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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 

1	  Phillip Adams, ‘The Unique Family Story of Katharine Susannah Prichard’, Late Night Live, ABC Radio 
National, 19 May 2022, www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/latenightlive/the-unique-family-story-of-the-
katharine-susannah-prichard-pric/13889556; Karen Throssell, The Crime of Not Knowing Your Crime: Ric Throssell 
against ASIO (Melbourne: Interventions, 2021). 
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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 

2	  Nathan Hobby, ‘A Biographical Dilemma: Trying to Sell a Trilogy, or Not’, The Life of Katharine Susannah Prichard, 
the Art of Biography, and Other Things (blog), 14 January 2018, nathanhobby.com/2018/01/14/a-biographical-dilemma-
trying-to-sell-a-trilogy-or-not/#more-5047.
3	  Nathan Hobby, ‘How to Start a Biography?’ The Life of Katharine Susannah Prichard, the Art of Biography, and 
Other Things (blog), 23 June 2018, nathanhobby.com/2018/06/23/how-to-start-a-biography/.
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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)

4	  Nathan Hobby, ‘Visible and Invisible Biographers: A Quick Response to David Marr’, The Life of Katharine 
Susannah Prichard, the Art of Biography, and Other Things (blog), 18 September 2016, nathanhobby.com/2016/09/18/
visible-and-invisible-biographers-a-quick-response-to-david-marr/.
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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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