent us from seeing beyond this version. In her version, she is the principal and entirely innocent victim of the Soviet state and of Vladimir’s decision to defect. She recast turning her back on the Soviet state as upholding patriotism to the motherland, a nation disfigured by the Stalinist regime. It seems plausible to suggest that the same abilities of adaptation and accommodation Petrova showed towards the Soviet state she applied adroitly to her new environment in Australia. In this, she was aided, for the rest of her life, by ASIO, which accorded her respect and provided her with advice and support to the end. But Petrova’s shifting narrative raises more questions than it answers. We must now consider the possibility that the Petrovs’ withheld intelligence from Western security agencies (could this explain why Petrova’s family was untouched by her defection?) and that the limited portrait of their activities in Australia may need revision. We end as we began: the shadows of Petrova’s life—her ability to evade the Great Terror, her family’s continued safety in the USSR despite her defection, her private denigration of Petrov and her public defence of him, her stoicism and her vulnerability, her involvement with at least one target of EM activity, and the fantasies that she spun—throw up more secrets than they divulge. For the biographer, there can be only frustration. There is no singular truth, no ‘smoking gun’, no capacity to point and declare, only a lingering misgiving that all is not quite as we see it.
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			Autobiography as publicity: The case of Jenny Howard

			Richard Fotheringham

			Introduction

			Show business adds at least one layer to the many difficulties a biographer has in ascertaining fact, balanced reportage and analysis. Long before the rise of the media ‘celebrity’ (which, strictly speaking, meant successful self-promotion without any other discernible major talent, skill or achievement that might justify becoming famous), appearing in public already required relentless performance offstage as well as on. For the professional entertainer, presenting a persona that leads to success—in self-esteem as well as in popular recognition and at the box office—can, lacking scandal or revealing gossip, result in the relentless cheerful superficiality of a life performed as entertainment in its own right as well as in promoting the star vehicle: the latest film, TV/media program, stage show, novel, etc.1

			My subject here is the English-Australian variety entertainer2 and singer Jenny Howard (1902–1996) who spent approximately the first third of her long professional career mainly in the United Kingdom and the rest mainly in Australia. Even the limited resources available online for her career in Britain (from the years of the Great War to April 1940) give a substantial outline of her working life at that time.3 Once in Australia (June 1940 to the mid-1980s), there are many thousands of hits for her name on the National Library of Australia’s online search resource Trove, particularly in city and regional newspapers.4 Most are simply advertisements for her appearances on the Tivoli Circuit and other stages, but there are also many reviews, promotional interviews and other glimpses of her life, most consciously manufactured for newspapers and other publications of record as publicity.

			Later, mainly in the early 1980s when she was already starting to show symptoms of the dementia that was diagnosed in around 1990,5 Howard gave numerous interviews: to the National Library,6 to radio hosts7 and to Eddie Trigg, the Australian correspondent for the British Music Hall Society newsletter the Call Boy. Trigg subsequently published several articles on Howard as well as compiling an unpublished and incomplete 165 page biography, now held with his extensive holdings on her and other variety artists in the Fryer Library at the University of Queensland.8 Trigg’s various accounts, though demonstrably full of errors, are valuable in that they were informed by access to the scrapbooks of newspaper cuttings, posters, programs and so on that she kept. In addition, there are many personal memoirs written and published by fellow variety artists, some of which discuss her career. Finally, Howard left her own records, including her scrapbooks of press cuttings plus a few costumes and accessories, to the Queensland Performing Arts Centre Museum (QPACM) in Brisbane.9 A biographer, therefore, has a wealth of data to draw from but, with few exceptions, even when independently verifiable, they reveal and embellish only that part of her life narrative that she wished to share.

			Entertainers like Jenny Howard share many of the failings of all autobiographers, interviewees and others whose private and public lives become of more than family interest and who are asked to recount their experiences and memories: moving themselves to centre stage as the hero of their own story and/or hoping that a spotlight might be shone on their previously undervalued contribution (nicely parodied by Spike Milligan in his war memoir, Adolf Hitler: My Part in His Downfall).10 Then there are the less histrionic, universal problems of forgetfulness; misremembering; concealing, airbrushing or rewriting embarrassing or even criminal failings; accentuating the positive and telling a story—putting real, faulty and false memories into a plausible teleological narrative, a sequence that both comments on the times in which they lived and their role in it as agents of their own destiny rather than as recipients of chance and serendipity. 

			As the above language suggests (‘centre stage’, ‘hero’, ‘story’, ‘spotlight’, ‘role’), the tendency of much biography is to follow, consciously or unconsciously, popular narrative tropes, many derived from the live stage and that, of course, flourish there.11 ‘Language’, as Walter Benjamín noted ninety years ago, ‘has unmistakably made plain that memory is not an instrument for exploring the past, but rather a medium’. His proposal—to put the ‘buried past’ back into ‘the dark loam’ of its ‘location’—was akin to what we could describe, for our purposes here, as cultural biography, using both the medium of language and of narrative genres, but with an awareness of the false paths that might result as well as the possible oversimplification of the cultural and historical contexts in which such stories are produced.12

			This often includes, particularly for those like Jenny Howard who did inhabit the entertainment industries, dramatic moments that, true or false or falsely remembered as true, rehearse the artist’s story type: determined self-hood; the recognition of talent by a mentor; the work and struggle to be recognised; the star is born opportunity; the triumphs, tragedies, despair and triumphant return—all this and more, ladies and gentlemen.13 Many of these will happen in real life; however, paying due regard and recognition to the achievements of an important entertainer whose career traces are so manufactured and shaped by these expected story motifs, as well as the self-fashioning of an intentionally opaque public persona, is fraught with pitfalls. Howard, the example here, among other exaggerations and straight out deceptions, sometimes claimed to be from Lancashire (she wasn’t), told New Zealanders she intended to go ‘Home’ to live in the UK after World War II (she’d just bought a house in Sydney) and that the comedian George Wallace Senior wrote the patriotic war song and march ‘A Brown Slouch Her’ for her (he didn’t, and at least three other singers sang it before she did).14 As far as possible, the account below is based on independent records contemporaneous with the events they describe, but sometimes Howard’s assertions and recollections are all we have. In such cases, although it would become wearisome, almost every impression and incident could be prefaced with ‘she claimed’.

			1902–40: Building a career

			Jenny Howard was born Daisy Evelyn Louise Blowes on 26 November 1902 at home, 67 Netley Road, Walthamstow, North London, UK, the fourth child and only girl in a family with five boys.15 Their father, Charles Joseph Blowes, was a general labourer; the family was not rich.16 Daisy was close to her mother Hannah, née Polaine, who encouraged her to sing but who died in January 1913 after giving birth to Daisy’s only sister, Lilian.17 All the children went to live with their maternal grandparents;18 their father enlisted in the Great War and apparently survived,19 but ‘we never heard from him again’.20 (However, another anecdote has him turning up drunk to extract money from his becoming-famous daughter, like Alfred Doolittle in Shaw’s Pygmalion.21 Abandoned, exploited, or both?)

			Daisy attended Forest Road State School which was within walking distance of her home.22 The records for this school seem not to have survived, but a typical girls’ school curriculum would have included music, singing, dance and drama, as well as domestic skills.23 This was possibly the only formal pre-career performance training Daisy had; everything else she learned in rehearsal and on stage. When ten, she entered a talent quest singing the cockney number ‘Eliza you are my doughnut’, ‘winning a tea set’,24 but claimed she was expelled in around 1914 for jumping on a school desk and singing the popular comedian George Formby Senior’s ‘I Parted Me Hair in the Middle’.25 She’d seen Formby perform at the Walthamstow Palace Theatre but wasn’t aware of the risqué double entendre;26 the headmistress was.

			She was chosen to play ‘Cissy Denver’, the young daughter of a man wrongfully accused of murder, in the vintage melodrama The Silver King, which a local company was presenting intermittently in suburban theatres around north London.27 She claimed she adopted the stage name Jenny Howard at this time while working by day in a collar-making factory, combining the first names of a friend and the friend’s boyfriend, after someone said, ‘Hey Jenny, Howard’s here’—an exact example of the auto/biographer’s delight, a good anecdote to enliven the recitation of facts as no doubt it was to her in many retellings, but unsupported by other than anecdotal evidence.28 She remained ‘Dais’ to her family but otherwise became known as Jenny Howard throughout her long career in the UK, Australia and elsewhere; she internalised her stage name to the extent that, seventy years later, she used it to sign her will.

			During and after the Great War, Howard sang, at charity concerts, soldier songs such as ‘It’s a Long Way to Tipperary’;29 these would become a major part of her repertoire in Australia during World War II as well. About 1920,30 she met Bertha31 King (née Grey, 1896–1924) who had been in the audience at one concert and who, with her husband Percy King (real surname Boughton, 1891–1979),32 led a professional concert group ‘The Yachtsmen’ that performed at the seaside resorts of Margate and Ramsgate in Kent.33 An offer followed of a twenty-week engagement at four guineas per week. Her grandmother was reluctant to allow her to go but was persuaded by Daisy’s older brothers and by the Kings who said Bertha was willing to be her formal chaperone.34 One of her brothers accompanied her to Margate and also travelled weekly to collect her salary; she was permitted to retain only a modest allowance.35 She worked at least semi-professionally from then on, including comedy routines with Percy King as the straight man to her cheeky ebullience. He also became Howard’s manager, contracting her solo and their double acts to theatrical managements in London and elsewhere in the UK.

			Although now primarily remembered as a popular singer, Jenny Howard was an extremely versatile stage artist; in her early professional career she only sang as an encore.36 As well as performing in humorous sketches written by King and others including, later in Australia, George Wallace Senior,37 Howard could dislocate her joints without pain in comic dances including for a ‘silly arms’ act (e.g. while singing ‘Row, Row, Row’).38 She was particularly noted for her ability as a facial and vocal mimic, reproducing the accents of each locality as she moved around the variety circuits and was able to burlesque other artists, politicians and public figures.39 This talent gave her a ‘star is born’ moment in 1923 at Tottenham when ‘the absence of Lilian Gold gave Jenny Howard a chance to appear at short notice, and her success was all the more noteworthy, double encores being awarded her for her “impressions”’.40

			Trigg, though he only met Jenny Howard when she was seventy-eight, commented:

			Good looking she wasn’t! Snub nosed, extra large mouth which exhibited a beautiful set of white teeth, a mass of blonde hair and two beautiful blue eyes which twinkled with devilment.41

			She was diminutive (five one, 155 cm), an Anglican, teetotaller and non-smoker,42 and possessed a powerful if untrained voice with a claimed three-octave range.43 The Sydney Daily Telegraph noted in 1944 when she appeared there with Wallace in the revue Hi de Hi that: ‘Star of the show, Jenny Howard, hardly needs a microphone, as her voice would be heard outside the Tivoli.’44

			In 1925 Howard had a major breakthrough when she became the leading lady in the newly formed George Formby Jr company based in the north of England.45 She and Formby built their careers together as he rose to become one of British variety’s most acclaimed stars. Howard performed with him for three years including early morning shows for coal miners and as principal boy in the afternoon pantomimes;46 Percy King wrote and staged some of the shows and, as juvenile lead, did a double act with Formby in the evenings.

			After Bertha King died of cancer in 1924,47 the Kings’ seven-year-old son Richard Vernon Albert Boughton (1916–2006) went to live with Daisy’s/Jenny’s grandmother.48 (In another version, he travelled with his father on tour until old enough to attend a private boarding school; probably it was a mixture of each.49) On 28 March 1927, Jenny Howard married Percy King and they became a formidable artistic team: his burial plaque describes him as ‘Husband and Manager of Jenny Howard’.50 She claimed she became very close to her stepson Richard, and Percy to her much younger sister Lily.51

			Howard and King first came to Australia in 1929 on the second leg of a one-year contract starting in South Africa. They undertook a Vice-Regal Command performance at Government House in Cape Town and gave open-air performances in Kimberley where Jenny bought ‘lots’ of diamonds—the mine owners were also theatre entrepreneurs. She had a flamboyant and unapologetic love of hats, furs, jewellery, fine clothing and shoes;52 she saw nothing incongruous in appearing wearing a fur coat to sing at charity and other fundraising events during World War II,53 although she would sometime deprecatingly refer to her furs as made of ‘sewer rat’.54

			They arrived in Melbourne, opening at the Tivoli on 25 March 1929, and ‘loved [Australia] the moment we got here’.55 (Entertainers always claim this, of course, wherever they are, but their later decision to migrate here is persuasive.) According to Howard, the headline star, Ada Reeve, didn’t like Jenny being in her show and they were quickly transferred to the Sydney Tivoli instead.56 They returned to Melbourne in May when the Age noted that: ‘One of the most popular acts on the programme is submitted by Jennie [sic] Howard, the droll English comedienne, and her partner, Percy King.’57 They were in Newcastle in July playing to big houses in a revue led by the elderly English musical comedy actress Maisie Gay, where:

			Partnered with Percy King, Jenny Howard put tons of pep into some lively comedy numbers, and kept the audience laughing. After half an hour of good fun they were still asking for more.58

			Fortuitously, Howard and King declined further offers of work and were back in England by October 1929 just before the Wall Street Crash, after which Australian stage entrepreneurs started closing theatres and cancelling contracts with many of their artists.59

			Jenny Howard rose over the next decade to become a headline act throughout the UK provinces and at some of the leading variety theatres in London, including the Palladium, which had direct links to the Australian Tivoli Circuit. She met, worked for and/or shared the stage with most of the other great comic artists of her day, including the legendary Fred Karno (who wrote at least one show around her talent);60 the Australian-born Florrie Forde who became a lifelong friend;61 and ‘Bud’ Flanagan, later of the celebrated duo ‘Flanagan and Allen’, whose first-ever song, ‘Dreaming’, Howard claimed she was the first to sing and record, with Bud whistling an accompaniment.62 She also worked with touring Americans, including Sophie Tucker and Louis Armstrong and, with their permission, did impersonations of each, claiming the latter loved it—‘he laughed so much’.63

			Howard and King toured widely, particularly in the north-east (Hull, Newcastle), Scotland (Aberdeen, Dundee) and the south-west (Bristol, Bath, Gloucester, Yeovil), made a second working visit to South Africa (1932) and went to Argentina (1934) and Jamaica (1937). As Hollywood sound films expanded their influence and the mass appeal of live variety theatre declined, Howard diversified, appearing as ‘the Comedy Girl’ on BBC radio broadcasts,64 recording many songs for Edison Bell (later Decca)65 and starring in a musical comedy film Dodging the Dole (1936).66

			Howard’s tendency to adopt a Lancashire accent for some songs and sketches (learnt from working with Formby and from many years touring in the north) earned her a complex description as ‘the second Gracie Fields’67 and, occasionally, in Australia, as ‘the Lancashire lassie’ although she usually (but not always) acknowledged she was a Londoner.68 The two supposedly met when Fields (who came from greater Manchester and for a time was the highest paid singer/actress in Britain)69 auditioned those who wanted to impersonate her on stage; according to Howard, only she was granted the privilege.70 (This was an exaggeration, as others including the Australian child star Joy Nichols were also Gracie Fields impersonators, in Nichols’s case also with Fields’s permission and even encouragement.)71 Although Howard was sometimes said to have ‘covered’ Fields’s repertoire of songs, in fact she had been the first to sing and record several numbers including the evergreen ‘Sally’ (‘Pride of Our Alley’). She claimed she did not object to Gracie Fields also singing it and that Fields subsequently sold twice as many records as well as using it as her character in her debut film Sally in Our Alley (1931).72

			1940–45: The war years

			A series of events and coincidences led Jenny Howard to spend almost all the last two-thirds of her long stage career in Australia. Throughout the 1930s, the London Palladium was managed by Val Parnell, one of whose brothers, Wallace, had also worked extensively as a stage entrepreneur in the US and the UK, including presenting a long-running show, Once in a Blue Moon (1933–34), staged by King and starring Howard.73 In 1935, Wallace Parnell, according to Trigg, was involved in a ‘scandal’ of ‘a sensual nature’74 and hurriedly emigrated to Australia. He joined the Tivoli Circuit, first as stage producer (i.e. director)75 and then as general manager after his predecessor Frank Neil’s sudden death on 1 January 1940.76

			Trigg’s ambiguous and passing comment about Wallace Parnell points to another lacuna in chronicling the career of a popular entertainer like Jenny Howard: the almost complete absence of evidence beyond cliché concerning her (or anyone else’s) private life, or of the free spirited, often libertine and sometimes dangerous world of variety/vaudeville/burlesque, where gays, cross-dressers and others marginalised from mainstream society found space for self-expression and acceptance; audiences came for similarly complex reasons, including (for the heterosexual men the Tivoli’s advertising explicitly targeted77) sexual innuendo and displays of attractive semi-clothed female bodies. Frank Van Straten in Tivoli notes that Wallace Parnell was bigamous, was twice divorced and, after moving back to the US following further scandals in Australia, murdered his secretary before killing himself.78 (The story is a little more complex than Van Straten may have realised; Parnell’s demise was not a crime of passion. He was a haemophiliac ‘living on borrowed time’ and he suspected his employee, to whom he had sold the business before returning to Australia, had defrauded him.79) No hint of anything of this kind—sexual or financial—appears in the Jenny Howard materials and the innocent, joyous world they deliberately conjure up. As Trigg emphasised in a letter seeking information for his biography from the later Tivoli star Peggy Mortimer:80 ‘This is a story of “Nice People” with no intention of relating any gossip or defaming anyone, as seems to be the nasty trend these days.’81

			A more-complex and less-adulatory glimpse of the popular live stage industry at this time is depicted in the contemporary Hollywood movie Dance, Girl, Dance (1940; made by the only major woman director of the classic Hollywood era, Dorothy Arzner, and now considered a proto-feminist classic).82 Lacking any known moving images of Jenny Howard herself in her prime performing her songs or comedy sketches,83 the young Lucille Ball’s song and dance routine in that film, ‘Oh Mother, What Do I Do Now?’ (except for the burlesque striptease at the end), is as close to Howard’s flirtatious and knowingly innocent stage persona as can be viewed today. Yet, in spite of Howard having performed, from an early age, similarly-titled songs, such as ‘Oh Mother, What Shall I Do?’ and ‘I’m Too Young to Be Careful, and Much Too Sweet to Be Good’,84 Trigg claimed she was as naive in life as she pretended to be on stage, with her husband or others sometimes having to explain to her what the double-meanings were in her fellow-performers’ routines.85 It is as if Howard’s public persona looped back into her private life to the extent that she couldn’t admit to men, perhaps even to herself, adult knowledge, at the same time as she negotiated the world of Wallace Parnell, suggestive comments, unwelcome attention, the attempted blackmail of the casting couch and the ribaldry of the popular stage.

			The Australian Tivoli organisation had theatres in Melbourne, Sydney and Adelaide and, for several years from January 1941, the Brisbane Cremorne.86 It relied heavily on star British variety artists and shows plus an increasing number of Americans including ‘the singing cowboy’ Bob Dyer.87 Frank Neil, trying to keep variety theatre alive during the Great Depression, had run the circuit ‘on the cheap’; Parnell preferred ‘the grand manner’88 and, soon after assuming the manager’s chair, contacted King and Howard (and, separately, Dyer, who had returned to the US).89 The year before Neil’s death, he and Parnell had set out to revive in Australia the tradition of British Christmas pantomimes, using a script by Percy King.90 According to Trigg, Parnell was also still actively involved with his brother’s London Palladium, although working from Melbourne, including commissioning a new revue, Twice in a Blue Moon,91 like its predecessor staged in the UK by King and starring Howard. Consequently, he had both under contract.92 Parnell wanted King to come to Melbourne to write and direct more pantomimes. In addition, he intended to present a big show with multiple stars and acts, based on the Palladium’s many successes in 1933–39 with the ‘Crazy Gang’ starring Flanagan and Allen and other comedy duos.93 Howard, King and Dyer would be among the leads in the Australian version, to be called The Crazy Show.

			Howard claimed that she felt ‘unpatriotic’ at leaving England so soon after the start of World War II and that their careers there were also going well.94 However, the theatres had been closed at the start of the war and were only slowly reopening; stage business was seriously disrupted—and would be so again after the ‘Blitz’ started some months later. She also claimed that they were persuaded by experiencing the terror of a German bombing raid on Wigan,95 although there is no record of any such attack earlier than August 1940, by which time they were in Sydney.96 Another inducement was Parnell’s offer to allow them to travel via Paris to spend five hundred pounds on clothes and jewellery.97

			Howard also protected herself against the charge of abandoning her homeland in its hour of need by stating that they had agreed only to a short tour, not realising that returning before the end of the war more than five years later would not be possible.98 However, it is clear that the couple already intended a more extended absence: before leaving, King sold his revue and pantomime scripts and productions and his interests in several entertainment enterprises. In addition, the Stage reported that the couple intended to go on from Australia to Jamaica to manage a theatre there.99 This did not eventuate; Howard said they decided they would prefer to remain in a ‘white’ country.100 The many charity concerts and appeals she contributed to during and after the war, some explicitly in support of England rather than Australia,101 may well have been in part her way of justifying their flight to herself, as well as to her relatives in London and the general public in both countries.102 In King’s case, he was nearly fifty and had been wounded in World War I as a machine-gunner, which is why he had finished that war in the Army Entertainment Unit. He may well have thought that he’d done enough.

			The journey was a difficult one. Their last UK engagement ended at the Royal Hippodrome, Chatham, on 20 April 1940,103 but they had difficulty securing permission to travel,104 then their Channel crossing was delayed by bad weather and enemy action; eventually, they reached Paris by train as British troops were being evacuated in the other direction; later, they arrived in Genoa to join their ship (the Italian liner Remo) just as the German invasion of France began;105 finally, they evaded a U-boat attack in the Mediterranean.106 They disembarked in Perth, took a plane hired for them by Parnell and arrived safely in Melbourne on Monday 10 June,107 the same day Italy entered the war on the Axis side and the Remo, still in Fremantle, was seized by the Australian authorities.108

			Fellow variety artist Nancye Bridges, who claimed Jenny Howard had ‘hit Sydney like a meteorite in 1929’,109 said of her return that she was billed as ‘Australia’s favourite English entertainer—which was no understatement’.110 The Crazy Show opened exactly a week later.111 Trigg claimed they arrived to find the show ‘fully rehearsed’ apart from Howard’s and King’s discrete contributions.112 Such a short rehearsal time was only possible because true vaudeville consisted of unrelated comedy sketches, routines and songs for which the individual artists were responsible: as the contortionist Valantyne Napier explained, a standard contract stipulated ‘Act as Known’.113 The Crazy Show, however, was a revue;114 it inserted these acts and songs into a larger quasi-narrative structure that Parnell’s pre-opening publicity claimed was a ‘big departure from the type of variety-revue with which Tivoli audiences [are] acquainted’.115 This involved, as well as an unusually large number of star performers, extensive audience participation with the cast sometimes in the auditorium and audience members sometimes on stage.

			As well as Howard and King, The Crazy Show starred Bob Dyer and ‘Australia’s favourite comedian’ George Wallace Sr, whom Parnell had lured away from the rival Fullers’ Theatre circuit116 with an offer of £120 per week.117 There was also a compere, another English actor already in Australia, Edwin Styles, who was in the top hat, white tie and tails lion comique tradition then exemplified by Noel Coward, and who pretended distress and outrage at the antics of the others. Jenny would hide in the audience sitting on a male audience member’s lap flirting with him; Styles would come on stage looking desperately for her as if she’d missed her cue.118 There was also a resident singing and dancing chorus of scantily costumed young women (the ‘merry minxes’, in one critic’s opinion).119 The Tivoli ‘ballet’ was its most distinctive and almost-always-mentioned feature.120

			The Crazy Show had twenty-three ‘non-stop sketches and bright ballets’ ending with a jitterbug contest in which (previously auditioned) members of the audience were invited to take part and after which George Wallace did a burlesque of the jitterbug craze.121 After six weeks in Melbourne, the show moved to Sydney where the Daily Telegraph reviewer called it ‘the brightest, most novel, generally enjoyable show I can recall’,122 then to the Brisbane Cremorne in September and the Adelaide Majestic in October. Jenny Howard quickly became a ‘great star’ in the opinion of fellow comedian, dancer and producer Bobby Le Brun;123 by October 1940, she herself was being parodied on stage by the eleven-year-old Gloria Dawn.124 Advertisers, including for Mignon Hosiery, Dearborn Beauty Aids, Mercolized Wax and Astor Radios, started paying to use her image and endorsement.125

			In Australia, Howard almost always had first mention in rave reviews. One critic described her in The Crazy Show as ‘irresistible’ with an ‘individuality’ ‘fluid as mercury and twice as bright’.126 She imitated ‘Lord Haw Haw’,127 sang ‘Oh Johnny Oh’ (her biggest hit, according to the Melbourne Herald),128 and did comedy skits with and written by King. But reviewers of later shows also noted Howard’s ability to switch from ‘the ridiculous to the sentimental with unbelievable abruptness in a manner that seems irresistible’.129 She would describe (or, more truthfully, imagine) her ‘experiences’ in wartime England of blackouts, air-raid sirens and being bombed (during which ‘the London cockney’ came ‘back into the structure of her voice’),130 then follow with the lament she claimed she was the first to sing in Australia, ‘Till the Lights of London Shine Again’,131 reducing the audience to a ‘hushed silence’.132 By February 1941, she had added ‘The Last Time I Saw Paris’ with similar effect;133 the Melbourne Age said she ‘gets more out of this song than did Noel Coward’.134 It is one of only a few of Howard’s songs recorded in Australia available digitally.135

			Jenny Howard’s energy and dedication were legendary. ‘She was the most consistent and hardest-working entertainer I ever met and gave her all at every performance’, according to the Tivoli’s long-serving conductor Len James,136 who also noted her ‘razor sharp’ and ‘ear splitting soprano voice accompanied by aerobic movements of the arms and body [which] could not easily be forgotten’.137 She often did two or even three shows a day, six days a week, and while a production was being moved from one city to another she sang in cinemas, either after the show had closed or in the next city as pre-opening publicity.138 She frequently appeared on ABC and commercial radio including speaking on ‘London women in war time’,139 and performed gratis at military barracks and innumerable fundraising events in aid of children’s hospitals, wounded soldiers, the Women’s Land Army,140 the Red Cross (on one occasion, with Noel Coward),141 Uncle Bobs Club142 and War Bonds.143 She raised enormous amounts of money;144 a group of women at one charity auction offered £270 (out of a total raised of ~£1,000) if she would sing ‘The Lights of London’.145

			A second Crazy Show (later renamed Crazier than Ever) opened on 10 March 1941, with Styles, Howard and Wallace working together as ‘The Three Musketeers of Mirth’.146 The Sydney Morning Herald thought it ‘uneven’, but that ‘Jenny Howard is the live wire of the show, and a born revue artist’.147 For the first time she and George Wallace performed together. Having worked mainly in Britain where the Lord Chamberlain could ban any act that deviated from the approved script, Howard was astonished at his improvisational freedom (‘he never did the same thing twice’) but quickly adapted and joined him in comic anarchy.148 Wallace reworked for them an old routine of his, ‘Stinker and Sunbeam’,149 in which they both played naughty little girls auditioning to be in the show: Howard tricked the ‘suave and debonair’150 Styles into shaking hands with her sticky half-sucked lollipop, while the cross-dressed Wallace ended the sketch by falling into the orchestra pit with a crash of cymbals.151

			Jenny Howard’s enduring gift to Australia was the prominence she gave to the patriotic song and march ‘A Brown Slouch Hat’, written by George Wallace late in 1942. However, a close examination of its history shows that, although she claimed that Wallace had written it specifically for her152 (and proclaimed this publicly for several decades and, in general, was believed), in fact she had nothing to do with its creation or first performances. Howard offered, at different times, several slightly conflicting accounts of its gestation, starting with a backstage discussion about the need for nationalistic Australian songs like the English ones she was singing (including, as noted above, ‘The Lights of London’).153 She claimed Wallace then offered to write one and, when she returned three hours later for the evening performance (or, in another version, the next morning),154 he already had completed the words for ‘A Brown Slouch Hat’ and picked out the melody for her on the stage piano.

			Howard also said that George Wallace told her he’d never had a song published, that she rang the major music publisher Frank Albert (1874–1962)155 who said ‘reverse the charges and sing it to me’, and that publication quickly followed.156 However, the gist of this account relates to an earlier song of Wallace’s that he did write for her, ‘They’ll Shine Again’, composed early in 1941, well before the start of the war in the Pacific, which he himself claimed would rival ‘The Lights of London’ and was published by D. Davis & Co., not Alberts, that year. (‘They’ll Shine Again’ was also about the plight of London during the ‘Blitz’).157 The report of this in the Melbourne Argus on 8 March 1941 added: ‘It will be featured by Jenny Howard at the Tivoli later in the “Crazy Show” season’.158

			The history of ‘A Brown Slouch Hat’ is more complicated. It was written more than a year and a half later, after Pearl Harbor and when Australia itself was under threat. It was recorded on 25 November 1942 at Columbia Records’ Homebush Studios and released in February the next year as a 10-inch 78 rpm (revolutions per minute) record on the cheap Regal Zonophone label.159 However, the singer was not Howard but a sixteen-year-old Sydney-born soprano, Myree Parker, accompanied by the band leader George Trevare and his ‘Australians’. Trevare was also presumably responsible for the ‘intimate’ arrangement (piano and strings) and slow march beat, while the classically trained Parker’s singing is operatic and restrained.160 In spite of this odd choice of singer and style, this well-known version was digitised for CD release and has been used in several historical compilations and documentaries.161

			Myree Alberta Margaret Parker (b. 15 November 1926) was a child prodigy who started singing in public as early as 1940. A reviewer for Wireless Weekly enthused: 

			Australia has been described as a ‘gold mine of beautiful voices’. An outsize nugget has been found in the 13-year-old soprano, Myree Parker, heard in ‘Young Australia’ last Sunday. This uncannily-poised little singer will be watched with great interest.162

			Parker sang professionally for several years while studying classical music at Sydney Conservatorium, focusing on lieder,163 but married in 1947 and seems to have given up her professional career after then, although she did return to the live stage in 1952–54 using her maiden name and again singing with Trevare’s orchestra.164 Nothing is known of how she came to be the first to record ‘A Brown Slouch Hat’, and there is no evidence that she sang it later in her own professional career.

			At the same time as she made the recording, Parker was singing at Sydney’s Prince Edward Cinema Theatre with Trevare’s band.165 A week later, the better-known seventeen-year-old singer/comedian Joy Nichols,166 who was also appearing onstage with Parker at the Prince Edward Theatre, was reported to be going to sing it (or, possibly, Parker was, with Nichols joining in the chorus) on the 2GB Sydney radio Colgate Palmolive Youth Show that Nichols compered.167 The date of that broadcast, 1 December 1942, was probably the song’s public premiere.168 Myree Parker also featured in a new radio program Over Here (‘dedicated by Australians “over here” to those “over there”’) produced by Charles Chauvel,169 where ‘A Brown Slouch Hat’ was almost certainly also broadcast.170 Others, including the well-known soprano Joan Blake, sang it on air and Blake recorded it later in the war years.171 This version was accompanied by piano and strings with ‘brass fanfare-like interjections’ (giving a more ‘military’ sound), but is also in a slow tempo. Blake’s singing is relaxed and in a more ‘colloquial music theatre style’ than Parker’s.

			Jenny Howard was also not the first to sing ‘A Brown Slouch Hat’ in front of a live audience. That achievement went to the little-known soubrette Bubby Allan, who worked extensively with George Wallace during the war years.172 Wallace and Allan were both performing in the 1942–43 Tivoli Sydney Christmas pantomime Cinderella where, in scene 7, Allan (cross-dressed as the Prince’s male servant ‘Dandini’) sang ‘A Brown Slouch Hat’ ‘with the ensemble’.173 On the day the show opened, 26 December 1942, Wireless Weekly mentioned that the song had been ‘specially written for her [i.e. Bubby Allan] by George Wallace’.174

			Finally, Howard’s claim that she persuaded Frank Albert to publish ‘A Brown Slouch Hat’ is also at best a confusion with another occasion. There is a surviving copy of the sheet music that has Allan’s photo in the bottom left corner of the cover page instead of Howard’s.175 There is also yet another version of the sheet music with a photo of Joy Nichols on the cover,176 so at least three singers—Parker, Allan and Nichols—sang it before Jenny Howard did, although she was by far the biggest star. Allan later appeared in a minor role in at least one revue starring Jenny Howard and George Wallace, so it seems unlikely that Howard didn’t know the true origins of the song she appropriated and made her own.177

			The first report of Howard singing it is in Keep ’em Happy at the Brisbane Cremorne in March 1943.178 Subsequent newspaper comments that year, in Melbourne in May and Sydney in June, both still regarded the song as new and mentioned that Howard would feature it in a forthcoming Tivoli show, Red, Hot and Blue.179 Neither Bubby Allan nor Joy Nichols are mentioned in the otherwise identical later printing of the sheet music, which instead stated: ‘Sung by Jenny Howard, English comedienne on the Tivoli Circuit’. In small type, it was noted that it was available on ‘Regal-Zono—Myree Parker, Vocal/Mastertouch and Broadway Rolls’.180 Building on this, Howard progressively enlarged the legend of her central role to the extent that, until I reported the error to the National Film and Sound Archive (NFSA) in Canberra in January 2023, even the NFSA website attributed the Myree Parker recording to her.181

			Jenny Howard never recorded ‘A Brown Slouch Hat’182 but, in spite of this and all the above, she undeniably was the major figure in its enduring popularity. She sang it throughout the later years of the war on Tivoli stages and at military barracks, and afterwards at Senior Citizen and Returned Services League (RSL) events as late as the mid-1980s. Fittingly, her ‘faster and more lively’ version has been recovered from a recording of a concert she appeared in at the Canberra Theatre in 1982, accompanied by the Duntroon Military Band. This was digitised after her death and is available on a CD sold with Frank Van Straten’s definitive study Tivoli (2003).183 Howard’s ‘speech-like delivery’ emphasises Wallace’s words and, in comparison with Parker’s and Blake’s comparatively restrained versions, her ability to ‘sell’ a song with uninhibited energy and passionate belief is evident.184 She can, at least, be credited with the fact that it remains part of the repertoire for Australian military brass bands, particularly on Anzac Day. Three versions (Parker’s, Blake’s and Howard’s) can be heard via the Theatre Heritage Australia website.185

			Throughout World War II, the Tivoli organisation assisted the war effort at considerable expense. Howard claimed that, after she’d performed at Puckapunyal Military Camp in regional Victoria, Sir Thomas Blamey visited her in her Melbourne Tivoli dressing room to describe the needs soldiers in remote camps had for entertainment to improve troop morale.186 Perhaps in response, Wallace Parnell printed at least three complete guides to Tivoli shows—including the words of the comedy sketches, sheet music and staging notes—and made them available to producers of amateur armed forces’ concert parties.187 In addition, in August 1943 he sent ‘nearly 30 leading Tivoli artists’,188 including Howard, King, a compere, magician, jugglers, dancers and musicians, on a tour of the Northern Territory and regional Queensland opening in Alice Springs with Governor-General Lord Gowrie and four thousand servicemen, Civil Construction Corps workers and civilians in attendance.189 All participants agreed to work for Actors Equity minimum wages: ten pounds per week for principals, five pounds for the ensemble, plus a ‘board allowance’.190 Army News in Darwin when they played there noted: ‘Every performer is a volunteer, and is waiving his or her usual salary [for] a rate little higher than an Army private’s pay’.191 A journalist and photographer for the magazine Pix travelled with them and published several multi-page illustrated accounts of the tour (see Figure 1).192

			In Darwin they experienced a Japanese bombing raid but defiantly held the wedding of two troupe members for which the indefatigable Jenny sewed the bridal veil and played the organ while the couple signed the register.193 For open-air concerts in the army encampments, the Tivoli management built a large portable stage on the back of a truck with pink curtains and a piano, plus theatrical lighting and transformers powered by a generator.194 The artists slept in tents, endured hole-in-the-ground toilets with the minimal privacy of hessian screens, and enjoyed communal hot water showers. Howard danced with the chorus and shared the facilities and the hardship. An amateur dancer, Marion Beulke, remembered: ‘I met Jenny Howard [but] only … with no clothes on.’195 An army truck driver who saw the tour somewhere in Queensland wrote to his wife: ‘The hit of the evening was Jenny Howard. She was just great.’196
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			Figure 1: Jenny Howard on the front cover of Pix magazine, 30 October 1943, talking to the Australian air ace Clive Caldwell.197

			Source: This is Howard’s own copy. Courtesy of QPACM, Performing Arts Collection, Brisbane.

			By early September, when the Adelaide News reported on their progress under the headline ‘N.W. Troops see Women Again’, they had already ‘travelled 2,800 miles and played to 38 camps’.198 (Trigg claimed six thousand miles and over one hundred concerts in total.199) The tour ended in Brisbane where Howard took part in a Liberty Loan charity performance at the Cremorne alongside Wallace as well as Will Mahoney200 and Evie Hayes201 who were about to leave on a similar tour through regional Queensland.202 By mid-November Howard was in Melbourne opening in a new show, Hits and Highlights, and entertaining lunchtime crowds at another Liberty Loan Rally in Collins Street,203 but returned to Darwin and northern Australia for a second tour of army camps late in 1944.204

			Jenny Howard was a clever self-publicist, using her personal life as well as her adventures as material. She bounced the ball to start charity AFL matches and opened the batting in a ‘patriotic cricket match’ for prisoners of war,205 had the Adelaide Advertiser mention that readers might meet her window shopping in Rundle Street for fabrics206 and gave interviews to journalists in her dressing room while running up dresses on a miniature sewing machine.207 One, clearly aroused, reported ‘she has “S.A.”, “It” and “Oomph”’,208 while another in Perth called her ‘a flaxen-haired bundle of cuddlesome personality’.209 Within a few months of arriving in Melbourne, she was claiming that she and King planned to move permanently to Australia; when she played in Sydney, she said they hoped to live there.210 At some point this conventional praise by stage artists of the country and city they were playing in turned into genuine intent.

			Before leaving on the first tour of army camps, the Sydney Truth ran a photo of a ‘Tivoli beauty’ in a two-piece swimsuit holding Howard’s black-and-tan terrier ‘Lady S’ which ‘she wants to see … settled in a new home’ because she couldn’t take it with her. A week later, Truth headlined ‘Dog Gone’ and named the lucky winner after Howard had received ‘hundreds of requests’.211 After she returned from the north, Howard introduced many songs by saying she had selected them from her repertoire because they had been popular with the troops, and regaled audiences with stories of soldiers shining their torches when the generator failed and of tree branches snapping from the weight of perching spectators.212 On the night Churchill’s speech announcing Victory in Europe was broadcast in Melbourne theatres, Howard, passionately pro-British, led the Tivoli audience in singing ‘There’ll Always Be an England’ and ‘Rule Britannia’ although, with the war in the Pacific ongoing, the Melbourne Argus reported that, overall, the ‘City Took VE Day Quietly’ with ‘most people’ ‘deeply concerned … that the war is only half won’.213

			The 1920s–40s in Australian variety entertainment has often been described as the era of the ‘Big Three’ male stars: Roy Rene (‘Mo’),214 George Wallace Sr and Jim Gerald.215 Howard was a decade younger and arrived on the scene later—and was a woman; nevertheless, according to Van Straten, she was ‘one of the very few female comics to star at the Tivoli’ during the war.216 Postwar, although the industry continued to be male-dominated, she pioneered what Nancye Bridges called ‘an almost imperceptible change of style’ towards a new generation of female leading stars: ‘Gloria Dawn, Toni Lamond, Babs Mackinnon, Joy Nichols, Kitty Bluett and Tikki Taylor’, though Bridges also acknowledged that ‘Gladys Moncrieff was still one of the biggest names on the stage … and Jenny Howard was continuing to knock audiences out whenever she appeared’.217

			1946–96: Australia is home

			Howard and King maintained a hectic tempo throughout the war years. By 1945, they were financially secure and had purchased a house at North Bondi. Howard had anxiously awaited news of her stepson Richard and her own younger sister Lily who had lived in London during the war; at Jenny’s and Percy’s urging, each emigrated with their families and settled in Sydney soon after hostilities ended.218 Their house at 130 Ramsgate Avenue became the centre for festive gatherings with family and their many colleagues in variety entertainment.219

			Howard had always made professional friends easily, including with fellow female artists even greater than she was.220 Several photos of her with Gracie Fields, taken during the latter’s 1945 tour, show Howard sitting on a lower stool or on the floor looking up at ‘her idol’ on a chair;221 she reportedly also ‘ran errands for her’ when Fields retreated to her Melbourne hotel, exhausted by the ‘continual mobbing by admirers’.222 Howard befriended Gladys Moncrieff and toured New Zealand with her in 1959 when the latter’s voice was failing and, at Moncrieff’s last-ever performance, in Hamilton, stood in the wings and helped with the high notes. Another artist reported on this; Howard never mentioned it.223

			One benefit of working in the international variety entertainment industry was that it enabled artists (particularly those from impoverished backgrounds) to travel widely and cheaply, performing for other passengers during sea voyages instead of paying the full cost of the journey. As early as 1928, Howard and King had undertaken the first of many working holidays at Juan-le-Pins on the Mediterranean coast.224 After World War II they went to New Zealand four times. They went to the UK in mid-1949 and several times after, including in 1960 when Howard was invited to a garden party at Buckingham Palace and presented to the Queen. Later that same year, and again in 1962, they went to mainland Europe including France, Poland and the USSR.225

			Howard’s first tour of New Zealand in 1947 is perhaps the clearest example of her chameleon instinct for shaping and rewriting her autobiography to flatter local interests and prejudices. In 1945, when Gracie Fields asked her about that country, Howard said she’d never been there but that the Tivoli Circuit had a tour planned. Fields, who was generously hosted by the Lancashire Society of NZ during her own tour soon after, mischievously told them to be kind to ‘another Lancashire lass’ who would soon be touring (despite knowing Howard was from London).226 Early in 1947, when the Tivoli organisation flew a revue company led by Howard to Auckland by flying boat, the NZ Lancashire Society unfurled a large ‘Welcome to Jenny’ banner on the wharf.

			As Howard claimed, and as a long interview with the Auckland monthly Newsview titled ‘Coom Right in Luv, I’m Knitting Socks!’ confirms, she adopted a Lancastrian accent for the entire tour and told that interviewer she had been born in Manchester. She said nothing about the relentless round of rehearsals and learning new songs and routines that her professional life demanded, rather that she was ‘the domesticated type’ who loved nothing better than housework and cooking for her husband (and knitting his socks). She showed off her diamonds, furs, hats, gowns and shoes, praised New Zealand’s people (‘marvellously kind’), ‘wonderful’ food (particularly steak and kidney pie and Yorkshire pudding) and theatres, which she said ‘compare with almost anything in Australia’. She claimed that seeing oak trees in the Auckland parks made her homesick for England and, because her London home had been destroyed by bombing (and discreetly ignoring the fact that she and King intended to continue living in Australia), added that ‘we’ll have to start house hunting when we get Home’.227

			Except while overseas, for forty years after the war Howard continued to perform throughout Australia. She cemented her reputation as ‘perhaps the greatest principal boy of her time’228 in many of the annual Tivoli pantomimes including as Dandini in Cinderella, Jack in Mother Goose, Dick in Dick Whittington and Robin Hood in Babes in the Wood with Jim Gerald as the dame (see Figure 2).229 She inspired younger generations of Australian entertainers including Patti Newton (b. 1945) who was in the children’s chorus of at least one panto,230 and Jackie Weaver (b. 1947) who remembered her grandfather taking her to see Aladdin as a small child: ‘It starred the fabulous Jenny Howard as the principal boy with her hands on her hips in tights, jerkin and high-heeled boots ready to take on all the villains.’231 In a later interview Weaver added: ‘I can clearly remember thinking: that’s what I want to do; I wanna be that person.’232
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			Figure 2: Jenny Howard as a pantomime principal boy.

			Source: Radio Pictorial of Australia, 1 May 1944. Howard’s own copy. Courtesy of QPACM, Performing Arts Collection, Brisbane.

			Percy King gradually reduced his stage appearances, though continuing to write material, direct pantomimes and manage Howard’s career. In 1951, he helped to organise a ‘Jubilee Train’ for the centenary of the separation of Victoria from New South Wales and the fiftieth anniversary of Federation, which travelled throughout regional Victoria;233 Howard was paid one hundred pounds per week as part of the entertainment unit which accompanied the train.234 King also negotiated and joined her on a 1954 tour to Japan and Korea to entertain Australian soldiers where they were paid eighteen guineas (£18 18s) per week. He was granted the honorary rank of captain and Howard honorary lieutenant, enabling both to dine in the officers’ mess.235 Some accounts claim she made a second trip in 1955; however, army records show that this was cancelled at a late stage.236

			Despite ongoing acclaim, Jenny Howard was of a time and generation with skills and attitudes that declined slowly in popular favour. Her flirtatious and knowingly innocent comic ‘girlishness’ was out of step with changing gender roles and sexual mores,237 and she disliked the increasingly profane language and subjects of Australian acts and films.238 She was often called on to contribute to occasional attempts to revive variety shows under nostalgic titles like Thanks for the Memory (1954) and The Good Old Days (1956), both organised by Queenie Paul for the entrepreneur Harry Wren;239 The Old Fashioned Show (put together in 1977 by Bridges at the Sydney Opera House where it was ‘hugely successful’ and later presented in ‘hospitals and nursing homes’),240 and several Roll Back the Years charity concerts at Brisbane’s Rialto Theatre in aid of the Brisbane Children’s Hospital.241

			In the second half of the 1950s and in the 1960s, rock music and television also started to take their toll: the Tivoli organisation started closing its theatres in 1966.242 But for another twenty years Howard continued to appear at senior citizen concerts, RSL clubs and commercial venues.243 In the mid-1960s, she appeared in a stage version of the Black and White Minstrel Show244 and, at the age of 71 (the program said she was 66),245 had a ‘small but standout’ role in the stage musical Pippin (1974), with John Farnham and Colleen Hewett, singing the show-stopping ‘No Time at All’:246

			When you are as old as I, my dear

			…

			Oh, it’s time to start livin’

			Time to take a little from the world we’re given

			Time to take time, cause spring will turn to fall

			In just no time at all.247

			She appeared in the feature film Caddie (1976) alongside Jacki Weaver, Helen Morse, Jack Thompson and Melissa Jaffer; was interviewed several times by John West, the long-running ABC Showman radio program compere;248 and broadcast for him a tribute to Gracie Fields after she died in 1979.249

			Percy King also died in 1979, in Sydney, after a long illness.250 Howard, who nursed him for much of that time, resumed performing and in 1981 was awarded a ‘Mo’ Fellowship ‘for services to the Australian entertainment industry’. Bobby Le Brun, in nominating her, mentioned that she remained very popular, recently receiving ‘not one but two spontaneous standing ovations’ at a ‘Tribute to the Veterans’ concert at North Sydney.251 In 1983 she appeared in the grand finale at the closing night of Her Majesty’s Theatre in Brisbane.252

			Jenny Howard briefly married again, in 1984, to an elderly admirer Eric Aitken who had been in the navy in Darwin in 1943 when she performed there and later became a successful businessman;253 they retired at Burleigh Heads on Queensland’s Gold Coast. As ‘Daisy Aitken’ she was awarded a Medal of the Order of Australia in 1985.254 After little more than a year of marriage, Aitken died in September that year while both were attending Le Brun’s funeral in Newcastle. About 1990, Howard was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease; she had moved into Kewarra Nursing Home in Coolangatta by 1994,255 and later went into Amaroo Nursing Home at Tweed Heads, NSW, where she died on 21 January 1996.256 Her ashes were placed next to Percy’s in Sydney’s Eastern Suburbs Memorial Park with plaques commemorating their careers.257 She left the bulk of her estate to the Brisbane Children’s Hospital Appeal.258

			To some extent the traces of Jenny Howard’s life and career do not follow type. She was lucky in the timing of two major career-changing journeys: first, to Australia and back to London just before the Great Depression hit; and, a decade later, to Australia via Paris and Genoa only weeks before the invasion of France, before Italy’s decision to join the Axis powers and before the disruption of live theatre in Britain during the Blitz. Consequently, there were few setbacks and no known crises in her steady progression towards fame. She had no children (she said she couldn’t,259 without explanation) or other career challenges; she had, according to Trigg,260 a difficult and controlling eleven-years-older husband who managed her finances and career but ensured she got the best agents available and lucrative contracts, who performed with her and, despite his dour offstage personality,261 wrote clever comedy sketches and was a brilliant director of the pantomimes and some of the revues that made her a star.262 Late in their careers, Percy was in such demand that he committed to directing simultaneously two or even three Christmas shows—sometimes in different cities—and he reluctantly allowed Jenny to restage the one she was appearing in.263

			In the pantheon of British variety female popular singers of the time, Jenny Howard was just below Gracie Fields and Vera Lynn (both, like Howard, from working-class English origins) but, given clear air to rise to the top in Australia, did so. Trigg made a claim for her as Australia’s national equivalent to Vera Lynn during World War II264 although, as Bridges noted and the ‘Slouch Hat’ sheet music cover confirms, Howard never claimed to be, nor was ever advertised as anything other than ‘English’.265 As a result, Howard could never be ‘our Jenny’ as Gladys Moncrieff was ‘our Glad’, nor was she the ‘forces sweetheart’ as Vera Lynn was in the UK. But her joie de vivre, unstoppable energy and efforts to entertain, raise morale and charity funds, particularly during World War II, were deservedly legendary even if, as the public record of her career reveals, legends aren’t always built on unvarnished truth.

			***

			I would like to thank Alexander Hehr, Oona Kelly and Frank Van Straten for assistance with this account; Professor Liam Viney for his analysis of the three recordings of ‘A Brown Slouch Hat’; and, in particular, Darryl Bennet for additional research, corrections, proof reading and preparation of an Australian Dictionary of Biography entry based on the above.
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			Women’s lives in a fragmented archive: The story of The Wilful Murder

			Nichola Garvey

			When the Second Fleet limped into Sydney Cove in June 1790 most of its surviving convicts were in a terrible state. Of the one thousand convicts who embarked in England, at least 250 died en route. Many more were to die in the weeks after landing in the colony. In total, it is estimated that approximately forty per cent, or four hundred convicts, perished.1 The Second Fleet ignominiously became known as the ‘Death Fleet’, claiming the highest death rate in the history of Australian convict transportation.2

			Of the three Second Fleet transports, only one, the Neptune, carried female convicts. Officially, when landed, 158 of the 502 convicts had died, a mortality of thirty-one per cent. After arriving at Sydney Cove, Thomas Kemp, Quartermaster on the Neptune, described disembarkation:

			The first persons who were landed were 12 or 14 female convicts who were all hoisted out of the ship by a whip or pulley in a state of insensibility, almost naked, starved, diseased, and lousy.3

			Doctor White, who was standing on the wharf beside Governor Phillip, was heard to say by Robert Barnes, one of the seamen: ‘what a set of rascals the sailors on board the ship must be to let the women come on shore in such a condition’.4 Barnes replied that:

			it was not the seamen’s faults for that they durst not speak to them [the women] look at them, or even give them the smallest nourishment without running the risk of being severely punished.5

			Ham Rust, a mariner on the Neptune, overheard Phillip say, while pointing to the Neptune: ‘I give her a good name, and I think she deserves it, The Wilful Murder.’6

			The captain was charged with murder, but not of the women transported. Both Barnes’s and Rust’s comments were recorded as part of an archive of legal depositions, or witness statements, that were taken in 1791 and formed part of the prosecution brief against the captain of the Neptune, Donald Trail, and his first mate, William Elrington, for the murders of the cook, John Joseph, the sixth mate, Andrew Anderson, and an unnamed convict.7 These legal depositions were given by twenty-three crew members against the actions of the captain and the first mate. They provide an extraordinarily rich source of information about the social systems and power structures on board the Neptune. They are enlightening, too, for their reference to the female convicts generally and to some female convicts specifically. The convict archives, particularly prior to 1800, are conspicuous by their lacunae, especially when it comes to women, so that their specific inclusion in the depositions warrants focus. That these depositions have been largely overlooked in research on the Second Fleet further adds to their focus in this article.8

			Relatively little research attention has been given to the Neptune’s 1790 voyage and its high mortality. Narissa Phelps’s MA thesis on the female convicts of the Neptune concentrates on the surviving women’s role in the European settlement in the colony.9 Ann Needham’s The Women of the 1790 Neptune (1988) was genealogical and biographically focused.10 These two accounts, as with most mentions of the Neptune, suggest the high mortality was a collective responsibility, as Phillip seemed to be suggesting. Phelps argued that ‘the reasons for the Neptune’s high mortality were many’.11 Nevertheless, most accounts of the Second Fleet suggest that either disease or the contract with Camden, Calvert & King, the private shipping company contracted to transport the convicts to New South Wales by the Home Office, accounted for the very high mortality rate.

			Was disease, the health of the convicts at embarkation and health management on board the culprit? Or was it the fault of the British legal system transporting convicts in ill health and with contagious diseases that spread through a ship with poor sanitation? A number of historians emphasise sanitation and medical acumen. Hamish Maxwell-Stewart and Rebecca Kippen have emphasised that the pre-transport health of convicts was critical to their ability to survive a long sea voyage.12 Charles Bateson attributed the death rate on the Second Fleet to typhoid fever, carried on board from the fever-ridden hulks. This, combined with the convicts being kept in close confines, their lack of food and water, and the fact that they were kept in irons, guaranteed the high mortality rate.13 Contemporary observers such as White, mentioned above, suggested that the crew was responsible for the maltreatment and lack of rationing. They were disorderly throughout the voyage, which led to everyone on board being locked down and ill-treated.

			Alternative explanations centre on the terms of the contract with the private shipping firm.14 The contractor was paid a piece rate—seventeen pounds, seven shillings and sixpence—for each convict transported without regard to their health on disembarkation; was this the reason so many fell ill? Or was it down to perverse incentives: for example, unused provisions were allowed to be sold for profit on arrival in Sydney Cove? Could the type of irons used—slaving irons rather than prison irons that would have allowed for more movement—have made a difference? Did the naval agent, Lieutenant John Shapcote, fail in his duty to ensure that the convicts received their full rations and the best possible treatment? Did overcrowding and lack of exercise exacerbate the effects of poor sanitation and disease?15 Did starvation worsen the effects of contagion?16 The main work on the Second Fleet is Michael Flynn’s The Second Fleet: Britain’s Grim Convict Armada of 1790.17 Flynn argues that the private contracts of the Second Fleet combined bad luck, mismanagement and wishful thinking in terms of being able to do the voyage ‘on the cheap’.

			I consider a third factor that is not environmental but relates specifically to the captain and the decisions he made regarding the welfare of the convicts. I argue that Trail was particularly brutal and inhumane, and that this exacerbated many of the other variables. Indeed, in the instances of other unusually high mortality rates on convict ships to Australia, the master’s conduct was often implicated. At a Court of Inquiry in Sydney, the master of the Britannia in 1797, Thomas Dennett, was accused of cruel and inhumane treatment causing the deaths of ten male and one female convict.18 David Hyman and Bateson have argued that the 1799 voyage of the Hillsborough had high mortality rates due to the cruelty of its captain, William Hingston, who allegedly starved prisoners and kept them in double irons, resulting in many deaths.19 The high mortality on the Atlas in 1802 was also attributed to the conduct of the ship’s master, Richard Brooks.20 Similarly, Governor Macquarie blamed the high mortality on the Surry in 1814 on the neglect of the master, James Patterson, and the surgeon.21

			The historian Emma Christopher and others have described the suffering of convicts aboard the Neptune as ‘unspeakable’; some were so hungry that they sold their shoes for a few of the ship’s biscuits and ate the ship’s cats.22 The health and wellbeing of convicts was an enduring issue throughout the period of transportation. Yet, as the above examples illustrate, there were exceptions that spoke of particular hardship and unusually high levels of mortality. In this article, after considering several alternatives, I argue that the Neptune’s captain, Trail, was more culpable than has previously been thought. His treatment of the convicts resulted in the highest mortality rates for convict transportation to Australia. What is perhaps more unusual is the poor treatment of the female convicts. Was it his slaving past that inured him to their suffering? Was it that he had brought his mistress on board with him and therefore did not take a convict wife of his own, viewing them purely as cargo? This paper examines the fate of the female convicts on board the Neptune and argues that they suffered particularly due to Trail’s attitudes towards them.

			Cramped life on board transports

			The convicts and crew began boarding the three transports in September 1789. According to the quartermaster, John Beale, who joined the ship on 13 November 1789, most of the female convicts had already embarked.23 The ships were initially moored in the Thames, taking male prisoners from hulks and female prisoners from Newgate, as well as other women conveyed by wagon from all over Britain. While it is difficult to ascertain exactly how much space there was on board for each person, there is no doubt that conditions were incredibly overcrowded. We know that approximately 420 male convicts and seventy-eight female convicts boarded the Neptune. Further, there were at least forty-seven New South Wales Corps personnel and an additional fifteen or so wives and children of New South Wales Corps and convicts.24 The law stipulated that ships required a crew of six men plus one boy per one hundred tonnes and, as the Neptune was over eight hundred tonnes, we can assume that the crew numbered at least fifty.25 It is thus estimated that the Neptune carried at least six hundred people plus supplies, victuals and live animals. Life on board was indeed crowded. To put this into context, the 1,250 or so people of the First Fleet were dispersed across eleven ships. The Second Fleet carried 1,100 people dispersed across just three ships.26

			The only firsthand account of the Neptune’s journey from a female perspective was the journal of Elizabeth Macarthur, who was not a convict but the wife of an army officer, Lieutenant John Macarthur, who, as part of the New South Wales Corps, was to effectively run the colony. Her account began optimistically, but quickly deteriorated when the family’s self-perceived social standing and notions of hierarchy were not reciprocated by those in charge.27 Trouble began while the Neptune was still moored at Gravesend, when Captain Nicholas Nepean, also of the New South Wales Corps (and a brother of the undersecretary of the Home Office, Evan Nepean), decided to quit the cabin he shared with the Macarthurs and accept a berth in the cuddy, an additional set of cabins built on top of the upper deck, with the ship’s captain, who at that time was Captain Gilbert. It was decided, probably by both Gilbert and Nepean, that the space in the great cabin should be reallocated, and half set aside for the female convicts, presumably due to overcrowding. A partition was erected separating the Macarthurs from the women convicts. However, living in such proximity was intolerable to the Macarthurs:

			A slight partition was erected, which was thought fully sufficient to separate us from the set of abandoned creatures that were to inhabit the other part, and the only satisfaction or concession that Mr Macarthur could obtain for this cruel encroachment upon our rights was a promise and assurance that a passage, which from our quarter gallery communicated with the upper cabin, should always be open for our use and even for our servants. This assurance, trifling as it may appear, was to us an inestimable advantage, as the division in the cabin had rendered the common passage to the deck totally dark, and added to this, it was always filled with convicts and their constant attendants, filth and vermin. The altercations and little disputes that the concluding of this business occasioned created a coldness between Captain Nepean, the master of this ship (Captain Gilbert), and Mr Macarthur, and at last terminated in a cessation of every kind of intercourse, except on duty with the one, and on business with the other.28

			Despite the fact that the Macarthurs had a small balcony on which they could take in the sea air, John was overheard complaining that it:

			was impossible to live in his cabin owing to the stench of the bucketts [sic] belonging to the convict women of a morning, and [he] hoped that the captain would think on some mode of remedy.29

			This sense of entitlement was grating for Gilbert, already irritated with the Macarthurs for appealing to the first mate about the matter rather than taking it directly to him, which he considered a breach of hierarchy; a serious matter in maritime life. The Macarthurs continued to complain about their situation to Gilbert, who showed little, if any, sympathy, resulting in John challenging him to a bloodless duel. Gilbert had previously held the same rank in the navy—lieutenant—as Macarthur held in the army. However, he was now the captain of the ship and Macarthur’s insolence would have been seen as a serious breach of both code and honour. The duel was scheduled for 4 pm on 28 September at the Fountain Tavern on Plymouth Dock.30 Each man appointed a second, stood back-to-back and paced out their length, then turned and fired, reloaded and fired again. Neither man was injured, and reputations were restored when each man agreed to live in harmony, as both were satisfied with the other’s apologies. Somewhat oddly, when Nepean came back on board the next day, having spent the night ashore, he decided, for some unknown reason, to take charge of the convicts, ordering the first mate, Anstis, Gilbert’s second-in-command, to hand over the keys to the male and female convicts’ rooms. Gilbert only learned of this when he returned to the ship later that evening. Once again, this action of assuming control was a direct challenge to the captain’s authority, not to mention a complete contravention of the orders given to the captain by Camden, Calvert & King.

			It is worth pondering the specific lore and laws of the sea. When people boarded a ship in the late eighteenth century, they entered into an entirely different set of social systems. Shipping and maritime life were central to the times and integral to global expansion. The industry had enabled exploration, colonisation and migration, and trade had opened up across the world, including with India, China, America and the West Indies, as European countries competed for resources. Maritime trade saw the East India Company prosper into the largest company in the world at its peak. The many months, sometimes years, that crews spent at sea necessitated strict hierarchical and onboard social systems to maintain a functional outfit capable of living in close confines, on salted rations and working in shifts with barely any time off. Captains were at constant risk of desertions or mutiny so that their authority was paramount and never to be questioned. Richard Henry Dana’s account of his two years on board a merchant vessel remains one of the most vivid descriptions of life and lore at sea during this period. It details the strict regularity of maritime life and of the unquestioned hierarchy on board: 

			The captain is lord paramount … accountable to no one and must be obeyed in everything, without question. He has the power to turn his officers off duty, and even to break them.31

			The insult occasioned by both Macarthur’s complaints and his challenge to a duel, and Nepean’s assumption of control over the convicts, cannot be overstated. The day after the duel, a riot broke out among the female convicts. Surgeon Harris was summoned to the women’s quarters where he found two New South Wales Corps sentinels holding back ‘a girl’ who was swearing ‘vehemently’ that she would kill ‘two or three women at the other end of the room’.32 Harris ordered that she be let go, not thinking she would follow through on her threats, but as soon as she was released, she flew at the other women. Harris then decided that she should be put in irons. Soon after the girl had been restrained, Gilbert discovered what had happened and shouted down the hatchway at Harris asking what he thought he was doing by deciding discipline on his ship. Gilbert came into the women’s room where a scuffle broke out between him, Harris and a sentinel of the New South Wales Corps guarding the women, the sentinel telling Gilbert that he would run him through with his bayonet if he did not desist (from fighting Harris).33 Gilbert rallied the women, saying they were being ill-treated by the corps and stormed out of their cell and back to his own cabin where he began drinking and ordered some muskets be loaded and brought to his cabin. Later that evening when Nepean, who commanded the corps, returned to the ship and found what had happened, he too ordered that a store of arms be loaded and given to the corps. All this without having even left England!

			While the causes and consequences of the riot among the women were unknown, we do know that conditions in the quarters were crowded. We also know that convicts were hungry, because almost all of the crew gave evidence about convicts bartering their clothing for food before the fleet left English shores. To give three examples:

			One [convict] sold a pair of shoes for 3 biscuits.34

			Beale bought a pair of shoes for 4 biscuits.35

			According to Churchill, ‘the convicts were in such distress that he bought a pair of trousers for half a cupful of smallbread, a hat for two biscuits and a few pease and new shoes for 6 pence and little bread’.36

			The convicts were assigned a mess of six people when they boarded, probably the same six people with whom they shared a cabin. One of the six would have been tasked with fetching and distributing the food and water. Each mess was allocated a pudding bag, which was filled with food, dropped into the boiling water of the copper, and retrieved again when cooked through. The ration of provisions for each mess of six female convicts for seven days included:

			
					Bread lb 20

					Flour lb 12

					Beef lb 7

					Pork lb 6

					Pease pints 12

					Butter 1 ½ lb

					Rice lb 2

					Tea lb ¼

					Sugar lb 3.

			

			For the male convicts per mess rations were:

			
					Bread lb 16

					Flour lb 12

					Beef lb 14

					Pork lb 8

					Pease pints 12

					Butter lb 1 1/2

					Rice lb 2.37

			

			Quartermaster Beale testified that there was a hierarchy among convicts: 

			the convicts appointed to distribute to the provisions and the water frequently kept back from the sick and weak, [those] in good health ate and drank the principal part of the allowance, and there was no control of the dispossession thereof. The strongest man who got hold of the keg first and drank as much as he liked and then the next strongest got hold of the keg and drank in like manner and so progressively until the same was emptied by which means the sick and weak either had very little or none at all.38

			Before the fleet left England, it appears that all passengers on board the Neptune engaged in power plays of various sorts: the riot among the convict women, the purloining of the victuals among the convict men, and the order of hierarchy between the officers of the ship and the officers of the New South Wales Corps. The conflict resulted in Gilbert being stood down and Donald Trail, captain of the Surprize, being ordered to take over, while the first mate of the Neptune, Anstis, was assigned to take over the Surprize. Although Nepean succeeded in having Gilbert replaced, he was also humiliated, as the issue of whose power the convicts came under was clarified and any doubt was dispelled. The convicts were the responsibility of the ships’ captains until landed in the colony. The corps was there to act as guards—and no more. The conflict shows that a new set of social systems had been entered into, one distinctly maritime in nature, and that showed some considerable contempt for those who did not know the rules or assume their rightful position on board.39

			The contract with Camden, Calvert & King

			There is an argument that the contractual arrangement the Home Office had made with the private company Camden, Calvert & King to transport the convicts to New South Wales was a major factor in their maltreatment. A former slave trading firm, Camden, Calvert & King charged half that of the contractor for the First Fleet. Indeed, the difference between the sum paid to First Fleet contractor Richard Williams (£54,000) compared with that paid to Camden, Calvert & King (£22,370) bears scrutiny.40

			The Second Fleet’s far more marginal contract resulted in skimping on the provisioning and outfitting of the transports, negatively impacting the convicts’ wellbeing. The poor provisioning was a consistent complaint in the depositions of the twenty-three crew, many of whom testified that their food allowance was deficient and that the convicts were literally starving. Joseph Collins described the beef as ‘perfectly carrion’ and complained that he had ‘seen better meat given to the hounds in England. I was well satisfied that this meat would give them (the convicts) the flux, which was the case.’41 Trail was instructed to be as economical as possible with the convicts’ rations and to take every opportunity to maximise profits.42 The depositions show that conditions on board were dire and there were shortages of food and water. There are numerous accounts of convicts taking food out of the mouths of other convicts who had died mid-mouthful. There are also reports of convicts stealing food from the shipboard hogs; of a convict taking an oatmeal poultice off the wound on another convict’s leg to eat; and of convicts keeping quiet about deceased fellow prisoners, even when shackled together, so that they could receive extra rations.43 Camden, Calvert & King were well-known slave traders, having been responsible for some seventy-seven recorded slave ventures between 1766 and 1807. Trail was involved in at least four of those slaving ventures.44

			The skimping extended to the preparation of the ship, with the Neptune widely described by the crew as ill-equipped for so long a journey. Camden, Calvert & King bought the ship in 1789, by which time she was already in poor condition, having undertaken four lengthy sea voyages: two to India and two to China.45 According to Edward Hoare, carpenter on the ship, she had cost £1,600 with all her rigging and stores.46 To give some context to its state, a new ship at the time cost £30,000 and a complete refurbishment, £10,000.47 The Neptune’s condition would become a major issue in the way that it was managed on its voyage to Botany Bay. Every one of the mariners on board complained about the rigging, the rottenness of the sails and the lack of caulking. Any experienced sailor could see that the ship was in no fit state for a journey to the other side of the world. According to Beale:

			the Gunners Mate, Quarter Master, Botswain’s Mate and several seamen quitted the ship at Gravesend because of … the way the ship was equipped. [On their passage to Plymouth] the maintop Gallant broke twice in very little wind.48

			It is claimed up to two hundred crew deserted the ship before it had left England, and many more tried.49

			Finally, because the contractors were on such a tight budget, Camden, Calvert & King instructed the masters of the ships to make haste and refrain from stopping unless absolutely necessary. Consequently, whereas the First Fleet and the Lady Juliana made three stops on the journey to New South Wales, the Second Fleet made just one stop. Stopping allowed for fresh provisions, water, meat and vegetables, and thus helped to stave off scurvy. However, as mentioned, it is clear from the instructions given to Trail that he was to take every opportunity to increase profits. His orders stated:

			proceed with all convenient speed … Should it be found necessary on your passage to New South Wales to touch at any place to take refreshments and water we particularly recommend the Cape of Good Hope being most immediately in your way and where the least time will be lost. You are, at Port Jackson or China (at your option), to receive from the Scarborough all the provisions put on board her for the convicts and troops unexpended, together with the watercasks and stores, and to dispose of them, with your own and those on board the Surprize to the best advantage for our account.50

			Trail takes over the Neptune and instils a culture of fear

			After the fracas between the New South Wales Corps and the ship’s officers, all the ships of the Second Fleet converged on Stokes Bay, Portsmouth, on 13 December, the last port of call before departure for Botany Bay. Several people joined the Neptune there who would significantly alter convicts’ onboard experience. They included Trail, William Elrington and the ship’s surgeon, William Gray. Also joining was the naval agent, John Shapcote, whose job was to ensure that the masters of the ships fulfilled their contractual agreements regarding the delivery of convicts. A single female convict, thirty-year-old Mary McDonaugh, the final female convict to board the Second Fleet, was boarded at this last stop. One more passenger was to be taken on board, the only fee-paying passenger of the Second Fleet, D’Arcy Wentworth. In addition, there were a number of new crew members recruited to make up for those who had deserted. When Trail took over the Neptune, it was not just a ship whose officers were vying for power but a ship whose crew were deserting in large numbers.

			Trail used ‘crimps’ to recruit more crew, an oft-used method in the late eighteenth century to attract crew to ships. They acted like scouts, frequenting taverns around the docks and other places sailors might be found, spruiking a ship in a bid to attract crew. In the case of the Neptune, prospective crew were told that they could expect an Indiaman’s allowance of provisions and that each man would be entitled to take an onboard wife for the duration of the journey.51 According to the mariner Joseph Collins, ‘there was a parcel of fine women whom the Captain intended should be let among the crew as soon as the ship was got clear out to sea’.52 John Rogers and Robert Fletcher, mariners, also made depositions about promises made by Trail that once the ship was at sea the women should be permitted to go among the ships’ company.53 Daniel Conolly of the HMS Pearl (recently returned from the Mediterranean) was induced to leave his ship bound for Virginia because he:

			was told there was a parcel of fine women on board with their hats and their feathers flying and promised by the Captain that the women would be all amongst them.

			Such was the lure of women on board that Conolly, who was already signed up on His Majesty’s ship, deserted in favour of the Neptune. Having just returned home from a journey of two years at sea he had no intention of going back out so soon but for the lure of an onboard wife.54

			Contrary to what was promised, once the ship was out to sea and the crew had no opportunity of deserting, Trail’s tune changed. He did not allow the women among the crew. In fact, the captain positively forbade any interaction and beat anyone who dared approach or speak to the women. The first crewman to try was John Scott. According to Quartermaster Beale:

			Soon after the ship took her departure, John Scott, ‘a very able and good seaman’ was directed by the Chief Mate (Elrington) to work with some other men on the poop and whilst he was so working some of the women went on the poop to take in some cloathes [sic] which had been drying whereupon the said Donald Trail seeing Scott talking to the women went down and asked him what he did there … before he had time to speak, Trail knocked him down and beat and kicked him most unmercifully and when he got up Trail collared and beat him again and ordered him to be put in irons on the Poop with positive orders that he should have no other food than bread and water which was accordingly done and Scott was in irons from 6pm that evening till 11 am the next morning when Scott was ordered to be tied to the ‘drain shrouder’ to be flogged but after he was tied up and his shirt removed he was by the interference of Captain Nepean released but Donald Trail said it was in his power to hang him for making free with the King’s property, meaning the women convicts.55

			Beale went on to say that crew members were frequently beaten for speaking with the women, but:

			not everyone was treated the same. The captain himself … brought on board with him a companion and passed her off as his wife. First mate William Elrington, Robert Gardiner the second mate and William Gray the surgeon as well as John Shapcote the agent selected to themselves companions from among the female convicts with whom they cohabited as man with their wives.56

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							Catherine Crowley

							Crowley was tried at Stafford on 30 July 1788 for stealing a chest of clothing and some sheets.57 She would have been sixteen years old at the time of her trial and eighteen at the time of transportation. She gave birth to her first son, William, on the journey to Norfolk Island in 1790; he took his father’s surname, Wentworth. Later, she bore D’Arcy Wentworth another son, D’Arcy. The family returned to Sydney in 1796. Crowley died near Parramatta in 1800, aged twenty-eight. Her sons would go on to be educated in England and her eldest son would become a prominent colonist as one of the first Europeans to find a way through the Blue Mountains. He helped to draft the New South Wales Constitution, was an author, barrister and stateman.58 Crowley’s second son Major D’Arcy Wentworth died in Tasmania in 1861. A curious thing about Crowley and Wentworth’s relationship, which began on the Second Fleet, is that it is never mentioned—not by Elizabeth Macarthur in her diaries, despite the fact that he was a ‘gentleman’, and not by the crew, who mention by name others who formed relationships with convict women.

						
					

				
			

			Similarly, Darcy Wentworth cohabited with Catherine Crowley, a convict, and although he is not mentioned in the depositions, we know about the relationship because Crowley gave birth to his child in early August aboard the Surprize while two hundred convicts were being transported to Norfolk Island from Sydney. Thus, while Trail forbade regular crew the ability to form connections with the female convicts, despite promises to the contrary, their seniors were not subject to the same restrictions. It was almost considered a right to be given a woman for the journey.59

			Women

			Unlike the men, the women of the Neptune were not ironed and had the range of the poop deck to exercise and take in some air. Despite this, some twenty-five per cent of women aboard the Neptune died. Had they been given the opportunity of fraternising with the crew, of performing tasks for food or payment (such as sewing for the crew), I argue that this would have improved their prospects of survival. Christopher has argued that women did have agency as to whether to submit to an onboard sexual partnership. Other historians, such as Portia Robinson, talk of forced submission, perhaps not violent, no aggravated assault, but submission by necessity, and by the confronting alternative of starvation and cruel treatment.60 There were advantages to such unions, including better and more food, better lodgings in less crowded conditions and better treatment.61 This was certainly the case on the Lady Juliana, which consisted entirely of female convicts, and arrived two weeks ahead of the Neptune and experienced just five convict deaths out of 220. When the Lady Juliana arrived at Sydney, according to the historian Sian Rees, the passengers were healthier than when they left England. It was widely reported that every crewman on board, some sixty men, took an ‘onboard wife’ for the duration of the journey.62 As one Lady Juliana convict wrote: ‘We arrived here safe after a long voyage, in very good health … what a difference between us and them [of the Neptune] … God bless our good Agent.’63

			The depositions suggest that the crew of the Neptune and the female convicts did form relationships, despite the severe punishments that such arrangements could draw. Churchill described a woman by the name of Jane Haly being beaten ‘mercilessly’; it would appear that a relationship existed between Churchill and Haly, as he mentioned that she was caught with his stockings, which he had given her to mend. However, when Haly was asked to whom they belonged, she did not give Churchill up, which resulted in her receiving a severe beating:

			First Mate Elrington jumped down on her with all his weight as she descended the ladder and beat her mercilessly so as to disfigure her face and make her eyes swell very much. Then Trail beat her and put her in irons around her hands and feet and a collar around her neck fastened with a chain of 14 inches so that she could not stand or lay down for two days. Her crime was that she spoke to one of the crewmembers through a partition.64

			Churchill went on to explain:

			Having given Haley two pairs of stockings to mend, Donald Trail, upon a search found the stockings in her possession and fearing to tell whose stockings they were she said they had been given to her by one of the men whose name she did not know. Trail then threw the stockings overboard.65

			Refractory or outspoken crew or convicts on the Neptune were clearly a beacon for punishment by Trail and Elrington. Throughout the crew’s depositions there seems to be a pattern of abuse when anybody, crew or convicts, spoke up, spoke back, or even if they were slow to comply with an order. The women experienced the same treatment, and two were named in the depositions of the crew members: Jane Elley and Anne Wheeler. Both had been convicted of stealing from shops in London. The nature of their crimes and the way they were described in court indicates that the women were professional sharpers.66 Yet these two stand out from the other convicts beyond their being named in the crew’s depositions. First, they were the only two women of the Second Fleet to have legal counsel at their trial.67 Further, they both spoke during their trials, when not everyone did. Wheeler uttered just thirty-three words; Elley, with 130 words, was the most loquacious of all the Neptune women. Unfortunately for them, such qualities also attracted negative attention on board the Neptune.

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							Jane Elley

							Elley was tried at the Old Bailey on 28 October 1789, accused of grand larceny (stealing, on 23 September, nine yards and three-quarters of sprigged muslin, value ten shillings) and found guilty and sentenced to seven years transportation. Her occupation was recorded as ‘wife’ (her husband was Benjamin Elley) and she had no tattoos.68 It appears that she was pregnant at the time of her arrest, as she spoke of having a belly big with child at her trial:

							I leave it to my counsel; I did not expect to be tried till two o’clock; when I went into this shop, I went with an intent to buy; the gentleman pulled me about sadly, and he put his hands down my bosom, and I thought it was a very indecent action; he asked me where I lived; I told him; and he went and enquired of my character; and he said to me, are you a married woman? I said, yes; says he, it is a pity you have a big belly; I said, it is no matter, I have a good father for it; says he, I wish I was the father of it; and what he has said against me, is as false as God is true.69

							It is not known what happened to the child (whether she gave birth prior to transportation or whether the child died on board), but she did not have a child with her on arrival in Sydney. In the space of two months, Jane had lost the life that she knew and her child. She was literate insofar as she could sign her name, when most women at the time signed their names with a cross.70

							Elley was sent to Norfolk Island six weeks after landing in the colony. Two years later, in 1792, the convict Alexander Dollis, who had arrived in the colony in October 1791, was transferred there; he and Elley became husband and wife and would go on to have four children together. In 1801, Dollis received an absolute pardon and was made superintendent on Norfolk Island. By 1804, the family had returned to Sydney and soon after they disappeared from the archives. It is presumed they returned to England.71

						
					

				
			

			Churchill, testified that he had frequently seen Trail and William Elrington kick and beat women convicts without mercy; that they beat the women ‘like Man oppos’d to Man in Quarrel’ and, in particular, ‘one Hannah Hawkins in the private parts so that she did not recover the same when she was landed at Botany Bay nor for weeks afterwards’.72

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							Hannah Hawkins (c. 1761–1837)

							Hannah Hawkins was twenty-eight years old and married when sentenced to death for burglary at Stafford on 13 August 1789. Her sentence was commuted to seven years’ transportation and a few weeks after her trial she was sent aboard the Neptune. She never had children after her arrival in the colony. Perhaps it had something to do with the injury Trail had inflicted upon her. We do not know what she did to attract a beating from the captain, but later glimpses of her in the convict archives paint a picture of a woman not intimidated by authority. Within six weeks of arriving, she was shipped to Norfolk Island, along with two hundred other convicts, where soon after she was sentenced to twenty-five lashes for refusing the overseer’s orders.

							In 1791, she was recorded as cohabiting with a First Fleet convict, Henry Taylor, on a one-acre lot in Sydney Town. By 1801, they had separated. Two years later she emerged from the archives again, having been charged with receiving stolen property. Although she was caught wearing the stolen items, the judge concluded that ‘the evidence was not sufficient to convict her, yet little doubt remained of her being privy to the whole transaction’.73 She was acquitted, but her partner at the time, with whom she was cohabiting, Thomas Thompson, received fourteen years for receiving stolen goods. Hannah is next recorded in 1806 as living with Archibald Kane, sixteen years her junior: he was twenty-eight and she was forty-four. Kane died in 1823 and Hannah went to live in the poor house, where she died in 1837, aged seventy-five years.74

						
					

				
			

			Churchill testified that the crew tried to share what they had with the female convicts:

			They frequently sent them a bit of bread and butter. The women, those who could procure an opportunity to do so, were desirous of mending the shirts or stockings of any of the ship’s company [presumably for payment in food].75

			By the time the ship landed at Cape of Good Hope in April 1790, some four months after leaving England, many of the convicts and the crew were suffering from scurvy (as well as starvation).76 The captain’s cook, Charles King, deposed that when they left Deptford, nine or ten cats had been on board, and that upon asking a convict, Richard Haney, where they were, he was told they had been eaten, ‘boiled without much difficulty in a pudding bag at night’.77

			There is some suggestion that the women were prostituted at Cape of Good Hope, an assertion that Trail denied.78 Beale, in his deposition, spoke of the women ‘being allowed’ to prostitute themselves, as if that was something that they desired—perhaps, given the starving conditions, there were some women who agreed:

			When they landed at the Cape, diverse foreigners were permitted to come and sleep on board and have promiscuous enjoyment with several of the women who were on those occasions permitted to prostitute themselves.79

			Lieutenant John Shapcote, the ineffectual naval agent

			Shapcote’s job was to ensure the welfare of the convicts, but he proved to be an ineffectual agent in the face of much stronger characters such as Trail. Early in the journey, when the Macarthurs asked Shapcote to intervene on their behalf after a passage from their cabin was boarded up, Shapcote responded that ‘he would not quarrel with Captain Trail for any man’.80 Shapcote’s instructions, as given by the Navy Board, stipulated that he was to be housed on the ship where the women were located, and ‘to see that they are kept separate from the men, and not abused or illtreated, but the contrary’.81 Although ineffectual and beholden to Trail, Shapcote would have been compelled to follow orders and to insist that the women not be distributed among the crew. This is the most likely explanation for Trail going back on his word to the crew, which he knew would create hostility. At a time when one in four ships were at risk of an actual or planned mutiny, this may explain why Trail came down so hard on any crew who so much as spoke to the women.82

			Shapcote appeared to pick his battles with Trail. For example, he chose not to intervene in the victualling and treatment of the convicts. This included the shackling of the male convicts. Unlike the First Fleet, where six days out from Britain Captain Arthur Phillip ordered the removal of shackles from male convicts, on the Neptune the male convicts remained shackled for the duration of the journey.83 Further, as Christopher has pointed out, the shackles used in the slave trade were the ones used on the Neptune84 rather than the lighter jail shackles.

			With an overwhelming number of cases of scurvy, both among the crew and the convicts, Shapcote formally wrote to Trail to ask him to stop at the Cape of Good Hope to rest and take on fresh food.85 He had received official requests from all three of the ships’ surgeons to make the stop. On arrival, the Second Fleet discovered that the storeship, Guardian, bound for Botany Bay with much needed food stores, had hit an iceberg and had only narrowly made it to the Cape. The commander of the Guardian, Lieutenant Riou, negotiated with Shapcote to send the Guardian’s stores aboard the Neptune but met with resistance. He later remarked:

			if ever the navy make another contract like that of the last three ships they ought be shot and as for their agent Mr Shapcote he behaved here just as foolishly as a man could well do.86

			At the Cape, Shapcote wrote that the deaths numbered one woman and forty-five men aboard the Neptune. A further fifteen and eight male convicts from the Scarborough and Surprize, respectively, had died by the time the ships reached the Cape.87 However, during the eight-week voyage from the Cape to Sydney, deaths on board those ships would increase exponentially. On the Neptune, a further one hundred men and fourteen women died. Trail’s deposition references a disease raging among the convicts and the ship’s company as the cause. It is evident that scurvy was overtaking the convicts, and Trail’s decision to push on rather than rest and recuperate the convicts on fresh provisions was the likely cause of so many deaths. Shapcote never made it to Sydney Cove. He also died during that passage, but Trail refuted suggestions that he had met ‘with an untimely death’.88 The journey from the Cape to Sydney was cold, and the ship was buffeted by storms. There were accounts of many male convicts being up to their waists in water. Some were said to have drowned while shackled below on the orlop deck, possibly too weak to rouse themselves when the ship began to take on water. When the ship finally limped into port, Phillip’s description of the Neptune as the Wilful Murder was indeed an apt one.

			Anne Wheeler was the only other woman mentioned in the depositions. Evidently a woman of some means, at the time of her arrest for shoplifting she was described as wearing ‘a very large white silk cloak … trimmed with furr, and a very large muff’.89 When boarding the Neptune, she brought with her a trunk. Charles King testified:

			It was a very good trunk filled with many valuable articles for housekeeping such as sheets, tablecloths. Trail thought fit to say the poor woman had stolen them from him and took several of them from her.90

			According to Trail, he had confiscated Wheeler’s trunk a few weeks out from Sydney because he believed she had stolen a tablecloth from him. When they arrived, he ordered the trunk to be brought out from the gun room and told his steward to let Mrs Wheeler have all her things again, even the piece of tablecloth in dispute. However, when opened her trunk was found to swarm with bugs, so he threw it overboard.91 This trunk was the only one thrown overboard belonging to the female convicts.

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							Ann Wheeler and Elizabeth Barnsley

							Anne Wheeler was tried with Elizabeth Barnsley in February 1788 for shoplifting from a Bond Street drapery and sentenced to seven years’ transportation. Both she and Barnsely could afford the weekly fee charged to stay on the Master’s side of Newgate Prison. Wheeler and Barnsley were due to be transported on the Lady Juliana, but the former fell ill shortly before embarkation and was kept behind. John Nicol, a mariner on the Lady Juliana, described Barnsley as a well-known sharper and a queen among the convicts.92 Wheeler and Barnsley were close friends, quite literally ‘thick as thieves’. They lived together at Newgate in relative comfort for eighteen months before they were separated and transported on different ships. Wheeler was sent to Norfolk Island shortly after arriving in the colony. The following year, in 1791, Barnsley and her husband, Thomas Barnsley, and child, followed her there. In 1794, all of them left Norfolk Island together—Wheeler and the Barnsely family, thereafter disappearing from the historical record, presumably because they returned to England. If so, Wheeler was one of just five women from the Neptune believed to have returned to England.

						
					

				
			

			There is some evidence to suggest that the condition of the convicts prior to boarding was a key factor in their survival. For instance, none of the four women previously interned at Chester Castle Gaol survived the journey. Did the conditions at the gaol lead to their demise as much as the journey? According to John Howard, who inspected prisons in England, the cells at Chester Castle into which prisoners were locked at night were seven-and-a-half-feet deep by three-and-a-half-feet wide (two point three metres x one metre—not much larger than a king single bed by today’s standards). Into this, three to four prisoners were confined. There were no windows and, according to Howard, ‘not a breath of fresh air’. Located effectively in the cellar, the cells were accessed by descending twenty-one steps from the small prison yard. There was no infirmary, no surgeon and no straw to lie on.93 Kippen and Maxwell-Stewart argue that the distance travelled from the prisons to the transports also played a part in health prior to embarkation; they showed that the distances convicts were required to travel, usually in an open wagon, and, in this case, in winter, had a material impact on their survivability.94 In total, fifteen convicts from Chester Castle Gaol boarded the Second Fleet: eleven men and four women. Only two men survived the journey to Australia; one died after a year in the colony and the other, John Hughes, died in 1828 at Windsor, New South Wales, aged sixty-five.95

			It cannot be mere coincidence that thirteen of fifteen convicts from Chester Castle died on the journey to Australia. Trail’s cruelty is indisputable, but this small subset indicates that existing health and wellness also played a role. The introduction of better controls—specifically, the appointment of navy-approved surgeon superintendents to travel with convicts and tighter stipulations about their treatment enroute—saw a marked improvement in convict mortality.96 Shapcote failed in his duty to care for the convicts during transportation and his unwillingness or inability to stand up to Trail and the other senior members of the ship’s company was a major factor in this.

			A ‘perfect sea monster’

			Elizabeth Macarthur described Trail as a ‘perfect sea monster’.97 The male convicts suffered under the conditions imposed by Trail far more than could reasonably be expected, even taking account of Trail’s assertions that there was the threat of surprise (i.e. mutiny).98 The slave shackles worn for the duration of the journey; the lack of exercise; the conditions below ship, of both suffocating heat at the equator and freezing conditions in the Southern Ocean; the withholding of rations; the lack of sanitation; and the beatings all coalesced to make the convicts highly vulnerable to disease and death. Captain Hill, a marine, reflected:

			The slave trade is merciful compared with what I have seen on this fleet … the more they can withhold from the unhappy Wretches, the more Provisions they have to dispose of in a foreign market; and the earlier in the voyage they die, the longer they can draw the deceased’s allowance.99

			The crew, too, experienced beatings and scanty rations. Indeed, Trail was brought to trial for the murder of two of his seamen. The women were also deprived of food and water and experienced beatings the same way Trail and Elrington would beat a man. Some of the crew expressed gentler feelings towards the women and a desire to share food from their own meagre allowances and a willingness to talk with and engage on a social level, even after it became clear that Trail would brook no fraternising between crew and female convicts. Twenty-five per cent of Neptune’s women died on the journey. Notwithstanding the multitude of factors that can impact survivability on such a difficult journey, there is no doubt that Trail’s particular handling and attitudes towards the convicts was a major factor in the mortality rates on the Neptune.

			Trail did not face a magistrate. Instead, he supplied his own written deposition. The prosecutor, Thomas Evans, accused him of remaining incognito or abroad until all the witnesses were gone to sea.100 Both Trail and Elrington were ultimately acquitted. Evans was ordered to be struck off for his handling of the prosecution.101 Trail rejoined the Royal Navy, where he subsequently fought in the French Revolutionary Wars (1792–1802). He would later return to slave trading while working at Cape Town.102 There are many factors that could contribute to the mortality of convicts on board ship, but I argue that chief among them was the captain’s management of the ship and the cargo, and the shipboard rules he employed.
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			Divorce divide: How divorce laws discriminated against women before ‘no cause’

			Patricia Clarke

			On 16 August 1928, twenty-one-year-old Sydney journalist Iris Chapman Norton married Harry Norman Dexter, a sports journalist, aged twenty-seven. A few months later, Harry began bashing Iris viciously and this continued for more than two years. Towards the end of 1930, Iris fled from Harry and, in 1934, she sought a divorce on the ground of ‘constructive desertion’—that is, she had been forced by her husband’s violence to desert their home and the marriage relationship.

			From the age of fifteen Iris had lived and worked in the world of journalism. Her friends and workmates were journalists, a profession usually categorised as socially and politically more liberal than mainstream society. This applied even more to women journalists, who were employed at a time when most middle-class women were stay-at-home housewives and mothers. Moreover, female journalists worked in an overwhelmingly male occupation. At the time of his marriage to Iris, Harry Dexter represented one of the more conservative male journalists, working as a racing reporter—an exclusively male domain.

			This article details the history of Iris’s quest for a divorce to its ironic conclusion in 1950. Her story is told in the context of changing interpretations of the law on constructive desertion. The focus of the article is the life of Iris Dexter and the devastating effect of her abusive marriage and subsequent failure to get a divorce under the divorce law and its interpretation in New South Wales in the 1930s. It draws attention to a case with similarities to Iris’s that began in Victoria twenty years later and culminated in an appeal to the British House of Lords where there was a very different outcome.

			Interpretations of constructive desertion

			Constructive desertion was a ground for divorce in New South Wales from the establishment of responsible government in 1856, when the colony passed laws on divorce identical to those in Britain. These laws remained in force after Federation but, increasingly, judges tended towards a narrow interpretation. Mr Justice D. M. Selby, judge of the Supreme Court of New South Wales (1964–76), wrote that the courts, in deciding whether a course of conduct amounted to constructive desertion, tended more and more towards a subjective test:

			The degree of gravity of the respondent’s misconduct became less important; the matter to be examined was his intention. The question was not merely whether the respondent’s conduct forced the petitioner to leave, but whether he intended to drive the petitioner away. As a result of this trend, many petitioners suffered considerable hardship, for although the respondent’s conduct had been intolerable it was held not to amount to constructive desertion because the petitioner failed to prove an intention to destroy the matrimonial relationship.1

			Iris Norton’s early life and career

			Iris Chapman Norton was born in the Sydney suburb of Haberfield in July 1907 to Wykes Strange Chapman Norton, merchant, and Eva Grace Norton, formerly Robey. Her great grandfather, Michael Nason Chapman, was mayor of Sydney in the 1880s and represented Glebe in the New South Wales Legislative Assembly.2

			Born in County Cork in 1822, a son of property owner Michael Chapman, Michael Nason Chapman arrived in Sydney in 1840 and soon established himself as a successful businessman trading as an ‘oil and colourman’ (i.e. a manufacturer and supplier of paint). He lived with his family at Cloyne Lodge, a substantial house in Hereford Street, Glebe. He died at Glebe on 23 February 1906 and was buried after a Methodist service.3

			One of his daughters, Ellen Chapman, married Wykes Norton, and their son, Wykes Strange Chapman Norton,4 was Iris’s father. The affluence and standing that Michael Chapman had enjoyed did not extend to his Norton descendants. Iris was educated at Haberfield State School—and, for a time, at Springwood, where she loved the trees. She began work at the age of fifteen. Although Iris was independent by nature, her limited schooling and early entry to the workforce were more likely to have been due to a lack of parental financial support and the beginning of the breakup of her parents’ marriage and the family home.5

			As a child, Iris contributed to the ‘Sunbeams’ page of the Sydney Sun and in 1922 she started work editing comics for the Sunday Times under the pseudonym ‘Black Opal’. At sixteen she was employed on editorial work for a new weekly film magazine, Photoplayer; she also contributed to Smith’s Weekly and filled in as editor of Theatre Magazine. First published in 1905 as Theatre: An Illustrated Monthly Devoted to the Dramatic Arts, the magazine became the leading voice for legitimate and variety theatre in Australia. In January 1924, its name changed to Theatre, Society and Home,6 later succeeded by the weekly Just It, which combined gossip, anecdotes, industry news, show listings and critiques of performances with fiction, fashion, recipes and household hints.

			Although the advertising and, to a considerable extent, the content of these magazines were dominated by American film interests, they also supported the local variety and film industries.7 By the time the last one ceased publication, Iris had accumulated a great deal of knowledge of editing and publishing processes and the theatrical and film scene. The latter was invaluable background for her new job managing publicity for Fullers’ Theatres vaudeville circuit and its occasional legitimate theatre productions, such as drama. A short time later, she took up the position of publicity manager for the Hoyts motion picture chain.8

			Iris gained a reputation as a short story author from an early age. When she was interviewed just before her marriage in 1928 for the Australian Woman’s Mirror, she was described as ‘one of the brightest Mirror story-tellers’. The poet, novelist and journalist Zora Cross, who interviewed Iris under her pseudonym ‘Bernice May’, described her as a ‘brilliant young person’ who was ‘warm and friendly’ and ‘vividly, vitally Australian’. She had ‘titian hair, grey eyes, charming complexion, clear skin and a soft, sweet mouth’. Cross noted that the portrait that was to accompany the interview made her look ‘far too hard’.9

			The strongest impression that emerges from the interview is Iris’s devotion to work. She told Cross that she intended to work on her wedding day until 2pm, when it would be time to leave for the ceremony. Cross wrote that Iris did not bother to hold up the feminine torch, implying that she was already the epitome of feminist ambition:

			What a flapper! What a wonderful young thing! … neither conceited nor proud of what she had achieved; just maintaining a big position over the heads of men by sheer brains and by that which one is born with—power … she was thrilled to see me, showed me the best chair, reached for cigarettes that were not there, called Teddy [her office boy] to buy some for her … she said she could not talk without smoking.

			Questioned about her work publicising Hoyts, Iris replied:

			I consider women are ideally suited to publicity work … because of their innate sense of the artistic, their understanding of little things that usually escape men, and their ability of making the best of a good thing or a bad thing. This does not mean I think all women could handle the work. It is a case of growing up in the industry and understanding it from a newspaper angle or of a capability to become attuned to its newness. This, of course, applies to movie publicity.

			When Cross asked if she liked the work, Iris said: ‘Oh, it is exhausting—but so easy when you get to know it. Of course, I have done it for a long time.’10

			A short-lived marriage

			The day following the interview, Iris Norton entered marriage with Harry Dexter as a supremely confident young woman. From the time she began work at fifteen, she had displayed remarkable enterprise and agility in jumping to another job when the previous one disappeared in a rapidly evolving industry. By 1928, she had reached a position of power, doing work she loved. She was quite unlike most young women who married in the 1920s. She had no intention of giving up work to become a housewife. She seemed quite unaware that her husband had a different view of marriage. Both appear to have entered marriage with, at most, a superficial knowledge of each other’s character—it may have been a marriage based purely on sexual attraction. Iris did not recognise Harry’s propensity to dominate or that he held a much more conservative view of marriage than she or her journalist friends, or even that he drank a great deal.

			Before long, the marriage that Iris had entered so blithely was in serious trouble; by its end, two years later, she was physically and mentally distraught—a ragged nervous wreck. Evidence emerged at her subsequent divorce hearing that they were happy for a mere two months, after which Harry Dexter began drinking heavily and assaulting her. Iris fled from her husband in December 1930 and filed for divorce on 17 August 1934, more than the three years required before desertion could be used as a ground for divorce.11

			The case of Dexter v. Dexter

			Journalist Elizabeth Riddell’s evidence

			Justice Francis Stewart Boyce KC, who was assigned to the case of Dexter v. Dexter, agreed to hear evidence from the journalist Elizabeth (Betty) Richmond Riddell of Loftus Road, Darling Point, on 11 April 1935, ahead of the main hearing, because Riddell was leaving by ship for London the following Tuesday.

			Born in Napier, New Zealand, Riddell had arrived in Sydney in 1928, aged twenty-one, to write for Ezra Norton’s Truth & Sportsman. At the time of her evidence in the Dexter case, she was working for Smith’s Weekly, where she later won a Walkley Award for excellence in journalism. During her overseas trip in 1935, she married Edward Neville ‘Blue’ Greatorex, a former Australian rugby union international and a fellow journalist. In London, Riddell managed to score a short stint working on Lord Beaverbrook’s tabloid newspaper the Daily Express, a mecca for Australian journalists. During World War II, she was a foreign correspondent reporting from London and New York. After the war she became a distinguished arts and literary critic and a well-known poet.12

			At the divorce hearing, Elizabeth Riddell testified that she had known Iris and Harry Dexter since 1928 when they were living at Wylde Street, Potts Point, but that she had not seen much of them then. She visited them after they moved to Blackstone Flats, Elizabeth Bay, and then when they lived at the Macquarie Private Hotel in Tucson Street. From March 1930, when she moved into a flat, they visited her regularly.

			Riddell said that they were very unhappy while living at the Blackstone Flats, due to Harry Dexter being drunk so often. She testified that practically every time she saw him, he was drunk. He was very abusive and would call Iris ‘very filthy names’. In reply to a question from Justice Boyce, Riddell said he called Iris a ‘harlot’ and a ‘whore’ many times, claiming that she had been committing adultery with men. There was not the slightest justification for such accusations. Riddell continued:

			I saw her once with a cut cheek near the eye and a black eye, and I have seen bruises on her neck and the upper part of her arms. One night she came to the guest house where I was staying … she was hysterical and had a nightgown under her arm and asked if she could stay with me … I saw him one night pushing her against the wall with the flat of his hand, he was pushing her up against the side of the wardrobe in their flat at the Blackstone.

			After several such incidents, Iris sought refuge with Elizabeth Riddell in early December 1930 and stayed until the end of January or early February 1931. Riddell testified that Iris arrived in a ‘dreadful’ state, she was ‘crying and sick’ and ‘thin and nervous looking’, in contrast to her appearance at the time she married, when she had been ‘plump and very healthy’. During the time that Iris was at her flat, Riddell stated that Harry Dexter arrived drunk many times, yelling abuse at Iris but never once asked her to return to him. According to Riddell, once Iris left her husband, she noticed a vast improvement in her health.

			In the final part of her evidence, Riddell testified that she had known a man named Aria for eight years, longer than she had known Iris. He often visited her flat and met Iris Dexter when she was living there. He felt sorry for Iris and arranged to take her for motor car rides in the country to get some fresh air; Riddell often went with them. During the time Iris was staying at her flat, Riddell said, she saw no sign of ‘impropriety’ between Iris and Aria.13

			Aubrey J. Aria, son of Charles and Eleanor Aria, was born at Balmain on 7 May 1904. He was a Sydney artist who worked as a cartoonist, illustrator, caricaturist and advertising agent. His cartoons and illustrations appeared in many magazines including Smith’s Weekly, the Guardian and the Sun. The National Library of Australia holds his cartoon series ‘The Aria Kids’, which appeared in the Australian Woman’s Mirror and the Bulletin in the early 1930s; a sketch of Robin Loveday and Aria’s Mr Tutt cartoon series is in the State Library of New South Wales.14

			Iris’s evidence

			The main hearing in the Dexter v. Dexter case occurred on 3 May 1935. Evidence was presented of the marriage of Iris Chapman Norton and Harry Norman Dexter at St Mary’s Church of England, Waverley, on 16 August 1928. Iris stated that the couple lived first in a flat in Wylde Street, Potts Point, then at the Blackstone Flats in Elizabeth Bay, and finally at the Macquarie Private Hotel, Potts Point. She was happy for the first two months of her marriage, after which her husband began to drink heavily. She saw very little of him and there was no home life.

			In February 1929, after they moved to the Blackstone Flats, Harry Dexter drank very heavily and did not come home much at night. Iris stated:

			He ill-treated me, struck me with his fist and beat me about the body with a razor strop, and pulled my hair, and pushed me against the walls; and he abused me.

			Asked by her barrister, Mr Little, to write the words Dexter called her she wrote: 

			gutter prostitute, town pushover, the stuff of the town, f***shit, bloody harlot. He said that I was committing adultery with every man in town. There was no truth in it whatsoever. As a result of his accusations I did not go out at all, I was afraid of him, I stayed at home.

			In June 1929, after another physical and verbal attack, Dexter dragged Iris, who had been reading in bed in her nightdress, into the hallway of the Blackstone Flats and locked the door. When he allowed her to re-enter, he attacked her again, and after she said she wanted to dress and leave him, he stopped her getting to the clothes closet and locked her in the bedroom. The next morning, he told Iris that he was sick, and she agreed to stay.

			Continuing her evidence, Iris stated that Dexter improved for a few weeks, during which he drank moderately, but then he returned to excessive drinking and began ill-treating her again, pushing and beating her. In December that year he came home late, Iris testifying that he was ‘very much under the influence of liquor, he was very drunk’. When he asked where she had been, Iris replied she had been at home all day. Dexter said he did not believe her and that she had had men in the flat.

			Iris attempted to leave the room but Dexter struck her with his fist on the side of her jaw and knocked her down. She was momentarily stunned, then she discovered her cheek was split open and bleeding. When she could not stop the bleeding she asked her husband for help, but he did nothing. Iris ran up Elizabeth Bay Road to Dr Coghlin, who took her to a private hospital and under local anaesthetic inserted a steel clip in her face, where it remained for a fortnight. To a question from the judge, Iris replied there was still a faint mark on her cheek.

			In February 1930, the landlord at Blackstone Flats told Dexter, who owed a lot of rent, to vacate the premises, and they moved to the Macquarie, a private guest house in Potts Point. They did not resume marital relations because her husband said he was sick. At the Macquarie, Iris testified, Dexter drank heavily and was cruel to her. ‘He beat me with his fists and his hands, he pulled my hair and accused me of all the expressions I have written down.’

			In November 1930, when her husband came home very drunk, he caught her by the hair, accused her of being out with men all day and, after ‘rearranging’ her nightdress, beat her with a razor strop all over her bare body. When she tried to leave, he caught her by the throat. Iris screamed for help and for him to stop. The landlady, Mrs Angel, cried through the door: ‘Stop it or I will get the police.’ Dexter continued to beat Iris and her screams brought a crowd to the door, including a friend, Mrs Chaplin, who took Iris to sleep in her room, which was next door.

			The following night, Dexter told Iris he was very ill with tuberculosis and would give up drinking, but after about two weeks he began drinking again. Iris attempted to leave but Dexter followed her down the street, threatening to beat her and screaming abuse until he caught her in a laneway and dragged her back. At the beginning of December 1930, Iris left and went to stay with Elizabeth Riddell in her flat in Rosslyn Gardens.

			After she had been there a few days, Dexter hammered on the door, calling Iris a prostitute and making such a disturbance that she let him in. He caught her by the throat and kicked her and beat her with his fists while she continued to scream for help and used a coat hanger to defend herself. When he returned the next night, Elizabeth Riddell was at home. He pounded on the door for a long time, calling Iris a harlot and accusing her of being ‘on the town’. Riddell told him through the locked door: ‘If you don’t go away I will put the police on to you.’

			Iris testified that, while staying at Riddell’s flat, she met Aubrey Aria who was very kind to her at a time when she was ‘very rundown … nervous and unhappy’. Aria took her to dinner and to events to try to cheer her up. At weekends he took Iris and Elizabeth Riddell and sometimes other friends on picnics into the country. In January 1931, Iris moved to a small, rented room at Lindells in Macleay Street, Potts Point. In reply to the judge, she said the rent was one pound per week, which she paid herself from the small amount of money she earned as a journalist.

			Mrs Sarah Chaplin, a widow, 63 Pacific Highway, Hornsby, gave evidence that she had shared a table in the dining room with the Dexters while living at the Macquarie Private Hotel in 1930. She described Dexter as ‘very often morose, rude and unsociable’, and that Mrs Dexter ‘seemed to be trying to keep him in good humour’.

			Aubrey Jack Aria, commercial artist of 88 Roslyn Gardens, gave evidence that he had been a friend of Elizabeth Riddell for many years and had met Iris Dexter when she was staying with Riddell. Aria stated:

			Mrs Dexter appeared to me to be in a state of agitation and a state of despair. I endeavoured to cheer her. We dined together and went to many theatres and picture shows.

			Aria said he helped Iris with small amounts of money when she took a room at Lindells. He made several proposals to her, but no adultery took place until they began living as man and wife at Hunters Hill and then at Double Bay. Aria could not remember when these moves took place but believed it may have been early March. ‘I want to marry her’, he said. The remainder of Aria’s evidence consisted of his vague memory of where and when he and Iris began living together. Justice Boyce questioned Aria closely on this, and Iris Dexter’s barrister, Mr Little, followed with further questions. The hearing of evidence concluded when Aria retired.15

			Evidence raises queries

			It is obvious from Riddell’s evidence that it was not feasible for Iris to continue staying with her. Harry Dexter’s frequent, loud and abusive visits put Riddell at risk of being the subject of complaints by other tenants and, ultimately, of her landlord demanding that she vacate her flat. Further, while there is every reason to believe that a strong physical and emotional attraction developed between Iris and Jack Aria, it is also the case that Iris needed a man as a protector from Harry Dexter.

			Several aspects of the evidence at the hearing were hidden behind veiled references, for example, the use of ‘impropriety’ for sexual relations. The exact abusive names Harry Dexter called Iris were seen only by the judge, not the other witnesses. References to sexual assaults were hidden behind words such as ‘rearranging’ Iris’s nightdress, pushing and forcing her against a wardrobe door and dragging her back to the apartment. Another aspect, that of Iris agreeing several times to return after Harry promised to reform, was a pattern common to similar cases. A further question that arises from the evidence is the threat to call the police and why this never eventuated. This reflected a commonly held view that the police would be of little use, reinforced by Colin James in his history of cruelty in Australian divorce:

			Despite the Bulletin’s comments about the ‘wallopers’, in some places police practice and official policy was not to interfere in ‘minor assaults’ by a man on his wife. In most Australian colonies, ‘police culture’ was sympathetic to the world-view of controlling men, and slow to change. The initial attitude of the police towards a report of wife-abuse often determined the success of the subsequent events in protecting the wife. For example, the husband’s perception of a limited police response to his violence was likely to reinforce his dominant attitude towards his wife. Similarly, a moderate response by a court to a woman’s allegations of her husband’s cruelty and abuse tended to confirm the man’s attitude and encourage his controlling behaviour, as it dissuaded the wife from further complaint.16

			There is also a query concerning why Iris, who was twenty-three when she left her husband, did not seek refuge with her parents. It was usual for adult children to remain living with parents, paying board and contributing to the household income once they began working. Unusually, Iris was living independently at Thomas Blamey Drive, Bondi, at the time of her marriage. When she was interviewed just before her marriage, she said she was ‘madly devoted’ to her mother and she was equally devoted to her young brother, sixteen-year-old Billy. Her mother, she said, ‘never calls my bad temper anything but temperament and pokes faces with me at editors who send me rejected copy’.17 Why did she not flee to her mother during the horrors of her marriage rather than seek refuge with her journalist friend Elizabeth Riddell?

			The answer to this query lies in another New South Wales divorce file, which discloses that not only had Iris’s father deserted her mother, but also he had left her without support or anywhere to live. When Eva Grace Norton started divorce proceedings against her husband on 9 September 1929, she was living in cheap accommodation at 46b Darlinghurst Road, Kings Cross, and had so little income she was granted exemption from legal fees.

			Eva Norton stated that she was married on 31 September 1906 to Wykes Strange Chapman Norton according to the rites of Congregational Church. There were two children of the marriage, Iris Chapman Norton and Wykes William Norton, both over the age of sixteen years. She was not in receipt of moneys above two pounds five shillings a week, she had no possessions worth more than fifty pounds and she did not know her husband’s income. She asked the court to suspend payment of any fees associated with her divorce petition. Eva Norton’s petition for divorce from Wykes Norton was successful and a decree nisi announced in the Matrimonial Causes Jurisdiction of the Supreme Court of New South Wales in 1931.18

			Dexter v. Dexter: Judgement

			While she waited for the judgement of Justice Boyce, Iris may have realised she had little reason to expect a favourable decision. Although he had ‘a deep sense of human sympathy’,19 Boyce came from a conservative background and he had followed a conservative path in politics. He appeared unlikely to rock the boat.

			Francis Stewart Boyce was educated at The King’s School, Parramatta; Sydney Grammar School; Rugby College in England and the University of Sydney. Called to the bar in 1897, he was made an acting judge of the District Court in 1916 and a King’s counsel in 1924. The previous year, he had been appointed a member of the New South Wales Legislative Council, representing the conservative Nationalist Party. From 1927 to 1930, he was attorney-general and vice-president of the Executive Council in the conservative government of Sir Thomas Bavin. He had been a judge in divorce for three years when he delivered judgement in the Dexter case.20 At sixty-three years of age, he was an elderly man (the average life expectancy for men in Australia at the time was sixty-five years).21 He died in 1940.

			At the conclusion of evidence, Justice Boyce addressed Iris’s representative, Mr Little:

			You will have to argue it, Mr Little. There is surely no such case as this that has ever come before the Court. I know of none. Take it for granted that the constructive desertion is true, and there is no reason why I should disbelieve any of that evidence; she leaves her husband in December, meets a man in December, and in three months’ time goes to live with him, there being no evidence of her being poor or pushed over the brink in any way. There is no evidence of that at all, this woman simply takes a fancy to somebody else, and goes to live with him.

			This decision was reserved after Mr Little cited Petty v. Petty 1908 Probate and other cases (not specified in the transcript).

			After a wait of about six weeks, the court reconvened on 19 June 1935 and Iris heard Justice Boyce announce his decision:

			In this case the petitioner sues for dissolution of her marriage on the ground of desertion during three years and upwards. I find the first and second issues in her favour. She was constructively deserted in December 1930. Within a few weeks, in March, she went to live with another man, and is still living with him. She was in work, and according to herself there was no financial necessity compelling her to do what she did. Although this man who desires to marry her and is living with her says he gave her a couple of pounds in all. They lived together as Mr and Mrs Dexter. There is not the slightest interest of any children concerned in this case. Each case must depend upon its own facts, and in my view I should not exercise my discretion in this case.

			I find the petitioner domiciled as alleged, I find both issues in her favour, but in view of the disclosure made I dismiss the petition.22

			Historical background to ‘constructive desertion’

			Justice Boyce’s decision against granting a divorce on the ground of ‘constructive desertion’ was not unusual. In effect, Iris was denied a divorce because she was defying public morality by openly living with a man other than her husband. Colin James, in his article on cruelty in divorce, stated that it was common for judges to deny divorce for any number of reasons when the case was based on the ground of constructive desertion:

			These cases turned on judges’ values more than cases based on other grounds because the construction involved a personal view of the evidence. Typically, judges exercised their discretion in deciding whether the husband’s cruelty was ‘acceptable’ or whether the circumstances required a decision based on a precedent authority.23

			James cited a case in which the judge accepted that the husband beat and burnt his wife, threatened to strangle her, and to shoot her and then to shoot himself. He also battered their baby and, when she managed to escape from him on one occasion, he forced her to return by further assaults and threats to kill. Yet the judge decided that:

			the law of constructive desertion has gone far enough, and I am not inclined to extend it. Marriage is marriage however miserable it may turn out to be … I am very strongly of the opinion that the interests of the public, and the interests of morality require that marriage should not be dissolved for such trivial causes as exist in this case.24

			Compared with judgements such as this, it is clear that Justice Boyce was sympathetic to Iris’s plight as a battered wife and recognised her need to escape. He refused to grant a divorce because she was living with Jack Aria and had been doing so since shortly after leaving her husband. Moreover, at the time she left her husband, she was able to support herself as a journalist.

			As mentioned earlier, Iris and Harry Dexter held different ideas regarding the concept of marriage. At the time of their marriage, twenty-one-year-old Iris had experienced infidelity and divorce in her parents’ marriage and had been living independently for some time. Harry Dexter, at twenty-seven, was still living with his parents. Fairly unusually among journalists in their circle, he held the conservative and unshakable view that he should be the sole breadwinner, even though his expenditure on alcohol made this impossible. As we have seen, he was unable to pay the rent. In the twenty years that transpired before he married again, he underwent a remarkable change in his views, as will be disclosed later.

			The Great Depression and World War II

			Following her failure to secure a divorce in 1935, Iris Dexter continued to live through the second half of the 1930s and the 1940s with Jack Aria at 85A Ocean Street, Woollahra. Iris’s child-bearing years passed by during this time and they did not have any children. For several years from the time she moved from Elizabeth Riddell’s unit early in 1931, Iris wrote a regular film review column, ‘At the Pictures: Latest Talkies Reviewed’, for the Sydney Mail. During the Great Depression, journalism jobs dried up, especially for women, and Iris was unemployed at the time her divorce case came to court. At some stage, she got a job in the advertising section of a department store, supplementing her income with freelance articles and short stories contributed to Smith’s Weekly, the Sunday Telegraph, the Sun and the Guardian. She began contributing to the ABC Weekly soon after it began in 1939. Proud of her profession, she continued to list her occupation as ‘journalist’ on electoral rolls from the time she enrolled at twenty-one to her death.25

			In October 1940, a year after the start of World War II, Iris got her first permanent job in journalism when she was engaged as a reporter by the weekly Woman, a down-to-earth magazine that was more daring in its social policies than other women’s papers such as the Australian Women’s Weekly. In 1941, Woman included a regular sex education page by sexologist Dr Norman Haire, and a column on relationships by left-wing writer Alan Marshall.

			In 1942, while Iris was writing of other women’s tragedies of husbands and sons killed in battle and of the loss of fifteen thousand troops taken prisoner by the Japanese at the fall of Singapore, she heard of the death of her dearly loved younger brother, RAAF Sergeant William Wykes Robey Norton. While attached to 214 squadron RAF, Norton was shot down flying over the Netherlands. He is commemorated on the Roll of Honour at the Australian War Memorial, Canberra.26

			Iris was described as Woman’s ace reporter when she was assigned to join a group of women war correspondents taken on a tour to report on the work of servicewomen at secret war bases stretching from the Riverina in the south-west of New South Wales to far north Queensland. In addition, she wrote a weekly column under the pseudonym ‘Margot Parker’, in which she took a satirical, humorous look at the foibles of civilians adapting to wartime regulations.27

			Divorce at last

			The ironic end to Iris’s quest for a divorce came in 1950, when she received a court notice that her husband Harry Norman Dexter, who was based in Melbourne as a sports and racing writer for the Sydney Sun, was suing her for a divorce on the grounds of her desertion in 1930.28 His petition for divorce sailed through the New South Wales Supreme Court. The following year he married cadet journalist Nancy Nugent, who was twenty-two years his junior and had just lost her job on the women’s pages of the Melbourne Herald.29

			Harry Dexter had undergone a remarkable change in the twenty years between his first and second marriages. After his first, he left behind a battered wife with a ruined career. In his second marriage, he placed no obstacle in the way of his wife working as a journalist. In the 1950s, they worked together for a public relations firm before Nancy Dexter returned to journalism in 1960 on the Herald’s social pages.

			In 1967, Nancy Dexter was engaged by the Melbourne Age to write a column, ‘Nancy Dexter Takes Note’, in which she discussed issues such as the fight for equal pay, domestic violence and abortion law reform, and encouraged women who had terminated pregnancies to tell their stories. Beatrice Faust, a founder of the Women’s Electoral Lobby, praised her ‘guts and substance’ approach to raising women’s issues.30

			A new ruling on constructive desertion

			Iris Dexter and Jack Aria married in 1952. Occasional letters Iris wrote to Jack when they were separated indicate their closeness and intimacy up to Aria’s death on 8 August 1962, only ten years after they were able to marry.

			In 1954, a noteworthy divorce case with striking resemblances to Iris’s had a very different outcome. If it had occurred a couple of decades earlier, it could have changed Iris’s life. The final decision in the 1954 case Lang v. Lang came after an appeal by the husband to the British House of Lords against a decision of the High Court of Australia upholding a Victorian Supreme Court decision granting his wife’s petition for a divorce on the ground of ‘constructive desertion’.

			In a comment on the conduct of the High Court, D. M. Selby, judge of the New South Wales Supreme Court, referred to its decision in Lang v. Lang in terms that suggested it was something of an outlier. ‘The rigidity which was developing’, he wrote:

			was tempered to a small degree by the decision of the Privy Council in Lang v Lang, where it was held, in effect, that the court could, in the appropriate circumstances, infer an expulsive intention, deeming the respondent to have intended the probable consequences of his acts, but the reluctance of the High Court to infer such intention was later demonstrated in Magaard v Magaard where atrocious conduct on the part of the respondent was held to fall short of constructive desertion because he had demonstrated in his repentant moods that he had no intention of destroying the marriage.31

			The case began with Mr Justice Foster of the Victorian Supreme Court deciding in favour of Jean Wauchope Lang, who petitioned for divorce from her husband Eric Lang on the ground of constructive desertion. The evidence in this case, which had striking similarities to Iris’s, was detailed in the judgement of the House of Lords.

			The protagonists were Eric Lang, born in Elsternwick, Melbourne, on 7 November 1900, and Jean Wauchope Lang, born in Malvern, Adelaide, in 1899. An engineer and forester, Eric Lang enlisted in the AIF late in 1940, just before turning forty. Sent to the Middle East with the AIF, he was stationed in Palestine, Libya, and was at the Siege of Tobruk, during which he experienced many bouts of illness. He was admitted to 63 British General Hospital and was subsequently moved in and out of hospital and through different units until he embarked at Suez on SS Tariff on 14 June 1942 to return to Australia. In late 1942, he was transferred to an engineering unit in Melbourne, where he undertook different courses.32 His appearance in divorce records begins with his actions on his return to his wife and family in Australia.

			In their judgement, Lord Porter, leader of the Law Lords, quoted Justice Foster’s judgement in the case. Justice Foster stated that when Eric Lang returned from service in the Middle East in 1942, he told his son that he intended to be master, that he was going to knock his wife into submission, and it was the only thing she understood. During the following five years he was constantly violent, slapping and punching his wife and beating her with a ruler and a cane while holding her across his knees, leaving her with bruises all over her body. He twisted her arms behind her back, holding them there for an hour before the children called the police. He held her under cold showers, dragged her by her hair and constantly referred to her as a bitch. At night his constant sexual attacks led to violent disturbances. On one occasion she walked the streets to get away and on two occasions she left her husband for several months before being induced to return on the promise that he would reform, which did not eventuate. After a spell away from home on an army posting, he returned, purportedly with advice from a psychiatrist that he described as the Rape of Lucretia. This culminated in an act described by Justice Foster as ‘forced sexual intercourse on her in circumstances of calculated and revolting indignity’.

			At the beginning of their judgement, the Law Lords, led by Lord Porter, described in a headnote what was required for ‘constructive desertion’:

			In constructive desertion the factum is the course of conduct, which must be grave and convincing, pursued by the party remaining in the home. In determining whether, in such cases, the necessary intention exists, the real question is whether the party pursuing the course of conduct knew that, if persisted in, it would in all human probability result in the other party’s departure. Although the requisite intention may legitimately be inferred from the acts alone, the inference may be rebutted by convincing evidence to the contrary. It is not rebutted by evidence that the party pursuing the course of conduct hoped and desired that his acts would not produce their probable effect of causing a separation.33

			Before proceeding to a decision, Lord Porter considered the case in detail from its origin in Victoria, the appeal to the Victorian Supreme Court and the appeal in the High Court of Australia. At the end of what must have been an enormously expensive legal pursuit, the original decision in Lang v. Lang remained. Jean Wauchope Lang had won a divorce from the highest legal authorities where others failed.

			Iris’s solitary death

			After Jack Aria’s death in 1962, Iris began to withdraw from active life. Woman had been taken over some time before by Woman’s Day and, after a few years on the staff, she resigned. There is little evidence of her writing or movements in her later years, which she spent at 85A Ocean St, Woollahra, the home she had settled with Aria. Her papers at the Mitchell Library do not contain any material on the last twenty years of her life.

			At her wish, Iris died alone. She was cremated with no-one present, and her death was not announced until a time she specified after both events. She died in St Vincent’s Hospital, Darlinghurst, on 24 March 1974, of cerebral thrombosis and chronic renal failure at the age of sixty-seven. Notes she wrote found on her body gave her doctor’s name and the words ‘think coronary’. She added: ‘No one present at Crematorium’ and ‘funds and expense to be spared’. She named a funeral director and requested her solicitors to look after everything. Further instructions written on the outside of her will were dated 20 March 1974. She wished to be privately cremated in the Northern Suburbs Crematorium, with nobody present and her ashes were to be scattered in her garden. The death notice was not to appear until a week after her death or three days after her cremation and was to contain only bare details. Her will was written before Jack Aria’s death as it divided her estate between her husband and two relatives.34 The strangeness of Iris’s instructions drew the attention of academic writer on death Pat Jalland.35

			Iris—in Greek mythology ‘rainbow goddess’—who began her working life with such verve and ambition, died in obscurity after a lifetime dogged by her disastrous first marriage. The day before that marriage she had said: ‘Yes. I’ve got ambitions. Oh millions! I want a chateau on the Mediterranean. I want to write great novels and plays.’36 Her ambition was quickly crushed and her life blighted by her failure to obtain a divorce under the law as it was interpreted in New South Wales in the 1930s. In 1975, the Whitlam government passed the Family Law Act, which replaced earlier divorce laws. It allowed couples to divorce if they could show that their marriage had suffered an irretrievable breakdown and that they had been separated for more than twelve months.
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			Entangled experiences of class: The 1891 Queensland bush workers’ strike

			Peter Woodley

			On the seventeenth day of a trial, one ‘close and drowsy’ afternoon in a courtroom in Rockhampton, central Queensland, in May 1891, fourteen men would finally learn of their fate. The charge was conspiracy, in that context taken to mean two or more people intimidating, threating, obstructing or by any other means inducing people to belong to unions or alter their mode of conducting business.1 The room was filled with lawyers and police officers, pastoralists and court officials, newspaper reporters and an unknown mix of local observers. After spending two nights deliberating in seclusion and communicating to the judge several times that they could not reach a unanimous decision—each time to be sent away to consider the matter further—the jury found twelve of the accused to be guilty. The fifty-two-year-old, English-born and Cambridge-educated Supreme Court judge, George Rogers Harding, ‘with trim beard and glittering eye-glass’, firmly put aside the jury’s unanimous plea that the sentences be as lenient as possible, reminding them where their responsibilities ended and where his prerogative prevailed.2

			The twelve convicted that day were united by their involvement in the shearers’ and bush labourers’ strike that had been in progress since January. They had no known prior convictions among them and were otherwise an eclectic collection of men with diverse backgrounds. Half were immigrants from Britain and Ireland—a higher proportion than for the Queensland population as a whole, of whom about seven in ten were Australian-born.3 Of those whose religious affiliations are known, some were Catholic, some Anglican. Others eschewed denominations and were instead ‘free thinkers’, when fewer than two per cent of people counted as Queenslanders so identified.4 They ranged in age from twenty-five to forty-nine, but most were in their thirties. All but two were single at the time of the strike—again, a higher proportion than for the colonial population, though perhaps not so aberrant for itinerant rural workers.5

			During that long trial, Harding made clear what he thought about the disruptions to which those arraigned before him were accused of contributing. On hearing that police had not intervened to prevent a crowd of protesters at Clermont from impeding a wagon carrying non-union labourers by disturbing the horses, Harding calculated that the four officers, each with a six-shooter, could have discharged twenty-four shots. He surmised, notoriously, that the result would have been different had he been involved.6 Then, on that final day, Harding pointed out to the twelve that he had the power to sentence them each to life imprisonment. Such was the volatile feeling in the room that several of them virtually dared him to. He set out the factors he had taken into account, including that they were to be punished for their purpose of ‘destroying all things in this colony which value peace and order’.7 But the sentences were also to be a deterrent for the ‘hundreds’ whom he alleged remained at large and were complicit in their conspiracy. It was as though to emphasise the indiscriminate power of the state: they were but a random sample of striking workers whom the police and military could round up on a whim and deliver to the courts.8 They were all sentenced to three years’ imprisonment on St Helena Island near Brisbane.

			It was a decisive and punitive climax to a confrontation between workers and pastoralists that commentators at the time recognised and represented as a metaphorical, if not literal, war between ‘capital’ and ‘labour’.9 Historians generally agree that it resulted in a crushing defeat for organised labour.10 But, as well as being a clash between abstract class interests, the 1891 strike consisted of the often intense and fraught intersections of individuals’ lives—like those present in the Rockhampton courtroom—many of whom are represented in the Australian Dictionary of Biography, the associated Register of the Australian Labour Movement, 1788–1975 and the companion compilation, People Australia. This article provides a setting within which to locate some of their individual stories, many of which would never have been noticed, nor included in these collections, had they not been involved in the events of 1891. It aligns with the historian E. P. Thompson’s argument that class is not a thing, but rather a process that plays out in the lives of people negotiating day-to-day relationships of the means of production.11 It suggests, in outline, the possibilities of collective biography as a window into the experience of class—examining the convergence of disparate lives in a moment, how they influenced and, in turn, were affected by it, and how (or if) that experience shaped their subsequent trajectories.12 The article provides a context for the strike, a brief overview of the main events that occurred between late 1890 and June 1891, and a reflection on the strike’s legacy, including its place in the Australian Labor Party’s foundation story.

			Context and origins of a strike

			In the place that from 1859 became the colony of Queensland, Europeans had been depasturing sheep for wool-growing since the 1840s. At first this had been concentrated in the Moreton Bay, Darling Downs and coastal regions, but by the 1880s graziers were moving into the Mitchell, Maranoa and Warrego districts of central Queensland—a process accomplished through extensive violence and disruption inflicted on Aboriginal people with the aid of a Native Mounted Police force directed by white officers.13 In that transformative decade, the number of sheep in Queensland more than doubled, and by 1890 properties were enormous—the largest running 375,000 sheep—and generally owned by pastoral and finance companies.14 Pastoralists dominated the Queensland parliament and government, though the owners of these large enterprises often lived elsewhere. Traditional owners continued to negotiate access to Country and to provide labour, albeit under exploitative conditions, in the pastoral economy. By the early 1890s, many Aboriginal shearers were active unionists and, as historian Jordan Humphreys shows, would participate alongside non-Indigenous shearers in the industrial disputes of that decade, including the 1891 strike.15

			Labour was most in demand during the shearing season, which in Queensland extended mainly from March to September, though some sheds in the south-west started as early as January. Itinerant workers could pick up positions either as shearers (paid at piece rates, per sheep shorn), or as wage-earning shedhands performing other essential tasks. Shearing generally took an average of from seven to eight weeks on each property, after which workers would move on to other sheds in Queensland or New South Wales.16

			From the mid-1880s, shearers began to form unions at various places in New South Wales in response to poor working conditions and pastoralists’ bids to reduce shearing rates. In June 1887, several local unions joined together to form the Amalgamated Shearers’ Union of Australasia (ASU). A separate Queensland Shearers’ Union (QSU) formed at the same time, and resisted overtures to become the ASU’s Queensland branch, or to federate.17 Shearers struck in the 1887 and 1888 seasons over pay and conditions, as well as in opposition to pastoralists’ resistance to unions’ claims of a right to negotiate on shearers’ behalf.18 Conflict was exacerbated by the introduction of machine shearing, which involved considerable investment by station-owners and shearers having to adapt to the new technology. The ways shearing was conducted had to be renegotiated. The Queensland Labourers’ Union (QLU) formed in October 1888 and began signing up shedhands.19

			The leading people organising labour were generally workers themselves. The QSU’s first secretary, Bill Kewley, forty-six by 1891, had emigrated from the Isle of Man in 1861 and worked at shearing and other bush work around Queensland.20 English-born Albert Hinchcliffe had emigrated to Brisbane from Lancashire as a child in the 1860s, and worked as a miner and butcher before being apprenticed as a newspaper compositor. He became a union organiser for that trade and, in 1890, was appointed secretary of Queensland’s umbrella trade union group, the Australian Labour Federation (ALF).21 In January, the QSU affiliated with the ALF, which then launched its newspaper, the Worker, with the articulate and passionate twenty-eight-year-old socialist from Bristol William Lane as editor.22 The ALF adopted a radical vision for Queensland, at its first general council meeting advocating ‘the Nationalisation of all sources of wealth and all means of producing and distributing wealth’, a message that Lane propagated through the newspaper.23 The QSU resolved that year that its members should not shear in sheds that also engaged non-unionists.

			The 1891 bush workers’ strike was just one among several in the late 1880s and early 1890s, but it was the largest and longest, and occurred amid increasingly strained relations between capital and labour across a number of industries. In August 1889, Australian unionists affirmed their support for an international, or at least empire-wide, alliance of labour by donating thirty thousand pounds to support striking London dock workers (equivalent to the annual return from shearing of about 460 shearers or 980 shedhands).24 Then, in May 1890, wharf labourers in Brisbane refused to load wool shorn by non-union labour on Jondaryan station in the Darling Downs. The renowned miners’ and shearers’ union organiser from Creswick in Victoria, William Guthrie Spence, participated in the ALF’s subsequent negotiations with the Darling Downs Pastoralists’ Association to demonstrate the broader union movement’s support for the Queensland shearers’ cause. After several weeks, the parties struck an agreement to the ALF’s satisfaction, and the station’s wool was loaded onto ships for the London markets.25 It was not only the culmination of workers’ cooperation across unions, trades and colonial boundaries, but also the apogee of their industrial success for years to come. The incident hardened the resolve of employers who recognised the danger to their interests in such solidarity across industries and places.

			The maritime strike of August–November 1890 made several matters plain. It began when members of the Mercantile Marine Officers’ Association walked off the job in Melbourne in protest at their employer’s refusal to negotiate wages and conditions while the association’s Victorian members were affiliated with the Melbourne Trades Hall Council. The strike spread to Sydney and involved shearers’, miners’ and wharf labourers’ unions, and others—about fifty thousand workers in all. The first point to emerge was that governments, even when they pretended otherwise, were not neutral conciliators. The military and police quelled workers’ protests in an environment where serious violence was averted more through good fortune than design.26 Second, the dispute was not simply over remuneration and workplace conditions, but about labour’s right to organise and engage with employers collectively. Third, employers were themselves becoming increasingly organised. They had become anxious when the ASU and the maritime unions had coordinated their actions during the Jondaryan dispute. Indeed, some argue that the maritime strike was engineered by employer groups keen to assert their strength in the wake of that experience.27 The maritime strike ended in defeat for the unionists.

			The strike

			The 1891 Queensland shearing season was about to begin as southern unions recoiled from their humiliation. But if pastoral enterprise and its reliance on shearing were common across the eastern mainland colonies, why was Queensland the location of this next, emphatic confrontation between capital and labour? One explanation is that the shearing season typically started earliest in the northern colony, beginning with just a few sheds, so if the conditions were generally susceptible to industrial strife, then it was likely to erupt there first. But historians generally agree that there was more intent to it than that.

			As labour became more organised and embraced the imperative of collective industrial action, so too did capital. The Queensland Pastoral Employers’ Association (PEA) had formed at Barcaldine in April 1889, and the New South Wales Pastoralists’ Association that same month.28 In light of the employers’ Jondaryan setback and their subsequent victory in the maritime dispute, pastoralists met in Melbourne and Sydney in November and December 1890 to combine forces as the federated Pastoralists’ Union of Australia (PUA).

			Despite their active and decisive roles, entrepreneurs with Queensland pastoral interests infrequently feature in accounts of the strike. Many had Melbourne connections, the city since the 1860s being home to banks and pastoral companies with assets in the northern colony.29 One of the more prominent was forty-seven-year-old, Melbourne Grammar School–educated Francis Reid (Frank) Murphy. He was the son of Sir Francis Murphy, a former member of the Legislative Council and Speaker of the Legislative Assembly in the Victorian parliament, and the owner of extensive Queensland sheep stations. Frank managed the family’s properties and had represented the seat of Barcoo in the Queensland parliament since 1885. As industrial tensions escalated, he became president of the PEA.30

			Of Murphy’s pastoralist colleagues residing in Melbourne, among the wealthiest and most influential were members of the Fairbairn family. The patriarch, George Fairbairn, had emigrated from Scotland in 1839 and, by the 1860s, had amassed a substantial portfolio of sheep stations, before investing in businesses that lent to those who purchased pastoral properties.31 His sons sustained the business, including George Fairbairn (junior), who managed several Queensland stations before becoming general manager of the Fairbairns’ enterprises and managing director of the United Mortgage and Agency Company of Australia Limited.32 Stephen Svensen estimates that the Fairbairns owned an interest in one sheep in every five in Queensland. George Fairbairn (junior) convened a meeting of the Queensland delegates immediately before the Melbourne conference to agree on common positions they would take to the discussions. 33 The Age considered this highly significant: ‘As the pastoralists regard Queensland as the real battle ground in the shearing industry, the views of the Queensland delegates will have much influence on the decisions of the conference.’34 It would not be the last time that metaphors of war were applied to the coming events.

			Pausing just long enough to allow participants to see Carbine win the Melbourne Cup, the new employers’ union members committed to unanimity of action, and to maintain ‘freedom of contract in respect of the employment of all labour’.35 This meant, of course, that individual workers would be expected to sign up with PUA-affiliated pastoralists on the employer’s terms—or not at all. The Worker editorialised on the status of the non-unionised, ‘free labourer’:

			[He is] ‘free’ only in that he has the sacred freedom of accepting, without reference to his fellow workers and without thought of the better terms he might make for himself by organisation, the conditions of labouring set for him by a capitalistic ring.36

			If the station-owners were manoeuvring to provoke a dispute in Queensland to resolve the terms of their engagement with labour, they achieved it in early January when QSU members refused to sign the new pastoralists’ shearing agreement proffered at the Fairbairns’ Logan Downs station north of Clermont.37

			Even as the strike was unfolding, the union movement was campaigning on a much wider front—for political as well as industrial reform. In late February, Queensland delegates to a union conference in Adelaide published a manifesto seeking their unions’ right to exclude non-unionists from their workplaces and to negotiate the terms of their employment with pastoralists, but their grievances and aspirations extended to enfranchisement and access to the whole machinery of government.38 At about that time, Hinchcliffe approached the then Queensland treasurer, Thomas McIlwraith, also a former premier, seeking a meeting between the workers’ and pastoralists’ unions to negotiate a resolution. McIlwraith—himself a wealthy pastoralist and financier, and member of the PEA—responded that the pastoralists were ready to meet, but on the condition that the bush workers first accepted the principle of ‘freedom of contract’, which to the workers, of course, was the whole point of their action—the fundamental reason they were on strike. The meeting would never take place.39

			Once it was clear that most unionists would not sign the pastoralists’ agreement, events moved quickly.40 The strike was coordinated on the workers’ side by a committee of the central council of the ALF, with representation from the QSU and the QLU. Striking workers gathered in camps in many locations. The two largest were at Barcaldine and Clermont. They were generally disciplined and peaceful except when roused by the arrival of strikebreakers. In early February pastoralists dispatched the first group of two hundred non-union labourers from Melbourne to keep the sheds working. The railway from Rockhampton that had recently been extended to Barcaldine could move non-union labour into the heart of wool country as efficiently as it moved the wool clip out.41

			The Queensland government responded by dispatching police and military units to the townships where unionists gathered, with artillery pieces and mounted infantry. Local officials received authority to recruit special constables. The most widely known participant in these events was the Queensland premier, Samuel Griffith. At forty-five years of age, this son of a Congregationalist minister was already a veteran of colonial politics, having served as premier between 1883 and 1888. He legalised trade unions in Queensland in 1885, was McIlwraith’s principal rival and held a reputation as a relatively liberal politician during that first term in office.42 In December 1888 he published an article in Lane’s labour newspaper the Boomerang—‘Want and Wealth’—in which he argued that, though labour was the sole source of wealth, the unequal and unrestricted contest between capital and labour meant that an overwhelming and inequitable proportion of that wealth fell to the capitalist. The unfettered market did not beget equity. Griffith’s solution was for the state to take a firm, mediating role, regulating to enforce a ‘fair’ division of the products of labour.43 But such flirtation with socialist principles, however academic, was short-lived. Griffith was appointed premier again in August 1890, having formed an alliance with his erstwhile adversary, McIlwraith.

			Griffith was out of the colony for two periods during the strike, attending to the business for which he is more commonly remembered—and perhaps which he preferred—helping to draft a constitution for a future Australian federation, famously aboard Queensland’s steamer on the Hawkesbury River. Though McIlwraith and the colonial secretary, solicitor and mining entrepreneur Horace Tozer, were involved more directly in the conflict, Griffith as premier made the telling decisions.44 He might have considered wage justice to be a worthy objective in theory, and wrote to colleagues that the government could not be seen to align with one class or another.45 But, in the face of an actual stand-off and putative challenges to the rule of law, Griffith was determined ‘to keep order at any cost’.46 In a performative gesture of supposed authority, he arranged for the governor-in-council to issue a proclamation on 23 February 1891, urging the encamped strikers to disperse and disarm, though he knew it had no legal effect.47 Under Griffith’s leadership, the Queensland government, in Vance Palmer’s evocative words, ‘hadn’t merely kept the ring clear for the contending parties; it had come in vigorously as the shearers’ principal opponent’.48

			There is no question that the government took the pastoralists’ side during the strike. It prevented post offices from sending unions’ coded telegrams, and railway employees displaying sympathy for the strikers were dismissed. Workers knew exactly where the state stood in their contest with capital. At a torchlight demonstration and procession in Barcaldine in March, pride of place went to an effigy adorned with the inscription: 

			Wealth and Want.

			Sir SW Griffith.

			Traitor! Meet thy doom.49

			A second figure, that of Francis Murphy MLA, embodied the union’s perspective on the inextricable alliance of capital and the state. Later, Spence also made the workers’ perspective plain: ‘The police and military were placed at the disposal of the Pastoralists’ Union, of which the cabinet was simply a committee to carry out instructions.’50

			The cabinet agreed that police should arrest union leaders en masse. Unionists were arrested following incidents at Barcaldine, Clermont and elsewhere, and unrest increased. Grassfires were started, and several shearing sheds were burnt down, though it was not always clear that striking workers were responsible.51 Unionists allegedly attempted to derail trains carrying strikebreakers to the shearing districts. Strikers vigorously encouraged non-unionists to reconsider their commitments to employers. In places, Chinese businesses, and stations employing Chinese gardeners and cooks, were menaced. For some workers, the exclusion of Chinese people and South Sea Islanders—the idea of a White Australia—was a fundamental plank of their unionism.52 Though tensions were running high and shearing had been disrupted, the ALF did not announce a general call-out of bush workers until 24 March. By April, at least nine thousand men were on strike and hundreds were incarcerated awaiting trial.53 There was little chance that the impasse would conclude in their favour, but union camps voted overwhelmingly to continue the strike on 12 April.

			Newspapers reported the strike as a predominantly masculine experience, as the participants who are identified in this article and the associated historiography indicate. Striking workers, police and military personnel, politicians, jurists, and pastoralists and their agents were all male. Mary Montgomery Bennett, not ten years old at the time of the strike, shared the views of her pastoralist father Robert Christison, in whose biography she painted the unionists as violent revolutionaries bent on overthrowing the state, and threatening the safety and property of the employing class.54 On the workers’ side, the strike affected and engaged women as bush workers’ spouses, or as residents of the rural towns that relied on workers and rural industry to survive, but their record is faint, if not silent. The Irish-born shearers’ union organiser from New Zealand Aileen Garmson was certainly active in Australia during that period, claiming to have been involved in the maritime strike and the 1892 Broken Hill miners’ strike. She also worked avidly to persuade New Zealand shearers not to break the later Queensland strike of 1894, so it is conceivable that she had some connection with events in 1891.55 Historian Gavin Souter speculates that Clara Jones, a hospital matron, was the ‘Union Girl, Clermont’ whose poem supporting the strikers was published in the Worker in May 1891. The following year she raised a red flag over Muttaburra hospital to celebrate the election of a Labor member to the Queensland parliament.56 In central Queensland in 1891, numerous accounts of protests and strikers’ processions mentioned women’s participation.57 A crowd of 1,500 protesters in Barcaldine gathering to meet a train carrying the Gympie Mounted Infantry was swelled, one report revealed, by ‘large numbers of women and children’.58 And when arrested and chained unionists, including organiser George Taylor, were marched through crowds in the streets of Barcaldine to their cells, one woman called out (somewhat ambiguously): ‘Never mind George, they have put a bullock chain on you now, but they will put a crown on you soon.’59

			Aftermath

			By June, with many strike leaders incarcerated, union funds exhausted, pastoralists showing no sign of weakening and the government interested principally in asserting law and order, the QSU suspended its rules to allow members to make their own terms with employers, and the strike petered out. Shearing proceeded for the remainder of the season. As wool prices fell and the depression deepened in subsequent years, bush workers’ bargaining power only weakened. But what became of the protagonists, thrown together for a few brief months, and what can their trajectories reveal about the place of the strike in history and memory?

			Griffith saw much of his drafting work of 1891 translated into the constitution of the new Commonwealth in 1901. He left parliamentary politics to serve as Queensland’s chief justice between 1893 and 1903, then became the inaugural chief justice of the High Court of Australia, a position he held until 1919. It would be left to other legislators to craft the conciliation and arbitration apparatus by which governments would seek to mediate the claims of capital and labour. He died in 1920, remembered more for his constitutional drafting work than as a premier who, despite his liberal stance in the 1880s, in the face of actual conflict between capital and labour, asserted the primacy of the law, and put state power behind employers’ interests.

			Harding died suddenly in Brisbane just four years after the trial, aged fifty-six. He would be disparaged for years in the pages of the Worker, but in a sign that the strike generated little continuing sympathy among many of the Queensland population, large crowds witnessed the funeral procession as he was sent off in style by the Brisbane establishment, including the governor, the premier, the chief justice and many other dignitaries.60 His reputation, other than among labour sympathisers, appears not to have been tarnished, and might even have been burnished, by his actions in Rockhampton.

			The younger George Fairbairn’s career did not miss a beat. He continued to accumulate pastoral assets in Victoria and New South Wales, as well as other corporate interests. The thorough embodiment of the Melbourne establishment, he served as president of the Employers’ Federation of Australia and the Melbourne Club. In 1903 he became the member for Toorak in the Victorian Legislative Assembly before being elected on an anti-socialist platform to the Melbourne seat of Fawkner in the House of Representatives in 1906.61 From 1917 he sat in the Senate as a Nationalist Party member, then became Victoria’s agent-general in London before being knighted in 1926. When he died in 1943, his obituaries were entirely silent on his role in the 1891 strike.62

			In the Queensland parliament, Francis Murphy defended the pastoralists’ stance in opposing the ALF, but died early the next shearing season. At the subsequent by-election, his seat of Barcoo went to Thomas (‘Tommy’) Ryan, who had stood accused of conspiracy in Rockhampton but was one of two found not guilty. His was a brief and unspectacular parliamentary career, but it showed that workers could imagine a way to exert influence and power from within government.63 Albert Hinchcliffe embraced the alliance between industrial and parliamentary labour as a path to a fairer deal for workers, becoming secretary of a formally constituted Labor Party in Queensland in August 1892. He unsuccessfully sought election to the Legislative Assembly in 1893 and 1900 before a Liberal–Labor coalition government appointed him to the Legislative Council where he served between 1904 and 1922.64

			As for the radical visionary and dreamer William Lane, even in May 1891 with the strike still unfolding, he had sent an agent to South America in search of land on which to establish a new community, to be founded on an agrarian vision of cooperation, sobriety, self-sufficiency and racial purity. As the most overt expression of pessimism in the state’s capacity to foster a just society, he and his family emigrated to Paraguay in 1893 with 219 other colonists to build what they called New Australia. But his bold experiment led only to bitter antagonism among the colonists and his leadership of a breakaway colony called Cosme. Disappointed at such failure, he moved to New Zealand in 1899. He wrote for and later edited the New Zealand Herald, displaying none of the radicalism of his earlier days, and died in 1917.65 Fellow English-born radical journalist Frederick Vosper, who had openly urged the striking workers to revolution if peaceful paths to reform were exhausted (‘If your oppressors do not listen to reason, let them feel cold lead and steel’), stayed the course, moved to Western Australia and entered parliament there, but was dead by 1901 at the age of thirty-one.66

			On their release from prison in November 1893, the twelve convicted conspirators posed for a group photograph—hair and whiskers trimmed, each in a tidy but workaday suit and tie—pictures of working-class respectability. They are united, perhaps one last time, by their experience—‘Unionist Prisoners’, the inscription proclaims—and by their common cause, ‘arising out of the bush strike’ (see figure 1).67 Were it not for that experience, we would not have heard of most of them. Once the common thread had been severed, their paths diverged, but they could be seen as a microcosm of the disparate strands of ideology and aspiration that made up the working-class movement of the era. It is, perhaps, not surprising that few of them shore a sheep after the strike. With the unions defeated, it would have offended the principles for which they had been gaoled, to work alongside non-unionists, and PEA-aligned stations would not have made them welcome anyway.

			Some of these union leaders returned to labouring. Alfred Brown was working on a station in central Queensland when he died in 1915. A brief note recording his death referred to his incarceration during the 1891 strike as a defining event in his life.68 Henry Smith-Barry, Hugh Blackwell and Alexander Forrester, as well as Clara Jones, made their way to Lane’s settlements in Paraguay, sharing his despair that the labour movement in Australia would ever attain workers’ equitable enfranchisement and a fair return on their labour. They each returned to Australia eventually.69 Smith-Barry reconnected with union colleagues on his return to Brisbane, and the Australian Workers’ Union took care of his funeral arrangements when he died in 1928.70 Robert Prince put his energy into creating a workers’ cooperative closer to home, as chairman of the Lyrup Village Settlement Association on the Murray River in South Australia.71
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			Figure 1: Queensland shearers’ strike leaders, 1893.

			Source: John Oxley Library, State Library of Queensland.

			Remarkably, five of these twelve labouring men stood for election to colonial or state parliaments, seemingly optimistic that they could change the system from within. By then members of parliament were beginning to be paid, so they had a better chance of doing so. While the eastern colonies were in the depths of a depression, George Taylor went to the burgeoning Coolgardie goldfields in Western Australia where he continued as a trade union organiser before serving as a member of the Legislative Assembly between 1901 and 1929, and was, for a time, colonial secretary and speaker. He split with Labor over the bitter conscription question in 1916 and sat as a Nationalist.72 Julian Stuart also went to the western goldfields where he organised for the local Labor Electoral League, edited the Westralian Worker and represented the mining electorate of Leonora in the Legislative Assembly between 1906 and 1908. His daughter published some of his writings after his death, with his experiences of the strike, the trial and incarceration the predominant theme.73 William Hamilton served as the Labor member for Gregory in the Queensland parliament between 1901 and 1915. He was then appointed to the Legislative Council and became a minister in Thomas Joseph Ryan’s Labor government (1915–19). Hamilton served as president of the Legislative Council from 1917 until his death in 1920, when he was accorded a state funeral.74

			William Fothergill and Robert Prince stood as Labor candidates for the Queensland and South Australian parliaments, respectively, but without success.75 Fothergill had settled in Barcaldine after his release, married there, set up business as a general storekeeper and baker, and led a rich associational life as member of the Manchester Unity Independent Organisation of Oddfellows, which provided mutual support and fellowship for its members, and the Royal Society of St George, established in 1894 to encourage interest in English customs and traditions. He also served on the local shire council.76

			Memories of strikers, then, varied enormously over the protagonists’ lifetimes, and diverged along class lines. In the mainstream press, their roles in the strike and subsequent incarceration were silently excised, as though an irrelevant aberration, or recognised only as an inglorious episode of impetuosity and disorder that temporarily marred the careers of otherwise sober and reformed citizens and legislators. As though to deflect Hamilton’s part in the 1891 strike, on his death in 1920 a newspaper stated that he had ‘suffered for his convictions’, and referred to testimony from thirty years earlier that he was ‘courteous in language, moderate in opinion, calm and dignified in manner’, and ‘at all times sought by constitutional and lawful means’ to pursue his cause.77 By the time Fothergill died in 1921, he was represented as a victim of the strike, being ‘a man of very moderate views … [who] always had urged conciliatory measures’.78 And when Taylor died in 1935, one newspaper chose to emphasise his organisational and oratorical prowess during the 1891 strike, rather than his radicalism: ‘not until all his powers of persuasive oratory were exhausted did he concur with more drastic measures’.79

			So long as they remained true to the party, the labour press remembered the strikers as noble foundational warriors in the battle with capital. Forrester was eulogised in the Worker when he died in 1932, as being ‘faithful to the end to the ideal of the Socialist State’.80 The paper marked Stuart’s passing in 1929 as ‘one of that staunch little band of pioneers who laid the foundation stone of the Australian Labor Movement’.81

			History and legacy

			In the context of a series of major confrontations between labour and capital from 1890 to 1894, historians and others differ on whether the 1891 bush workers’ strike was a distinctive moment or simply part of a continuum, and what, if anything, was its lasting effect. The strike was certainly recognised at the time and subsequently as an intense and dramatic episode. Henry Lawson captured the mood of rebelliousness and latent violence in ‘Freedom on the Wallaby’, published in the Worker while striking shearers and labourers were still encamped.82 Radical-leaning writers maintained the rage after the strike was broken.83 In Australia’s Awakening (1909), Spence played his part in translating history into legend. Years later the labour historian Brian Fitzpatrick described the strike as ‘the most spectacular which Australia has known’, and D. J. Murphy characterised it as having ‘all the romance of a revolution’.84 In the 1950s, members of the Australian Communist Party tapped into that aura of the strike to represent it as a uniquely Australian expression of radicalism in the musical Reedy River, drawing on collected bush songs and new compositions.85

			And yet, in the general community, the strike does not have quite the same enduring resonance as other heroic defeats stamped (albeit in mutable ways) on the national imagination, such as Eureka and Gallipoli. Part of the reason might be found in those somewhat timorous obituaries in mainstream newspapers, which acknowledged the erstwhile conspirators’ involvement in the turmoil of 1891, but then excused them as being victims of a slightly embarrassing, anomalous and ill-tempered period best left behind. It is simpler, perhaps, to embrace stories of conflict involving eager local boys and distant foreigners, or put-upon miners and British ‘redcoats’. But Australians, in general, seem less inclined to own a story about class. John Hirst (and also Geoffrey Bolton and Helen Gregory) argues that, in tension with the legendary bush ethos of mateship and egalitarianism that Russel Ward distilled, there is an alternative, permeating set of middle-class values embracing order and thrift that turns away from a radical vision, as the strikes might be taken to represent.86

			The exception is the Labor Party, with its seasoned history of telling its own origin stories.87 Labour historians have been writing about this period ever since, though the question of the 1891 strike’s significance remains. Many historians concur with Spence’s contemporary view, that the employers’ emphatic victory in the 1890 maritime strike was the decisive event of that period: the ‘great turning point in the history of Australian Labor’.88 Subsequent strikes simply affirmed that workers were never likely to prevail through large-scale industrial action against well-organised and -financed employer groups backed by sympathetic governments.

			There is a common view that the shearers’ strike, in particular, caused the labour movement in Queensland to shed whatever attachment it had to a radical platform, so that it subsequently sought reform from within the system, rather than to overthrow it.89 Others argue that the trend towards ‘gradualism’ had started before the strike, and would have proceeded irrespective of the strike’s outcome.90 In that same vein, most commentators agree that the strikes of the early 1890s and the economic depression hastened the Labor Party’s formation, but discount any direct connection between the party’s genesis and the 1891 strike.91

			And yet, that strike holds pride of place in Australian labour iconography, especially as a foundation story of the Labor Party. William Lane, seething in that Rockhampton courtroom, saw that moment’s potential to inspire reform:

			when Labour shakes off its fetters, when Wrong and Misery and Poverty are rolled away like clouds before the wind, surely then men will give a thought to the martyrs who have made redemption possible, surely here in Australia men will remember those who stood their trial for Labour’s sake at Rockhampton in 1891.92

			But, generally, they don’t. Instead, Barcaldine is cherished as Labor’s birthplace. A huge canopy there, marking the place—the Tree of Knowledge—where bush workers and orators gathered during the strike, is virtually a shrine to the party. It retains, according to the labour historian Ross McMullin, writing at the time of the party’s centenary celebrations, ‘its hallowed place in Labor folklore a century later’.93 This is despite the fact that there is no evidence that a party was actually formed in that place, and that both earlier and later events have more credible claims to represent the party’s genesis.94 It is an invented tradition. What, then, was the appeal of 1891 and Barcaldine’s Tree of Knowledge as the basis of a political movement?

			The history of Labor’s origins is diffuse, procedural (if it is taken to consist of meetings held and resolutions agreed) and diverse, with such events in each colony, and the new Commonwealth, having their own pace.95 One telling of the Barcaldine story has the town as the site of Australia’s first May Day march at the height of the strike, and another that the Manifesto of the Queensland Labor Party was read aloud from beneath the famous tree in 1892.96 Though the tree has only a tenuous attachment to alleged moments or events, it has (or had) the advantage both of being a specific object and place—where pilgrims can gather—and having symbolic worth, as a place of talking, negotiating, exchanging and impressing ideas, all leading to concerted action—the embodiment of the ideal of caucus. It is this, rather than the burning wool sheds, the workers in chains and the ultimate defeat of the strike, that the Labor Party ultimately chooses as its story.
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			Patrick White and the path to Sarsaparilla: How a great novelist became a great unread

			Martin Thomas

			The ‘Patrick White Australia Policy’

			‘Your sense of permanence is perverted’, wrote Patrick White in The Aunt’s Story. ‘True permanence is a state of multiplication and division’.1 The words are prescient, for White himself has done rather well at dissolving into the impermanence of post-mortem obscurity. Perhaps unsurprisingly in view of the pandemic, the thirtieth anniversary of his death in 2020 left little imprint. No literary festival honoured the occasion, and no journal did a special issue. If White is looking down at us from some gumtree in the sky, he will be bathing in the lack of glory. He despised the hacks of the ‘Oz lit’ industry as much as he loathed the ‘academic turds from Canberra’.2

			As one of those unmentionables from the Australian capital, perhaps I should hold my tongue. But I can’t help thinking that the absence of Patrick White for more than three decades is something to care about, if only to understand how a writer of his intelligence and standing became a ‘great unread’. The situation is hardly new. As far back as 2006, White’s stocks had fallen to the extent that a journalist, writing under the name ‘Wraith Picket’, could type out a chapter from White’s novel The Eye of the Storm and submit it as an unsolicited manuscript to a dozen agents and publishers in Australia.3 Despite the anagrammatic hint in the nom de plume, no-one recognised the work as White’s and no-one considered it worthy of publication.

			Things have certainly changed since the 1970s when the buzz around the newly minted Nobel laureate was such that the writer Barbara Blackman could protest that a ‘Patrick White Australia Policy’ gripped the nation. This stirred the old possum who dubbed her ‘Barbara Blackmail’ thereafter.4

			White’s searing wit, which had a delicious way of pirouetting into high bitchiness, is one reason why he is still worth reading. His comic brilliance is fully evident in his works for theatre, as it is in his letters, which he later urged recipients to destroy. Of course they didn’t! Accessing this aspect of the White oeuvre is easy. While researching White in the 1980s, David Marr unearthed more than enough letters to fill a large volume. Published by Jonathan Cape, it is a fine companion to Marr’s definitive biography, Patrick White: A Life.

			Marr is one person for whom the thirtieth anniversary did not slip by unnoticed. He threw a dinner party, bringing together surviving veterans from White’s inner circle. The house on Martin Road in Sydney’s Centennial Park, where White spent the last third of his life, had been a gathering place for a talented crowd of younger friends, many from the theatre world. Kerry Walker, Jim Sharman, Neil Armfield and Kate Fitzpatrick were regulars, and they sometimes appear in photos by William Yang, who doubled as both court photographer and guest. Marr came to know White well during the years he worked on the biography. As the book makes clear, White could be a control freak of a high order. He famously warned editors never to change a comma. But in allowing Marr to write the book, White granted him complete artistic freedom. This would be an ‘unauthorised’ biography, albeit one that was aided and abetted by its subject.

			Authorising his biographer

			White made a shrewd decision in giving his support to Marr who was prominent as a journalist and former editor of the National Times, an influential weekly from the Fairfax stable, now long defunct, that broke some big corruption scandals in the 1980s. Marr had already proved his mettle as a biographer, having written a life of the controversial chief justice, Sir Garfield Barwick. That he was a professional wordsmith, not an academic, was very much in his favour from White’s point of view.

			The biography is a compassionate and yet forensic examination. White’s privileged origins, his lifelong health problems relating to asthma, and the great scope of his artistic vision are captured masterfully. So too is his capacity for terrible rage and cruelty: to his own family; to the ‘friends’ he discarded when they ceased to be useful; and—on occasion—to his life partner, Manoly Lascaris.

			White, who lived to see Marr’s manuscript but not the published book, did not contest the sometimes harrowing portrait it painted. He did, however, demand a final pound of flesh from his biographer, as Marr recounted when I interviewed him for a short podcast.5 After receiving his copy of the manuscript, he summoned an extremely nervous Marr to Martin Road. Marr expected he would deliver judgement on the spot. But it was not so simple. Instead, White required Marr to sit with him at the dining table while he read it in front of him from beginning to end.

			The reading went on for days. It’s a big book. Along the way, White sometimes laughed uproariously, often at his own witticisms. Sometimes he challenged the syntax or a factual detail. Marr laughs about it now, but at the time it was excruciating. He also acknowledges that it was an amazing gift.

			Marr pointed out in the interview that his own trajectory intersected with White’s at an early age. As a child his family had friends who were close neighbours of White and Lascaris. At that time the couple lived in a house called Dogwoods in the township of Castle Hill, then on the outer edge of Sydney. Marr never met them as a kid, but he remembers the house on Showground Road (a wonderful address for a man so fond of glitter and greasepaint).6 Castle Hill was the inspiration for the imaginary locality of Sarsaparilla, a bedraggled backwater of outer suburbia, studded with unpromising place names like Terminus Road and Barranugli. White populated this topography with gossips and busybodies—bastions of the ordinary—who are counterposed by the motley and often taciturn ensemble of misfits and eccentrics who live in their midst. Sarsaparilla is the setting for many of White’s stories including the book that made him, The Tree of Man (1955).

			At Castle Hill, White and Lascaris lived quietly, as camp couples did in the 1950s. Not only was Lascaris queer, but he was a ‘new Australian’ (the word ‘immigrant’ requiring a euphemism in those years). The emotional scars of the war, streaked by a strong sense of survivor’s guilt, haunted him for the remainder of his life. These wounds were personified in the memory of a German soldier, a beautiful blond man with ‘porcelain skin … naked against the setting sun over the Red Sea’, with whom he had an affair in 1934. 7 The soldier subsequently wrote to him, begging for assistance in getting out of Germany. Not realising the horror of the situation there, Lascaris paid little heed to the request. He never heard from the man again and forever after carried the shame of having failed to help him.

			Lascaris explained to the academic and translator Vrasidas Karalis that he ‘escaped to Patrick and Australia because there was so much death around me, so much darkness. I wanted a place without my memories.’8 Whether Australia—or anywhere else for that matter—could have delivered on that front is doubtful. But the new country did give him plenty he could never forget. This was the time when Prime Minister Robert Menzies was hunting reds with McCarthyite zeal. The true White Australia policy was still in full swing, bringing untold misery to the First Australians.

			The lure of the land

			Half a century later, Lascaris told Karalis about how, in the fifties, he had to go to a pharmacy to buy olive oil.9 It’s a bizarre detail, but in a way it says it all. Australian provincialism and insularity were highly mysterious to this cosmopolitan and philosophically minded Greek whose family had lived for generations in Alexandria. It was there that he and White met as servicemen during the war.

			After being demobbed they had drifted around the Mediterranean, eventually deciding to settle in Australia. The idea appealed to Lascaris. Quite apart from his yearning to escape the residue of Europe’s recent horrors, he knew that his Greek relatives would never tolerate him living openly with a male partner, which is what he and White had decided to do. After moving to Australia and acquiring the small holding on Showground Road, the couple tried to be self-sufficient, growing fruit and vegetables, milking the cow and making butter, selling cut flowers. They were passionate dog breeders who are credited with reintroducing the Schnauzer to Australia.10 Only at night, when his labour on the land was done, did White pick up the pen. This was an eccentric career path for a man born to a pastoral empire. His family were among the richest graziers in the country, but here he was on a lot of six acres, pursuing some oddball variation on the official soldier settler schemes.

			Marr regards White’s decision to make his home in Australia as both courageous and unexpected. To stay in Europe would have been an obvious choice for someone of his talent, connections and independent wealth. (His inheritance from his father was sufficient to ensure he would never need a paying job.) By 1941, White had published his second novel and begun to make his name in London where he spent the greater part of the thirties. In New York, his career was going equally well. At Viking he had caught the attention of Ben Huebsch, the US publisher of James Joyce, D. H. Lawrence, Stephan Zweig and other greats. Huebsch acquired the American rights to both of White’s novels and was eager to publish more. After the end of the war, the world was pretty much White’s oyster, but by this time he could not resist ‘a longing to return to the wells of childhood, which is, after all, the purest well from which the creative artist draws’.11 He thought he would at least give Australia a try and ‘see what I should find other than the landscapes which had never left me’.12

			[image: Figure 1: Patrick White and Manoly Lascaris, Martin Road]

			Figure 1: Patrick White and Manoly Lascaris, Martin Road.

			Source: Photograph by William Yang (1989). Courtesy of the National Library of Australia and the artist, nla.gov.au/nla.obj-152639200.

			When White and Lascaris were putting down roots at Castle Hill, droves of artists and intellectuals were heading in the opposite direction. There are many reasons why so many Australians left at that time—the conservatism, materialism, distance from everywhere else and sheer cultural barrenness are often mentioned. Menzies’s success in staying in power, aided by the anti-communist split within the Australian Labor Party, brought despair to many on the left. The continuing exodus from Australia, which lasted through to the sixties, resulted in the permanent departure of talents as diverse as Michael Blakemore, Carmen Callil, Randolph Stow, Clive James, Sidney Nolan, Arthur Boyd, John Pilger and Germaine Greer. White fully understood the persuasiveness of these ‘push factors’, but his response to them was very different. He took ownership of them, exploring and interpreting them in his prose. The uncertainty of the European foothold in Australia, the sense of fragility and spiritual vacuity that resulted, became one of the great themes of White’s fiction. He later explained his writing as an attempt to ‘people the Australian emptiness’.13

			The ‘push power’ of a seemingly desolate culture in Australia cannot be separated from the ‘pull’ of Europe, which White himself felt strongly throughout his life, despite his growing reputation as the de facto ‘novelist laureate’ of Australia, a status almost formalised by his being awarded the Nobel prize in 1973. The citation described him as the creator of an ‘epic and psychological narrative art which has introduced a new continent into literature’.14

			White, ever the iconoclast, told the press on the day the prize was announced that, while his blood was Australian, he felt himself a Londoner ‘at heart’.15 Jingoism unnerved him deeply, especially in view of the continuing injustice suffered by Indigenous Australians. He described himself variously as a ‘dubious Australian’ and as ‘a foreigner in my own country’.16 Somewhat surprisingly, he accepted the award of Australian of the Year in 1973, although he noted in his acceptance speech that ‘Australia Day is for me a day of self-searching rather than trumpet blowing’.17 In private he was more candid, confiding to an old friend that being Australian was rather like having ‘a hump or a clubfoot: one has to put up with it’.18

			London calling

			White was serious when he described himself as a Londoner. He was born there in 1912 while his parents were making an extended visit to the imperial capital, as colonials of their wealth and class were inclined to do. In explaining White’s great affinity with London, Marr points out that he had ‘a slightly guilty faith in the stars’.19 As his birthplace, he felt that London had marked him for life, even though the family sailed for Sydney when he was just six months old.

			Much of his childhood was spent at Lulworth, a mansion near Sydney Harbour that he would use as a setting in several books, most memorably in The Vivisector where the luxuriant monstera deliciosa in the garden becomes a ‘delicious monster’ in the impressionable mind of young Hurtle Duffield. Visits to family properties, an important thread in White’s early life, were his induction to the landscapes that never left him, even after his parents took him back to Britain in 1925, this time to get young ‘Paddy’, as they called him, settled into an English public school, which his mother thought superior to the Australian imitations. They enrolled him at Cheltenham College in Gloucestershire where, as he later wrote in his author bio, ‘“it was understood the climate would be temperate and a colonial acceptable”. Neither proved true’.20

			White was a thin, asthmatic homosexual who detested sport. At Cheltenham he was bullied unmercifully, and he loathed the very mention of the place forever after. Holidays brought relief in the form of visits to London where he indulged his love of theatre and dreamed of writing plays. He subsequently returned to Australia where he had a gap year in reverse, jackerooing at properties owned by family and friends.

			That period of stockwork and horsemanship, a rite of passage for a young man of his background, reinvigorated his connection with the bush and revealed to all concerned that Patrick had no future in the family business. But it did provide raw material for his first published novel, Happy Valley. By the time it came out in 1939, White had been back in England for several years. After studying French and German at Cambridge, he moved to London where he lived at various addresses on and around Ebury Street, close to Belgravia but closer still to the less salubrious Victoria Station. In those years it was something of a Bohemian quarter. Marr laments that, for all the blue plaques in London connecting famous people with buildings, White’s years in the city have not been officially recognised. If ever he gets his plaque, it will be at 13 Eccleston Street, the address where he lived longest. There, more than anywhere else, he ingested the modernist influences that shaped him as a stylist.

			His exposure to modern literature at that time was inevitably important, but that strand of his reading had begun at Cambridge if not before. Proust, Joyce and Lawrence were high among his guiding stars. The particular influence of London on White’s artistic formation was the immersion it provided him in other art forms. There was always the theatre, especially important since White at that time saw his future as a playwright. He had several scripts in circulation and enjoyed a minor but promising success in the West End, with a short, camp monologue titled Peter Plover’s Party, performed as part of a longer revue.

			But it was music and especially painting that brought rhythm, texture and tonality to his writing. The passages in White that are most divisive, seducing some readers and infuriating others, begin to make sense when thought of as a type of literary cubism. The hallucinatory scenes in The Aunt’s Story, set in the garden of a French hotel and intended as a harbinger of World War II, are a great example. Characters, names, images, float in and out of consciousness; appearances and surfaces are fractured, leaving underlying forms mysteriously exposed. White explained his process as ‘an attempt to come close to the core of reality, the structure of reality, as opposed to the merely superficial’.21 Painting as a medium suggested models for his own aesthetic, and several of his major texts, including The Aunt’s Story and the play The Ham Funeral were directly inspired by works he had seen in painters’ studios.

			The Vivisector is White’s consummate statement on painters and painting. He wrote in his memoir, Flaws in the Glass, that Hurtle Duffield, the artist-protagonist, was a composite character, inspired by various painters he had known over the years. Sidney Nolan is often mentioned, but there were many others. White was a serious collector of paintings and he well understood the challenges of reading them. His genuine engagement with the medium began during his Ebury Street years where, among his neighbours, there was a wild and extravagant young man, English by descent although raised in Ireland. White thought he overdid things with the lipstick, but the friendship between them blossomed and endured.

			Francis Bacon had already experienced some success in the early thirties with a painting titled Crucifixion being exhibited at the Mayor Gallery and featured in Herbert Read’s book Art Now.22 These were promising signs for a precocious but untrained painter. When White first knew Bacon he was designing furniture for a living. White became a client as well as a friend, commissioning various items including a desk he adored. White and Bacon were introduced by Roy de Maistre, an artist who was about twenty years their senior. An eccentric whose many affectations included a royal pedigree, he was, as Marr’s biography points out, far more interesting than his confabulations would suggest. As well as having ‘a knack of making young and talented men take themselves seriously’, he was a formidable painter at his experimental best, although one required by circumstance to produce too many potboilers.23

			De Maistre was Australian-born and an in-law of White’s godmother. White had known of him forever, but they did not meet until the thirties. By this time, de Maistre had resolved never to return to Australia. White’s move from Ebury Street around the corner to Ecclestone Street was due to de Maistre, whose patrons included the Tory politician Richard ‘RAB’ Butler and his wife Sydney (née Courtauld). They purchased the lease on 13 Ecclestone Street for de Maistre to use as his studio-cum-residence. De Maistre sublet the two upper floors to White.24

			A charming and charismatic figure, de Maistre was a great favourite at country house parties. He had around him a coterie of mainly female admirers who sometimes gathered at his studio. Herbert Read was his most influential supporter among London critics, but this never translated into healthy sales. De Maistre was perpetually hard up. Prior to meeting Lascaris who was his own age, many of White’s lovers were older men. He fell heavily in love with de Maistre and for a time they were romantically involved. Bacon too was briefly de Maistre’s lover. There is no convincing evidence to confirm speculation that White and Bacon were themselves physically intimate.

			De Maistre’s enduring influence over both young protegees was as a mentor rather than a lover. In the case of Bacon, this extended to practical tuition in painting. Bacon’s metamorphosis from designer to professional painter owes much to de Maistre’s guidance. For White, he was equally important.25 In his abstract work, painted in Australia after World War I, de Maistre had explored how perception of sound could be chromatically rendered on canvas. Auditory and visual perception were radically synthesised in this work, a trait that also appears in much of White’s writing.

			White was forever indebted to de Maistre for his appreciation of art and music. ‘I feel he taught me to write by teaching me to look at paintings’, White wrote in one of his essays.26 Through his friendship and tutelage, White developed the confidence to understand the nature of his talent and where it might take him. De Maistre, who had little enthusiasm for the theatre, disapproved of White wasting his time on scripts that no theatre would perform. Slowly, White came to swallow the bitter truth that his love of the stage was unrequited. His future lay in the novel.

			Filling the void

			By the time he turned forty-six, twenty years of White’s life had been spent outside Australia. He presented this statistic in ‘The Prodigal Son’, a much-quoted essay, written in 1958, about remaining in Australia. He describes the outlook from Castle Hill in characteristically bleak terms.

			In all directions stretched the Great Australian Emptiness, in which the mind is the least of the possessions, in which the rich man is the important man, in which the schoolmaster and the journalist rule what intellectual roost there is, in which beautiful youths and girls stare at life through blind blue eyes.27

			He was certainly tempted to join the outgoing traffic: ‘It was the exaltation of the “average” that made me panic most.’28 But one factor that cemented his resolve to stay in Australia was a memory, dating from his London years, of an interview he gave to the Australian journalist Guy Innes after the publication of Happy Valley. White recalled how:

			He asked me whether I wanted to go back. I had just ‘arrived’; who was I to want to go back? ‘Ah, but when you do the colours will come flooding back onto your palette’.29

			The shrewdness of that observation—and the sheer limits of what he could achieve creatively in Britain—became increasingly apparent to White during the war, in which he served as a Royal Air Force intelligence officer. Perhaps some early career writers will be comforted to hear that even a future Nobel laureate could experience second-novel syndrome. After the critical success of Happy Valley, he published The Living and the Dead in 1941. The central character is Eliot Standish, a writer living on Ebury Street with his mother and sister. Set entirely in England, it was intended as a Londoner’s riposte to Joyce’s Dublin. Realising how far short it fell of this ambition, White came to regard it as the least-favourite of his books.

			Reading it recently, I was impressed at how the colour in the novel is indeed more dead than living. To say that the atmospherics are black and white would be generous; it’s more a case of shades of brown. London could never disappear as a location in White’s fiction—too many of his characters lead transnational lives. But The Living and the Dead shows that as a setting it could not in itself support the aesthetic complexity and psychological intensity that are there in the best of White’s writing. The reason for this is something of an enigma, for he continued to adore the city and its theatre, visiting often when he became successful. But by the time the war broke out in 1939, he was exhausted: with the city itself and with the rich, insular, homosexual scene that had been his milieu for several years.

			By his own account, Australia began to assert its presence ever more insistently as the full scale of the war became apparent. Even the Blitz, which he experienced directly in its first wild nights, brought a vicarious journey through the landscape he had internalised as a child. With London under fire, he sat in his bedroom transfixed by the journal of the explorer Edward John Eyre.30 Both Eyre and the German romantic-cum-explorer, Ludwig Leichhardt, were inspirations for Voss, his explorer anti-hero who would stride into world literature in 1957. As the carnage of the war continued, London for White began to represent an ‘actual and spiritual graveyard’. As he contemplated his own future, he saw with increasing dread ‘the prospect of ceasing to be an artist and turning instead into that most sterile of things, a London intellectual’.31

			So, for better or worse, he and Lascaris sailed south. ‘Even the boredom and frustration presented avenues for endless exploration; even the ugliness, the bags of iron of Australian life, acquired a meaning’, he wrote.32 The discords he struck in emptying and fossicking through those bags of metal are at the heart of his truth-telling.

			Nation without nationalism

			The Australia known to Patrick White was an ancient continent and a fledgling nation. The federation was just ten years old at the time of his birth; forty-seven when he settled there after the war. White arrived ‘home’ in Australia ‘determined to prove that the Australian novel is not necessarily the dreary, dun-coloured offspring of journalistic realism’.33 His immodest ambition was to assert himself as the novelist of the country. But, unlike so many who have entertained that conceit, White was no nationalist. That put him at odds with a very large faction in the local literary scene, which was often at a loss as to what to do with him.

			Like Faulkner, Joyce, and so many of the major moderns, White brought an international perspective to mining the local. He loved gossip and was an acute observer of humanity. A dedicated user of public transport, his finely tuned ear could distil poetry from the thorns and thistles of the Australian vernacular. In White’s plays as well as his prose, it is often the most inarticulate utterances that yield the most meaning. With an all-too-finite vocab in their existential toolkit, his characters grapple, Beckett-like, with the enormity around them.

			White’s capacity for bathos was formidable—and seldom more punishing than in his attitude to nationhood and the sacred cows that chew around its base. Speaking in 1984, he argued that ‘those with genuine love of their heritage have begun to wonder whether nationalism, in its overheated fuzz of artificially inseminated patriotism, is all that desirable’.34 His aversion to Australian jingoism deepened in tandem with his growing concern for the land’s first owners, about whom he gradually became better informed.

			I suspect that White’s supranational outlook and his caution in even classifying himself as ‘an Australian’ are among the reasons why he has receded from view, at least in his own country. He was near the end of his life in 1988 when Australia threw its birthday party to commemorate the two hundred years since British arrival. Appalled that a date so unholy for Indigenous Australians could be officially celebrated, White prohibited the publication or performance of his work for the entire bicentennial year. ‘More than anything, it was the need for justice for the Aborigines which put me against the Bi’, he explained. ‘Aborigines may not be shot and poisoned as they were in the early days of colonisation, but there are subtler ways of disposing of them.’35

			In the decades since ‘the Bi’, Australia Day has not diminished as many of us who protested against it had hoped. Instead it has boomed like a mushroom cloud, morphing into an increasingly grotesque display of national chauvinism and white pride. Patrick White’s assessment that the possessors of the nation are themselves deeply dispossessed at a spiritual and psychological level remains as pertinent as it is unwelcome in the prevailing political discourse.

			The Australian emptiness that White hoped to populate is, of course, an inner state, a self stripped bare. And while it required a specific geography to give it symbolic form, it is ultimately a human—not a national—condition that he was trying to describe and understand. That idea of peopling the void through language is there in all the major novels: The Tree of Man, Riders in the Chariot, The Solid Mandala, The Vivisector, to name a few. For White, the relationship between the inner self and the shell that is the body is as abrasive as it is sublime. Perhaps that’s why it required the liminal geography of a place like Castle Hill, landed somewhere between the bush and the outer suburbs, to get the corpus rolling.

			Patrick White v. ‘Killer Kramer’

			I first delved into White’s writing when I was a student at the University of Sydney in the mid-1980s, sampling a few of the short stories. My strongest, and certainly undergraduate, impression was of the earthiness of the writing: the vulgar ratbaggery of Sarsaparilla, with its crazed loners, mongrel dogs and scarcely less feral children. There is a gentle humour and a deep compassion to White’s portrayal of ‘the underprivileged’, and while he created some truly great upper-crust characters, he could be especially savage towards his own class. This must have irritated Leonie Kramer, who held the chair of Australian literature at Sydney. She was also the head of the English Department at that time. A dame of the British Empire, she ruled in imperial style.

			‘Killer Kramer’, as he dubbed her, was famously no friend of White, whose increasingly leftist politics were diametrically opposed to her own. She favoured the poetry of James McAuley and A. D. Hope, both professors of English (the latter from Canberra). In the closing line of an infamous review, Hope had described The Tree of Man as ‘pretentious and illiterate verbal sludge’.36 As a more recent critic has pointed out, the review was not quite as bad as this much-quoted phrase suggests. Moreover, there were many other reviewers equally unable to cope with White’s ambitious makeover of the Australian novel.37 White never forgave Hope for the review and Kramer never softened in her hostility towards him. Fortunately for us undergraduates, Ivor Indyk had been recently recruited to the department. His lectures on Voss as an example of irony were outstanding. Elizabeth Webby, then an associate professor, also included White in her course on Australian drama. Recalling that moment, Indyk has said that Kramer’s resistance to White and to other progressive voices, including a number of Indigenous writers, was known by all. The syllabus for each course had to be approved by a committee she chaired. To her credit, she acknowledged the academic freedom of staff, although she must have gritted her teeth when signing some of the approvals.38

			Voss is striking for the density of its observational detail and its rhythmic texture. There is an operatic extravagance to the character of both Voss and his romantic interest, Laura Trevelyan, with whom he enjoys something resembling telepathic communication as he marches through the wilderness. You can smell and taste the country traversed by Voss’s expedition, yet there are only faint nods to the naturalism that, in White’s day, was the default mode of nearly all Australian fiction. The portrayal of Voss’s quest to discover inland Australia is sweetly ironic and adroitly calibrated to a world that in the 1950s was nominally struggling to decolonise. Voss’s one-way journey into the desert leads him not to the anticipated enlightenment of discovery but to the excesses of his own hubris, which ultimately destroy him.

			In his evocation of Voss’s monomania and narcissism, White examines how exploration is not so much a process of observation but an act of projection on the part of the expedition leader. To interrogate the ‘heroics’ of exploring may not seem especially original today, when statues of imperial figures are being ripped down in many parts of the world. But White was well ahead of the game. He made the point in 1957, nearly forty years before postcolonial critics ‘discovered’ similar fault lines in the exploration project. Needless to say, they did not describe them with anything approximating White’s complexity or poetic force.

			For those of us convinced by the power of White’s writing, he remains as relevant as ever despite the passage of more than thirty years. David Marr has no doubt that White will again resurface as a must-read author, but he suggests that a period in the shade is almost to be expected for novelists who have died in recent decades, even the greats. It takes time to read the big books; and time for so many of us is in short supply. Understandably, living writers get press and critical attention. The novel as an artform is in rude health, with more good books being published than anyone can read.

			Another reason White is less read than he should be is to do with political changes. The identity-based politics that presently absorb so much oxygen would have bored White rigid. His own political awakening was, as he confessed, heavily retarded. He began as a political agnostic and evolved into an interventionist. Like Lascaris, he regretted that he took so long to recognise the obscenity of fascism, despite having visited Germany under Hitler. On first returning to Australia after the war, for many years he voted unthinkingly for conservative candidates, as Whites had done for generations. The 1960s changed everything. With actual experience of war under his belt, he had good reason to revile it, whether hot or cold. When Gough Whitlam became leader of the Australian Labor Party, promising an end to imperial kowtowing and the withdrawal of Australian troops from Vietnam, White supported him wholeheartedly. In 1975 he protested vociferously against the sacking of Whitlam’s government by the Queen’s representative.

			Politics and poetics

			White’s speeches and other public interventions on subjects ranging from nuclear disarmament to urban conservation are sufficiently numerous to fill a volume titled Patrick White Speaks (1990). A noticeable absence in its pages is gay rights. Despite being one of the most prominent out-of-the-closet gay men in the country, this was one flag he refused to fly. He viewed sexuality as an essentially private matter, and Marr can remember him chiding the Mardi Gras crowd for ‘walking up Oxford Street with your handbags’.39 Perhaps White had thought too much about the depths of human identity to be much interested in political labelling: 

			I see myself not so much a homosexual as a mind possessed by the spirit of man or woman according to actual situations or the characters I become in my writing.40

			Perhaps, for White, the assertion of an identity politics ran the risk of reproducing tribalism in another form. More than is generally recognised, his own politics were grounded in concern about economic injustice. He enjoyed a materially privileged existence as he knew well enough. It is said that, by the end of his life, the lion’s share of his income was going to philanthropic causes. Unlike many who are born into money, White thought long and hard about the fortune of his own family and the great richness of the land that yielded such prosperity, but at such a price. The cult of wealth that he so despised was especially alive-and-well in Sydney, which has always exhibited an unwholesome blend of glitz, sparkle, sleaze and opportunism; it is a city where the homeless rummage ‘in garbage bins among the lobster and oyster shells’, as White himself inimitably put it.41

			To return to the issue with which I started, why is White so little read? To be more specific, why is he neglected in the country that was very much his own (despite his protests to the contrary)? A possible answer is that Australia, as is often pointed out, is a practical country, guaranteed to deliver if you want to build a fence, swimming pool, coal mine or public lavatory. So it is especially noticeable that in a straightforward, practical, nuts-and-bolts way, Australia neglects the presence of Patrick White in the landscape he frequented. He’s out there, but only to the slenderest degree is he part of the material fabric of our lives.

			I feel this personally, having grown up in north-west Sydney in a house that was only seven kilometres from Showground Road. We lived not in Castle Hill but in the adjoining suburb of West Pennant Hills. White and Lascaris moved out of Dogwoods the year I was born, so I did not unknowingly pass them at the local shops. But the fact remains that I was brought up in Sarsaparilla or near enough to it. The striking thing is that no-one told me at the time and I never worked it out for myself until long after the happy day when I made my exit.

			Compare Australia and White with the relationship between localities and their writers that is common in Britain. Whether it’s Austen-and-Bath or Dickens-and-London or Woolf-and-Bloomsbury, or Hardy-and-Wessex, authors and places are connected. They speak to one another. There are guidebooks, plaques and rituals of visitation that connect literary works with their geographical origins. At their worst, these practices can encourage thoughtless genuflection to the cult of the author. But at their best, they provide a way of physically engaging with the creative works that bring meaning to our lives. A cottage industry of guided tours and history walks supports these enthusiasms. That’s very different from growing up in Sarsaparilla and not knowing it.

			Dogwoods on Showground Road is now home to a legal firm. You can look at the house from the footpath, but if you seek a reminder of its past, turn to the street-map not the streetscape. As was predicted in the concluding pages of The Tree of Man, the tide of suburbia flooded Sarsaparilla and eventually drowned it. In the now subdivided land that White and Lascaris once tilled, there is a trilogy of street names that may or may not mean much to those who live there: Patrick Ave, White Place and Nobel Place. But change, it seems, is in the air. A notice on the Heritage NSW website reports that Dogwoods will soon be getting a blue plaque declaring its place in literary history.42

			The house on Martin Road at Centennial Park has received greater recognition, with the New South Wales government classifying it as a site of heritage significance, perhaps in hope of quietening a chorus of White admirers who, after Lascaris’s death, argued that the state should acquire it as a writers’ centre or museum. This was deemed unaffordable and the house sold at auction.

			White’s childhood residence, Lulworth, is now a nursing home and in that guise it still has tales to tell. How poignant that Lascaris, who outlived White by thirteen years, spent the last three months of his life in that institution. Another late-life resident was White’s old foe, Dame Leonie Kramer!

			In the real estate bubble of Sydney, the notion that a building has heritage value is as heretical as any other encumbrance to a developer’s right to knock it down. Blue plaques in themselves won’t get people reading The Eye of the Storm or The Tree of Man. They are demanding books. But here and there they might play some small role in encouraging a culture that is genuinely curious about places and the ideas they spawn. White was fully cognisant of the danger and irresponsibility of failing to plumb the depths of the world we occupy. ‘A pragmatic nation, we tend to confuse reality with surfaces. Perhaps this dedication to surface is why we are constantly fooled by the crooks who mostly govern us.’43

			White could never get used to Australia as a national or political system. Too many crooks. Too much bad blood and unsettled business. But as a location, it breathed inside him. During the war, in the Western Desert of Egypt, he was overwhelmed by memories of:

			frosty mornings on the Monaro, with sulphur-crested cockatoos toppling the stooked oats; floodwaters of the Barwon and Namoi through which I swam my horse to fetch the mail; the peppertrees and cracked asphalt of steamy Sydney streets.44

			Summoned back to Australia by these impressions, he brought with him the carapaces of memory borne by all true travellers. As images from afar continued to resonate, Castle Hill became somewhere for him and Lascaris. There is a trace of London in the Castle Hill they knew. There is Roy de Maistre and the lipstick smile of Francis Bacon. There are bombs falling on London and the caress of the beautiful soldier, lost to history. Without those ties to elsewhere, the Castle Hill in which White lived could only be Castle Hill. It could never have become Sarsaparilla.

			White populated the local with a world of connections. This too says something about why he is being ignored and why we need him now. I am not the first to observe that the recent pandemic presented a mirror that revealed some good and much that is ugly. The lockdown prohibition on making flesh-and-blood connections took its toll—and its aftershocks continue with an even greater dependence on the digital flow of information. ‘No man is an island’, a poet once said, but the insularity demanded of us has proven stubbornly difficult to discard. Relishing their walls and lines and checkpoints, the Little America of Trumpism and the insularity of Brexit have landed us with the infrastructure of the xenophobe. The very union of the United Kingdom is uncertain to a degree that never seemed possible. In Australia, as the federation atomised into states and territories, all struggling to avoid contamination from without, we saw previously invisible boundaries become suddenly uncrossable. The unnaturalness of all this needs to be recognised. At a certain basic level, it makes no sense. Hence the need to understand the ways in which nations do not define us. In seeking that objective, we might draw inspiration and a little solace from a brilliant, reluctant and sometimes cantankerous Australian who happened to be a Londoner at heart.
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			How does one choose narrative strategy? One biographer’s experience

			Gabriella Marie Kelly-Davies

			‘How does one write a biography?’ Virginia Woolf wrote to Vita Sackville-West while writing a biography of the artist Roger Fry.1 Nearly a century later, when I wrote the biography of Australia’s foremost pain medicine pioneer, Breaking through the Pain Barrier: The Extraordinary Life of Dr Michael J. Cousins,2 I asked a variation on the same question: how does one select a biography’s narrative strategy when there are so many choices?

			On 31 October 1982, as I cycled along a gravel road overlooking Magnetic Island in North Queensland, I revelled in the salty fragrance of the sea air and the fiery touch of the tropical breeze on my face. Suddenly, from the corner of my right eye, I glimpsed an arm thrusting towards me.

			My next memory was a bright light.

			It was a doctor at Townsville General Hospital peering into my eyes with a torch. ‘How do you feel?’ he asked.

			‘Where am I?’

			‘In hospital’, he said. ‘Some thugs in a passing car pushed you off your bicycle. You landed on your head and rolled along the road, pivoting on your neck.’

			That day, my twenty-fourth birthday, heralded the onset of daily migraine attacks. It was also my entrée to the medical merry-go-round. After two decades of ricocheting from neurologist to neurologist and with escalating migraine attacks, my general practitioner referred me to the pain medicine specialist Dr Michael J. Cousins at Royal North Shore Hospital in Sydney. He greeted me in the pain clinic’s crowded waiting room.

			‘Hello Gabriella, I’m Dr Michael Cousins’, he said. ‘Sorry I’m running late.’

			Once in his office, we sat on opposite sides of his desk. ‘Please tell me what’s been happening’, he said, smiling warmly and looking directly into my eyes.

			For the next twenty minutes, I related my struggle with migraine and the many failed treatments. He listened intently, nodding his head from time to time and writing notes on a foolscap writing pad, before examining me.

			‘It would appear you have occipital neuralgia’, he said.

			‘What’s that?’

			Picking up a plastic model of a human head, he pointed to a network of red lines. ‘It’s pain in these nerves up the back of your head. Occipital neuralgia can trigger migraine attacks.’

			Cousins suggested one option was to implant a neurostimulator at the base of my skull. ‘It’ll block the pain signals’, he said. He also recommended I join a multidisciplinary pain management program involving stretching and carefully paced exercise, meditation and psychological techniques. ‘It’ll teach you how to turn down the volume of pain signals racing through your nervous system’, he explained.

			During my visits to the pain clinic, Cousins’s colleagues told me he had led the pain world in the late 1980s as president of the International Association for the Study of Pain. He also established two internationally acclaimed pain centres in Australia.

			‘He’s a force of nature’, the head nurse said. ‘He put Australia on the map in pain medicine.’

			A physiotherapist standing next to her beamed. ‘Many more patients can now access treatment because of him.’

			I heard Cousins was a savvy political operator, formidable negotiator and relentless campaigner for the rights of people living with chronic pain. This intrigued me because it contradicted my experience of him as a kind, gentle doctor. It sparked my curiosity about who he was as a person and how he reconciled the conflicting aspects of his personality.

			Outside of pain medicine circles, Cousins was relatively unknown, but his story is valuable to share because it holds lessons about determination and tenacity for aspiring leaders and reformers, irrespective of their field of endeavour. The emergence of pain as a field of medicine in the late 1970s and 1980s is an important aspect of Australia’s medical history, particularly because 3.6 million Australians live with chronic pain. Before Cousins’s political activism, access to pain management services across the nation was patchy, especially in rural and regional areas. This was my inspiration for writing his life story, although I knew some critics might dismiss it as just another archetypal ‘Great Man’ biography that glorifies a white, middle-class male. My goal was to craft a deeply nuanced, kaleidoscopic portrait that transcended the legend by examining the complex human being at its core.

			In 2018, during a fundraising dinner for pain research, I asked Cousins whether I could write his biography. He agreed, with the only caveat that I allow him to correct any medical or scientific errors. Other than that he said the book was mine to write and he would not interfere.

			To prepare for interviews, I read research articles from prominent journals such as Pain, the Journal of Pain and Pain Medicine, including many written by Cousins. I also studied Mosby’s Dictionary of Medicine, Nursing and Health Professions to help me grasp complex medical concepts and translate them into an accessible narrative for non-scientists. In January 2019, I began weekly conversations with Cousins at the mahogany dining table in his home on Sydney’s leafy upper North Shore.

			‘Why did you study pain medicine?’ I asked during the first of eighteen months of interviews.

			Cousins’s eyes brimmed with tears as he answered:

			In 1964, when I was one year out of medical school, two little boys arrived at the hospital with burns to most of their bodies. They screamed and screamed because of their excruciating pain. I didn’t think they’d live so we kept a forty-eight-hour vigil by their bedsides. Back then the sole option for managing severe pain was morphine. But I could only give them tiny doses because of their age, so it didn’t ease their torment. Thankfully, the boys survived but their anguish haunted me. That weekend I dedicated my life to reducing suffering by improving the treatment of pain.

			This story revealed deep insights into Cousins’s compassion and idealism. But I questioned the extent to which he decided to specialise in pain medicine that weekend as an emotional response to the boys’ agony or whether he became increasingly committed to the field as his career gained momentum. Had the story evolved over the years and become part of the narrative of his life, one he genuinely believed was true because he had told it so many times? I asked him, but he insisted his commitment to improving the treatment of pain medicine occurred that weekend.

			A peril I strove to avoid was becoming attached to, and identifying with, my living subject. This was a risk because of our former doctor/patient relationship and the demands of loyalty to someone I admired and respected. To reduce the risk of writing a hagiography, I strove to maintain a professional distance, although it was challenging to change the way I related to Cousins. It was also difficult to adopt an attitude of scepticism during interviews because of years of implicitly trusting him as my doctor. Gradually, I detached from our earlier relationship and started questioning contradictions, ambiguities and inconsistencies.

			To gain a variety of perspectives, I interviewed a broad range of individuals and interpreted Cousins’s character and behaviour on the weight of evidence rather than from my subjective perspective. While accepting that true objectivity is impossible to achieve because each biographer’s interpretation is influenced by background, experiences and prejudices, I felt a deep responsibility to represent the truth of my subject for the historical record.

			Cousins introduced me to twenty-two pain medicine professionals in Australia and around the world, eight of whom had collaborated with him on projects since 1969. They all mentioned his sharp intelligence and passion for research and his patients. However, I knew if I just relied on the memories of his friends and supporters, I risked idealising him. By reading research papers and speaking with pain medicine professionals, I identified another twenty-eight colleagues, then interviewed them. Two of them from Flinders Medical Centre were venomous in their remarks about him.

			For several months I wrestled with how to reconcile these criticisms because they conflicted with the opinion of the vast majority of associates, many of whom had collaborated with Cousins on projects for two or more decades. I reinterviewed his closest Flinders’ colleagues and asked them about their understanding of the discord. This enabled me to include the assertions, describe the context in which they occurred and present various critiques of the situation. Still, I felt uneasy because it was unclear to what extent the accusations represented the truth, a version of the truth or were a form of retribution, so I admitted this uncertainty to readers.

			I also interviewed Cousins’s family members and ten patients; their observations validated my own experience of his commitment and compassion. By the end of 2020, I had consulted over one hundred individuals, some of them multiple times.

			During 2019 and early 2020, I visited all the places in Australia that shaped Cousins, some of them with him, and conducted research in Australia’s principal pain medicine archive in Melbourne. In mid-2020, I was scheduled to study archives at the two Australian pain centres he founded—Flinders Medical Centre in Adelaide and Royal North Shore Hospital in Sydney—but this research was delayed by COVID-19 lockdowns.

			Three months later, I was due to retrace his footsteps at McGill University, Montreal, and Stanford University, California, where he embarked on his pain medicine career in 1969. I had also planned four weeks of research in pain medicine archives at the University of California in Los Angeles and McGill. However, during the height of the pandemic, Australia’s international borders closed—indefinitely—forcing me to postpone the trip.

			The choices

			Before I started drafting the manuscript, I thought deeply about the style of book I wanted to write. To help crystallise my thinking, I read biographies of doctors and scientists and books about the art and craft of biography. One writer whose remarks resonated with me was Richard Holmes, who wrote The Age of Wonder, a history of eighteenth-century scientists such as the botanist Joseph Banks.3 ‘Science is always a story … a detective story, perhaps; a mystery story … but always a story of human lives’, Holmes suggests. He believes today’s readers long to learn ‘what makes scientists tick and what set them ticking’. They are curious about what drives researchers to make discoveries, how they respond to failure, and personal matters such as love and relationships. Readers perceive imaginatively written biographies as gripping, even electrifying ‘adventures of the human spirit’, despite the account being based on complicated medical or scientific information.4

			Holmes’s commentary gave me the confidence to write creatively, basing the narrative on corroborated evidence from a myriad of sources. It also helped me to frame the questions readers might ask about Cousins, such as why he was driven to improve pain management when he faced so many obstacles, and what he was like as a person rather than as a prominent doctor.

			In the biography’s prologue, I recreated a scene from Cousins’s description of treating the two burned boys. The setting is a Saturday evening in a hospital driveway during 1964. Cousins was waiting for the boys to arrive in an ambulance when he heard heart-wrenching screams from the end of the driveway. Turning towards the sound, he noticed two tiny, blackened figures limping up the path.

			A young man with dark hair runs towards the boys. He wears a white coat and a stethoscope swings from his neck. As he gets closer to the children, he realises they are the two burned boys he was waiting for in the ambulance bay.

			This young man is twenty-five-year-old Dr Michael Cousins. He notes the skin on the boys’ faces is black and the skin on their heads, torso, arms and legs looks completely burned off. The boys wail, and their blackened hair stands on end, making it look fuzzy.

			Once the boys are inside Casualty, Cousins gently inserts needles into the backs of their burned hands. The needles are attached to drips. Their hands balloon and he is glad he got the cannulas in on time—any later, and the swelling would have prevented it. He runs tiny doses of morphine through the drips, then places oxygen masks over the boys’ scorched faces. But the morphine doesn’t work. The children’s piercing screams reverberate through the casualty department.

			For the next forty-eight hours, Cousins and the hospital’s medical and nursing team keep a vigil by the boys’ bedsides. Thankfully, the boys survived, but the staff failed to ease their horrific pain.

			Haunted by the children’s suffering, Cousins resolved to learn more about pain and its treatment.

			This scene shows Cousins in action, conveys his thoughts and provides clues about his character, especially his empathy. It is a moment-by-moment account written in present tense to increase immediacy and heighten the drama. My goal was to enable readers to be inside Casualty with Cousins, seeing him in their ‘mind’s eye’ and feeling his compassion for his patients. I felt like a forensic investigator trying to corroborate Cousins’s version of this incident, but, after exhaustive attempts, I could not locate the burned boys or their parents. Hospital records were inaccessible because of strict privacy rules. Although a nurse who was in Casualty with Cousins confirmed his version of events, verified primary sources would have been more scholarly.

			Recreating this scene involved multiple revisions because members of my writing group said early drafts sounded too much like Cousins’s point of view as a doctor-hero. They advised me to strengthen my narrative voice. Although I had a vague understanding of this elusive concept, I could not grasp its essence in a practical sense, so studied the academic literature and writers with a distinctive voice, such as Virginia Woolf and Helen Garner.

			After several weeks of close reading, I finally grasped authorial voice as a theoretical concept, but I was still unsure how to strengthen it. The biographer Nigel Hamilton encourages authors to follow their instincts. ‘Your voice will emerge as you write’, he advises. ‘Start with the subject matter and your narrative design, and let your voice find itself. Biography is storytelling.’5 It was reassuring to learn my authorial voice would gradually emerge as I wrote the story; as writers, we often expect early drafts to be perfect.

			During 2019, when I shared my narrative voice concerns with a friend, she suggested I imagine us sitting on the sofa in front of a roaring fire sipping a glass of wine. ‘Please tell me about Michael Cousins’, she said. The next day, imagining my friend was with me, I told her the story, recording it on an iPhone. When I listened to it, I could hear my natural voice emerging rather than Cousins’s autobiographical voice and academic language. During the following months, I dictated every paragraph into the iPhone, reflected on it, then edited the text. My authorial voice—and, importantly, my independent interpretation of the evidence—emerged.

			Still, I knew a subject’s remarks illuminate character. I wanted Cousins’s voice to be present without it detracting from my authorial voice, so I weaved the most revealing of his comments into the narrative. During media interviews he often declared: ‘Access to pain management is a fundamental human right. What price can you put on a person’s quality of life?’ His colleagues said he frequently started meetings with this statement, so I included it to reflect his deep commitment to the concept.

			During interviews I often asked: ‘What did you see?’, ‘What did you smell?’, ‘What did you hear?’, ‘Who else was there?’, ‘What did you do?’, ‘How did it make you feel?’ and ‘How did you respond?’ Then I listened to his descriptions in interview recordings, especially his vocabulary and the timbre of his voice, before visiting the places that shaped him.

			Cousins accompanied me to the pain centre at Royal North Shore Hospital, the University of Sydney’s medical school, Palm Beach, his childhood homes and schools, enabling him to relive his experiences and share them with me; I was astonished by the level of detail he recounted in these memories, many of them from over sixty years ago. However, most buildings and their surrounds had changed significantly during the intervening years, so I searched for photographs and descriptions of them as they would have appeared to Cousins when he was younger. The following scene shows him as an idealistic, young anaesthesia registrar searching for a seminal textbook on pain:

			At the crack of dawn, Cousins jolted awake, even though his last shift for the week had ended only a few hours earlier. That Saturday in 1965, he drove to Sydney University’s medical school, a Gothic sandstone building with stained glass windows. He stood outside the library’s highly varnished, dark wooden doors, checking his watch every few minutes.

			On the dot of nine o’clock, a small woman with bobbed grey hair and round glasses opened the doors. Cousins smelled the familiar musty odour that brought back memories of spending long hours studying in the library. He headed straight to the catalogue; a series of wooden drawers filled with white index cards then looked up ‘B’. ‘Yes! He’s here’, Cousins gasped, barely able to contain his excitement. He had found Professor John J. Bonica’s magnum opus from 1953 The Management of Pain6—the only book that discussed everything known about pain and its treatment. Cousins made a beeline for the shelf that held the key to his future, hurriedly scanning the call numbers. His heart pounded as he glimpsed the bulky tome. He pulled it from the shelf and carried it to a desk. At the same time as he pulled out a chair, he opened the book and tried to read it. After checking the index, he opened to the right section, then ran his finger down each page, line by line.

			To reconstruct this scene, I sat in the library for three hours absorbing its sights, sounds and smells and studied a text the university had published about the first 150 years of its medical school. I also interviewed the school’s archivist who had studied medicine at the university a few years after Cousins. By listening to interview recordings and studying transcripts, I was able to reproduce Cousins’s descriptions precisely, using his vocabulary and including his emotional responses.

			One of the complexities of writing about doctors and researchers is converting dense, academic content into an enthralling story. My background was in physiotherapy, so I had a basic understanding of medical terminology, but I struggled to grasp complex aspects of the science of pain medicine. Cousins is a natural teacher and explained theoretical concepts to me in simple terms, but I still found it challenging to translate them for readers. My solution was to describe each term within the narrative then include a technical definition in the notes section at the end.

			The following example shows how I explained the epidural space:

			Story

			Philip Bromage described how he had injected local anaesthetic into the epidural space—the space surrounding the outer membrane of the spinal cord—to relieve pain after patients had crushed their chests in an accident.

			Notes

			The epidural space surrounds the dura—the outermost and fibrous of the three membranes surrounding the brain and spinal cord. The dural sac, the pouch formed by the lower end of the dura, contains cerebrospinal fluid and spinal nerves.

			It took me several months of revising to settle on the following description of the revolutionary Gate Control Theory of Pain after members of my writing group said early drafts were encyclopaedic and impenetrable:

			In 1965, the McGill psychologist Ronald Melzack and neuroscientist Patrick Wall proposed that something occurred in the spinal cord and at other levels of the nervous system to alter the processing of pain signals. Contrary to most members of the medical profession, they thought pain signals flowed in two directions through the nervous system—from the injured area of the body up the spinal cord to the brain, then back down the spinal cord to the damaged tissues. This idea challenged widely accepted theories that viewed pain signals as flowing from the surface of the skin to a dedicated area in the brain.

			Melzack and Wall suggested ‘nerve gates’ in the spinal cord controlled the flow of pain signals to the brain. Excitatory chemicals in the nervous system opened the gates, increasing the intensity of the pain, and inhibitory chemicals closed the gates, turning down the volume of pain. The two researchers thought if a person felt stressed or anxious, the nervous system released excitatory chemicals, opening the gates and intensifying the pain. But if a person was calm and relaxed, the nervous system released inhibitory chemicals, closing the gates and reducing the pain.

			If correct, the Gate Control Theory opened several alternative treatment approaches for chronic pain because it considered psychological factors such as depression and anxiety that can alter the way the nervous system processes pain signals. Most doctors dismissed the mental health issues linked with chronic pain, classifying them as ‘reactions to pain’. They routinely labelled patients with persistent back pain as ‘crocks’ before sending them to a psychiatrist.

			Later research, some of it by Cousins during 2011, validated this theory.

			Focusing the story was difficult because Cousins was a prolific writer, and he juggled several academic, clinical and professional roles. As well as writing hundreds of letters, he published 180 journal articles, seventeen letters to editors and fifteen editorials. He also published six textbooks, 114 reviews and chapters in textbooks, a doctor of medicine thesis and a doctor of science thesis.

			For four months, I experimented with ideas for narrowing the biographical scope, eventually deciding to emphasise evidence that represented deeply personal turning points and transformative moments in Cousins’s life rather than trying to represent the entire arc of his life and risk writing a tome. It was crucial to incorporate his life outside of scientific and medical realms to ensure the biography depicted the reality of a whole person rather than just a career and accomplishments. To show his reaction to meeting Michele, his lifelong partner, I recreated the following scene:

			Cousins met Michele Old at a Christmas party in December 1966. Petite, with golden blonde hair and translucent blue eyes, she worked as a research assistant at Sydney University’s law school. Michele took one look at Cousins’ warm hazel eyes and friendly smile, and instinctively knew they would marry. Cousins felt the same way. ‘It felt as if we’d known each other all our lives. It was most peculiar, as it happened in an instant.’

			To captivate readers, Holmes advises biographers to employ novelistic devices such as reconstructing scenes from a subject’s life and manipulating the pace and rhythm.7 The creation of a new form of pain relief by the Flinders Medical Centre researchers in 1979 provided an opportunity to employ these devices:

			The first patient they tested with this technique was a middle-aged woman named Dora who suffered from severe upper back pain following breast cancer surgery. Early one evening, Dora lay on a bed in the recovery ward where Cousins had prepared her to receive an epidural injection of pethidine. Constantly wriggling on the bed to relieve her pain, she rated it as ten on a scale of one to ten. Two nurses scurried around tidying up before they left for the day while the head scientist, Laurie Mather, stood beside Dora’s right shoulder chatting with her about the procedure. Two male researchers dressed in crisp white lab coats hovered at the end of the bed.

			Cousins taped a thermometer around Dora’s right big toe to measure any changes in her body temperature triggered by pethidine’s local anaesthetic action. Then he injected the analgesic into her epidural space.

			He observed Dora’s facial expressions and body language for several minutes then asked: ‘How’s your pain?’

			‘I don’t have any pain’, she said.

			‘Do your legs feel numb?’ Cousins asked.

			‘No. They feel normal.’

			He instructed Dora to wiggle her legs. She did.

			This response astounded Cousins because the pethidine had not caused the loss of feeling or movement in the legs that occurred whenever he injected a local anaesthetic into a patient’s epidural space. The Flinders researchers were ecstatic, realising an improved method of pain relief was seemingly within grasp!

			‘Can it be true?’ they asked, shaking their heads in disbelief.

			I reconstructed this scene from Cousins’s memories and those of his Flinders’ colleagues. Descriptions of the procedure in journal articles and textbooks enabled me to corroborate their accounts, which was crucial because of the four-decades gap between the study and our interviews. My aim was to translate a scientific study into a captivating narrative that made readers feel as if they were in the recovery ward with the research team. The dialogue is paced to show Cousins’s gradual realisation that the procedure, which is still considered seminal within pain medicine and anaesthesia circles, was successful.

			The political biographer Robert Caro insists facts are the key to his authentic character studies and result from accumulating a trove of detailed information about people. Caro gathers evidence through hundreds of interviews, among other sources, admitting he has reinterviewed some people dozens of times, even though it sometimes annoys them.8 I mirrored Caro’s approach by interviewing over one hundred individuals and repeating interviews when contradictions appeared or I required further clarification, particularly of ambiguities. When Cousins’s colleagues became frustrated with multiple interviews, I explained the crucial importance of substantiating all evidence before I included it in the biography. Otherwise, I risked breaking my contract with readers to create an authentic account of my subject’s life. Most accepted this rationalisation, but one strident critic banned me from further questioning after a long interview and four rounds of emails, each of which raised more puzzling questions I needed to resolve. Understanding the views of a subject’s detractors is essential and can be more revealing than the memories of supporters, so this was disappointing and frustrating.

			Midway through the project, Cousins was diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease, giving me a sense of urgency about completing the manuscript while he was still well enough to read it. Should I wait for the pandemic to end before completing the biography so I could include additional research? Or should I finish the book based on the wealth of evidence I had already accumulated? While wrestling with this decision, I achieved third place in a manuscript development prize in Australia and the publisher who organised the competition offered me a contract.

			My original plan was to submit the biography to the University of Sydney as the creative component of my PhD, then to seek trade publication. But the publisher’s unexpected offer, my subject’s rapidly declining health, and uncertainty about when archives and Australia’s borders would reopen, prompted me to publish the book; by then the manuscript had been fact-checked by Cousins and three pain medicine scholars. However, I feared I risked missing vital clues to better understanding and portraying my subject. This troubled me because I knew the novelistic devices I employed must be grounded in facts sourced through rigorous scholarship.

			In hindsight, I regret publishing the biography before hospital archives and international borders reopened because, once I undertook additional research, my fears were realised.

			After returning to Sydney from McGill and Stanford in 1974, Cousins worked at Royal North Shore Hospital as an anaesthetist. Letters he wrote to the hospital’s medical superintendent in the mid-1970s show him as a compassionate young anaesthetist and pain researcher. But they also reveal him as extremely audacious and ambitious. His correspondence displays an extraordinary level of self-belief and a single-minded determination to pursue his agenda. It also shows a willingness to upset the status quo, regardless of whether it alienated his superiors and associates, characteristics I had not personally experienced as his patient or biographer, and ones his associates omitted during interviews, despite my probing.

			I reinterviewed several colleagues, who confirmed they were strong features of Cousins’s personality, ones he would draw on throughout his career to overcome financial constraints, fierce opposition and systemic inertia. They insisted he was driven to improve pain management and his personal attributes enabled him to achieve his mission despite formidable obstacles.

			More surprises awaited me in the Gus Fraenkel Collection at Flinders University where Cousins established Australia’s first multidisciplinary pain centre in the late 1970s. While studying correspondence and minutes of meetings, I felt the pressure boiling up inside him and his sense of despair as his efforts were frustrated. During five years of research, I had never experienced this level of empathy with my subject, possibly because I strove to remain detached to avoid hagiography.

			I also witnessed Cousins circumventing Flinders University chiefs when he appealed directly to South Australia’s health minister to secure funding to build a pain centre. One of his colleagues had said: ‘Whenever Michael couldn’t achieve an acceptable outcome he went over people’s heads and rang someone more senior. He wasn’t afraid to go around people.’ It was revelatory to observe this behaviour firsthand in the archives.

			Building plans for Flinders Medical Centre, which opened in 1976, provided me with a deeper understanding of the historical, social and political context in which Cousins operated. At his job interview for the role of foundation professor of anaesthesia and intensive care, he spoke at length about his plans to establish a pain centre based on the models he had witnessed in North America. He assumed that by appointing him, Flinders’ leadership team shared his vision. However, the hospital’s building plans did not include a pain centre nor was funding assigned to construct these facilities or operate them. Annual reports from the late 1970s and 1980s revealed the hospital exceeded its operating budget by $2 million every year. And minutes of meetings disclosed the pressure senior managers were under to reduce operating costs. Understanding this situation helps to explain why Cousins’s efforts were thwarted and why, in desperation, he appealed to higher powers.

			Once Australia’s borders reopened, I spent four weeks researching pain medicine archives in North America and immersing myself in places of significance to Cousins such as the austere Royal Victoria Hospital in Montreal. Hundreds of letters and minutes of meetings disclosed his exceptional efforts in building the field of pain medicine in Australia and contributing to its advancement internationally. My greatest realisation was the extent to which his mentor, John J. Bonica, the ‘godfather’ of pain medicine and ‘a force to reckon with’ according to his colleagues, drove Cousins relentlessly. Until I read their correspondence, I had not appreciated the intense pressure Bonica imposed on his younger colleague or that Cousins’s priority projects in Australia were exact replicas of those Bonica implemented in America during the 1960s and 1970s.

			I am now rewriting the published version of Breaking through the Pain Barrier as the creative component of my doctorate and incorporating these insights. My goal is to craft a much more scholarly biography than the published version, one that portrays Cousins in a deeply nuanced way and integrates his human story with the story of a crucial area of Australia’s medical history that illustrates how social, cultural and political forces influence health policy.
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			Jennifer Bird review of Joel Stephen Birnie, My People’s Songs: How an Indigenous Family Survived Colonial Tasmania

			(Clayton: Monash University Publishing, 2022), 233 pp., PB $34.95, ISBN 9781922633187

			*WARNING: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are advised that this article contains sensitive material.

			Colonisation has disrupted Indigenous communities’ traditional cultural practices across the globe. It has changed how Indigenous peoples have engaged with the world and imposed Western ideals upon them. Their languages were restricted or banned, and many were physically removed from their culture and all it represented. Contemplating the process of colonisation over hundreds of years in Australia and systematic government-enforced child removal practices brings into question what constitutes family for Indigenous communities. Why are the genealogies of Australia’s Indigenous peoples expected to be proved by linear bloodline? This proof seeks to legitimise or delegitimise individuals’ links to their birthright, culture and Country. There is no scope for understanding how these practices may contest Indigenous community cultural beliefs, nor to believe colonial documents may record information in error.

			In My People’s Songs: How an Indigenous Family Survived Colonial Tasmania, Joel Stephen Birnie explores three biographies of his family to question the ‘westernised narratives of their lives, cultures and identities’ (p. xv). His goal is to decolonise and re-examine the effects of colonisation on their ‘social, cultural and political history’ and to ‘find the authentic voices within’ (p. xv). He discredits information recorded in colonial documents and repeated by scholars. With a focus on matriarchs, he calls genealogies into question and reimposes them with the information he understands to be true.

			Birnie’s book is presented in three parts, focusing on Tarenootairer (c. 1806–1858) and her two surviving daughters, Mary Ann Arthur (c. 1821–1871) and Fanny Cochrane Smith (c. 1832–1905).1 Part 1, ‘A Weeping Woman’, a title that correlates with the meaning of Tarenootairer’s name, provides a haunting opening to the book. She was likely from the Pinterrairer peoples of the north-eastern coastal plains of the island now known as Tasmania. Her traditional life as a youth was interrupted by being forcibly taken and traded among the colonial sealers who frequented the coast in the early nineteenth century. This form of slavery, Birnie contends, had become a gainful business that depended on Indigenous women and children (p. 7). It was shrouded in degradation, brutality and violence. Around 1819, Tarenootairer was sold to middle-aged Scottish sealer George (Geordy) Robinson, which resulted in the birth of her eldest-known daughter, Mary Ann. Tarenootairer was just thirteen or fourteen years old at the time.

			While the Black War in Van Diemen’s Land—attempting to exterminate or round up all remaining Indigenous peoples and relocate them to a new settlement on an outlying island—was an act of violence and dispossession, it also emancipated Tarenootairer and her children from Geordy Robinson. She was to join George Augustus Robinson’s conciliation party and play a pivotal role in succeeding events. She was a skilled tracker, and her knowledge of her homeland was critical to Robinson’s mission. Being relocated to the Aboriginal settlement of Wybalenna on Flinders Island, however, echoes the conditions suffered by many Indigenous peoples across Australia for several generations. Men were engaged in manual labour, while women were involved in domestic duties. Rations were insufficient, European clothing inadequate, housing unhealthy, and Christianity and English lessons were prescribed.

			But Tarenootairer’s greatest achievement, as Birnie confirms, was her very survival. In 1847, the forty-six remaining Indigenous people were relocated to a new settlement at Oyster Cove. By 1855, only sixteen were left, including Tarenootairer and her daughter Mary Ann. She had survived dispossession, violence, loss, forced child removal and government-imposed confinement. Were she to rest in peace after her death at around fifty-two years old (reported as sixty-five in a newspaper account), the weeping woman may have been silent. But like fellow former Wybalenna residents, Truganini and several others, her remains were exhumed, examined and exhibited as specimens, replicating the violence and dispossession in death as she experienced in life.

			Part 2, ‘A Femme de Chambre’ (meaning chambermaid), examines Mary Ann’s life. Her childhood reflected that of her mother. She, too, was forcibly removed and sent to live with colonists. She worked for George Aylwin, a whale oil merchant and candle manufacturer, and his wife Harriet, a seamstress, in Launceston. Within two years, they placed Mary Ann in the Queen’s Orphan School, and, due to the lack of records, Birnie suggests several scenarios for the move: the Aylwin’s obligation to care for the child was removed upon her biological father’s death; the birth of the Aylwin’s second daughter, who they named Mary Ann; the establishment of Wybalenna where Mary Ann was to go; and the passing of the 1833 Slavery Abolition Act by the British Parliament. All or a combination of these scenarios are entirely plausible.

			On Wybalenna, Mary Ann was reunited with Tarenootairer but lived with other girls at the storekeeper’s house. At about fifteen years old, she became the first Indigenous teacher at the settlement, and Tarenootairer, one of the pupils. Birnie reveals this heralded ‘the beginning of Mary Ann’s matriarchal role in the lives of her own family’ (p. 60) and the captive community. Her wedding at age sixteen to fellow Orphan School resident Walter George Arthur marked the first instance of many where she and her marriage were ‘used as tools for the colony’s socio-political agendas’ (p. 62). Although the marriage was abusive, Robinson held the couple up as ‘the premier example of successful colonial appropriation’ (p. 65). In 1839 he took them, along with a few other inhabitants of the settlement, to the Port Phillip District (now known as Victoria), where he had been appointed chief protector of Aborigines. Three years later, being of little use, they were (unwillingly) sent back to Wybalenna.

			Having experienced a different way of life in Port Phillip, the returning residents became vocal in their opposition to the authoritarian administration and, as Birnie states, ‘Mary Ann and Walter became the voices of their captive people and … established their own voices in Indigenous Tasmanian history’ (p. 69). They were instrumental in writing a petition to Queen Victoria about the settlement conditions under Superintendent Henry Jeanneret. On another occasion, Mary Ann spoke out about the cruel treatment of the Indigenous children by the catechist Robert Clark and his wife. As a result, her fourteen-year-old sister, Fanny Cochrane, and several other children were placed in her care. These examples, Birnie suggests, signify ‘a new era of Indigenous self-empowerment at Wybalenna’ (p. 71). Mary Ann’s political actions through seeking ‘personal independence from paternalistic governance’ and unwillingness ‘to be a mere “femme de chambre” to the administrators’ households’ solidified her as a ‘matriarch among the Indigenous captives’ (p. 76).

			Her role as matriarch continued at Oyster Cove, and while it is not clear whether she birthed children of her own, she established deep maternal bonds with her siblings and the children in her care. The family continued to be an object of curiosity for the colonists, and Mary Ann, the subject of many artworks and photographs. As representations of the ‘last of the Tasmanian Aborigines’, they were depicted as having adopted the colonial lifestyle, yet subservient and diminished. Walter died unexpectedly in 1861, and in 1866 Mary Ann married an Englishman around thirty years her senior. Unfortunately, the cycle of alcohol-fuelled domestic violence continued. Mary Ann’s health deteriorated, and in 1871 she died aged fifty. Sadly, her death was barely acknowledged, and no family members or mourners participated in the funerary proceedings; she was far removed from her matriarchal role and her powerful position in the community.

			Part 3 approaches Fanny Cochrane’s biography with the provocative title ‘A Vicissitude of Virtue?’ Fanny’s early life was transient, being moved variously between the Clarks (who assigned her the surname Cochrane) and the Orphan School, with brief intervals with Tarenootairer and Mary Ann at Wybalenna. This forced removal, Birnie claims, caused the ‘deliberate destruction of Indigenous familial ties [resulting] in a disconnect between Fanny and her family’ (p. 125). He considers this ‘fuelled her apparent volatile behaviour to follow’ (p. 125). Indeed, the account of Fanny’s youth is harrowing. She was subjected to cruel treatment and appalling conditions at the hands of the Clarks. Then, aged around twelve or thirteen, she was raped repeatedly by a convict, who also coerced her to steal supplies for him and threatened harm to her and the Clarks. When she alerted the Clarks, she was punished for her ‘inappropriate conduct’ (p. 128), flogged often and locked in a trunk at night for her own safety and apparently for the household’s protection. She was eventually moved into the care of Mary Ann. Here was another account of a disrupted and complicated life, with little chance of Fanny, like the matriarchs of her family, having stability or safety. As Birnie points out, she had little choice but to play the assigned role of the scripted colonial narrative ‘of the “civilised savage”’ in an attempt to integrate herself among her oppressors or else ‘succumb to the despair, disease and inevitable death that were characteristic of the Aboriginal establishment’ (p. 133).

			Reminiscent of her matriarchs, Fanny partnered with an older non-Indigenous man—an Englishman and former convict—although she was twenty-two and not a child. They had eleven children: six sons and five daughters. Fanny gained some colonial respectability for marrying a ‘gentleman’ and was exempted from being ‘fodder … for the colony’s propaganda machine’ (p. 145) to which the remaining residents of Oyster Cove were subjected. This social standing, however, was to affect her eligibility for a government pension and a land grant that played out in both parliament and the court where there was debate around her being the ‘last of the Tasmanian Aborigines’ and her ‘caste’ and, therefore, her entitlement to the claims (pp. 149–57). But it was her public image of religiosity, Birnie explains, that fed propaganda: she was a devout Christian image of ‘a singular colonial success story’ (pp. 159–60) and founding member of the Methodist Church at Nicholls Rivulet, ‘the first active Indigenous congregation in Tasmania’ (p. 176), along with her two sons. And yet she clung to her Aboriginal spiritual culture. Birnie contends that Fanny, as matriarch, would have fostered traditional customs in her children alongside the public-facing ‘culture of the paternal coloniser’ (p. 166). Unlike her sister, Fanny’s death at age seventy-four saw around four hundred people attend her funeral service.

			As Birnie indicates, Fanny ‘had a strength of will equalled only by her mother and sister’ (p. 184). Her voice is immortalised on the wax cylinder recordings made by Horace Watson in 1899 and 1903 for the Royal Society of Tasmania, which lay dormant in the Tasmanian Archives for decades before being rediscovered. The eight cylinders contain the only records of the original Tasmanian Aboriginal languages spoken and sung by ‘the last surviving fluent speaker of those languages’.2 In 2017, they were placed on the UNESCO Memory of the World register for being ‘of immense cultural significance as they provide a tangible connection to the voices of the ancestors of Tasmanian Aboriginal people’.3 That Fanny’s voice (instead of her bones) continues to be examined and analysed is evidence of the curiosity and colonial gaze to which this family and their people have always been subjected.

			Birnie’s book questions Westernised, patrilineal narratives and focuses on the matriarchs of his family to restore Indigenous social, cultural and political histories. He deconstructs the fragmentary evidence and reassesses it alongside oral family histories and other records, such as contemporary art works and photographs. In reconstructing the narratives, he provides a deeper understanding of the dialogues between cultural and colonial structures to trace Tarenootairer and her daughters’ complicated lives. More importantly, Birnie adds Indigenous perspectives to their subjugated stories. Birnie also provides glimpses into Indigenous family relations. One instance relates to Truganini’s role. He refers to Truganini becoming a surrogate matriarch to Tarenootairer’s family upon her death, which ‘was of such strength that some of Fanny’s eventual 11 children, never knowing Tarenootairer personally, would cite Truganini as their grandmother’ (p. 48). That Truganini stepped in to assume the role is a testament to the importance of matriarchal cultural responsibilities. However, proving ancestry one way or the other is problematic, and Birnie shows this. Colonial practices of desecrating, exhuming, examining and exhibiting the remains of these family members, and their provenance, render them unsuitable for verification. No records exist proving parentage, and those that do may be incorrect. Government-enforced child removal practices have contributed to displaced and lost family lineage. Western practices have inextricably hindered Indigenous people from proving their bloodline. In any case, it is up to the Indigenous community, family groups and individuals to decide who is family and who is not. Birnie’s effort in My People’s Songs is an important contribution in doing so.

			

			
				
					1	 Tarenootairer was known by various names including Ploorernelle, Tibb and Sarah. See also Gaye Sculthorpe, ‘Tanganutara (Sarah) (c. 1805–1858)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of Biography, The Australian National University, published online 2023, accessed online 12 June 2023, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/tanganutara-sarah-30701/text38044.

				

				
					2	 UNESCO Australian Memory of the World Committee (UNESCO AMWC), ‘Fanny Cochrane Smith Wax Cylinder Recordings’, Australian Memory of the World Register, accessed 5 June 2023, www.amw.org.au/register/listings/fanny-cochrane-smith-wax-cylinder-recordings.

				

				
					3	 UNESCO AMWC, ‘Fanny Cochrane Smith’.
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			Few were more ecstatic than the conservative health minister Tony Abbott when, in September 2005, the former Labor leader Mark Latham published his controversial diaries.1 Where Latham had branded Labor colleagues as ‘snakes and sewer rats’, Abbott chortled to his colleagues in question time, ‘we are friends on this side of the House’.2 If such a claim was risible even then, it could not be uttered with any sincerity in the most recent conservative administration. In his prime ministerial autobiography, Malcolm Turnbull describes a tortured phone call with his ousted predecessor, the irascible Abbott himself, in December 2015: ‘When I wished him a happy Christmas, he told me to fuck off several times and hung up’ (p. 274). They were not friends on that side of the House after all.

			Political memoirs are often revealing. A good and self-reflective autobiography can reveal much about the personal mentalities, group cultures, external pressures and emotional turbulence of the environment in which public policy is made. A hasty and ill-conceived memoir, by way of contrast, offers a poor window through which to view the past. In recent years, there have been three offerings from senior moderate (self-appointed small ‘l’ liberal) cabinet ministers from the Abbott–Turnbull–Morrison government (2013–22). Between them, Turnbull (communications minister 2013–15, prime minister 2015–18), Joe Hockey (treasurer 2013–15, Australian ambassador to the United States 2016–20) and Christopher Pyne (senior cabinet minister 2013–19) have produced 1,276 pages about themselves and their government. What kinds of stories do these memoirs tell? What do they reveal about the men who helmed the last administration? And to what policy legacies do they now lay claim?

			***

			Turnbull’s is by far the most compelling of the three stories. The title, A Bigger Picture, is a misnomer in political terms (he is a man more enraptured by granular detail than blue sky dreaming), but it is at least a reflection of the autobiographical expansiveness of the book. The first section of the book excavates his parents’ hopeless marriage and the ‘slow chill around the heart’ bequeathed by his mother’s departure from the family home (p. 13). He reveals much—sometimes too much—about his earlier years, including the acute embarrassment of bedwetting as a boarder at Sydney Grammar (p. 9). His story about marrying Lucy (Turnbull, née Hughes) is colourful, though well-rehearsed elsewhere. The revelatory tendency is carried over into his parliamentary tales. He admits to suicidal thoughts and depression in the wake of his first removal as Liberal leader in 2009, and he reproduces his WhatsApp messages along with his own diary entries in the hope of showing readers exactly what he thought about his colleagues at any given moment. Expressiveness is the defining quality of this autobiography.

			Expressiveness is not to be confused with transparency. For one thing, the formation of Turnbull’s liberal convictions remains inexplicable, especially given that his mother was ensconced in labour politics: ‘while I admired the romance and history of the Labor movement, I always felt I was a natural liberal, drawn to the entrepreneurial and the enterprising’ (p. 26). His work as legal confidant to Kerry Packer—‘one contradiction piled on top of another’ (p. 74)—leaves the reader with some answers and more questions. He has written earlier memoirs about his high-profile ‘Spycatcher’ case, in which he defended an ex-MI5 agent against British censorship in the Australian courts, and about the failure of the campaign for an Australian republic in 1999.3 Consequently, these episodes are truncated in A Bigger Picture. Other reviewers have noted that his account of corporate wheeling and dealing in the early 1990s is astonishingly ‘coy’.4 And while the book lifts the lid on personalities and emotions, the material fortunes of his working life seem incomplete.

			There are fewer redeeming features in Pyne’s book. It is a memoir, selective in its approach and carefully demarcated from anything that might be considered a personal life. In the first four pages, he refers to his father’s death and the beginning of his own marriage, the birth of his children, and the two books he read as a youth (Henry Morton Robinson’s The Cardinal and Ted White’s The Making of a President), which made him want to become a cardinal or, alternately, the prime minister. The rest of the book is marked by its relentless obsession with federal parliamentary happenings, many of which were not worth more than the most passing mention. Although Pyne had already said much about his family life and background in A Letter to My Children (2015), the quarantining of personal matters to the first few pages of The Insider leaves the reader with the overwhelming sensation that, beyond parliamentary politics, little else ever mattered to him.5

			Pyne’s subtitle (The Scoops, the Scandals and the Serious Business within the Canberra Bubble) promises the reader new information and revelations that might explain the twists and turns of the Abbott and Turnbull years. It does not. There is almost nothing in this memoir that could not be learned from journalist accounts by Niki Savva, David Crowe or even Malcolm Turnbull. Pyne spends many pages presenting himself as a politician pretending to be something else: a cultural icon (by way of his ‘fixer’ interview on Sky News in 2014); a go-kart racer; a military tank driver; a journalist (by way of his talk show with Labor’s Richard Marles); or even, in a comic video at one unmemorable Press Gallery midwinter ball, the prime minister of Australia. The memoir hangs on these kinds of episodes, though they shed no light on the scoops, scandals or serious business that goes on in Canberra.

			Perhaps there was something to be said for recruiting a journalist to the cause of political mythmaking. For while each of these books convey the impression of dictation rather than literary expression, Hockey’s memoir, co-authored with News Corporation columnist Leo Shanahan, is an occasionally lively tale. If the prose is surprisingly colourful in Diplomatic, it is partly a product of the story at hand. The defining quality of the book is its author’s thwarted political ambitions: ‘I’d missed my shot to be prime minister’ (p. 26). Hockey’s mission, then, is to convince readers that his subsequent work as Australia’s ambassador to the United States was of the utmost importance. ‘With the help of my team in Washington’, he says, ‘I would write my own chapter in the history of one of the greatest bilateral relationships in modern history’ (p. 12).

			In practice, the book is hardly grave. He more readily gives the impression of a ‘four-year food and wine odyssey’ (p. 144), although whenever actual matters of state needed to be dealt with, ‘not drinking at lunch was a big help’ (p. 148). Indeed, Hockey seems to enjoy the pleasures of public life even as he complains about its toll. In a book that contains complaints about the unforgettable photograph of him and finance minister Mathias Cormann smoking cigars before their infamous 2014 budget, he also tactlessly reminds us, ‘I liked to have a cigar in my ministerial office in Parliament House’ (p. 211). There are some interesting remarks and reflections on American life in Hockey’s account, not least of all the Black Lives Matter protests of 2020 and the Trump administration’s bungled response. But the occasional incisive comment on America only serves to illustrate further the faulty sense of Australian history in this volume. Even Hockey’s own career history, and that of his party, are told in ways that are marked by error and inaccuracy. He is wrong about the timing of his promotion as shadow treasurer in 2009, the date of his first G20 meeting in 2013 and much besides. But at least there are a few lively anecdotes about his adventures and misdemeanours in the United States, and a few lighthearted stories about the children to leaven the narrative.

			***

			An autobiographical story is necessarily the biography of others, too. Given the leadership contests and thwarted ambitions generated in the life of the previous government, it was inevitable that these men would reserve sharp comment for their peers. Not only did they avowedly not like each other; they were all desperate to dispatch one another to Washington. The books reveal egotistic encounters between men whose enmities were so strong that it is a wonder they had any harsh words left for the Labor Party. Each of the authors revere their fathers in these memoirs, but valorisation of the fathers only serves to cast into starker relief the shortcomings of the sons. Further, these authors make very little effort to give their women ministerial colleagues a place in the historic record. And above all, this seems to be a group of men who are barely even capable of imagining, let alone proving that they actually know, what an ordinary Australian (or American) voter looks like or how they think.

			Tony Abbott is a conundrum in these accounts. Pyne describes him as ‘a towering intellect’ with a ‘basic sense of humour’, a ‘very smart and politically capable’ man who could also be ‘stubborn and demonstrate a tin ear on policy’ (p. 74). Turnbull is less generous, depicting Abbott as the puppet of his chief of staff Peta Credlin and News Corporation. Not only was he a ‘very dangerous prime minister’, says Turnbull, but also a thoroughly illiberal one: ‘The right wing of the Liberal Party … are more DLP [Democratic Labor Party] than Liberal and their economic instincts are invariably populist and interventionist’ (p. 212).

			Hockey is the gentlest of the three. His legacy was most closely tied to that of Abbott, and it is no surprise that he paints their relationship as one of trust and loyalty, the prime minister a relatively humble and modest man. But lest we forget that Hockey was different from the arch-conservative Abbott, he reminds us of their ‘great combat over many years’ (p. 41), extending all the way back to a ‘well-documented fistfight on the rugby training field’ at the University of Sydney (p. 35). By and large, a man who led the Liberal Party for six years and won a handsome election victory in 2013 is quickly dispensed with as a serious character in these accounts.

			Malcolm Turnbull is the dominant figure in these pages, and not only because the vast bulk of them are his own. He would like to be remembered, it seems, for his progressive modernism, not just his martyrdom on the altar of the Liberal Party’s climate wars. The picture we receive of him from these three accounts is more complex, and less flattering. He tells us that he learned as a child not to ‘belittle people’ (p. 9), though the colleagues who described his verbal tirades as ‘abusive’ might suggest it was a lesson incomplete.6 Pyne, who was one of Turnbull’s closest allies, confirms the much-repeated rumour that he brazenly told the new Liberal leader Brendan Nelson in 2007 that he was not up to the job: ‘It wasn’t a very auspicious start to their relationship’ (p. 53).

			Moreover, Turnbull wisely says, ‘if you take a strong position on something and then back down under pressure, you’ll be mightily diminished’ (p. 426). Historians have already determined, though, that backing down was in fact ‘characteristic of his prime ministership’.7 Consumers are conditioned not to expect copious self-flagellation in politicians’ rhetoric, but the self-portrait of enlightenment here becomes, at times, intolerable.

			Everyone agrees, at the very least, that Turnbull is highly intelligent. Hockey compares him, in this respect, with Obama: ‘Both men had a healthy love of detailed intellectual discourse—especially their own’ (p. 14). Intellect becomes the defining mark of Turnbull in these accounts, including his own. A Bigger Picture is so strewn with acronyms that one can envision a frustrated editor or two pleading with the unmoveable author to delete them. He tells readers about the minute details of horizontal fiscal equalisation, the average megabyte per minute speed of various National Broadband Network connections, and the precise number of megawatts in dispatchable power that the aborted National Energy Guarantee might have produced. At one point, Turnbull records that he lectured Chinese premier Li Keqiang about the lessons of the Melian dialogue between Athens and Melos (p. 392). In Turnbull’s hands, a matter as unexciting (for most) as the prorogation of parliament becomes the subject of an entire chapter. The problem here is not the detail, but rather the artless and self-indulgent way it is performed.

			Across these books, all roads lead, in chronological and Machiavellian terms, to Scott Morrison. The harshest words, again, are Turnbull’s. According to him, Morrison played the leading role in destabilising Abbott’s leadership, almost orchestrating the ‘empty chair’ leadership spill of February 2015. As a minister and especially as treasurer, Morrison ‘used leaks to front-run government decisions in the hope that by giving them a head of steam in the media, his colleagues couldn’t push back’ (p. 313). Following a cabinet dinner in 2016, Turnbull claims, Morrison almost tendered his resignation on account of consistently breaching confidentiality (p. 317). He labels Morrison a cynic whose only priority was winning elections; a man ‘brittle emotionally and easily offended’ (p. 477). Reflecting on his own demise, Turnbull wistfully writes, ‘I have come to conclude Scott was playing a double game’ (p. 637).

			Pyne disagrees. Though he and Morrison were highly unalike, he finds much to admire. Morrison, he says, tried to help save Turnbull’s leadership during that fateful week in August 2018: ‘He wasn’t plotting Turnbull’s demise. Quite the opposite’ (p. 229). Having assumed the prime ministership, Morrison convinced an unruly party to place its faith in him alone: ‘if he was given a chance by his colleagues he could win, but only if they did what he asked them to do’, Pyne recalls him saying (p. 308). The 2019 election victory is Morrison’s crowning achievement, and ‘no one will ever be able to take that away from him’ (p. 310).

			The most forlorn words about Morrison are, surprisingly, to be found in Hockey’s Diplomatic. In 2019, as Morrison and his entourage fly into Washington DC, the ambassador watches on and reflects on the irony of the moment:

			Standing at the airport watching this plane land, I couldn’t help but think back to how I’d provided for it in the 2014 budget. It seemed ironic, given the pain I went through with that budget, that I was standing here and watching Morrison as prime minister emerge from one of the upgraded planes. (p. 172)

			It is partly about personal bitterness. After all, when Turnbull replaced Abbott, Morrison would take Hockey’s treasury post: ‘It was clear I wouldn’t be returning’ (p. 39). There is also an implied critique here about the kind of politician Morrison is or was. ‘There was a disease that afflicted Australian politics’, he writes sagely, ‘where people were more interested in being popular than they were in being effective’ (p. 38). When Abbott and Hockey set about charting their heroic path to a budget surplus, they found ‘the worst arrows came from behind’ (p. 38). It is hard not to imagine Morrison as a subject of these complaints.

			If these men imagine themselves lead actors, their supporting cast is predominantly one of factional rivals and unprincipled villains. In a special foreword for The Insider, Pyne’s friend and mentor Amanda Vanstone says that his opponents in the right wing of the Liberal Party were ‘both despicable and stupid—not a great combo’ (p. ix). Pyne himself is rather more diplomatic when he says there are ‘some conservatives’ who ‘only tolerate, at best, having liberals or moderates in their ranks’ (p. 15). Party room saboteurs are ‘terrorists’ or ‘[l]ow people’ in the moderates’ eyes. The one person they seem willing to protect is former treasurer Josh Frydenberg, a friend to all in Pyne’s telling, and marked by an ‘extraordinary work ethic’ according to Turnbull, who nonetheless hints that Frydenberg’s policy convictions are perhaps skin deep (p. 392).

			The present Liberal leader, Peter Dutton, appears in Pyne’s account a ‘capable senior cabinet minister’, but there’s a catch: ‘Trying to soften his image to make him acceptable to the average swinging voter is a task most public relations companies would describe as “challenging”’ (p. 17). Turnbull, unsurprisingly, is less judicious. ‘I had credited Dutton with enough common sense and self-awareness to realise’, he writes, ‘that whatever our problems were, he was certainly not the solution’ (p. 438). One imagines Labor election strategists will have marked this page in their well-thumbed copies.

			There is something deeply troubling, though, about the picture Turnbull paints of Liberal men in power. Read in the wake of 2021’s explosive revelations about discrimination and sexual harassment/assault in Parliament House, this book was far more biting than was recognised at the time. Yes, there was plenty that we already knew. If Abbott and his chief of staff Peta Credlin had conducted an extra-marital affair, Turnbull scoffs, it would still be ‘the most unremarkable’ aspect of their political partnership (p. 209). And if readers expected a revelatory chapter on Barnaby Joyce, they must have been disappointed with Turnbull’s encore performance of moral rectitude.

			But there was much ignominious conduct in this book that the public will have either not known or already forgotten. There is Jamie Briggs, the first ministerial casualty of the Turnbull government, a man ‘so indiscreet as to go out drinking in the wee hours with a young DFAT [Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade] officer in a public bar in Hong Kong which, one assumes, he knew was in China’ (p. 304). Turnbull’s trusty private secretary Sally Cray helped another indiscreet minister, Alan Tudge, manage ‘a rather awkward situation he had got himself into’ (p. 625). We now know that this refers to his extra-marital affair with staffer Rachel Miller. Indeed, one only has to scratch at the most seemingly innocuous quote to find more instances of masculine privilege and political cover-up. During the week of Turnbull’s ousting, the attorney-general Christian Porter despaired that he held his Perth-based seat of Pearce by a slim two per cent margin and could well lose it. ‘“You can spend more time with your family”’, Turnbull tactlessly consoles him (p. 634). Once again, Turnbull knew what we did not, namely that Porter had been previously warned to stop getting drunk and flirting with staffers in Canberra’s bars. The most egregious case by far, though, is that of Queensland Nationals member of parliament George Christensen who, according to Turnbull, required Australian Federal Police monitoring during lengthy visits to the Philippines and Thailand to prove that he ‘wasn’t involved in sex with minors’ (p. 583). Little wonder that Hardie Grant, and their insurers, were worried about being sued for defamation!

			Amid the toxic masculinity and sexist behaviour, there are the women ministers. Turnbull, who includes the infamous ‘bonk ban’ between ministers and their staff among his myriad achievements, might have been expected to say more about his women colleagues. But for all the rhetoric in his book about the sexism of Canberra’s culture, he seems quite dismissive or neglectful of his women ministers. Defence minister Marise Payne was ‘calm, knowledgeable and considered’, but ‘lacked confidence’ (p. 336). Sussan Ley, the embattled health minister, was ‘a friend’ and ‘good colleague’ who became ‘bitter about having had to resign’ over misusing ministerial travel entitlements (p. 471).

			Above all, one might have expected warmer words for Turnbull’s longstanding friend, deputy and loyal ally Julie Bishop. Turnbull gives her little credit for anything of substance in foreign policy and depicts her as an incoherent vacillator on questions of leadership. When colleagues were contemplating the removal of Abbott as prime minister, Turnbull says that Bishop could not make up her mind about her own leadership prospects: ‘Our numerous discussions about the leadership invariably became circular’ (p. 258). And despite voting for her on 24 August 2018, it is clear that Turnbull never actually saw her as a likely successor. All the more surprising, then, that Bishop’s endorsement adorns the cover of this updated issue.

			Hockey’s world, too, is a place of male privilege and pleasure. He writes fondly of women who worked for him as advisers, but has nothing to say about his women colleagues in cabinet (not a hard ask: for most of the Abbott government, there was only one). Hockey’s appointment as ambassador placed him beneath Bishop in the pecking order of Australian diplomacy, but her name is scarcely uttered in his memoir, except to portray her on one occasion as an unimaginative bureaucrat. When Hockey writes or phones home, it is always to the prime minister.

			Pyne is more voluble in accounting for the ministerial women around him. Defence minister Marise Payne figures as a political soulmate and policy partner. But again, there are few kind words for Bishop, who is condescended to in retrospect. One anecdote, about Bishop’s poor performance as shadow treasurer in opposition, is telling: ‘I did manage to convey that if I were her, I would go and see Turnbull and suggest that my real love was Foreign Affairs’ (p. 65). And he reproduces conversations with Abbott in which the then-leader revealed his own criticisms of his loyal deputy: ‘“Julie is a fighter when attacked but it’s always personal. Never about the team”’ (p. 117).

			With such disregard for their women colleagues, it is easy to see how these men overlooked the thoughts and feelings of the rest of the Australian populace. Pyne is at pains to stress that Turnbull ‘doesn’t lack the common touch’, specifically because the former prime minister likes riding on public transport (p. 61). But such defences are needless when the man himself complains about the ‘tediously monotonous rhythm’ of election campaigns and public performance (p. 366). If we remember the endless repetition of ‘jobs and growth’ that characterised his electoral campaign in 2016, we might well sympathise with him. But he is perhaps unique among Australian leaders in admitting how unenthused he was with electioneering.

			It says a lot about the current political class, and explains much about the inadequacies of the previous government, that ministers could barely even imagine an actual voter. Indeed, Pyne tells us about his ‘solar system’ analogy for politics: the prime minister is the sun, and ministers and operatives orbit the leader at a distance befitting their station. This is a model of politics in which voters do not even figure. Instead, he borrowed another cognitive trick from his old friend and mentor Vanstone: ‘Bob and Nancy [Stringbag] were an imaginary middle-class couple who represented, in my mind at least, middle Australia … They are aspirational for themselves, their children and their grandchildren’ (pp. 21–2). Hockey employed this imaginative tactic, too, in his efforts to understand the average American voter: ‘I called her Mary Milwaukee from Wisconsin’. She had a minimum wage job, a truck driver husband, a son in Afghanistan and a daughter, all of whom had ‘traditional middle America views on God, freedom and family. They were patriots. Until COVID-19 came along, Mary was pretty happy’ (p. 280). It is nice, at least, that they wanted to keep some mental image of voters in mind, but also damning that they could conjure only a caricature of the Australian and American people.

			***

			In a poignant moment in January 2013, Turnbull and Morrison went kayaking together at Port Jackson. Abbott was the leader of the Opposition and, given the Gillard government’s standing, highly likely to become prime minister before the year was through. As the water lapped around their vessels, the two men pondered on the government they were likely to serve in: ‘If we won with Abbott, Scott asked, what kind of government would he lead?’ (p. 201).

			A poor one, it turns out. The chaos of the Abbott government comes across as insurmountable, the policy achievements thin on the ground. Operation Sovereign Borders—Morrison’s solution to the challenge of asylum seeker arrivals in Australian waters—was one point of pride. Pyne, who thought the politics of border protection ‘disproportionate to the actual problem’ (p. 107), nonetheless suggests that the policy of boat turn-backs meant that ‘Bob and Nancy Stringbag were quietly cheering’ (p. 122). But under the poor leadership of Abbott and Credlin, the government floundered. Pyne, Abbott’s education minister, makes a half-hearted effort to defend his radical plans for deregulating higher education, but he dedicates almost as much space to the hot topic of ‘phonics teaching in schools’, which gives the game away. Ultimately, he says, Abbott’s decision to bestow a knighthood on Prince Phillip in January 2015 was the moment when ‘the torpedo left the submarine and headed towards the aircraft carrier’ (p. 137).

			Turnbull’s verdict is blunt: ‘[Abbott] was misgoverning Australia, making us less safe and less prosperous, cramping and constraining out future rather than creating new opportunities’ (p. 263). The cabinet process, especially wherever it concerned matters such as section 18(c) of the Racial Discrimination Act 1975, or the cancelling of Australian citizenship for suspected terrorists, was badly mismanaged. Turnbull makes no apologies, of course, for his own contribution to the Abbott legacy, namely the emaciation of the National Broadband Network that he oversaw as communications minister.

			In the end, it is only Hockey who wants to defend the Abbott years. ‘The 2014 budget was absolutely right’, he bravely declares (p. 42). Moreover, he suggests that he and Abbott ‘won the policy debate but lost the politics’ (p. 42). It is a familiar refrain in Australian political memoirs (there were plenty such claims in the memoirs of Labor ministers after 2013). The phrase explains nothing.

			The authors are generally content with the legacy of the Turnbull government. According to its leader, the government created an ‘ideas boom’, partly through its National Innovation and Science Agenda, and partly because he ‘spoke a lot about innovation’ (p. 280). Turnbull’s City Deals with state and local governments were ‘fundamental’ and ‘enduring’ initiatives (p. 357). Reforms in the field of home affairs, intelligence and foreign interference were ‘historic’, involving nothing short of ‘the biggest overhaul of our intelligence legislation since the 1970s’ (p. 440). Same-sex marriage, he says, ‘will be the most enduring’ of his reforms (p. 520), notwithstanding the ‘painful experience’ his postal survey generated for LGBTQI Australians (p. 482). Beyond these, he emphasises that he ‘reformed education funding in Australia’ (p. 532), secured ‘one of the most comprehensive trade deals ever concluded’ in the form of the Trans-Pacific Partnership-11 (p. 542) and devised transformative tax cuts. Snowy 2.0, an enormous investment in renewable and reliable power, was ‘in its initial idiosyncrasy, very much my own idea’, he says (p. 604). But after hundreds of pages, even he cannot but acknowledge that his signature energy policy ended in fatal surrender.

			Hockey says nothing of the domestic politics of the Turnbull government, but gives the prime minister some credit for convincing the Trump White House to uphold a bilateral refugee resettlement agreement (which the president famously described as ‘dumb’), and to maintain tariff exemptions for Australian steel and aluminium when trade protectionism was the order of the day. Hockey is, of course, equally keen to claim some credit for these things himself. He assures us that he knew how to schmooze with the president’s men; Steve Bannon was a ‘rascal’, and Mick Mulvaney a ‘mate’ (p. 130). Defending Australia against the other protectionists inside Trump’s team, Hockey says, ‘some of us are determined to be the good guys’ (p. 183).

			Pyne is at pains to claim part of the Turnbull legacy, but he consistently undermines himself. He writes proudly of his role in the National Science and Innovation Agenda and boasts of its success, but then acknowledges shortly thereafter, ‘it had barely moved the dial’ in public discourse (p. 166). He describes himself, seriously, as ‘the father of the Space Agency’ inside the Turnbull government (p. 190). Like all moderate Liberals, he claims credit for the same-sex marriage reform in the face of stiff conservative opposition. Perhaps the most laughable is his claim that he, as defence industry minister, delivered ‘an entire reinventing of defence in Australia’ (p. 175), despite the fact that the most consequential decision in that area, the awarding of the submarine contract to the French Naval Group, ‘had already been made’ (p. 239).

			The submarine contract is a perfect example of the ways in which the entire Abbott–Turnbull–Morrison administration should be remembered. Abbott, who had courted the Japanese to provide this service, decided to have a competitive tender process only when South Australian MPs demanded it of him during the February 2015 leadership spill. As Pyne recalls, ‘Abbott made such a commitment in the heat of battle’ (p. 142). When the tender process concluded, a new prime minister would decide that the French proposal was in fact ‘the best of the three options’ (Turnbull p. 340). (The German bid never stood a chance.)

			Breathtakingly, Pyne declares that the decision to build the submarines in Australia will, in the long run, regenerate ‘a part of our economy that was in danger of being lost when the Australian car manufacturing industry … closed its doors in the early part of this century’ (p. 250). By ‘early part of this century’, he presumably means ‘2014’, when the government of which he was a member dared General Motors-Holden and others to turn their back on Australian manufacturing.

			Turnbull, in A Bigger Picture, is adamant that the French submarine model was best suited to Australia’s defence needs. Nuclear-powered submarines, he says, were neither necessary nor feasible. Lacking a domestic nuclear industry of its own, an Australian nuclear submarine fleet could never be ‘completely sovereign’ (p. 343). Within a page, he performs one of those characteristic backdowns: ‘Shortly before my time as PM was rudely interrupted, I’d started to investigate the question again’ (p. 344).

			His successor, Scott Morrison, famously terminated the agreement and announced a new defence partnership with the United States and United Kingdom, which would involve options for a nuclear-powered submarine fleet to be delivered sometime in the 2040s or early 2050s. Regrettably, Turnbull’s updated foreword (largely an attack on the Morrison government) was already with the printers when the announcement was made, so it is not included in A Bigger Picture. But the man has means. In September 2021, he spoke at the National Press Club (online, in lockdown) and wished the new AUKUS (Australia–United Kingdom–United States) partnership to be a ‘great success’ while criticising its ‘awkward birth’ and his successor’s duplicity.8 ‘Mr Morrison’, he said, ‘has not acted in good faith’.9 Hockey, writing in Diplomatic, had only praise for Morrison’s ‘early decision to cancel the French submarine contract well before too much money was spent’ (p. 298). The words are written as if by an accomplished treasurer.

			By and large, these memoirs were written too early, or too remotely, to offer any real verdict on the Morrison government, but the initial assessment is hardly glorious. There is the 2019 federal budget, with its distorted allocation for election expenditure on commuter car parks and sport grants in marginal electorates. ‘It was unashamedly an election budget’, Pyne says. ‘Why not? What did the government have to lose?’ (p. 284). Hockey was far removed from this government, but he certainly speaks its language when he fulminates against a federal anti-corruption commission: ‘I despise quasi-judicial bodies like anti-corruption agencies with virtually no rules of evidence running show trials against political leaders’ (p. 237). It is not by accident that such a body was never established under that government.

			When Turnbull and Hardie Grant released the first issue of A Bigger Picture in April 2020, they took care to include some attempts to show policy continuity between the Turnbull and Morrison governments. ‘It’s good to see that Prime Minister Morrison has continued with the Pacific Step-Up I began in 2016’ was one clear example of this (p. 467).

			A new foreword was written in July 2021, and this time Turnbull saw no reason to be conciliatory. His first complaint related to the way Morrison’s office had stolen and leaked a digital copy of the first issue of A Bigger Picture a year earlier. (What the individual thief hoped to achieve remains unclear.) In refusing to condemn the conduct, the prime minister and his team held themselves ‘above the law’ and disdainful of ‘private property’ according to Turnbull (p. viii).

			Next, he turned his attention to the ongoing pandemic, and especially the government’s failure to procure enough vaccines. ‘I cannot recall a bigger failure of public administration’, Turnbull fumes (p. ix). Morrison’s climate and energy policies fared no better. His decision to invest $600 million in a new gas power plant while the International Energy Agency stressed the need for net zero emissions by 2050 ‘must have looked like a calculated “fuck you” to the global consensus demanding climate action’ (p. xiii). One wonders what he would have written about Mr Morrison’s five secret ministries.

			If only somebody had made Turnbull prime minister instead. As a young journalist, he watched the proceedings of the New South Wales parliament and concluded, ‘I could do better than that’ (p. 29). So too, it must be said, did we, for a very brief moment.

			In some ways, these memoirs represent an amplification of earlier trends in Australia’s political memoir genre. The emotions driving the memoirists become ever rawer, the factionalism and ideological cleave of the major parties ever more explicit on the page. Gender and sexuality are increasingly standard fare for political discourse and debate in these books, and in some ways Turnbull’s account of his male colleagues’ tawdry behaviour places A Bigger Picture among the most revealing political memoirs we have yet seen. (Arguably, The Latham Diaries continue to set the standard.) All the same, there is something a little shocking about the visible dearth of collective mission or pride in these accounts. When ministerial scribes reflected on their work in the governments of Bob Hawke, Paul Keating, John Howard, Kevin Rudd and Julia Gillard, they had much to say about leadership drama and policy debate, but they at least upheld some belief in a collective mission larger than themselves. It is hard to see much in the way of collective spirit across these accounts.

			Ultimately, it is better for the historian to have the option of critically interrogating these accounts than not to have them at all. Wittingly or otherwise, their choice of language, anecdotes and omissions reveal much about the masculine culture of the Liberal Party in government over the past decade, and the emotional bitterness imparted by the big debates of the period (over same-sex marriage, climate change and fiscal policy to name a few examples). In Turnbull’s case, the prime ministership was the culmination of a much longer career, and it is a life story worth telling. Hockey’s account has less obvious claims to public import, but at least it is a story fashioned in engaging, if not always correct, terms. Pyne’s The Insider, perhaps, we could have done without.
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			Derek Drinkwater review of James Cotton, The Australians at Geneva: Internationalist Diplomacy in the Interwar Years
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			Literary fortune shines on some fictional characters; such has been the fate of the junior but ambitious member of the League of Nations Secretariat, Edith Campbell Berry. Her creator, the late Frank Moorhouse, in three bestselling books chronicling Edith’s time in interwar Europe—and her deflating years in postwar Canberra—crafted a fictive individual whose literary longevity, reflected in continuing steady sales of ‘The Edith Trilogy’, makes her a strong candidate for inclusion in a dictionary of fictional characters.1

			In contrast, the reputation of the organisation Edith served—the League of Nations (1920–46)—established after World War I chiefly to prevent calamitous future conflicts, has been severely tarnished because on its watch the unthinkable happened: World War II, a conflagration far worse than its predecessor, broke out. The league’s valuable humanitarian work—to name one of its many areas of achievement—though of interest to some historians, was not examined in any depth for decades after its demise. Indeed, the organisation became an unfashionable subject for academic attention. Writing in 2001, the scholar Margaret MacMillan observed that:

			only a handful of eccentric historians still bother to study the League of Nations. Its archives, with their wealth of materials, are largely unvisited. Its very name evokes images of earnest bureaucrats, fuzzy liberal supporters, futile resolutions, unproductive fact-finding missions and, above all, failure.2

			By 2013, however, a renaissance in league studies was underway, prompting one of its leading practitioners to refer—somewhat inelegantly—to the ‘very many handfuls’ of scholars now engaged in exploring all aspects of league activity.3 This renewed interest in the institution’s achievements across its many realms of operation has occurred alongside fresh efforts to understand why it failed as an arbiter of peace. Both approaches have been made easier by the opening up of the organisation’s archives resulting in numerous opportunities for new directions of scholarly inquiry. Among these is the role of Australians in league affairs during the interwar decades.

			James Cotton, who is emeritus professor of politics at the University of New South Wales, Australian Defence Force Academy, Canberra, is well qualified for the task of telling this story. His book The Australian School of International Relations (2013)4 is a seminal work of international relations thinking based on an examination of the international thought of eight twentieth-century Australians. ‘The Australian School’ contains much about how a number of this country’s prominent academics and public figures outside academe viewed the league and Australia’s role within it as well as the nation’s standing inside and beyond the British Empire. He has also edited the official Documents on Australian Foreign Policy volumes for the periods 1920–305 and 1931–36.6 And, in December 2018, he produced a substantial commemorative paper for the Parliament of Australia, ‘Australia in the League of Nations: A Centenary View’.7

			Much recent pioneering work on the league, such as that by Susan Pedersen, gives its civil servants ‘centre stage’ in this ‘new historiography’ as ‘crucial middlemen’ in building and maintaining this nascent form of international organisation.8 Similarly, David Macfadyen and his co-authors, in their major study of the league’s administrative formation under its first secretary-general, Sir Eric Drummond (later Lord Perth), focus on the creative intelligence and exemplary competence that characterised the staff of the secretariat established by Drummond.9

			The author also sees the bureaucratic contribution as central and examines it at length. As in ‘The Australian School’, he adopts a prosopographic approach that combines historical (and institutional) analysis with biographical pen-portraiture to chart the course of Australian involvement in league affairs—a method well anchored in the disciplines of history and biography.10 A notable example of intellectual (or ideas-directed) prosopographical analysis is Michael Roe’s Nine Australian Progressives (1984),11 two of whose subjects, William Jethro Brown and Sir James Barrett, lectured on, or wrote about, Australia and the league.12 All of Roe’s subjects were prominent public figures. Although Cotton gives the leading Australian interwar internationalists such as S. M. (later Lord) Bruce their due, he eschews a narrow Namierian emphasis on the activities of these individuals, and pursues instead a more wideranging or democratic prosopography, one that encompasses the contributions of several little-known men and women, the most senior of whom entered the ranks of the educational and administrative elite on merit rather than via inheritance or patronage. It is the author’s wider emphasis on the hitherto less-celebrated actors that transforms a familiar story into the absorbing one told in this book.

			The author begins by setting out the background to Australian government involvement with the league between the wars: from its primary goal at the 1919 Paris Peace Conference of ensuring that Australia would be able to realise its postwar geopolitical and trade ambitions with minimum obligations to, or interference from, the league and its officials; followed by a wider recognition during the 1920s of the valuable role played by the organisation (and its affiliated agencies) in the economic, food and agriculture, legal, public health and labour arbitration fields; and, finally, to the gradual decline and eclipse of the league after 1930 as economic depression and totalitarian aggression put paid to hopes of international stability and peace.

			Woven into this intimidating and complex historical canvas is the author’s primary aim in the book: to explore the engagement of a number of Australians with the league and their contributions to interwar internationalist diplomacy (as members of its secretariat that constituted the first International Civil Service, the ICS, or its principal associated institutions such as the International Labour Organization, the ILO). After surveying Australia’s institutional and community engagement with the league in chapter 1, the author in chapters 2, 3 and 4 examines the work of three Geneva-based Australian practitioners of internationalist diplomacy: William Caldwell (ILO, 1921–40), Raymond Kershaw (ICS, 1924–29) and H. Duncan Hall (ICS, 1927–38).

			Caldwell, a Rhodes scholar, classicist, economist and alumnus of Balliol College, Oxford, served the ILO for three decades—from 1921 to 1934 as its only Australian staff member—during which time his chief function was to manage Australian and New Zealand relations with the organisation. Kershaw—also a Rhodes scholar and an Oxonian (New College, Modern History)—was employed mostly in the secretariat’s Minorities Section before departing to work for the Bank of England; in 1930, he accompanied as his assistant one of the bank’s senior officials, Sir Otto Niemeyer, on a mission to Australia to advise the federal government about the country’s financial crisis. H. Duncan Hall, a Balliol College modern history student, awarded the BLitt degree for a thesis revised and published as The British Commonwealth of Nations (1920),13 served in the secretariat’s Social Questions and Opium Traffic Section (1927–35), and thereafter in its Information Section as the league’s specialist on the British dominions. The organisation’s inability to counter the totalitarian threat of the 1930s prompted Hall to join a small number of eminent international relations specialists in investigating less traditional means of preserving peace and countering aggression, chiefly psychoanalytic approaches based on the work of Sigmund Freud’s disciple Dr Robert Waelder (Hall interviewed Freud and left an account of their meeting).14

			Chapter 5’s focus is the activities and ideas of ‘non-official’ actors who were less constrained in speech and action than their counterparts toiling in the secretariat; principally, the women delegates to the league’s annual assemblies and the employer and employee representatives who participated in the conferences convened each year by the ILO. Despite article 7 of the League Covenant stipulating that league positions were ‘open equally to men and women’, Australia sent only fifteen female delegates to Geneva between 1922 and 1938, and always with ‘alternate’ (or ‘substitute’) status rather than the ‘full’ status accorded their male counterparts. Nevertheless, while these women were allotted to the Fifth Committee of the League Assembly, which concerned itself with ‘general and humanitarian questions’, individuals such as the equal rights advocates Bessie Rischbieth and Marguerite Dale, the journalist Stella Allan (pseudonym ‘Vesta’), the writer Janet Mitchell, and the pioneering health practitioners Roberta Jull and Ethel Osborne, not only attended assembly sessions but also lectured across Australia about the league and its associated bodies, especially their work in the areas of social welfare, public health provision and the education of women and children.

			Hamstrung mainly by the constraints of federalism, the Australian government’s level of interest in sending delegates to annual assembly meetings and ILO gatherings was initially low. Though this situation improved, Australia never fielded a full delegation to an ILO meeting. Notwithstanding the good relationship William Caldwell forged with Australia’s employer and employee representative organisations, the former remained vigilant about the implications of ILO conventions for their members; and the latter, while more comfortable with ILO activities, retained a salty scepticism about the degree to which ILO industrial relations initiatives would translate into improved working conditions for Australians. The then president of the Australian Journalists’ Association WA (and later Labor prime minister), John Curtin, served as Australia’s ILO employee delegate in 1924.

			In chapter 6, the author examines the contributions of other members of this dramatis personae employed by the league for shorter periods, or in ancillary roles, as well as the activities of several individuals who contributed to its work and outreach in diverse and distinctive ways. This chapter, which is a biographical dipper’s delight, features a number of intriguing characters, some of whom moved in shadowy worlds—scholars, educators, pundits, journalists, spies—but who were nevertheless deemed worthy of league funding to enable them to visit Geneva as ‘alternate’ or even ‘full’ delegates. Prominent here were the League of Nations Union pioneer Raymond Watt and the historian and public intellectual ‘Fred’ Alexander (both made the transition from ‘alternate’ to ‘full’ delegate).

			As well, there were the ‘policy actors’ who included the Rhodes scholar J. G. Starke (ILO and ICS), latterly a leading authority on international law; Dr C. L. Park, a distinguished league public health official stationed in Asia during the 1930s; and W. R. (later Sir Walter) Crocker (ILO), thereafter on the United Nations staff, an academic and a senior diplomat. Most women employees in Geneva worked in the secretariat’s Second Division as stenographers, secretaries and translators.15 Among those much valued for their abilities were Emilia Clara Hernya and Ella Amelia Doyle, who was employed on and off within the ICS and the ILO between June 1924 and March 1949. A significant loss to the secretariat, which was slow in responding to his application for employment as a translator, was the Sorbonne- and Oxford-educated dandy and man of letters R. W. Hughes, whose superior linguistic gifts secured him a teaching post at the University of Paris. The dilettantish appearance of this Firbankian figure, who sported a monocle and cane, belied his intellectual brilliance.

			Although never enjoying any formal association with the league, Charles Howard ‘Dick’ Ellis is not without significance in the interwar league story. An operative of the British intelligence agency MI6, in which he later held senior posts, Ellis produced what is arguably the finest contemporary account of the league’s history and operations.16 The author concludes the book with an analysis of the views animating the internationalist diplomacy of these men and women. A brief appendix, ‘Where in Geneva?’, contains a list of locations that ‘housed or hosted’ (p. 175) the main institutional and individual actors referred to throughout.

			This is a meticulously researched, elegantly written, well-edited and handsomely designed study (a quarter of the book comprises the bibliography, notes and index). As well as outlining the league story in a straightforward way, the author provides an intelligible rendering of the more arcane aspects of international theory as they relate to league origins and the contrasting philosophies of international relations that influenced its actions; in the hands of someone less sure-footed, such discussions may well prompt a non-expert’s eyes to glaze over.

			One subject left unexplored (perhaps there was little of note or nothing to be said?) is the ‘public affairs’ role of Australian journalists employed by the secretariat’s Information Section in publishing and broadcasting material about league and ILO activities. As the author makes clear, and Patricia Clarke has pointed out, the female wordsmiths who reported and lectured on their Geneva experiences as ‘alternate’ delegates (such as Stella Allan and Janet Mitchell) were formidable ambassadors for the league in the public sphere.17 Men and women of such high calibre working inside the league’s Information Section would have been a great strength to the organisation in pursuing its goals through ‘soft power’. Were any Australian journalists employed within secretariat ‘public relations’?

			The Australians at Geneva—a work accessible to both scholar and general reader—is a substantial and original contribution to Australian international relations study. Its author pays objective homage to long-neglected institutions and largely forgotten individuals who displayed ‘a thorough-going and personal commitment to the internationalism of the Geneva project’ (p. 168), and by so doing forged a better world. Although the league failed spectacularly in preserving global peace, the humanitarian, economic, legal and social achievements of the organisation and its affiliates were impressive. Perhaps its most important legacy has been to serve as a model for post–World War II international organisation in the form of the United Nations and the numerous agencies it spawned. The contributions of the ‘Australians at Geneva’ to this early foray into global governance were significant and deserving of the time, effort and tribute paid to them in this book.
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			An exciting development for both feminist and media history is the current boom in studies of women’s contributions to broadcasting. Over the past decade, a growing number of scholars have uncovered previously ignored experiences and achievements of women in the industry. They have also revealed how broadcasting contributed to achieving women’s equality more broadly. Key scholarship includes the work of Kate Murphy on the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC), Christine Ehrick on Argentina and Uruguay, and work on Australian broadcasting by Jeannine Baker, Justine Lloyd, Yves Rees and myself.1 Kylie Andrews provides a rich addition to this growing literature with her study of four postwar women producers at the Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC).

			Andrews, herself a former ABC producer, became interested in uncovering these stories after talking to a film producer who had started her career at the ABC. When asked if she was influenced by any of the female radio and television producers, the film producer admitted that she had never heard of them (p. xiii). Andrews began to dig into the history of female producers at the ABC and discovered a group of women whose contributions had been largely ignored by Australian media histories. She remedies this with Trailblazing Women of Australian Public Broadcasting, 1945–1975, a collective biography of four women: Kay Kinane, Catherine King, Therése Denny and Joyce Belfrage. Andrews begins the book with career snapshots of each woman, then draws out key themes across their careers in the remaining chapters. Throughout the book Andrews shows that these women strongly believed in the educative role of public broadcasting and worked to deliver content that covered important issues of the time.

			Kay Kinane (1912–1998) primarily worked in educational broadcasting, where she produced hundreds of programs. She was also the first showrunner for Woman’s World, the first women’s program on ABC television. She became one of the most senior and respected producers at the ABC. Later in her career she travelled across Southeast Asia, Africa and the Middle East to advise other countries on educational broadcasting.

			Catherine King (1904–2000) was the longest-serving host of an ABC radio women’s session, running the Western Australian session from 1944 to 1966. A strong believer that broadcasting could be used to improve society, she used the program to make high culture and intellectual discourse accessible to her listeners. After her retirement from the ABC, she dedicated herself to the Save the Children fund, volunteering in areas of acute need across the world.

			Stifled by her lack of career progression at the ABC, Therése Denny (1923–1975) left for London aged twenty-six and forged a career in radio and later television production at the BBC. Her work was often broadcast on the ABC. She returned to the ABC on a producers exchange in 1963, when she produced a television documentary on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people called A Changing Race, cutting edge for its time. She worked in broadcasting until her death from cancer in 1975.

			Joyce Belfrage (1923–2007) made the reverse journey from the United Kingdom to Australia. When she arrived at the ABC in 1959, she was already a respected producer after many years at the BBC. During her time at the ABC, she produced segments and documentaries for television on complex social issues including alcoholism and the migrant experience. Fed up with bureaucratic roadblocks and after being demoted twice, she quit dramatically in 1963 after only four years at the ABC. She subsequently became a lecturer at Macquarie University and was later chairperson of the Friends of the ABC—a role that enabled her to contribute to public debate about broadcasting policy and to criticise the ABC’s shortcomings.

			After introducing us to her subjects, Andrews dedicates a chapter to examining the discrimination faced by the ABC’s female employees in the mid-twentieth century. Most women employed by the ABC contended with strict gendered hierarchies that limited their career progression and marginalised their work. However, the rules could be bent for a small group of exceptional women, like Kinane, King, Denny and Belfrage. They were given a greater measure of freedom to produce the content they believed was important. Yet, as Andrews notes, they often had to fight and became adept at using tactics to get their content over the line—additional labour not required of their male counterparts, most of whom were not nearly as exceptional.

			In the next chapter, Andrews reveals how her subjects were brought up by their politically and socially engaged families to be ‘nation-builders, imbued with a desire to participate in social and political discourse’ (p. 59). These women saw public broadcasting as the mechanism to be the active citizens their families had taught them to be. This chapter is a particularly strong one and shows the value of a biographical approach to this topic.

			In chapter 5, Andrews outlines how talent was not enough for even exceptional women to succeed at the ABC—to achieve this required the support of male colleagues and mentors. Kinane, King and Denny all became adept navigating the ABC’s inner workings and securing the support of key allies. Belfrage did not succeed in doing this, which Andrews argues stymied her work and career at the ABC.

			Andrews then considers how her subjects worked across both radio and television to deliver their content, and their differing experiences of each. Each one established their careers in radio and experienced the exciting yet chaotic launch of television. Having both mediums at their disposal enabled them to utilise the format that best suited the story they wanted to tell. However, not all of them believed that radio and television were equal—King’s two years running the television women’s session in Western Australia cemented her belief that radio was the ideal medium for her message. In this chapter Andrews also shows how Denny and Belfrage, in particular, used the press to further their messages and promote their work. In Belfrage’s case, this included her acerbic criticism of the ABC following her departure.

			The next two chapters highlight the central role of international travel and transnational networks in building the careers of all four women. This was a time when travel to Britain, Europe and sometimes the United States was seen as an antidote to Australia’s cultural shortcomings and conservatism. This was especially so for Denny, who permanently left Australia for greater professional opportunities in Britain.

			The ABC had close ties with the BBC, which was seen as superior and better resourced, and female staff were able to participate in exchanges and training programs. By returning with knowledge and skills from the BBC, Andrews writes, ‘their status and value in the eyes of the ABC was subsequently magnified’ (p. 148). There were also opportunities beyond the United Kingdom. King took several year-long sabbaticals over her career, which included travel to all corners of the globe, and was a founding member and a vice-president of the International Association of Women in Radio. Kinane travelled to the United States to learn about television production from American public broadcasters. Andrews writes that:

			When Kay, Catherine, Therése and Joyce became active members of the global community of public broadcasters they were endowed with an authority and respectability that nourished their professional and political agendas; doors were opened, trust was given and their confidence grew. (p. 148)

			With its engaging portraits of four fascinating yet overlooked producers, Trailblazing Women is an important addition to the growing field of feminist media history and enriches our understanding of the ABC. The four women are powerful subjects and Andrews deftly draws out their shared experiences and key differences. Belfrage particularly stands out for her strong will and forthright style, which hampered her ability to work the ABC system for her benefit as did Kinane, King and Denny. By including Belfrage’s often frustrating career at the ABC, Andrews sharpens her argument that women needed to be able to navigate the ABC’s bureaucracy and build strategic relationships with male colleagues to achieve success.

			While an excellent study, Trailblazing Women would benefit from greater consideration of how the ABC compared with commercial stations, which often afforded women greater opportunities to broadcast, a wider audience and less bureaucracy to contend with. Andrews briefly mentions Irene Greenwood, whom she notes failed to secure King’s position as the compere of the Western Australian women’s session because she was seen by ABC management as too political (p. 76). Greenwood subsequently ran a women’s session on Perth commercial station 6AM from 1948 to 1954, which gave her increased control over her content and expanded her audience to include working-class women, who were unlikely to listen to the patrician ABC.2

			It is important to underscore, as Andrews does, that these women were committed to public broadcasting. Kinane, King, Denny and Belfrage ‘saw the ABC as a powerful conduit through which they could contribute to public discourse’ and help ‘Australians to embrace new ways of thinking about their world’ (p. 197). During this the time, the ABC remained committed to enlightening the nation, but was not popular with working-class audiences who were more likely to tune in to the more entertaining commercial stations. While King had some success in attracting listeners from rural Western Australia, the content these women produced was most likely enlightening like-minded audiences from similar social and educational backgrounds.

			Of course, assessing audience reception is tricky, and it is hard to measure the impact of their content on the audience and society more broadly. Ultimately, their biggest impact may have been within the ABC itself. As Andrews makes clear, the hard work of King, Kinane, Denny and Belfrage paved the way for others to build successful careers at the ABC and make important contributions to Australian journalism and culture.
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			Ann Hunter review of Ann Curthoys, Shino Konishi and Alexandra Ludewig, The Lives and Legacies of a Carceral Island: A Biographical History of Wadjemup/Rottnest Island

			(Routledge, 2022), 212 pp, HB $273, ISBN 9781032185033

			Ann Curthoys, Shino Konishi and Alexandra Ludewig have successfully collaborated to produce a nuanced history of the island of Rottnest or Wadjemup through the experiences of individuals who shaped or were changed by their time on the island. The authors share a journey that reveals new and fascinating insights on the biographical history of Rottnest/Wadjemup, chronologically, over four centuries. The book does this by reconstructing lives and legacies of key individuals who arrived voluntarily or by force, including the ‘marginalised’, by ‘recuperating them as individuals’ (p. 12). They utilise biography as a research methodology to interpret and humanise historical processes, particularly the history of incarceration, which is a dominant feature of the island’s history.

			The book reveals that for most of the island’s history, Wadjemup ‘was a forbidden place and not occupied’ (p. 4). Noongar oral tradition reveals a long ceremonial, spiritual and food relationship going back over 30,000 years. After it became an island, it became a ‘place where the spirits were taken’ (p. 4). The fact that Noongar people would not willingly visit the island because of this significance would be exploited by British colonisers for their own ends, with Noongar people the first to experience the devastating impacts of incarceration on the island.

			Central to the book and islander studies is the history of ‘unfree labour’ that encompasses slavery, enforced labour and incarceration, and it permeates most of the chapters. The main use of the isolated and strategically located island (nineteen kilometres from the mainland of Western Australia, on the eastern edge of the Indian Ocean) was as ‘an island prison for Aboriginal people to which more than 3,700 Aboriginal men and boys were forcibly removed during the colonisation of Western Australia’ (p. xi).

			Dutch Explorer William Vlamingh is the subject of the first chapter, which traces his early life and command of a scientific expedition to the Great South Land in an Indian Ocean context. Employed by the United Dutch East India Company (VOC) from 1688, Vlamingh was instructed to search for shipwrecked survivors from an earlier Dutch expedition and to note potential resources. He was also advised to enlist ‘3 or 4 black slaves or convicts’ as ‘bonded intermediaries’ to obtain information from Indigenous peoples he encountered and to capture a ‘Southlander’ to bring back to Amsterdam for study (p. 23). Earlier Dutch ships had warned that ‘the South Land was inhabited by cruel, black and barbarous men’ (p. 23). Vlamingh did not, however, encounter any Noongar people on Rottnest, but could see their fires on the mainland.

			Vlamingh is still remembered today for naming the island ‘Rat’s nest island’ or ‘t Eylandt ‘t Rottenest and for providing information and maps that would be used by others including the British government for exploration, for strategic purposes and for subsequent exploitation (p. 19). Vlamingh also appreciated the natural resources and human comforts that Rottnest offered, calling it ‘a paradise on earth’ (p. 31).

			There are two chapters on Henry Vincent, who became the first superintendent of the island prison. The first covers 1839 to 1845 and traces the early history of the carceral island through the lives of Henry and his wife Louisa. Henry was first appointed by the British colonial government as superintendent of Fremantle prison, which was also ‘used to confine Noongar who challenged the settlement through stealing food, killing stock, or assaulting the colonists, often in revenge’ (p. 40). From 1831 Vincent also supervised work gangs on building and road construction. In 1838 he volunteered to superintend the first prison for Aboriginal people who were to be forcibly removed to the island for crimes under British law such as stealing sheep and larceny. As conflict with Noongar people intensified, and alternative options for reconciliation were closed off, the colonial government took control of the island. The prisoners were forced to labour towards making Rottnest prison self-sufficient, constructing buildings from the natural materials such as limestone that were available on the island. This was part of a larger policy of ‘protection’ that intended that Aboriginal people would become assimilated into settler society, a policy that focused in Western Australia on building a labour force for a colonial economy (p. 43). This was to be a different form of ‘protection’ from that implemented by protectors in eastern Australia.1

			On Rottnest this was meant to combine training and education or a ‘reformatory’ role with forced labour and punishment (p. 44), but Vincent interpreted his instructions his own way. As the authors write: ‘Away from the eyes of his superiors, Vincent chose which instructions he would assiduously follow and which he would ignore. He had little interest in Christianisation and education, and a great deal in the prison’s building programme’ (p. 44).2 This he pursued with vigour, often forcing the prisoners to work in harsh and cruel conditions that resulted in illness and deaths.

			In 1840, Aboriginal protector Charles Symmons was appointed as a visiting magistrate to check that Vincent was carrying out his instructions properly and to enquire into problems at the prison. He failed, however, in protecting Aboriginal people there, instead backing Vincent’s coercive punishment, even after investigations into Vincent’s cruelty were proven (p. 49). As the authors point out, ‘the prison’s island location hampered government and other oversight of his regime, and when prisoners or officials criticised, colonial authorities consistently took the side of the superintendent’ (p. 77).

			The book also emphasises the strength and resilience of those who were subjugated to the ‘repressiveness of the colonial state’ (p. 11). One of the biographical fragments that reveals the perspectives of the ‘marginalised’ is Souper, a nine-year-old Noongar boy who was sentenced to two years on Rottnest from 1842 to 1844 for the theft of a sheep.3 He voices his feelings: ‘I no like Rottnest, they only give cabbage, flour and soup’ (p. 51). Despite mounting allegations of cruelty against him, Henry Vincent continued as superintendent until 1866 (except between 1849 and 1855 when the colonial government closed the prison). He was the pioneer of a systematic policy of forcible removal, hardship and deprivation, pursued by successive colonial governments until 1902, after which the prison continued as an annexe of Fremantle gaol until 1931. Vincent supervised Aboriginal prisoners in the construction of the ‘infamous quod’ with its windowless cells, which was completed in 1864 and used to lock prisoners up at night. The building came to symbolise the harshness of the prison, with the building later repurposed, including for holiday accommodation, only being closed to the public in 2018.

			One of two non-Aboriginal women incarcerated on Rottnest, seventeen-year-old Jane Green was sentenced for two years (1840–42) on the island. Orphaned at nine years of age, she was only fourteen years old when she was sent by the Children’s Friend Society to Western Australia with other girls to work as indentured servants. Working for settlers Francis and Charlotte Whitfield, she ‘gave birth to a baby boy, probably fathered by Captain Francis Whitfield’ (p. 61), which was later found dead. She was charged with murder and was sentenced on the lesser offence of ‘concealment of birth’. Her punishment was forced domestic labour for the Vincent household including likely assisting Louisa Vincent with the care of the children.

			In reconstructing Jane’s life on Rottnest, the authors acknowledge the limitations of available historical evidence, including difficulties of interpreting silences in the archives where there are no records of her emotions and experiences. To the extent that this is possible, we learn of her ‘plausibly inferable motivations’, an approach that draws on theoretical frameworks for biography.4 Inferences are made about events she is likely to have witnessed and experienced. Vincent’s report provides information on her good conduct, which is interpreted as her willingness to comply with the discipline (p. 65). Jane’s ability to make the most of her opportunities are revealed; her resilience also shows through in her life story after Rottnest, which reveals a long, hard, but satisfying life.

			The next chapter examines the early life of the celebrated children’s novelist and wife of Governor Frederick Broome, Lady Mary Anne Barker. Mary Anne’s writings about Rottnest Island form part of her letters to her teenage son in London, published for a British audience in 1885. This focused on her experiences of Rottnest as a place of recreation; she recounts her explorations and notes she had ‘fallen tremendously in love with the charming little island’.5 Her account of the Aboriginal prisoners was that they were ‘treated kindly and well taken care of’, which was obviously at odds with the reality of a crisis of severe overcrowding, deaths and illness at the prison (p. 101). Her Letters to Guy memoirs show her failure to identify ‘colonialism and dispossession’ (p. 101). This can be contrasted with her husband Frederick Broome, who in approving the commission of inquiry in September 1883 ‘realised that the overcrowding, disease and deaths at the island were a symptom of a much larger problem arising from the pastoral spread in the north’ (p. 118).

			This dichotomy of opinion raises questions about what biography as a research methodology can reveal about the relationships and influences between husband and wife. In the case of Louisa and Henry Vincent, this is gleaned to a certain extent from the court records and the violence and cruelty that Louisa Vincent experienced from her husband. In the case of Lady Barker, it raises questions about what inferences can be drawn about the nature of the relationship, the role of convention, including reasons for her reliance on ‘hypothetical scenarios … Despite her intimate connection to the governor’ (p. 101).

			The partial biography through direct testimony of seven Aboriginal men in October 1883 is especially important in revealing their perspectives and feelings about their incarceration and their captors, life on the island, and in illuminating the processes of management and control. Benjamin, Bob Thomas, Brandy, Yadthee, Harry, Jumbo and Weeti Weeti recount how they were forcibly removed in neck chains over long distances from different parts of the country. Yadthee, Weeti Weeti and Benjamin describe how they were packed together and arrived in a weakened state to experience the bad conditions, inadequate and poor-quality food, and the dread of disease.

			The reader gets a strong understanding of the nature and impacts of incarceration through individual experiences and perspectives. For example, even though it was assumed prisoners would supplement their poor diet, Bob Thomas complained that ‘the “hours of liberty (9 to 4)” were too short, especially given the distance they would have to walk to get to the best fishing grounds’ (p. 121). This testimony revealed not only physical but also psychological impacts, with Bob Thomas testifying that ‘I do not like Rottnest, because I am not the same as if I was in my own country. If I was out, I would be my own master’ (p. 121).

			The location and isolation of Rottnest was also of strategic importance for defence during the world wars. This chapter examines the island history through the lives of two merchant seaman, Karl Lehmann and Martin Trojan (officers from German ships), who were interned on Rottnest for eighteen months (1914–15) and incarcerated with 1,100 civilians, with one hundred soldiers to guard them. Their photos show a different life from the expected stories of incarceration and deprivation usually associated with internment camps: the isolation and openness of Rottnest Island allowed for peaceful coexistence (including Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal prisoners who laboured to support the camp).

			The book summarises the life and legacy of Herman August Kuring, who was appointed in 1939 as commandant of the garrison defending Rottnest Island. Kuring was born in Victoria to a father of German heritage, had a distinguished Australian military career in World War I before being discharged in 1918 after severe injuries and re-enlisting in 1939. On 3 September 1941, while inspecting Rottnest Island defences, Kuring went missing and was drowned off the rocks. Despite the tragedy of his drowning and disappearance, his legacy was tainted by persistent rumours that he was a spy, when he was associated with the sinking of the Sydney some ten weeks after his disappearance. The authors use biography as a research methodology to reveal the falsity of the rumours. As they point out, the story is not merely about the facts of a life and the events leading up to a death, but ‘now operates as a lens through which we can view the interplay of values, suspicions and memories that defined mid-century Western Australian society and for which islands repeatedly served as fertile breeding grounds’ (p. 153).

			In the last chapter, the authors draw on oral history interviews to interpret the life and legacy of Fay Sullivan, whose long relationship with Rottnest occurred from the late 1940s when the island was increasingly used for public recreation. Fay lived on the island as the only nurse tending to the many holidaymakers, working long hours and under pressure. After a period of time, she and the manager Des Sullivan married and each became ‘leaders in their own areas on the island’; she a part-time nurse and host for holidaymakers and dignitaries—the ‘heart and soul of Wadjemup’s social life’ (p. 179). The postwar period marked increased forgetting and attempts at the erasure of the island’s dark carceral history.

			The Lives and Legacies of a Carceral Island adds to the growing body of scholarship of the biographical turn that resurrects the marginalised from the archives, albeit with consciousness of limitations. The epilogue offers hope for the future, identifying the importance and relevance of history for understanding and educating others about the past, including a vision by Noongar researcher and filmmaker Glen Stasiuk for reconciling the contested histories. The book is valuable not only for academic scholars of islander studies, biography and Aboriginal history, but also to policymakers and ‘sojourners’ to Rottnest. It provides opportunities to inform public histories, which would be assisted if the book were more publicly accessible and available in more visually appealing formats.
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			Nicole T. McLennan review of Richard Turner, Made in Lancashire: A Collective Biography of Assisted Migrants from Lancashire to Victoria, 1852–1853

			(Clayton: Monash University Publishing, 2021), 256 pp., PB $34.95, ISBN 9781922464361

			Too many examinations of migration fail to look meaningfully backwards, their focus firmly fixed on the journey itself and the road beyond. As the title of Richard Turner’s book Made in Lancashire suggests, his account begins well before departure, and he continues to keep one eye on the rear-view mirror as his migrants find their way and settle in the colony of Victoria.

			Turner’s account was inspired, in part, by the reformist prime minister (1893–1906) of New Zealand, Richard Seddon, whose ancestors form one family among the 225 assisted migrants that travelled from Lancashire to Victoria in the twelve months spanning mid-1852 to mid-1853. His rise, Turner argues, was not due solely to ‘individual exceptionalism’ (p. 57), rather its origins were deeply rooted in the past. Moreover, an appreciation of Seddon’s ‘southern Lancashire inheritance, kinship bonds and community ties’ (p. 58) that were transplanted to Victoria was necessary to gain an understanding of his achievements. Seddon himself was alive to the significance of the experiences of his forebears and the choices that they had made. In an effusive address in Bendigo in 1906 he related that:

			They understood that it was their duty to work out their destinies for the good and advantage of mankind, and the promotion of that happiness and that contentment which should be placed within reach of all. (p. 57)

			It is by drawing on that modest cohort of Lancashire migrants, who were assisted to make the journey to Victoria, that Turner examines how their origins and experiences, and the cultural baggage they brought with them, moulded their aspirations and, in turn, helped to shape the communities in which they settled. Forming just over one per cent of the total arrivals in that period, it was the opportunity for deep exploration rather than representativeness that the author sought. Certainly, as David Fitzpatrick’s work in Oceans of Consolation (1994) demonstrated using a tiny cache of letters documenting Irish migration, a small sample size is not necessarily a barrier to the significance of the findings that can be revealed.

			Crucial to Turner’s account is the state of flux that existed in both Lancashire and Victoria. His cohort is drawn almost exclusively from southern Lancashire, a region that experienced dramatic industrialisation and where Chartism, among other radical movements, had a strong following. Perhaps it is not surprising then, that he characterises most of the cohort as ‘ambitious risk-takers’, a group who were ‘not content with a life of the same in England’ (p. 210). At the same time, Victoria’s pastoral economy had been thrown into disarray by the discovery of gold near Ballarat in 1851. Yet, as the cohort demonstrates, not all of those migrants would rush to the goldfields upon arrival (pp. 110–11). The allure of Victoria as a destination, it seems, was more broadly rooted in a belief that such a society held promise and opportunity; it was a place where personal and familial aspirations for security and advancement might flourish.

			And flourish, by and large, the cohort did. A shrewd bunch, they were probably as aware of the regulations associated with assisted migration as the Colonial Land and Emigration Commission (CLEC) engaged by the Victorian government to oversee the scheme. It seems apparent that several of the Lancashire cohort used their knowledge of the regulations to ensure they were eligible for an assisted passage. They were also not beyond using or bending the rules, with Turner finding several instances where the occupations stated by the cohort were those desired by the CLEC, rather than ones those migrants had previously performed (e.g. pp. 67–8).

			It was perhaps a continuation of this cunning that helped many among the cohort to find a degree of success in their newly adopted home. While they shared an aspiration to improve the fortune of their family, the cohort’s attainments ranged from ‘very prosperous to humbly competent’ (p. 189). Their successes Turner measures, in part, through the acquisition of property. Once in Victoria, he notes, the cohort demonstrated ‘an overwhelming desire to acquire, maintain and transmit property to their children’ (p. 13). The author, however, is somewhat uncomfortable with this yardstick, acknowledging that it can result in ‘an over-emphasis on economics’ (p. 13).

			To counterbalance this, Turner constructs a series of engaging vignettes of his Lancashire cohort—and to me this is one of the greatest strengths of his book. Although small in number, it is through the reconstruction of the lives of these migrants that we begin to understand the wider experience of assisted migrants from Lancashire and get a glimpse of the migration experiences of English migrants more broadly. In this task the author’s investigation has been blessed by the passage of time and the digital revolution in genealogical and historical research. Whereas earlier studies required painstaking manual work using microfiche and film to correlate individuals in shipping lists to census data and the like, many of these sources have now been digitised and often can be found and linked via online genealogical platforms. Turner’s use of these resources results in nuanced biographical sketches of families and individuals—their achievements and failings, set in the context of place and community as it shifts from Lancashire to Victoria.

			Yet, as the author acknowledges, in the absence of letters, diaries, journals, reminiscences or other more immediate sources, it can also be difficult to glean the motivations of migrants and their aspirations. Indeed, it is a shame that Turner found no significant sources of this kind for the cohort—without them we miss an opportunity to get an intimate understanding of the nature of these decisions. Certainly, the decision to migrate can be intensely personal and emotional. My own examination of nineteenth-century migrant diaries and letters found that such a key moment of change was often accompanied by emotion—be it heartbreak, pain, fear, thrill, passion or hope—and sometimes that emotion was a driver of action. So, to me, it is no coincidence that Turner’s cohort were willing to take a chance on an unknown future.

			At times I did find the amount of contextual material the author provided to be excessive. This was particularly the case in chapter 2—‘Populating the Biography: An Overview of the Primary Source Records’—in which the author provides an in-depth account of the sources that he used to reconstruct the lives of his cohort. To me this chapter reads very much like the preliminary work required as part of a doctoral thesis. The book is indeed based on Turner’s award-winning thesis, and that past iteration of his writing was often apparent. While remaining a valuable work, I feel that the author missed an opportunity to transform his thesis into a much more keenly focused account (albeit shorter) that took us on the journey from an established homeland in Lancashire across some 12,000 miles to emerging settlements in Victoria.

			Given the sharp focus of the book on a particular point in time, I was also disappointed that the cover image chosen to represent that moment dates from a period at least twenty years later. Drawn from the collection of the State Library of Victoria, the engraving—‘Emigrants Embarking from Great Britain’—appeared in the Australasian Sketcher in late 1880. Prior to that it was published in the Illustrated London News with the title ‘A Study from Life on Prince’s Landing Stage, Liverpool—Destroyed by Fire July 28, 1874’. That source, in turn, acknowledged that the engraving had been previously published in the Graphic in 1872. While on one level the choice of image is a superficial detail, the circumstances and experiences of the migrants depicted in that engraving (whether twenty or thirty years later) was, in many respects, vastly different to those faced by our author’s Lancashire cohort. For example, those shown in that image on the landing stage were unlikely to be assisted migrants travelling to Victoria (a common factor of the cohort)—in the early 1870s the number of migrants assisted to that colony dwindled to a trickle and the scheme effectively ceased in the middle of that decade.

			Indeed, by the time that cover image was first published, Turner’s Lancashire cohort had largely put down roots. The ‘rush’ to gold had ended and most of those among the cohort who had tried their luck on the diggings were settling down in the towns and settlements that formed nearby. And it is in those locations that Turner argues that, for many, ‘the risk paid off’. In the fledgling colony of Victoria, the migrants drew on their Lancashire origins and experiences and, in their own way, became ‘creators of an urban and suburban society in which they had personal and political status’ (p. 210).

		

	
		
			Daniel R. Meister review of Melanie Nolan, Biography: An Historiography

			(London and New York: Routledge, 2023), 400 pp., HB $252.00, PB $69.99, ISBN 9781138387249

			One hears again and again the complaint that, though biography continues to be immensely popular with the book-buying public, it tends to be ignored by the academic world and has, compared with other literary genres, inspired very little serious reflection. One also hears repeatedly that the aim of this or that conference is to begin the process of providing biography with the critical reflection, with the poetics, or—and this demand gets more strident as time goes by—with the theory that has up to now been lacking.

			Or so (wearily?) remarked Ray Monk in 2007.1 In her introduction, Melanie Nolan approvingly reproduces this quote in full (p. 23) to distinguish her research agenda from that of other scholars of biography studies. Setting aside the question of whether there is in fact a ‘fear of theory’ among biographers, Biography: An Historiography examines how academic historians have written biography—in English—from the Victorian era to the present. Nolan is well equipped to cover this ground, having served since 2008 as director of the National Centre of Biography at The Australian National University and general editor of the Australian Dictionary of Biography. She convincingly demonstrates that historians writing biography have never been theory averse but have instead experimented with a wide range of theoretical and methodological approaches, all while remaining empiricists.2

			Eschewing a linear narrative, or a focus on a supposed ‘biographical turn’, the book instead examines seven major debates over theory and method. These are examined in chronological order, albeit with some overlap:

			the Victorian debate over the role of the heroic individual in history; the post-Victorian debate over artful or scientific approaches to history; the debate over other minds and the role of Freudianism; the Cold War debate over contingency, counterfactuals, and causation; the postwar debate over atomising lives or prosopographical systems; the late twentieth-century debate over the singularisation of history; and the current debate over life writing and egohistoire. (p. 18)

			As befitting a ‘metabiographical reflection’ (p. 32), the book’s approach is itself biographical: each chapter begins by introducing two people who ‘personify the wider debate’ (p. 129) to be examined and concludes by returning to them. This works well in giving the chapters a clear and consistent structure, although it has drawbacks: plunged into an incredibly detailed debate, it sometimes takes a while for the reader to get their bearings; and, more significantly, it minimises the connection to the previous chapter’s debate. This, in turn, detracts from Nolan’s argument that it is important to consider the debates in chronological order. The seven debates were related, the introduction claims, with each building on its predecessor. Yet between chapters, continuities are lost, apart from repeated reference to empiricism as historians’ lodestar, the moderating force that kept them to the centre of the biographical debates. Indeed, emphasised throughout is the fact that, irrespective of the debate, and despite how they were portrayed at the time or have been portrayed by historiographers since, historians typically did not reside at either extreme but rather took a bit from both positions. Instead of relying on the best-known quotes of prominent scholars, Nolan takes us on a deep dive into their works, counselling us to look beyond the stated positions of debate to historians’ biographical practice and their private writings, where their more nuanced positions are found.

			Specifically, in relation to the seven debates examined, Nolan argues that historians writing biography in the Victorian era were mainly ‘historical interactionalists’, considering both structure and agency. In the post-Victorian era, they wrote empirical accounts in literary ways, viewing the distinction between the two as arbitrary and exaggerated. Throughout the three waves of debate over psychobiography (interwar, postwar, and 1970s and 1980s), they consistently considered psychological issues, even when not engaging with psychoanalytical theories. During the reignited debate over structure and agency in the Cold War era, they were ‘integrationists’, seeing the two as intertwined. In the postwar debates over atomising lives, or ‘lumping and splitting’, they turned to collective biography as a middle ground between narrative biography and minute prosopography. In the late-twentieth-century debates over microhistory, they wrote empirical works of biography, but used them to call into question later narratives, carefully considering the relationship between the microhistorical and the macrohistorical. And finally, in examining the most recent debates about life writing, Nolan finds that most historians do not write autobiographies—some write ‘family history or therapeutic memoir’, while a small group has charted a third way. Their meta-(auto)biographical path entails writing autobiographies but following empirical techniques of archival research and contextualisation, often openly discussing the disjuncture between memory and the written record.

			Given the acrimonious conflict between practitioners of ‘life writing’ and proponents of scholarly biography, I suspect many readers will begin with the eighth chapter, which deals with that debate. Nolan weighs in largely on the side of the Dutch School of Biography, which has critiqued life writing for a lack of empiricism.3 As Nolan observes, they and others:

			complain that identity politics has led to an abandonment of critical analysis. They question unverified testimony privileging someone’s own feelings and words. They argue that autobiographies and memoirs should not be privileged over other sources. For historians, this is preaching to the converted. (p. 340)4

			Still, she critiques the Dutch School for having not considered the limited genre of historians’ meta-autobiography. Although ‘too much life writing, even historians’ egohistoire, is neo-hagiography’, she concludes, this approach is ‘more difficult to critique’ (pp. 340–1).

			In the ‘Further Reading’ section to the introduction, Nolan reiterates that the book ‘is not a systematic consideration of historians’ biographies. Rather than reviewing classical, experimental, path-breaking or interesting biographies, it is a self-referential historiography of historians’ biographical debates’ (p. 32). This calls for some definitional clarity. As American historian Peter Novick put it:

			The word ‘historiography’ can be confusing … The once respectable word ‘historiology’ has dropped out of just about everyone’s vocabulary, and ‘historiography’ has had to do double duty for both ‘historical science’ [historiology] and descriptive accounts of historical writing [historiography] … Go fight city hall.5

			The book is historiological, then, given it is a consideration of historians’ differing beliefs about—to adopt Novick’s phrase—the ‘biographical science’, or what we might also call ‘the philosophy of biography’.

			Or is it? The moderate claim in the conclusion, that the book puts ‘historians’ changing methods and theories into conversation with their changing biographical practices’ (p. 360) seems more accurate than the description found in the introduction, that the book is an account of ‘how historians have used and debated biographical theories and methods’ (p. 25). For the book demonstrates that historians’ debates about biography gave way, relatively quickly, to broader debates about other theoretical and methodological concerns, and biography was not at centre stage in these subsequent debates.

			Even when there were periods of debate specifically about biography, these almost always concerned the genre’s irresolvable central questions. As Nolan notes in the introduction:

			Ray Monk and others have pointed out that the expanding body of academic literature on biography still asks some of the same questions that Samuel Johnson had addressed in the eighteenth century … Is biography fiction? Who deserves to have a biography written of them? What details are appropriately included in a biography? Is it possible to know with certainty the inner life of another? What are the moral or ethical responsibilities of biographers towards subjects, social sensitivities, and the truth? (p. 7)

			So yes, historians have a ‘seamless and unbroken’ tradition of biographical writing (p. 15), and yes, historians’ debates about theory and methods shaped the writing of biography (and sometimes influenced their decision to write biography in the first place). But although there have sometimes been debates about how biography ought to be written, most of the time biography is shaped by—and contributes to—larger historiological debates. Is there, therefore, a body of ‘biographical theory’? This seems debatable. Even the claim that biography ‘has remained central to professional history’ (p. 25) appears to exceed the evidence available. Historians are historians first and biographers second, and little work has been done to determine just how prominently biography figured in historians’ practice.6

			The range of this book is remarkable, so to note a few omissions is little more than nitpicking. Although it is not technically psychohistory, there is no discussion of the supposed ‘affective turn’ in the humanities, which surely has implications for biography and could possibly boost the importance of this method within the discipline. Similarly, the discussion of global (micro)biography could include the emergence of ‘GloBio’, the Global Biography Working Group, and the edited collection that its founders have recently published.7

			Because of this book’s obvious importance for the field of biography studies, it is deeply regrettable that it was let down by the copyediting: the text is marred by inconsistencies in style, missing words and various typos. The index, too, is incomplete—some authors are listed as only appearing once, in the introduction, despite extensive mentions in later chapters. It may seem uncharitable to mention these things, but for a book that is no doubt going to be adopted for courses and turned to as a handbook, they are unfortunate flaws. That said, some aspects of the critical apparatus are strong, such as the lists of works for further reading, found at the end of each chapter, which take the place of a bibliography, and which will serve students well.

			In his blurb, Professor Richard Holmes declared this ‘A book to think with!’ Indeed. As the first book to systematically examine the intersections between historians’ theoretical and methodological debates and their biographical practice from the Victorian era to the present, Biography: An Historiography will inspire much reflection and debate. Personally, it has caused me to re-examine my own approach to the writing of biography—and history more generally. Furthermore, it sets a high standard for future authors, as it contains an astounding amount of research and provides a seamless integration of a wide array of primary and secondary texts. It is without a doubt one of the most important texts to appear in the field of biography studies in the last decade and is destined to end up on syllabi wherever graduate classes on biography—and historiography—are taught.
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			Colin Milner review of Mark Hearn, The Fin de Siècle Imagination in Australia, 1890–1914

			(Sydney: Bloomsbury, 2022), 248 pp., HB $153, ISBN 9781350291393

			‘Fin de siècle’ is a French language phrase that has gone international, far beyond francophone countries. It has certainly been adopted by English speakers. Denoting the end of a century, its literal meaning was utilised in Fins de Siècle: How Centuries End, 1400–2000, edited by Asa Briggs and Daniel Snowman, which explored the influence of time consciousness since the end of the fourteenth century of the Common Era.1 But the phrase especially refers to the end of the nineteenth century, sometimes with a connotation of decadence. It is true that other phrases, such as ‘La Belle Époque’, the ‘Gay Nineties’ and the ‘Gilded Age’, refer to the closing years of that century too. They tend to be associated with a specific time frame, country or style. Together, they point to what was an important and interesting historical epoch.

			As used in the English language, fin de siècle can be said to relate especially to the literary, philosophical and scientific developments that enlivened the end of the nineteenth century. Not least, these included the great communications and technological changes driving a wave of globalisation during those years. That scenario may sound familiar. Indeed, the interest in this period shown by contemporary historians may have something to do with hearing its echoes in our own time. Thus, in 2007, Robert Weldon Whalen wrote:

			What we label as ‘postmodern’—uncertainty, bricolage, fluidity, iconoclasm, a frightening strain of nihilism, crass materialism, a yearning for the spirit—is better thought of as ‘modern’, as part of that vast experiment from the last fin de siècle only now returning to life.2

			However it is characterised, the earlier period offers relevant historical insights for us now.

			In his book, The Fin de Siècle Imagination in Australia, 1890–1914, Mark Hearn examines the end of what has been regarded as the long nineteenth century lasting up until the outbreak of World War I. This period was, in Hearn’s view, ‘the transitional moment that prefigured twentieth-century modernity’ (p. 14). It is noteworthy that French cultural and intellectual influence was a significant factor in the fin de siècle in Australia, as Hearn acknowledges (pp. 2, 114, 116). As the book’s title suggests, the author’s focus is on Australia, and specifically on the world of the imagination as it was experienced in this place during that time. But, in traversing that world, the book also relates to forces of global modernity that intensified in the lead-up to the dreadful cataclysm of war in 1914–18 and drove cultural transformation in Australia.

			The collective imagination has been a favoured topic in intellectual discourse during recent decades, especially under the pervasive influence of Benedict Anderson’s classic Imagined Communities, first published in 1983.3 It is not surprising that much of Anderson’s focus in his book was on the nineteenth century and, particularly, the potency of social developments enabled by the communications and technological revolutions at that time. Alan Atkinson has clearly identified the relevance of Anderson’s analysis in the Australian context, particularly between the 1870s and the end of World War I.4 Hearn explicitly acknowledges Atkinson in his book (pp. 189, 223) but Anderson’s influence is also there in the background, seen in the author’s awareness of the interplay between the intellectual, political, economic and technological trends of the period he examines. What gives Hearn’s study its underlying coherence is the general theme of the fin de siècle imagination. In his own words, it is ‘a project which commenced in the millennial fin de siècle’ (p. vii). He has been researching and writing on his theme for a considerable time.

			Hearn defines the purpose of his book in suitably broad terms, picking up a range of intersecting perspectives, as follows:

			In Australia, the fin de siècle imagination reflected the international and local transmission of ideas, and the accelerating forces transforming economy and environment. The Fin de Siècle Imagination in Australia describes how that energy shaped the lives of historical subjects, and both fed and challenged the assumptions that constituted the modern nation that emerged from the turbulence at the turn of the century. (p. 14)

			The author is well equipped for the task. Hearn has already produced an impressive series of publications dealing with relevant issues and individuals from the period, as listed in the bibliography of this latest work (p. 226). In general terms, he has engaged mainly with Australian cultural, intellectual and labour history, creating a deep source of knowledge and thought from which to draw for this project. Hearn’s first book, published in 1988 and co-authored with Ross Fitzgerald, was Bligh, Macarthur and the Rum Rebellion.5 It focused on the Rum Rebellion in the colony of New South Wales and the historiographical debate this dramatic event had engendered, which extended to assessments of its two key characters, William Bligh and John Macarthur. This early contribution suggested that Hearn would be well suited to writing a study incorporating biographical insights about several historical figures into the exposition of a general, overarching theme. This is essentially Hearn’s approach in The Fin de Siècle Imagination in Australia.

			Biographical studies of this nature have the potential to produce new insights. Hearn’s book consists in the main of a series of seven chapters devoted to notable individuals reflecting a range of backgrounds and experiences in the Australia of the time. He summarises them as:

			the writers and poets Henry Lawson and Christopher Brennan; the first-wave feminists Rose Summerfield and Vida Goldstein; working-class radical and theosophist John Dwyer and his wife Annie, witness to the cost of iconoclasm; the inventor and Indigenous rights advocate David Unaipon; and apparently presiding magisterially over national life, the Australian prime minister Alfred Deakin, one of the architects of the federation of the colonies as the Commonwealth of Australia in 1901. (pp. 1–2)

			The core primary sources available for use in each chapter differ; for Lawson it is his non-fiction essays in addition to his fiction, for Summerfield it is her speeches, and so on. Also, the extent of secondary sources varies; some of Hearn’s subjects have had substantial biographies already written about them, others not. It is Hearn’s exposition of the general theme of the fin de siècle imagination that unites these quite disparate historical figures. He does not claim typicality or universality for his choices, but there is certainly a variety among them. Hearn draws out a degree of congruence from these compelling lives to achieve his stated purpose.

			The chapter on Deakin (pp. 109–34), which focuses on his disturbing illness in 1907, adds to a well-developed historiographical context. This central figure in Australian history has received perhaps the most biographical attention of any of Hearn’s subjects, with a key point of difference being how the biographers have dealt with the richness of Deakin’s inner life. The human reality is that biographers, like historians in general, invariably make choices about what aspects to emphasise or not when they write on a subject. These choices sometimes, at least in part, play to their own strengths and preferences. Also, it must be said that biographical studies built around a specific theme assuredly have their place and may be motivated by perceived historiographical needs too. Deakin’s earlier biographers—Walter Murdoch, J. A. La Nauze, Al Gabay and John Rickard—took varying approaches to him as a biographical subject that are, to some extent, evident in the titles of their books.6 On the solid foundations provided by her predecessors, Judith Brett wove a more fully integrated assessment of Deakin’s life into a welcome biography of him, published in 2017. As she wrote: ‘I have tried to give each of the three strands of Deakin’s life its due: his intense inner world, his public life in politics and his family relationships.’7 Hearn follows a similar pattern in his more recent chapter, albeit on a much smaller scale, but still enabling him to identify connections between Deakin’s reading, reflection, and his public and private lives. One example is the latter’s reading of Leo Tolstoy’s War and Peace and the Hindu scripture, the Bhagavad Gita, with their ‘contrasting interpretations of the ethical imperatives and conduct of war’ (p. 128), as he travelled home from Europe after the 1907 Imperial Conference in London prior to addressing Australian defence policy on his return. This suggests that Deakin was a political leader who carefully considered national security issues and their ethical implications at a profound level. Investigating his life in an integrated fashion, as Hearn does in the context of his book’s general theme, increases the likelihood that such insights will be identified.

			It is worth considering Hearn’s book in terms of the genre of collective biography. A straightforward, general definition of the genre provided by the University of Virginia is:

			Collective biography is the term for works that present multiple short prose narratives about different individuals in the same publication. Group biographies are a subset of collective biography in which the people interacted in their lifetimes, for instance in a family or a social organization.8

			A fine example of a group biography is Melanie Nolan’s study of five siblings of the McCullough family and how their connected lives illuminate the issues of typicality and variance within the New Zealand working class of their time.9 In contrast, Hearn does not have a comparable focus on interactions between his subjects, although they lived in Australia at roughly the same time, and so were part of general Australian society at this vital stage of its development. His study, nevertheless, meets the definition of collective biography stated above and is a valid approach in the wider genre, especially given its thematic unity.

			Overall, Hearn’s book is a worthwhile contribution to Australian cultural history. Culture as a concept is potentially broad in definition, making it attractive to historians in examining the past from a range of intersecting perspectives. A cultural framework can offer much towards achieving the fundamental objective of historical understanding. Hearn’s book adds to our understanding of the period in Australian cultural history leading up to World War I by placing it in the larger context of the forces of modernity that were then at work in the world. From his deep research and deliberation, Hearn packs a lot into the text of The Fin de Siècle Imagination in Australia, 1890–1914. That may make it demanding to read, but the effort is rewarding for the richness of the insights provided to those of us who have an interest in this time and place. Hearn’s book is, therefore, a welcome addition to the canon of historical works available for us to read, digest and appreciate.
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			Pauline Reynolds review of Hilary Howes, Tristen Jones and Matthew Spriggs, eds, Uncovering Pacific Pasts: Histories of Archaeology in Oceania

			(Canberra: ANU Press, 2022), 614 pp., PB $110.00, ISBN 9781760464868

			I began the task of writing this review by reflecting on the accessibility of Pacific collections and how those of us who work with museums and material culture must be mindful of our immense privilege, particularly those of us who are Pacific scholars and Pacific Islanders. We are among the few who will have direct contact with our tao’a/taonga (ancestral treasures) now held in collections across the planet. We carry our communities with us when we visit our treasures and report home to share our experiences. For me, this is an ongoing issue of accessibility of origin cultures to their material heritage held in collections far from home.

			While I was reflecting on these issues of accessibility, basalt adzes and flakes were being uncovered by a team from the University of Sydney and the Australian Museum on my island home of Norfolk Island. Snowy Tavener, a Norfolk Islander, came across basalt flakes, not unlike those he had seen years before on Pitcairn Island. He kept the location to himself for several years, eventually sharing his finds with a trusted friend and long-time resident of the island whose daughter, Nicola Jorgensen, is completing a master’s degree in archaeology. This connection led to excavations under the leadership of Jorgensen and Dr Amy Mosig Way, along with local volunteers, which confirmed beyond doubt that Norfolk Island was an established Polynesian settlement long before Cook claimed the island for the British Crown in 1774. This drives home the point that connections between local people and professionals are crucial. While the local agency has not been downplayed in this instance, it sometimes is when critical archaeological finds are made. This story highlights the concepts of accessibility and connections, which provide the context for this review and two important themes that run through the book Uncovering Pacific Pasts: Histories of Archaeology in Oceania.

			The remarkable exhibition Uncovering Pacific Pasts: Histories of Archaeology in Oceania (hereafter UPP), opened on 1 March 2020, a collaboration between over thirty institutions across the planet. The collections were displayed simultaneously and continue to be linked online at www.uncoveringpacificpasts.org. My copy of the resultant book contains thirty-six essays that illuminate some of the UPP exhibitions. This paper copy is a handsome volume with a striking cover design and layout that showcases fragments of a Lapita ceramic that features a complete anthropomorphic face motif excavated from the Nenumbo site within the Reef Islands, Solomon Islands. The online version is equally impressive because it is in a PDF format and therefore an exact reflection of the paper version of the book. It is easy to read and freely available online from ANU Press. The book and the exhibition website are fabulous examples of how academic and museological work can be successfully made accessible to a broad audience.

			Uncovering Pacific Pasts highlights the complexities around ‘discoveries’, how information is disseminated and who is named in relation to these findings. One theme of the book is the connectivity between people, places, things and ideas, as well as the practices of collectors. In line with this approach, which might serve as a template in similar future circumstances, I will watch with interest to see how the Norfolk Island excavations are eventually interpreted and exhibited, and how information about them is disseminated for those interested in the settlement of the Pacific. This is one of the reasons this project is so important, a reminder of past practices and perhaps a way forward for good practice going into the future.

			The further I plunged into Uncovering Pacific Pasts, an extensive work of 614 pages, the more I appreciated the book’s comprehensive inquiry into the genesis of Pacific archaeology and its ongoing legacy. The object biographies highlight collectors and the context in which the artefacts were collected. This, in turn, emphasises the journeys that objects undertake during their lifetimes. In the first lines of the introduction, we learn that ‘objects have many stories to tell of their makers and origins, of exchange and collection, to their eventual interpretation and sometimes exhibition’ (p. 21). By shining a light on how objects have been exhibited and understood, the book seeks to establish a ‘sub-field’ within the field of Pacific archaeology through extended inquiry into the history of Pacific archaeology from the earliest European explorative expeditions through to the present.

			Editors Tristen Jones, Hilary Howes and Matthew Spriggs explain the necessity to scrutinise collectors’ standpoints, biases and Western positivist perspectives in the introductory chapter (p. 2). They make the point that the collectors and their interpretative frameworks, along with the life story of the object, are a helpful way to think through the origins of today’s discipline of Pacific archaeology. This approach goes a long way towards examining the way material heritage held in collections today was interpreted in the past. The rest of this richly illustrated volume offers a further thirty-five chapters, highlighting the objects exhibited in the UPP exhibition, which originated in Oceania and includes Australia and Island Southeast Asia.

			The organisation of the large number of contributions is crucial to the cohesiveness and comprehensiveness of Uncovering Pacific Pasts, which otherwise would be difficult to fully appreciate. The book is separated into four parts, each section beginning with a welcome introductory chapter. Part one, ‘Early European Exploration in the Pacific, 1500s–1870s’, includes six chapters that discuss the different ways objects were collected during this period, highlighting the expectations and hopes that were projected onto the Pacific by Europeans. The objects described in this section present stories about European expeditions and collectors’ comparisons of island cultures and their material heritage. Part two is titled ‘The First Archaeological Excavations, 1870s–1910s’. Ten chapters detail the establishment of Pacific archaeology as a discipline and the context of debates around Pacific populations’ origins. Simultaneously, the consolidation of colonialism by the United States, Chile, Great Britain, Germany and France throughout the Pacific was followed by political and social upheavals as a consequence. Seven chapters comprise Part three, aptly titled ‘The Burgeoning Field of Anthropology and Archaeology (1918–45)’, and underscore the continuing attempts by scholars to understand the origins of Pacific Islanders through an examination of cultures and diffusionist theories. The essays in this section describe the growing connections and communications between anthropologists and archaeologists worldwide while colonial establishments grappled with fine-tuning their administration of Pacific nations. Finally, Part four, ‘Archaeology as a Profession in the Pacific, 1945–Present’, encompasses eleven essays, including the book’s conclusion. This section illustrates the new scientific practices developed and employed, such as radiocarbon dating and newly university-trained archaeologists. These advances transformed the discipline.

			The book also includes an appendix, ‘Statement by Rakival People’, comprised of a statement and the minutes of a meeting at Rakival Mission, Watom Island (Papua New Guinea), taken early in 2020, from which evolves a clear picture of locals seeking knowledge about the history of their island and ancestors, and most interestingly, their feelings, about Lapita discoveries and the work by Father Otto Meyer, a Sacred Heart Catholic missionary who lived on Watom Island from 1902 to 1937. The statement reveals the signatories’ quest to better understand the Lapita culture and their anticipation of future projects and collaborations with Australian and Papua New Guinean museums. In this statement, the connections with Meyer, his archaeological investigations, and the relationship the discoveries have with the present population also reflect the many layers of this many-faceted book.

			I particularly enjoyed chapter 30 by Emilie Dotte-Sarout, Tamara Maric and Guillaume Molle, called ‘Aurora Natua and the Motu Paeao Site: Unlocking French Polynesia’s Islands for Pacific Archaeologists’. This essay explores the critical role Aurora Natua played as an Indigenous collaborator in the development of professional Pacific and, specifically, East Polynesian archaeology. The authors bring Natua’s agency and influence to the fore by telling the story of the excavation of eighteen whale-tooth pendants extracted from the Motu Paeao burial site on the island of Maupiti (a Leeward Island of the Society Islands, French Polynesia), which are now held at the Musée de Tahiti et des îles—Te Fare Iamanaha (Museum of Tahiti and her Islands). Aurora Natua, an indigenous Mā’ohi woman, facilitated field research by visiting archaeologists and contributed research, conservation and analysis of objects. She also worked as an interpreter: not only of language but also of worldviews. With leading archaeologists from the Bishop Museum (Hawai’i)—Kenneth Emory and the Japanese archaeologist Yosihiko Sinoto—Natua became an intermediary between the archaeologists and the local population. Impressively, she ensured the emergence of protocols where traditional landowners needed to be convinced of the worth of the explorations and were required to provide written authorisation before excavations could begin and, in addition, archaeologists were obliged to present all found artefacts to the Musée de Pape’ete (Pape’ete Museum). Not surprisingly, Natua’s work inspired the next generation: the first Tahitian woman to be formally trained as an archaeologist at the University of Hawai’i was Marimari Kellum, under the tutelage of Sinoto. This chapter stood out to me because of its detailed excavation of Natua’s entanglement with the developing discipline of archaeology in French Polynesia and the emphasis on her as a critical contributor without whom many artefacts held at the Musée de Tahiti might not have been uncovered. Furthermore, Natua’s broad reach, expansive knowledge and ability to shift between academic and local worldviews—or perhaps better put, her connections to both worlds—were immensely influential.

			All in all, this work captures the stories of many objects and many people told through the research and words of the thirty-three contributors. It is a monumental work of many minds and many objects: those who made the artefacts, those who found them, and those who interpreted and displayed them, as well as those who contributed to writing this book. While I have not physically had the opportunity to visit any of the UPP exhibitions, the book and the exhibition website provide easy ways to access these stories, providing rich material on which to reflect. I was glad to read these chapters while thinking through the new excavations on Norfolk Island, and how the frameworks, biases, ideologies and perspectives of today’s collectors, professionals and others might be reflected upon in the coming years. This is a book to return to over and over while pondering the genesis of Pacific archaeology as a discipline, how interpretation affects our understanding of knowledge-making and how this might change our understandings of the past.

		

	
		
			Sam Ryan review of Jim Davidson, Emperors in Lilliput: Clem Christesen of Meanjin and Stephen Murray-Smith of Overland

			(Carlton: Miegunyah Press, 2022), 467 pp., HB $59.99, ISBN 9780522877403

			Jim Davidson, the second editor of Meanjin, introduces his book Emperors in Lilliput by noting that, while ‘there’s nothing so dead as last week’s newspapers’, literary journals are different. You ‘may have picked up an old one, lying in a corner, and been surprised by its quality’ (p. vii). The contents of a newspaper last a week at most, but the contents of a literary journal can be timeless.

			How appropriate to begin a biography of Clem Christensen and Stephen Murray-Smith, and the journals they founded, with such a musing. Indeed, in Emperors in Lilliput, Davidson does just that: he picks up and trawls through the histories of the journals and their founders to reveal for the reader the value and worth of these two important figures in Australian literature. He approaches his subjects with affection, using ‘Clem’ and ‘Stephen’ in place of the last names used in other biographies. Perhaps, as a former editor of Meanjin, Davidson views them both as peers. But he does not play favourites: barring a single chapter towards the end of the book, in which he details his somewhat tense encounters with Clem, his subjects are granted equal attention.

			The book’s title seems to poke fun at a world Davidson knows well. He is as familiar with Australian literary cultures as he is with Clem and Stephen. He imagines Lilliput, the fictional island from Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels, as the world of Australian literary cultures. An important debate on Swift’s imaginary island was whether eggs should be broken on the longer or shorter end—there were long-enders and short-enders. On which end one should break an egg seems to be trivial to most, but surely important to connoisseurs of eggs. Both Clem and Stephen, and so their journals, believed that literature should play a key role in the development of a national culture and identity, but they had different ideas on what that role would look like.

			Overland began life as the Realist Writer, the newsletter of the Melbourne Realist Writers’ Group. It was edited for several issues by Stephen before, in 1954, turning into Overland. The Realist Writers’ Group had strong links to the Communist Party of Australia (CPA)—Davidson describes those links as an ‘association’ (p. ix), but that word may diminish the strength of the connection. In many ways, the Realist Writer was the literary newsletter of the CPA with many of its writers being members of the party. For Overland, that link was somewhat looser at its founding, before being completely broken when Stephen left the party in 1958. Stephen’s close friend Ian Turner was expelled for writing a letter protesting the Soviet Union’s execution of Imre Nagy, the leader of the Hungarian Communist Party, following the invasion in 1956. Stephen resigned in protest.

			Overland’s ‘association’ with the CPA was, however, evident in its early issues with its embrace of what can be called social realism, rather than what the CPA would prefer: socialist realism. In short, social realism seeks to further the plight of the working class through a warts-and-all, realistic depiction of their lives; socialist realism seeks to do the same sans the warts. For writers of the socialist realist school, the working class should be depicted in a purely heroic manner. This distinction, among other things, led to criticism from some members of the Realist Writers’ Group. Although Davidson does not include the specifics of those criticisms—the inclusion of A. D. Hope in the first issue was for many members a waste of ink1—he does note that Vic Williams, a waterside worker and poet, thought that the journal’s editorial board was ‘overwhelmingly middle class’ (p. 152).

			The first editorial of Overland reveals Stephen’s conception of a national literature and culture. The new journal would aim high, ‘but has no exclusive or academic standards of any kind’. He, and his journal, believed in ‘developing writing talent in people of diverse background’ as long as they shared ‘our belief in the traditional dream of a better Australia’ (p. 1). The employment of social realism to further the idea of a better Australia, and the view that Australia had specific conditions that created a unique working class, was part of a movement called Radical Nationalism of which Overland was a chief proponent.

			Clem chimed in on Overland’s first issue with a letter printed on the right-hand side of its first page. In it, he endorsed the journal and its mission—as long as it ‘honestly adheres to its progressive editorial policy’ (p. 1). He was a supporter of its mission, but suspicious of its ability to stay the course. It is unclear if that suspicion was aimed at Stephen or if it was a more general suspicion of any journal to be able to uphold such values. I suspect it was the latter.

			Meanjin was founded in 1940. In his first editorial, Clem wrote of the importance of national literature, art, poetry and drama that is neglected in wartime. He wrote of it as a living thing at the risk of dying like an unwatered houseplant. The name, meaning spike in the local First Nations language and referring to the land on which Brisbane was founded, was for Clem a nod to continuity; Australia’s true history was in its Indigenous past. And the past had to be accounted for in a literature that looked to the future.

			The early issues of Meanjin, as with Overland, were not without criticism. P. R. Stephensen, a writer and political activist, first of the communist ilk before shifting towards fascism, welcomed Meanjin but commented that Queensland poetry should be ‘hot, rich in colour, tropic or sub-tropic in atmosphere’ instead of echoing ‘the cold neurosis of English experimentalists’. He felt this would be possible if ‘the Meanjin modernists would let themselves go a bit’ (p. 18). A. D. Hope recalled an early Meanjin call for poetry that would assist in ‘the development of a strong and virile Australian culture’ (p. 24). The rest of Hope’s anecdote includes his witty reply, which I will leave readers to discover in the book.

			The key difference between the two journals, for Davidson, was that Stephen wanted to articulate a national culture, while Clem wanted to articulate the general will in cultural matters (p. 303). This may be evident in the larger volume of critical works in Meanjin and, for Davidson, a higher concern with authenticity and less with quality in Overland. It should too be noted that Overland was generally left wing in its politics—less so as Stephen aged—while Meanjin, contrary to voices from the right, was less committed to either side of politics. Clem would publish something that was good regardless of its political leaning, while Stephen was more selective. And Stephen would publish something not so good as long as it broadly agreed with his side of politics. Both did so in the hope of developing and nurturing a national culture. Perhaps Meanjin was a long-ender and Overland a short-ender.

			That distinction is drawn out in the some four hundred pages of Emperors in Lilliput. Davidson does so using stories of the two men and the people around them. There is also granular detail on the material features of the journals throughout the book: what they published, problems with publishers, controversial pieces and disagreements in writerly circles are all included. Davidson even goes into what we might call the editorial habitus; he is interested in how Clem and Stephen managed their journals and how that informed the journals’ direction.

			It is difficult to discuss the history of Overland without discussing the history of Meanjin, even in passing. Davidson has chosen them as his dual figures for the cultural focus they both had as well as the overlaps and interactions in their stories. The same could be said of Quadrant, that other postwar and Cold War Australian literary journal. While Davidson does make mention of it, he does not provide the level of detail or in places accuracy that it deserves given the role Meanjin had in its founding. In her 1991 essay ‘The Question of Literary Independence: Quadrant and Australian Writing’, Susan Lever (née McKernan) writes that Quadrant:

			was the brainchild of a group of people who were not writers nor interested in promoting literary work in Australia. It was conceived as a political counter to the left-wing attitudes of Meanjin and Overland.2

			Davidson calls James McAuley Quadrant’s founder (p. 103), which is not exactly right. Quadrant’s founder was the Australian Association of Cultural Freedom (AACF), at the behest of a man called Richard Krygier, a Polish importer based in Sydney, who had since 1952 been employed as an Australian agent for the Congress for Cultural Freedom (CCF). In 1954 he founded the CCF’s Australian arm: the Australian Committee for Cultural Freedom (it was later renamed the Australian Association for Cultural Freedom). In 1955 he began to lobby the AACF, and so the CCF, for funding to create a literary journal. In notes from meetings of the AACF, Krygier calls Meanjin a ‘fellow travelling publication’ and asserts that ‘the task of any organisation which is dedicated to freeing men’s minds from the spell of Communist influence must include very close attention to the matter of prestige and fashion’.3 Clearly Meanjin and its perceived communist bent loomed large as a factor in the founding of Quadrant.

			In those same notes from meetings of the AACF are statements from Roger Covell, John Thompson, Kenneth Slessor and McAuley, who had all been approached to consider the editorship of Krygier’s proposed journal. McAuley’s was the most anti-communist and so he was selected.4 To say that the journal was ‘founded’ by McAuley and to completely omit Krygier misses these nuances and ignores the distinction between those journals in the postwar and Cold War ideological spectrum. This omission, however, does not detract from the quality of the book or from Davidson’s thesis on the cultural mission of both journals. This is a history of Meanjin and Overland and their founders, after all, not of Quadrant.

			Davidson has an appreciation for the literary journal as a genre. He knows that a journal is more than its contents, and its history is larger than its contributors, hence the heft of detail that he provides. He also knows that a journal’s cover is immensely important. Throughout the book are images of the front covers of several issues of the two journals. These cover shots are, for me, some of the book’s most engaging content. They are beautifully presented with the issue number and date and captioned with a very brief blurb of each issue’s contents, including the authors published therein. In including these images, Davidson reminds readers of the work that these two men produced. These issues were the fruits of their labour.

			This book’s cover makes clear the differences between Clem and Stephen and their journals. On it are photographs of the two men, in opposing corners. The composition draws a stark distinction between them. Clem is in an immaculate suit with his hair neatly combed and Stephen is in a woollen jumper with an unironed collar protruding, his hair brushed loosely to each side. Both men have a pipe in hand. In many ways, the Meanjin of Clem’s time was an immaculate suit with hair neatly combed, and the Overland of Stephen’s time a comfortable jumper that would clash with an ironed collar. Both would of course smoke a pipe.

			In Emperors in Lilliput, Davidson employs his sometimes-intimate knowledge of his subjects and their journals and his appreciation for their publishing practice to present for readers a fascinating history of a very particular, even formative, time in Australian literature. There are many tales of the two men and their journals, told in an easy yet descriptive prose, that will be of interest to any scholar of Australian literature.
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			Christina Spittel review of Nathan Hobby, The Red Witch: A Biography of Katharine Susannah Prichard

			(Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 2022), 464pp., HB $49.95, ISBN 9780522877380

			‘So there’s a new book about me coming out next year’, tweeted Katharine Susannah Prichard on 27 April 2020. ‘I wouldn’t believe everything it says.’ A photo shows her biographer, Nathan Hobby, signing a contract with Melbourne University Press (MUP) in an Officeworks carpark. He looks content, if a little daunted. Only slightly delayed by the pandemic, the book, a richly illustrated, handsome volume with generous endnotes and an extensive bibliography, produced in MUP’s Miegunyah imprint, appeared last year. Published fifty years after her death, it is the first full biography of Prichard.

			The tweet was the biographer’s joke—Hobby looks after Prichard’s Twitter account (@KSP1883)—and a way of granting first right of reply to his subject, whose ‘troubled relationship to biography’ (p. ix) is still shared by her surviving granddaughter, Karen Throssell, who launched the book. While admiring Hobby’s detective work, Throssell disagreed that the identity of Prichard’s lover, the ‘Preux Chevalier’, needed revealing.1 But it did: at times, the wealthy (married) man was both Prichard’s partner and her superior. To know his name is to gain a clearer sense of her beginnings as a writer, and the difficult decisions she faced initially, as an unmarried woman, dreaming and working hard to make her mark in the world of print.

			Hobby writes as a published scholar and novelist—his novel The Fur won the 2003 T.A.G. Hungerford Award and was shortlisted for the 2004 Western Australian Premier’s Award Young Adult Fiction—and as a fellow Western Australian attracted to ‘someone who had walked the same streets as me in Perth’ (p. vii). The book is aimed at general readers interested in ‘the story of one remarkable life’ (p. xi). This is a readership often expected by Australian publishers supplying a small market, but one that Hobby has been carefully and passionately cultivating on his blog (nathanhobby.com). Begun while he was working on his PhD thesis about Prichard’s early years, a project he completed at the University of Western Australia in 2019, the blog has been selected for preservation by the National Library of Australia. It contains his reading and thinking about the work of biography—his own and others—and his conversations with his readers about beginnings, titles, research trips, archival sources and more.

			Prichard’s long, productive and often deeply principled life poses a colossal challenge to any biographer. Born in Fiji in 1883, Katharine Susannah Prichard died in Greenmount, just outside Perth, in 1969, still a card-carrying member of the Communist Party of Australia, having renewed her membership three days before her death (p. 380). She published her first story in 1899 and was still entering writing competitions in 1966. Her last novel, A Subtle Flame, came out in 1967; her last essay in 1969. The challenge posed by Prichard’s wide and varied oeuvre is deepened by her profound and not unreasonable fear that her life might be misconstrued. Indeed, Hobby’s extensive archive includes five boxes of materials amassed in the early 2000s by a predecessor whose work had stalled. Another previous biographer, master’s student Cyril Cook, whom Prichard met in her lifetime, had left deep scars. She had been protective of his endeavours, not wanting his choice of subject to torpedo his candidature and hopeful, too, that his work might spark renewed interest in hers, just as she was receiving the worst reviews of her career to date for The Golden Miles (1948), the middle volume of her goldfields trilogy. She was bitterly disappointed to find that he had brought psychoanalytic lenses to her life and work. Even before this encounter (in 1950), she had been worried about her legacy. She carefully sought to shape her archival record, tearing up old love letters as early as 1919 and destroying old notebooks and scripts from 1946. She did not want unpublished work to go into print unauthorised—‘I do not like to be seen in dishabille even in manuscript’, she told an interviewer in 1967: ‘I never even liked my husband to see me that way, brushing my teeth and so on’ (p. 377). And yet she also struggled to write about her own life, casting herself as a fictional character in The Wild Oats of Han (1928), a children’s novel based on her childhood, and initially drafting the first (and only) volume of her autobiography, Child of the Hurricane (1963), in the third person before Angus & Robertson’s Beatrice Davis advised against it.

			Nonetheless, Hobby found so much material that he was tempted to narrate her life across three volumes.2 Melbourne University Press offered one, at 150,000 words. Hobby had decided early that his book would be ‘a conventional biography … “cradle to grave” as it’s called’3 and unfolds Prichard’s life chronologically, across five carefully researched parts, each bearing one of the names to which Prichard answered in her lifetime. Part 1, ‘Kattie’ (1883–1907), uses the family nickname to narrate her beginnings—growing up in a household where the arts mattered, attending a school where her writing was encouraged, relinquishing dreams of attending university and discovering left-wing politics. Part 2, ‘Freewoman’ (1907–19), sees her abandon teaching for journalism, write a manifesto about Australian literature that contains the ‘thread which runs through her diverse oeuvre’ (p. 60), self-publish her first book (of poetry) and, finally in London, burst through as a novelist when The Pioneers took out the Australasian section of the Hodder & Stoughton Novel Competition: ‘After years of disappointments and moderate successes, a novel written in haste but gestating for a decade had turned Katharine into a writer everyone was talking about’ (p. 97). She returns to Australia a celebrity, and briefly tastes the world she might have enjoyed, had she not found her political cause in a ‘tumultuous two-year romance’ (p. 105) with student activist Guido Baracchi. Part 3 shows that it is as ‘Mrs Hugo Throssell’ (1919–33), leading ‘a comfortable middle-class life at odds with her beliefs’ (p. 209) that she produces the raft of novels that would make her reputation—at least in Australia. Part 4, ‘Comrade’ (1934–49), covers Prichard’s ‘militant period’ (p. 260), heading more than a dozen initiatives as ‘Western Australia’s leading Communist’ (p. 264) and ‘wide-ranging ambassador for the party’ (p. 291), in response to her grief over her husband’s suicide, but also to the crises of her times. She even disrupts work on her goldfields trilogy, ‘the biggest project of her career’ (p. 322), to embark on a speaking tour for medical aid to Russia and serves on the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Australia. Part 5, ‘Katya’ (1950–69), documents her pondering her legacy, and remaining steadfastly committed to the Soviet Union, even as her own party was reconsidering its position, and close friends were turning their backs on communism.

			‘There’s no room for me’, Hobby had decided early in the writing process. ‘Too little has been written about her life, and the focus needs to be on her.’4 Hobby therefore limits his appearances to his preface and his afterword, accompanying readers into and out of his often beautifully written text. He writes especially warmly when he ponders his sources—the grocery receipt that forms the ‘single surviving memento’ of the Throssells’ honeymoon (p. 148) or a segment of archival footage:

			In the last year of Katharine’s life, Gil took the only surviving video footage of Katharine. The ten-minute colour video captures her doing ordinary things at her home in Greenmount—writing at her desk, standing outside her writing cabin, posing in front of a blooming wattle bush in her garden, drinking tea on her verandah with friends. All through it she is talking, talking, talking, but her words are lost; there is no sound. Near the end is a scene which belongs at the beginning: Katharine at the driveway, opening the gate as if to invite us in. It cuts to a scene of someone holding open a copy of Subtle Flame, and then, shockingly, a procession is following a hearse through the gates of Karakatta Cemetery. Just as she seems so alive, she’s snatched away again. (p. 368)

			Prichard wrote fast, Hobby explains, in intervals snatched from her political work, and to a rhythm often dictated by the deadlines of writing competitions—money was a constant source of worry, except for the brief period when she was in charge of the weekly ‘Woman’s World’ section in the Melbourne Herald—and sometimes without opportunities for editing. She had an acute sense of her readers. When she was gearing up to enter Hodder & Stoughton’s novel competition for ‘colonial and Indian authors’ (p. 87), she was also writing strident suffragist plays. The Pioneers, her award-winning entry, showed a ‘pragmatic restraint’ (p. 90), aiming to please the judge, a bestselling author of popular romance. When she gifted a collection of short fiction to the Australasian Book Society, she explained that ‘some of the stories wouldn’t appeal to my usual publishers’ (her words, p. 346). If N’goola and Other Stories was an uneven volume, this was because it reflected the contrasting pressures of ‘a working writer who wrote to change the world but also to entertain and make a living’ (p. 347), as Hobby accounts. She was an ardent advocate for Australian literature, but her biggest royalty cheque came from the Soviet Union, earning her $5,835 for one of the novels from her socialist realist goldfields trilogy (p. 96).

			Hobby warmly registers her relationship with cigarettes, and her sense of humour: when she meets J. B. Priestley at the 1959 Peace Congress in Melbourne, he strikes her as an ‘overgrown wombat’ (her words, p. 348). Prichard could be deeply, obstinately committed to her political work, to the point of volunteering to go on a peace fleet into a nuclear testing area, but she was also extravagant, air-mailing a box of wildflowers to a dying Miles Franklin in hospital, or painting her bathroom, should Oksana Krugerskaya of the Soviet Writers Union decide to stay overnight. Hobby captures these tensions, reanimating a writer who was also a confident and flirtatious woman and, for large parts of her life, a devoted single mum, heartbroken to see her son enlist in World War II, spending three whole days on a railway platform, awaiting his return and ready to sacrifice her scarce writing time to support his career. The first full account of the Prichard’s expansive life and work, The Red Witch is a significant achievement and a beautiful book.
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