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Mab: The World of Mab Grimwade

(Carlton: The Miegunyah Press, 2023), 162 pp., HB $45, 
ISBN 9780522878905

Here she is with her Scottie dogs in the gardens of ‘Westerfield’ on the Mornington 
Peninsula; sitting on the banks of the Loire with friends; now in a private garden 
in Kyoto; and over there, seated on a rickshaw in Darjeeling flanked by seven West 
Bengalese servants and guides. It is not difficult to tell from her rich photographic 
archive that Mab Grimwade was … well, rich. Hers was no ordinary life.

The challenge for Grimwade’s biographer has been in finding her voice, and any 
source material that might tell her story or provide an indication of character besides 
the photographs snapped by her husband, the scientist and industrialist Russell 
Grimwade. This is the challenge so familiar to historians of female subjects, regardless 
of wealth or status: their ‘feelings, thoughts and opinions are relatively inaccessible to 
us’ (p. xiii). We are so often forced to scrape together remnant materials and ‘forge from 
them a cohesive, truthful narrative’ (p. xiii), forgoing the detailed conventional forms 
of biography and instead using ‘individual lives … as conduits to wider historical 
themes’ (p. xiv).

Mab Grimwade was born Mabel Louise Kelly in 1887, the daughter of pastoralists 
whose wealth derived from a timely investment in the Broken Hill Proprietary Co. 
(BHP). She became a patron and supporter of many organisations in the arts as 
well as in science, built heritage, social welfare and education. The combined wealth 
of Mab and Russell Grimwade enabled the establishment of the Russell Grimwade 
School of Biochemistry and Molecular Biology at the University of Melbourne, 
and by bequest, funded The Miegunyah Press, the prestige imprint of Melbourne 
University Publishing that is responsible for producing this attractive and lavishly 
illustrated book. But who was this woman?

It is difficult to imagine that the link between publisher and funder did not complicate 
the task of the biographer. Thea Gardiner has produced a beautifully written, evocative 
and very cleverly researched and assembled account of a long life and an influential 
woman. On digesting the story, however, the feeling is of having read something rather 
clean. Mab Grimwade’s undeniably human life appears remarkably untainted. While 
it is a misguided exercise to assess past lives according to modern understandings, it is 
also true that the Grimwades shared an unquestioning and lifelong devotion to the 
concept of colonial Australia and to maintaining imperial ties. Gardiner points out 
that their:
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romantic view of Australian exceptionalism, extricated from the histories of 
First Nations people, was reflected in [their] passion for collecting artefacts 
of the country’s colonial past, and in the homes that contained their treasures.

(p. 25)

Their Toorak mansion was a ‘shrine to Australiana’ (p. 36), including a stained-glass 
window depicting Captain Cook’s Endeavour by artist and friend Daryl Lindsay. 
The book declares the origins of their wealth and explains the extent of their privilege 
with sensitivity and skill, but it does not reflect further upon the people (both 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous) and environments that might have been sacrificed 
in order for Mab Grimwade to occupy the social and geographic territory, and to 
bestow the philanthropic gifts, that she did.

Gardiner acknowledges that Mab Grimwade was able ‘to benefit from the opportunities 
available for genteel women, including a large inheritance, private education and 
frequent travel’ (p. ix). The young Mabel spent her first 10 years in North Brighton 
before the family moved to ‘Montalto’ in Toorak, an enormous homestead and 
11‑acre property on Orrong Road. She attended private schools and spent three 
years with her family in Europe from the age of 13. She travelled through France 
and Switzerland, and her letters home to Australia from a French school where she 
boarded weekly give us a rare glimpse of character, adorned as they are with detailed 
and quite lovely drawings of invented costumes, heralding a later fascination with 
fashion. The few extracts from these letters reveal a factual mind, focusing on where, 
when and with whom she was travelling.

The reader gleans more from the chapter concerned with Mab and Russell’s first 
encounter and subsequent marriage. Following a sojourn at a country property 
with various cousins and friends, Mab became engaged to Russell at the age of 21 
before suddenly calling it off, apparently due to objections from her father. Soon 
after, newspapers reported her departure for South-East Asia where she travelled 
unchaperoned with her friend Kate Hood. On her return, she swiftly resumed the 
engagement with Russell. They were married in 1909 and moved into ‘Miegunyah’ in 
1911. The property was bought by Russell in Mab’s name as a wedding present and 
was located only a few hundred metres from ‘Montalto’. Later, Mab became a partner 
alongside her two brothers in Charles Kelly & Co., a large and successful sheep and 
cattle enterprise. She continued as an active business partner until 1962.

According to Gardiner, Mab Grimwade was not outwardly political, but she 
subscribed to the Liberal and Country Party. She was a member of the Arts and 
Crafts Society and the Victorian Artists’ Society, the Little Theatre Guild and the 
Australian Elizabethan Theatre Trust. She raised and donated funds for the National 
Gallery Society of Victoria, Royal Horticultural Society, National Trust of Australia, 
Australian Ballet, Native Plants Preservation Society and Free Kindergarten Union of 
Victoria. In addition to her financial generosity, she gave significant time to committee 
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work and event planning, and hosted many ‘at-homes’ including garden parties and 
a hat parade. She served as president of the Fitzroy Mission Free Kindergarten for 
nearly 10 years.

Support for these kinds of organisations fits neatly with the picture of Australian 
women’s philanthropy of the time: essential for the betterment of Australian society, 
demanding of time and resources, befitting of a certain social standing and almost 
entirely uncontroversial. The records of these organisations and committees contain 
no personal correspondence from Grimwade, and Gardiner confirms that Mab did 
not seek exceptionalism or public prominence. She ‘happily occupied her role as Mrs 
Russell Grimwade and, later, Lady Grimwade, rarely testing the parameters of her 
gender or her class’ (p. ix). Her hobbies were those of the British aristocracy and the 
wealthy in other parts of the world: golfing, polo, tennis, horseracing, motoring and 
gardening. She regularly attended art exhibitions and openings, theatre performances 
and open gardens. She was ‘thin, small and neat’, writes Gardiner, stylishly dressed 
and ‘rarely photographed without a hat or a string of pearls’ (p. x). Many of her 
beautiful clothes are now held by the National Gallery of Victoria. Though she and 
Russell did not have children, she doted on her young relatives and was described as 
‘caring and generous, a good dancer, strong-willed and occasionally austere’ (p. x).

There is no doubt that Mab Grimwade made a prodigious contribution to the 
society in which she lived and in which she was celebrated. During wartime, she 
actively supported the Australian Comforts Fund and the Red Cross. In addition 
to the organisations named above, she offered her energy, organisational skills 
and finances to support the Victorian Association of Braille Writers, the Victoria 
Association for the Blind, the Victorian Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to 
Children, the  Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation, 
and, of course, the University of Melbourne. While Russell Grimwade’s name has 
become ‘synonymous with scientific innovation and patronage, entrepreneurship 
and formidable philanthropy’ (p. xiii), it was Mab who gave the greater sum of 
£80,000 from her own funds to the School of Biochemistry that was named for him. 
When, after his death, she donated £50,000 to the state government’s cultural centre 
building appeal in 1959, her generosity was acknowledged by the naming of the 
Russell Grimwade Gardens at the National Gallery of Victoria.

The most unusual aspect of Mab Grimwade’s life, even when compared to that 
of her peers, was the extent of her travel. She and Russell travelled frequently to 
‘experience different cultures and expand their large collection of furniture, art, 
Australiana and botanical specimens’ (p. xii). This included visits to India, Ceylon 
(Sri Lanka), France, Italy, Algeria, Gibraltar, Spain, Holland, Germany, Austria, 
Hungary, England, Scotland, New Zealand, Hawai‘i, Canada (British Columbia), 
North America (Portland, San Francisco, Yosemite Valley, San Diego and Los 
Angeles), Egypt, China and Japan. In Egypt, as in India, they ‘travelled as privileged 
citizens of Empire, freely traversing the British-occupied territory equipped with an 



Australian Journal of Biography and History: No. 9, 2025

194

interpreter and manservants’ (p. 74). The new, twentieth-century steamers provided 
first-class passengers like the Grimwades with berths ‘designed as floating microcosms 
of genteel homes’ (p. 60). The few remaining diary entries from these travels provide 
the biographer with a rare, direct link to Mab’s voice but, as with her teenage letters, the 
tone is factual, reporting extraordinary sights and unpleasant inconveniences rather 
than feelings or deeper reflections.

The point of interest here is that even where Mab Grimwade’s contributions of time 
and money emerge as the more substantial, Russell’s is the name they bear, while her 
personality remains indistinct. From Gardiner’s telling, this is an outcome of which 
Mab Grimwade would have approved. She is an exemplar of a past social ideal that 
today seems unbalanced, and the biography does what it can to complete the picture.

As Gardiner points out, ‘Miegunyah’ was actually owned by Mab. Although the couple 
made a joint decision to leave the bulk of their wealth to Melbourne University Press, 
it was in fact her bequest along with the university’s controversial sale of the property 
and its beloved garden 20 years after her husband’s death that became what was 
posthumously called the Russell and Mab Grimwade Miegunyah Fund. Mab’s story 
is number 218 in the second numbered series of the Miegunyah volumes, coming 
nearly 60 years after John Poynter’s biography of Russell was published in 1967 as the 
very first title of The Miegunyah Press. Thea Gardiner is to be commended for filling 
this gap in the historical record with such a fine publication.
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