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			Introduction

			Malcolm Allbrook

			The articles in this number of the Australian Journal of Biography and History concern a diverse range of subjects, most of which are little known in the annals of Australian history. Yet each of the featured individuals lived their Australian lives on the edges of societal expectations and norms, and, in doing so, raise questions about Australian identities. Their lives not only call for more expansive definitions of what it means to be Australian but also present borders as fluid—as imagined rather than real. This can apply to a white woman teacher in South Australia, for example, or two Wiradjuri men who sought to meet on equal ground the representatives of the British Crown at the opening of the provisional Parliament House in Canberra. Similarly, Australian identity might also incorporate a Welsh littérateur living, working and describing the diversity of the lives of those he encountered in the sugar cane fields of far north Queensland; an Australian trade commissioner in Shanghai; a Japanese soldier turned Australian collaborator; an Australian cartoonist in conflict with an American illustrator over Felix the Cat; or an Indigenous woman acting as an intermediary and informant in early colonial Sydney.

			Crucially, lives lived on the edge might involve deep trauma and disease—suicide, unhappiness, dispute and conflict. Yet they might also be happy and seemingly blessed by riches and good fortune, like the high-flying Skases in the heady days of their youth; or they might delight in service to their local communities, as with Annie Sharpley in her lifelong commitment to education in a small South Australian community. But when we peer beneath the edges of these lives, biography offers a vantage point from which we might understand the complexity of lives that, on the surface, seem uncomplicated. The lives examined in this volume also have implications for wider phenomena, such as colonisation and capitalism, even when the subjects themselves might be wilfully blind or deliberately evasive as to the implications of their agency. Rather than presenting biography in its traditional cradle to the grave format, the articles in this volume utilise biographical methods to illuminate lives that were full of risk, excitement, uncertainty and unconventionality.

			Bianka Vidonja Balanzategui relates the complex and conflicted story of the writer John Naish (1923–1963). Born and raised in Wales, Naish came to north Queensland in his 20s and produced a significant body of literature on life in the sugar cane industry and the tropical north. At the time of his death by suicide, he was forecast by critics to become a dominant literary figure. He led an eventful life and his works illustrate important aspects of Australian labour and cultural history.

			

			Uncertainty and conflict also feature in James Cotton’s article on the two years (1921–23) Edward Selby Little spent as Australian trade commissioner in Shanghai. In a brief and unhappy but still portentous career, Little was, in part, a victim of both the ad hoc and personal nature of the policy experiments of Prime Minister W. M. Hughes in his final years and the machinations of his countrymen. British officialdom in China was offended by an individual who wished to give the Chinese the respect owing to them in their own country and also exercise a role for Australia independent of imperial oversight.

			Georgina Fitzpatrick’s portrait of Eric Shimada (Shimada Masakazu) likewise considers an individual whose bicultural identify brought a seemingly fluent transformation of identity—from a Japanese soldier in the Pacific War to an interpreter working for the Australian and British occupation forces and, later, at the International Military Tribunal in Japan.

			In his article ‘A Cat with Two Tales’, Andrew Marshall examines whether the Australian cartoonist and entrepreneur Patrick Sullivan or the American illustrator Otto Messmer was the rightful creator of the popular cartoon character Felix the Cat. While Messmer’s claims have steadily gained pre-eminence in the United States, a close biographical examination provides almost inarguable proof that it was the Australian who conceived, launched and then exploited the figure of Felix the Cat. Sullivan’s position as an outsider in the American universe has seen him cast in terms unfavourable to his rightful legacy as a successful and imaginative entrepreneur. So too has colonial orthodoxy rendered the Wiradjuri men John Noble (Ooloogan) and Jimmy Clements (Nangar/Yangar) as at best inconsequential, at worst ridiculous, figures in Australian history. The two Elders walked about 170 kilometres to Canberra in May 1927 from Brungle Reserve (near Tumut) to protest their sovereign rights and to speak with the Duke of York (later, George VI) at the opening of the provisional Parliament House. The episode has, in many ways, defined the two men. However, in his article, James McDonald uses collective biographical methods to discuss how the largely forgotten racist term ‘King Billy’ was deployed in colonial Australia to diminish and mock the status of senior Aboriginal men. Similarly, Toby Raeburn, Paul Sanders and Kerry Doyle, in their article ‘Boorong of the Burramattagal’, elevate the status of a young woman—who, until now, has largely been cast in the role of indentured servant to two well-known Sydney Cove figures, the Reverend Richard Johnson and his wife Mary—to that of an important cultural and linguistic intermediary between the Traditional Owners of the region and the colonists.

			Few Australian biographies focus on public couples, especially not couples in business. Kate White’s article ‘Creating the Mirage’ adds to this biographical genre by focusing on the public lives of Christopher and Pixie Skase and their efforts to establish a business empire. The article encompasses both their private and public lives and seeks to move beyond the public image of the Skases into their private world, an arena that is the central concern of many biographers. The private world is also the concern of Kay Whitehead and Belinda MacGill in their article on Annie Sharpley, a teacher at Naracoorte, South Australia. While Sharpley’s career was extraordinary in length, the selfless woman teacher in an idyllic and apparently homogenous country school is a familiar trope of histories of rural education in white settler countries such as Australia. Yet hers too was a life lived on the edge, as she challenged gender and social conventions in choosing a career over marriage.
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			Lost in the Syrup and the Ashes: Reclaiming John Naish, sugar country author and playwright

			Bianka Vidonja Balanzategui

			Introduction

			Welsh-born John Naish, or Jack as he was known to family and friends, is not a luminary in the records of Australia’s literary heritage. Yet, in 1963, Olaf Ruhen opined in the Bulletin that the calibre of Naish’s autobiographical The Clean Breast1 and first novel The Cruel Field2 indicated that he was ‘the finest acquisition from abroad in the Australian literary foundation’ and that he would assume a ‘dominant position’ in Australian literature.3 When Naish succumbed to suicide in 1963 at the age of 40, his bright potential was extinguished.

			In the succeeding years, the curious may have stumbled across Naish in the Australian Live Performance and AustLit databases, and as an entry in the Oxford Companion to Australian Literature. They may have discovered the discussion of his two novels by Cheryl Taylor and Elizabeth Perkins in By the Book: A Literary History of Queensland,4 and/or my hefty utilisation of his quintessential sugar country novel The Cruel Field in Gentlemen of the Flashing Blade5—a study of the post–World War II (WWII) displaced person canecutters’ experiences. A long familiarity with his sugar country books, lived experience of the times and places he wrote about has propelled me on a journey to find John Naish, the man, and the wellspring of his creative energy. As I suspected that his descent into literary oblivion was circumstantial rather than deserved, I pondered how a twenty-first-century audience could engage with his works, thereby giving him more prominence in Australia’s literary heritage.

			When I embarked on that journey, I was unaware that several literary scholars had simultaneously picked up his sugar country works for serious analysis. Believing that I was alone in my interest, I was concerned that I may have been seeing worth where there was none—that I was over-identifying and elevating him out of proportion. Such accusations are often levelled at historical biographers, the biographer Angela V. John has opined.6 Nevertheless, as she observes, the foci of biography are shifting, becoming more democratic, making space for lesser heard voices, such as those of women and people of colour. She discerns that other academic disciplines, such as history, are legitimising the biographical form. That is not to say that historians have not long contributed to biographical compendiums, examples being the prestigious Oxford Dictionary of National Biography or the Australian Dictionary of Biography. I wrote a biographical entry of Naish for the Y Bywgraffiadur Cymreig/Dictionary of Welsh Biography.7

			Naish originated from the Welsh industrial town of Port Talbot, which has produced a disproportionate number of famous actors, including the ‘triumvirate’ of Richard Burton (formerly Jenkins), Sir Anthony Hopkins and Michael Sheen; and the inspirational literature teacher and mentor Philip Henry Burton whose name Jenkins would adopt. Two and a half years younger than Naish, Jenkins was a junior when Naish was a senior at the school they both attended. The ‘magic’ of Burton’s literature classes inspired innumerable students over the decades to pursue a career in the dramatic arts or to study literature at university.8 Included in these was Lily, Naish’s sister, who studied literature at Aberystwyth University. She recalled Burton’s powerful renditions of Shakespeare, of whom Burton became a leading world authority.9 He inspired her brother John, too, who, because of his reputation as an author, is recalled proudly in Wales as one of its ‘local worthies’10 and a ‘“lost” prose writer’ of Taibach.11

			What has saved Naish from falling into the interstices of literary history is that, in 2021, in his adopted country of Australia, several scholars across both history and literary disciplines rediscovered him and his published works.12 My investigative endeavours located Naish’s two sons and a hitherto unknown cache of works, including plays of both social realism and non-realism, modes of dramatic expression he was experimenting with simultaneously. These original scripts have since been donated to James Cook University, Townsville, forming the John Naish Archive.13 Now digitised, they are a valuable and accessible resource.

			Of those scripts, a number are set in the cane fields, timely additions to what Elizabeth Smyth suggests should be a new literary genre14—one comprising writers connected with the Australian cane fields, many of whom are familiar names: Jean Devanny, William (Bill) Scott, Ray Lawler, F. E. Baume, Faith Bandler and Nancy Cato to name a few. Kerry Boyne goes further, identifying a subgenre within that cane field genre, being ‘canecutter narrative[s]’.15 No longer regarded as simply cultural artefacts, these often out-of-print works are being re-read and reinterpreted with a more nuanced appreciation.

			We cannot be sure when Naish first started putting pen to paper, but if he began writing after his arrival in Australia in 1950, his entire opus—17 plays,16 three books and a short story—was produced over a 13-year period. Naish’s published works are his best-known sugar country novel, The Cruel Field (initially entitled Mark, the Syrup and the Ashes);17 an autobiography The Clean Breast; his final novel, released the year he died, That Men Should Fear;18 and two published plays, Deuteronomy 24-119 and The Claw.20

			Biographical details paired with scrutiny of his writings reveal that he employed his sugar country narratives to make a perceptive outsider’s commentary on the Australian mateship ethos, migrant-Anglo-Australian relationships, and tropical north Queensland’s small-town class consciousness and pretensions. He evoked a sensorily evocative atmosphere through geographical description of the tropical environ, with its cloying, humid, tropical heat, the fecundity of its flora, the strangeness and proliferation of its fauna, and its geographical remoteness, which simultaneously attract and repulse. Boyne recognises that these evocative descriptions reflect Naish’s own deeply personal engagement with the sugar country environment.21 Smyth argues that Naish employed the conventions of the georgic mode (which focuses on labour and the uncertainty of nature) to ‘convey insights into seasons, rainforest, and the lives of Indigenous people and women in the 1950s’ in what she designates ‘as the Wet Tropics Bioregion’.22

			Perhaps one of the most significant legacies of The Cruel Field is that, for the first time, there was a novel that accurately described the cane cutting way of life and work in an Australian setting. This was possible because Naish actually cut cane (as pictured in Figure 1) and did so for at least six seasons. It afforded an introspective, first-person account of a labouring method and lifestyle that has since vanished from the Australian rural and labour landscape. This is particularly important in a labour history context, as I demonstrate in ‘A Beaut of a Cut Near Cairns’,23 in which I employ fiction as a plausible alternative to conventional methods to examine labour history. As Victoria Kuttainen argues, ‘fiction can sometimes foreground links that have otherwise, for various reasons, become obscured to a nation’s past and a nation’s literature’.24

			In ‘World Literature in World Histories: Sugar with Victoria Kuttainen and Bianka Vidonja Balanzategui’, The Cruel Field is considered along with other Australian and Caribbean narratives published between the 1930s and the 1960s to exemplify both unique and shared aspects of the cultural imprint of sugar in critical transition decades, illuminating the ways in which ostensibly free workers were bound by, and implicated in, a system of continued exploitation and inequality.25 Naish made an authentic and scathing condemnation of Indigenous–white relationships, highlighting the institutionalised postcolonial legacy of disadvantage and dependence resulting from the enforcement of the protection system. This was a legacy that spilled over into the Queensland cane fields. Comparing Naish’s work with other sugar country works, it is obvious that he was ahead of his time in his appreciation of the reality of Indigenous dispossession and the tensions of a multiracial society. He did this sensitively and realistically and, as Smyth observes, gave his Indigenous characters ‘agency and subversive powers’.26 Naish also demonstrated an awareness of female difference that exceeded that of most Anglo-Australian men of his generation. Women characters are more powerful than the space allotted to them in the narratives suggests. All his alter egos suffer from women’s actions. His fictional selves, who are always outsiders, unmask small-town attitudes as constraining the actions and interactions of both genders.27
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			Figure 1: Naish cutting cane, north Queensland, c. 1960–61.

			Note: This was one of several photographs taken to be used for the dust jacket of The Cruel Field.

			Source: Naish family photograph.

			Also discernible in his sugar country works is an anti-war stance, a vehement response to worker exploitation and a critical view of dogmatic religiosity. Particularly potent themes are the anger of frustrated talent, mental illness and suicide. His non-realism plays reveal that the scope of his interest was much broader than his sugar country works. Fear of nuclear war, concerns about the power of the media and the dissemination of misinformation; alarm about industrial pollution and environmental damage; and a demand for the legalisation of euthanasia were among the themes that Naish explored. If his works are viewed as a sum, what emerges is an authentic grappling with universal themes that retain their potency.

			

			A paucity of sources is challenging for a biographer. The fictional works of a marginalised or lost writer present to the biographer an alternative source for understanding that individual and the times they lived in. This biographical study not only introduces John Naish, man, author and playwright, to a new audience, but also addresses the critical questions of why and how we should re-engage with his works in the twenty-first century. It is compiled from public records, his wife’s diaries, letters and communication with his sons and relatives together with a careful analysis of his opus.

			‘Through his writing, I got to know him better’: The formative years28

			The Clean Breast is an important primary source, but critics have been divided on its autobiographical credibility, one believing that Naish’s self-portrait was delivered with ‘absolute candour’,29 another suggesting that he had ‘avoided revealing himself directly’.30 Perhaps because of the explicit nature of some of his teenage experiences, it is understandable that his niece was advised by her mother ‘not to believe everything’ in it.31

			I agree with the Times Literary Supplement reviewer who drew the conclusion that The Clean Breast fell midway between fiction and fact.32 With privileged access to primary resources and reading between the lines, it is clear that, although he obfuscated in parts, undoubtedly to anonymise, John Naish himself emerges loud and clear. That identity aligns with the chief protagonists of his novels and plays who unmistakably voice Naish’s own opinions, fears and struggles. Of course, this is not unusual in fictional narratives. Tennessee Williams, whose work Naish admired, staged and performed, wrote with similar subjectivity.33 Who then, was John Naish?

			The ‘brooding Celt’34

			Photographs confirm that Naish was a good-looking man, fit and tanned. His wife said he cut ‘quite a fine figure’.35 He stood around five feet ten inches (177.8 cm) tall and had brown hair and blue eyes. Intelligent and eloquent, he could, at times, be overbearing in imposing his will and opinion. With ‘all the stamina and stickability in the world’,36 he was pedantic and dogmatic. Occasionally truculent, unsociable and moody, he was nonetheless a loving and faithful son, favourite brother, determined suitor, solicitous husband, and doting and involved father. A competent swimmer, keen hiker, partial to a bet on the horses, and adept at snooker and chess, he also carved wood and painted. He was an avid film goer, keen reader of poetry, novels and plays, and was a member of theatre groups and acted in and produced plays. Any task he would attack with verve, whether it be fixing a bike, constructing a ladder, digging a drain, housecleaning or cooking. He was of sober habits, his favourite tipple a stout and sarsaparilla.

			Born to Sarah Ann Naish (née Griffiths), a primary school teacher, and William John Naish, a carpenter, on 20 April 1923 at Port Talbot, Neath, Glamorganshire, Wales, Naish had two older brothers, William and Edward (Ted), and a younger sister Lilian (Lily), to whom he was particularly close. His Welsh origins were explicitly and frequently referenced in his books and plays and suggest a nostalgic deep longing—an hiraeth, which is often connected with Wales and Welsh culture.37 He identified as a ‘brooding Celt’38 and, in the early days of courting his future wife, described himself to her as her ‘cute little Welshman’.39 A name plate for their first home in Cairns identified the place as ‘Rosyn Glas’, Blue Rose in Welsh, and a nod to Tennessee Williams’s Glass Menagerie. The author Tom Hungerford, critiquing That Men Should Fear, recognised in the work a ‘fateful air, perhaps deriving from the gloomy valleys and tortured heritage of his [Naish’s] own heritage’.40

			The formative years

			The nuanced engagement with The Cruel Field being undertaken in the twenty-first century is already elevating Naish to a more deserved prominence in Australia’s literary heritage. However, each of the works in Naish’s opus, including his autobiography, The Clean Breast, touch on themes that will resonate with twenty-first-century readers. According to The Clean Breast, Naish had an unremarkable childhood, wandering free on the beaches and hills that defined Port Talbot, and getting up to mischief with his gang of friends. The landscape is foreboding and gloomy. He described a Port Talbot that sat on foothills where industrial works and dockside dominated. Grabs gorged ‘into pyramids of anthracite and iron-ore’, closing and ‘spinning away under the towering gantries to the holds that brought meat and pit-props, and would sail way to Rio and Oslo leaving a black, scarred Wales behind’.41 A criticism of heavy industry, the industrial corporations that controlled that industry and the environmental damage that ensued are implied in several of his works.

			Naish intimated that he was doted upon, loved and rarely smacked, and that he rarely heard a parental voice raised in anger; however, he wished that he had had parents ‘who treated him in warm rough-and-ready style, as one of themselves, and understood him’.42 He hinted at family tensions, particularly between himself and his father. Those father–son tensions flow over into his works. In the play Oliver in Aden, Oliver North’s father accuses him of being a failure and a waster. He responds to Oliver’s announcement that he is going to Australia with: ‘WASTERS!! And they are better … off … dead!! Go to Australia! Go to the Dead Heart for preference! YOUR KIND IS BETTER OFF DEAD!!’43

			Naish described his father as a perfectionist, and, as his father aged, as ‘aloof’, perhaps because of his deafness.44 His father had served in the navy in World War I (WWI). Was he, by nature, aloof or did his wartime experience leave residual damage? In That Men Should Fear, Naish’s alter ego Jim Pearce derided ‘the War God’ that stole from his father ‘his last years of youth and zest in its cause’.45 Naish’s father’s customers were not always forthcoming with their payments, nor he at sending out invoices or insisting that he be paid. His mother was gentle and softly spoken with a strong Welsh accent. Despite that gentleness, she held strong opinions and was fearless in pursuing payment from clients.46

			Naish was baptised into the Church of England. Personal loss drove his mother to find comfort in Spiritualism, which, after WWI, emerged across the British Isles as a response to mass loss,47 but in South Wales was already entrenched.48 She favoured religious books and disapproved of alcohol consumption, except at Christmas. His mother’s preoccupation with her religious texts and the occasional conflict between the boys and their father caused some discord in the Naish home.49 Where religion was clearly a comfort to his mother, to the young Naish it signalled prohibition. Perhaps her preoccupation with Spiritualism informed the critical view of dogmatic religiosity found in her son’s works—none more so than in the character of long-suffering Grace Pearce in That Men Should Fear. Seventeen-year-old Mary Vaughan, complaining to her father about her stepmother, a woman who clung ‘obstinately and coldly to a puritanical outlook’,50 asks him in exasperation:

			How do you put up with it? She interferes and domineers until someone stands up to her—and when she finds she can’t have things her way, in comes God—dragged in by the scruff of His neck, and if He can’t win the day either—there’s work in the kitchen!51

			Happy family memories, nonetheless, were formed near Nash Point in rented accommodation called St John’s House, where his mother would take the children on holidays. Naish painted from an early age and a pen and ink drawing of the place survives, as do other seascapes.52 On the dustjacket of The Clean Breast, Naish wrote in his biographical note that ‘writing, being more convenient, has replaced painting as my main interest’.53 How seriously he took painting cannot be determined, but his alter ego, Welshman Jack Williams in The Claw turns to writing and painting in an effort to lift himself from the drudgery of manual labour and make himself feel worthy of his wife who had abandoned a professional career for life in the cane fields. Naish, too, hoped to escape cane cutting by writing professionally, and his wife had abandoned work in a medical practice for housewife duties in a barracks. Williams harbours a ‘mad-keen ambition to write a book’ but fails in that attempt and, in his wife’s estimation, his paintings are ‘pretty awful’.54 Other of Naish’s alter egos, Emery Carol and Jim Pearce, are also frustrated writers.

			In The Clean Breast, we meet Naish the observer, the outsider navigating ways to fit in on his own terms. His alter egos are similarly outsiders, observing how to carve out a space for themselves. Characters like Jim Pearce of The Men Should Fear are acutely conscious that they are excluded—in Pearce’s case, he feels that he and his mother are ‘permanent visitors’ in the Vaughan home.55 There are always tougher ‘boys’ who have to be outwitted—characters like the brash, rough diamond Mark Westcott in The Cruel Field and David Vaughan, the bullying farmer’s son, in That Men Should Fear.

			Naish commenced his schooling at the Eastern Primary School and then, in 1934, went on to the ‘Sec’ (Port Talbot Secondary School). The school magazine, the Wayfarer, mentioned Naish playing both rugby and cricket, as a junior and a senior, and at representative level.56 Also mentioned was his only known performance in a school play. In 1939, in his final year at the Sec, the sixth form put on the school’s fourth consecutive George Bernand Shaw play, the controversial The Doctor’s Dilemma, in which Naish played the fated Louis Dubedat:

			In the latter part we had Jack Naish, who is to be congratulated on such a good performance in an arduous part and the first that he has taken in a school play. He was best in the scene of his dying.57

			It is an amusing critique, but, in retrospect, also somewhat ironic. His works would feature death by a variety of means. Suicide predominated, with the play The Paul Davis Affair set in a suicide centre in a futuristic dictatorship. The play is a manifesto for ‘speedy death—“the only freedom”’—by legalised suicide.58

			Overseeing drama activity at the Sec was Philip Burton,59 who, during Naish’s time, ran the English department and a school drama club. Burton began a school tradition of polished performances of challenging plays featuring costumes hired from London.60 It was from him that Naish would have gained insights into the machinations of radio play production, for Burton gave his pupils unparalleled opportunities to participate in radio broadcasts. The town’s proximity to Cardiff, where a distinct Welsh region of the BBC with its own wavelength had been established in 1937, enabled pupils to travel there to take part in recordings, and the BBC also came to the school.

			Naish received an exemption from matriculation,61 which meant he had attained a standard to enter further education.62 Instead, at 16 years of age, he started work as an articled clerk with a chartered accountant. In May 1942, he enlisted at Caterham in the Welsh Guards Corp – Armoured Training Wing, but did not see active service until three months after war’s end when he was sent to Norway with the Allied Military Mission.63 Then, nine months after his return, in late 1946, he was deployed to Germany with the British Army of the Rhine occupation forces. In March 1947, he was discharged from active duty to the Royal Army Reserve.64 This wartime inactivity seems to have plagued him. In The Lease of Life, when his alter ego Paul Davis is asked what he did in the war, he replied: ‘I did nothing.’ Another character confirmed this: ‘He did nothing in the war … but drink our beer.’65 Naish remarked ruefully in The Clean Breast that wartime is a ‘darkness … is night-time’.66 During his service he suffered severe burns to his legs when trapped in a tank fire.67 The episode was graphically recreated in Oliver in Aden, where it was attributed as the reason he did not end up seeing active service. His military experience engendered a strong anti-war stance and pessimism for the future. This is not surprising given the tension-filled atmosphere of the Cold War and proxy wars breaking out soon after WWII had ended. In The Lease of Life, Naish wrote:

			Why are we, semi-survivors, with finger-tip gear-change and television sport growing up and growing grey in the shadow of world war three with four and five and six and seven a mere hazy thought away.68

			Army life also prompted Naish to turn a critical eye on mental illness (including what today is recognised as post-traumatic stress disorder [PTSD]) and on how those with mental illness were perceived. A number of characters in his works suffered PTSD. Among them, in The Clean Breast, was Hellyer who survived the Dunkirk withdrawal. He was confined to the base after murdering a woman while on leave and appeared to be quite frighteningly ‘mad’. Reflecting an all-too-common attitude of incomprehension and disbelief directed at those suffering mental illness, Naish’s superior thought the prisoner was ‘actin’ off his rocker’ to get out of the sentence that awaited him.69 For Scottie McRoberts in Oliver in Aden, the only release was suicide. Resorting to drink or taking advantage of an assisted fare to Australia offered insufficient escape from the demons that pursued him:

			Och, so you’re leaving the Shadow of Death for the Land of Hope, are ye? Well, they have their bombs too, and their rocket ranges, an’ you canna escape! You canna escape for 10 pounds!70

			Once demobbed, Naish worked as an assistant to the secretary of a motor car and agricultural machinery distributor in Swansea and then as a clerk for the management of a picture theatre in London until 1950. The tension between his own drive to write and the need to work at humdrum jobs to support himself was palpable. Unimpressed with the ‘sort of peanut that writes books’,71 he was also disdainful of work-a-day life—the ‘daily routine that, added and added and added, totals civilization’.72 He expressed cynicism and impatience with intellectual discussion given the postwar conditions: ‘What difference did it make whether you talked or fiddled or slept while Joan burned or Rome burned, while England slipped or that the world drifted?’73

			

			The £10 Pom

			Naish was always on the run, metaphorically and physically speaking. A despondency and disenchantment with life emerging from WWII made him consider immigration. On 31 May 1947, the British and Australian governments forged the United Kingdom – Australia Free and Assisted Passage Agreement, offering fares subsidised equally by both governments. Other schemes, too, such as that instituted by the newly created International Refugee Organization created immigration opportunities for millions of displaced people. But Naish was cynical of the opportunities these schemes offered and the racist White Australia policy that underpinned Australia’s migrant intake:

			Migrants! Consider the word MIGRANT! Is there any such measly, miserable, maudlin word? You’re driven up the gangway of a great white ship, like a herd, into its bowels, with your precious knick-knacks in cases and bags, and your drab dreary little dreams bulging out of your homesick eyes! Shipped! One government glad to be rid o’ you, and the other indifferent whether it receives you! For I tell you: Greeks would do, or Poles or Spaniards, Danes or Dutchmen, ay, or Germans or Ities too, as long as their skin is white!74

			In late 1949, Naish nevertheless applied for an assisted passage to Australia. Like his protagonists, he disdained the ‘big magnetic cities’75 and ‘the cynical disillusioned drift’76 towards them. Rejecting the greyness of city workers’ lives, he asked to be directed to farm or mine work in New South Wales.77 This request would unwittingly destine him to spend a good part of the rest of his working life in a labouring job that was brutal and dirty and whose workers were scarcely considered human.

			Though Naish retained a close relationship with his family despite the distance that would come to separate them, he suspected that they were disappointed in him.78 In his works, the protagonists felt that they had disappointed their fathers because of their choice to leave home, not only Oliver North in Oliver in Aden, but also Carol in The Cruel Field, whose father wrote to him that he hoped he ‘will see his folly and return’ home.79

			Naish was 27 years old when, on 4 May 1950, he boarded the Ontranto in the Tilbury Docks. Spending the best part of May at sea, he arrived at Fremantle on 30 May 1950, before finally disembarking in Sydney from where he left for Queensland to arrive in Brisbane on 10 June.80 The conditions of the assisted passage stipulated that he must remain in Australia for two years. A decade would pass before he returned to Wales.

			

			Life and work in Queensland

			Naish was initially provided accommodation in Brisbane but then, in the coldest months of the Australian winter, he commenced work in the forestry at Kalpowar near Monto.81 As the beginning of the sugar cane harvest drew close, around Queen Elizabeth II’s birthday holiday traditionally celebrated on the second Thursday of June, the return flight to the cane fields began. Somebody at Kalpowar must have been heading for the cane fields and Naish travelled with him, deciding to try his luck there.82

			He arrived at Mackay after the season had begun and secured a cut. Working and socialising with Indigenous men, he learnt of their experiences of exploitation under the protection system. ‘De Pr’tector git a quid: I git ten bob’, Aboriginal man, Harry says, adding: ‘In de Ole Days … I wuk neely ten yeers, neely ten years—chained to a log’.83 Already disillusioned by the White Australia policy that gave precedence to European immigrants, the guilt of being identified by the Indigenous people he encountered as culpable in the colonisation of Australia sat heavily. When, in The Cruel Field, the Indigenous sisters Hope and Pearl sang ‘Land of Hope and Glory’ looking directly at Emery, ‘the words shocked … like a crime of violence’.84 In the same novel, Naish explicitly acknowledged the dispossession of Aboriginal lands: the ‘long-lost freedoms, ploughed under the caneland like bean’; hunting grounds and a life living off the earth, ‘the seas and the tree, the cooling earth with its grass and its moon’.85

			Cane cutting under a searing tropical sun was brutal work, but, after the initial months of hardening up, cutters found their rhythm. As the cooler months set in, the work of burning, cutting, laying portable rail and loading began to be less onerous. Despite the long, arduous days, ‘bones aching’, a ‘hundred cuts and splinters festering’, march flies stinging, trudging ‘home in the dusk, wet, cold and longing for rest’,86 Naish was writing, carrying his notebook with him even on a fishing trip.87

			Naish’s most polemical work, Cutters at White Road, introduced his recurrent class theme, reflecting the working-class individualist attitudes he would have observed on the cane fields in the 1950s and 1960s. When most strongly expressed, they ring clearly as a political manifesto. Through the character bearing his own name, ‘Jack’, he even-handedly attacks the arbitration system, the union representative and the greedy farmer. 

			

			Naish also observes with amusing accuracy small-town class consciousness and pretensions:

			Virginia Trimboth saw little of the country on her journey home: she never did. For a as soon as her envious eyes encountered Mrs Ruby Delaware’s great mansion of a homestead on a rise overlooking the town—a residence worthy of the president of Nagonda Ladies’ Bowling Club—the old prides and cravings welled up into her bosom like blood from beef-steaks.88

			As for canecutters, he wrote: ‘Human? You ask the Nagonda socialites whether we’re human. Cane cutters are bloody animals.’89

			‘Cut out day’ was welcomed with a savage joy: ‘With a cry of ecstasy and a great exaggerated slash, the ganger ended the season.’90 Then came the ‘slack’ (the five-month period between harvest seasons): ‘the distant yearned for goal’91 and the flight south; ‘peanuts in Kingaroy, wheat on the Downs … the orchards of the south for the fruit-picking season’.92 Naish listed his occupations in the slack as, variously, navvy, gravedigger, fettler, miner, axeman, bookmaker, barman, clerk and fruit picker.93 The first slack found him securing lodgings at New Farm, Brisbane, and, after a well-earned rest, he began work at a railway camp 20 miles (32 km) from the capital.

			Canecutters often pondered why they came back season after season. Naish answered the question in Mark, the Syrup and the Ashes:

			So you think back to the farm in the good months, September and October, when you can go out and throw up your nine or ten ton before smoko, and things go right, and you feel almost free. The cane is not your vicious master any more, and does not cause you pain. Your effing and blinding are less bitter … and you cut your ten ton for the next day all right, and maybe go into town and skite about it round the bar … then afterwards, in a little world of your own making, you can sit around the fire, with the best mates on earth … telling lies.94

			As a ‘Pom’, Naish was always the new chum regardless of his years of cutting cane. Being accepted as a mate was elusive. We find him grappling with the Australian code of mateship, writing:

			That was half the battle, getting used to the carelessness, the unpunctiliousness of his attitudes and expressions; the drinking protocol of the alternate indefinite shout; the sub-status they conferred on you, New Australian; the intellectual vacuum, the sport craze, the suspicion of culture; the ambiguous slang, the beloved nicknames, the sentimental cult of mateship.95

			

			As an outsider, Naish was acutely attuned to how foreigners were regarded by Anglo-Australians:

			Mark looked around the bar at the other customers and glared at a bunch of money-hungry Italian farmers chattering away, polluting their lager with sarsaparilla. No wonder they were excited: they were taking the bloody country over.96

			On his return from his first slack, Naish travelled further north to Babinda in far north Queensland for the seasons of 1951–53 and then to Gordonvale in 1954–55, followed by the usual flights south for the slack.

			All the elements of his cane cutting experience were recounted in The Clean Breast and The Cruel Field and associated plays. In the front matter of The Cruel Field, the publisher asserted that its ‘outstanding merit’ was ‘the quality of the descriptive writing’:

			It is a hard world, that of the vindictive cane. John Naish superbly captures in his prose the heat, the boredom, the boozing, the exultation in physical effort, and the comradeship of this alien world. A straight-from-the-shoulder novel dedicated to ‘the gentlemen of the Flashing Blade’, The Cruel Field, completely authentic in background, is an experience not easily to be forgotten.97

			Shooting over the blue Pacific—the Fiji years

			Naish wrote of Queensland, ‘the ramshackle north’, that ‘you either loved and lived in, or sneered at and escaped from in time’.98 Having fulfilled the residential obligations of his assisted passage, he left Australia by plane on 25 February 1956 to return home. He broke the journey with a stopover in Fiji where he secured a position in Ba as a shipping clerk with Burns Philp.99 The Cruel Field gave some intimation of what he might have been thinking. With the slack looming, his alter ego canecutter Carol decided:

			His situation seemed to be squeezing him like a claw squeezing an orange-pip: sudden flight was becoming imperative. He would have to shoot out over the blue Pacific—to New Caledonia or Fiji or the Tongan isles.100

			In Ba, Naish resided in the single men’s quarters, colloquially referred to as the ‘batch’.101 Within the year, he met his future wife, the graduate doctor Rosemary Ruth West.

			

			Meeting Rosemary West

			Rosemary West arrived in Fiji in April 1956 to take up the position of medical superintendent at the Methodist Hospital in Ba. Meeting Naish at a play reading or on a visit to the Burns Philp ‘boys’, their friendship began in mid-December 1956 when Naish asked her out. Her Fijian diaries described their developing relationship and reveal much about Naish’s character. In retrospect, the warning signs were there of the critical tensions that would beleaguer their short, married life. It is clear that Naish was enamoured by West and pursued her, but she was initially ambivalent. Back in Adelaide, she had had an intense relationship with a fellow graduate who shared her love of classical music.102 Her friends and family believed she was destined to marry him.103 However, the relationship ended acrimoniously with him leaving on an expedition to Antarctica and she to Fiji. Naish met her parents when they visited in June 1957, despite West still feeling unsure of Naish and finding his jealousy particularly worrying.104

			West and Naish connected over a love of literature. Both were writing plays; they read his, which was about cane cutting, at one of their play readings.105 Though they and their fellow expatriates enthusiastically enjoyed play readings, Naish’s intensity could be unpleasant.106 It is clear that this period of comparative leisure allowed him to fully indulge his creativity and he swept West along in his wake. She helped him with productions, including Tennessee Williams’s The Glass Menagerie in which she played the lead female character, Amanda Wingfield. She also assisted him with the first production of his own play, Deuteronomy 24-1, which he entered in a play competition held at the Parish Hall, Suva, in June 1957.107 West played Bella, the ninth wife of Tim Peters, played by Naish.108 Apart from cultural activities, Fiji afforded plenty of scope for long hikes, bike rides, swims in waterholes and the ocean, sunbaking and fishing. In West, Naish found a fitting companion for those athletic activities. For West, who was a keen observer of the natural world around her, these activities must have been a welcome respite from the intensity foisted on her by Naish’s preoccupation with dramatic performance and production.

			

			Naish’s personality traits

			At the inquest into Naish’s death, West acknowledged that her husband had ‘suffered from fits of depression and had so suffered for some years, even prior to our marriage’.109 West had not recorded any particular signs of the mental illness that would consume Naish in the last years of his life in her diary, but she had repeatedly described some worrying traits. Naish could be inexplicably and unpredictably possessive, unsociable, moody, miserable, sensitive, argumentative and obsessive. She observed that he lacked the charm of her other friends, and only rarely showed comedic traits in his work. It is not surprising that she hardly ever described him as cheerful or happy. Nonetheless, she found him kind and even ‘ideal’ company. Children seemed attracted to him and he naturally assumed an ‘Uncle Jack’ role.110

			Naish was not one for making romantic gestures, but he was generous with his time, energy and money, giving West practical gifts, such as a bicycle and a clock.111 By July 1957, he was firmly entrenched in her life, fixing her bike, cooking her evening meals, even doing her laundry. He had also, it seems, convinced her to abandon the religious practices that had previously sustained her: ‘For Jack’s sake am trying out agnosticism for 1/12.’ She justified this decision by claiming that it ‘is more honest for certainly Jack takes 1st place’.112 However, it is more likely that West’s religious questioning was, in part, a reaction to the racism she witnessed in Fiji and the condescending attitudes of the missionaries towards their Indigenous congregations. She enjoyed non-mission company and was entertained frequently in Indian homes. Despising the ‘polite afternoon tea session[s]’ and the ‘awful “aren’t we Europeans grand” sort of conversation’, she wished she ‘could get to know the Indians better, especially a few non-Christian ones’.113

			The engagement

			Naish and West’s relationship settled into a comfortable routine and they become very ‘Darby and Joan’.114

			By September 1957, Naish was planning to leave Fiji but hoped to return. West had no intention of leaving Fiji. She liked being the Ba mission doctor.115 Then, in a sudden turn of events, Naish proposed to West, who was happy and excited but nervous about telling her mother. Finally, she did and her parents and Naish’s mother all responded happily. West resigned in October, scheduling her departure for the following February. Naish’s return journey to Wales was shelved. Instead, the couple would return to Australia where Naish would resume cane cutting. Despite having witnessed cane cutting in Fiji, West was somewhat naive about the work: ‘Tonight he taught me how to cut cane—[it’s] wonderful’, she gushed.116 Less than three weeks after tendering her resignation, it was accepted and her successor appointed. Having not wholly committed to the idea of leaving Fiji, and holding onto the possibility that she might be employed by the hospital rather than the mission, she was dismayed that things had progressed so quickly.117 Her despondency increased when an idyllic Christmas spent at a guesthouse soured due to Naish’s inexcusably bad behaviour. Unfortunately, in close quarters, she bore the brunt of his frustration. In exasperation she wrote: ‘I truly have done all l could for him. I can’t see how it can work out.’118 This was ominous because she was already pregnant.

			Pregnancy and marriage

			West told Naish around the end of January 1958 that she was pregnant. A month later, he resigned from Burns Philp. She did not explicitly mention how he felt about the unplanned pregnancy, but she did write that: ‘Life isn’t a bed of roses these days.’119 They returned to Australia separately in early March, he to Brisbane and she to Adelaide.120 There she caught up with friends and relatives and prepared and equipped the car and trailer for their journey to Queensland. He arrived in Adelaide on 20 March, the day of their marriage. His joy for once was patently clear: ‘The plane came in, & out shot Jack, hair & coat flying, grinning all over.’121

			Naish claimed publicly that they had married in Fiji before returning to Australia.122 West, by contrast, was not so coy, openly declaring in a pro-abortion letter to the Bulletin that she had been ‘pregnant and unmarried’.123 His opaqueness may have been attributable to West’s mother’s change of attitude after she realised that her pregnant daughter would be marrying an immigrant labourer of no substantial means.124 There were others, too, who did not approve of West’s marriage and the tactlessly communicated opinions of friends cut Naish deeply.125 It is possible that the emphasis on illegitimacy in The Cruel Field and associated plays was an articulation of his conflicted feelings about his culpability in the unplanned pregnancy.126

			Born into a privileged and educated Adelaide family, West had followed her father, Esmond, into medicine. During her university years, she was active in the Student Christian Movement and regularly convened events that featured in the social pages of Adelaide’s newspapers. She and her family had attended society weddings, and she had organised pre-wedding parties and officiated resplendently as bridesmaid. In contrast, Naish and West’s marriage at the Adelaide Registry Office was without fanfare. The circumstances of their wedding and her mother’s unveiled disapproval127 found expression in Naish’s play The Claw when William’s wife, Veronica, identified herself as ‘the silly daughter who did the unforgivable thing—gave her [mother] an unsophisticated son-in-law’.128

			Northbound

			Two days after their wedding, the couple left on their honeymoon, destination Cairns. Along the way they camped in their tent, or stayed in B & Bs, boardings houses and the occasional hotel. In Melbourne, Naish paid for somebody to type up scripts, but in Brisbane they bought a typewriter, which they had to learn to use.129 Every piece of writing to follow would be typed on that typewriter. A month and a half after leaving Adelaide they arrived in Babinda, a location Naish seemed to have developed a fondness for because he told West a lot about it. A day later, they were in Cairns. The sandflies drove them from their camp at Machans Beach to Naish’s ex-boarding house where, West wrote, ‘everyone opens the conversation by telling him Irene is married and is in Mt Moresby’.130 Evidently, Irene must have been a former love interest. Naish introduced West to his cane cutting and theatre friends. (Formerly, he had been part of the Machans Beach Play Reading Group.131)

			Naish soon secured a three-man cut at Bartle Frere (Babinda). West would live in the barracks with him and cook for the men. She recorded excitedly that ‘Jack got a very hopeful letter about “TFMP” [the First Mrs Peters]’.132 A mention of Naish still working on short stories indicates that he was writing episodes of The Clean Breast at this time. As in Fiji, the couple immersed themselves in the little theatre scene, attending play readings, theatre and concert performances, and the North Queensland Drama festival at Innisfail. It did not take them long to settle on a house to purchase in suburban Cairns, for which Naish would proudly make the nameplate ‘Rosyn Glas’. Once the season began, they spent the week in the barracks and weekends in Cairns at 45 Mayers Street.

			West delighted in her days at the barracks, cooking on the wood stove, the early mornings, the bird song, the surrounding cane fields and rain forest, and the stream close by. Her spare time was taken up typing and revising Naish’s short stories and plays. Indeed, her diaries show that she was a creative influence and Naish’s equal as he channelled his disquiet about the evils of the world into coherent prose. In a family copy of The Clean Breast, an inscription, reads: ‘To Rose. Whose love and encouragement made this little book possible. Jack.’ The inscription is dated ‘1/4/63’—three and half months before his death.133 Those were happy and tender days. West especially liked the nights:

			bathing and massaging Jack (I prop him in a tub of hot water, and I rub him with warm oil), giving him a good night cuddle, and listening to the locos as they rumble over the bridge.134

			Between jobs around their home, Naish would spend his Saturdays writing. West began typing up a four-act play and Naish was ‘full of a new play he’s just thought of’.135 They later held a play reading of the four-act play on their back lawn followed by a reading of the non-realism play Woman at Sundown, which Naish intended to submit to a television competition.136 The new medium offered authors fresh opportunities and it proved possible for a playwright who got his start in local theatre to make the transition to writing for television. Innisfail local Vince (real name, Vivian) Moran, scriptwriter for Homicide, All the Rivers Run and Flying Doctors (Crawford Productions), is one such example.137

			In The Claw, Jack’s wife Veronica tells her brother that the cane cutting lifestyle is hard. ‘The novelty soon wore off for me’, she told him, adding: ‘There’s not much glamour in sweated labour’.138 In West’s diaries, we catch glimpses of the unglamourous aspects of cane cutting: ‘the men all caked with mud and sopping wet, and all their clothes wet and gritty’;139 and ‘Jack had a very bad night with his arm’.140 She made shoulder pads for his work shirts to help minimise the impact of loading cane (the most onerous task of cane cutting) on his shoulders.

			Just before their first baby was due, the farmer decided that the cut could be finished with one man and so Naish and his mate Larry had to find another cut and leave the barracks. They searched from South Johnstone to Gordonvale with no luck. The uncertainty must have been nerve-racking for West with the baby imminent. Their first son, Guy, was born on 7 September 1958 in Babinda. Qualifying the joy was an evaporated contract and a house and family to maintain. However, Naish and Larry soon secured a cut at Green Hill (Cairns) and Larry would board with them for the rest of the season. At this time, their happiness was replete. West thought Naish and Guy ‘the 2 most perfect men in the world’,141 and Naish made it clear to her how important she was to him.142 Despite the disruptions and difficulties of that season, and the demands of a newborn, Naish was still writing and West typing and editing.

			Around this time, George Holland came into their lives. A former drama critic of the London Illustrated News, he had retired to north Queensland to be close to family. He conducted drama lectures and worked as a theatre critic and adjudicator of drama festivals conducted by the Far North Queensland Amateur Theatrical Association (FNQATA). Naish and West befriended him, going to Gordonvale to pick him up and bring him back to Rosyn Glas for ‘a very enjoyable evening, talking, and listening to their recording of “Under Milk Wood’”.143 So impressed was Naish by Holland that he would dedicate his book That Men Should Fear to him.

			Their social life was busy despite the baby. West’s brother John, who was living in England, came to visit, and she took him out to Green Hill to see the men cutting. This visit found its way into The Claw when Veronica’s brother, Gerald Beddow, a theatre critic, visited from England. After moving on from Green Hill to Woree to cut, the season ended, Larry left for the slack and they started readying their house for a sale that did not eventuate. Now registered with the Queensland Medical Board to practise in Queensland, West started looking for locum positions for the slack and secured one in Herberton.

			During quiet times at work, she typed Naish’s stories. Then came the news that one of Naish’s plays had been commended in the General Holden Motors National Playwrights Competition. During one of her outpatient clinics, West tended a Huntington’s chorea case. She recorded: ‘All the way home J. and I thought of a play [That Men Should Fear] about it.’144 They had ‘fun’ writing the play, which gave rise to Naish’s second novel of the same name.145 By the new year, 1959, Naish had written two more short stories and sketched out another.146 From Herberton, they returned to Cairns to let 45 Mayers Street and then moved to Atherton to a flat provided by the Atherton Hospital.

			Those days working and exploring the Atherton Tablelands, stopping at picturesque waterholes to swim on the way back from clinics, were largely without tension. That Men Should Fear is set in the cane fields of far north Queensland, yet the instantly recognisable geomorphic feature of the Atherton Tablelands, the eerie Mount Hypipamee Crater, a huge volcanic blowhole 142 meters deep, is a constant malign presence in the narrative. On the way home from clinics, as they toured the countryside, they undoubtedly would have visited the crater, which, even then, was a popular tourist sight. Naish, relishing a well-earned respite from cane cutting, spent his time writing, caring for Guy and chauffeuring West to her outpatient clinics. He described their life at this time as ‘all anticipatory instead of backward looking’.147 They planned to settle in Cairns with the idea of buying another house, since 45 Mayers Street was let.

			Back to Wales

			Then West fell pregnant again. In what seems to have been a spur of the moment decision, they decided to journey back to Wales. On 12 June, they set sail from Sydney. Perhaps Naish wanted to introduce West and toddler Guy to his family?148 Maybe there was still that unfilled desire to return home? Perhaps, as he wrote in The Clean Breast: ‘If you didn’t go back you were always in a state of suspension, doubt?’149 The decision meant that West gave birth to their second son, Lee, in the Naish family home at Port Talbot.

			Professionally, the trip opened opportunities for Naish. He engaged the literary agent A. M. Heath & Company, and with that firm’s assistance secured his first book contract, resulting in the publication of The Clean Breast by New Authors Limited, an initiative begun in 1957 by one of Britain’s oldest publishing houses, Hutchinson of London.150 New Authors Limited aimed ‘to reconcile the frustrations of the new writer who has a clear talent … with the harsh economic climate of publishing as it is today’.151 Authors from both the British Isles and the Antipodes were considered.

			While they enjoyed much of their stay, particularly catching up with Naish’s mother and Lilian and her family, the challenge of wintery weather (drying nappies and amusing a toddler indoors) and tensions of cohabiting with family soon saw them eager to return home. They returned to Australia separately. The sea journey over had been ‘a horror trip’, with Guy falling very sick, so West decided that she and the children would return to Australia by plane via Fiji.152 To save money, Naish travelled by sea on the Fairsky. They arrived back in Cairns in plenty of time for the harvest. In 1960, Naish was cutting at Mossman and they were living back at 45 Mayers Street where West resumed the role of housewife.

			

			Writing challenges

			As Naish would learn, writing from the depths of tropical north Queensland presented its own set of challenges. While securing book publishing contracts did not seem insurmountable, attracting publishing and performance opportunities for his 17 plays was another matter. It was not for want of initiative. Among his surviving files is an introduction to an anthology—Six Plays on Sex: Picture Night, Glamour, The Claw, The Factory, The Maoris and The First Mrs Peters. These were plays he thought Australians could recognise themselves in and could be reasonably easily cast and staged by small amateur groups.153 Little theatres that favoured and fostered Australian drama were commonplace in Australia prior to WWII.154 After the war, a renewed little theatre movement flourished. In north Queensland in the 1950s, numerous groups formed in towns extending from Ingham, north to Weipa and west to the Atherton Tablelands. Little theatres looked to provide theatre-going opportunities to communities distant from the metropolitan centres and the commercial theatre circuit. They also provided local playwrights with performance opportunities.155

			The main vector for aspiring playwrights in north Queensland was FNQATA, which had been founded in 1958 under the auspices of the Australian Elizabethan Theatre Trust (AETT), which in turn had been founded in 1954 on the impetus of the little theatre movement. The AETT’s aim was ‘to provide a theatre of Australians by Australians for Australians’.156 One initiative was to conduct playwriting competitions and provide opportunities for the winning plays to be performed. The AETT played a part in thrusting into the limelight a number of eminent Australian playwrights. In 1958, when both Naish and the Sydney actor Peter Kenna entered in the AETT’s Australian Play Competition, there were 202 entries. Kenna won with The Slaughter of St Teresa’s Day, while Naish’s The Strange Black Creatures was one of 12 plays given special commendation.157

			The FNQATA, like its sponsor body, conducted one-act play drama festivals and annual playwriting competitions. J. W. L. Donovan, president of the FNQATA in 1963, wrote that upon the little theatres rested ‘the responsibility of keeping theatre alive in the Far North’.158 And so they did, but unfortunately their programs mainly featured plays written by internationally renowned playwrights and only occasionally north Queensland playwrights such as Vince Moran or Naish.159 The First Mrs Peters was performed by The Atherton Players in Cairns in the Hibernian Hall on 24 June 1960. Submitting the script under an alternative title to the original160 to the FNQATA’s 1960 playwriting competition qualified it for entry under conditions that specified Queensland residency and that the play had not been published or previously performed.161 George Holland adjudicated and rated it highly for its atmosphere, dialogue and ‘instinct for humour and character’. He found it ‘refreshing’ to see ‘a little bit of Australia’ portrayed on stage.162 In 1962, Naish won the FNQATA playwriting competition with the one-act play The Maoris.163 He was awarded the £30 first prize and an additional £10 for ‘the best play submitted with an Australian theme’.164 His play was judged to be deceptively simple but with dialogue that was ‘taut and alive’,165 and was applauded for ‘its fundamental honesty of feeling and its sureness in translation into stage terms’.166

			Such competitions played an important role in encouraging Australian playwrights and Australian themes; however, while a winning play might get staged, there was no guarantee of wider audiences. There is no record of The Maoris having been performed. In fact, there was no known extant copy of the play until, in response to my enquiries, a copy was found in the collection of the Atherton Performing Arts Group. The actor, playwright, university lecturer and collector of unpublished play scripts Eunice Hanger lamented:

			There have been a great many plays written by Queenslanders, many on Queensland themes. But few Queenslanders, even if they have seen one or two such plays, have seen many or all of them. Few of the playwrights have seen many of them.167

			There are many reasons why the bulk of Naish’s plays were not published or performed, none of which are unique to Naish. According to Hanger, ‘no publisher with any sense will publish plays … because there is no sale for them and little prestige in the publishing’.168 She believed that the AETT did not live up to its promise of nurturing and promoting local playwrights.169 Recognising the difficulties facing local playwrights and the neglect of their unpublished scripts, she designated herself ‘a wet nurse to the orphans abandoned by the [Australian Elizabethan] Trust’.170 In order to forestall their loss, Hanger collected those she judged meritorious and suitable to little theatre production. Numbering around 2,000, they are now held in the Hanger Collection in the Fryer Memorial Library, University of Queensland, Brisbane. Among the first 30 manuscripts she collected were Naish’s The Paul Davis Affair and The Strange Black Creatures.171

			Living in the parochial cultural space of far north Queensland, and sinking into deepening depression, Naish was poorly placed to appreciate that lack of critical acclaim and performance and publication opportunities for his plays were not, as he perceived it, personal failures, but a perversely contradictory disinterest in north Queensland–produced material. The Claw’s protagonist expressed those feelings of failure and fear: ‘We’ll never get away … I’ll die on the canefields … I’ll have failed again like I been failing for thirty-six years.’172

			While his sugar country and outback plays were defined by social realism, Naish was searching for an alternative voice. He and a number of other Australian playwrights—dubbed the ‘lonely playwrights’—were moving in the direction of non-realism in the 1950s.173 Peter Fitzpatrick described them as isolated, geographically, from most of the places where Australian plays might be performed, and as having declined membership of the school of realistic writing that dominated the era.174 Naish’s new voice can be heard in The Paul Davis Affair, Peace Polony and The Lease of Life.

			The Cruel Field was released in 1962 alongside new works by Thea Astley, Dymphna Cusack, John O’Grady and Patrick White. Published by Hutchinson of London, it was well received. The novelist, poet and conservationist Nancy Cato wrote that Naish had an extraordinary ability to do what Joseph Conrad said was the novelist’s first duty—to ‘make see’.175 Another writer commented on Naish’s ‘gift of narrative’ and asserted that ‘the critics who saw Naish’s promise in his initial effort have not erred in their estimation’.176 In the character of the British immigrant and canecutter Carol, Naish was clearly channelling his own angst. An aspiring playwright, Carol struggled to bring characters to life. ‘Blank page after blank identical page of his own experience and his own failure’ tormented him.177 That The Clean Breast and The Cruel Field were published to critical approbation might have been affirming. However, Naish’s unravelling mental state between 1962 and 1963 clouded his ability to find comfort in his work or to distance himself from the psychological and circumstantial tensions so brutally blatant in his fiction.

			

			The final years

			When West took the position of medical superintendent at the Cooktown Hospital, Naish ceased cane cutting, was writing full-time and caring for the children. In Figure 2 we see Naish with his children, Guy and Lee. Even before she left Wales, West was anticipating taking on such a role back in Australia. Whether it was a mutual decision, enabling them both to pursue the careers they loved, or one foisted upon them by Naish’s deteriorating mental condition, is unclear. But, for the time being, writing full-time, Naish described himself as being ‘in very good circumstances and should be producing manuscripts regularly’.178

			In Cooktown, Naish joined the local theatre group, The Cooktown Players. In 1962, he produced and acted in a Harold Pinter play, The Dumb Waiter, performed at the sixth annual drama festival of the FNQATA at the Hibernian Hall, Cairns.
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			Figure 2: John Naish and his children, c. late 1960.

			Source: Naish family photograph.

			When Naish began exhibiting severe symptoms of acute depression, anxiety and sleeplessness, West prescribed and supervised his treatment and consulted other physicians who, in turn, each prescribed a cocktail of medications. None seemed to offer sustained relief. His condition suddenly deteriorated in 1963, exposing his family to violent outbursts and threats of suicide and harm.179 Friends began to distance themselves.180 That Men Should Fear was released in early 1963 by Hutchinson and published in both hard back and pocket editions in the Red Arrow series. The ‘unmitigated gloom’ of the work could hardly have been good for his state of mind.181 His yearning for release and the way it could be achieved was exposed in the character of Mary. Her two brothers had already committed suicide because of the spectre of Huntington’s chorea, and she faced the possibility of the same fate. Naish wrote:

			She was not a religionist who sanctified suffering as doggedly as human life itself: she was a doctor, with access to any and every means of painless release—if the slaughter of millions was made in sacrifice to the War God, to say nothing of blinding and crippling—then euthanasia was by comparison sanity, humanitarianism.182

			The alternative was messy: ‘phone calls, ambulances, funerals, people held on suspicion, inquests, post-mortems, trouble with the newspapers’—exactly what ensued after his suicide.183 Around April 1963, West took time off work and took Naish to Sydney where he voluntarily admitted himself to the psychiatric ward of North Ryde Hospital. He spent three months there. Meanwhile, Deuteronomy 24-1 was performed by the Tully Dramatic Society at Innisfail in June. It was possible he did not know about this performance. Shortly after his return from Sydney, he died on 19 July 1963 of a self-administered barbiturate overdose.

			An inquest into his death took four months due to suspicions about the excessive number of tablets dispensed to Naish given his critical mental condition. However, the inquest found no third-party culpability.184 After his burial in the Cairns Cemetery, West and the children left Cooktown. As these events unfolded, That Men Should Fear, one of 29 works submitted by Australian novelists and playwrights for the 1963 Miles Franklin Literary Award, was among nine commended for their qualities. The award was won by playwright Sumner Locke Elliott for his first novel, Careful, He Might Hear You.185 Poignantly, in what turned out to be a posthumous review, a critic wrote that Naish’s That Men Should Fear showed that he was ‘becoming one of Australia’s most impressive new writers’.186

			

			Conclusion

			This biographical examination not only introduces John Naish, author and playwright, to a new audience but also addresses the critical questions of why and how we should engage with his works in the twenty-first century. Cheryl Taylor and Elizabeth Perkins argue that, although north Queensland writing does not have a high profile in world literature, its uniqueness and diversity make it important for the insights it affords ‘into the contending subliminal forces that continue to shape the region’s politics and history’.187 In recent years, various scholars from the history and literary disciplines have studied Naish’s works, finding new perspectives and relevancies for twenty-first-century audiences. With this renewed interest, his works are shifting from musty cultural artefacts to dynamic sources prime for re-reading and reinterpretation.

			In the 1950s, The Cruel Field was predictably identified as a man’s novel populated by men who were boozy, matey and brutish in their capacity for hard, dirty, physical work. More nuanced twenty-first-century readings suggest that Naish gives perceptive insights into the tropical environs, the lives of women, immigrants and Indigenous people in the 1950s. Fictional writing like Naish’s sugar country works is indispensable to an analysis of world literature and sugar world histories in a postcolonial context. Naish explicitly acknowledged that the sugar industry was complicit in the disruption of Aboriginal traditional ways of life, and wrote with insight, sensitivity and sympathy of the institutionalised and casual racism he observed in rural north Queensland in the 1950s.

			I have demonstrated here that some of Naish’s other works—his autobiography and his plays—show that he was much more than his sugar country works, and that, through those works, he was authentically grappling with universal themes that retain their potency. They reveal his anti-war stance, fear of nuclear war, and concerns about the power of the media and the dissemination of misinformation; his alarm about industrial pollution and environmental damage; a vehement response to worker exploitation; a critical view of dogmatic religiosity; and a powerful argument for the legalisation of euthanasia.

			Naish’s descent into literary oblivion was circumstantial rather than deserved. Critical consensus was that Naish was a ‘born storyteller’.188 It is regrettable that his premature death meant that he could not consolidate his reputation and fulfil the promise that many clearly recognised in him. With digitisation of his plays and online access, Naish’s entire oeuvre is now open to twenty-first-century scrutiny and hitherto unexplored themes can be examined. Sixty years after his death, Naish is not only being recognised for his storytelling ability but also as a voice that demands our attention for being uncomfortably contemporary.
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			Travails for Australian trade: Edward Selby Little in Shanghai, 1921–23

			James Cotton

			This essay reviews the brief and unhappy, but still portentous, career of Edward Selby Little, Australian trade commissioner in Shanghai, 1921–23. A promising appointee, Little was, in part, victim of the ad hoc and personal nature of the policy experiments of Prime Minister W. M. Hughes in his final years. Hughes failed to consult the business constituency and filled the position on his own initiative, offending potential clients and raising charges of personal caprice and favouritism. Little’s greatest obstacle, however, proved to be the machinations of his fellow countrymen. British officialdom in China was offended by an individual who wished both to give the Chinese the respect owing to them in their own country while also exercising a role for Australia independent of imperial oversight. Despite the acknowledgement given to Hughes in the scholarly literature for his ability to chart an autonomous path for the foreign relations of the Commonwealth, there were clear limitations to the exercise of his initiative.1

			The Australian Trade Commissioner Service

			Of the many schemes promoted by Hughes in his later years, the Australian Trade Commissioner Service was especially far-sighted. Although Hughes neglected to seek the cooperation of potentially interested parties, and though it lacked consistent bureaucratic support, it included the appointment of representatives overseas and marked an important beginning in Australia’s trade diplomacy.

			The origins of the first system of trade representatives lay in Australia’s wartime experience. With the outbreak of war in 1914 and the consequent dislocation of Australian trade, frantic efforts were made to secure shipping, especially for primary products and ores, while also locating and accessing alternative overseas markets for certain industrial goods. The knowledge, connections and lobbying of Australian agents at suitable places abroad would, it was anticipated, facilitate these tasks.

			A proposal by the British government in 1917 to place the resources of the British Trade Commissioner Service at the disposal of any interested dominion seems to have prompted Australia to consider whether it should form its own commercial service.2 The comptroller-general minuted that a reply should ‘await decision on the question of Australian Trade representation which is now under consideration of the Government’—a proposal that received ministerial approval.3 In June 1917, Department of Trade and Customs (DTC) Secretary and Comptroller-General Stephen Mills produced a lengthy, 21-page memorandum prompted by the British suggestion—and also by the offer of the New South Wales government that its own trade representation be transferred to the Commonwealth—outlining the essentials of such a scheme.

			Mills began from first principles: ‘the object of trade representation abroad is the creation, maintenance or extension of markets for the sale of Australian goods’. Whereas for Australian trade the other dominions were easily accessible, emerging trade partners such as Japan and Russia would require specialist knowledge—with language competence as a prerequisite—if useful trade work could be done there. While there was potential for cooperation with British trade agents, there was nevertheless the problem that, for some commodities, Britain could be a competitor and the officials concerned thus might be required to pursue conflicting objectives. Mills therefore argued that Australia required its own trade service:

			I am strongly of opinion that results of the highest value can be obtained only by a system of direct representation of the Commonwealth in some of the countries with which Australian trade is principally conducted, or countries in which it is desirable to obtain a footing.4

			This cadre of representatives required a ‘Bureau of Trade Information’ in Australia charged with circulating information on markets, commodities and regulations gleaned by the commissioners abroad. Mills had before him the example of Canada—seen at that time as ‘the senior dominion’ and, in many respects, a setter of precedents. A trade commissioner service had been established under the auspices of Ottawa’s Department of Trade and Commerce and staff from this department were extensively deployed overseas by 1914.5

			The draft by Mills is annotated with the date 28 June 1917. However, the final text noted that, following its appearance, Senator Bakhap6 gained the assent of the Senate for a motion recommending the appointment, with imperial approval, of a ‘High Commissioner for Australia … accredited to the United States Government at Washington’.7 Thomas Bakhap, a representative of Tasmania and an erstwhile supporter of Hughes, had long been a proponent of autonomous Australian diplomacy and was particularly well known for his knowledge of China. After considerable debate, this motion was passed on 9 August 1917.8 Though there was no immediate outcome of Bakhap’s motion, the thorough and practically oriented paper by Mills proved influential and was referred to repeatedly in subsequent discussions of the proposal.

			In February 1918, Jens Jensen, minister for trade and customs, evidently used Mills’s study as the basis for a discussion of the trade commissioner question in Cabinet.9 In early 1918, the government established the Federal Bureau of Commerce and Industry (FBCI)—Mills was an ex-officio member—and also the Commonwealth Board of Trade (CBOT),10 both intended in part to stimulate a greater national overseas trade effort. In fulfilling that objective, both urged the formation of a trade commissioner service. While there seems to have been a widely held view that the time was appropriate to take this step, no formal agreement to do so was taken, most probably because Hughes was absent in London (and later at the peace conference in Paris) and he was determined to leave his stamp on every major government decision while remaining most reluctant to delegate to his colleagues. Nevertheless, in characteristic fashion, Hughes took the progress of trade commissioner appointments directly into his own hands.

			Hughes made his second wartime visit to London travelling by way of North America. Investigating the many commercial arrangements the Commonwealth had made in the United States (particularly with respect to shipping and the sale of ores), he was evidently appalled at the casual fashion with which Australian interests were handled by British authorities in New York and resolved that the nation should have its own representation there.11 The result was the appointment in September 1918 of Henry Yule Braddon, an executive with Dalgety & Co. and a prominent business figure and financier, as Australian commissioner in New York. It had been the original intention to provide Braddon with a broad commission—including serving as the ‘recognised link of communication’ between Australia and the United States12—but Sir Ronald Munro Ferguson, then governor-general, intervened to ensure that he be designated ‘trade commissioner’ to reinforce the impression among Americans that his role was strictly confined to matters of commerce.13

			To this point, the Commonwealth’s approach to the establishment of overseas trade representation was ad hoc, and it remained so. On 28 February 1921, a CBOT minute noted that:

			The Government … intends to take an early opportunity to ask Parliament for authority to establish a Trade Commissioner Service which will be linked up with the Bureau of Commerce and Industry.14

			Despite further work by the CBOT and FBCI through 1921, no such parliamentary authority for a trade service as such was enacted, consistent with the number of initiatives by Hughes that were stillborn.15

			Hughes once again adopted a personal approach with his next trade appointment, made without consultation beyond the circle of his closest associates. Whereas Braddon was a senior business and financial figure, the individual chosen for a hastily conceived position in China, Edward Selby Little, possessed exceptional qualifications.

			Edward Selby Little

			E. S. Little was born at Winterborne Kingston, Dorset, on 17 September 1864 into a family of pious, non-conformist, prosperous farmers.16 He attended Wesleyan College in Taunton, Somerset, and then, in 1882, Peterhouse College at the University of Cambridge. Little did not complete his degree, having at the beginning of his final year experienced a religious calling as the result of a lecture visit by American evangelicals. Determined on the role of a China missionary, but feeling unable to join the British mission that was linked to the Anglican Church, he became a member of the American Methodist Episcopal Church. After studying for the ministry in California, he was ordained in New York. Returning to Britain, he married Caroline Amelia Bate, who had been a tutor to his younger siblings, leaving with his new wife for China in 1886. He was posted to Kiukiang (Jiujiang), a ‘treaty port’ on the Yangzi River in Kiangsi (Jiangxi) Province. It was there that he successfully mastered the language and his two children were born.

			

			After 10 years of arduous but rewarding missionary service, Little grew frustrated with the American organisers of the mission in China, whose management seemed too remote from their charges. After home leave, and as a result of an adventitious meeting in 1899 with one of their travelling management, Little joined Brunner Mond and Co. (the predecessor to Imperial Chemical Industries) to become their representative in the Far East with an office in Shanghai. His duties entailed extensive travel—he was made a fellow of the Royal Geographic Society for a journey from Yunnan to Beijing of which he made a photographic record—and he was successful in establishing the company as a major source of imports of chemical compounds and preparations.

			An active member of the Shanghai Municipal Council, Little formed many close associations with members of the emerging republican elite, also making the acquaintance of two prominent Australians in China, G. E. Morrison, correspondent for the Times, and A. E. Wearne, of Reuters. In the 1911 revolution that disestablished the Chinese Empire, Little was instrumental in bringing together the warring leaderships of the disparate forces that displaced the Qing dynasty, their delegates meeting in Shanghai in his own house (where he was hosting Tang Shaoyi, later first prime minister of the Republic of China). Other intermediaries were involved, including Morrison and local British diplomats such as Consul-General Sir Everard Fraser.17 As later accounts agree, civil war was thus averted.

			Little’s appointment

			On his way to New Zealand (where he had purchased land and was later to retire) in January 1921, Little was delayed in Sydney by a seaman’s dispute. He took the opportunity to visit Melbourne where, having been provided with an introduction from Wearne, he met E. L. Piesse of the Prime Minister’s Department, then endeavouring to establish his ‘Pacific Branch’ as the nation’s foreign affairs office. Piesse was undoubtedly impressed with his considerable China expertise and business experience. He then met prominent business figure and CBOT board member Herbert Brookes (later Australian commissioner-general in New York) with whom he seems to have developed a strong rapport;18 Brookes then introduced him to Minister for Trade and Customs Walter Massy-Greene.

			On 20 January, with Brookes as intermediary, Little met Prime Minister Hughes. Evidently, despite their obvious differences of personal style, Hughes and Little were mutually impressed. In response to a request from the prime minister, Little prepared a memorandum on the promotion of Australian trade with China, recommending in part the appointment of a resident trade commissioner.19 Hughes then pressed Little to accept such a position. There is no indication of why Hughes determined that the matter was urgent—beyond the adventitious appearance of Little in Australia—though China had been one of the various locations that had been considered by the government for a trade commission, including by the Cabinet in March 1919.20 After some negotiations on terms and conditions, on 7 March 1921 Little accepted the appointment for a period of 12 months, with the possibility of extension by parliament.21 Little’s official appointment papers were issued by Governor-General Lord Forster, under letters patent. Under the Constitution of Australia, the governor-general was exercising his vice-regal prerogative to appoint an official to undertake specific duties for the Commonwealth in a foreign country. After an intensive study of trade conditions across the Australian states, Little embarked for China from Brisbane in early May.

			The Australian government sought British Foreign Office assistance to notify the Chinese authorities of Little’s official role, at which point Little’s travails began. The British minister at Beijing referred the governor-general’s request to notify the Chinese government of Little’s appointment to London, marking the beginning of a consistent campaign by British authorities to obstruct Little’s work, as discussed below.22

			Little in Shanghai

			Despite his frustration with British officialdom, Little worked with great dedication. Being familiar with Chinese conditions, he looked far into the future and was aware that success in the China market required a sustained effort over a period of years. In a letter to the prime minister, he outlined the activities of Canadian, American and Japanese competitors who all maintained trade representation in China, and suggested that, in imitation, a next step should be to employ ‘young trained educated men’ in the government at home who, in time, would have the expertise to staff an expanded service abroad. He also paid tribute to the support provided by the staff of the FBCI and especially its director, Stirling Taylor: ‘better servants of the Government could not be found anywhere’.23

			Until June 1923, Little composed 23 trade bulletins devoted to information regarding the market in China (and also Hong Kong) for a large range of commodities, abundantly illustrated with comprehensive statistics and details of business regulations and practices.24 In his twentieth bulletin, for example, having reviewed the trend of China’s imports between 1919 and 1921, he considered in detail the specific commodities for which products of Australian origin were to be expected but were lacking or present only in trivial amounts. These included cotton and wool items, copper, fodder, dried fruit, fresh fruit, cheese and hides. Only in respect of imports of butter did Australian produce command a significant market share, and flour imports, which had once been considerable, were then insignificant.25

			What obstacles lay in the way of Australian exports? Little’s reports contained examples of where, in many concrete and documented instances, Australian imported goods did not measure up, whether in quality, packing, weight or consistency, with what was expected and required in the marketplace. In an extensive report submitted in 1922, Little pointed out that many Chinese importers had experienced such problems when dealing with Australian commodities. Accordingly, he had the difficult but necessary duty ‘to convince Australian suppliers that they must study the conditions of these Far Eastern markets so as to inform themselves of their requirements’. Further, he needed to:

			convince them of the necessity of forwarding goods that can be accepted upon their arrival and immediately passed into consumption without giving occasion for ever recurring complaints. A reference to the records in the office of the Director of Foreign and Domestic Commerce, Melbourne, will abundantly prove the existence of these defects. They are by no means yet removed. The Commissioner’s work will be constantly hampered until these disabilities disappear.26

			Maintaining a stock of samples in his premises at the NKK Building in Shanghai (latterly a fashionable restaurant), Little attempted to make their character and quality widely known through advertisements and personal contacts.

			Little also observed that the absence of Australian commercial houses or banks in China led to difficulties in financing trade, compounded by unique Australian trading requirements that were unfamiliar or unknown in China. He also complained of the fact that whereas all of Australia’s competitors maintained direct shipping services to China, there were no Australian ships in China’s ports. This complaint had been made earlier in the century and for similar reasons—namely, the cost, delay and damage inherent in trans-shipment. For a brief period before World War I, there had been two trade commissioners from Australia resident in Shanghai: Benjamin Levien representing Victoria and Frederic Jones representing Queensland. They had worked to secure the state subventions necessary for direct shipping from Australia. Both were dockside when the first Eastern and Australian line vessel, Empire, arrived in Shanghai in December 1908.27 This arrangement was suspended in 1916 as a result of the disruptions caused by the continuing hostilities.

			Little under censure

			Little was appointed without any engagement with commercial interests, and the post had not been advertised, so it is little wonder that his activities were the subject of some antipathy. Some newspapers, in particular the Age, derided the appointment of trade commissioners as a waste of public money and continued their adverse coverage despite reasoned attempts at rebuttal by Stirling Taylor of the FBCI.28 Similarly, some chambers of commerce were critical of the entire notion of a trade commissioner service. As the Associated Chamber of Manufacturers of Australia asserted in a letter to the prime minister in November 1922: ‘no good purpose is served by the creation of Foreign Trade Commissioners, and the cost of the retention of these officers is not justified by the results’.29

			As it transpired, Little’s tenure would be cut short, not as a direct result of such criticism, but, rather, as a consequence of the machinations of the British diplomatic machine aided by disloyalty from within Little’s own office. For reasons unclear, the clerk he had hired as an assistant—an Australian, Arthur Lake Crommelin (an ex-serviceman evidently washed up on the China shore and in ‘desperate need of funds’30)—had determined, almost from the beginning of his service, to ruin Little and spread charges of serious financial malfeasance, some of which found their way into Australian newspapers.

			Crommelin was born in Albury in May 1881 and served in the British Army during World War I. How he found his way to China is not currently known, but it is recorded that he died in South Africa in 1945.31 In his endeavour to damage Little’s reputation, he was aided by a former typist from Little’s office.32 An informal investigation by a visitor to China from Australia, Major Isidor Isaacson (instigated following—as will be shown—encouragement from British officialdom), was conducted in a singularly prejudiced fashion with the result that an offended Little offered his resignation. However, the Australian government, finding Isaacson to have exceeded his instructions, informed Little that he should remain, and determined that a further inquiry into the conduct of the office should be initiated. Senator Bakhap, who spoke Cantonese and some Chinese, was chosen for the role and visited China in March–April 1922. On a mission also to produce a report for the government on trading possibilities in China, he spoke to Crommelin and Little, interviewed in their presence a number of individuals whom the former had claimed would endorse his charges, and pursued his own enquiries.

			

			For his part, Little prepared a report for Bakhap detailing the many impediments to trade with China that still had to be overcome. His first task, he stated, had been:

			to induce Australian suppliers to understand that they must send goods to the China market which, by their own intrinsic merits as to quality and appearance will enable them to stand comparison with similar merchandise from other countries with whom they are in unceasing competition.

			Little observed that this task was ‘neither an interesting [nor] pleasant one’. From this remark it may be inferred that he was aware that he had made enemies among the mercantile community who were unwilling to accept his strictures, despite his good intentions.33

			After a thorough study, Bakhap found that ‘the charges were pressed by Crommelin with such violence of language and in such a way that Little was in effect accused of being a villain’. Bakhap concluded that:

			The evidence and circumstances disclosed nothing to justify such a characterization of your Trade Commissioner. There is nothing whatever in the way of support of the many charges brought against Little, to justify the blasting of his reputation established during thirty or forty years residence in China at the instance of a man and woman who both are recent arrivals to this country and who can have at most only a superficial acquaintance with its conditions and the duties which have to be carried out by the Trade Commissioner.34

			This is where events stood when the CBOT met to consider Bakhap’s report, and it might have been expected that Little would then have been left to discharge his duties for the length of his contract.35 The fact that this was not the outcome can only be explained with reference to the backstory of the Foreign Office’s China hands, as first noted by Don Fitch. Grasping the difficulties inherent in Australia adopting a distinct national trading posture in China at this juncture requires detailed explanation.

			

			Little’s mission meets British obstruction

			In July 1921, the British colonial secretary, Winston Churchill, had written to Hughes to convey a ‘hint’ that, after receiving reports on Little’s character from Foreign Office officials in China, the trade commissioner’s activities should be strictly confined to commercial matters, as his conduct might otherwise be a cause of embarrassment.36 What lay behind this communication—which had evidently and wisely been ignored—was nothing less than a campaign of professional denigration, the malevolence of which eventually surfaced in the opinions of Little recorded by Foreign Secretary Lord Curzon as well as by Churchill.

			There is abundant evidence to show that, from the outset, Sir Beilby Alston, British minister to China in Beijing, and Harry Halton Fox, British commercial counsellor in Shanghai, as well as their colleagues in London, were determined to take steps to frustrate and obstruct Little, and, if possible, have him removed. This interpretation of the record cannot be disputed. At the same time, it would seem that Little was a character of high moral principle who, sure of his own rectitude, lacked flexibility in dealing with the British official class (though his relations with the Chinese seemed excellent) and perhaps also with his subordinates. It should be recalled that, at this time, British authorities had renewed their offer to provide access for Australian commercial houses and merchants to British trade representatives abroad. At the time, some Australians had presciently suggested that Australia’s national interest would not necessarily coincide or align with British commercial and other interests.

			What is striking in the unusually copious documentation of this case is the venom of the Foreign Office’s marginalia. Little was described as ‘always thrusting himself forward and making trouble busying himself with other people’s affairs’. He was said to have ‘a penchant for political intrigue’ and to be ‘a thoroughly bad egg’. Indeed, it was remarked that all such ‘colonial app[ointment]ts lead to trouble’. The Bakhap inquiry was condemned as ‘a whitewash’, the outcome representing ‘another instance of Australian incompetence’. This was of no matter, however, for even if the trade commissioner post remained, ‘give Little enough rope and he will hang himself’. Such ‘private’ and ‘confidential’ communications containing damning assessments of Little passed between individuals via the diplomatic bag. The writers knew that unless they could bring pressure to bear on the Australian government, their options were limited. They seemed particularly resentful that Little enjoyed close personal relations with members of China’s new republican leadership. As Miles Lampson minuted in June 1921:

			I am afraid we lack the means of curbing Mr. Little’s political activities and we can only hope that, if [he] does not reform, he may give us an opening of persuading the Australian Government to recall him, but that must be left for the present.37

			The first form of obstruction was prevarication. The governor-general communicated directly to Alston his request for Little’s introduction to the Chinese authorities; he also notified the British Colonial Office. Initially Alston did not take this step, justifying his manoeuvre by the claim that he ‘could find no precedent’ for such action and requesting further instructions from London. He also warned, in ‘very confidential’ remarks, that Little had suggested that his brief for the Australian government extended beyond matters of trade, and, given his ‘passion for political intrigue’, Alston had therefore:

			warned Mr. Little that I cannot admit of any advice on political matters … being conveyed officially to [the] Commonwealth Government through any channel other than that of His Majesty’s Government.38

			Meanwhile, in Beijing, Little confronted a further problem in Alston’s refusal to accept the designation of his office that he had adopted in his printed material.39 Without ever supplying the Chinese written characters in question, this issue generated further correspondence, Alston suggesting to his London colleagues that the terms chosen were too exalted for a trade envoy.

			When the Colonial Office sought further information, Alston’s London colleagues ensured that their reportage on Little and his background contained negative remarks that implied he was unsuited to the position.40 The suggestion that he was using an inappropriate title was also repeated.

			In none of these accounts was there so much as a mention of any of Little’s good works in China: his 13 years as a missionary followed by a very successful commercial career on behalf of a major British firm was evidently not worthy of notice. Alston may have been jealous of Little’s superior knowledge and experience of China; he was certainly displeased that Little enjoyed many contacts with Chinese republican figures, referring to his dealings with them as ‘intrigue’. Taking the imperial point of view (which many contemporary British observers could see was then clearly of waning applicability), Alston was scandalised by Little’s insistence that he himself, as the British minister, be required to notify the Chinese authorities that Little would be taking up his duties as trade commissioner. Alston and his colleagues regarded such steps as a threat to the British prerogatives of extra-territoriality, which essentially qualified and compromised Chinese sovereignty.41 Little, by contrast, wished to accord the Chinese authorities respect and consideration in their own country. As Miles Lampson later minuted (though his remarks on consular appointments were not strictly relevant):

			It was Mr Little … who suggested to the Australian Government that his appointment should be notified to the Chinese Government, a complete breach of precedent: H.M. Consular officers in China receive no exequaturs from the Chinese Government and no notification of their appointments or of those of H.M. Commercial Diplomatic Officers is made to that Government by H.M. Minister.42

			By obfuscation, Alston and the Foreign Office delayed official notification of Little’s appointment for over five months, only performing their duty at the insistence of the Colonial Office, prompted by repeated reminders from the governor-general. The agreement to Little’s title (in Chinese rendering) took even longer to resolve, Alston still adamant in March 1922 that he should determine what Chinese language title Little could legitimately employ. If Alston in Beijing regarded Little’s appearance as a challenge to the accustomed Foreign Office hierarchy, Fox in Shanghai regarded it as a slight to the British trade service.

			Upon the appearance of Little, Fox expressed his resentment that the Australian authorities would wish to appoint their own trade officials rather than attach ‘junior’ officers to the existing British Commercial Intelligence Service. According to his account, he had offered the same advice to the Canadians but they had not followed it, with Fox now enjoying only a distant relationship with their current representative, Dr Ross, who ‘is far more at home with the Americans than he is with us’.43 In London, Newton minuted that this appointment is ‘of a kind which will in the long run prove embarrassing and even endanger imperial unity’.44 In retrospect, it needs to be underlined that such officials were so jealous of their prerogatives that a single Cambridge-educated and impeccably mannered Englishman could be seen as a threat to the British Empire.

			From the initiation of their acquaintance, then, Fox was looking for an opportunity to undermine Little and his position. Just such an opportunity presented itself when Crommelin came to British officials in Shanghai with his charges of corruption and malfeasance.

			

			British officialdom and reviews of Little’s tenure

			Having approached Sir Everard Fraser and also Fox, Crommelin disclosed in detail his case against Little. The substance of his charges were conveyed by Fox in a letter to S. D. B. McGregor, British senior trade commissioner in Melbourne. The letter stated, inter alia, that ‘there is a sufficiency of truth in it to warrant the Australian Government in instituting a searching enquiry into Little’s position and recent activities’. Fox further suggested that the minister might ask Alston for his assessment.45 McGregor had shared this information with DTC Minister Arthur Rodgers, who had, as a result, instituted the inquiry by Isaacson (who was undertaking a private visit to China). The latter had been given a copy of Fox’s communication and, once in Shanghai, had made contact with Crommelin and seems to have accepted his account of Little’s activities. Rather than seek Little’s side of the story, he had confronted him both with Crommelin’s charges and (extraordinarily) a copy of Fox’s letter. Little was livid that a British official had been responsible for spreading what he regarded as false and libellous accounts of his conduct, and dispatched an excoriating communication to Fox, which then generated heated though ultimately unfruitful exchanges.

			Isaacson later made contact with Alston in Beijing. This provided an opportunity for the British officials to distance the Foreign Office from Crommelin’s insinuation that he had had its assistance in preparing his charges and transmitting them to Melbourne. As has been noted, both Fraser and Fox were privy to Crommelin’s allegations. Alston did his ingenuous best to deflect criticism of their clearly compromising conduct:

			I observe that Captain Crommelin describes his report as having been drawn up after consultation with the British Consul General, but in transmitting a copy for my information Sir E. Fraser mentions that his name has been used entirely without authority and that he has called Captain Crommelin’s attention to this point. Both the Consul General and this Legation have carefully refrained from associating themselves, in any way with Captain Crommelin’s charges against Mr Little, and for this reason I have thought it advisable to take no official cognisance of them, but merely to communicate the facts to you informally for your own personal information.46

			Nonetheless, all the information disclosed by Isaacson was conveyed to London. In a lengthy account, Alston expressed the opinion that most of Crommelin’s charges could be considered ‘proven’, including:

			That Mr Little made frequent and long journeys to Peking and other places, where he interested himself in political and personal matters which had no connection with Australian Trade in China, and that his house in Shanghai, where at one time he did all his work, was a rendezvous for all kinds of Chinese political plotters and agitators.47

			Alston supplied no particulars on these alleged activities. Notably, travel to other centres was an official activity for which Little had gained approval at the outset.

			Nor did the animus of the British officials only relate to Little. Regarding Bakhap, Fox informed Alston that, unlike Isaacson, Bakhap had ‘completely ignored the British Authorities in this place’.48 However, as Bakhap stated in his report:

			As I notified you, the British Consul, Sir Everard Fraser, died three days before my arrival. I sent a letter to the Acting Consul asking him to tender my condolences to Lady Fraser.49

			It is also clear that there was British obstruction of Little’s official work. As Fitch observes, Little, as the only Australian official in Shanghai, was sometimes approached by tourists and prospective immigrants. Therefore, he had taken on the task of assisting them, including forwarding to the passport authorities at the British Consul-General’s office notification of their intended travel in order for them to be issued with the appropriate visa.50 With the appearance of Sidney Barton (who had previously held the position of Alston’s Chinese secretary in Peking) as consul-general in Shanghai, this procedure was rejected, Barton insisting that any such request should come direct from the authorities in Australia. As Little was to observe, Barton’s attitude on this matter was reflective of his repugnance at any suggestion of Australian diplomacy, trade or otherwise:

			He is the man who has clearly expressed himself to me as opposed to any Dominion’s representative here except in some obscure unofficial capacity. He seems to be determined there shall be no official in China from any part of the Empire except from the United Kingdom and through the old-established channels.51

			In a sorry outcome that reflected very poorly upon bureaucratic and political processes in Australia, and demonstrated the very constricted horizons of some commercial interests, Little’s official role was terminated by Cabinet on 18 July 1923, and he was instructed to wind-up the affairs of his office within three months. His contribution to Australia’s infant trade diplomacy was then subject to a savage parliamentary attack, the minister’s foreknowledge of the likelihood of which had probably precipitated his dismissal. Hitherto the traducing of Little’s reputation under parliamentary and ministerial privilege has been represented partly as a result of his alleged failings, but mainly as a consequence of the commercial rivalries that had originally motivated criticism of his appointment by prominent press commentators and business interests.52 However, the crucial determinant was the hostility of British officials who had no scruple in intervening to prejudice Australian reviews, albeit maladroit, of Little’s activities.

			The further airing of Crommelin’s baseless charges and the government’s failure to offer a defence of his reputation offended and outraged Little.53 The minister, Austin Chapman, had received by cable a summary of Bakhap’s findings as early as 17 April. In the debate, rather than make a direct and necessarily exonerating reference to this final report, Chapman made the misleading remark that ‘a responsible member of the Senate (Senator Bakhap) investigated matters, and the only thing he said about Mr. Little was that he had been indiscreet’. He thereby conflated Bakhap’s published trade report (which contained a final paragraph on Little’s activities, which nevertheless offered a positive assessment) with his report for the minister on his investigation of Little of which parliamentarians were unaware. Instead, Chapman offered the dark remark that ‘the state of things … existing in the East is very unsatisfactory’,54 thus hinting that he had other information but defending his right to withhold it. In summing up, James Scullin found Chapman evasive and his explanation for Little’s dismissal vacuous. He pointed out that Little had been dismissed on the basis, it would appear, of information not disclosed to parliament, which set a sorry precedent. Events might have taken a different course if Bakhap had been able to make a personal intervention, but he was not in a position to do so. Having fallen ill in China, he died in August 1923.

			In response to Little’s entreaties, the government took shelter behind the argument that, as parliament had not appropriated monies for his office for any period beyond his initial contract of 12 months, it was unable to extend it, which implied that his employment by the Commonwealth had not been valid after 7 March 1922. Little’s subsequent attempts to restore his reputation were in vain. After much correspondence, he published a full ‘Defence Bulletin’ in October 1923, followed by ‘A Personal Appeal to Parliamentarians’.55

			Planning a visit in late 1927 to Australia en route to New Zealand, Little sought, with the help of Massy-Greene, to interview Prime Minister Stanley Bruce.56 Insistent that there had been no adverse reflection on his character or abilities, Bruce was adamant that no official statement, compensation or other steps were appropriate.57 Little was still pursuing redress for his grievances in 193058 and later, during the Lyons government. By this time, Little had built a retirement establishment for himself in Kerikeri, New Zealand, though he returned to Shanghai for a visit almost annually. Transiting Sydney, he must often have reflected upon the personal consequences of his chance Australian sojourn of 1921. He died in New Zealand in February 1939.

			Conclusion

			Little, as a linguist with years of experience in China and many connections to the business world, was almost uniquely equipped to serve in the Shanghai post. His many trade reports dispatched to Melbourne demonstrated that he had made a close study of commercial opportunities for Australian commodities in local markets and was well aware of the many impediments to enlarging Australian trade engagement with China. Not only were some Australian products defective or poorly presented, but also Australian commodities could not be shipped direct to China and Australian banks were unable to conduct unmediated transactions with financial institutions in Shanghai. Although he might have been prepared for some resistance on the part of British authorities to the exercise of his role, he had clearly underestimated the capacity of Foreign Office personnel to undermine his personal reputation. He was also unlucky in that he had lost the patronage of the only figure of real consequence when Hughes lost the prime ministership as a result of the elections of December 1922. It was not until 1935 that the Commonwealth government attempted again to appoint a trade official to Shanghai, a post that evolved to become of great significance for Australia’s Asian trade.
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			A man of two uniforms: Eric Shimada or Shimada Masakazu (1912–2010), interpreter at Australia’s war crimes trials, 1945–46

			Georgina Fitzpatrick

			On 15 October 1945, a reconnaissance party consisting of 32 Australian and Dutch personnel organised the formal surrender of the Japanese Garrison of the Talaud Islands, an archipelago north-east of Celebes (now Sulawesi). When Colonel Koba Shigeru1 and his men formed up, part of the ceremony included listening to an address from General Sir Thomas Blamey, commander-in-chief, Australian Military Forces.2 This moment, captured in a photograph (Figure 1), was a scene being repeated at that time on numerous islands to the north of Australia—islands that had been occupied by the Japanese forces during World War II.

			The reconnaissance party had also been tasked to investigate any war crimes committed during the Japanese occupation.3 In particular, it was to follow up evidence from several local Malays about the execution of four Allied airmen in March 1945: one American, United States Air Force Lieutenant James Steel; and three Australians, Flight Lieutenant Francis Hann, Warrant Officer Peter Walters and Flight Sergeant Leon King. Following a presentation of colours sent to the Talaud garrison by Emperor Hirohito, the airmen had been tied to crosses (evoking sacrificial overtones of crucifixion) and bayoneted as a formal military exercise by selected junior naval personnel.4 They had not been tried as required by Japanese military law.5 In Australian military law and international law, this was considered murder.
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			Figure 1: Japanese surrendered troops parade at Beo, Karakellang, 15 October 1945. 

			Note: Colonel Koba and several of the officers in the first two rows were later brought to trial.

			Source: AWM: 119832.

			As the investigations of the reconnaissance party continued that day in October 1945, suspects were pulled out of an identification parade by those who had witnessed the executions and were questioned on the beach at Beo, Karakellang (now Karakelong).6 This preliminary investigation is also captured in a photograph (Figure 2).
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			Figure 2: Members of the Japanese forces are interrogated on the beach, 15 October 1945.

			Source: AWM: 119842.

			Such reconnaissance parties were supposed to include at least two interpreters from the Allied Translator and Interpreter Section (ATIS).7 Unfortunately, the reports made to Morotai Headquarters do not name the interpreters and, as freely admitted to me by the Australian interpreters I interviewed in 2009 and 2010, the standard of expertise among the linguists was variable.8 It is likely that there was a certain amount of mutual incomprehension, which could explain what happened next. At this point, Lieutenant Bruce Padman recounted:

			a Japanese P[riva]te approached the shore party with the request that he be used as an interpreter as he could speak English very well. Advantage was taken of his offer and conversation took place between this man and myself.9

			So began the employment of Shimada Masakazu (also known as Eric Shimada) in the service of the Australian Military Forces in 1945 and early 1946, then with the British Commonwealth Occupation Force (BCOF) in Japan, and finally as one of the interpreters at the International Military Tribunal for the Far East (IMTFE) held in Tokyo, 1946–48.

			Shimada, the suspects and the witnesses accompanied the reconnaissance party back to Morotai, one of the Molucca Islands (now Maluku and part of Indonesia), where the first set of 25 Australian-run trials was to be held, prosecuting crimes committed in nearby islands before the Dutch authorities resumed control of their former possessions.10 Shimada was required for a number of roles. His cooption from the ranks of the recent enemy is not in itself unusual. As I will argue, other Japanese nationals became interpreters in Australia’s trials. However, the manner in which he was recruited, the status he was given and the way in which he was dressed was decidedly unusual. By piecing together scattered references to him in the Australian war crimes materials, I will set out his anomalous position and explore his relationship with ATIS.

			However, first it is necessary to give a little background about Australia’s war crimes trials, the shortage of interpreters for both the trials and related tasks, the sources available for a study of Shimada’s work for ATIS and something of his background.

			Australia’s war crimes trials

			Between 1945 and 1951, the Australian military services conducted 300 war crimes trials at eight different locations: Wewak, Morotai, Labuan, Darwin, Rabaul, Singapore, Hong Kong and Manus Island. There were 952 defendants, mostly Japanese, but also some Korean and Taiwanese colonial subjects. The military courts, set up under the Commonwealth War Crimes Act 1945, were presided over by three to five military officers, none of whom were required to have legal training. To assist with legal advice, a judge advocate could be appointed, but this was not mandatory. The prosecuting officer tended to have been a lawyer in civilian life recruited into the Australian Army Legal Corps. The defending officer might be Australian (particularly at early trials) but could be Japanese and therefore accustomed to a completely different legal system and operating through interpreters.11

			In recent years, several studies of Australia’s war crimes trials have been published, filling what had been a void.12 However, interpreters at the Australian trials have been glimpsed only incidentally. Apart from Colin Funch’s Linguists in Uniform, which charts the development of ATIS and the training of Australians as Japanese linguists during wartime, and my own study of recruitment of interpreters for the Australian trials,13 there has been little written. By focusing on Shimada’s work for the Australian war crimes apparatus, piecing together the admittedly minimal information about his life at this time and placing him in the context of the immediate postwar upheavals, this article will explore his unusual story.

			The demand for interpreters, September–October 1945

			Shimada stepped forward with his offer to interpret at a time of volatility. The defeat of Japan had created a power vacuum in the islands of the Dutch East Indies. The Dutch were in no position to take immediate control of their former possessions, much as they wanted to. Therefore, the Australian Military Forces had been allocated responsibility for supervising the surrender of all Japanese units east of Lombok.14 Isolated Japanese units had to be informed of the surrender and of the arrangements to concentrate the surrendered personnel at particular locations. In the Australian Army’s area of responsibility, there were 344,038 Japanese personnel.15 Suspects, accused of committing atrocities during the years of Japanese occupation, needed to be identified and taken to Morotai for further investigation and possible trial. There was an acute shortage of interpreters for these tasks.

			In my earlier work, and building on Funch’s study, I identified five different categories of interpreter recruited by the Australian military: the ‘ready-mades’ (a term coined by Funch), consisting mainly of expatriates with prewar years of residency in Japan; enlisted men (and a few women) trained at the various wartime language schools in Australia; some self-taught linguists; a number of people I dubbed the ‘happenchancers’, who might be on the spot and played a part, from clarifying specific words to full-scale interpreting; and, finally, interpreters on loan from the better-resourced American and British allies and even the Japanese enemy.16 Shimada was both a ‘happenchancer’ and recruited from the ranks of the enemy. Although other interpreters from the surrendered Japanese personnel were used in the Australian-run trials, the nature of Shimada’s recruitment and subsequent employment by the Australian military at the Morotai trials differed quite markedly from their participation, as I will argue later in this article.

			Sources for a study of Eric Shimada

			Eric Shimada, as he is nearly always called in Australian archival sources, was known to me from my first year of historical research into the 300 Australian-run war crimes trials. The trials at Morotai in which he played an unexpected part as both witness and interpreter happened to be among the second group of trials I worked on in 2009. His presence within the huge apparatus surrounding the trials so intrigued me that I began making a note of any mention of him in the hundreds of files I was working through. I also consulted the specific transcripts of those trials in which he was involved.17 Then the Japanese historian Kayoko Takeda gave a lecture in Melbourne that I attended, publicising her book on interpreters at the IMTFE. Shimada was one of those interpreters. She had interviewed him in 2000 about his role in Tokyo, providing a glimpse into his career after his work for the Australians was completed.18

			My final source was an article in an online journal for the Australian–Japanese diaspora written by Shimada’s daughter, Dr Yuri Furuno. It included the transcript of an interview Shimada had given to his granddaughter in 2003 when he was aged 90. It also included two photographs, one showing him in Japanese uniform and another in an Australian uniform.19 I noticed that he had been elevated from Japanese private to Australian sergeant with three stripes on his arm. What did this mean? It deserved further exploration.

			Eric Shimada (1912–2010)

			In the investigation files at the Australian War Memorial (AWM), a list outlining Shimada’s personal details, based on information he provided in 1945, does not really give many clues. Married with two children, he was 32 when discovered in the ranks of the surrendered troops of the Talaud garrison in October 1945. He revealed that his father was German and his mother Japanese, but he claimed (or the Australian taking his details wrote down) that his father had been killed in action during World War I (WWI) and that his mother had died in childbirth. An A. E. Shimada, given as next-of-kin, was described as an aunt.20 The family account identifies his mother as Ei and his father as Eugen Wohlgemuth. According to them, Eugen did not die in WWI but rather in the late 1920s. The family has also recently discovered that he was not only German but Jewish. However, they believe that Shimada never knew his European family was Jewish. Eugen was born in 1875 in Strasburg, West Prussia (now in Poland), and moved with his family to Berlin in 1889.21 A railway engineer hired by the Japanese government before WWI, he had been deported as an enemy alien in 1915 when Eric was three years old. According to the family, Eugen subsequently returned to Japan in 1923 to collect his family, but his Japanese wife did not want to transplant herself and the children to Germany.22 Eugen returned to Berlin where he remarried.

			Although Eric was educated at Japanese schools, according to Takeda he had considerable exposure to foreigners. He studied English writing at his university preparatory school in Tokyo (attended after five years of high school at Numazu, Shizuoka) and learnt spoken English from an American missionary. Funding for his education had come from a scholarship provided by a German–Japanese business association of which his father, Eugen, had been a member. The allowance was delivered by a member to Shimada’s aunt (presumably the aunt he listed as next-of-kin when giving his details to the Australian military).23 While he was supporting himself through Keio University, he worked as a copy boy with HAVAS, the French news agency, later Agence France-Presse. He became a correspondent with the agency, writing articles in French.24 During this period of his life he seems to have become friends with some of the foreign correspondents based in Tokyo, including those whose names appear on the AWM list of Shimada’s personal details. Among references he provided to his Australian captors, he named Captain Kennedy, Reuters correspondent in Tokyo in 1933, and Mr Thompson, the United Press correspondent in Tokyo in 1941.25 If they were contacted during the vetting period, perhaps they spoke warmly of him. He was a Westernised, middle-class man with excellent English—someone to whom the Australian officers could relate.

			However, the Australian authorities could not entirely discount the fact that he had served in the enemy forces. His military record was presumably assessed. Several salient facts stood him in good stead. Drafted into the 32nd Division, Imperial Japanese Army, in August 1943 (so he did not rush to join up as a volunteer in earlier years), he came with that division to the Talaud Islands well after their capture in early 1942. It was likely that he had never been in action, as he claimed at the time of the surrender of the Talaud garrison.26 He arrived as part of reinforcements when the islands were on the sidelines of war. Never implicated in the executions of captured Allied airmen, the crime being investigated at war’s end, he was merely a foot soldier.

			The Allied Translator and Interpreter Section and the recruitment of Eric Shimada

			Intelligence Officer Lieutenant Bruce Padman, one of the reconnaissance party supervising the surrender of the Talaud garrison, in his report describing Shimada’s offer to interpret, was very taken with Shimada, whom he described as speaking ‘with an Oxford accent and … quite intelligent’. Padman opined that ‘in a great many things his outlook is occidental and he has never wanted to take part in the war as he never believed that Japan could win’. Padman, there to investigate possible war crimes, proceeded to question Shimada. After reporting the information he received from Shimada in relation to the executions of Allied airmen by members of the Talaud garrison, Padman asserted that his ‘long experience as an interrogator of Japanese and [his] knowledge of similar cases’ convinced him that Shimada, ‘if treated as a European and his sense of justice appealed to’, would tell them all he knew. Leaving aside the paternalist and racialised mindset these comments reveal, we learn from this report that it was Padman who proposed that Shimada be brought to Morotai to assist in the interrogation of those suspected of carrying out the executions and that he could possibly go on to a further role. Padman recommended that:

			this man [Shimada] be vetted and quartered by AFADVATIS [Australian Forces Advanced Allied Translator and Interpreter Section] and allowed to become used to contact with Australian forces and subsequently accompany the ATIS Detachment … to Japan as a civil employee. His command of English [and] his liberal mind fits him for a job which would be of material value to the Detachment.27

			Padman’s determination to speak on Shimada’s behalf is striking. His resolve to succeed in his case to have Shimada incorporated into the ATIS Detachment comes across as pleading at times—for example, concerning Shimada’s supposed opposition to the war, which he proclaimed without offering any evidence. Padman’s motivation, apart from the recognised need for more interpreters, is unclear. However, what is clear is that what he was suggesting was most unusual, if not unique. Other Japanese nationals, borrowed by the Australian military for interpreting and translation tasks, remained part of the Japanese military forces. David Sissons, himself an interpreter at the Morotai trials and the foundation father of research into Australia’s war crimes trials, made this clear in a note stating that all the interpreters based at Advanced HQ Morotai were ‘on strength’ of ATIS, ‘except for Japanese nationals’.28

			Captain Edwyn Durance, who had led the reconnaissance party to the Talaud Islands in HMAS Bowen and was of higher rank than Padman, was not so sure of Shimada. Although he agreed that Shimada spoke ‘excellent English’ and that he had a ‘co-operative attitude’, he suggested that Shimada had been ‘deliberately evasive’ about the Beo atrocities concerning the executed Allied airmen. In his report, Durance wrote: ‘Before he is used by ATIS in any official capacity it is considered necessary that further investigation of the man’s integrity be made.’29 However, a brigadier (with an indecipherable signature) authorised not only that Shimada be released on parole from the compound where the surrendered Japanese personnel were kept, but also that he be transferred to ATIS.30 In a further minute summing up the investigations of the reconnaissance party into the executions of the Allied airmen, Shimada is mentioned twice. First, it was explained that:

			An English-speaking Japanese, known as Pte Shimada, was retained by the ‘I’ [Intelligence] representative31 on the Bowen due to his ability to speak English and belief that he would later give evidence regarding the execution.

			

			Further down the minute paper, Shimada was again the subject of a paragraph:

			On 25 Oct 45, when the Force returned to Morotai, Pte Shimada volunteered … hearsay information that the execution had taken place and he offered the names of people who, he believed, had been witnesses.32

			This indicates that it was not only his fluency in English but also his willingness to report wrongdoing, even if committed by his own side, that singled him out. Another report on intelligence activities concerning war criminals, noted that:

			Pte Shimada (witness for the prosecution No 1 par excellence), known as ‘Mr Eric’ and domiciled with AFA ADVATIS, Morotai, can supply a long list of Japanese guilty of atrocities, torturing and bashings at Beo.33

			From these snippets, it seems that the initial interest in Shimada focused more on his usefulness as a witness providing information on alleged war crimes than as an interpreter at the Australian-run trials. However, his role with the Australian military developed into something more—namely, quasi-membership of the Australian Army. His absorption into ATIS was not repeated with other Japanese interpreters borrowed from the Japanese military.

			Australian uniform

			Although it was commonplace for the Japanese military to supply ‘a number of interpreters to accompany parties engaged in technical inspections and inter-island reconnaissance’, and later to interpret at the war crimes trials, Shimada was the only known Japanese national to undertake these tasks in Australian uniform.34 The others retained their status in the Japanese forces and wore their Japanese uniforms or civilian clothes.

			For example, at Rabaul, where two-thirds of Australia’s war crimes trials were held, there was extensive use of Japanese personnel for interpreting and other duties, especially Hattori Shoji, Naval Lieutenant Nishimura Jiro and Captain Suzuki Heihachiro. Hattori Shoji, a civilian auxiliary, interpreted at some 18 trials at Rabaul, including one held in April 1946, where he was described by an Australian observer as ‘about 5’7” and well built; dressed in a white shirt, gray riding breeches and tan riding boots’.35 His attire was civilian clothing, as shown in Figure 3. Although he was borrowed from the Japanese military forces, he remained in his customary clothing, unlike Shimada.
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			Figure 3: Interpreter Hattori Shoji, 18 November 1945.

			Source: AWM 098044.

			The two military interpreters, Nishimura and Suzuki, mentioned above, were also used extensively at the Rabaul trials, particularly when it became apparent that the young Australian interpreters were not fluent enough to interpret both ways in a courtroom (English to Japanese as well as Japanese to English).36 Nishimura interpreted at 23 trials and was part of the Japanese defence team at 10 others. Suzuki interpreted at 24 trials. Suzuki, who was born in America, had gone to Japan as a child and surrendered with the Japanese troops in Rabaul. Although he was often the defence interpreter, he was described by a contemporary report as the ‘court interpreter’.37 This meant that he interpreted for the court (the military officers acting as judges) rather than for the defence.38 However, even though this suggests a certain level of trust between the court and the captured linguists, as far as I am aware, these other Japanese interpreters remained in Japanese uniform. Shimada’s position and clothing appears to have been unusual.

			Shimada’s transfer

			Despite the sergeant’s stripes on his Australian uniform, Shimada’s employment by ATIS was not an actual recruitment into a branch of the Allied military apparatus, but an honorary position. This was confirmed in passing by the late Ian Kennison CBE, former director-general of the Australian Secret Intelligence Service. As a junior army officer in early 1946, Kennison had been one of four Australian officers hearing the case against 91 Japanese camp personnel tried together, who were charged with ill-treatment of prisoners of war at Tantui (formerly called Tan Toey in Australian documents) on the island of Ambon, one of the Molucca (Meluku) islands. This unusually large trial began on Ambon and continued at Morotai.39 In an interview in 1998, Kennison spoke of Shimada:

			Anyway there was an Australian officer who heard him [Shimada] talking English so they picked him out, took him to Morotai (he had a tropical ulcer), cured his ulcer and put him in Australian uniform, with three stripes on it. Shimada became an honorary Sergeant in the Australian Army. He was assigned to our court as the Defence interpreter.40

			In old age, Kennison made contact with Shimada as did retired judge John Williams, who had been the prosecuting officer in that trial.41

			Shimada was probably supplied with an Australian uniform so that he would not be constantly challenged as he moved around the camp at Morotai. He had been granted ‘parole’, meaning he had freedom of movement, but wearing the uniform of a Japanese private would surely have caused problems. The addition of three stripes seems a nice flourish but was likely provided in order to give him some authority. It was in the nature of a courtesy rank. I believe it was a makeshift solution to what might have been an awkward problem so soon after war’s end.

			Shimada’s multiple roles

			In her study of Japanese nationals as interpreters for the Allies in the postwar period, Kayoko Takeda explored the multiple roles and the risks run by these individuals.42 Takeda identified four roles in which we may find such interpreters: as witnesses at Allied war crimes trials; as interpreters at these trials; as one of the accused in a trial; and, finally, as working for the Allied occupation forces in postwar Japan interpreting and translating. Shimada carried out three of these differing roles, sometimes within the one trial.

			He appeared at the first Morotai trial, that of Captain Iwasa Tokio on the morning of 30 November 1945. It was one of a cluster of eight trials held between late November 1945 and January 1946, prosecuting several officers and men for the executions of captured Allied airmen at Beo—that is, the matter originally investigated by the reconnaissance party in October 1945. It was a case that captured the attention of the press and many of the service personnel based on Morotai, not merely because this cluster of trials was the first held there but also because of the nature of the executions as a type of performance, a ritual.

			Shimada appeared as a witness. This was what Lieutenant Padman had hoped and promised his brigadier when seeking parole for Shimada. We learn from the trial transcript that he was ‘examined by the Prosecutor without the aid of an interpreter’, which would have provided a much-needed respite for the Australian personnel, and was the sixth witness for the prosecution.43 He was testifying in the trial of those who had been part of Talaud Force to which he belonged as a Japanese serviceman. It is, perhaps, not surprising that the president of the court (Colonel James McKinlay) ordered that his name be suppressed from publication in the press.44

			Although Shimada was not present at the executions of the four airmen, he had been involved in some of the preliminaries. He had been called upon by the Kenpeitai45 to interpret when the captured airmen were being questioned and he testified that he ‘interrogated’ the three Australian airmen who were later executed along with the captured American. The word ‘interrogated’ is slippery. The actual interrogator of the men was Sergeant Kubota Katsuya (the third witness). Kubota posed the questions that Shimada translated into English.46 Similarly, Shimada interpreted for Corporal Sazake Kenzo who interrogated another of the captured airmen.47 It was never suggested by either of these witnesses that Shimada took part in any torture of the prisoners.

			Shimada gave evidence that he was in the Beo area from 17 April 1944 to 15 October 1945 and that he was ‘very often used as an interpreter’. He explained that he was the only English-speaking Japanese in the area and that all three Australian airmen were interrogated through him. This could have placed him in a perilous position when the matter came to the trial. He might have been cited as a co-participant in whatever happened to the airmen during that period of questioning.48 Eight men identified as interpreters were tried in other Australian trials; all were accused by witnesses as participating in beatings and other forms of torture during interrogations and in other settings.49 However, there is no evidence that Shimada was ever considered for prosecution.

			As a witness at this trial, Shimada might be considered to have breached the code of ethics relating to interpreters, especially in relation to more recent war crimes trials.50 However, he was not being questioned about the nature of the Kenpeitai interrogations. As explained at the beginning of this article, individuals from the Talaud garrison were being prosecuted for murder for the illegal executions of four captured airmen. Shimada’s testimony was educed to establish the identities and Australian residency of the airmen, required when establishing the jurisdiction of the court under the War Crimes Act 1945. He was able to describe their uniforms and remembered some of their names and personal details.51

			Shimada subsequently appeared as the first witness at the trial of 91 suspects who ran the notorious Tantui prisoner of war camp on Ambon, where the death rate was 77 per cent.52 Sworn in as ‘Eric Shimada attached ATIS HQ 33 Inf[antry] Bde Ambon’—there was no rank assigned yet—he testified that he had translated from Japanese into English, Law No. 41 from the Book of Rules and Regulations published by the Legal Department of the Japanese Navy. It related to prisoners of war. He had also translated a section from the Japanese book of court martial law. In other words, he was appearing in his capacity as interpreter and translator of Japanese text. Although it cannot be confirmed in the trial transcript, a Japanese source identified Shimada as one of the interpreters at the trial as well.53 In later years, Kennison specified that Shimada interpreted for the defence.54 As Shimada had not served on Ambon, the location of the alleged crimes, there was no direct conflict of interest in his role as either translator of key documents or as interpreter of proceedings.

			In his next court appearance, he was sworn in as Sergeant Eric Shimada of ATIS, to be one of the interpreters at the trial of Vice Admiral Ichise Shinichi and five others for the alleged murder of an Australian prisoner of war on Ambon. The trial (M41) was held from 16 to 20 February 1946 on Morotai. The accused were implicated in the execution of Private William Boyce who had attempted to escape from Tantui camp.55 In what seems to be an indication of trust, Shimada was appointed as one of two ‘court interpreters’ rather than as interpreter for the defence.56 But that was merely one of his roles. He also translated several of the documents provided as evidence in the trial. One of these was a statement made by Lieutenant Miyazaki Yoshio, who was one of the accused.57

			However, it is Shimada’s third role as a witness under cross-examination by the Australian defending officer Captain John Travers that is most intriguing. Travers raised the possibility that Miyazaki, when giving his statement, might not have realised that Shimada was no longer a fellow Japanese soldier but a translator for ATIS and the Australian investigators. Shimada explained the situation:

			I asked him to write what he knew about the execution case of Boyce and he wrote it in my presence. It was a straight-out narrative, not question and answer. That was all that was said. At the time I was attached to the AMF [Australian Military Forces]. I had the status of a P[riva]te.58

			When Travers cross-examined him, Shimada admitted that it was unlikely Miyazaki knew that Shimada had been in the Japanese Army since they had served in different locations. He also explained that when he interviewed Miyazaki he was wearing an Australian uniform. However, to a direct question from the prosecuting officer, Captain Alexander Mackay, asking if he had ever been ‘an enlisted member of the Aust[ralian] forces’, he replied ‘No’. He had been recruited to duties with ATIS ‘due to the shortage of interpreters’ with no command or authority over members of the Australian Military Forces or the Japanese prisoners of war.59

			The defending officer, Captain Travers, did not regard the situation as satisfactory and submitted in his closing address that the ‘prosecution has not proved beyond reasonable doubt that the accused spoke voluntarily’. He suspected that the request for a statement might have come across to the Japanese suspect as a command, and argued that, without a caution as to the right to silence, ‘no man [was] obliged to incriminate himself’. Travers did not specifically focus on Shimada’s uniform; however, when it emerged that Miyazaki had not been cautioned by Shimada, the Australian lawyer thought this grounds for dismissal of the charge.60 Although the possible confusion caused by Shimada’s Australian uniform was not the reason the judge advocate general gave in recommending that Miyazaki’s conviction and death sentence be set aside, this aspect of the case has been discussed in detail to bring out both the Janus-like and multiple roles that Shimada played as an interpreter.61

			Return to Japan

			After this trial, Shimada departed for Japan where he worked as an interpreter for BCOF, still in his Australian uniform. Surely this would have been problematic for a Japanese national so soon after war’s end. In the draft version of her article about her father, Furuno included a family story of her mother’s surprise at seeing him return in that uniform when he had left in the other.62 However, I do not know if it caused trouble either with his family or his community. As Shimada explained in 2003, he was assumed to be Australian in his Australian uniform when he supervised the ballot boxes at the first postwar election (10 April 1946) in Hiroshima in his role with BCOF. He would travel in a jeep each day from the military base in Kure where he was stationed.63

			Although his family believed that he had been offered the possibility of becoming an Australian citizen, probably by Padman, the intelligence officer who first recruited him and who Shimada called ‘his supervising officer’, Padman did not have the necessary authority.64 The highest rank Padman attained was temporary captain when he was posted to Kure with BCOF.65 He returned to Australia in May 1946 and to civilian life. It would have been unlikely in the Australia of 1946, years before the end of the White Australia policy, for Shimada’s Japanese heritage to have been overlooked by immigration authorities who were busy deporting Asians who had landed in Australia during the war and others who were considered enemy aliens.66 This would have been compounded by the discovery that Shimada had a Japanese wife and children. At the end of his time with BCOF, Shimada’s only option was to become Japanese again.

			Shimada’s subsequent shedding of his Australian uniform was prompted by practical considerations rather than issues of stigma or identity (Figure 4). Once he left his employment with BCOF, he would no longer have access to BCOF rations, an important matter in postwar Japan. Norman Sparnon, one of the Australian interpreters in ATIS and a friend of Shimada’s, realised that if Shimada remained in that uniform after he passed his interpreter examination for the IMTFE in Tokyo and subsequently left BCOF for new work, he would have a problem.67 What agency would be responsible for his rations? As Shimada explained in an interview:

			I needed to go through the proper procedure to return to being a ‘Japanese civilian’. That is, if I didn’t return from war as a Japanese soldier, I wouldn’t be able to receive my rations of food. So he [Sparnon] brought me back to Kure and put me on a small Australian ship and took me to a place where Japanese troops returning were being processed, something like an immigration checkpoint. My Australian military uniform was taken off, and I went in alone … I wrote down the name of my unit (of the Japanese Army) and received my tickets for the rice rations, and went back to Tokyo as a civilian.68
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			Figure 4: Shimada, fourth from the left, with other translators at the IMTFE, Tokyo, arriving at court with the translated judgement.

			Source: Courtesy of Stephanie Leah Shimada.

			Shimada subsequently interpreted at 323 sessions of the IMTFE, including some of the afternoon session on 6 January 1948 during Prime Minister Tojo Hideki’s evidence.69 In her study of the interpreters, Takeda has explained that they worked for 30-minute periods, but that the transcripts do not reveal which interpreter did which portion of the trial. All they show are the names of all those for a specific session.70 The high number of sessions Shimada interpreted at seems formidable, and was due, probably, to his ability, which Kennison noted, to operate ‘both ways’.71 Although this meant that he was able to translate from English to Japanese as well as from Japanese to English, it is also a wonderfully evocative phrase in light of Shimada’s ambiguous position as a Japanese enemy soldier in Australian garb.

			Following his work at the IMTFE, Shimada left interpreting behind and returned to his prewar employment with the Tokyo Bureau of Agence France-Presse until his retirement in 1969. Soon after, for a short time, he became editor of the English newsletter published by the Information Section of the Consulate-General of Japan in Sydney in early 1970. At different times, his children settled in Australia and Shimada himself came to Brisbane on a permanent residency visa in December 1998 at the age of 86. He died in Brisbane in August 2010.72

			

			Conclusion

			Eric Masakazu Shimada played an interesting role in a period of Australia’s postwar history that is little known—the Australian war crimes trials and related investigations. The interpreters were, and have remained, largely invisible. Due to the nature of their occupation, they slipped into an anonymous, middle ground between the two groups they sought to assist using their linguistic skills. Not much attention was paid to them at the time, much less in retrospect. That Shimada stood out from this obscurity demanded my attention. His absorption into ATIS when a Japanese national, so recently the enemy, was puzzling to me. When the photograph of him in Australian uniform surfaced, it raised even more questions about his status and his role.

			Setting Shimada within the context of the Australian trials, the scarcity of interpreters and the nature of employment of Japanese nationals as interpreters, I have shown him to be an anomaly. Other Japanese interpreters, borrowed from the Japanese military forces to meet Australia’s need for linguists, remained part of the Japanese military. They were not quartered with ATIS and did not wear Australian uniforms. Their status as Japanese military or civilian auxiliaries attached to the Japanese military was unambiguous.

			Although mentions of Shimada in the Australian investigation files and trial transcripts—in which he appears as a witness, translator of documents and interpreter of evidence—are meagre, his story begged to be told. Using a biographical lens, I have charted Shimada’s experience to provide a closer study of an under-researched category of people engaged in the postwar trials. In doing so, I have demonstrated the peculiar, even unique, circumstances surrounding his engagement and outfitting in an Australian uniform.
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			A cat with two tales: Who created Felix the Cat?

			Andrew Marshall

			The world’s first animated superstar

			Felix the Cat became the first global animated superstar during the Roaring Twenties, a period of economic prosperity and cultural dynamism. The anthropomorphic cat with large, wide eyes and a mischievous grin captivated audiences worldwide. Felix’s playful antics and charismatic presence in early animated films resonated deeply with the spirit of the Jazz Age, making the character a beloved figure across all demographics, including notable fans like Queen Mary of England.1

			Felix was the first animated character to be widely merchandised and licensed for consumer products, including as a mass-produced stuffed toy,2 and the first on product packaging.3 Felix catalysed the lucrative modern character franchise and licensing business, now occupied by entertainment giants like The Walt Disney Company, Universal Pictures, Warner Bros. and Nintendo. At the peak of his popularity, Felix had more ‘publicity producing angles than a centipede has legs’:

			Men wore Felix tiepins and women wore Felix brooches. Smoke shops sold Felix cigars and automakers sold Felix radiator caps. Infants smelling of Felix baby oil napped under Felix blankets. Felix Crystal Radio sets … played [the songs] ‘Felix the Cat’ [and] ‘Felix Kept on Walking’.4

			Felix was the first character balloon in the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade in 1927,5 and a Felix doll was one of television’s first images to be broadcast in 1928.6 Given his global appeal, Felix’s national loyalties are somewhat divided as the official mascot for the Royal Australian Air Force’s Squadron 117 and the US Navy’s Strike Fighter Squadron 31.8 A friendly Felix-like character also battled an evil Mickey Mouse–like character in animated anti-American Japanese propaganda in the 1930s.9 Nearly a century later, Felix the Cat remains one of the most recognisable animated characters globally, enduring in the memories of the Baby Boomer and Generation X cohort familiar with Felix’s 1950s television reboot,10 and, more recently, his reinvention as a fashion icon.11

			Aldous Huxley praised Felix the Cat films in 1925, stating that the cinematic adventures of Felix were simultaneously realistic and surreal and concluding that a ‘study of Felix the Cat … would teach many valuable lessons’.12 Felix did have many students. Inspired by Felix’s success, in 1923, a 23-year-old Walt Disney produced The Alice Comedies, a series of 57 short films featuring a live-action girl with animated characters. Margaret Winkler, a Felix distributor who could not renew her exclusive distribution rights, funded the series and encouraged Disney to include a blatant imitation of Felix named Julius the Cat. Julius became a prominent recurring character, and contributed to Walt Disney’s hallmark style, heavily influencing his next creations, Oswald the Lucky Rabbit and Mickey Mouse.13

			Felix the Cat was a product of the Sullivan Studio in New York, established by the controversial Australian animator and movie producer Patrick ‘Pat’ Sullivan. At the peak of Felix’s success, Pat toured the world, regaling the press with the character’s origin story, typically involving his wife, Marjorie (née Gallagher), encouraging him to draw a stray cat in New York. Sullivan claimed to have created Felix himself, and he was skilled at drawing the character for fans, friends and family during his travels.14

			However, 34 years after Sullivan died, a competing claim came from an employee at the Sullivan Studio, a ‘painfully self-effacing animator from New Jersey named Otto Messmer who slaved for years in anonymity’.15 Messmer claimed to have created Felix the Cat for the film Feline Follies, which he said was the first film to feature Felix. Messmer’s claim gained significant US media attention in the late 1970s, including appearances for Messmer on television.16 Since then, US media outlets have favoured Messmer’s late-in-life claim to have created Felix, usually while painting Sullivan as a greedy, drunken studio proprietor who wrongfully claimed to have created the character.

			Sullivan was afflicted by alcoholism, and he also had a serious criminal history. Detractors have claimed that the Australian animator was artistically inferior and lived such a dissolute lifestyle that he could not have created Felix. Some have published wild stories based on unsubstantiated gossip, including, for example, the outrageous claim that Sullivan’s mental faculties were impaired by syphilis. It was also claimed that, while allegedly inebriated and distraught over the potential loss of copyright in his Felix character, he urinated on the desk of a senior executive at Paramount Studios.17 The veracity of these claims, fuelled by decades of conjecture by Messmer supporters, is beyond the scope of this article.

			This article addresses, and offers a resolution to, the question of whether Sullivan or Messmer created Felix—a contentious debate that has raged for over 50 years. While many Australian voices support Sullivan, half a century of US media support for Messmer has drowned them out. The article reviews operations at the Sullivan Studio, where Felix was created, and examines contemporary US copyright registration records. Drawing on this and other evidence, including historical interviews with animators, the article evaluates Sullivan’s and Messmer’s statements and their competing claims to have created Felix.

			The Sullivan Studio

			Pat Sullivan opened his animation studio with the help of Pat Powers, a co-founder of Universal Pictures.18 After illegally emigrating to the US, shining shoes and prize-fighting to make a living, the Australian animator got regular work with McClure Newspapers, illustrating the comic strips of William Marriner.19 When Marriner died in a house fire, the talented and eccentric Raoul Barré introduced him to the animation business through a short stint at the Barré-Bowers Studio, where Sullivan worked as an animator.20 The newspaper magnate William Randolph Hearst also offered Sullivan a role at his International Film Service; however, after gaining animation experience, Sullivan convinced Powers and Universal Pictures to fund his animation studio through an output deal.21

			Output deals give a film distributor a steady content supply and provide a diverse and constant catalogue in exchange for a commitment to purchase distribution rights to a set number of films over a specified period. Sullivan was a good negotiator, reflecting his time selling pianolas in Sydney. He was also knowledgeable about the film distribution business, having reportedly toured a ‘bioscope’, an early film projector,22 when exhibiting Pathé films in several Australian cities23 and, later, in London.24

			Established in a cramped residential apartment, steps away from Times Square in New York City, the Sullivan Studio was fully operational by 1 January 1916.25 With just Sullivan and a few other animators, ‘blackeners’26 and a photographer, the studio was a lean start-up; however, it set a blistering pace from the beginning, releasing more than a dozen films in its first year.27 The Universal deal pressured the Sullivan Studio to maintain sufficient production of high-quality content.

			In the early days of animation, making short films was hard work. Animators would photograph drawings on paper rather than celluloid at the Sullivan Studio. Films ran at 10 frames per second, with one or two exposures per drawing,28 requiring between 700 and 1,000 drawings and three weeks’ work for a four-minute reel.29 Each reel was typically several hundred feet long, and while Universal Pictures paid Sullivan for each foot of film, it gave him a limit for animated features of 450 feet per reel.30 In an industry that required a ferocious work ethic, Sullivan had a reputation as ‘an unusually hard worker’.31 Walter Lantz estimated that cartoonists at his studio were ‘capable of drawing up to 20 drawings a day’,32 but Sullivan boasted that he could produce 100–150 drawings daily.33

			When Sullivan recruited animators, his business model was simple and egalitarian, reflecting the Australian’s socialist leanings and time illustrating for the Australian Worker.34 Sullivan proudly ‘split’ his revenue with the hired animators:

			I worked up this business through hard work, and it has taken me a year to do it, or a year and a half. I worked on the basis of my men—I get a dollar a foot for my product. I finance everything and find a market—camera and everything. I give the boys 50 cents a foot clean, and I take 50 cents and stand all expenses. The ideas and everything I give them.35

			Sullivan’s straightforward approach was corroborated by the other animators at his studio and his friend, the Australian poet Hugh McCrae. McCrae visited Sullivan in New York during those early years and shared the following anecdote:

			During my stay in New York, I got to know Pat Sullivan, the comic-strip artist, very well, and he offered me—‘believe it or not’—fifty-fifty in his proposed ‘Felix the Cat’ business. He said: ‘You draw better than I do. I can supply the ideas.’ Like a fool, I refused—and bang went not [sixpence], but a thousand pounds a month!36

			Although somewhat hyperbolic, McCrae’s story corroborates the business model that helped establish the Sullivan Studio as an ‘animation factory’ that gave Sullivan’s jobless creative friends and young animators a steady income and the opportunity to get their work seen. Animators worked autonomously, with Sullivan overseeing the films through production, ensuring the studio’s output met distributors’ requirements.37 Depending on the deal with his distributor, either Sullivan or the distributor retained copyright.

			Messmer’s early work

			At 24 years of age, Otto Messmer was the first animator Sullivan recruited. The eager young New Yorker immediately got to work on his first animated film after joining the studio. Messmer had been developing his character Motor Mat without success, but Sullivan gave the animator a platform and released Motor Mat and His Fliv as a Powers Comedy Cartoon distributed by Universal. The film is presumed lost, but its description is delightful. Motor Mat purchases a mail-order car that won’t stop once it starts. When the engine gives out, he ‘gets a little squirrel to be his engine’ by hanging a nut in front. When Mat wants to reverse, he changes sides. When copyright was registered, Sullivan credited Messmer, describing the film as a ‘Sullivan Cartoon, Drawings by Otz Messmer’.38

			Following Chestnuts, a minor release with the prominent credit ‘By O. Messmer’ on the title card,39 Messmer’s next significant project was The Love Affair of Ima Knut, released on 25 March 1917.40 Messmer’s Ima Knut character was reminiscent of Colonel Heeza Liar, a popular animated character at that time, created by John Randolph Bray of J. R. Bray Studios. Messmer was a fan of that character and stated that Bray’s work inspired him to take up animation.41 Again, Messmer received full credit, and when copyright was registered, the film was described as an ‘Animated Cartoon by Otto Messmer’.

			The surviving Ima Knut footage, available on popular video-sharing platforms, features crude animation and poor character development. Messmer’s sexism and racist depictions of African Americans, although unfortunately common at the time, are shocking and appalling. The story has few redeeming features and feels like an unfunny animated vaudeville skit. The film does include a black cat with a ‘speaking part’. Sitting in a garbage can, the cat says: ‘That reminds me, I got a date with a cat over on Sixth Street.’ None of Messmer’s films, including Motor Mat and His Fliv, were commercial successes, and none produced a sequel.42

			The Tail of Thomas Kat

			While Messmer was busy with Ima Knut, Sullivan was working on The Tail of Thomas Kat. Sullivan’s first films, made at the request of Universal, featured an ‘adaptation’ of Marriner’s character Sambo from the comic strip ‘Sambo and His Funny Noises’. With this new film, he likely intended to exploit the popularity of the Krazy Kat comic strip. Sullivan changed the protagonist’s name to avoid infringement claims, calling his character ‘Thomas Kat’, a play on ‘tomcat’. The film was advertised as The Tail of Thomas Cat, but when copyright was registered, the title was changed to The Tail of Thomas Kat,43 which may have been Sullivan’s attempt to ‘fly under the radar’ and avoid claims he copied the Krazy Kat character.

			

			Copyright for The Tail of Thomas Kat was registered just a week before Messmer’s Ima Knut. The film was described as ‘A Cartoon Comedy by Pat Sullivan’. Busy with Ima Knut, Messmer was uninvolved in the project. Sullivan only compensated animators at the Sullivan Studio for the films they produced, and Messmer never mentioned the film during his many interviews. Unfortunately, Thomas Kat is also thought to be lost, so we do not know if Thomas Kat was black like Felix or the extent to which the character was anthropomorphised. Library of Congress records provide the following description:

			The cat is rocking in a chair, and his tail is through a knothole in the fence. A chicken grabs it in its beak and pulls it out till it snaps. The cat goes through the fence to settle with the chicken. They fight and the cat leaves the chicken for dead. But he wakes up, comes through the fence, and pulls the cat’s tail right out. The cat cried. Along comes a dog and laughs at the cat. Then a boy tied a tin can to the dog’s tail, and the cat is consoled for it sees that tails are no good, after all.44

			Thomas Kat focused on Thomas’s tail, later a source of surrealistic gags as Felix used his tail to escape various situations. Many scenarios in Felix films were ‘recycled’, and a nearly identical scenario to that in Thomas Kat is repeated in the 1922 Felix film Felix Makes Good. In the later film, Felix uses his tail to steal a bone from a dog through a fence, and the dog pulls off Felix’s tail. Unperturbed, Felix goes to a ‘re-tailer’ to get a new tail. Felix Makes Good also features live-action footage of Sullivan’s wife, Marjorie, likely on the porch of her family home in Scranton, Pennsylvania, interacting with an animated Felix.45 Consistency in the plot, character design and humour provides a clear creative lineage, and Marjorie’s on-screen appearance indicates that Sullivan was very much involved in the production of both films.

			Simultaneously handling animation duties and the studio business was likely quite taxing for Sullivan. During a trip back to Australia in 1925, returning as a successful movie producer, he recounted working on ‘the first film of Felix’:

			I shall never forget the first film of Felix I made, it took me six months to do, and was a gigantic failure. I was, of course, utterly inexperienced in a new and highly technical art. The result of it was that I had a nervous breakdown, and was in hospital for 5 weeks.46

			Sullivan did not name the ‘first film of Felix’. Although many consider Feline Follies the first Felix film, based on the claims of Messmer, Sullivan’s description of the ‘first film of Felix’ could not have been that film, which, by all accounts, was a great success, not a ‘gigantic failure’. Only one film featuring a cat was produced by the Sullivan Studio before Feline Follies, and that was The Tail of Thomas Kat.47

			Sullivan’s statement that he had a ‘nervous breakdown’ and was hospitalised for five weeks is supported by testimony in his June 1917 criminal trial. When asked if Sullivan had any health issues, his doctor, Herbert L. Constable, testified: ‘Heart trouble, yes, sir. Nervous.’ The doctor also said, under oath, that he treated the 32-year-old Sullivan ‘fifty or sixty times, at least’.48 In 1925, the term ‘nervous breakdown’ was broadly used to describe a wide range of mental health crises, including anxiety disorders, depression and acute stress reactions. In any event, the failure of The Tail of Thomas Kat deeply affected Sullivan.

			Shortly after he was released from hospital, Sullivan was arrested on 29 April 1917 for the heinous crime of having sex with a 14-year-old girl. After a three-day jury trial, and notwithstanding that several witnesses, including his wife Marjorie, provided him with a credible alibi, he was sent to Sing Sing prison for nine months.49 Sullivan’s conviction was never reported in the press during his lifetime. Messmer said he was a ‘big shot’ who received favourable treatment in jail,50 adding that he was allowed to keep his art materials in prison. Marjorie collected Sullivan’s drawings during prison visits.51

			Amid the drama of Sullivan’s hospitalisation, but before his arrest and incarceration, Messmer quit the Sullivan Studio in April 1917 after a falling out.52 He left to work for Hy Mayer, a competitor and someone Messmer had previously worked for and revered.53 After a year with Mayer, Messmer was conscripted to serve as a telegrapher in France and shipped out on 19 June 1918,54 forcing him to take a break from the animation industry. Although he kept a diary with a few doodles and film ideas,55 Messmer did not practise his craft while he served. After returning from France on 28 May 1919,56 Messmer and Sullivan settled their differences, and Messmer was re-hired by the Sullivan Studio.57

			

			Feline Follies

			With the war ongoing, Sullivan was released from jail in mid-1918. He quickly re-established the Sullivan Studio near New York’s diamond district, announcing his return to ‘cartoon making’ in the 6 July 1918 edition of Motion Picture News.58 Before his imprisonment, Sullivan had cultivated a remarkable friendship with Charlie Chaplin, the world’s biggest movie star, and had been developing a film featuring his iconic character, ‘The Tramp’.59 Chaplin was reportedly such a fan of Felix that he later told Sullivan: ‘I only have one rival—Felix.’60 Sullivan secured permission to create a royalty-free animated version of Chaplin’s character, which ‘delighted’ Chaplin.61

			With Sullivan and Marjorie working tirelessly, How Charlie Captured the Kaiser premiered on 10 September 1918. It was followed by half a dozen Chaplin films and two or three featuring a new character, Hardrock Dome, a ‘peerless detective’.62 Although Chaplin had initially agreed to the films featuring his likeness, his celebrity had begun to attract many imitators seeking a ‘free ride’ on his fame, and the movie star began taking those imitators to task. Likely due to justified nervousness from Universal Pictures, Sullivan needed to find a new distributor after the first four films; he also rebranded the series as ‘Charley’ films.63 The films, which included the prominent exclamation points and question marks used in Felix’s films, featured a recurring black cat, named for its love of sausages—‘sausage-hound cat’ or ‘sausage-cat’.64

			After a two-year hiatus, including a year with Mayer and a year in France, Messmer rejoined the Sullivan Studio in 1919.65 Sullivan’s business approach had changed after jail, and Messmer was hired as a salaried employee. He also seemingly exercised more, not less, control over studio output. After losing the Universal contract, Sullivan needed to secure new distribution. J. R. Bray Studios, run by John Randolph Bray, had been distributing the Hardrock Dome films. When Bray left Paramount to partner with Sam Goldwyn, Sullivan struck a direct deal with Paramount Pictures to supply content for Paramount Magazine.66 The magazine-style reels were shown before feature films and featured news, travelogues and animation. With ample time in jail to think about how Thomas Kat could be improved, Sullivan tweaked the protagonist’s name to ‘Master Tom’ and got to work on two films: Feline Follies and Musical Mews.67 Messmer may have assisted, but the lettering and style of animation indicate that the films were very much conceived and animated by Sullivan. The failure of Thomas Kat was a cathartic experience for Sullivan, and he wanted to ensure that Master Tom, an updated version of Thomas Kat, was a success. The Australian worked hard to rebuild the studio, and the Paramount deal was key.

			Although Musical Mews is presumed lost, Feline Follies is widely available on video-sharing platforms, and is usually promoted as Felix’s first appearance. The film introduces us to the carefree and whimsically suave life of Master Tom, a dapper cat with a penchant for the finer things in life who ‘scalps unwary mice and breaks feline hearts with equal assurance and dispatch’. Tom is bowled over by a local lady cat, Miss Kitty White. They set a date and meet at the ‘back fence’ where Tom serenades Kitty. He sings: ‘I’ve only got nine lives to live, an’ I’ll live them all for you’, but angry neighbours chase them away.68 They make another date at the ‘trysting place’—the garbage bin. When they meet, Master Tom serenades his lover with a banjo.69 Kitty says to Tom: ‘Shoot something lively!’ Tom begins playing a song, and Kitty dances to the music until Tom makes four musical notes with his banjo. He then grabs the notes out of the air and turns them into scooters for himself and Kitty, and the scene ends with them riding off.

			After his ‘date’ with Kitty, Tom goes home to sleep. While he was out, the mice had made a colossal mess, and Tom is kicked out of his house for dereliction of his mousing duties. When he returns to seek solace from Kitty, Tom realises, to his dismay, that she already has a litter of 17 kittens. Unable to provide for or deal with his new family, in a dark twist, he commits suicide. An odd choice for a cartoon, but it reflects Sullivan’s dark Australian and Irish humour, later used to good effect in Felix Baffled by Banjos, another film featuring the dreaded banjo, in which Felix commits suicide to escape the noise of banjo-mad natives in the South Seas.70 Unfortunately for Felix, even in heaven, the angels play banjos.

			Feline Follies was released on Sunday 9 November 1919 and Musical Mews a week later on 16 November. Following a positive reception, the Master Tom character was renamed Felix, most likely as Master Tom was too close to the Universal-owned Thomas Kat. Sullivan immediately began to work on sequels. On Sunday 14 December 1919 The Adventures of Felix was released. The rest is animation history.71

			A decade of Felix’s silent screen box office dominance ended dramatically on 18 November 1928 when Walt Disney’s Mickey Mouse stepped onto his steamboat in Steamboat Willie, featuring synchronised sound. Just four years later, on 15 February 1933, at the peak of the Great Depression, Sullivan, aged 47, died in New York from ‘chronic alcoholism and … pneumonia’.72 Less than a year earlier, Marjorie had tragically fallen to her death from the seventh floor of the Forrest Hotel in New York’s Theatre District (currently operating as The Time New York) while Sullivan was working at the studio. Already an alcoholic, Sullivan, consumed by grief and haunted by her loss, spiralled into a devastating cycle of self-destruction. Soon after his death, Harry Kopp, Sullivan’s executor, ‘attorney, agent and friend’, described him as the ‘well-known cartoonist [and] the creator of the cartoon known as “Felix the Cat”’.73

			A cocktail tale

			The World Retrospective of Animation Cinema in Montreal, a festival hosted jointly by the Montreal International Film Festival and The Canadian Film Archive, took place from 13 to 18 August 1967. Animation buffs have described it as one of the most significant gatherings of animators in the twentieth century.74 The festival featured 250 animated movies and participants from around 15 countries, with 200 animated filmmakers mingling in the ambitious, once-off, industry get-together.75

			An incredible group of animation artists attended the festival: Walter Lantz, co-creator of Woody Woodpecker; Dave Fleischer, director of Betty Boop and Popeye the Sailor films; and Robert Clampett, who developed Bugs Bunny, Daffy Duck and Porky Pig. Walt Disney had died the year before the festival, but Ub Iwerks, co-creator of Oswald the Lucky Rabbit and Mickey Mouse, attended. The well-known animators and directors stayed with their partners at the Royal Embassy Hotel. The cocktail party, photographed for posterity, was remarkable as animation pioneers reminisced about the golden age of animation, including the wild, early days of silent animated films.76

			A lesser-known artist, Otto Messmer, was also hosted by organisers at the Royal Embassy Hotel. Messmer, primarily known among his contemporaries for having drawn Sullivan’s Felix comic strips, enjoyed the ‘star treatment’. He was photographed at the cocktail party in the lobby, chatting with the festival’s co-organiser. The 75-year-old Messmer and his wife were delighted by the respectful atmosphere but likely felt inadequate: animators like Fleischer and Lantz had run studios and were responsible for some of the world’s most successful animated characters. A decade later, Messmer told the New York Times that his invitation had been a surprise. ‘Much to my surprise’, he recounted, ‘they said they had been looking for me as one of the pioneers of animation.’ Messmer said: ‘I kind of laughed at that.’77

			The festival organisers had been shown an animation of Felix by Messmer in the 1955 Disney documentary The Story of Animated Drawing. Walt Disney knew Messmer and had unsuccessfully attempted to hire him away from Sullivan at the height of Felix’s fame. Disney commissioned Messmer to animate Felix’s trademark walk for the documentary while Disney provided his voiceover: ‘Pat Sullivan’s cartoon character Felix the Cat … this characteristic walk, animated by Sullivan’s collaborator Otto Messmer, became [a] laugh provoking trademark.’78 The festival organisers commissioned 12 artists to create a folioscope or flipbook—a series of drawings varying gradually from page to page, so the pictures appear to animate when flipped rapidly. Messmer obliged, and his folioscope was titled Felix—by Otto Messmer.79

			Joe Oriolo, creator of the 1950s Felix the Cat television show, encouraged Messmer’s recognition at the festival: ‘He got calls to go to that World Fair in Canada because of me building him up.’80 At that time, Oriolo co-owned Felix the Cat Productions, Inc. with Sullivan’s nephew, but he would eventually wrest control of the company from the Sullivans. Downplaying Sullivan’s legacy suited Oriolo and, as a result of his efforts, Messmer received a co-creator credit at the Eats Are West screening during the session’s ‘Homage to the Pioneers’, giving him instant credibility with animation fans. However, even while ‘building up’ Messmer, Oriolo questioned his abilities:

			He’s always got plans to do something, which never happens. [Messmer] always says, ‘Tomorrow I’m going to really do a character. I got an idea for a character. It’ll be better than Felix.’81

			Although he ‘laughed’ at the idea of being an animation pioneer, Messmer enjoyed the recognition. He had little to show for a lifetime as a salaried illustrator. And so, at 75 years of age, at that cocktail party in Montreal, Messmer told anyone who would listen, in his thick Hoboken accent, that he was the one who created Felix, not Sullivan.82 Messmer used nearly 14 years of experience assisting with the animation of Felix and illustrating Felix’s comic strips to provide entertaining and credible details to back up his story. The festival became an excellent platform for him to spread this new narrative.

			Messmer claims Feline Follies

			Fast-forward a decade to when the ex-actor turned filmmaker and animation historian John Cannizzaro Jr, who used the name John Canemaker,83 was looking for projects: ‘Everybody I met in those early days said that you have to meet Otto Messmer, as he really created Felix the Cat.’ Canemaker was familiar with Felix, as created by Pat Sullivan, but the animation pioneers he spoke with said: ‘No, it was really Otto.’84 The 34-year-old Canemaker, who had given up on acting to complete a liberal arts degree at Marymount College a few years earlier, had found a ‘scoop’ early in his career as an animation historian.85 Canemaker got a film camera and captured Messmer describing how he, rather than Sullivan, had created Felix for the short documentary Otto Messmer and Felix the Cat.86

			The documentary was shown at a retrospective of Felix films at the Whitney Museum and the Museum of Modern Art, after which Messmer was ‘swamped’ with media attention.87 Among other shows, Messmer appeared on To Tell the Truth as Felix’s ‘real’ creator, alongside two other contestants falsely claiming to be the character’s creator. Four panellists were tasked with separating the ‘real’ individual from the imposters by asking questions. Messmer provided the producers with a signed ‘affidavit’, read on air, which stated:

			I, Otto Messmer, was the creator of the animated cartoon Felix the Cat. The character was born in 1919 and was one of the first cartoon characters to become an international star. Felix ranked alongside Charlie Chaplin, Buster Keaton and Harold Lloyd as one of the most dynamic comic personalities on the silent screen. Though Felix was drawn with simple, short lines, he created long lines at the box office. This often truculent, always resourceful man-cat was the most popular animated star of the Twenties. Yet my name never appeared on the more than 200 cartoon shorts. Now, however, more than fifty-five years later, Felix the Cat and I have been honoured with special showings at the Whitney Museum and the Museum of Modern Art in New York. I think Felix would be proud, and I know I am.88

			Messmer recounted ‘how Felix came to be’ for Canemaker’s documentary. According to Messmer, Paramount approached Sullivan to fill in for a ‘tardy animator’:

			Well, the Sullivan Studio was very busy, and Paramount needed, uh, they were falling behind their schedule, and they needed one extra to fill in. And Sullivan, being very busy, said: ‘If you want to do it on the side, you can do any little thing to satisfy them’. So, I figured a cat would be about the simplest. Make him all black, you know. You wouldn’t need to worry about outlines. And a little chasing a mouse around, but one gag after the other, you know. Cute. And they all got laughs, so Paramount liked it, so they ordered a series.89

			Messmer elaborated on the story for Leonard Maltin’s 1980 book Of Mice and Magic a few years later. Messmer clarified that by ‘on the side’ he meant he did the drawings at home, not at the Sullivan Studio. Messmer would have been 27 years old at the time and living with his parents in West New York.90 He explained:

			The studio being busy, Sullivan asked me to do one in my spare time, at home. I did a quick one showing a black cat being outwitted by a mouse. I used plenty of picture gags. Paramount liked it and signed it up for their Paramount Screen Magazine. It made a hit with the public. I wrote and animated it alone with studio assistants. It grew in popularity, and as the demand became more urgent, Sullivan took on more animators, at various times, to help.91

			In 1982, the Associated Press distributed a story celebrating Messmer’s ninetieth birthday. The ageing animator told the reporter that he remembered ‘the day 63 years ago when his boss ordered him to create an animated cartoon to be shown before a silent movie’. Messmer said he ‘went home to the drawing board in his attic and brought Felix the Cat to life’.92 Messmer died less than a year later.

			Canemaker released The Twisted Tale of Felix the Cat in 1991. The heavily researched book accepted Messmer’s claim, based partly on interviews with Messmer and studio staffers Al Eugster and Hal Walker. A few years later, Canemaker became a tenured professor, heading the animation program at New York University’s Tisch School of the Arts. In 1989, he generously made his research public in the John Canemaker Animation Collection, housed in a special collection at the Fales Library at New York University.

			

			Felix and the ‘big lie’

			Although Messmer started telling his story at the Montreal festival in 1967, it was not until Canemaker’s 1977 documentary that his claim that he created Felix became known to the public. The US media enthusiastically accepted and republished Messmer’s claims.

			Enjoying the newfound attention, Messmer also contributed to Donald Crafton’s 1982 book Before Mickey: The Animated Film, 1898–1928, published by MIT Press. That book, republished in 1993 by the University of Chicago, features Felix on the cover and a Foreword by Messmer, in which he takes full credit for the creation of Felix:

			In 1919 I created a character which Paramount named ‘Felix the Cat’. I used the style of Charlie Chaplin and kept him alone in his antics, unhampered by supporting characters. Being a loner, he could roam to various locations, without being limited to any fixed place.93

			As Sullivan had died in 1933 with no children, there were no close family members to question Messmer’s claims. Sullivan’s nephew had returned to Australia and passed away in 1974. Emboldened by the lack of pushback, Messmer embellished his story and, with newfound confidence, claimed credit for ‘ushering in a new age of animation’, remarking that Felix opened the door ‘on a road that led to a new field of visual arts’.94 Messmer took complete credit not only for the creation of Felix but also for Felix’s personality and mannerisms, even though many animators worked on Felix over the years, including Bill Nolan, the creator of Krazy Kat, who is credited with creating the ‘rounder’ and friendlier version of Felix that is popular today, and Raoul Barré, the talented artist who animated some of the best Felix films. Instead, Messmer described how, with a ‘new angle’, he gave Felix a personality that allowed him to solve ‘many seemingly impossible problems with ingenious picture gags and always leaving a happy ending’. This is a curious statement, given that Felix commits suicide in Feline Follies. Messmer said that he made the character to ‘influence young children by exemplifying kindness and lending a helping hand to others’.95

			It is in Crafton’s book that Messmer’s story unravels rather dramatically and spectacularly. Messmer claims in the Foreword that Felix was ‘unhampered by supporting characters’. This is inconsistent with the plot of Feline Follies, which revolves around Felix and his beau, Miss Kitty White, a recurring character in at least a dozen Felix films. A clip featuring Kitty was shown on To Tell the Truth. When asked Kitty’s name, Messmer said that the character had no name, following up with: ‘Well, it’s just a gag, you know.’96

			More problematically, after recounting how Sullivan told him to create the character at home, Messmer, in Crafton’s book, described Feline Follies:

			I made a little film for them about a cat. He was chasing some mice around and it was full of gags like a mouse running up a grandfather clock, taking the minute hand off, throwing it like a spear and nailing the cat’s tail to the floor. The title was Feline Follies. Paramount said, ‘Make us another’, so I did a second one called Musical Mews.97

			This description is virtually identical to Messmer’s previously unpublished account in 1979, in response to Canemaker’s request to ‘tell me about the birth of Felix’:98

			Well, I did little gags like, there’s a grandfather clock there, for instance, and a cute little mouse, you know. He’d run, and the cat almost had him, but he was always tricked. He’d run up to the grandfather clock and take the hour hand, throw it, and pin the tail of Felix. Stuff like that. Always with his tail, he’d get him. He’d bore a hole in the floor, and when the tail of Felix went down, he’d tie a knot in so he couldn’t get up. And it had one laugh after the other. I did it at home in my spare time, you know.99

			Whatever film Messmer was describing, it was not Feline Follies. As described above, that film is about Tom and Kitty and their ultimately tragic romance. In the film, a group of mice invade Tom’s owner’s house, but they never outwit Tom, and the ‘gags’ Messmer described simply do not occur. Indeed, none of the actions described by Messmer happen in Feline Follies, which is available to the public to view.

			Confoundingly, Messmer described plot scenarios and ‘gags’ that did not appear in the film he claimed to have created in his parent’s attic, involving up to 1,000 drawings. His description of Feline Follies had nothing to do with the film and was also very much ‘off-brand’. Instead, Messmer described a Tom & Jerry–like cartoon, with Felix, a hapless cat, being outwitted by the mice he was chasing. However, unlike Tom from Tom & Jerry, Felix was a ‘cool’ cat; the film’s entire premise was that he was too busy wooing Miss Kitty White to fulfil his feline duties—he did not have time to chase mice around.

			It is difficult to understand how Messmer could get it so wrong. Yet, while the film is now available for everyone to see, the internet did not exist when Messmer was interviewed in the late 1970s and early 1980s. He could not have foreseen that technology would allow such easy access to the film; he likely assumed that it was relegated to an eternity in dusty archives. It is likely that he himself had not seen Feline Follies since it was first shown in theatres about 60 years earlier. The embarrassing truth is that, as Messmer did not create the character or the film, he had forgotten what it was about.

			From a business standpoint, Messmer’s account is unconvincing. Sullivan was a shrewd businessman and he would not have allowed Messmer, a salaried illustrator, to create new characters ‘on the side’, as Sullivan would not then have owned the film and its characters. Messmer later said: ‘Pat and I … received an offer from Paramount to do work for them. Pat gave me permission to work for them, but only in my spare time.’100 This makes little sense. If Sullivan allowed Messmer to work independently, he would have had no ownership interest in Felix. It also makes no sense that a salaried illustrator would have invested his own time, working weekends and evenings, to develop a character that Sullivan would ultimately own.

			After the Universal contract ended, Sullivan needed the Paramount deal to replace it. Contrary to Messmer’s assertions, Sullivan was not so busy that he could not pay attention to the content for Paramount. Further, the claim that Sullivan, a shrewd businessman and extraordinary networker, asked Messmer to do ‘any little thing … to satisfy [Paramount]’ simply does not ring true.101 Sullivan understood that his business relied on distributors to survive and desperately needed the Paramount business.

			Then there are the production issues associated with Messmer’s story. Messmer claimed that Feline Follies was originally a ‘one-off’ for Paramount but that they ‘liked it and signed it up for their Paramount Screen Magazine’ presumably because the film was popular with audiences.102 Feline Follies was released on 9 November 1919, and the follow-up film, Musical Mews, also featuring Master Tom, was released only seven days later, on 16 November 1919.103 Messmer’s version of the story would require Paramount to screen Feline Follies, negotiate with Sullivan for a series, have Messmer conceive the new film, sketch, ink and photograph around 1,000 drawings and then pass the developed film to be printed and distributed as part of the Paramount Magazine, all in a short period of time. Even when the studio was fully staffed, they could only commit to a Felix film every two weeks, and it was the case that each film took longer than that.

			The invented description of Feline Follies, the lack of a business rationale and the seemingly impossible production timelines should be sufficient evidence to discredit Messmer’s claim. Added to this, the Australian animator Gerald Carr demonstrates that the lettering in the film is Sullivan’s by comparing it to his Marriner strips and illustrations made when visiting Australia.104 Carr highlights Sullivan’s ‘art mannerisms’ in the film, including his dotting technique. The lettering in the Chaplin films drawn by Sullivan also matches the lettering in Feline Follies, indicating that the film was drawn by Sullivan, even if it was inked and filled in by Messmer and his animation team. Feline Follies also uses the Australian spelling of ‘mum’ instead of the American spelling ‘mom’. The aphaeresis used by one of Miss Kitty White’s kittens to exclaim ‘‘Lo Mum’ encourages pronunciation with a strong Australian accent. The seemingly inevitable conclusion is that Sullivan was drawing and lettering Feline Follies, rendering Messmer’s claim to have made the film at home, along with his claim that ‘Sullivan didn’t do a damn thing’, untruthful.105

			The coup de grâce of Messmer’s credibility is that, when Feline Follies was created, Messmer lived with his parents on 50th Street in West New York, which the Hudson County Genealogical and Historical Society has confirmed was originally known as Sixth Street, as referenced in Messmer’s Ima Knut. Messmer claimed to have created Felix ‘on the drawing board in his attic’, yet the two-storey house once owned by his parents sits in a row of identical houses built in 1914, unchanged since construction. The house has a decorative gable roof, but, unfortunately for Messmer, there is no attic.106

			A complete lack of evidence

			The repeated and glaring inconsistencies in Messmer’s story highlight the need for corroborating evidence, but there is no physical evidence nor any corroborating witnesses. Canemaker visited Messmer and his wife at their home and was apparently shown the animator’s files, but he did not publish any physical evidence.107 Canemaker offered the following to corroborate Messmer’s story:

			There are two eyewitnesses who worked at the studio as animators, who I interviewed, who tell me, both of them, that Messmer was the brains behind Felix. He came up with the stories, he directed the films, he handed out the work to the animators and he picked up the payroll on Friday.108

			The two animators were Hal Walker and Al Eugster. Messmer hired Walker in 1920109 and Eugster joined the studio in 1925.110 Hence, they both joined after Felix was already successful. Since neither animator was present when Felix was created, they could not be ‘eyewitnesses’ to Felix’s creation. In his documentary, Canemaker stated that ‘the truth about Otto Messmer’s contributions’ resulted from ‘the reassessment of animation as an art form by film scholars and historians’.

			In 2005, the State Library of New South Wales held an exhibition entitled Reclaiming Felix that featured a range of Felix artefacts. The exhibition catalogue referenced Sullivan’s registration of the copyright for The Tail of Thomas Kat before Feline Follies to support the claim that Sullivan, not Messmer, created Felix.111 Producers of the Australian television program Rewind, broadcast shortly before the exhibition opened, confirmed that they had contacted Canemaker and that he had agreed to review his position after seeing the evidence presented regarding the copyright registration for The Tail of Thomas Kat.112 However, Judy Nelson, curator of the Reclaiming Felix exhibition, told attendees at the exhibition’s opening that Canemaker ‘hasn’t gotten back to us’.113

			Apart from the inconsistencies in Messmer’s story and lack of corroborating evidence, it is worth noting that Messmer had a history of making dubious claims to benefit himself. On 25 February 1933, only a few days after Sullivan died, Messmer wrote to Harry Kopp stating that he ‘had been promised by Mr Sullivan that the copyright to “Felix”, as well as the trademark, would be left to him up on his death’. Kopp said:

			while [Messmer] did not make any particular legal claim to [the intellectual property], he threatened to take a position with Walt Disney in California or elsewhere unless an immediate adjustment was made with King Features Syndicate, Inc. whereby he could continue to draw this cartoon as before.114

			Subsequently, Kopp agreed to transfer exclusive worldwide newspaper publication rights for the Felix daily comic strip in perpetuity to King Features Syndicate, Inc. for US$2,000.

			In 1975, Messmer again claimed that Sullivan, on his deathbed, had promised ownership of Felix to him. He claimed that Sullivan ‘showed [him] a will [when] he knew he was going’ and that, in the will, Sullivan ‘left copyright of Felix to [Messmer] in return for creatin’ it for him’.115 Harry Kopp testified that he had searched Sullivan’s bachelor apartment in the Mayflower Hotel for days after his passing, and that no alternative will was found.116 Messmer further claimed that the document granting him the Felix copyright was replaced with ‘one of them dinky, printed wills, nothing, just overall “to my next of kin”’. Messmer continued: ‘somebody had ‘em do that’.117 This is patently false. Probate files at the Surrogate’s Court in New York include Sullivan’s probated will and valid last testament dated 25 April 1932. Sullivan prepared the will about a month after the tragic death of his wife, just one year before his unfortunate passing.118 In recognition of ‘the uncertainty of this life’, Sullivan left his estate to his ‘beloved father’ and ‘beloved brother’. There was no ‘dinky printed will’. His lawyer and a family friend properly witnessed Sullivan’s probated will.119

			On Sullivan’s death in 1933, his Australian relatives, the rightful heirs to the Felix business, took ownership and control of that business. Messmer had effectively overseen the daily operations at the Sullivan Studio since 1929 when Sullivan’s alcoholism had begun to worsen, and he resented that he lost control. He believed that he knew better. Messmer later said the Felix business was mishandled: ‘the market was there’ and the Felix business was ‘itching to go like Disney’. During the same conversation, the ‘humble’ Messmer referred to Sullivan’s nephew, who was tasked with running the business, as ‘the idiot in Australia’.120

			The role of the media

			The US media enthusiastically promoted Messmer’s claims, even though he apparently failed to produce a scrap of corroborating evidence and could not remember the plot of the film he claimed to have made. At the New York Times, Messmer’s story was handled by arts and entertainment reporters. Although respected in their field, such reporters are not necessarily bound by the canons of conventional news reporting, including proper use of sources and reporting single eyewitness events with attribution. Messmer’s deception likely flew under the radar because he lied about a cartoon character, not a ‘hard news’ story for which rigorous journalistic standards would have applied. Misinformation flourished, bolstered by headlines such as ‘The Real Star of Felix the Cat’ in the New York Times.121 Later, in Messmer’s obituary, the respected paper stated that the nonagenarian had ‘created Felix the Cat and developed the character in over 300 short films in the 1920s and 30s’.122

			

			The media-friendly story of the ‘painfully self-effacing animator from New Jersey named Otto Messmer who slaved for years in anonymity’ was an invention of the press. Sullivan had treated Messmer as his protégé, and the young animator had been given full credit for his animation work, but Messmer’s films were unsuccessful. Messmer abandoned Sullivan during his darkest hour. Following WWI, he was re-hired by his ex-boss, but this time as a salaried illustrator. Jealous of Sullivan’s success, Messmer waited until after his death to change the narrative and claim ownership of Felix. With the help of the US media, the myth grew, embellished with each retelling, while Sullivan, the genuine creator of Felix, a convicted criminal, was cast as a ‘cartoon villain’.

			In 1976, Variety named Messmer one of the five most important animation pioneers. In 1979, he received the Winsor McCay trophy from the International Animation Film Society for his ‘long and distinguished service to the art of animation’.123 Messmer, who likely received those accolades because of his claim to have created Felix, happily ‘dined out’ on this charade until his death on 28 October 1983, aged 91.124

			In his book, Canemaker highlighted that Messmer’s New York Times obituary was ‘more than double the length of Pat Sullivan’s’—as if it was a competition.125 The obituary featured a photograph of Messmer with a Felix toy, captioned ‘Otto Messmer and his creation, Felix the Cat’.126 Meanwhile, Pat Sullivan, the true creator of Felix, the world’s first animated superstar, has been largely forgotten, his body lying in an unmarked grave in Scranton, Pennsylvania.127

			Drawing a conclusion

			Over the last 50 years, countless newspaper articles, books, television programs and, latterly, social media posts have enthusiastically supported Otto Messmer’s claim to have created Felix the Cat. Messmer presented no evidence to support his claim, and his narrative contained repeated and outrageous inconsistencies. It makes no sense that Messmer created an entire animated feature at home, copying Sullivan’s handwriting and artistic techniques, and using Australian spelling. It also makes no sense that Messmer would forget the film’s plot, which he claimed to have created in an attic that does not exist.

			

			A convicted criminal, Sullivan was not a suitable hero figure. The US media’s insatiable need to find and promote such a figure involved projecting idealised qualities onto Messmer, even in the face of his demonstrable dishonesty. The motivation for Messmer’s false claims is not difficult to discover. Messmer worked on Felix for most of his career and resented that he received none of the limelight and few of the financial rewards associated with the animated superstar. Much more can, and likely will, be said about Pat Sullivan and his controversial life. He was a deeply troubled man. Even if you disapprove of the man, it remains the case that the Australian Pat Sullivan, not the American Otto Messmer, created Felix the Cat. Felix is a cat with two tales, but only one is true.
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			The significance of the racist term ‘King Billy’ and the sovereignty protest of Jimmy Clements and John Noble in 19271

			James McDonald

			In May 1927, Wiradjuri men George John Noble (Ooloogan) and Jimmy Clements (Nangar/Yangar) walked about 105 miles (170 km) to Canberra from Brungle Reserve (near Tumut) to protest their sovereign rights and speak with the Duke of York (later, King George VI) at the opening of the provisional Parliament House.2 In the press, Clements was usually described as ‘King Billy’.3 This article discusses the development of this forgotten, racist term; presents a collective biography of men called ‘King Billy’; and asks why the term was used either by, or for, Clements.

			‘King Billy’ as a racist stereotype in Australia

			By the 1850s in Australia, ‘King Billy’ had become a generic appellation used to describe and dehumanise an Aboriginal male Elder, similar to the racist imagery of ‘Jim Crow’ in the United States (US) for African Americans, or the ‘Paddy’ caricature for an Irishman in the English press.4 ‘King Billy’ may not have been as widely known as its two international counterparts but, for whatever reason, it was commonly used in Australia from at least the 1850s to the early 1940s. It then fell out of use.

			Bill Wannan, in his dictionary of Australian folklore, defined King Billy in 1979 as:

			‘King Billy’: (Australia, obsolete) Imaginary king of the Australian aboriginal people.5

			However, as the term was also sometimes used in non-Aboriginal contexts, it is necessary to be mindful of the situation in which the sobriquet occurs. For example, the Protestant hero William of Orange could be referred to as ‘King Billy’, and the day he won his victory over Jacobite forces at the Boyne in 1690 was colloquially celebrated as ‘King Billy’s Day’ in the British dominions.6 In the 1830s, before the Aboriginal version evolved, it could even be applied affectionately to King William IV of Britain (reigned: 1830–37).7

			Billy Hughes, prime minister of Australia between 1915 and 1923, was occasionally described as ‘King Billy’ by his detractors.8 Another politician of the early 1920s, James Stopford, Queensland’s home secretary, was sometimes called ‘King Billy of Barambah’. This example seems to have arisen from Stopford’s work with Aboriginal people in that district, and was likely intended to be read as inferring on him the status of a ‘white’ King Billy—that is, a white Aboriginal. In other contexts, Stopford was known as ‘Stoppy’, a more logical nickname.9 William Affleck, the Gundaroo storekeeper and member of the New South Wales (NSW) Legislative Assembly for Yass Plains (1894–1901), said: ‘I was mixed up in nearly everything established in Gundaroo and had the title of King Billy daubed onto me.’10 There were other non-Aboriginal men with the epithet, such as a reviled Sydney land speculator who was called ‘King Billy Guzzlehard’. The name was also popularly applied in the 1920s to pets and racehorses.11

			Notwithstanding these examples, ‘King Billy’ was predominantly used as a demeaning racial stereotype for older Aboriginal men, typically those who were depicted as claiming a regal title, suggesting delusions of grandeur, and was sometimes linked to the false ‘last of their tribe’ trope. The cartoons reproduced in this article make the ridicule clear.

			Prominent historical King Billys of the nineteenth century

			The term seems to have gained popularity because of the number of historical King Billys from the early colonial period whose representations by Europeans, collectively, appear to have led to the stereotype. I discuss a number of these ‘historical’ King Billy candidates below.

			The earliest example of which I am aware comes from Queensland. This is Billy Billy, the father of Molrooben, ‘chief of the Kirkham tribe’ north of Brisbane, reported in 1838. But he may not have been known as ‘King Billy’ specifically.12 Another early example in Queensland was King Billy at Kilcoy Station, identified in 1842 as one of the warriors who speared two shepherds in retaliation for the deliberate murder by arsenic of 60 Aboriginal people. He is sometimes confused with another King Billy, who was shot by native police while asleep in 1884 at Bar Burrum (Wondecla).13

			Pre-eminent among the historical King Billys was William ‘King Billy’ Lanne(y), Truganini’s husband, who died in Tasmania in 1869. He, too, was described erroneously as the ‘last of his race’.14 It is widely believed that the famous King Billy pine (Athrotaxis selaginoides), a conifer endemic to Tasmania, was named after Lanney, adding to his renown and the general familiarity with the name, regardless of how tenuous the botanical connection might be.

			Back on the mainland, in NSW, lived ‘King Billy Boomee’, who complained to Singleton magistrates at a blanket issue in 1847 that, by ‘lending’ blankets only for the winter months, the issue was, in fact, an act of ‘gammon’ (trickery).15 Another King Billy travelled south to perform a corroboree for Melbournians at the Queen’s Theatre in 1856.16 He was probably a Ngarigo or Wiradjuri man, as he was described as being from the Murrumbidgee. Alternatively, he could be the Yuin man of that name from Braidwood, described as the ‘last chief of the Braidwood tribe’, who wore a kingplate and died at Goulburn Hospital in the 1870s after a visit to Randwick.17 There was also ‘King Billy’ Gamin, otherwise known as ‘William Wentworth’—most probably after the expeditioner and reformist barrister—who was said to have discovered gold at Pigeon House Mountain (inland from Ulladulla), although the claim was unable to be verified by prospectors in the 1850s and 60s.18

			Over the Murray in Victoria, there was ‘Old King Billy Billy’, who stole a mob of sheep in the Wimmera and was tracked and arrested by Mr Hamilton and a contingent of native police. He was charged in Melbourne in 1844.19 At Meredith, between Ballarat and Geelong, a King Billy was reported in 1857 as disapproving of a corroboree due to the drinking associated with it; later arrested for drunkenness, he was a suspect in the murder of an Aboriginal woman who had described him as ‘no good’ on the eve of her murder in 1859.20 This seems to be the same King Billy who appeared in a corroboree at Carngham, west of Ballarat, in 1858, after which he was seriously injured by a woman in the band.21 It may also be the same King Billy who was lampooned in an account of a fishing trip near Bendigo in which he likened the head of one of the catch to the profile of a local doctor.22 At Beechworth in 1859, another King Billy, wearing a kingplate indicating that he was from the ‘Barwidgee tribe’, was recorded. He was associated with Merriman, the alleged leader of the ‘Faithfull massacre’ near Benalla in 1838.23

			Still in Victoria, there was King Billy Turnbull of the Heywood district, who was acquitted of killing King Dick in 1860.24 There was also King William of Tallock Bullock, who died near Ballan in 1860, and who seems also to have been known as ‘Billy’.25 At Loddon Mission (near Bendigo), there was Lerimurneen, or King Billy Logan, possibly a close relative of a second King Billy, who proposed imposing a toll on Loddon Bridge over his people’s ancient waterway in 1872, thereby exercising his land-and-water rights.26 But this last example is probably well after the period that first influenced the use of the name. Another late Victorian example is ‘King Billy Gore (Barrabool tribe)’, whose grave inscription at Geelong was recorded by the controversial museum curator Aldo Massola.27

			Hence, there were plenty of historical King Billys in the mid-nineteenth century. In my view, the common use of the name led to the development of a generic term in the later decades of that century, usually in derogatory contexts to describe a tragi-comic male Elder by Europeans. Hence, Tommy McRae, a Kwatkwat Elder, was given the ‘King Billy’ title in c. 1885, when he drew a series of silhouette-style sketches of Aboriginal subjects for a travelling salesman, named Lefaivre, at Lake Moodemere, near Corowa.28 There was also Mullawallah (Frank Wilson), in the Ballarat district, who was often called ‘King Billy’, as were two Ballarat men before him.29 Increasingly, in this manner, we see the title applied to men who did not have a William/Billy forename.

			

			Three early instances of ‘King Billy’ being used as a racist stereotype

			In South Australia, there was a ‘King Billy’ of the Torrens River, Adelaide, who traded a prized waddy (wooden club) for food in 1848 and was often in touch with the same Europeans thereafter, receiving an annual blanket dole. He was believed to have been named in honour of William IV (who had died in 1837).30 Although this name was recorded in reminiscences published in 1921, I suspect he is the same man awarded the ‘distinction entitled King Billy’ who presided over a feast of a whole ox roasted by Europeans for his band at the Port Adelaide Regatta in November 1847.31 What is significant is that, in this instance, ‘King Billy’ seems to have been a generic title given to him at the feast, as recorded in the contemporaneous report, and may have had nothing to do with his actual name in language or English. It may be the first recorded instance of the name as a term of characterisation.32

			Another early contender, and one that is clearly an example of generic use, comes in an article theorising about eugenics, written in 1854 by an unnamed Bendigo correspondent for the Melbourne Banner:

			Some future Cooper [in this sense, a repairer] may probably transform King Billy, now in this locality, into a hero possessing martial prowess and eloquently expatiating on the injustice of the whites and the wrongs of his race. The sentimental, in future ages will shed tears of unavailing regret over the graves of the Australian aborigines—apparently doomed to extinction at no very remote period. Intermarriages with the whites would amalgamate them with the Anglo-Saxon race and put an end to their vagrant and idle habits.33

			A third example comes in 1858, in a florid letter to the editor of the Age by a correspondent calling themselves ‘False Prophet’. The letter is on the topic of religious-based factional politics on the eve of the Upper House elections. It contrasts the Aboriginal ‘King Billy’ with the Williamites of the other ‘King Billy’ (William of Orange) and goes on to compare the Aboriginal King Billy specifically with ‘Jim Crow’ in the US: ‘as political Jim Crows are seldom respected by any party, Mr. A Beckett is not likely to sustain much loss from the jumping about of King Billy!’34

			In Australian literature

			The first example in fictional writing I can find comes two years later, in 1860, in a short story titled ‘A Legend of Port Phillip’. The story is set during the violence of the Frontier War in which Aboriginal people were massacred and reprisals against the Europeans followed. In it, King Billy is cast as a suspected kidnapper of the pastoralist Tom Courtney’s infant daughter, Clara, from her garden on a station in Melbourne’s hinterland in 1836 (shortly after ‘settlement’). He was tracked by ‘natives of the Werribee [sic] tribe’ and three constables. They travelled through Dandenong and into the Victorian bush, until King Billy was shot as he attempted to spear Courtney. The child was retrieved.35 In this representation, there is nothing comical, as found in later representations of the King Billy character. This King Billy is presented to European audiences as malevolent.

			King Billy’s representation by the bush bards is more according to script. The Bulletin of 26 January 1895 included a comic rendition by Banjo Paterson of a lazy ‘King Billy’ of the Mooki River (between Quirindi and Gunnedah in NSW) in a poem titled ‘Johnson’s Antidote’. King Billy’s characterised indolence results in Johnson, obsessed with finding a snakebite cure, undertaking a wild-goose chase that leads to the death of his faithful dog.36

			In 1901, Henry Lawson, in ‘A Bush Publican’s Lament’, includes the following racist rant from the title character in the story:

			An’ supposen Ole King Billy an’ his ole black gin comes round at holiday time and squats on the verander, an’ blarneys an’ wheedles and whines and argues like a hundred Jews an’ ole Irishwomen put tergether, an’ accuses me o’ takin’ his blarsted country from him, an’ makes me an’ the missus laugh; an’ we gives him a bottl’er rum an’ a bag of grub ter get rid of him an’ his rotten ole scarecrow tribe—It all tells up. I was allers soft on the blacks, an’, beside, a ole gin nursed me an’ me mother when I was born, an’ saved me blessed life—not that that mounts to much. But it all tells up, an’ I got me licence ter pay. An’ some bloody skunk goes an’ informs on me for supplyin’ the haboriginalls with intossicatin’ liquor, an’ I have ter pay a fine an’ risk me licence. But what’s a man ter do?37

			There is another treatment of King Billy by Lawson in a relatively obscure essay titled ‘King Billy’ that is held in manuscript form in the State Library of Victoria’s Lothian Papers. It also presents a lazy and dishevelled old Aboriginal man in a comic context.38

			In a satirical poem by a correspondent to Melbourne’s Herald under the nom de plume of ‘DEN’, a generic ‘King Billy’, in this case ‘the monarch’ of the Canberra region, is used to contrast the ludicrous suggestion—though one that was somehow under serious consideration at the time—that the visiting Duke of York be given the Australian title, ‘Duke of Canberra’, thereby, according to DEN, ‘deposing’ King Billy as the legitimate monarch of Canberra. The poem was published two months before Clements’s protest and, almost certainly, was not referring to Clements specifically.39

			As a term used by the press

			The use of ‘King Billy’ as derogatory slang to describe a stereotypical Aboriginal male Elder went beyond poetry and doggerel, appearing in a range of newspaper articles and cartoons up to the 1920s.40 Subeditors used it in titles heading up articles on a range of Aboriginal topics. For example, there was ‘Exit King Billy’ for two Illawarra ‘kings’ (Budd Billy and Micky Johnson), covering their demise and the alleged ‘extinction’ of Aboriginal people in NSW.41 ‘King Billy and George Street’ was the title of a descriptive piece in March 1927 on Aboriginal-themed (but white-designed) street decorations being prepared in Sydney to welcome the Duke of York’s party before it travelled to Canberra in May.42 And ‘King Billy’s Cousin’ was the label atop a photograph of a life-sized Hawaiian model in an exhibit being installed at the Sydney Museum.43 In each of these examples, King Billy was the shorthand means of referring to a male Elder or, sometimes, to all Aboriginal people collectively.

			The Sun newspapers in Sydney and Melbourne were particularly fond of the double entendre in a mixed-race context, applying King Billy as a nickname for the former prime minister, Billy Hughes. His home at Lindfield in 1924 was described as ‘King Billy’s Gunyah’.44 Another article bemoaned the absence of any bronze sculptures of an Aboriginal King Billy, before deriding one that had recently been cast in Ballarat by (William) Wallace Anderson. This was, of course, a bust of the other King Billy, Hughes, ‘the noblest Roman of them all’.45 An article on similarities in the blood samples of Europeans and Aboriginal peoples was titled ‘Brothers in Blood: Mr Hughes and King Billy’.46 And, in one discourse reporting a boomerang gifted by a ‘King Billy’ near Coranderrk Mission to Hughes, the prime minister was demoted to ‘Plain Billy’ to help distinguish the two.47 These examples can only be understood if the term can be used for both the Aboriginal stereotype and the erstwhile prime minister.

			Depictions by cartoonists, artists, and animators

			King Billy also appears in cartoons that appear similar in style to images of Jim Crow in the US. For example, in 1900, the artist Benjamin Edwin Minns drew a cartoon for the Bulletin in which a barefoot King Billy raises his top hat to a promenading European woman and says: ‘You mustn’t look at me like that—I’m a married man’ (Figure 1).48 The joke rests squarely on a sense of ridicule associated with the King Billy figure.

			Will Dyson, in Melbourne’s Herald in 1928, drew a ‘King Billy’ representing the Kulin people negotiating with John Batman over land, which he compared to a land deal 100 years later in Dandenong, at the time the subject of criticism in the press (Figure 2). The non-Aboriginal figure is Henry Stephen Bailey, the Victorian politician responsible for land. Of course, Dyson’s date is askew, as the Batman document was not ‘signed’ until 1835.49 While it is possible that Dyson was thinking of Billibellary, one of the headmen (ngurungaeta) of the Woiwurrung people and a ‘signatory’ of Batman’s ‘treaty’, he was not generally known as ‘Billy’. Moreover, given the lack of historical veracity of the cartoon overall, it would seem unlikely that Dyson had ever heard of Billibellary.50 Hence, it is much more likely that Dyson was referencing the stereotype.
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			Figure 1: Cartoon by Benjamin Edwin Minns.

			Source: Bulletin, 22 December 1900, 10.
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			Figure 2: Will Dyson’s cartoon.

			Source: Herald (Melbourne), 18 September 1928, 4.

			Another racist depiction from 1928 is a cartoon by Smith’s Weekly’s Stan Cross, which accompanied a story by a satirist writing under the joke pen-name, Guy Rope (Figure 3).51 It refers to a ‘lazy’ King Billy of the Richmond River in NSW who is rooted in old ways and is described as an ‘unconscious humorist’—in other words, a laughing-stock. There is the possibility that it is based on a real individual, but it seems likely that the tale is invented. Even if there was a real person behind the story, ‘Guy Rope’ was relying on the generic ‘King Billy’ to avoid revealing the man’s identity.

			These depictions by newspaper cartoonists and artists are all derogatory, showing aged, barefoot men, dishevelled, but wearing a top hat. The same image crept into early animation too. As late as 1939, a simian King Billy with hat and kingplate was the central character in an animated film titled King Billy’s First Car drawn by Melbourne cartoonist, Richard Arthur ‘Dick’ Ovendon.52 It was commissioned by Shell Australia to contrast the modern motor car with a comic, animal-built and powered contraption driven by King Billy. The racism is on a par with some of the worst Jim Crow ape-like depictions seen in the US.53
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			Figure 3: Stan Cross’s cartoon shows King Billy giving a woman an apron full of witchety grubs when she was expecting berries.

			Source: Smith’s Weekly, 18 February 1928, 23.

			Disambiguation: Historical King Billys of the 1920s

			Before we look at the application of the term in relation to Jimmy Clements in 1927, we need to identify other individuals in the 1920s attracting the same description. There were at least eight other Aboriginal men given the King Billy moniker who were contemporary with Clements. This is important, not only to avoid confusion but also to understand how commonly the term was applied to living individuals at that time.

			
					King Billy of Jondaryan, between Dalby and Toowoomba, Queensland. He claimed to be aged 94 in 1920 and performed corroborees for ‘pennies’ and food.54

					King Billy of Dubbo Mission, NSW. This was Tommy Kincheler, who died in 1920, aged about 88.55

					King Billy of Utakarra (Geraldton), or ‘Monarch of the Victoria District, WA’. He died in 1926.56

					King Billy, also known as ‘Combardlo (Combadello) Billy’ or ‘King of Moree’ in NSW. He was active in the early 1920s.57 This seems to be the same individual as ‘King Billy of Benarba Mission’, at Garah, near Moree, who attended one of Jimmy Sharman’s early boxing shows.58

					King Billy of Trida, between Ivanhoe and Hillston, NSW. He was active in the early 1920s.59

					King Billy, who was William King, of Cairns, Queensland. He was acquitted of murdering an Aboriginal man named Cecil who had sexually assaulted William’s spouse, Kitty, in 1927.60

					King Billy Winfood, who viewed from a rooftop the procession of the Duke of York, travelling through Sydney’s streets in March 1927.61

					King Billy of La Perouse in Sydney, renowned for his boomerang displays, which brought a reasonable income from tourists.62

			

			A ninth figure may be the King Billy of Orange, NSW, who is recorded as running annual corroboree-style performances for Europeans. However, I think this may be Clements, given his close connection to Orange. The report in Brisbane’s Catholic Advocate relating to July 1927, may be a very late visit by Clements, who died the following month at Queanbeyan.63

			As demonstrated, from 1848 until the mid-twentieth century, the generic and derogatory term ‘King Billy’ was widespread and would have been readily understood by most Australians as denoting a delusional, old Aboriginal man calling himself a ‘king’ and/or ‘the last of his tribe’. Physically, he was often characterised as lazy, dishevelled and barefooted, sometimes with a top hat and kingplate, and sometimes smoking.

			The application of a regal title in 1927: Ridicule versus respect

			To white Australians, most of whom would have seen themselves as occupying the apex of a supposed racial hierarchy, the title ‘king’ as applied to Aboriginal people was hardly a matter of dignity or respect. Instead, it signalled derision: think of the ‘beggar king’, ‘pirate king’ or ‘monkey king’ in literature and art, in which dressing up a perceived lesser human in regal trappings exaggerated their imagined inherent shortcomings and the incongruity of the role for comic effect. Such a ploy was obvious in the 1939 Ovendon animation.

			A clear example of such racism in relation to the protest of Clements and Noble in 1927 is found in the description of a lavish history pageant performed at Orange on Boxing Day in 1928. Clements had been a well-known figure in that town, and his father, Billy Lambert, had been described as ‘king of the Orange Tribe’.64 The Boxing Day event, billed as ‘The Great Procession’, was intended to celebrate the town’s history. The march included members of the Light Horse, brass bands, marching bands, and townsfolk dressed up as ‘explorers’, ‘early settlers’, ‘diggers’ from the nearby Ophir goldfield and ‘mounted troopers’. There were women riding side-saddle, a contingent of soldiers, teamsters, a bullocky, railway workers and early motor cars. Following a party of ‘young aboriginals’ (white children in blackface) and a man dressed as Ned Kelly, two white boys in blackface, pulled along by a goat cart, parodied Clement’s and Noble’s protest in Canberra 18 months before:

			‘King Billy’ and his dusky court, in a ramshackle conveyance had hoisted a placard stating that it was a long way from Canberra to Orange, but they had got here. The McGowan boys and their black face courtiers had difficulty in persuading their goat to draw a smart little cart through the cheering crowds and long before the showground was reached, the animal stubbornly refused to go any further. The Salvation Army Silver Band played selections as it marched by, followed by the Mosman branch Navy-League Cadets.65

			The organisers exploited the double-barrelled satire of King Billy being borne by a (King) billy goat in reference to the famous Canberra journey and protest of Clements and Noble.

			The same sort of racism is evident in a cartoon by Oswald Pryor in Adelaide’s News in September 1927, reacting to the news of a recent strike of Aboriginal workers at Lake Tyers; clearly, the illustrator had no inkling of issues such as stolen wages and life under the Protection Acts.66 Pryor presents the issue as a dispute over a tobacco dole and the corruption of ‘simple minds’ by dangerous leftist ideas. As part of his caricature of Aboriginal activism, he depicts Clements (top centre) as ‘King Billy’, identified through his kingplate, seeking ‘the overthrow of the monarchy’—a clear reference to Clements’s protest with Noble in May (Figure 4).
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			Figure 4: Oswald Pryor’s cartoon showing King Billy, top centre.

			Source: News, 15 September 1927, 7.

			Given the racism inherent in such stereotyping, we should ask why Clements accepted the name, if indeed he did; and whether he was aware of, and cared about, what the papers were saying.

			In reality, Aboriginal people had little choice about what the press called them. Clements’s companion, John Noble, was given a similarly demeaning nickname: ‘Marvellous’—apparently in recognition of his fondness for using that adjective when conversing with Europeans, as if he were a simpleton.67 Clements’s own name in language was Nangar/Yangar. In English, his personal name was Jimmy—not Bill, William or anything similar.

			I imagine that Clements accepted the ‘King Billy’ description, as he was trying to make the point that, as a ‘king’ of one sovereign people, he had the right to converse with the representative of the monarch of another sovereign people.68 As Richard Broome explains: ‘Aboriginal people not only appropriated these regal titles to gain power and status in the eyes of whites, but also to confirm their traditional power.’69 This is what I think Clements was doing, irrespective of the disdain. He may have thought that the British royals would be more open to a dialogue on human rights and sovereignty than their antipodean representatives had ever been. It was an opportunity to escalate the conversation to the top of the constitutional hierarchy. As such, it was a brave and strategic move.

			Sovereignty, kingplates and the mantle of leadership

			Another aspect of the title ‘king’ applied to Aboriginal people that needs to be considered is the history of the ‘kingplates’ (alternatively called breastplates or gorgets) that were awarded to certain individuals who were recognised by Europeans as ‘leaders’ and/or the last so-called ‘full blood’ representatives of their ‘tribe’—now understood as extinction and assimilation propaganda. This was most famously applied to Truganini, her husband ‘King Billy’ Lanney, and, in the Canberra–Queanbeyan district, Nellie Hamilton, Yibai-malian (Murray Jack) and Mickey of the Walgalu speakers.70 Even Clements himself was described as the ‘last of his race’ and as a ‘King of Canberra’.71

			Kingplates were usually made of brass in a crescent shape and hung from the neck with a leather lace or chain. They were first issued by Governor Lachlan Macquarie, c. 1816, at the first ‘native feast’ at Parramatta to which leaders of Aboriginal bands who were cooperating with government were invited.72 They continued to be issued to Aboriginal people over the years under a variety of circumstances and in locations throughout the colony, including the Canberra region.73 Kingplates are important sources of information in helping to determine which individuals, at a particular point in time, were most closely engaged with Europeans and had at least some degree of recognition. While the recipients are sometimes described as being ‘collaborators’, there is evidence that many resistance fighters also received them. Onyong of the Namadgi is a prime example in colonial Canberra.74

			Charles MacAlister, reminiscing about the kingplates issued in the contiguous Goulburn district during his lifetime, made the following claim:

			Those of the Aborigines who obtained the ‘half-moon’ brass plates issued to some of the more noted chiefs, were very proud of those marks of favour from the ‘big pfella guberment’.75

			Clements does not appear to have ever worn a kingplate. Despite Pryor’s depiction of him with one in his 1927 cartoon, kingplates were more common in earlier times.76 Nevertheless, Clements’s connection to Hamilton and her prominence in the Canberra district may have led him to believe that a royal title was not only appropriate but also legitimate for him.77 Given this, he may even have believed that the Duke was open to giving him an audience when Australian leaders had not. Thus, he may have welcomed the ‘King Billy’ title, believing it would bring him greater authority, in line with the gravitas he exercised among his own people, and see him treated with respect.

			When Clements and Noble were interviewed by a Daily Telegraph journalist at Queanbeyan after the opening ceremony, Clements stated: ‘I have opened your Parliament House on my own ground … now you can go and look at it.’78 This statement shows that Clements had assumed the mantle of leadership and was claiming his sovereign rights. A patronisingly worded article in the following day’s Argus supports this view. The journalist reported that Clements ‘calls himself King Billy and … claims sovereign rights to the Federal Territory’.79 For the journalist, this ‘humorous incident’ was laughable. Yet, looking past the prejudice of the press, it provides firm evidence of Clements’s intent. It was a brave protest that he and Noble mounted and one that they cleverly constructed for maximum impact.

			

			There was nothing accidental about what Clements and Noble did at the opening of Parliament House in 1927 (Figure 5). The significance of their protest was largely lost on the press, who presented Clements as a figure of bathos. In depicting him as King Billy, the press drew on the history of derision that this collective biography of ‘King Billys’ has outlined. For Clements, however, the title meant something else. If, as seems likely, Clements was using it himself, it was a clever stratagem designed to gain the attention of the Duke and add weight to his claim of sovereignty.

			It is fitting that the two Wiradjuri friends, Clements and Noble, forced the issue of Aboriginal human rights and sovereignty to prominence on the first day of the operation of Australia’s Parliament House. It is important to remember that the long history of Aboriginal protest at that location—the Tent Embassy in 1972 and many other First Nations protests and representations that continue to this day—began with them. 
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			Figure 5: Jimmy Clements and his three dogs in the foreground of the provisional Parliament House, May 1927, looking north-west with Black Mountain in the background.

			Source: Unknown photographer. Image donated to the National Library of Australia (NLA) by the Bluett family. NLA: 3547995.
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			Boorong of the Burramattagal, Australia’s first female Aboriginal intermediary

			Toby Raeburn, Paul Saunders and Kerrie Doyle

			Introduction

			In 1789, an epidemic described by early colonial diarists as smallpox broke out among the Eora Aboriginal people who lived around Sydney Harbour.1 Sadly, when Aboriginal people fled north, south and west trying to escape the disease, they inadvertently passed it from one Aboriginal nation to another. As the disease spread west to clans living along the Parramatta River, it infected a young Aboriginal girl aged about 14 years old2 named Boorong (also referred to in colonial diaries as Booron, Abbarroo, Abaroo and Abarough).3

			Boorong’s name meant ‘star’ in the Eora language and her family were members of the Burramattagal (Parramatta) clan. Her mother’s name was Gooroobera, referencing ‘firestick’; her father was Maugoran, referencing ‘fish’; and she had three brothers, Ballooderry, Yeranibi and Bidgee Bidgee.4 Late in 1788, when British colonists spread up the river from Sydney and established their second camp at Rose Hill, her family had been pushed out of their home and began living with the Wallumedegal clan. Wallumedegal Country lay to the east of Parramatta, stretching along the northern side of the Parramatta River to the western edge of the Lane Cove River. Custodians of aeons of wisdom, their lifestyle was deeply connected with the life of the two rivers, which provided abundant food in the form of fish, shellfish, kangaroos, lizards, snakes and numerous plants. Line fishing and collection of shellfish and plants was mostly done by Aboriginal women, while men’s work focused on spearfishing and hunting animals.5 They also cultivated numerous varieties of plants and undertook sustainable environmental practices such as eel farming.6 Like other Aboriginal clans who lived along Australia’s south-east coast, there is little evidence that either the Wallumedegal or Burramattagal people had interactions with people from other parts of the world during the 70,000 years before the British sea captain James Cook’s brief visit in 1770 and the arrival of the First Fleet in 1788.

			When Boorong contracted smallpox, her parents may have guessed that her best chance at survival was to seek care from the people the disease had arrived with. However, regardless of their intentions or circumstances, in April, she and a young Aboriginal boy named Nanbarry, who colonial diarist Watkin Tench estimated to be around 9–10 years old, were brought into the colonists’ camp at Sydney Cove with two adult Aboriginal males who were also infected.7 The colonists accommodated them in a hut next to the tent hospital, where their first Aboriginal prisoner, Arabanoo, attempted to nurse them back to health. Both infected men soon died, but Boorong and Nanbarry managed to recover. Sadly, but predictably, Arabanoo contracted the disease while nursing them.

			Over the next several days, the children watched as British colonial surgeons tried a variety of treatments to heal Arabanoo, including administering British medicines and bloodletting. Despite their efforts, Arabanoo died on 18 May 1789. Afterwards, in an act of respect, Governor Phillip buried him in front of Government House in a garden of roses—ironically, a symbol of the British Empire. Nanbarry was assigned to live with Chief Surgeon John White, while Boorong was taken into the home of Rev. Richard Johnson and his wife Mary. This paper traces how, in the process of forming a friendship with the Johnsons, Boorong became colonial Australia’s earliest female Aboriginal intermediary. However, despite fulfilling such an important role in the history of modern Australia, Boorong has been largely overlooked by contemporary historians and commentators.

			Why Boorong has been overlooked

			As noted by historians McLaren and Kinoshi, the archival records of early colonial New South Wales (NSW) are heavily skewed by gendered cultural stereotypes due to most records being written by male British colonists.8 Such bias was compounded by the fact that notoriously few records were written about Aboriginal people, contributing to what anthropologist W. E. H. Stanner described in 1968 as the ‘Great Australian Silence’—the ‘cult of forgetfulness’ in relation to Australians’ lack of historical interest in, and awareness of, invasion and colonisation.9 Such forgetfulness has been even more exaggerated in relation to Aboriginal women who had less written about them than Aboriginal men and whose portrayals generally reveal more about nineteenth-century British preoccupations with gender than the lived experiences of the women they describe. As identified by the historian Robert Holden, a third overlooked group has been the Aboriginal children who lived in early colonial NSW.10 When such components are considered together, it becomes clear that the concept of intersectionality is relevant to understanding why Boorong has been overlooked in Australian history.

			Intersectionality is a sociological concept referring to how a variety of components of a person’s identity can combine to produce compounding experiences of discrimination and marginalisation. In Boorong’s case, her Indigeneity, gender and age (as a young adolescent) appear to have obscured historians’ interest in her life, such that her contribution to modern Australia is largely unknown. Another factor contributing to Boorong being overlooked is that information about her was recorded in fleeting ways by disparate colonists. Perhaps due to the difficulty of gathering such sources together, she tends to be mentioned only in relation to others, for example, in works focused on her husband Bennelong11 or the Johnsons.12 However, when fragments of data from primary and secondary sources are linked, they enable us to use historical imagination to consider her experiences and contributions more broadly. What follows is based on a careful examination of a variety of primary and secondary sources on the history of early Sydney. It represents our attempt to provide a coherent narrative of Boorong’s life.

			Boorong introduced British colonists to her family and friends

			After taking Boorong into their home, Rev. Johnson and Mary spent a couple of months getting to know her, assisting her to settle into the routines and rhythms of life in early colonial NSW. Then, on Friday 31 July 1789, Johnson and a small group of soldiers took her out in a boat to visit some of the Eora clans who lived in the coves around Sydney Harbour. They hoped that seeing Boorong alive and well might convince other Aboriginal people to visit Sydney. However, despite Boorong guiding the boat to a familiar beach where she chatted with some relatives, none were willing to visit the colony. Two days later, on Sunday 2 August, John White took Nanbarry on a similar outing and he enabled the colonists to converse with a group of relatives on a beach, but they too refused to visit the colony. Despite the little boy tearfully expressing his desire to return to his family during the visit, the colonists kept him captive.13

			While the colonists gained some benefit from studying the two children for language-learning purposes, what Governor Phillip really wanted was intelligence about Aboriginal military strategy. He found their lack of progress in befriending Aboriginal people frustrating. In November 1789, using a similar technique to the one that had been used to capture Arabanoo a year earlier, Lieutenant Bradley and a group of marines rowed a boat to the northern side of Sydney Harbour and began conversing with a group of Aboriginal people gathered there. The marines held up some fish, pretending they wanted to share food. Then, once two Aboriginal men had been lured into shallow water near their boat, the British soldiers pounced, tackling and dragging them aboard while other Aboriginal people wailed in horror and threw spears in retaliation from the shore.14

			The two prisoners were taken to Governor Phillip’s house, and Boorong and Nanbarry were brought to meet them. To the colonists’ surprise, the children immediately greeted the two new prisoners by name—Bennelong and Colebe. As they had done with Arabanoo a year earlier, the colonists shaved, washed and dressed the men in British clothing before placing iron shackles around their legs and fastening them to a British convict.15

			Bennelong, aged around 26, was a member of the Wagnall clan that lived on the southern shores of the Parramatta River. Colebe, aged around 30, was from the Cadigal (Gadigal) clan that inhabited what is now the eastern suburbs of Sydney. Boorong’s familiarity with the two men, despite being from different clans, is indicative of the close networks between Aboriginal clans who lived in the Sydney basin. Tench noted that both men had scarred faces, suggesting that they had had smallpox.16 Within days of being brought into the colony, Colebe managed to escape, leaving Bennelong as the colonists’ sole adult Aboriginal prisoner—also awaiting an opportunity to flee.

			During the first few months of 1790, the colonists struggled to survive. Rations were reduced and anxiety built that Aboriginal people around Sydney might launch a major attack. Despite their best efforts to hide their fear and food shortage from Bennelong, he appears to have sensed their weakness and, in a display of quick wittedness, seized the opportunity to escape.17 In the early hours of 3 May 1790, he woke his guard feigning illness and requesting fresh air. Allowed into the backyard of the hut where he was being held captive, he leapt over the wooden fence surrounding it and ran off into the night. His escape meant that the children, Boorong and Nanbarry, once again became the only two Aboriginal people living among the colonists.

			Boorong took an interest in learning about the early colonist’s way of life

			In contrast to Arabanoo, Colebe and Bennelong, Boorong did not attempt to escape—or, if she did, her attempt was not recorded. Instead, she appears to have taken an interest in learning about the early colonists’ way of life. Inside the Johnsons’ home, she built a close relationship with the reverend’s wife Mary, and spent time with the Johnsons’ housemaid, Elizabeth Haywood, who, at just 13 years of age, had been the youngest female convict transported on the First Fleet.18 Boorong and Elizabeth were both aged around 14 when they met; it can only be guessed what they experienced as they got to know one another. They would have communicated using hand and facial gestures, as Boorong only knew a few simple words of English, picked up during her hospital stay while recovering from smallpox, and Elizabeth is unlikely to have known Boorong’s language. Perhaps, after the Johnsons had eaten their evening meal, the girls might have sat at a wooden table up against a wall of their hut, slurping soup and studying each other?

			Only one, unsigned, drawing remains of Boorong.19 Kept at the Natural History Museum in Britain, it portrays her as having dark skin, short curly hair, a round face, brown eyes with long eyelashes and a wide nose; she is ornately decorated for a funeral ceremony, with ochre on her chest and feathers on her head. There is no record of what Elizabeth Haywood looked like. Although hailing from vastly different backgrounds, one thing they had in common was the experience of loss and exile, as they had both been taken in by the Johnsons after being forced to leave their family, friends and homeland.

			Assigned to the Johnsons shortly after arriving in NSW, Elizabeth had witnessed the grief and loss they endured when Mary gave birth to a stillborn son in October 1788.20 Mary had become acutely ill following the birth, and Elizabeth had helped to nurse her back to health, but then, in early 1789, her relationship with the Johnsons took a turn for the worse. The archives of the NSW Supreme Court record that, on 9 February 1789, Judge Advocate David Collins sentenced Elizabeth to 30 lashes for the ‘crime’ of insolence towards Rev. Johnson.21 Despite her young age, Elizabeth would have been tied to a pole and whipped across the back with an instrument known as the ‘cat of nine tails’—nine pieces of leather, knotted at the end, designed to tear small pieces of flesh from victims’ bodies. After enduring such a vicious punishment, her wounds would have taken substantial time to heal. Was she given any help to keep them clean? Did they become infected? Might Boorong have noticed the scars on her back? Perhaps one night, as they prepared for bed, Elizabeth removed her clothes, revealing thin lines of scabs all over her back, causing Boorong to shriek in shock and horror. Holding her finger up to her lips, signalling Boorong to be silent, Elizabeth might have tried to warn her new housemate not to upset the chaplain. Boorong would not have been able to comprehend exactly what was being said, but she likely took a cautious approach towards the Johnsons.

			Notwithstanding their harsh treatment of convicts, the Johnsons had a generous and accepting approach towards Boorong. While staying in their home, she formed a close friendship with Mary, with whom she spent many hours while the reverend was out meeting the pastoral needs of early NSW. Colonial diarists who visited the Johnsons’ home, including Tench, Collins, William Bradley and Phillip Gidley King, often referred to Boorong as ‘the girl who lived with the clergyman’s wife’. Officer David Blackburn wrote that Boorong was ‘very fond of Mrs Johnson’.22 Historian Meredith Lake has argued that the Johnsons experienced a kind of ‘exile’ from their home country and that their friendship with Boorong may have assisted them to cope; yet, the opposite is perhaps truer.23 The Johnsons had, after all, chosen to travel to NSW, motivated, at least in part, by religious providence and financial compensation. Boorong, on the other hand, was ‘brought in’ and there is no record of the colonists attempting to return her or Nanbarry to their families. Therefore, it was Boorong, not the Johnsons, who was exiled from family and friends as part of British colonisation.

			During her time with Mary Johnson, Boorong became well acquainted with the rhythms of British life. As they walked about the colony, she observed convicts felling trees, digging saw pits, building huts, lugging rocks and clearing roads in work gangs overseen by marines. She observed colonists fishing with seines in the harbour and gamekeepers with guns hunting for animals. At times, she probably visited the commissariat store with Mary, taking delivery of the family’s rations, comprising set amounts of salted meat, flour or biscuit, dried peas (known as ‘pease’), butter and rice, which had been brought out on the First Fleet. She might also have helped Mary or the Johnsons’ house servants to fetch water or wood for cooking purposes.

			Inside the home, as well as teaching Boorong about Christianity and how to read and write, Mary may have involved her in cooking meals for the family. Like other early colonists, Mary demonstrated an inventive approach to cooking, using her family’s rations as a base and augmenting them with vegetables from their garden to prepare nutritious meals, such as vegetable or meat soups and stews. Boiling starches and cereals was commonplace, and flour was boiled to make a well-known gruel called ‘lillipie’. When the right ingredients were available, Boorong would have tasted early colonial favourites such as ‘Cheshire pork pie for sea’, made with layers of salt pork and potatoes and baked in a crust. Another common recipe she would have tried was dumplings: sweet dumplings stuffed with dried fruit, or, when meat was available, savoury dumplings stuffed with meat.24 Boorong’s active interest in learning about the colonists’ way of life resulted in a friendship that was symbolised, on 23 March 1790, with the Johnsons naming their infant daughter Milbah Maria, ‘Milbah’ being a popular Aboriginal name Boorong had shared with them.

			Boorong shared her spirituality

			Like other Aboriginal people, Boorong’s spirituality was deeply connected to her experience of the natural world, including knowledge of astronomy based on observations of the night sky. When she studied the stars, she did so from the knowledge she had learnt from her Elders to predict correlations between star positions and natural events important for survival, such as when seasonal bush foods would be available, or when weather conditions like flood or drought might begin. Astronomical knowledge also informed various systems of moral guidance and education in the lore of Aboriginal people, contributing to the continuation of cultural identity.25 As stated previously, Boorong’s name meant ‘star’ in the Eora language, and early colonial diarists such as Collins noticed that she associated falling stars and comets with notions of fear, death, omens and malevolent spirits. He wrote:

			To the shooting of a star, they attach a degree of importance; and I once, on an occasion of this kind, saw the girl Boo-roong greatly agitated and prophesying much evil to befall all the white men and their habitations.26

			The same event was recalled by Tench:

			I remember Abaroo [Boorong] running into a room where a company was assembled, and uttering frightful exclamations of impending mischiefs, about to light on her and her countrymen. When questioned on the cause of such agitation, she went to the door and pointed to the skies, saying that whenever the stars wore that appearance, misfortunes to the natives always followed. The night was cloudy and the air disturbed by meteors. I have heard many more of them testify similar apprehension.27

			Although they remembered seeing Boorong act in this way, neither Collins nor Tench noted the date it occurred. That detail was collected by Philip Gidley King, later to become NSW’s third governor. On 9 April 1790, he wrote:

			The Sun, Moon & Stars they call werè (Bad) the girl once went into very violent convulsions at seeing a falling star, and said … ‘every body would be destroyed’.28

			In the margin, he wrote in a side note: ‘Some say she particularly alluded to the Murry Nowey, Sirius.’29 Murry Nowey or ‘mari nawi’ in the Eora language meant ‘big canoe’. King’s recollection of the date of Boorong’s outburst implies that Boorong experienced a kind of spiritual insight that something terrible was going to happen to the colonists. Several weeks later, when news arrived in Sydney that the Sirius had shipwrecked, the rumour that King noted in his side note led to gossip about Boorong’s ‘premonition’ among the colonists.

			As well as sharing her beliefs with the colonists, Boorong also took an interest in learning about their beliefs. One year after welcoming her into their home, Rev. Johnson wrote:

			Have taken some pains with Abaroo [Boorong], about 15 years old, to instruct her in reading and have no reason to complain of her improvement. She can likewise begin to speak a little English and is useful in several things about our little Hutt. Have taught her the Lord’s Prayer, and as she comes better to understand men, endeavour to instruct her respecting a Supreme Being. Wish to see these poor heathens brought to the knowledge of Christianity.30

			Alongside scripture lessons at home, the Johnsons also took Boorong to church services on Sundays, where she and Nanbarry listened to Johnson preaching and observed how the British expressed their spirituality. Tench observed that, during church, the two Aboriginal children ‘always preserved profound silence and decency, as if conscious that some religious ceremony on our side was performing’.31 He also noted that Aboriginal people exhibited other forms of spirituality, but, like the Johnsons, hoped that as they were introduced to British education, they would not only become more civilised but also embrace Christianity.

			

			Boorong bore witness to British brutality

			Boorong observed British spirituality in church, but she also witnessed their brutality. As she walked about the colony, she saw convicts being flogged for theft, being drunk, gambling, disobeying orders, being rude or running away. Whipping was a common punishment in British culture, but it was new to Boorong and her people. Little did she know that bloody floggings were a mild introduction to the kind of violence the British were willing to perpetrate on their own kind.

			An even more horrible experience awaited Boorong in July 1790, when she witnessed the difficulties that Rev. Johnson experienced providing pastoral care to survivors of the Second Fleet. To save money, bureaucrats in England had engaged slave traders to transport the convicts of the Second Fleet, and, disastrously, they were paid per head at boarding, not on arrival.32 That deal meant that very little care was given to convicts during the voyage, resulting in the loss of more than a quarter of the 1,017 passengers en route and the death of hundreds more following arrival. When the Second Fleet finally docked in Sydney, Johnson visited convicts below deck on the HMS Surprize, but the stench was so offensive he could barely walk among them. He found people in nightmarish conditions, lying naked without any bedding in pools of excrement and vomit, and watched helplessly as sailors threw numerous naked corpses overboard into Sydney Harbour. Hundreds who managed to survive the voyage were ill on arrival and were treated with similar disdain—thrown over the side of vessels like barrels of rum into rowboats before being paddled ashore, where they either crawled, limped or were helped along by friends.33

			At that time, the hospital comprised 68 beds in a few tents, and the colony was overwhelmed with nearly 500 desperately ill people. A new wooden kit hospital brought out aboard the Justinian was quickly erected, but most patients ended up being accommodated in groups of four per tent, sleeping on the bare ground with just one blanket between them.34 Midway through 1789, Aboriginal bodies had laid in coves all around the harbour because of the smallpox epidemic. Now, just one year later, Boorong and her people witnessed a mirror effect occurring. This time, white instead of black corpses littered the shores of Sydney Cove.

			

			Boorong acted as an intermediary between her people and the British

			A few months after the arrival of the Second Fleet, on 7 September 1790, a small group of colonists led by John White were rowing north across Sydney Harbour when they spotted Bennelong among a crowd of approximately 200 Aboriginal people cutting, roasting and eating a whale that had beached itself at Manly. A messenger was quickly sent to alert Phillip, who, sensing Bennelong’s value as a potential negotiator, gathered a small group of marines, weapons and supplies before rowing across the harbour in the hope of re-establishing communication with the escaped prisoner.

			When the governor’s party arrived at the beach they called Collins Cove, they were greeted by Bennelong and Colebe, who initially engaged in an amicable conversation. The meeting proceeded well, but, as discussions progressed, the British noticed the Aboriginal group encircling them while Phillip was drawn into conversation with an Aboriginal man named Wileemarin. Attempting to establish rapport, he disarmed himself by removing the sword around his waist, but this action appears to have inadvertently frightened Wileemarin, who used his toes to lift a spear from the sand beside him and, in a fluid motion, threw it, piercing Phillip’s right shoulder just above the collarbone. Shocked, both sides retreated, the Aboriginal people running into nearby bushes while throwing spears and the British retreating to their boats and firing shots. No further injury was recorded, and, after rowing hastily across the harbour, the spear was successfully removed from Phillip’s shoulder by the surgeon William Balmain.35

			Few Aboriginal people were spotted by the British until a week later, 14 September, when, during a trip across the harbour, Johnson and Boorong, accompanied by William Dawes and White, spotted Boorong’s father Maurgoran with Bennelong on a beach on the northern side of the harbour. Apparently concerned that the spearing might trigger British retaliation, Bennelong offered assurance that Wileemarin had been ferociously beaten as punishment for the assault. While chatting, Boorong noticed a wound on her father’s head, which he told her had been sustained during a fight over some whale meat. Then, in an exhibition of the trust she had developed towards the colonists, she convinced him to allow White to treat it.

			While Boorong was on good terms with the colonists, she nevertheless longed to return to her family and, during the conversation, informed her father of her desire to marry and resume traditional life among her people. Maugoran opposed her request, apparently concerned that if she left the colonists at such a sensitive time, her exit might lead to further tensions with the British. Consequently, Boorong agreed to continue living with the Johnsons until the situation between the colonists and local clans settled down.36

			By 18 September 1790, Phillip’s shoulder had sufficiently healed for him to meet with Bennelong and Colebe, who once again assured him that they had severely beaten Wileemarin, and explained that Wileemarin had mistakenly thrown the spear out of fear for his life. Another meeting followed a few days later on the north side of the harbour, during which Boorong, accompanied by Johnson, played a key role as a translator for Bennelong’s wife, Barangaroo, who feared that the colonists might try to recapture her husband. When it became clear that Bennelong was considering accepting Phillip’s invitation to revisit the colony, Barangaroo vehemently opposed his departure, crying, yelling threats and smashing one of Bennelong’s fishgigs on nearby rocks. Despite his wife’s furious opposition, Bennelong accepted the governor’s invitation to visit the colony, but only on the proviso that a colonist could be kept as his people’s prisoner on the north side of the harbour until he was safely returned.

			Demonstrating the trust Boorong had developed with the colonists, Johnson agreed to stay with her, acting as Barangaroo’s hostage while Bennelong and a few of his friends visited the colony. During the visit, the British negotiated with the group by presenting them with hatchets, clothes and food, and expressing their hope for a renewed partnership. Afterwards, when Bennelong’s group returned safely to their people, Johnson and Boorong were returned to the colonists as promised. The exchange achieved the result the British intended, as, from that time on, Bennelong became their key male negotiator with Aboriginal people. Out of respect, Phillip had a small brick home built for him where the Sydney Opera House now stands. The location is named Bennelong Point and a Sydney suburb is named after Barangaroo, yet the central role that Boorong played in early colonial Australia has been largely forgotten.

			Boorong maintained a friendship with the colonists

			In the weeks following the prisoner exchange that led to rapport being re-established between the colonists and Bennelong, Boorong strengthened her resolve to marry and resume traditional life. When two of her brothers visited the colony midway through October 1790 to collect a shield Phillip had made for Bennelong, she spoke with them about leaving the colonists’ camp and returning to her people, presenting them with hatchets—a gift prized by Aboriginal people for utility in the bush. A few days after their conversation, a group led by Bennelong’s sister rowed into Sydney Cove, and Boorong bid farewell to the Johnsons and the colony, returning to her family.37

			After 17 months sharing their home and teaching her all they could, the Johnsons found it difficult to understand Boorong’s decision to return to traditional life and her apparent rejection of Christianity and British customs. Yet, as it turned out, the hospitality they had showed her produced unexpected results in the form of a long-term friendship. Within a fortnight of re-entering her culture, Boorong returned to the Johnsons for medical care, having received a vicious beating from an unidentified person.38 Despite her bruises, she was determined to return to her people. After a few days’ rest, she did so, becoming the second wife of a young Aboriginal man. However, within a week, her place as a second wife caused trouble, and she was brutally beaten again, this time by her new husband’s first wife. John Hunter, who would later become NSW’s second governor, wrote:

			Boorong, the native girl who had lived with the clergyman, returned to him again, after a week’s absence: some officers had been down the harbour, and she was very happy to embrace that opportunity of getting from the party she had been with. By her own account, she had joined the young man she wished to marry, and had lived with him three days; but he had another wife, who the girl said was jealous, and had beat her; indeed, evident marks of this appeared about her head, which was so bruised as to require the surgeon’s attention: in return for this unkind treatment, it seems her favourite had beat his wife.39

			From that time on, Boorong continued spending a few days per week living with the Johnsons and other days visiting her people at various places around the harbour. However, in March 1791, she was assaulted for a third time. On this occasion, Boorong was out walking with an Aboriginal girlfriend named Deelin when they were confronted by two Aboriginal men who stated they wanted to sleep with them. When the girls refused, they were viciously assaulted by the Aboriginal men and again made haste to the Johnsons seeking help.40 Sadly, the selective use of records such as this, tainted by the mark of colonialism, has contributed to long-lasting perceptions of Aboriginal men as violent, uncivilised and misogynistic.41

			In discussing violence towards Aboriginal women in early colonial NSW, it is important to acknowledge that most, if not all, cultures have been similarly unjust in their treatment of women and men, including British culture. In NSW, the violent nature of British culture was on full display from the time colonisation began. Aboriginal people watched the British lock convicts—their own people—in chains, tie them to poles and beat them with whips. At other times, colonists crowded together, gawking as one of their own was put to death by hanging.

			

			The way colonists treated their own women must have seemed odd to Boorong and other Aboriginal people. In public, the British followed customs that prioritised women, opening doors to their homes, allowing them to walk through first and standing to allow women seats at meetings. Yet, Aboriginal people may also have noticed how the British prioritised education for boys over girls; how British women were not allowed to assume publicly powerful roles; and, while the homes they constructed often provided better protection from the weather than Aboriginal dwellings, how British men used the privacy of such sturdy walls to beat their women and children.

			In eighteenth-century British homes, men used values drawn from Christianity to assert their place as ‘head’ of their household by beating their wives and children.42 In wealthier families—those able to afford domestic servants—chiefs of staff were allowed to beat female and male servants. Although there were legal and social limits to the acceptability of such violence, men’s rights were rarely challenged thanks to British society’s view that they were superior.43 Like most human cultures, therefore, violence towards women was also a feature of British culture and society. Yet the British were loath to acknowledge any resemblance to the people they had colonised because to do so risked empathising with the humanity of those they invaded.

			Boorong walked in two worlds

			After Boorong returned to the Johnsons’ home for the third time, Rev. Johnson wrote to friends in England, crediting her with the major role she had played in repairing relationships with Aboriginal people following Phillip’s spearing. He reported:

			We are now on a pretty friendly intercourse with the Natives—Number of them are coming into the camp daily, or rather are in night and day. This intercourse was principally brought about by means of a little girl [Boorong], which, if I mistake not, I mentioned to you in a former letter.44

			While happy to provide Boorong and her friend Deelin with a place to stay, the Johnsons’ little hut was overcrowded and uncomfortable, so they rejoiced when a new brick home was completed for them midway through 1791.45 Located near modern-day Bridge Street between the homes of Collins and Surveyor General Augustus Alt, the spacious new abode provided Boorong with a bed in a home located at the centre of power and politics in NSW, a place she continued visiting until at least December 1795.46 A completely voluntary arrangement, she came and went as she wished and would often visit her people at various locations around Sydney Harbour.

			During one of her outings, Boorong visited the north side of the harbour where she met a group of women from the Cammeraygal clan who inhabited lands stretching from the eastern side of Lane Cove River around the northern shore of Sydney Harbour to modern-day Manly. On returning to the colony, she reported feeling ill, symptoms that may well have been anxiety-related because she stated they were caused by a curse from the Cammeraygal women who objected to her entering their country without following correct cultural protocol.47 Concerned for her wellbeing, Mary and Rev. Johnson arranged a consultation with the colonist’s chief surgeon, Dr John White, who judged that she needed bloodletting as soon as possible. Boorong’s willingness to allow White to perform such treatment was linked to her familiarity with him, having watched him treat Arabanoo and her father previously. When the bloodletting did not work, rather than submit to any further British treatments, she requested a consultation with a female Aboriginal healer known as a Carrahdy.

			When the Carrahdy arrived, she administered a traditional Aboriginal form of bloodletting known as ‘beanny’. Inviting Boorong to take a seat on the ground next to her, she placed a bowl of water beside them. Using an oyster shell, the Carrahdy made a light perpendicular cut on Boorong’s forehead. Once the wound started bleeding, the Carrahdy looped a piece of string around Boorong’s scalp, tying a knot in the centre of her forehead. While singing a chant, she stretched out the remaining length of string to her own mouth, rubbing her lips until they bled and spitting the blood into the bowl of water beside her.

			Collins and Tench recorded that Boorong appeared to believe that the blood from the Carrahdy’s lips was being drained from the wound on her own head; certainly, the Carrahdy’s performance made it look as if blood was flowing along the string into her mouth.48 Following this, Tench observed that Boorong ‘became well and believed that she owed her cure to the treatment she had received’.49 Highlighting the power of ethnocentricity in healthcare, Boorong’s recovery appears to have been facilitated by a sense of familiarity with her own cultural beliefs and traditions within which she believed she could heal. Aboriginal lore, which was community knowledge passed on by tribal Elders, defined rules and consequences, including formal ceremonies for dealing with life’s transitions through birth, initiation and death. Her people’s beliefs connected her with her country and family, supplying a blanket of comfort during a time of illness.

			

			Boorong was also involved in providing traditional healthcare to fellow Aboriginal women. David Collins described her role during the labour of Bennelong’s sister, War-re-weer, writing that:

			Booroong, was employed in pouring cold water from time to time on the abdomen, while another [Aboriginal woman], tying one end of a small line around Warreweer’s neck, with the other end rubbed her own lips until they bled.50

			Such descriptions exemplify the way young Aboriginal women were trained by experience to assist each other when needed. Not long after Boorong’s illness, her brother, Ballooderry, fell ill. Collins observed that, initially, Bennelong tried to heal him by chanting and singing, but within a short time, it became clear that specialised treatment was needed, and a Carrahdy was called. This time Collins described a male Carrahdy delivering treatment by performing a healing dance before applying his mouth to different parts of Ballooderry’s body, as if he was sucking out the disease. This placebo treatment culminated with the Carrahdy spitting out a 1-inch piece of bone he had earlier concealed inside his mouth, suggesting the cause of the illness had been successfully sucked out. Following the spectacle, Ballooderry’s friends paid the Carrahdy with various goods while waiting for the treatment to take effect. On this occasion, the traditional treatment did not work, and Ballooderry died.

			During a complex funeral ceremony held over the next few days, the Port Jackson painter sketched the only known picture of Boorong attending the funeral in traditional dress.51 In a detailed description of the funeral ceremony, Collins noted that, as part of the mourning processes, Boorong received a cut on her head and instructions from her mother not to eat any fish or meat out of respect for the passing of her brother.52 Boorong’s role at her brother’s funeral emphasises her remarkable ability to move in and out of traditional cultural roles as a sister and daughter while at the same time maintaining a friendship with the colonists.

			Boorong was stereotyped by British newspapers

			Boorong’s important intermediary role was not recognised by the British press. An article in the Chelmsford Chronicle published on 24 December 1790 read:

			The report of the natives having shown unfriendly disposition to our government and that skirmishes between our settlers and them had ensued are without the smallest foundation. A principal chief among the natives (Bennelong) lives with Governor Phillip in his house, and a native female [Boorong] lives as servant to the chaplain [Johnson]. They are convinced of the superiority of the British Government and show no signs of resistance.53

			

			Eighteenth-century British citizens were fed propaganda about colonial NSW that assured them of their racial superiority. The notion that Aboriginal people were showing ‘no signs of resistance’ suited the picture that British newspapers wanted to create in the minds of their audience, as did the picture of Boorong as a ‘servant to the Chaplain’. No mention was made of her remarkable linguistic skills, intelligence or role as an intermediary.

			One-and-a-half years later, on 30 April 1792, the Sussex Advertiser published an article that portrayed Aboriginal people as fighting one another so often that their population was kept low due to deaths in battles between clans. Dismissing any legitimate reason for Aboriginal people choosing to target or kill a colonist, the article insinuated that they were cannibalistic, stating that Aboriginal people ‘killed and devoured’ every colonist they came across. Piling untruth upon untruth, it included the following titillating fable about Boorong:

			A surgeon at Sydney has a fine boy [Nanbarry], and Mr Johnson [sic] the chaplain, a grown girl [Boorong], who were found perishing with their parents during a great mortality among the natives, supposed to have been occasioned by the smallpox. At Sydney the savages are rather familiar with the settlers, the Governor has given them clothes and other articles to conciliate their confidence and friendship, but hitherto without any considerable effect. Mr Clark with the modesty of a Sussex man, reprehends the ladies of that place for letting the naked blacks stand in their presence. Yet he expresses no disgust at the sable wench [Boorong] at the Parson’s, who sometimes faces the other sex in puris naturalibus. Thus, are we ever ready to set up a standard of morality for women, which next instant we ourselves trample under foot. This wench, however, finding the white gentlemen rather deficient in gallantry, occasionally strays into the woods in quest of a dingy paramour, and in some time after returns for absolution to her master [Johnson].54

			Building on the earlier newspaper portrayal of Boorong as a ‘servant to the chaplain’, this article helped to establish the prototypical Aboriginal woman in the British mind.55 Not only was she portrayed as a servant to her ‘master’ but also as naked and promiscuous. To the British mind, nakedness was a symbol of impurity in social life, and was associated with sex, sinfulness and shame. Accordingly, a picture was presented to the British public of Aboriginal females as primitive, uneducated and lacking in self-respect. Such caricatures, generalised to Aboriginal women for generations to come, became one of the justifications used for colonisation.

			

			Boorong in later life

			By 1795, Boorong’s friendship with the Johnsons had spanned six years. It is possible, therefore, that conversations with her about her people’s traditional lands along the northern shore of the Parramatta River may have contributed to Richard and Mary’s decision to purchase three adjoining 40-acre blocks on Wallumedegal Country at Kissing Point. In subsequent years, the Johnsons leased their properties to farmers who allowed Boorong to continue living on her traditional lands. Records reveal that she married Bennelong, becoming his fourth wife, and together they led a group of approximately 100 Aboriginal people who lived peacefully on Wallumedegal Country.56 For the next 18 years, Boorong and Bennelong’s group avoided involvement in the Frontier Wars that raged in other parts of NSW and continued to regularly visit the Johnsons and Governor Hunter.

			After the Johnsons returned to England in 1800, there is no further record of contact between them and Boorong. Records do reveal, however, that around 1804 Boorong and Bennelong had a son whose name was recorded by colonists as Dicky Bennelong.57 Boorong passed away sometime before Bennelong, who died in 1813. He was buried in a grave beside her on the property of the beer baron James Squire.58 In a telling illustration of how close Boorong, Nanbarry and Bennelong had been, when Nanbarry died in 1821, he requested to be buried next to the woman who had acted as his older sister and the man who had been a mentor and uncle to him inside the early colony. Together, these three remarkable Australians held memories of the colonial transition from a distinctly Aboriginal point of view.

			Boorong obscured

			In 1838, Joseph Holt, who managed the farmlands that William Cox had purchased from the Johnsons at Kissing Point, recorded in his memoir that:

			The Chief or King of this tribe was called Bennelong … that is to say, their King for a very long time … I have frequently had a hundred of both males and females in the farmyard at a time and it was my custom to take in the Chief and his Gin [Boorong] and give them their breakfast and a glass of grog. I then told them not to meddle with my melons for if they did, I should be very angry with him.59

			

			Thus, in the decades after her death, Boorong’s accomplishments as a linguistically talented friend and intermediary during the early years of colonial NSW were obscured by her identity as Bennelong’s ‘Gin’ (wife).

			In modern times, the way Australia remembers Boorong is not much better. Rarely referred to on her own terms, she is usually described as ‘Bennelong’s fourth wife’, if she is mentioned at all. If you visit the gravesite of Boorong, Bennelong and Nanbarry today, you will find a small plaque—50 centimetres by 50 centimetres—under a tree on the traditional lands of the Wallumedegal people, now known as the north-western Sydney suburb of Putney. There, at the end of a cul-de-sac, the Australian Bicentenary Society unveiled a plaque in 1988 that reads:

			Bennelong’s Burial Site. Bennelong was an Aborigine who befriended the first colonists, lived for a while as Governor Phillip’s guest and visited England, where he became the toast of society. Following his death, he was buried hereabouts beside his wife and Nanbarry, another Aborigine. Monument funded by the Australian Bicentennial Society.

			Referenced here in a nameless fashion as ‘Bennelong’s wife’, this modern memorial treats Boorong in the same way Australian history, until recently, treated all colonial women—by overshadowing them with the lives of colonial men. Such a memorial seems woefully inadequate when Boorong’s role as a leading Aboriginal intermediary during the early years of colonisation is now known. Nameless memorials like this serve to obscure Boorong and her remarkable contributions as a translator, intermediary and friend.

			Conclusion

			Boorong’s life highlights that, alongside the invasion of colonial NSW by the British and resistance by Aboriginal people battling to defend their country, there existed what the North American historian Richard White has described as a ‘middle ground’ of spaces and processes through which colonists and Aboriginal people interacted and adjusted their differences through expedient, creative, muddled communication.60 It was in such spaces that Boorong fulfilled her vital role as a cultural intermediary. Ironically, while intersecting characteristics of race, gender and age have contributed to her being overlooked in contemporary histories, it was these very characteristics—Aboriginal, female, adolescent—that enabled her to move between the colonists and Aboriginal communities in the early years of invasion. In the process, overlapping ideas of femininity and youth held by the colonists and her own people enabled her to forge new friendships, family and community. In the increasingly fractious and isolating world of the twenty-first century, modern Australia has much to learn from greater reflection on, and acknowledgement of, Boorong—our first female Aboriginal intermediary.
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			Creating the mirage: Christopher and Pixie Skase

			Kate White

			The public image of Christopher and Pixie Skase in the early 1980s was of a successful, good-looking couple. Within a few years it was transformed into an image of a wealthy, high-flying duo with a grand mansion on the Brisbane River, a A$6 million yacht, a private jet and plans to relocate to Hollywood, as well as extravagant parties on the Gold Coast and at Port Douglas where their empire built the Mirage resorts. And finally, they are remembered as the couple who fled Australia owing huge debts to financial institutions and investors. The Mirage not only became the name of their Queensland resorts, but also a metaphor for Christopher’s career as an Australian entrepreneur in the 1970s and 1980s when he and Pixie carefully crafted an image of themselves as the darlings of Australia’s new entrepreneurial elite. This article explores their backgrounds and what motivated them to create and sustain their mirage. Decades later, they are still remembered as a couple who tried to evade justice. Christopher became one of Australia’s most wanted fugitives when he and Pixie refused to return. Despite a campaign to bring them back to Australia, they remained in Spain where Christpher died of cancer on 5 August 2001. Pixie eventually returned in 2008 and lived quietly in Toorak. She died in 2024.

			There are few Australian biographies that focus on couples who were both in public life, as I have noted elsewhere, but there are biographies of other Australian entrepreneurs who fell from grace, such as Alan Bond, Nathan Tinkler and Laurie Connell. They also were shunned by the Australian public, but Skase’s determination to remain a fugitive set him apart.1 While there are several that deal with couples in politics—such as John Rickard’s book on the private lives of Alfred Deakin and his wife; Susan Mitchell’s (2014) Margaret and Gough: The Love Story that Shaped a Nation; and Carolyn Rasmussen’s (2019) joint biography of Doris Hordern and Maurice Blackburn—there are virtually none that concentrate on couples in business. An exception is Couples That Work, in which couples in 30 countries were interviewed about how they tackle the challenges of combining love and work.2 This article adds to the biographical genre in Australia by focusing on Christopher and Pixie as a very public couple who were also involved in developing a business empire. It encompasses both their public and private lives and seeks to move beyond the polarity that Brown observed of ‘a persistent disappointment at the failure of Australian biography to push beyond the public surface of the subject’ and the ‘injunction that it is primarily the public domain of the subject that is the essential concern’ of the biographer.3

			Here, rather than a traditional historical narrative, the task is to tell the story of ‘the shape’ of Christopher’s and Pixie’s lives4 and early careers in a way that is accessible.5 Exploring the notion of power is also an important part of the story. As I have noted elsewhere, it is often difficult to determine the wellspring of power; rather, biographers tend to observe how biographical subjects exercise power and their response to it after they have stepped down from an influential career.6 In exploring the Skases’ formative years, the article will examine why power was important to both Christopher and Pixie, why they were fascinated with it and how they exercised it to build the Qintex empire.

			The Skases were one of the highest profile couples in the tumultuous 1980s. It was a decade in which ‘the media celebrated entrepreneurs, turning them into stars’, with the Bulletin calling Christopher Skase the ‘Man with the Midas Touch’.7 But even within the excesses of the 1980s, ‘the extravagance of Christopher and Pixie Skase was legendary’.8 After they fled Australia once Qintex collapsed in 1989, they lived in exile in Majorca and refused to return to face several court hearings regarding their business dealings. This prolonged exile exasperated governments and financial institutions and gave Christopher ‘probably the worst image of any of the corporate cowboys of the 1980s’.9 At the time, they were said to owe hundreds of millions on guarantees to banks. As one commentator noted, Christopher, ‘alone among the tallest of the poppies, escaped to sneer at both his pursuers and those he had duped’.10

			This article attempts to push beyond what Brown calls the ‘public surface’ of the couple by focusing on their formative experiences and early years in public life. It examines the world of the Melbourne business establishment and the unwritten rules about gaining acceptance from, and being promoted by, this powerful group. It also explores how the Skases constructed a public image of a dazzling, very successful, business couple, and argues that investigating their early years can help us understand first, how they became powerful; and, second, the mirage that both underpinned their dazzling success and ultimately contributed to their fall from grace in the late 1980s.

			Christopher Skase was a young man in a hurry. His interest in tourism and property development stretched back to his early 20s. After finishing secondary school at Caulfield Grammar, he took a summer break at the seaside town of Anglesea, Victoria, and by the time he came back to the city had decided, unlike most of his classmates, not to go to university.11 Pursuing a degree would have forged vital friendships and networks to help build a career once he graduated. That decision probably cost him easy access to the world of the Melbourne business establishment that he craved throughout his early adult life. Instead, he went to work at the staid Melbourne stockbroking firm of J. B. Were which, in earlier decades of the twentieth century, had had strong links with several Liberal Party leaders.12 Two years later, frustrated that all his hard work had not been rewarded with a promotion, he resigned, bought an old Falcon and set out on an Australian odyssey.13 He spent the next 14 months working in various menial jobs—sweeping a railway station, delivering letters and labouring.14 He travelled to northern Queensland where one spot impressed him: the pristine white sands of Four Mile Beach at Port Douglas which had the Great Barrier Reef, the world’s largest reef system, and Daintree National Park, a stunning biodiverse rainforest, within easy reach. He later recalled that he had a vision as he stood on this unspoilt coast of creating a luxurious international resort.15 He then headed across the parched, dusty outback to Western Australia and took a job at a mine so that he could gain some understanding of how the mining industry worked.

			He returned to Melbourne just after his twenty-first birthday in September 1969 and went back to live with his parents. His father, Charles, was a radio announcer whose family had migrated to Australia in the 1920s. (Originally of Scandinavian origin, the name Skase was mainly found in the English counties of Norfolk and Suffolk.) Although not well connected in business circles, Charles used his influence to get his son a job in financial journalism at the Sun News Pictorial, a daily tabloid with the biggest circulation of any newspaper in Australia.16 When Trevor Sykes took up the position of finance editor with that newspaper in the early 1970s, he was immediately impressed with the serious and hardworking Christopher who had a flair for investigating the performance of publicly listed companies.17 Soon after, Sykes was offered the role of Melbourne bureau chief at the Australian Financial Review and persuaded Skase to go with him. Even then, Skase had his sights set on a bigger and more prestigious career, and the power and influence it might generate. He struck up a friendship with fellow journalist John Byrne and in 1972 they bought a double-fronted terrace house in Clara Street, South Yarra. They each borrowed A$10,000 from a building society and paid A$19,000 for the property. John recalled that Christopher was fascinated by money and the power of money, and that he craved wealth and the approval of, and backing from, Melbourne’s financial and social establishment.18 At the time, Christopher was having an on-off romance with Elizabeth, a doctor’s daughter from one of the better suburbs in Sydney. They eventually married at St Mark’s, Darling Point. The couple returned to Melbourne and moved into the Clara Street home, but soon fell out with Byrne who decided to leave for South America to make his fortune.19 Elizabeth showed little interest in business and finance which was by now Christopher’s all-consuming focus, and shortly afterwards their marriage ended.20 He had a passion for secrecy and kept his private life to himself, so he did not tell any of his colleagues about the break up.21

			Christopher was tall, slim and handsome. He paid great attention to how he dressed. Even as a young journalist at the Financial Review, he always wore a smart three-piece suit with a brightly coloured pocket scarf; in fact, he was the best dressed journalist in the office. However, despite his good looks, he was shy. He maintained a private inner core and talked little about his private life. When the Financial Review journalists rushed to the pub in the late afternoon for a few pots of beer before returning to the office to write their copy in the early evening, Christopher often had little to say. He was normally quiet, but colleagues sensed that there was a lot going on in his head.22 Nevertheless, he appeared to be well connected and had an encyclopaedic knowledge of corporate Australia.23

			Christopher used to say to colleagues that financial journalism was the best paid research job; as he avidly absorbed knowledge about corporate Australia, they realised that he was becoming ambitious to start his own career as a financier.24 Therefore, no-one was surprised when, with only A$15,000 behind him from the sale of his share of the Clara Street property, he left the Financial Review in September 1974 and a month later, aged just 26, formed an investment company that he called Takeovers, Equities and Management Securities (or TEAM Securities),with three experienced businessmen whom he had persuaded to partner him in the venture. Skase had less money to start his new career than any other Australian corporate raider who rose to fame in the 1970s and 1980s.25 TEAM installed him as managing director on a salary of A$15,000 per year and soon took control of a small Tasmanian listed company Ludbrooks Ltd, which had retailing, mining and exploration interests, renaming it Qintex Ltd in late June 1975.

			Christopher often talked about his burning ambition to become a millionaire by the time he was 30.26 In order to achieve that goal, he needed to gain attention and acceptance from the Melbourne financial establishment. They were generally middle-aged men from well-connected Victorian families who had gone to the top private schools such as Scotch College, Melbourne Grammar or Geelong Grammar, then studied law, commerce or economics at the University of Melbourne while living at Ormond College, and were likely to be members of the exclusive Melbourne Club at the ‘Paris end’ of Collins Street or one of a handful of other private clubs around town.27 The importance of gaining acceptance from this business elite became clear to Skase when TEAM tried to take control of two Melbourne institutions: the Victoria Hotel in Little Collins Street in April 1975, popular with farming families when they came to town; and later Georges, the city department store patronised by the wealthy Toorak set.28 The Victoria Holdings Board did not take kindly to outsiders—let alone outsiders with a 26-year-old managing director—trying to take over and dug in. In the world of Melbourne business in the 1970s, newcomers needed to exhibit some gravitas and be connected to existing corporate networks, which the inexperienced Skase could not demonstrate. He was particularly annoyed at the response to TEAM’s attempt to purchase Georges, seeing the resistance of its board as the Melbourne establishment defending its own. He railed against the corporate and social power concentrated in a few families who did not accept outsiders or interlopers like him, and declared in exasperation that he may as well have been from Argentina, given the hostility he experienced.29 This anger remained with him. Years later he recalled:

			I copped the cold shoulder all over town. I was denigrated and isolated and given no encouragement whatsoever. That has long lived with me and I will never forget it.30

			Perhaps the establishment just questioned his business skills and saw him as ‘cocky’?31

			Christopher’s financial career now took a new direction as disagreements started to emerge between the members of the TEAM Board. By this stage, TEAM had control of the Victoria Hotel and had secured a substantial holding in Georges; it had also purchased the Victorian Broadcasting Network (VBN), which operated several provincial television and radio stations. While Skase was managing director of TEAM, he had no equity in the firm. His only stake was a small holding in Qintex Ltd. When the board found out that Skase had purchased shares in a listed company, Lustre Jewellery, in May 1978 without telling them, it asked him to explain. But Christopher bridled at being accused of secrecy and was unrepentant about buying shares without first consulting them. He told the board that it was too slow, and intimated that he was not going to hang around and work with people like them. It was now clear that, unlike the board which preferred a cautious approach, he was a risk-taker and wanted to move on. The result was that Skase resigned his TEAM position and negotiated with the board to receive TEAM’s stake in Qintex Ltd as well as $75,000 in cash.32 This was perhaps the first indication that Skase could be single-minded and not consultative in his business dealings.

			At last he was his own boss. He also had some money to push ahead with acquiring new investments and his focus was on making a quick profit by asset stripping. At just 29 years old, he was the youngest chairman and chief executive of any publicly listed company in Australia and was starting to get noticed by financial journalists; however, as he well knew, he was also still an outsider without access to influential business networks. His entre into the world of the Melbourne establishment did not come via a prominent businessman, but an unlikely woman, Pixie Frew, with whom he crossed paths in late 1975. She was tall, stylishly dressed, with well-coiffured blonde hair and a poise, confidence and smile that could light up a room. Pixie had all the social graces that Christopher lacked. She came from an old Melbourne family, the Symes. Her forebear was the Scottish/Australian proprietor of the Age, David Syme, who was incredibly influential in nineteenth-century Victorian politics. Importantly for the impatient, budding financier, she was extremely well connected with Melbourne business and social circles through her family ties and previous marriages.

			They met at a Christmas dinner party in December 1975 at the classy Red Lantern Restaurant in Bourke Street, Melbourne. Pixie, then 35, had been invited by her brother-law Ian Curtis and sat alongside Christopher. She recalled that they had a lot to talk about. Christopher, then aged 27, was a marvellous conversationalist and had all manner of unusual philosophies and controversial views, according to Pixie; she had never met anyone quite like him. He told her early on that, apart from his business interests, he only had A$170 to his name.33 But on that day their stars aligned, and they would soon embark on an exhilarating yet risky journey.

			Theirs was an unlikely romance. Joanne Nanette Dixon, known as Pixie, had grown up in the eastern suburb of North Balwyn, which has ‘always maintained an air of suburban exclusiveness’.34 Her widely respected father was the night manager at the Age, and she and her younger sister were educated at a private school. Her teenage years were difficult. By the age of 17, she had by her own admission become ‘very destructive’.35 This description hints that she realised she could wield power, even in a negative sense. When Pixie and Christopher met, she already had two failed marriages. The first was to Albert Argenti, Melbourne’s famous singing waiter. While Albert did not achieve an international singing career, he made several recordings and performed in London. When they married, Pixie had graduated from being a rebellious teenager to a successful model.36 Pictures show a beautiful young woman with high cheekbones and an elaborate hairdo pulled away from her face with carefully crafted curls.37 Modelling gave her a taste for the finer things in life, such as stylish clothes and quality jewellery.

			Albert had a colourful background. His Italian father, Giacomo Argenti, was an anarchist. As a young man, Giacomo was put under surveillance in Italy for his suspected activities. He emigrated to the United States in 1912 and, when he returned to Italy five years later, was arrested and sentenced to three years goal after police found dynamite in his room at the family home in Copoliveri on the island of Elba. On his release, he emigrated to Adelaide, where he worked on the waterfront and was joined by his wife and son Gualberto. Life as an anarchist took a toll on his health. Giacomo suffered bouts of depression and in 1936 was admitted to a psychiatric hospital. As he aged, his politics changed radically and he became a supporter of Mussolini, even sending a petition to the dictator in 1940 asking for financial assistance to send his son to Italy to study singing.38

			Albert was older than Pixie. They had three daughters, Amanda, Felicity and Kate. The couple’s different cultural traditions possibly played out awkwardly in their marriage. The first generation of Italian migrants in Melbourne were often close knit and had traditional family values. Albert’s mother had come from a small village; having a daughter-in-law with a dazzling career in modelling was a far cry from her humble origins. It is not known how Pixie adjusted to her Italian in-laws. Albert worked initially at Mario’s restaurant in Exhibition Street, Melbourne, and was then maître d’ of the Savoy Plaza Hotel in Spencer Street, which became renowned in the 1950s and 1960s as a top hotel and night spot. He went on to establish Albert Argenti Receptions in North Balwyn.39 Given Pixie’s earlier rebellious spirit, the expectation that she would be a mother and homemaker in the Italian tradition may have been stifling. Eventually, the marriage fell apart.

			Pixie’s next relationship was with George Frew, a prominent Melbourne businessman who owned the Commodore chain of hotels and motels. George, a country boy made good, had none of the rich cultural heritage of Pixie’s first husband. He was born at Cowra, a small town in the central west of New South Wales, and started his working life as a salesman and bicycle repairer. Ambitious for his own business, he bought shares in the Rough Range oil boom of 1954 and used this windfall to purchase the cooperative store at Cooma, the largest town in the Snowy Mountains. The store was successful and he went into partnership with a local policeman and a builder to construct Cooma’s first motel, which was a huge success. George was a pioneer developer of motels at a time when there were very few in Australia. He quickly expanded his motel empire to Melbourne, which became its headquarters.40 He built the Old Melbourne Motor Inn on Flemington Road just north of the city, which became a top spot for dining in the 1970s and for visiting entertainers such as Liberace, the American pianist, singer and actor; Peter Allen, the Australian singer-songwriter; and ABBA, the Swedish singing sensation.

			George was a rising star in the business world. He had an interest in racehorses and enjoyed mixing with the racing fraternity and Melbourne’s social set. In these circles he met and fell in love with Pixie Argenti. He soon left his wife and set up house with Pixie and her daughters.41 Three years after they moved in together, he divorced his first wife and married Pixie who was then pregnant with their daughter Alexandra. The family moved to a spacious mansion in Toorak. Pixie actively supported George’s career, including his unsuccessful 1972 campaign to win a seat on the Melbourne City Council—she went out on the hustings, canvassing retailers and even passers-by on the city streets.42

			Despite strongly supporting George’s business career, Pixie appears to have fallen out of love with him. She hired a nanny and began going out on the town.43 One of her favourite haunts was Maxim’s in Toorak Road, which was more refined than most restaurants and considerably more expensive. Behind the charcoal grey façade, yellow blinds and geranium window boxes was a little bit of Paris. Inside, murals in the style of Renoir, with a touch of Toulouse-Lautrec, oozed a suitably Parisian feel.44 At Maxim’s Pixie met influential businessmen and politicians, including Harry M. Miller a self-confessed philanderer with whom she had an affair. Miller was a New Zealand/Australian promoter, publicist and media agent who became a household name, bringing to Australia Louis Armstrong, the Rolling Stones, the Beach Boys, Judy Garland and Ella Fitzgerald among others, and launching Australian productions of the highly successful musicals Hair, Jesus Christ Superstar and the Rocky Horror Show. He described Pixie as a bubbly and sexy woman. He recalled that while George adored her, she felt stymied in the marriage. Miller found Pixie a lot of fun, both socially and romantically, but added that there was a degree of old Melbourne snobbery about her. Apart from Miller, Pixie was friendly with Don Lane, the American-born talk show host and singer, then at the height of his Tonight Show fame on Channel 9, as well as several well-known Liberal Party figures who frequented Maxim’s.45

			Increasingly disenchanted with what he called ‘Melbourne apathy’, George, with Pixie and the four children, relocated to Thailand, where he was pursuing new business ventures, in 1974.46 It was perhaps an expedient move to get Pixie away from Melbourne and the social set in which she moved. But Pixie was deeply unhappy, especially when, in January 1975, she was put under house arrest in a Bangkok hotel after her visa expired.47 By now the marriage was seriously strained. George, deciding that it was over, divorced Pixie later that year.48 Nevertheless, Pixie appears to have lived with her four children at his Old Melbourne Motor Inn after the divorce.

			When Christopher and Pixie met at that dinner party in December 1975, they were both recently divorced and emotionally vulnerable. They soon discovered that they had a lot in common. Both had gone to good, but not top, private schools: Pixie had gone to Methodist Ladies College and Christopher to Caulfield Grammar. Neither had gone to university at a time when children from comfortable, middle-class Melbourne families were expected to do so. They had also come from traditional backgrounds, with fathers who worked long hours and mothers who were homemakers; and they shared a love of music. Pixie’s first husband was a finalist in that venerable institution, the Sun Aria, and Christopher’s father, a radio announcer at 3DB in Melbourne, had won the Sun Aria in 1948.

			Christopher, besotted with Pixie, arrived one afternoon at the Old Melbourne Motor Inn in his MG sports car with a large bunch of flowers.49 He later telephoned Pixie and invited her out. She agreed, but only if her four girls, aged between mid-teens and five, came too. It was an unusual first date: Pixie and the girls piled into his car with the roof down and had a fun day out.50 From the outset, Christopher warmly accepted her daughters and used to quip that while he missed out on the nappy stage of parenting, he was delighted with his new family.51

			Early on in their romance, Pixie became actively involved in Christopher’s business ventures. As Trevor Sykes explained, Christopher had no business partners at this time: he was completely on his own—except for his new romance with the ‘warm-hearted, effervescent’ Pixie.52 They soon set up home together and married in March 1979, when Christopher was 31 and she was 39. Sykes described Pixie as having ‘unquenchable vivacity’ and being ‘exceptionally intelligent’. According to him, they made a striking and elegant couple.53 She began working with Christopher to build Qintex Ltd, which he then controlled. It was initially a family-run operation whose office was the living room of their home. Pixie was Christopher’s secretary, confidante and sounding board.54 She attended the company’s annual general meetings and she and Christopher knew many of the shareholders personally, sharing a cup of tea with them after meetings.55

			As Pixie was well known in Melbourne business and social circles through her two previous marriages and was well connected with many key players in the city’s business elite, her age was clearly an asset for Christopher. While the Melbourne establishment was perhaps wary of a young, determined and largely inexperienced corporate raider, she oozed poise and maturity. Her long-time friend, restaurateur Brian Goldsmith, recalled that the word around Melbourne was that Pixie had the golden touch.56 She soon became Christopher’s business partner, discussing strategies and ideas with him, adding stylish touches to his office and later to the Mirage resorts, and bringing her energy and determination to everything they did.57 She was the key to Christopher winning acceptance by the Melbourne business community.

			The dynamics of their relationship were complex. Pixie was clearly smitten with Christopher and he with her; friends and colleagues saw it as a very good marriage. She supported Christopher every step of the way and held his business acumen and ideas in high regard. In turn, he respected her intellect and knew the value of her unfailing support. They both worked extremely hard.58 Christopher generally worked 12– 14-hour days, and had virtually no interests apart from work. Pixie juggled her intense commitment to Christopher both personally and professionally with her role as a mother of four daughters. Her youngest had recently started school while the older three were demanding teenagers who attended St Catherine’s, a prestigious private girls’ school in Toorak. The age dynamics in the family were unusual; her husband was only 10–12 years older than her teenagers and, while it is not clear whether he took on a fatherly role, he was nevertheless supportive and generous. It is also not clear what contact the girls had with their own fathers. Having had two previous failed marriages, Pixie was determined to make this one work. Her family observed that the couple were ‘so in love’.59 Years later, Pixie recalled that they had had a ‘wonderful, passionate relationship and that their marriage was exhilarating’.60 However, there were persistent rumours that Christopher was gay, which he dismissed on several occasions, including in his unpublished autobiography.61

			With the strong support of his wife, Christopher’s career took off. Soon after gaining control of Qintex, he set his sights on buying underperforming jewellery businesses. The company took a stake in Lustre Jewellery before purchasing Hardy Brothers, a prestigious, 126-year-old luxury retailer at the top of the jewellery and gift market, for A$4.5 million. The acquisition was financed by Qintex selling its remaining holdings in VBN, and acquiring loans from Tricontinental Corporation, the merchant arm of the State Bank of Victoria, and the Commercial Bank of Australia. Christopher’s strategy was to build up a strong position in the jewellery sector to provide Qintex with a cash flow. But this was something of a mirage, as the cash flow was insufficient to service his interest bill.62 Nevertheless, the Skases were now being noticed and were acquiring the kind of power in financial circles that they both craved. As Christopher built Qintex and continued to buy underperforming companies, Pixie helped him gain acceptance and climb the social ladder.63 Drawing on her networks in the business world, she created a critical role for herself as his empire’s publicist and event organiser. She knew about the world of entertaining from her first marriage to Argenti. And, living in Toorak during her second and third marriages, where her daughters attended school, brought her in to contact with wealthy parents who were part of Melbourne’s elite. She also got to know the interior designer Barry Peters, and florist to the rich and famous Kevin O’Neill.64 Meanwhile, Christopher impressed bankers, financial institutions and corporate investors with Qintex’s remarkable growth and future potential.65

			The couple embraced the rapid social change that the 1970s had generated. The decade witnessed large protests for women’s rights, with Canberra hosting 700 women from across the country at a much-publicised women in politics conference in 1975 to mark International Women’s Year. There were also protests for migrant and gay rights. Deep divisions emerged in Australian society when the governor-general controversially sacked the Whitlam Labor government in November 1975 and the Liberal leader, Malcolm Fraser, went on to win the subsequent election. Despite such political upheaval, there was also a sense of optimism.66 With change came the hope that opportunities might open up for young, confident entrepreneurs—in particular, that the old, established power networks in a deeply conservative city like Melbourne might be fractured. The stagnation of manufacturing in Victoria, and the Campbell Committee appointed by the federal Coalition government in 1979 to inquire into the Australian financial system, foreshadowed a clash of old and new networks and money in the city.67 This would come to a head in the next decade when Robert Holmes à Court’s Bell Resources Ltd tried to get control of that most hallowed of Melbourne institutions, Broken Hill Proprietary Co. Ltd, then Australia’s largest company.68

			Christopher and Pixie embodied this optimistic spirit and were determined to succeed. Initially financially prudent, Christopher did a personal balance sheet every Friday night.69 He was still a young man in a hurry but, with Pixie’s unwavering support, he lost his youthful shyness and became much more assertive, telling interviewers that ‘you have got to give it a go … You are only here once’.70 He worked nonstop. His only relaxation was swimming, and he would often hit the pool at 4.30 am before starting a gruelling round of meetings, interviews and travel.71 But he could only expand the Qintex empire by borrowing more and more money, thereby creating a mirage—an illusion—of financial success. Having developed a talent for making friends and impressing people, he used his growing power and influence to secure more funds. His ability to extract money from bankers, brokers and analysts by being attentive, friendly and reassuring was astonishing. One friend spoke of his ‘compelling personality and … absolute gift with words’.72 Yet, once bankers had agreed to provide finance for the next Qintex acquisition, he would hardly recognise them if he bumped into them in the street.73 It was observed that, in acquiring power and influence, everything Christopher did had a meaning and purpose. Nothing was ever accidental; everything was planned.74 This suggests a level of single-mindedness that bordered on ruthlessness. Constantly on the telephone or rushing off to meetings, he read about the stock market incessantly and made copious notes in a notebook that he always carried with him. A demanding boss, he expected his staff who were ‘forbidden to indulge in lunches’ to work hard all year round.75 Soon, all Christopher’s and Pixie’s hard work and risk-taking began to pay off. They had a comfortable lifestyle, mostly financed by Qintex borrowing to buy ever more companies, such as Hardy Brothers, but also through Kahmea Investments, the personal company they had established and to which Qintex paid hefty management fees.

			Within a year of their marriage, Pixie set about creating a new public persona for Christopher. She was aware that his market forays in the mid to late 1970s had generated hostility from Melbourne’s old boy network. They thought he was young and brash, and he despised them.76 One of Qintex’s brokers described him as ‘too extravagant, too flamboyant and too much of a “high roller”’.77 He did not fit the establishment mould and constantly made the point of stepping over the line. But Christopher and other young entrepreneurs like him had not been socialised into the comfortable Melbourne business elite (which by the 1970s was under threat) and challenged what were then accepted corporate practices. Pixie’s genius was in attracting top business and social figures to publicly endorse Christopher and Qintex at Qintex’s annual Christmas parties. These end-of-year events were meticulously choreographed and publicised, Pixie demonstrating her attention to detail and skill at knowing what would impress the carefully selected guests.

			The first of these compelling annual spectacles was held in December 1980 when Christopher and Pixie hosted what one social columnist described as ‘the party of the season’ for 150 guests.78 The venue was Lazars, a stylish restaurant featuring an Italianate courtyard adjacent to the elegant dining area, and all set within an historic bluestone building in King Street in the city. The party was brimming with bankers, businessmen, advertising gurus and other familiar faces and names from Melbourne’s top social set. Press accounts of the event emphasised that they were there to celebrate Qintex’s success, particularly the Hardy acquisition. Each guest received a present: for the women, there was a copy of the history of Hardy Brothers and for the men a bottle of vintage champagne. The signature features of the occasion—an up-market venue, superb food and wine, and quality gifts for each guest—were all Pixie’s personal touches. Having persuaded an influential list of guests to attend, she worked to ensure that they were likely to publicise Qintex and support the couple’s business ambitions. The subtext to the event was possibly more complex: it may have appeared to some as if Christopher and Pixie were thumbing their noses at the Melbourne establishment by demonstrating that key business figures were lending their patronage by attending the party and thus endorsing both them and Qintex. Their presence said: ‘You have arrived. You are okay. We support you.’ (The couple’s later decision to move Qintex’s operations to Brisbane can be read as clear evidence of the Skases’ disdain for the Melbourne establishment.79)

			And so, by 1980 Christopher and Pixie had created the mirage of the Qintex empire which was expanding fast. Qintex had purchased a classy jewellery business and was showing interest in further acquisitions, especially in the media and tourism industries. Over the course of the following decade, Qintex would not only acquire television stations, but also build high-quality tourist resorts and expand its operations to the United States, including a daring bid to acquire MGM/United Artists. However, underpinning the company’s meteoric rise was increasing amounts of debt.80

			The mirage was also personal. Christopher and Pixie were fascinated with acquiring and exercising power, and they worked hard to create a compelling image of themselves as an exciting and financially successful couple. He worked exceptionally hard at buying, carving up and selling companies. She worked just as hard at establishing and then continually embellishing the Skase brand. Constantly pictured in newspapers, they became the darlings of the media which was complicit in fuelling the mirage. This glistening mirage would sustain them throughout the 1980s as fortunes were made and lost in what was to be a heady and tumultuous decade in Australian business.

			There is insufficient scope in this article to explore how the Skases fell out of favour with the Australian public—as well as financial institutions—at the end of the 1980s. Briefly, when Qintex collapsed, shareholders lost their money and financial institutions were owed staggering amounts of money. Tricontinental had lent substantial amounts to Qintex and Kahmea Investments, the Skases’ personal company, and the Skases had paid large management fees to Kahmea, which Sykes described as ‘immoral—but not illegal at the time’.81 Later, the royal commission investigating the collapse of Tricontinental criticised the performance of the institution’s management in lending to entrepreneurs such as Skase. It found that ‘Tricontinental’s management of credit risk failed at almost every turn’, and that some of its investment banking transactions gave rise to ‘deep suspicions of warehousing, insider trading, and failure to disclose relevant interests in substantial shareholdings’.82

			This is the image of the Skases that Australians remember. Hoyte concluded that Christopher, although charismatic, was ‘an arrogant and dictatorial leader who frequently made decisions without consultation, or who ignored advice he was given’, being guided by ‘a single-minded ambition and a clear opinion of how to achieve that ambition’.83 This arrogance had its origins in Christopher’s interest in power. Even as a young journalist, he had craved power and approval from influential business figures. Then, in building his business empire, he developed a capacity for impressing financial institutions who were prepared to back him. Pixie was also interested in power. In her teenage years, she recalled, she had exercised it in a destructive manner. As an adult, she acquired power through developing extensive social networks and deftly using them to become an effective partner and support for both Christopher and Qintex.

			By focusing on Christopher’s and Pixie’s family backgrounds, education and early careers, this article has tried to ‘go beyond the public surface’ of the couple.84 It has examined how these formative influences shaped the compelling public personas they created during the mid to late 1970s, and their public partnership which was quite different from other entrepreneurial couples such as Alan and Eileen Bond and Robert and Janet Holmes à Court. This spotlight on the less well-known story of their lives has hopefully enabled them to come ‘to life so that the reader … can understand them’.85 Their early scaffolding gave them both an interest in attaining and using power and fired their determination to gain acceptance from powerful financial and social elites. It also engendered the tenacity and single-mindedness, perhaps even arrogance, to embrace the opportunities that the 1980s afforded young entrepreneurs in Australia when financial institutions were willing—even desperate—to lend to them.86
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			‘The story of our influence is not so easily told’: Annie Sharpley, a teacher at Naracoorte

			Kay Whitehead and Belinda MacGill

			When former teacher Annie Sharpley died at Naracoorte,1 South Australia, in 1941, several obituaries referred to her as a ‘highly respected resident of the district’ and highlighted her career of ‘fifty-one years continuous service in the one school, believed to be a Commonwealth record’.2 Since then, Sharpley’s work has been included in histories of Naracoorte schools and the district, along with a short article in the ‘Great Educators’ series of Unicorn journal.3 While her career was extraordinary in length, the ‘selfless woman teacher in an idyllic [and homogenous] country school’ is a typical representation of rural education in white settler countries such as Australia, Canada and the United States.4 This image is sometimes tempered by discussions of women teachers’ unsatisfactory conditions of employment in government schools and criticisms of their inadequate training and transience in the profession.5 However, demographic and cultural changes in nineteenth-century rural contexts are mostly obscured, especially those wrought by colonisation and dispossession of Aboriginal people.6 This article incorporates Aboriginal Australians’ continuous exclusion from the education system and white settler community of Naracoorte in Annie Sharpley’s biography as a white settler woman teacher.

			Like many women teachers, Sharpley left no personal accounts except her retirement speech, which was published in the Narracoorte Herald,7 and virtually all the people who knew her are beyond the reach of oral history.8 There are no extant inspectors’ reports for her school, though some official records of the education department contain details about her career. The most important sources are the Narracoorte Herald and other rural newspapers. Established in 1875 and purchased by Archie Caldwell in 1889, the Narracoorte Herald ‘kept pace with the times and always held a good position in the ranks of provincial journalism’.9 Archie was the ‘lead writer and chronicler of the news of the day’ and his brother Dugald managed the business until their deaths in 1942 and 1948, respectively.10 Both lived at Naracoorte with their sisters Annie and Juliet all their lives. Archie had a close relationship with Annie Sharpley, the nature of which remains a matter of speculation.11

			Published twice weekly, the Narracoorte Herald was ‘the mouthpiece of the district and endeavour[ed] to serve the community in all its activities’, including education.12 Caldwell scoured the education department’s annual reports for local examination results and other statistics to include in the paper, as well as reporting on the activities of local schools. Perhaps unsurprisingly, his paper upheld the race and gender hierarchies of the time. Caldwell and most correspondents who submitted news to his paper privileged white men’s doings and sayings over those of white women and did not solicit the perspectives of Aboriginal and other non-white peoples.

			In addition to reporting contemporary matters, the Narracoorte Herald and other local newspapers connected their readership with the past by publishing white settlers’ reminiscences and obituaries and ensuring that commemorative events were addressed in detail. These public histories that brought Naracoorte’s past into the present were also shaped by the politics of race and gender.13 A careful reading against the grain is required to reinstate Aboriginal people in their land and account for Annie Sharpley’s simultaneous subordination as a woman and her racial privilege as a white settler. In essence, this biography of Annie Sharpley’s life and work is underpinned by three themes: the relationships between white settlers and Aboriginal people in the Naracoorte district, the influence of marriage bars in the lives and work of women teachers, and the nexus between white settler histories and the history and geography curriculum in government schools.

			The initial contact between the Meintangk people of south-eastern South Australia and white men dates from the 1830s and dispossession commenced in the 1840s. Sharpley was born during this period, and the first section of the article attends to her childhood and schooling. Beginning in 1877, the next section discusses her early years as a teacher at the Near Naracoorte Provisional School, and the curriculum and practices in late nineteenth-century government schools. The third section focuses on Sharpley’s position in the Naracoorte community, noting that she simultaneously resisted her subordination as a single woman while overlooking the marginalisation of Aboriginal people. Turning to the early twentieth century, the fourth section observes that Sharpley’s teaching and involvement in the Naracoorte community were marked by an emerging national awareness among white settlers and concomitant denial of the ongoing presence of Aboriginal people. When Sharpley retired in 1929, she was honoured with a huge reunion of parents and former scholars; later, when she died, tributes to her life and work were published. As described in the final section, such tributes were received at a time when Aboriginal people were mostly being written out of white settlers’ public histories of Naracoorte and relegated to the pre-contact era.

			

			‘One of the sharpest and cleverest little creatures in the South East’

			The lands of the Meintangk people extend from the vicinity of present-day Kingston on the coast to Naracoorte, about 100 kilometres inland.14 These lands were verdant, with permanent swamps and seasonally flooded plains, all rich in plant and animal life. Comprising seven groups, the Meintangk people lived more or less permanently in the region, moving to more sheltered higher ground during winter to avoid cold weather and flooding. They managed their land expertly in accordance with their gendered roles and responsibilities. With an intimate knowledge of food sources, they used fire as a hunting strategy and to facilitate the growth of edible plants. They constructed drainage systems and built weirs and traps to catch fish and birds.15 They had trading and cultural relations with other Aboriginal people in designated meeting places, one being narra coorta (springs of water).16

			Meintangk people’s initial encounters with white men likely occurred in the late 1830s when the latter assessed the lands (named Mosquito Plains) for their economic potential.17 In 1842, it was reported that ‘the whole of this splendid tract of country is said to resemble a nobleman’s park on a large scale and is well-watered’.18 Dispossession commenced when squatters, mostly of Scottish ancestry, brought sheep overland from Victoria, quickly destroying the environmental balance and the social order. Some Meintangk people endeavoured to continue their lives as before; some joined the white labour market as shepherds, trackers and domestic servants for the squatters; many died from imported illnesses, thereby reinforcing claims that Aboriginal people were a dying race.19

			As Foster notes, ‘frontier conflict commenced as soon as settlers arrived’.20 Different perceptions of property ownership underlay some of this conflict, for whereas white people saw the Meintangk as ‘treacherous’ and thieving, the Meintangk regarded sheep as ‘lawful game like kangaroos’.21 In 1845, an altercation over sheep led to the death of a white man and violent retribution by his counterparts. It is reputed that a wounded Aboriginal man died in a limestone cave as a result and his preserved body was subsequently found by white men in the 1850s.22 By this stage, a private township, Kincraig, had been established in the vicinity of narra coorta and a government township was surveyed across the creek on Mosquito Plains in 1860. The townships were officially combined and named Naracoorte in 1869.23

			In the 1850s, another wave of non-Aboriginal people passed through Meintangk lands to avoid the Victorian colonial government’s poll tax on Chinese immigrants who were bound for the goldfields. More than 15,000 Chinese men disembarked at the port of Robe from 1857 and began the long walk, in groups of 600 or more, on a route that took them through Naracoorte. Many died along the way, and some abandoned their plans and established market gardens in various places, including Naracoorte.24 However, rarely was this multiracial site portrayed as such in the contemporary press. In 1859, ‘Correspondent’ described ‘the village of Narricourt’ as a ‘charming retreat … romantically situated in a vale lying at the edge of these beautiful plains’. Correspondent told of the Scottish ‘founders’ of the town, and added a ‘prosperous tenantry’ plus ‘wheelwrights, carpenters, masons, brick makers and bricklayers’ to the population. Correspondent regretted not having time to view the ‘semi-petrified remains of the aboriginal so much talked of’ in the nearby caves.25 In contrast, ‘Philanthropist’ had visited the district in 1854 and been ‘compel[led] by humanity’ to advocate for ‘a large mob of these aborigines camped near the Merino Inn’, among them two women who were gravely ill. While Dr Gunning, the medical practitioner, ‘was kind to them’, Philanthropist recommended that the colonial government’s protector of Aborigines establish a ration depot and a ‘kind of hospital’ at Naracoorte, thereby accommodating ‘the strong predilection they have to their native country’.26 However, such observations were overlooked in favour white settlement, progress and development when the story of nineteenth-century Naracoorte was told.27

			Annie Sharpley was born at Kincraig on 24 February 1859.28 Her parents, James and Sarah, had emigrated from County Cork, Ireland, arriving in Adelaide in 1858 and proceeding via Robe to Kincraig.29 The Sharpleys did not belong to the squattocracy and were rarely named as pioneers of the district. An experienced horseman, James was one of Cobb and Co’s grooms.30 He also took ‘charge of the mail stables’ and was later a poundkeeper for the Naracoorte District Council, while Sarah kept and sold poultry.31 Annie’s brother, William, was born in August 1860 and died in May 1862, leaving Annie as the Sharpleys’ only child.32

			The Sharpleys connected with, and contributed to the growth of, white settler institutions and thus were implicated in the consolidation of gendered and racial hierarchies at Naracoorte. White settlers numbered about 600 in the early 1860s and there was a post office, courthouse and police station along with the Merino Inn and other businesses.33 After some discussion, the first church to be built was Presbyterian (in 1858) and James Sharpley participated in services there until an Anglican Church was built (in 1867).34 The Presbyterian Church also served as a government school, licensed by the Central Board of Education (CBE) from 1860.35 In 1866, the Sharpleys hosted the wedding of their relative Susan Sharpley to Robert Welcome, a local butcher and later farmer.36 James Sharpley was an Anglican warden and a foundation member of the Loyal Mosquito Plains (Oddfellows) Lodge.37

			The above-mentioned letter writer Philanthropist’s advocacy for a ration depot at Naracoorte was not successful, even though the protector of Aborigines visited in 1866 and ‘found the blacks more numerous here than he expected’.38 Visiting Naracoorte and pleading for rations at the same time, Father Tenison Woods stated that ‘the camp contains about thirty blacks, three of whom are prostrate from sickness’. Noting their ‘precarious earnings’, he added ‘some of them work; but as they plaintively objected to me, the sick cannot work, the aged cannot work’.39 Nevertheless, local white settlers focused on developing Naracoorte with familiar institutions, and seemed more concerned with a visiting showman’s seizure of the ‘skeleton of the black’, now characterised as ‘a celebrated murderer’, from Naracoorte Caves in 1861 and its subsequent sale in London in 1866.40

			The Chinese market gardeners were rarely mentioned in the press and the 500 or so Aboriginal people who continued to use Naracoorte as a ceremonial and trading site were deemed ‘troublesome’ and ‘warlike’.41 The gendered and racial hierarchy that placed white men above all others was clearly on display when Governor Ferguson was accorded a rousing welcome by the white male ‘pioneer’ squatters and their wives in 1869. Less prominent residents of the township gathered as well, and James Sharpley was among the Oddfellow Lodge members who declared their loyalty.42 Large crowds accompanied the governor to Naracoorte Caves where ‘blacks’ performed a corroboree and ‘gave the scene a wild and fantastic look’.43 This accords with the historian L. Watson’s observation that ‘Aboriginal ancient cultures were only allowed to return as a means of entertaining those who seek to enjoy “exotica”’.44

			Annie Sharpley thus spent her childhood among Aboriginal, Chinese and white settler people; however, she was firmly ensconced with the last and their institutions. Privileged by race, five-year-old Annie enrolled at the government school conducted by Alexander Watson in 1864. There were 54 white settler students, including 27 girls. Annie won first prize in her class at the well-attended annual public examinations conducted by Dr Gunning and Rev. McCalman.45 She maintained a prestigious position in the following years, a correspondent claiming in 1868 that she was ‘one of the sharpest and cleverest little creatures in the South East’.46 Annie’s success notwithstanding, there were ongoing gender issues at Watson’s school. In 1866, the CBE dealt with a complaint about Watson’s ‘discipline and the objectionable conduct of the larger boys towards the girls’. The complainants requested a woman teacher ‘to instruct the girls in the higher branches of education’. The CBE responded that it would license a woman teacher if there were more than 20 girls.47 Following further claims that ‘a school for elder girls was much felt in this place’, Mrs Catherine Waterhouse was licensed in January 1869.48 However, in December 1869, the CBE resolved to withdraw licences from women teachers (including Waterhouse) ‘who were conducting schools … connected with schools for which male teachers were licensed, who in several cases were the husbands of licensed teachers’.49 This was the first time that women’s marital status was cited as a justification for suspending their careers and laid the groundwork for excluding married women as teachers in government schools. By the 1880s, married women had all but disappeared from government schools.50

			In 1869, the news that women teachers were to be expelled brought storms of protest across South Australia. At a public meeting at Naracoorte, attendees argued that ‘boys and girls should not be mixed’, supporting their case with examples from England and Ireland.51 The CBE backed down and Waterhouse was re-licensed, attracting increasing numbers of girls and offering an ‘advanced education’ to senior students.52 It is not known whether Annie Sharpley was among them but she later claimed that she had a ‘first class teacher’ in ‘finishing off’ her education, including music, which she used throughout her life.53 Nevertheless, her entire teaching career was contingent on remaining single.

			Teaching white settler students ‘the character of the country’

			In the late 1870s, white settler Naracoorte continued to expand both its businesses and cultural and social life. In 1877, another Sharpley family, James B. and Bridget Sharpley and their children, came to Naracoorte. James opened a bootmakers shop, which he advertised in the Narracoorte Herald.54 However, the family departed hurriedly in 1883 when James was declared insolvent; he died of alcoholism in 1886.55 Meanwhile, Annie’s father was serving the community quietly in accordance with his ‘retiring disposition’.56 He joined the Sons of Temperance in 1872 and the Naracoorte Philharmonic Society in 1876, playing the clarinet.57 In 1876, Annie and Miss Attiwell performed an instrumental duet at the opening of the Naracoorte Institute.58 Annie played the harmonium at the Wesley Church social in 1877.59 The first Naracoorte Agricultural Show took place in 1871 and Annie’s mother won prizes for poultry and dairy produce in 1875.60

			For the most part, Naracoorte was a racially exclusive community. In the 1880s, the small group of Chinese men who had chosen Naracoorte over the goldfields were ‘cultivat[ing] the gardens in such excellent style that all kinds of vegetables are now grown in the district’.61 However, there is little evidence that they were included in social and cultural life—with the possible exception of the Naracoorte Show, where they won prizes for their vegetables.62 Likewise, almost all Aboriginal people were marginalised, the exceptions being some young men who participated in sporting events.63

			White settler interventions, such as drainage schemes, subdivision and fencing, forever changed Meintangk Country, detrimentally affecting Aboriginal people’s capacity to live on, and from, their lands. Native pastures deteriorated with the introduction of crops, grazing animals and rabbits, and fencing reduced the need for Aboriginal shepherds.64 However, ever resourceful and resilient, Aboriginal people maintained their presence in the district and township. Kangaroo numbers increased rapidly, providing a meagre income for some Aboriginal men as shooters and trappers. Some were employed as seasonal workers: two Aboriginal haymakers successfully invoked the Master and Servants Act to sue Angas Campbell for non-payment of wages in 1879.65

			Ten years earlier, in 1869, the colonial government had passed the Strangways Act, liberalising its policies in relation to credit and the size of holdings, and advantaging James Sharpley who belonged to the Naracoorte Permanent Building and Investment Society.66 Underpinned by a sense of entitlement to Meintangk Country, its advertisement stated that ‘every man [became] his own landlord by joining’ the society.67 Around 1877, James Sharpley purchased four blocks of land about 5 kilometres from the town on the Messamurry Road to begin ‘farming and horticultural pursuits’.68 He erected a wooden schoolroom on the property and 18-year-old Annie began her teaching career, riding her horse to work until the family home was built beside the school.

			Whether coincidental or intentional, the Sharpley family was taking advantage of the 1875 Education Act that legislated compulsory schooling for children aged 7–13. Aboriginal children were not specifically excluded, but the Act focused on white settler children. Inspector-General Hartley led the new, centralised, bureaucratic Department of Education until his death in 1896. He created two categories of schools on the basis of student numbers. Schools such as Naracoorte with more than 20 students were designated ‘public schools’ and staffed by qualified teachers. Those with fewer than 20 students were categorised as ‘provisional schools’; no training was required of their teachers who were paid £4 per student, per annum, in lieu of a fixed salary.69 Annie Sharpley was officially appointed teacher of the Near Naracoorte Provisional School on 1 August 1877 and thus engaged in ongoing, rather than piecemeal, waged employment, a privilege rarely accorded to Aboriginal people.70 Most provisional teachers were women and Annie’s scholarly record supports Theobald’s claim that it was often the brightest girl in the district who became the provisional teacher.71

			The education department instituted twice-yearly visits to each school by inspectors, the first being ‘without notice’ and the second to examine the students. Inspector Stanton was allocated to the South-East District and visited Near Naracoorte for the first 15 years of Annie’s career.72 Stanton, a notoriously harsh judge of teachers, complained that it was difficult to effect ‘visits without notice’ because:

			[news] of his being on the road soon spread … In the South East the local newspapers, which take a particularly lively interest in all educational matters, betray a want of discretion on this particular point.73

			In Annie’s case, the inspector–teacher relationship was one of mutual respect, with Stanton giving ‘every assistance’ to this untrained teacher.74 In 1878, she achieved 93.38 per cent in her first annual examination, the highest for any provisional teacher in the colony and far beyond Naracoorte Public School.75 In 1879, Stanton and Inspector-General Hartley conducted the examination together with an equally impressive result.76 Sharpley’s outstanding results earned her special commendations in Hartley’s annual reports until 1885, when she became the first provisional teacher in South Australia to be reclassified as a public teacher and awarded a ‘Fourth Class Certificate’.77 When the average attendance at Near Naracoorte fell below 20 in 1887, Sharpley declined a transfer to a public school and was reclassified as a provisional teacher, remaining so until 1916.78

			

			As far as the education department was concerned, Sharpley’s outstanding examination results were an expression of her commitment to teaching a mandated curriculum, comprising the ‘3Rs’, history, geography, sewing (for girls) and drill. Inspector-General Hartley revised the curriculum in 1885 and it did not change for the remainder of the nineteenth century. Regarding history, he opined:

			the demand is sometimes made that we should teach specially Australian history, because we live in Australia. To me this seems to be a mistake, for two reasons. In the first place our adopted country is very largely in the happy position of ‘having no history’; and further it would be a great pity that we should lose our associations with the glorious past of England. After all, we are citizens of Greater Britain.79

			According to Hartley, South Australian teachers needed to deliver ‘a fair general outline of the course of English history’.80 Given his stance, geography ‘provided the framework for training [white settler] students to apprehend their world’.81 Teachers were required to focus geography lessons on the ‘school and its neighbourhood’ and then the ‘character of the country, occupations of the people, townships etc.’ within 10 miles of the school, followed by the ‘general geography’ of South Australia, Australia and New Zealand, and the world. ‘Requisite maps with names’ were supplied to every school and continually updated to encapsulate the spread of white settlement and development, concomitantly erasing Aboriginal people’s past and present.82

			In 1889, Hartley supplemented the curriculum with the Children’s Hour magazine ‘to encourage a taste in reading’ and focus on contemporary life.83 The content was mainly British poems and stories, but there were isolated references to Aboriginal people as useful trackers of lost white children and/or inferior curiosities.84 In essence, white settlers were not only increasingly dominating the landscape around Naracoorte, but also their narratives and understandings underpinned the school curriculum, influencing lifelong attitudes. Whatever Sharpley’s personal views and experiences, she was enmeshed in an expanding school system that upheld British supremacy and the prevailing racial hierarchy.

			

			She was ‘capital in her love scene’

			Unlike most teachers, who worked under the watchful eye of a headmaster, provisional teachers were relatively independent in their daily work. Yet, they still needed to negotiate effective relationships within the settler community.85 A locally appointed Board of Advice produced annual reports and was delegated to enforce the compulsory attendance regulations for white children. The Naracoorte Board of Advice was initially only responsible for Naracoorte and Near Naracoorte schools; however, by 1893, the number of provisional schools had increased to six, all led by women teachers.86 Board members visited Near Naracoorte annually, expressing strong support for Sharpley’s work. Certainly, her students’ examination results indicate that they learnt their lessons well.

			Understanding the need for children’s labour on farms, the Board of Advice rarely prosecuted parents for failing to send their children to school. However, in 1889, Sharpley was required to produce her roll book in a case against the Leonard family: the defendant was ‘given the benefit of the doubt’ that his son ‘had sore feet and could not walk to school’.87 Notwithstanding such issues, Sharpley fostered respectful relationships with parents and students.88 She could be strict, on one occassion chastising a group of boys she caught having a boxing match in a nearby quarry, but she was also known for kind gestures, such as providing ‘a big billy of oatmeal water’ for students on hot days.89 A class photograph of Sharpley and 21 of her students in 1889 includes two dogs, suggesting a degree of informality and friendliness in her relationships with her students (see Figure 1).90 She kept in contact with many of her students long after they left school.

			Weiler argues that ‘rural schools frequently provided the focus of the local community; they were one of the major public spaces for building collective identity through exhibitions … holiday celebrations’ and so on.91 From the outset, Sharpley was committed to connecting Near Naracoorte with the local settler community. For example, she organised membership of the Naracoorte Institute for two students every year.92 In February 1891, she sent the older boys to help fight a bushfire that was threatening nearby homes, including Sharpley’s.93 Examples of Near Naracoorte students’ schoolwork were regularly exhibited at the Naracoorte Agricultural Show, along with other schools in the district. At the show in 1894, Sharpley ‘exhibited an excellent collection of children’s “manual work”’.94
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			Figure 1: Annie Sharpley and her students, 1889.

			Source: Mrs Judy Murdoch, Naracoorte historian.

			Near Naracoorte’s annual Christmas break-up party was a highlight of the social calendar. Board of Advice members attended along with parents and friends, generous press accounts enhancing Sharpley’s status and reputation year after year. In 1883, a typical year, the school’s examination results were applauded and prizes were distributed to children, including Susan and Alfred Welcome, both relatives of Sharpley. In turn, the students presented Sharpley with ‘a handsome lady’s plush companion and they also gave a plated butter dish to Mrs Sharpley in recognition of her many acts of kindness’.95 The gendered gifts were indicative of the esteem in which Sharpley and her mother were held.96 That year, the ‘party was kept up gaily until midnight’.97 Sharpley was not only deemed a good teacher by inspectors, members of the Board of Advice and parents, but also by students, so much so that by 1898 the annual break-up attracted many former pupils, including Rupert Magarey, who was training to be a doctor, and Lucas DeGaris, a well-known auctioneer. That year, the children’s gift to their teacher was a ‘beautiful bicycle lamp’, indicating that she embraced this modern mode of transport and well as the horse and trap.98

			Press reports show that Sharpley’s reputation as a dedicated and exemplary teacher began early in her career and continued throughout the nineteenth century. Beyond her role as a teacher, she engaged in social and cultural activities that brought her into focus as a modern and youthful woman. Within the town of Naracoorte—a typically gendered public space—white men, such as the Caldwell brothers, assumed leadership positions, while women served on separate ladies’ committees.99 Sharpley’s options were even more limited, as the Department of Education specifically enjoined teachers ‘not to take part in political affairs other than by exercise of the franchise’, and Sharpley’s teaching commitments prevented participation in daytime committee meetings.100 Nevertheless, she was a keen participant in diverse social spaces. For example, she and another provisional teacher, Juliet Caldwell, were stallholders at the Presbyterian Fair in 1883.101 Three years later, having trained ‘earnestly’ with Juliet and 20 other ‘maidenly and matronly’ women for three weeks, Sharpley captained the blue team in a ‘ladies cricket match’ on New Years Day in 1886, raising funds for the Naracoorte Hospital.102 The Naracoorte Hospital was subsidised by the government to treat Aboriginal as well as white patients and, as such, was a rare settler institution where the colour bar was blurred.103 Otherwise, it was the Destitute Board, operating through the Naracoorte District Council, and a local doctor that ‘attended to the destitute poor and aborigines in the district’.104 The Sharpleys were donors to the hospital but its most generous donors were the Chinese: indeed, as noted in the Narracoorte Herald in 1883, ‘none were more regular nor more liberal than the Chinese’.105

			Sharpley’s wideranging participation in social and cultural activities included membership of the Naracoorte Literary Society and the Naracoorte Cycling Club, and entries into agricultural, horticultural and floricultural shows, of which there were several across the year.106 In 1890, she won first prize for her bouquet at the Floricultural Society’s Spring Show, at which vegetables donated by Sun Hap Shing were sold to raise funds for the society.107 In 1894, Sharpley was one of the principal prize winners in floriculture for the Agricultural Show Ball, which lasted until five in the morning. (She was also the pianist.)108 Notably, Sharpley also performed in Dramatic Society productions. In 1887, she ‘looked well as the rather vain [and ‘lovesick’] heiress’.109 In 1892, ‘in her usual bright and dashing style’, she played ‘Seraphina Wiggins, an eligible young lady’.110 She had ‘lost none of her histrionic ability … and was capital in her love scene’ in 1898.111

			On the topic of love, Sharpley’s social life reputedly included a longstanding relationship with Archie Caldwell. They participated in the same settler institutions and shared an interest in history and world events. Archie spent weekends at Sharpley’s home. Their relationship challenged societal norms and students were known to arrive at school early on Monday mornings hoping to catch a glimpse of Archie.112 Whether Sharpley and Archie’s relationship was real or imagined, the fact is that Sharpley would have found it difficult to combine teaching and marriage. Beginning in the 1870s, the education department restricted the employment of married women teachers and operated an informal marriage bar. For example, when Mrs Hannah Humphries applied for employment as a provisional teacher in 1887, Inspector-General Hartley advised that it was ‘not considered desirable to appoint married persons’ to such schools.113 Humphries was doubly disadvantaged in that she was also an unqualified teacher. In 1888, Hartley read about Charlotte Wauchope’s marriage in the newspaper and requested her resignation from Lower Wakefield Provisional School.114 In 1895, he stated that ‘it was now the practice of the Department not to appoint married female teachers living with their husbands’.115 Given the escalating marginalisation of married women teachers, especially those without qualifications, teachers such as Sharpley were placed in an invidious position, which may explain why neither Sharpley nor Archie married.

			Linking past and present at Near Naracoorte school and district

			In the late nineteenth century, the government’s approach to South Australia’s Aboriginal population shifted markedly when it became apparent that the number of mixed-race people was increasing. While it was assumed that Aboriginal people of full descent would die out, people of mixed descent were ‘destined for assimilation’ into white settler society.116 From 1911, most Aboriginal people’s lives and opportunities were constrained by restrictive government legislation.117 They continued to engage with the settler economy as itinerant shearers, labourers and cooks, but their freedom of movement was strictly controlled and many were pressured to live on missions or reserves, such as Blackford near Kingston, where the education department established a provisional school in 1908.118 Assimilation may have been the government’s goal, but living in close proximity on reserves facilitated strong and supportive relationships that helped Aboriginal people maintain their identity. With determination and ingenuity, senior Aboriginal people passed on their knowledge, skills, customs and traditions to younger generations.119 In the 1920s, Aboriginal women made baskets and mats from indigenous sedges, rushes and grasses, and sold them in Kingston.120

			Although the ongoing presence of Aboriginal people around Kingston was undeniable, most settlers believed—or hoped—that their time had passed.121 New waves of settlers taking up Aboriginal land found artefacts, such as tools, grinding stones and abandoned campsites. Some saw these artefacts as worth collecting for museum displays and others ploughed over them.122 When two skeletons were found by a farmer in 1898, it was ‘deemed that they were the remains of aborigines and no further action was considered necessary’.123 The Narracoorte Herald occasionally reported on Aboriginal people in other places, but had nothing to say about any who might have been living in the Naracoorte district and township. Likewise, the Chinese men whose market gardens supplied the town’s fresh vegetables were rarely mentioned.124 It was only in the context of the past that Aboriginal people were mentioned. For example, the Narracoorte Herald sponsored a history of the district and published some local white settlers’ reminiscences and obituaries that included references to Aboriginal people.125

			By 1909, Naracoorte had a high school and a burgeoning tourist industry focused on the Naracoorte Caves.126 The land surrounding the caves had been declared a forest reserve in 1876 and was a favourite picnic spot. Official tours began in 1887 and the site was developed by its caretaker, William Reddan, until 1918, when it was taken over by the state’s tourist bureau.127 In 1909, the caves—replete with ‘beautiful stalactites and stalagmites’—were promoted in the Adelaide Observer as ‘beauty spots worth visiting’. Somewhat incongruously, the article included a graphic account of an Aboriginal man’s death in the caves, and his skeleton’s subsequent removal and sale in London.128 There had been several such articles over the years, each reminding readers about the violence of dispossession; however, by 1909, such violence was deemed a phenomenon of the distant past—as such, it did not dimmish the beauty or attraction of the caves. Potential tourists were encouraged to visit the ‘spectacular caverns’ rather than ‘spending a lot of money’ in other parts of Australia.129 Of course, some of Naracoorte’s white settlers were also tourists. Sharpley’s students had presented her with a ‘handsome travelling bag’ in 1902 and she ‘and several other ladies from Naracoorte’ enjoyed a vacation at the seaside town of Kingston in January 1906.130

			James Sharpley’s sudden death in June 1899 aged 69 brought significant changes to his daughter’s domestic and working life. On the day of his death, James had prepared the horse and trap for Annie to drive into town, but he did not return to the house for the evening meal. Sarah Sharpley called a neighbour who found him deceased. The Narracoorte Herald regretted that his death marked ‘another link broken … between the past and present’.131 Following ‘a large funeral’ attended by representatives ‘of all classes of the community’, Annie and her mother thanked ‘their neighbours and numerous friends’ for their condolences.132 Subsequently, Annie took over the responsibility of running the farm as well as the school, employing young white men, such as her former student Richard Blacksell, as farmhands.133 She continued acting in plays put on by the Dramatic Society.134 When the Oddfellows Lodge purchased a new piano in 1904, she was invited to ‘play the first overture’ in memory of her late father’s membership.135 Her mother’s health gradually deteriorated and she died from influenza in September 1908, aged 74. She was also accorded ‘a large and representative funeral’ and Annie was granted one week’s bereavement leave by the education department.136

			As mentioned, Sharpley had declined Hartley’s offer to transfer to a public school in 1887. Following Hartley’s death, Stanton led the education department from 1897 to 1906, and he too offered Sharpley a position in a public school.137 In 1901, the proposition of such a move was canvassed in the presence of ‘a large attendance of parents, old scholars and friends’ at Near Naracoorte’s annual Christmas break-up party. Sharpley’s students had won 23 prizes at the Naracoorte Show and 10 at Lucindale, and achieved 92.92 per cent in the annual examination. Given Sharpley’s impressive record, one speaker opined that she should be in a ‘much larger school’, to which a father of one of the students replied: ‘parents would have something to say if he tried to persuade Miss Sharpley to leave for a higher sphere’.138 Transferring to a public school would have rendered Sharpley subordinate to a headmaster, subject to larger classes with less autonomy and recognition, and living apart from her family and social networks. Sharpley chose to remain at Near Naracoorte.

			Sharpley’s career record indicates that she kept abreast of current events and changing times. Following the appointment of Alfred Williams as director of the Department of Education in 1906, the curriculum in government schools was revised. Williams was a progressive educator and encouraged teachers ‘to instil in pupils a love of their own country’.139 To this end, history was to be taught under the banner of ‘civics and morals’, with a dual focus on ‘glorious’ British history and the ‘people who explored and settled’ Australia.140 Geography was part of ‘nature knowledge’ and teachers were encouraged to add ‘stories of Australian aborigines’ to the existing curriculum for younger children and introduce ‘the controlling influence of man’ to older students.141 The Children’s Hour was the primary source for both subjects, which meant there were endless stories of royal events and white explorers, but very few about Aboriginal people.142 Inspector Nicolle described Sharpley as ‘progressive and industrious’ in 1908; and she was deemed ‘progressive’ again in 1909 and 1911. Inspector Pavia examined Near Naracoorte between 1913 and 1918 and was impressed by its ‘ardent, devoted, stimulating, efficient’ teacher. Sharpley was reclassified as a public teacher under new regulations in 1915, which also institutionalised the marriage bar.143

			As mediated by Sharpley, the school curriculum coexisted in mutually productive ways with white settler activities. Near Naracoorte school joined in the construction of the town’s identity as a patriotic Australian community, linked, of course, to the British Empire. Near Naracoorte students marched in their school colours of pink and green in the 1902 coronation procession.144 To celebrate Empire Day in 1905, Sharpley invited parents and friends to the school, suspended normal lessons and spoke about ‘the great advance in the area over which the British flag waved’. Another speaker urged students to participate in making Australia ‘one of the greatest nations in the world’.145 These displays of patriotism, as enthusiastic as they were, paled in comparison Sharpley’s investment in World War I.

			When Britain declared war on Germany in August 1914, Australia followed suit. Several young men from Naracoorte enlisted straightaway: one of Sharpley’s former students was at Gallipoli and another was awarded a military cross.146 By 1915, there was a Red Cross branch and a Cheer Up Society in Naracoorte, the latter established by Sharpley’s friend Juliet Caldwell.147 Both organisations benefited from Sharpley’s personal donations, and Near Naracoorte was reputed to be the first school in the district to begin war work.148 The Union Jack and Australian flag featured in a photograph of Sharpley and her students in 1914.149 In 1915, Near Naracoorte students were busy knitting and sewing for ‘our soldiers’ and Sharpley was occupied with committee work, which continued throughout the war years. In 1915, she and her students agreed to suspend prizes and gifts at the annual Christmas break-up party and donate the money to the Wounded Soldiers Fund and the education department’s Children’s Patriotic Fund.150

			Amid ongoing debates about conscription, Naracoorte’s settler community organised elaborate ‘Australia Day’ celebrations to raise funds for war charities.151 As usual, the day commenced with women selling flags, buttons and small articles on street corners. Later, accompanied by the Naracoorte Brass Band, there was an enormous procession of flag bearers, decorated vehicles, trolleys featuring Australian and imperial tableaus, adults and children in comic and fancy costumes, teachers and students, and various clubs. The afternoon program comprised stalls, sideshows and sports at the showgrounds, and the evening’s entertainment of ‘moving pictures’ of patriotic themes ‘was in every way a fitting wind-up to the day’s outing’.152 In 1915, Near Naracoorte’s Red Cross Company marched in the procession, collecting money for the war effort. Notably, among the prize winners in the procession was a group of white men in black face portraying Aboriginal people from the previous century, which was described as a ‘truly Australian representation’.153 Repeated in 1916, ‘the characters were’ said to be ‘true to the native race’.154 Yet again, Aboriginal people were (mis)represented as historical figures in settler Naracoorte rather than as contemporary Australians.

			After the war, as was the case in many country towns, funds were raised for a ‘Fallen Soldiers Memorial’ at Naracoorte. Sharpley donated personally and Near Naracoorte students grew and sold vegetables from the school garden as their contribution.155 In 1922, Near Naracoorte placed ‘memorial wreaths … on [the] Fallen Soldiers Memorial on three occasions … the unveiling ceremony, Nelson Day and Armistice Day’. That year, Edna Welcome and Margaret Humphries were successful in the statewide Qualifying Certificate examinations, entitling them to attend secondary school, even though they were under 13 years of age.156 Following Sharpley’s retirement in 1929, Welcome would begin her teaching career at Near Naracoorte.157

			‘The story of our influence is not so easily told’

			As required by the Department of Education, Annie Sharpley retired on her seventieth birthday in February 1929, having taught around 500 children during her 52-year career at Near Naracoorte.158 Determined to ‘mark in some way what she had done for them in her able conduct of the school’, parents and old scholars organised a reunion in her honour in May. Responses to invitations were so overwhelming that the organisers had to move the event to a larger venue, the Naracoorte Institute. Sharpley’s long-time friend and newspaper owner Archie Caldwell recorded the occasion in enormous detail in the Naracoorte Herald.159 A former Near Naracoorte student (1892–99) Albert DeGaris presided. ‘Appreciatory letters’ from throughout South Australia were read, including one from another old scholar, Lucas DeGaris, who stated: ‘it has been said that one can easily tell the tale of one’s life, but the story of our influence is not so easily told’. Nevertheless, the latter was the focus of several speeches, interspersed with musical items. While local speakers gave firsthand testimony, newly appointed inspector Hosking relied on ‘existing reports’ and stated that they were ‘uniformly excellent’. Naracoorte’s mayor recalled that Sharpley ‘had done a good deal in assisting the public institutions of the town when they were being built up’. He nominated her as ‘one of the leading amateurs in the Dramatic Club’ along with five more women provisional teachers who were in attendance. He highlighted her ‘war work’ and added that no less than 74 old scholars had enlisted. He concluded by naming several old male scholars in ‘prominent positions’ who were a ‘credit’ to her. Before presenting Sharpley with two ‘moquet easy chairs’, Albert Schinkel stated that she had shown ‘a wonderful adaptability as a teacher … she appeared to have grasped every change and adapted to it’.

			Sharpley’s carefully constructed speech was read by DeGaris on her behalf and published in full in the Narracoorte Herald. She commenced with thanks to the organisers and confessed that the reunion was emotionally challenging. Evaluating her life’s work as a teacher, she stated:

			

			I felt through the long years I conducted the school that I had the respect and support of the parents, and the goodwill of the children and I can assure you that was more than sufficient encouragement for me.

			Then she ‘added a few words’ about her career, highlighting Near Naracoorte as the ‘first country school in the district’. She acknowledged Inspector-General Hartley and Inspector Stanton’s support, and said that she had declined ‘chances of promotion in other spheres’ on account of her ageing parents. She valued her Fourth Class Certificate as testimony to her ‘practical work in teaching’ and made a special point of mentioning Near Naracoorte’s contributions to the ‘Great War’ in the battlefields and at home. She concluded by outlining how her work as a teacher had contributed to making a white settler nation:

			I am proud that so far as I know nearly all of my old scholars have become useful citizens in varied walks of life, and a number have held and hold important positions in the business and commercial activities of the state, and in the public service of the country.160

			Supported financially by the education department’s superannuation fund, Sharpley continued living in the family home and managing the family farm. She dealt with the quarry and the dogs that menaced the 40 or so sheep on her property.161 She was selling a bale of wool annually in the 1930s.162 Her father’s orchard was still producing almonds that Near Naracoorte students shelled and sold to raise funds for the school. She supported the new teachers: Edna Welcome (1929), Dorothea Kay (1930–35) and Harry Clarke (1935–41).163 By the time Clarke arrived, the outdated school building was very dilapidated, but he credited Sharpley with Near Naracoorte’s ‘wonderful tradition and history’.164 In turn, Sharpley gave Clarke some of her teaching materials and donated prizes for the annual Christmas break-up party.165 Naracoorte High School also benefited from her generosity.166

			Retirement gave Sharpley extra time to maintain her social networks. In February 1935, for example, she enjoyed a ‘little afternoon reunion of Naracoorte old friends’.167 She could now participate more freely in Naracoorte’s settler institutions, including the Cheer Up Society. She was a foundation member of the Naracoorte branch of the Country Women’s Association in March 1935, membership of which grew to 65 by October.168 She attended its monthly meetings, which were held in the afternoon. The August 1937 meeting was focused on handcrafts, and Sharpley showed ‘quite a number of interesting exhibits done by former scholars and to each piece of work was given the name of the child who made it’. The exhibits included coat and horse brushes, baskets and mats, fretwork, fancy work and sewing specimens.169 Having been denied public involvement in politics while she was employed by the education department, Sharpley became a member of the Naracoorte Women’s Branch of the Liberal and Country League in retirement. In 1938 she and Archie Caldwell were nominated as delegates to select a candidate for a Legislative Council by-election.170

			Perhaps prompted by the centenary of white occupation in South Australia, the Narracoorte Herald published several brief historical pieces in 1936. The articles, which focused on white men’s progress, made one passing reference to the ‘decline’ in numbers of Aboriginal people in the 1880s.171 The longest piece was a reminiscence by Malcolm McPherson who had arrived at Naracoorte in 1879. McPherson recalled his childhood in a land abundant with wildlife, his education at Naracoorte Public School, and ‘stoning a couple of Chinamen’ who owned gardens in the town. He named the white settler ‘businessmen of the town’ but made no mention of the Aboriginal people who also lived there during his childhood. Instead, he consigned the ‘old-time aborigines’ to a pre-contact era, the evidence of which—their ‘pounding stones’—he had sometimes found during his rambles. Yet mentioning the missing Aboriginal skeleton from the Naracoorte Caves, which he did, negated such claims, as the man had been killed in the 1840s.172 McPherson’s account was indicative of the ways in which Meintangk people were not only dispossessed of their lands but also marginalised from the living memory of the district. Obituaries of white settlers in Naracoorte and surrounding towns likewise inferred an exclusively white community.173

			With the exception of an unspecified ‘accident’ in July 1936, Sharpley seems to have enjoyed good health until 1940.174 In about June 1940 she fell and broke her thigh and spent several weeks in hospital.175 Still unable to walk, she purchased a home in the township and ‘seemed to be getting along fairly well’; however, her ‘cheerful presence was missed by all present’ at the Near Naracoorte Christmas break-up party that year.176 She suffered a heart attack on 15 January 1941 and died the following day, aged 82.177 Given her close relationship with Archie Caldwell, some people wondered if they had married in secret, but she was buried as Miss Sharpley.178 Her funeral ‘was very largely attended by many old scholars’, six of whom were pallbearers.179

			

			Without mentioning their friendship specifically, Caldwell published a lengthy and poignant tribute to Sharpley in the Narracoorte Herald:

			Being widely known and esteemed, it is needless to say that her death is regretted by a host of friends. Her quiet and unassuming disposition and sympathetic manner combined with her intellectual and conversational qualities gained friends for her in all walks of life. Being a schoolteacher of experience and ability over a long period, it can be said that she played a special part in the social and home life of the community.180

			Turning to Sharpley’s late parents, he recounted the many ways they had contributed to the development of Naracoorte through farming and institutional memberships, before detailing Sharpley’s own extensive community service, noting that she ‘recognised that it was a civic duty to furnish the town with institutions for social and intellectual purposes’. Next was an exposition of Sharpley’s ‘remarkable record of service as a school teacher’, which drew heavily on the account of her farewell in 1929. Finally, he described her funeral service and commented on the ‘beautiful floral wreaths’, including one from Near Naracoorte students and parents, fitting tributes to an ‘old and highly respected resident of the district’.181

			Near Naracoorte school, ‘one of the oldest establishments of its kind in the district’, closed soon after Sharpley’s death in July 1941.182 Archie Caldwell died 14 months after Sharpley and was buried in the adjoining grave. Their headstones are identical.183

			Conclusion

			Born into a multiracial community, Annie Sharpley’s racial privilege began early with access to schooling, followed by ongoing, rather than intermittent, employment; inclusion in white settler institutions and networks; and respectful acknowledgements of her past and present life following her retirement and death. These privileges were rarely, if ever, enjoyed by Aboriginal and Chinese people who lived in the Naracoorte township and district. But Sharpley’s access to racial privilege was not unfettered. There was gender discrimination in her schooling, her employment was contingent on remaining unmarried, her community participation was subject to male leadership, and most of the accounts of her life and work were produced by white men. Nevertheless, those texts, especially the education department’s reports and articles in the Narracoorte Herald, served her well, representing her as an exemplary teacher and influential woman.

			

			Nineteenth- and early twentieth-century schools were important institutions. Sharpley constructed her life and career in ways that accommodated the existing racial hierarchy while challenging the gender order. A dedicated and skilled teacher, she cooperated with white men in the education department and Naracoorte to embed particular visions of history and geography, celebrating Australia as a white settler nation in the classroom and the local community. She rejected offers of a vertical career path that would have subordinated her to male school leadership, preferring to sustain family and community relationships, and her relatively autonomous work as a teacher in a one-room school. In an era when marriage, motherhood and domestic life was women’s assumed destiny, Sharpley engaged in paid work and social activities that brought her into public focus. As a self-assured single woman, she experimented with ‘love scenes’ on the stage and participated in a long-term, off-stage relationship with a single man that tested social conventions, but did not compromise the respect and goodwill of parents, students and the community. In essence, Annie Sharpley negotiated the opportunities and constraints of her time and place to shape a fulfilling independent life in white settler Australia.
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			John Arnold review of Graeme Johanson, Searching for Elsewhere

			(Port Adelaide: Ginninderra Press, 2023), 310 pp., PB $45, ISBN 9781761095597

			Graeme Johanson’s and my own life share some parallels. We both started our professional careers as reference librarians at the La Trobe Library, the then Australiana wing of the State Library of Victoria. Later we both moved to academia, Graeme becoming a lecturer in librarianship at the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology, myself a senior research fellow at the newly established National Centre for Australian Studies at Monash University. Graeme then followed me to Monash, joining the department of librarianship located in the faculty of information technology. While at Monash, Graeme published widely in his field before retiring as an associate professor. Like many retired academics, he has continued to research and publish.

			We also both grew up in the eastern suburbs of Melbourne, Graeme in Canterbury, myself in the newer postwar part of nearby Burwood. So I have known him both as a colleague and friend for close on 50 years. For these reasons, I was most interested to read his memoir of growing up in a strict Plymouth Brethren community in Melbourne.

			Johanson’s book can be read by several different audiences. The first is his immediate extended family and I expect it was for them that the book was mainly written: to tell them the story of his growing up in a strict religious household, something that would seem alien to most, if not all, of his children and grandchildren. The other, wider audience are those interested in the history of the Plymouth Brethren in Australia and the effect of what can only be described as its stifling and harmful influence. A more general, third audience would be those interested in middle-class suburban life in Melbourne in the 1950s and 1960s—the growth years of the baby boomers.

			Johanson begins by giving a detailed overview of the Brethren’s history. When he was growing up, the movement had around 20,000 followers in Australia. He provides an evocative picture of his first and formative years living in Canterbury, going to the local state primary school and then onto Camberwell High School where he was dux in his final year.

			The cover of the book has a class photo of Grade 4B of Canterbury State School taken in 1956. Every baby boomer would have similar ones in their family archive: a small chalkboard at the front, the boys in coats and shorts and wearing a tie, knotted properly for the photo, and the girls in blazers, skirts and ties. One of the boys—and, with this particular class, it is boys only—is holding a football. It is 10-year-old Graeme Johanson. At first this can be viewed simply as a nostalgic image but, once you are into the text, you realise that its choice was surely a symbolic and poignant one. Although allowed, like most schoolboys of the time, to have a football, Johanson and his two brothers were not allowed to play for the school or the local footy team. They could only play kick-to-kick with each other or with their limited circle of friends.

			

			Participation in team sports or organised groups like cubs and scouts was not permitted by the Plymouth Brethren and the Johanson parents were strict adherents. They were also not allowed to bring non-Brethren school friends home to play or muck around, and the family’s holidays were always stays with like-minded families. The four children also had to attend numerous Brethren meetings and were not allowed to attend religious instruction classes at school. This was actually a blessing for Graeme, as it meant he could go to the library and read. In his final year at Camberwell High, Johanson, in addition to being dux of the school, was nominated and elected as a prefect. However, his parents and the Brethren would not let him accept the position, as it would be mixing with the world.

			Somewhat surprisingly—and to the considerable benefit of her four children (three boys, one girl)—Johanson’s mother, a great reader herself, encouraged them to read with little apparent restriction on content and to discuss the books they were reading over the dinner table. Coupled with this life-saving practice was the ongoing generosity of her sister, Johanson’s aunt. Although she and Johanson’s father detested each other, she lived permanently with the family. She worked as the office manager of a medical practice and her munificence knew no bounds. She bought the Johanson children books, took them on overseas trips, bought a holiday house at Ocean Grove for the family and, later, a bigger family home in Balwyn. No-one seemed to question where all her money came from, but her edifice collapsed when it was revealed that she was not only touching the till of the medical practice she worked at, but also opening it wide and helping herself to its contents. Once found out, she was sentenced to three years in gaol, commuted to one year because of her age and for good behaviour. It is possible that she was in league with one of the partners in the medical practice, enabling her to embezzle large amounts over a long period, but he died before any charges could be laid against him.

			How did the Johanson children cope with the strict Brethren life? Graeme’s older brothers appear to have paid only lip-service to their parent’s beliefs and lifestyle and went on with their lives, one becoming a historian, the other a general practitioner. Johanson’s sister, the youngest of the four children, is a fairly silent character in the book, possibly because she adhered to Brethren principles more than her male siblings.

			When the eldest son was awarded a scholarship to the University of Oxford, the family was thrown into turmoil. The Plymouth Brethren hierarchy forbade him to go as he would be corrupted by non-believers. David Johanson insisted on taking up the scholarship. As a result, the family was expelled from the Brethren following a kangaroo court hearing. Along with others who had left or been expelled, the Johanson family (the parents really) set up another Brethren sect, less strict than the Plymouth one.

			

			David Johanson, after completing his studies at Oxford, became an academic historian. He wrote the historical introduction to the 1962 revised edition of the influential pamphlet Control of Colour Bar: A Proposal for Change in Australia’s Immigration Policy, issued by the Melbourne-based Immigration Reform Group. Fellow historian and later crime novelist Peter Corris described him as a ‘magnetic teacher’. Unfortunately, alcohol and drugs overtook his life and he died at the relatively young age of 47. The other brother, Peter, after graduating in medicine and working as a doctor in Melbourne, escaped to Europe, undertook further studies to become a surgeon, and later worked for a drug company in Paris. Tragically, in 1995, he was a killed in a car accident.

			Graeme remained in Melbourne, married and had two children and began the career described at the beginning of this review. Writing Searching for Elsewhere must have been a cathartic experience for him. He describes in detail how he eventually escaped from the Brethren stronghold. This was only achieved with considerable personal struggle. In the book, Johanson tries to both describe and analyse the effects his upbringing had on him. A good selection of period photographs help give the book context. At times, there is some repetition in the telling and a chronology or timeline would have helped the reader follow the story better. But his is a moving story and readers from the three audiences outlined earlier will find his book of interest.

		

	
		

		
			David Carment review of Greg de Moore, Tom Wills: The Insubordinate Life of an Australian Sporting Legend, 3rd edition

			(Crows Nest: Allen & Unwin, 2023), 400 pp., PB $36.99, ISBN 9781761068546

			Thomas Wentworth (usually known as Tom) Wills (1835–1880) was an exceptionally talented Australian cricketer and footballer. He is prominently commemorated, including by the Australian Football League (AFL), as a founder in 1858 and 1859 of what became the Australian Rules Football game, and is admired as the captain of Australia’s first Aboriginal cricket team in 1866. There is a bronze statue of him outside the Melbourne Cricket Ground. An exhibit at the Bradman Museum and International Cricket Hall of Fame in Bowral presents him as a pioneer of reconciliation between Aboriginal and white Australians. He is also often remembered for his direct experience of Australia’s Frontier Wars that resulted from the killing of his father and 18 others at Cullin-la-Ringo (sometimes Cullinlaringo or Cullin-la-ringo) station in central Queensland on 17 October 1861. More white people died in what is often called the Cullin-la-Ringo massacre than in any other incident during the wars.

			First published in 2008, Greg de Moore’s biography of Tom Wills was shortlisted for the National Biography Award. It is an engaging, extensively researched and comprehensive account of Wills’s life. Particular attention is devoted to his sporting career that mainly occurred in Victoria. There is perceptive analysis of his unsettled mental state as well as his suicide. Both a psychiatrist and a sports historian, de Moore was very well equipped to write about Wills. The main reason for his preparing a third edition of the biography and the focus of this review was the emergence of suggestions during 2021 that Wills’s reputation may require substantial reappraisal due to his possible participation in the mass murder of Aboriginal people following the Cullin-la-Ringo massacre.

			I first encountered Tom Wills when carrying out research during 1979 for a journal article on the massacre.1 Greatly influenced by the work of the Queensland historians Noel Loos and Henry Reynolds, the article is a case study supporting their arguments that Aboriginal armed resistance to white colonisation was widespread and frequently sophisticated. As de Moore did while researching the first editions of his book, I found that although Tom Wills was with his father Horatio Wills at Cullin-la-Ringo, he was absent from the station when the Aboriginal attack occurred. None of the written sources we saw showed he had a direct role in the brutal white reprisals that followed it. My sources included Queensland government archival records, contemporary newspaper accounts and Wills family correspondence. Members of the Wills family that my colleague Fred Morton and I interviewed or informally spoke with at the massacre site and nearby Minerva Creek station in November 1979 did not mention that Tom Wills took part in reprisals. A 93-year-old Aboriginal woman and an 88-year-old man in Springsure, the closest town to Cullin-la-Ringo, that we interviewed during the same research trip recalled stories they were told when young about the massacre but did not discuss him.2

			In September 2021, however, the Australian Broadcasting Corporation reported that the Melbourne-based researcher Gary Fearon had discovered an 1895 Chicago Tribune article whose anonymous author claimed that Wills had talked about his participation in reprisals. According to Fearon, while the article includes numerous errors and exaggerations, there is important information in it that only someone closely familiar with Wills’s story could know. Of particular significance here is Wills’s outrage at the theft during the Cullin-la-Ringo attack of his treasured I Zingiari cricket jacket, which another source shows was his only stolen personal item.3 During the media coverage of Fearon’s find, various experts, including de Moore, agreed that there may be some truth in the article.4 A Wills family descendant, John McPherson, drew attention to his 2005 honours thesis, in which he concluded that Tom Wills was probably involved in revenge killings of Aboriginal people at Snake Creek on 23 October 1861, a claim that other Wills family members disputed. McPherson also claimed that he had sent a copy of his thesis to the AFL two years earlier with no reply.5 Jess Coyle, who specialises in Indigenous Australian studies and sports sociology, and Barry Judd, a senior First Nations scholar who has studied Tom Wills and his relationship with Aboriginal peoples and cultures, in an article for the Conversation, wrote that Fearon’s discovery ‘challenges popular understandings of Tom Wills as a peaceful friend of all Aboriginal people’. Would the AFL ‘use this as an opportunity to engage in an honest discussion of its history and culture?’ Rather than removing tributes to Wills, they concluded that the new findings ought to be an opportunity ‘to grapple with our shared difficult history’.6

			A committee representing the AFL, Cricket Australia and the Melbourne Cricket Club Trust commissioned John Maynard, another senior First Nations scholar whose work focuses on the intersections of Aboriginal political and social history, and Judd ‘to review and make recommendations as to the veracity of alleged participation in frontier violence of Australian historical sporting figure Thomas Wentworth Wills’.7 Although their carefully written 21-page 2022 report finds no conclusive evidence from the Chicago Tribune article or elsewhere implicating Wills in the direct massacre of Aboriginal people, they rehearse ‘the old historical saying’ that ‘absence of evidence is not evidence of absence’.8 They point to widespread killings in central Queensland following the Cullin-la-Ringo massacre in which Wills may have been involved. Describing their report as ‘nothing more than a starting point in a process of truth-telling and justice’, they recommended a ‘properly resourced and supported investigation of Tom Wills and his interactions with Aboriginal peoples and cultures’.9 However, by early August 2024, there was no action on their recommendation.10

			Most of the third edition of Tom Wills replicates earlier editions. Only a handful of new sources were found to add to those de Moore had previously used. In considering again whether Wills took part in the killings of Aboriginal people, de Moore could ‘still find no evidence that Tom Wills took part in any reprisal raids of mass murder in the days to weeks after his father’s death’ (p. x). He does, nevertheless, record that Wills reacted ‘with a raging hatred towards his father’s killers’ (p. 120) and, in a letter after the massacre to his cousin Colden Harrison, cried for a revenge party of ‘good resolute men that will shoot every black they see’ (p. 121). Wills was bent, de Moore writes, ‘upon destroying Aboriginal property to inflict suffering for its own sake’ (p. 122). A year later, Wills was vehemently critical of ‘Brisbane saints’ who wanted to protect Aboriginal people (p. 146). He and his family regarded the Aboriginal cricketers he captained in 1866 quite differently from Aboriginal people in central Queensland.

			De Moore is more critical of the Chicago Tribune article in Tom Wills than in his earlier media comments, arguing that it contains so many errors that it is a ‘poor document’ (p. 302). While the article’s author clearly knew something about Wills, including his education in England, cricket prowess and heavy drinking, many parts of it, de Moore argues, are ‘made up and fanciful’ and it ‘conflates multiple and often distorted stories’ (p. 303). According to de Moore, much more reliable evidence shows that, while other settlers sought violent revenge, Wills stayed behind at Cullin-la-Ringo to look after the stock and was then at neighbouring Rainworth and Albinia Downs stations until early 1862. He continues that there are mistakes in the article regarding sequence, place, people and Tom Wills’s whereabouts. Men who were in the reprisal group or who were linked to them ‘independently and over time, clearly stated that Tom Wills was not part of their group’ (p. 304). John McPherson is accused of making unsubstantiated assertions. In forensic support of his case, de Moore includes a detailed timeline of events at Cullin-la-Ringo between 13 October 1861 and December 1863 that is closely based on numerous archival and newspaper sources that are listed and discussed in the book’s notes. Although he does not refer to Maynard and Judd’s report, of which he may have been unaware, de Moore’s conclusions are not markedly different to theirs. He admits that it remains possible that Wills was engaged in violent acts against Aboriginal people while he was in central Queensland from August 1861 to December 1862, and August to December 1863. ‘We should’, he sensibly concedes, ‘be open to any new evidence that may be discovered and modify our views accordingly’ (pp. 304–5).

			Until such evidence emerges, it is worth noting the comments of two other expert historians whose opinions Maynard and Judd sought. It would be understandable, Geoffrey Blainey says, if ‘Tom Wills did think of retaliating’.11 Raymond Evans observes that after the killings of Aboriginal people at Myall Creek when white perpetrators were convicted and hung, ‘there is this conspiracy of silence … You don’t implicate others and you don’t implicate yourself.’12

			Sixteen years after its initial publication, de Moore’s biography remains a worthy study of an extraordinary but flawed man. Among its continuing strengths are numerous well selected images. Its analysis of recent findings regarding Tom Wills’s responses to the Cullin-la-Ringo massacre assumes, probably unsurprisingly, that historical truth concerning the Australian Frontier Wars largely depends on the same kinds of documentary evidence expertly employed in other parts of the book. Although de Moore does not acknowledge that other and broader methodological approaches now increasingly being used in writing the history of Aboriginal–white encounters in Australia might be just as appropriate, he appears open to changing his mind here. He also clearly demonstrates that even if Tom Wills did not take part in the bloody reprisals following his father’s death, he enthusiastically supported them.
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			Stephen Chavura review of Zachary Gorman, ed., The Young Menzies: Success, Failure, Resilience 1894–1942; and Zachary Gorman, The Menzies Watershed: Liberalism, Anti-communism, Continuities 1943–1954

			(Carlton: Melbourne University Press, 2022), 224 pp., HB $49.99, ISBN 9780522879223

			(Carlton: Melbourne University Press, 2023), 256 pp., HB $50.00, ISBN 9780522880205

			Over the past decade, interest in Sir Robert Gordon Menzies, Australia’s longest-serving prime minister, has surged. No doubt much of the renewed interest in Menzies and his legacy is an outcome of the internal politics of the Liberal Party itself following its federal election loss in 2007 and the exit of the major figures of the Howard government. The task of defining itself for a new generation in a rapidly changing world has been difficult. In all this, Menzies functions as a kind of ballast for both conservatives and moderates in the Liberal Party; the former reading Menzies as a conservative liberal, or vice versa, and the latter reading him as a liberal progressive. Both readings have plenty of justificatory data, even if both cannot be true in the ways either faction would like to think of him.

			In recent years, Menzies’s justly famous collection of wartime speeches, The Forgotten People, has been republished in facsimile. A good number of full-length studies and essays, as well as volumes of hitherto unpublished speeches and letters, have also been published. Former prime minister John Howard’s The Menzies Era did much to start the trend, followed by major studies by Troy Bramston, David Furse-Roberts, David Kemp and Stephen Chavura and Gregory Melleuish.1 The Liberal Party think-tank the Menzies Research Centre has done much to promote knowledge of Menzies and his legacy during this period.

			

			A major event in the revival of interest in Menzies was the inauguration in 2021 of the Robert Menzies Institute at Menzies’s alma mater the University of Melbourne. The institute has been instrumental in funding and promoting Menzies scholarship and has to date hosted four major conferences on Menzies. The proceedings are being published in handsome volumes, edited by historian and biographer Zachary Gorman, under the auspices of Melbourne University Press. The tetralogy will constitute a major contribution to our understanding of both Menzies and the history of Australia that his life spanned.

			The Young Menzies: Success, Failure, Resilience 1894–1942 opens with an overview of recent writing on Menzies by David Kemp, one of Australia’s foremost historians of liberalism. Kemp is mainly interested in intellectual history and laments that, to a large extent, ‘the content of his [Menzies’s] ideas struggled to achieve any attention at all’ (Young Menzies, p. 5) in the long discussion of his legacy since his retirement from politics. To make matters worse, says Kemp, much of the attention, from Donald Horne in the mid-1960s to Paul Keating in the 1990s, was little more than unfair derision by his cultured despisers, especially those inhabiting the universities. This is ironic for, as historian Greg Melleuish shows, Menzies idealised the university and considered his expansion of the Australian university system his greatest achievement.

			Menzies himself, says Kemp, saw ideas as central to his project, and wanted to revitalise an Australian tradition of liberal thinking. Judith Brett more specifically situates Menzies’s thought within the tradition of Deakinite liberalism. Indeed, Brett says, ‘Menzies shared with Deakin a commitment to individual conscience and freedom of judgment’ (Young Menzies, p. 71). One might also add Menzies’s rejection of laissez-faire capitalism. Similarly, David Furse-Roberts traces a deep Protestant, but non-sectarian, Christianity behind much of Menzies’s thought. In this respect, Menzies may be the last great embodiment of British, Protestant Australia, or was that John Howard?

			Notwithstanding his first-rate legal mind—or perhaps because of it?—Menzies was never a deep philosophical thinker, but he loved ideas. His World War II (WWII) speech ‘The Forgotten People’, as well as his hundreds of speeches and shorter writings, all contribute to something of a coherent statement of liberalism for mid-twentieth-century Australia. The home is a sacred place in Menzies’s thought, and especially in this speech. Biographer Troy Bramston beautifully points out that, given what we know about Menzies’s own childhood, when Menzies praised ‘homes material, homes human, and homes spiritual’, he was offering tribute to the homelife that formed him. Nick Cater, in his reflection on ‘The Forgotten People’ speech, sees it as Menzies’s ‘manifesto for post-war Australia’ (Young Menzies, p. 150). Given that the same Menzies who wanted a ‘progressive’ political party also called himself ‘an instinctive Conservative’,2 perhaps the best thing to do to settle the current sectarian conflict in the Liberal Party is simply to read his most famous speech and ask what Liberal faction would receive it most enthusiastically today. I fear the victory would be Pyrrhic.

			

			Interestingly, according to James Edelman and Angela Kittikhoun, Menzies seems not to have been a legal literalist—a position among many conservatives today—but held more of a dynamic view of the law, attaching ‘significance to the relationship between law and life’ (Menzies’s words) (Young Menzies, p. 34). His philosophy of law was, according to Edelman and Kittikhoun, ‘honed on a foundation of pragmatism’ (Young Menzies, p. 34). Notwithstanding his liberal legacy, Menzies is responsible, to some extent, for the expansion of the Commonwealth’s powers over the states owing to his justly famous appearance in the Engineers’ Case (1920) at only 25 years old.

			Could an underlying pragmatism be partly responsible for Menzies’s immense political success? Or was it just luck? Scott Prasser explores this question and goes on to offer an illuminating discussion of politics in general as he walks through Menzies’s ability to learn from his own and others’ mistakes. Speaking of pragmatism, Frank Bongiorno sets out a subtle reading of the contributions of both Menzies and John Curtin to both the war and postwar Australian order. The two prime ministers’ relationship was cordial, if not close. They could work together, and even if a fair degree of the immediate post-WWII prosperity experienced by Australia under Menzies rode off the back of policies put in place by Labor beforehand, the wartime Curtain government had benefited from policy put in place by the preceding government under Menzies. A good case study of how Menzies built on earlier Labor policies is Lyndon Megarrity’s chapter on the Colombo Plan, in many ways ‘a continuation of the sponsored student schemes developed during the 1940s’ (Young Menzies, p. 183). On the Menzies–Labor relationship, Anne Henderson convincingly shows that Labor, not Menzies, was most hesitant to enter WWII, with the Australian Labor Party (ALP) not throwing its support behind Australia’s entry until well into 1940. World War I cast a shadow over Menzies’ entire life, and much as Billy Hughes spent his time trying to stave off communist influence within the Labor movement in between the wars, Menzies spent his time discouraging conservative Australians away from the temptations of fascism—evidently with much more success than Hughes.

			The Menzies Watershed: Liberalism, Anti-communism, Continuities 1943–1954 analyses Menzies in power as the leader of the Liberal Party. It begins with Nicolle Flint weighing into the longstanding argument about the extent to which Menzies the man can be credited with the founding of the Liberal Party and its success. Flint makes a compelling case, based on 11 briefly developed arguments, for Menzies being the major force in the party’s formation and subsequent success. As Flint points out, ‘over the four decades that followed 1901, all attempts to form a properly national and united party failed’ (Menzies Watershed, p. 4)—that is, until Menzies, with his extensive national network, practical experience and undisputed leadership qualities, among other assets, came along. One is reminded of John Hirst’s defence of the unpopular (among historians) view that Henry Parkes really was the ‘Father of Federation’.3

			Ann Henderson’s account of the ALP’s attempt to nationalise the banks under Chifley underscores the success of the fledgling Liberal Party. Nationalisation was the Labor policy that, more than anything else, handed Menzies the 1949 election. Even though the High Court of Australia, and then the Privy Council, found Chifley’s bank nationalisation legislation unconstitutional, Menzies convinced Australians, if they needed any convincing, that the ALP had socialist plans for Australia, and even if the banking venture failed, others may not. After being in existence for only four years, the Liberal Party was swept to power. And yet, notwithstanding Menzies’s anti-socialist rhetoric, as Tom Switzer points out, Menzies ‘left unchanged many of the achievements of Ben Chifley’s interventionist government’ (Menzies Watershed, p. 45). Menzies never set out to destroy high tariffs, centralised wage fixing and financial regulation. Menzies also kept the public servants who helped Chifley construct it all. How to make sense of this? Like Brett in the previous volume, Switzer identifies Menzies as a ‘creature of his culture’—being Deakinite liberalism, which made John Maynard Keynes more appealing than Friedrich Hayek or Milton Friedman. The local effects of Menzies in government are explored in a helpful regional micro-study by Christopher Beer focusing on the Central Coast region of New South Wales, just north of Sydney. Beer sees a microcosm of wider Australia in this region as it evolves throughout the Menzies years, with its own Liberal, anti-communist federal representative.

			What about Menzies the party leader? Troy Bramston shows how Menzies was highly consultative and habitually aimed for consensus through debate in Cabinet meetings. Menzies always kept a close eye on how his ministers were managing their portfolios. There was no doubt Menzies was in control, but not tyrannically. This is perhaps best shown in David Lee’s chapter on Menzies’s economic policy. Despite coming to power on a platform promising a ‘new era of free enterprise’—in fact, Menzies was never a laissez-faire enthusiast—Lee points out that Menzies only finally ended the WWII economic controls in 1960 with the abolition of import licensing. Menzies pursued a pragmatic, Keynesian economic policy, largely driven by highly competent economists and public servants. His trust in his economic technocrats, who were roughly in line with his own distrust of laissez-faire economics, contributed greatly to the prosperity and stability of the 1950s and 1960s. For those today who bemoan the rise of the technocratic, managerial state, Menzies’s legacy must appear ambiguous.4 Andrew Blyth shows how, as economic and technological questions became more complicated, Menzies began a trend of government relying less on the public service and turning more to specialised experts for advice, including think tanks.

			

			Lucas McLennan offers an interesting account of the intellectual similarities between what he calls the ‘two pillars of Australian anti-communism’: the Menzies government and B. A. Santamaria’s Catholic Social Studies Movement, aka ‘The Movement’. Although Menzies and Santamaria were coming from quite different religious and philosophical backgrounds, broad Protestant British liberalism and Catholic social teaching, respectively, both found common cause in two threats: ‘the centralising state at home and international communism abroad’ (Menzies Watershed, p. 24). Other ideals regarding healthcare, referenda and reconstruction coincided as well. McLennan’s chapter is a valuable piece of Australian political intellectual history showing how ideas have real world political consequences, including the long-term success of the Liberal Party and the Labor split of 1954–55. Another interesting intellectual comparison is Charles Richardson’s analysis of Menzies and H. V. Evatt’s approach to constitutional government, which Richardson calls ‘“imperial” versus “progressive”’ (Menzies Watershed, p. 103), respectively. Richardson sees a tradition of Australian constitutionalism evolving since Federation in which the Australian parliamentary system increasingly shows it can operate effectively in full autonomy from the Crown. Menzies, at the very least, did little to hinder this, and his actions towards successive governors-general showed that he believed the elected parliament to be the main sphere of constitutional authority.

			Responding to accusations that Menzies was entirely Machiavellian in his attempts to ban the Communist Party of Australia (CPA), Lorraine Finlay takes the reader through the history of Menzies’s changing views on the CPA from 1940 to 1950. Finlay argues that Menzies’s principles never changed, but he applied them differently as circumstances changed. Thus, when the Soviet Union became more aggressive and expansionist after WWII, Menzies considered the CPA’s existence to be intolerable. Given the accusations of Menzies’s Machiavellianism, it is well to bear in mind that, as William A. Stoltz points out, by 1948 Australia’s departments of external affairs and defence had been ‘thoroughly infiltrated by Soviet agents’ (Menzies Watershed, p. 152). Stoltz tracks the origins of the Australian Secret Intelligence Service (ASIS), seeing it as Menzies’s brainchild, which he created (1952)—and rescued—in the face of considerable opposition from existing military and intelligence departments. The Britain-centric vision Menzies had for ASIS, says Stoltz, ‘adds complexity to our typical view of post-war Australian foreign policy as being derivative of America’ (Menzies Watershed, p. 164). A case study of foreign policy is offered by David Furse-Roberts, focusing on the major achievements of Percy Spender as minister for external affairs. Spender helped achieve the ANZUS Treaty, the Colombo Plan and the Japanese Peace Treaty. ANZUS took some moral courage, as it excluded Britain, for which Britain protested at the time.

			

			These two volumes offer a readable reconsideration of Menzies’s life and legacy. Liberal Party enthusiasts will be surprised, maybe disappointed, to learn that he built considerably on what went beforehand under Labor, and those with a more sceptical view of the worth of Menzies’s legacy will likely be impressed with the extent to which Menzies contributed to postwar reconstruction. And yet, other than Australia’s continued commitment to the American alliance, what of Menzies’s vision abides today? He surely would be unhappy with the housing crisis, the state of the Australian family, the universities and, it must be said, the rise of non-Anglo-European multiculturalism. The current Liberal Party does not agree on what the great man would think of it today. The extent to which Menzies adapted Labor policy into something more constructive and therefore successful will continue to be central to the debate over his legacy. These volumes will inform that question without finally settling it. No doubt these are all questions that will draw some attention in the remaining volumes.
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			The novels and short stories of Shirley Hazzard and Elizabeth Harrower attest to the accuracy of the dictum that ‘deprivation’ is a key impulse behind the writing of autobiographical fiction.1 Their parents’ miserably unhappy marriages produced in both women a form of emotional deprivation that was nevertheless critical to their success as writers. These books—the first (by Brigitta Olubas),2 which can be considered the definitive biography of Hazzard; and the second, a highly revealing epistolary portrait edited by Olubas and Susan Wyndham3—constitute a handsome and deserving tribute to two Australian authors whose commitment to literature was lifelong.

			Why did Hazzard and Harrower choose to become writers? How did this vocation shape their lives? And what was the sum of their literary achievements? First to Shirley Hazzard. Born in Sydney in 1931 to upwardly mobile, intellectually middlebrow parents—the younger of two sisters whose relationship, like that of their mother and father, only worsened over time (there were no brothers)—Hazzard flourished at her private school where she developed a love of literature (especially poetry) that became a ‘point of self-definition’ (Shirley Hazzard, p. 48).4 The teenaged Hazzard’s world opened up during her father’s post–World War II stints as an Australian trade commissioner, successively in Hong Kong, Wellington and New York, where she secured a junior secretarial post with the United Nations (UN). Despite UN work in Naples—which enabled Hazzard to cement her fascination with things Italian—poor promotion prospects combined with the New Yorker’s publication of her short stories at lucrative rates and the support of its legendary fiction editor, William Maxwell, prompted her to resign from the UN in 1962 to write full-time—a decision she never regretted.

			

			A stellar literary career followed, during which she produced two short story collections, Cliffs of Fall and Other Stories (1963) and People in Glass Houses (1967); four novels (the first two are essentially novellas), The Evening of the Holiday (1966), The Bay of Noon (1970), The Transit of Venus (1980) and The Great Fire (2003) (acknowledged widely as a masterpiece); two non-fiction works critical of the United Nations, Defeat of an Ideal (1973) and Countenance of Truth (1990); as well as Coming of Age in Australia (1985) (the 1984 ABC Boyer Lectures); Greene on Capri: A Memoir (2000); and The Ancient Shore: Dispatches from Naples (2008). Her Selected Essays (2016) and Collected Stories (2020) solidified Hazzard’s reputation as a literary and social critic, and a writer of fiction, respectively. Her work, which continues to be rediscovered by new generations, received much critical recognition—in the US the O. Henry Award (short stories); the William Dean Howells Medal, the National Book Critics Circle Award, and the National Book Award (fiction); and in Australia the Miles Franklin Award.

			By 1963, when her friend Muriel Spark5 introduced Hazzard to a wealthy and cultivated intellectual widower 25 years her senior, Francis Steegmuller,6 Hazzard already knew her way around the New York and London literary and publishing worlds. Married within a year, they became practically inseparable until his death in 1994, dividing their time between apartments in New York, Naples and Capri. The union was no mariage blanc—Hazzard suffered an early miscarriage—and they were a formidable literary partnership who read Gibbon to each other over breakfast and always had separate writing projects on the stocks. Though a part of New York’s intellectual establishment—exemplars of a world defined by ‘high civility, grace, and an enduring dedication to literature’7—the Steegmullers avoided involvement in its frequent skirmishes. By now an honorary citizen of Capri—a rare distinction for a non-Caprese—Hazzard’s final years were marred by deteriorating health. She died in New York in 2016 aged 85.

			Born in Newcastle in 1928, Elizabeth Harrower was an only child whose mother’s two marriages brought neither woman much happiness. After leaving school, she became an office worker, educating herself after hours by courtesy of the Sydney City Library, chiefly utilising its literature and non-fiction shelves. Harrower spent the 1950s in the United Kingdom, absorbing valuable material for her five novels: Down in the City (1957), The Long Prospect (1958), The Catherine Wheel (1960), The Watch Tower (1966) (acclaimed as her finest novel) and In Certain Circles (2014). A short story collection entitled A Few Days in the Country appeared in 2015. Harrower’s strongly autobiographical fiction reflects a preoccupation with ‘oppressive relationships, orphaned and abandoned children, [and] damaged and manipulative adults’ (Letters, p. 6).8 During the 1960s, she worked at the Australian Broadcasting Commission (ABC), as a book reviewer on the Sydney Morning Herald and for the publisher Macmillan (Australia). An inheritance in her early 40s, a frugal lifestyle and shrewd property investments enabled Harrower to pursue the freelance writer’s life in reasonable comfort until her death in 2020 aged 92 in Sydney—the centre of her life and fictional universe. Fortunately, Harrower lived long enough to witness the early twenty-first-century revival of interest in her fiction made possible by Text Publishing’s reissue of her novels and short stories in new editions between 2012 and 2015.

			Through their skilful delineation of four themes germane to these women’s personal and literary lives, Olubas and Wyndham provide readers with penetrating studies of both writers. The correspondents are themselves sometimes overshadowed in these books by Hazzard’s mercurial mother Catherine ‘Kit’, whose domineering nature, manipulative ways and erratic (likely bipolar) behaviour stretched both women’s patience for two decades. Hazzard and Harrower began corresponding in 1966 after the Potts Point bookseller Norma Chapman introduced Harrower—an admirer of Hazzard’s short stories—to Kit. They got on and a friendship began, with Hazzard and Harrower sharing a degree of responsibility for Kit, who could be charming and good company or difficult and demanding whether in Australia or on her frequent cruises to visit friends in the United Kingdom or the Steegmullers in New York. Though her 1954 divorce settlement had left Kit financially secure, she complained frequently of money worries and seemed beset by a medley of physical and psychological maladies (real and imagined). The burden of looking after Kit fell to an increasingly frustrated Harrower. Hazzard, in distant New York, may have felt that too much time spent with Kit was akin to being tethered to her in a ‘shipwreck’ (Letters, p. 224), but it was more often Harrower in Sydney at ‘Wit’s Endville’ (Letters, p. 142).9 This saga, which continued until Kit’s death in 1985, was straight from Ivy Compton-Burnett’s novel, Brothers and Sisters (1929), whose dominant character is the tyrannical mother Sophia.10

			No event better demonstrates the dysfunctional nature of their childhoods than the invitation by each girl’s mother to join her in a suicide pact. Kit and her husband Reginald ‘Reg’ were a combustible mismatch from the beginning of their marriage (a situation worsened by his serial infidelity), and their daughters were raised in an atmosphere of verbal violence. Harrower’s father deserted the family when she was about seven. She was raised in Newcastle by her maternal grandmother—whose husband was an abusive drunk—while her mother worked as a nurse in Sydney before remarrying (again unsatisfactorily) a well-off but financially shady man who was certainly an alcoholic and possibly mentally ill. Unsurprisingly, Harrower was dubious about matrimony—she never married—observing that, as a child, she saw no ‘happy marriages’ (Letters, p. 6), though she had a small number of lasting male friendships and she adored the kind, urbane and scholarly Francis Steegmuller. Harrower, convinced of her ‘excessive talent … for happiness and unhappiness’ (Letters, p. 26), was less successful than Hazzard in exorcising the pain of her early years.

			The Letters, in particular, lay bare the literary life’s frustrations for both women—not chiefly the solitude decreed by writing, but the interruptions of invited guests and gatecrashes; the drain on energy and time of participating in public aspects of the world of letters, such as sitting on literary prize-judging panels; and the emotional costs of entering the lists in literary controversies. Hazzard spoke for them both when she commented that the ‘literary life’ was ‘a phenomenon hard to convey in its full horror to anyone who has not experienced it’ (Letters, p. 186). Few writers would be surprised at the frustration these women felt without ‘something on the desk or on the typewriter’ (Letters, p. 24). This ‘pitiable state’ (Letters, p. 29)11 was relieved only by settling on a subject and persisting, and through regular immersion in their favourite authors, a shared idol being C. P. Cavafy12—‘a love of mine’ (Hazzard; Letters, p. 188)—whose every word and thought seemed to have been ‘weighed on silver scales’ (Harrower, Letters, p. 192).

			Hazzard’s decade at the UN was exciting and stimulating, but the behemoth’s reluctance to use the strengths of its junior employees (like herself)—and what she saw as an endemic misogyny among the senior ranks of all foreign offices and international organisations—led her to doubt their reformist credentials. Both women rejected the label ‘feminist’, Hazzard reserving special scorn for the UN’s ‘Women’s Year’—a ‘disheartening rhetorical exercise’ overseen by a body whose female staff were ‘massively discriminated against’ (Letters, p. 132).13 Harrower, in her fiction, depicted the harsh lives of women in post–World War II Sydney and the limited choices open to them.

			Olubas’s meticulously researched and stylishly written biography misses nothing of note about Hazzard and her world. It has also been well-edited and is enhanced by extensive notes and an excellent index. However, the book has some shortcomings. The British Imperial honours system and the titles that went with it still resonated for many in the Anglophone world described in this book. Why, then, omit all honorifics, whether the individual concerned held the title at the time they were referred to (Sir Harold Nicolson) (Shirley Hazzard, pp. 243, 553) or received it later (Dame Muriel Spark)? Some biographical background information could also have been more accurate. Sir Osbert Sitwell, the fifth Baronet’s claim on posterity rests more on his majestic and best-selling five-volume autobiography Left Hand, Right Hand! (1945–50) than on his reputation as a ‘poet and art collector’ (p. 293). The term for the accolade is the Nobel Prize in (not for) Literature (pp. 283, 553).

			At 376 pages, the Letters volume is testament to how well the editors have been able to reduce some 400,000 words to a publishable and insightful monograph. It opens with a perceptive and succinct biographical and critical introduction, though there are no illustrations; the 10-page index is workmanlike rather than comprehensive (Letters, pp. 367–76); and the editorial apparatus, which can make or break such collections, is inadequate to the task of describing—in a mere five pages—the many literary actors and bunfights referred to (pp. 362–6). On occasion, Olubas and Wyndham supply the requisite information needed to make sense of a reference—Maeve Brennan and ‘the original long-winded lady’ (pp. 32, 364)—but, more often than not, the reader is left to struggle. Who were Jacques Barzun and Elizabeth Bowen (pp. 134, 126–7)14 for whom no biographical notes are provided? Ditto in relation to the Australian poets Bruce Beaver and Francis Webb (p. 107),15 and the novelist Jean Rhys,16 a writer both women admired and whom Hazzard praised for her capacity to ‘transform self-pity into art’ (pp. 140–1). Collections such as this one gain much when their editors are generous with notes and interlinking commentaries in chronicling not only the lives of the principals, their friends and their contemporaries but also the events of a literary era; inexplicably, Olubas and Wyndham have eschewed any ambitious attempt to do so in this volume.17

			Despite major personal blows—the unexpected death at 61 of her mother (Harrower) and the decline into dementia of an adored husband and soulmate (Hazzard)—the dedication of both women to the craft of writing remained—as it had always been—unwavering. The strain of looking after Kit took a toll on Harrower: a concerned Patrick White lamented that she was ‘living a novel instead of writing one’ (Letters, pp. 9, 85); and Kit’s behaviour often acted like ‘a series of depth-charges and torpedoes’ (Letters, p. 35) on Hazzard’s writing abilities. Nevertheless, neither woman doubted that the writing life was a worthwhile marathon in the face of every obstacle. Their readers can be grateful to them for persevering and to Brigitta Olubas and Susan Wyndham for ensuring that these literary individualists have at last been given their due.
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			Frank Moorhouse the man was an intriguing amalgam of the bohemian and the conventional. Throughout his six decades as a writer, however, he remained an unrepentant modernist and innovator from start to finish. Moorhouse was a prolific wordsmith who would have winced at being described as a ‘man of letters’, a longstanding fixture of mainstream British and Australian literary culture. Nevertheless, within John Gross’s broad definition set out in his classic study of the species—a novelist, critic and accomplished freelance writer in several genres who toiled mainly outside academe—it remains an accurate description of Moorhouse’s vocation.1

			With some 18 fiction and non-fiction books to his name, including historical novels, short stories, essays, satirical and comic pieces, several screenplays and anthologies, as well as a plethora of journalism, Moorhouse established a place for himself as a leading Australian literary figure. He was also a prominent public intellectual, a vocal social activist, a dogged anti-censorship champion and a spirited advocate for authors. Such rich pickings have been used to good effect by both of Moorhouse’s biographers, Catharine Lumby, a veteran journalist and media studies academic, and Matthew Lamb, a literary editor and historian. Each was a member of Moorhouse’s wide circle, though this has not diminished their resolve to tell his story as they see it in two books that differ in ambition and scope but do their subject justice as man and writer. Lumby’s biography is a single-volume study, and Lamb’s the first of two tomes. Strange Paths covers Moorhouse’s life between 1938 and 1974; Ways of Going will deal with the years from 1975 until his death in 2022.

			By any measure, Moorhouse led an unusual life. Born in the then small New South Wales south coast town of Nowra, the youngest of three sons (there were no daughters) of Frank Moorhouse Snr, a highly successful inventor-businessman, and his formidable wife Purthanry,2 Moorhouse excelled at school in the classroom and on the sports field but, unlike his brothers, had no desire to enter the family business. Although bookish and self-contained, young Frank was not unadventurous, developing as a teenager a taste for cycling odysseys and bushwalking. At 14, Moorhouse decided on a career in journalism; by 18 he was a copyboy (later promoted to cadet journalist and court reporter) on Sydney’s Daily Telegraph; and at 19 he began a stint as a C-grade journalist on two Wagga Wagga newspapers, before editing another rural paper with his wife and returning to Sydney in 1960 to tutor for the Workers’ Educational Association (a lifelong regret was having to drop his tertiary humanities and journalism studies in order to earn a living and pursue his imaginative writing after hours). Moorhouse’s three-year marriage collapsed in 1961 owing to his infidelity with women and tensions arising from his bisexuality. Journalistic work on country New South Wales newspapers and for the Australian Broadcasting Commission (ABC) kept the financial wolf from the door throughout the 1960s and, at 30, he published his first book, Futility and Other Animals (1969), a foray into the non-linear ‘discontinuous narrative’ form of which he became a leading Australian practitioner.3

			During the 1970s and 1980s, Moorhouse lived in the inner-Sydney bohemian but fast-gentrifying suburb of Balmain, an ideal locale for this social and intellectual non-conformist now committed to the full-time writer’s life. Fringe dweller participation in the activities of the Sydney Push combined with paid-up membership of that city’s Libertarian Society, and its Left Club, were major factors in Moorhouse becoming an advocate for women’s and gay liberation at this time. He also realised a longstanding goal of writing screenplays for feature films, among the best-known being Between Wars (1974) and The Coca-Cola Kid (1985); became prominent in campaigns aimed at improving authors’ intellectual property rights and incomes; and was at the forefront of opposition to punitive censorship laws and overzealous political surveillance of writers and journalists.

			While deriving a meagre income from journalism, Moorhouse kept up a cracking pace with his books. Two more ‘discontinuous narrative’ short story collections appeared, The Americans, Baby (1972) and The Electrical Experience (1974), along with a duo of more conventional (less unconventional?) short story gatherings, Tales of Mystery & Romance (1977) and The Everlasting Secret Family and Other Secrets (1980). Two quirky fictional works, Conference-ville and Forty-Seventeen, came out in 1976 and 1988, respectively, and an unusual mix of essays, Lateshows, was published in 1990. Moorhouse, whose favourite hostelries included the gentlemen’s club, also penned a number of memorable primers on what he regarded as the elements of gracious living or the ‘good life’. These encompassed paeans to quality hotels and interesting bars, good restaurants and witty conversation: Room Service (1985),4 Loose Living (1995), The Inspector-General of Misconception: The Ultimate Compendium to Sorting Things Out (2002), and Martini: A Memoir (2005), the summum bonum of his philosophy in which he expounded on his fondness for food and drink, with the martini being ‘a metaphor for his life and friendships’ (A Life, p. 125)—to which one could add the oyster, a prominent presence at his table and in his books.5

			It was ‘The Edith Trilogy’, however, that secured for Moorhouse’s fiction an enduring place in Australian literature. Grand Days (1993) and Dark Palace (2000) chart the interwar heyday and eclipse of the League of Nations through the experiences of one of its Australian-born junior functionaries, Edith Campbell Berry, a character sharing many traits with Moorhouse’s redoubtable mother ‘Purth’. Another recurring character is T. George McDowell (earlier encountered in The Americans, Baby and The Electrical Experience), a practical Australian man of business and former Berry suitor based in part on Frank Moorhouse Snr. Cold Light (2011) continues Edith’s story in the less glamorous setting of post–World War II Canberra.6

			Lumby, the seasoned journalist, is, perhaps understandably, more skilful than Lamb at bringing into relief Moorhouse’s persona in her ‘selective’ (A Life, p. 5) study, whereas Lamb, the literary historian, provides readers with a deeper and more nuanced understanding of Moorhouse’s interior life and the ‘strange paths’ (Strange Paths, p. 311) he forged in shaping the terrain of Australian culture in his ‘cultural biography’ (Strange Paths, p. xi). How do these books compare in doing Moorhouse justice? Comparison across five themes may provide a useful vehicle for such evaluation: background, writing, activism, relationships and the man.

			Moorhouse early rejected the social conformity of his parents and siblings and what to him seemed the suffocating provincialism of 1950s Australian life. However, he would come to acknowledge the value of this inheritance: ‘everything I’ve written is really about Nowra’ (A Life, p. 8).7 Lumby opens by providing a perceptive and straightforward account of the origins of this process of conformity and rebellion and its lifelong implications for Moorhouse as man and author. In contrast, Lamb begins with a 45-page ‘prehistory’ (Strange Paths, p. 2) of the Moorhouse and Cutts family stories interwoven with detailed descriptions of Australia’s nineteenth- and early twentieth-century literary and publishing landscapes, the latter perhaps better suited to an appendix.

			By his early 30s, Moorhouse was disillusioned with the traditional model of journalism, averring that the juggernaut of news rested on flawed assumptions about its influence on readers’ thinking and behaviour (Strange Paths, pp. 318–19). Moorhouse aspired, he told his parents at 33, to be ‘an honest craftsman’ writing with ‘integrity’ in the tradition of ‘naturalism’ (Strange Paths, p. 365). As Lamb argues, the works of John Steinbeck, among many literary influences, would prove to be the most significant in enabling Moorhouse to balance lyricism and social realism in his writing (Strange Paths, pp. 84–5). Also important were the writings on sexuality and psychology of thinkers such as the Austrian psychoanalyst Wilhelm Reich and the American ethnographer George A. Dorsey, which helped Moorhouse crystallise his views on bisexuality and cross-dressing—elements germane to his life and literary work (Strange Paths, pp. 91–2, 196).

			During the 1960s Sydney libertarian debates, in which most of his confreres dismissed art and letters as bases for rigorous thinking or radical reform inferior to philosophic reason (Strange Paths, pp. 212–13), Moorhouse was a steadfast advocate of reading, chiefly ‘literary fiction’, as a powerful form of imaginative inquiry and a foundation for intellectual and societal change (Strange Paths, p. 374). His writings reflect wariness of received opinion; reliance on synthesising theory and experience as a guide to action; and disdain for unthinking adherence to convention—though, in his observance of, and insistence on, rules, order and etiquette in life and letters, Moorhouse, the urbane clubman, could be quite conformist on occasion. As Matthew Lamb points out, his oeuvre is evidence of ‘a single-minded dedication to the craft of writing narrative fiction’ (Strange Paths, p. 444).8 However, pace Lamb, Moorhouse’s rendering of the ‘discontinuous narrative’ form was an ambitious variation on it rather than a reinvention of the device. He was almost certainly its most important twentieth-century Australian exponent. Lumby is strongest on the vicissitudes of Moorhouse’s literary life with Lamb at his best as critic and cultural analyst of his writing.

			

			To the end, Moorhouse remained an intellectual gadfly—‘a sceptical leftist’—wary of grand schemes, rhetoric, politics and ideological groupthink of the right and left (A Life, p. 205; Strange Paths, p. 255). Both authors explore in detail the causes Moorhouse championed, with Lumby focusing at greater length on the minutiae of his practical involvement as a campaigner and Lamb engaging in more incisive intellectual scrutiny of the sources of Moorhouse’s dissent and advocacy. These include his rejection of Australians’ embrace of ‘a mimic culture’ in several spheres: for instance, late 1960s attempts to improve land rights solutions for Aboriginal Australians, which, to Moorhouse, overly relied on the language of United States’ civil rights at the expense of approaches tailored to local conditions (Strange Paths, pp. 307–8); and a preference for North American folk and protest songs over a vibrant and long-established homegrown folk music tradition (Strange Paths, pp. 172–3, 305–9).

			From early adulthood, Moorhouse chose to compartmentalise his personal and professional relationships. Whether with family, friends, literary agents or publishers, he relished the role of ringmaster in orchestrating such interactions. Both Lumby and Lamb supply valuable testimony as to why he did so. Lumby is stronger on the reasons for this in his literary life, one characterised by generosity to aspiring authors but circumspection in his dealings with successful writer-contemporaries; in this context, she deploys an insightful interview with the playwright David Williamson who regarded Moorhouse as a ‘highly competitive’ but, at root, ‘insecure’ person (A Life, pp. 115–16). Lamb is more adept at tracing the often-thorny relations between this self-described ‘wayward son’ (Strange Paths, p. 311) and his family, citing, for example, affecting correspondence between Frank Snr and Jnr and ‘Purth’ during a torrid period of family estrangement (Strange Paths, pp. 310–12).

			The contrast between these studies of Moorhouse is most apparent in their authors’ treatment of his character and personality. Lamb’s book, though replete with penetrating critiques of literary works and cultural milieu, is short on vivid evocation of the man. Lumby, on the other hand, deftly describes the torments arising from Moorhouse’s personal and literary reversals, and what it was like to spend time with him when the going was good. The many hilarious situations Lumby recounts include the story of Moorhouse’s tortuous (but ultimately successful) attempts to persuade a foreign film director to take on The Coca-Cola Kid, with Moorhouse ignoring his lack of interest in regional Australia and dragooning the increasingly disgruntled movie maker into visiting Nowra to absorb atmosphere for the film (A Life, pp. 117–19). Among the most memorable Moorhousian fancies are a self-satirical take on his habit of eating out, in which he and a restaurateur-friend embark on a tour of Europe’s 1,000 greatest restaurants, their riotous gastronomic excesses landing them before the European Court (A Life, pp. 136–7); and a half-serious (?) proposal to establish the Cape Mythical National Park, an Australian adventure playground replete with animatronic ‘Ti-kangaroos’ featuring exhibits such as ‘The Dog in the Back of a Ute’ (A Life, pp. 193–6). Despite these vignettes and her illuminating descriptions of Moorhouse’s ups and downs, Lumby—unlike Lamb who deals with the subject in the depth it warrants given its importance to Moorhouse as youth, man and scribe—has little to say about the effects of a stranger’s sexual abuse of the teenage Moorhouse or its lifelong sexual and emotional repercussions.

			Lumby’s is a well-researched and fluently written study complemented by exhaustive and accessible endnotes in lieu of a bibliography. However, a list of Moorhouse’s major works by genre and in order of publication would have been helpful. There is also a comprehensive index. The carefully chosen photographs enhance the book’s appeal considerably. Nonetheless, some gremlins have found their way through: the ‘Angry Penguins/Ern Malley’ controversy took place in 1944 not 1930 (A Life, p. 80); and, although Moorhouse either worked for, or contributed as a freelance to, the Boorowa News in the mid-1960s, Lumby provides no evidence in support of the caption to the News building photograph opposite p. 152 that Moorhouse edited that paper in 1966.9

			Lamb’s book displays impressive levels of exposition and interpretation pertaining to Moorhouse’s personal life, writings and their cultural context. There is an excellent bibliography. Inexplicably, however, it is without an index or illustrations and the author’s name is absent from the title page. The book also contains a number of easily avoidable factual mistakes: Anthony Eden was British prime minister from 1955 until 1957, not in the mid-1930s (Strange Paths, p. 35); and the literary critic quoted was Leslie A. Fiedler not Fielder (Strange Paths, p. 246). Some inconsistencies of literary characterisation also occur, for example, D. H. Lawrence being described incorrectly as a member of the Bloomsbury Group (Strange Paths, p. 32) and accurately as a Bloomsbury acolyte (Strange Paths, p. 99). Lamb also has little of substance to say about Moorhouse’s sojourn in Boorowa in 1966 (why uproot himself to this isolated small town?), other than that he worked there as a journalist for the ABC (Strange Paths, p. 251).

			In their quest to understand and explain Frank Moorhouse and his times to themselves and readers, have Lumby and Lamb—as their subject was fond of saying—been able successfully ‘to carry a message to Garcia’?10 For this reviewer, they have, and it was a pleasure to get to know this complex and elusive man of letters, with more of the same doubtless to come in Lamb’s concluding volume. Lumby delivers a lively portrayal of Moorhouse, and Lamb—in part assisted by having a two-book canvas to work on—provides a more trenchant account of the factors that shaped his life and writings. On a solitary bush hike in 2007, Moorhouse retreated to his tent to escape the heat and swarming insects. Catharine Lumby admits to her surprise that to pass the time he had on hand ‘of all things’ a copy of the patrician English art historian Kenneth Clark’s Civilisation.11 Moorhouse continues to confound people’s perceptions of him.

			

			
				
						1	John Gross, The Rise and Fall of the Man of Letters: Aspects of English Literary Life Since 1800 (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1969), xiii–xiv. The quest by two brothers to preserve the records of a long defunct scholarly guild known as the ‘Men of Letters’, depicted in the science fiction television series Supernatural, would likely have piqued Moorhouse’s interest and found its way into one of his ‘discontinuous narratives’ (of which more later).


						2	Frank Moorhouse Snr (1904–1994) and Purthanry (née Cutts) (1901–1996), prominent residents of Nowra for seven decades, numbered among their many interests Rotary and Boy Scouts (Frank Snr) and the CWA and Girl Guides (‘Purth’).


						
3	Moorhouse’s early experiments with the ‘discontinuous narrative’ device owed much to the thinking of the media theorist Marshall McLuhan and the fiction of John Dos Passos.


						
4	Moorhouse agreed with the British novelist-critic Cyril Connolly that an author’s ‘rightful place of composition’ is the hotel bedroom away from the pressures produced by ‘the pram in the hall’. He would also have drawn some comfort from Connolly’s conviction that late literary success favours the childless writer. See Cyril Connolly, Enemies of Promise (1938) in The Selected Works of Cyril Connolly: Volume One: The Modern Movement, ed. Matthew Connolly (London: Picador, 2002), 119, 120.


						5	Moorhouse’s nightly tasks as a Daily Telegraph copyboy in the 1950s had included collecting oyster sandwiches from a local restaurant for the newspaper’s owner, (Sir) Frank Packer. By now a reporter, Moorhouse was sacked from the paper in 1957 after being arrested for hooliganism. He made a personal plea to Packer for reinstatement, which was granted, but only after a dressing-down from Packer and a week’s suspension (Lumby, A Life, p. 144; Lamb, Strange Paths, pp. 140–1).


						6	Moorhouse’s three-volume magnum opus, though linear in structure, nevertheless displays mature features of the ‘discontinuous narrative’ form whereby ‘plausible continuities and discontinuities within the past’ are established (Farge), due largely to his skill at balancing ‘honest negotiation with the facts and the power of the informed imagination’ (Mantel), and because of his capacity (as the historical novelist William Boyd has put it of his own approach) to effectively ‘colonize the world of the real’ by devising realistic characters and allowing them agency within the ‘fictional’ real world (Boyd). See Arlette Farge, The Allure of the Archives (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013), 96, doi.org/10.12987/yale/9780300176735.001.0001; Hilary Mantel, A Memoir of My Former Self: A Life in Writing, ed. Nicholas Pearson (London: John Murray, 2023), 275; William Boyd, The Mirror and the Road: Conversations with William Boyd, ed. Alistair Owen (London: Penguin Random House, 2023), 43.


						
7	‘Moorhouse lived and wrote in negotiation with his upbringing’ (A Life, 38).


						8	Moorhouse had much in common with the British novelist and playwright W. Somerset Maugham (1874–1965). Both were bisexual outsiders who nevertheless trusted literature to vouchsafe them the financial independence they needed to write, and each regarded well-crafted prose as a form of politesse akin to cultivated conversation. Accordingly, both devised a ‘pattern’ for their writing lives in which Maugham became rich through his pen during a career resembling ‘a masterpiece of literary strategy’, and Moorhouse, who cared little for making money and owned no property, remained relatively poor. See Anthony Curtis, The Pattern of Maugham: A Critical Portrait (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1974), 1, 4.


						
9	The veteran proprietor (and almost certainly editor) of the Boorowa News until his death in 1976 was Gregory Grey O’Hara (the reviewer is grateful to Mrs Helen McGrath, research officer, Boorowa Museum, for supplying this information). In a 1979 interview, Moorhouse revealed that he had worked for the News (though he did not say as its editor or when). See Canberra Times, 2 August 1979, 3.


						10	A phrase meaning to achieve what one has set out to do. Moorhouse wove a story around it. Lamb, Strange Paths, 400–1.


						11	Lumby, A Life, 251.


				

			
		

	
		

		
			Geoffrey Edwards review of Peter Read, The Life and Work of Ante Dabro, Australian-Croatian Sculptor: The Midnight Sea in the Blood

			(London: Anthem Press, 2023), 234 pp., HB £39.99, ISBN 9781839989926

			Recalling the fictional dialogues or ‘imaginary conversations’ between various historical personalities published to acclaim in the late nineteenth century by British novelist Walter Savage Landor,1 this compact monograph includes several wistful, imagined conversations between its subject, the contemporary Croatian-born Australian sculptor Ante Dabro, and his artistic hero, the Italian Renaissance master Michelangelo.

			One such conversation occurs in the closing passages of the final chapter of the book (p. 196). It unfolds as follows. Seated, musing in his Canberra studio, Dabro recalls a recent visit to Florence whose artistic heritage and collections have long been a signal influence on his practice as a sculptor. He remarks that his hotel is only a short stroll from Michelangelo’s tomb in Santa Croce.

			Taking that short stroll in his mind and approaching the tomb, Dabro salutes his hero with a cheery ‘Good morning, Maestro.’ Michelangelo responds laconically and with an engaging hint of antipodean vernacular:

			Hello again. I’m here as usual, not far from my Bandini Pietà.2 I’m always close to my children. Yes, young feller, I know who you are. You’re that vlaj3 from across the water in Dalmatia … Are you still carving?

			Dabro’s response:

			These days I find that plaster is more subtle in just working with my chisel. You and I know that the greatest art is figurative and the greatest figurative art is the human form.

			Thus the conversation flows with reference to studio practice and families, sage advice (from Michelangelo), and robust opinions (both interlocutors) on reputation and patronage. Fictional exchanges such as these punctuate Peter Read’s eminently readable and fastidiously researched, if occasionally problematic, biography. Yet, in that final ‘imaginary conversation’ we have a distillation of sorts of the primary motivation behind the sculpture of the talented, fiercely independent and somewhat curmudgeonly character that Read has chosen as his subject for a biography.

			

			And an intriguing choice it is, given that the sculptor is hardly a household name outside Canberra, where his larger commissions—notably, the extraordinary Royal Australian Navy Memorial (1985) on Anzac Parade—do certainly enjoy a public presence and profile. And it is an interesting choice, furthermore, given that the author is known not as an art historian but for his pioneering and widely acclaimed research into the history of Indigenous Australians. Thus, it is no surprise that The Life and Work of Ante Dabro is not your usual art historical critique of the oeuvre of a contemporary artist considered, say, in the context of comparable developments in the careers of immediate predecessors and peers.

			Indeed, as we learn from the Preface, Read prefers to:

			rejoice in the intuitive moment, not to celebrate Dabro’s every sculpture but to magnify the creative act, that leap into the abyss, which sustains his vision and that of every artist who has shared the principle of poetry with us since humans walked the earth. (p. xi)

			Then comes a knockout coda: ‘This book is a hymn to the humanities’ (p. xi). At which point, I must admit, my heart sank a little (happily, only momentarily, I hasten to advise).

			Nonetheless, the ensuing text is heavily freighted with quotations from poets ancient and modern, as well as frequent reference to novelists, composers, philosophers and sundry other ‘greats’. And I guess it is no mean feat that, for the most part, these numerous digressions infiltrate the text with a novel sense that the likes of Wordsworth, Tennyson, Newton, Beethoven, Liszt, Conrad, Yeats and even Charles Dickens’s character Mr Pickwick are—as was Pickwick in his eponymous ‘Papers’—companionable fellow travellers with Ante Dabro in a mutual quest to tackle and triumph over ‘the impossible struggle between form and meaning’ (p. 102).

			Read’s account of the life and work of Ante Dabro traces a straightforward chronology from the artist’s birth on 13 January 1938 in the small Croatian town of Čavoglave; to his early years spent in a humble farming community; and the emergence, in spite of impoverished circumstances, of a creative, self-confident and naturally rebellious personality. And there are experiences all too familiar for rural families battling to survive in a country ravaged by war and communist oppression. There is a spell of compulsory, but decidedly reluctant, military service and intermittent training in sculpture—when military service permits—in the time-honoured techniques of carving in marble and modelling in clay and plaster. As noted in his ‘conversation’ with Michelangelo, Dabro was then, and is still, an energetic maker of figurative compositions featuring expressively modelled nudes, some striking heroic attitudes, others depicted in thoughtful repose.

			

			Enrolled in 1953 at the Split College of Applied Art, Dabro makes contact with influential sculptor-mentors, including Croatia’s foremost maker of state monuments, Ivan Meštrović, a sometime protégé of Rodin. Over time, it is, in fact, Rodin’s style of virile expressionism that informs much of Dabro’s subsequent sculpture.

			During a period of travel in the 1960s, specifically in Italy, Dabro studies and copies famous examples of Renaissance sculpture; he visits galleries and encounters several prominent modernists including Giacometti and Henry Moore. But, ‘like the first generation of post-war migrants in Eastern Europe threatened by the Soviets’ (p. 57), Dabro believes his homeland devoid of promise and plans to go abroad, thinking initially of Canada as a destination.

			Instead, in 1967 he chooses Australia, encouraged by an offer of support from a relative living in Canberra. Upon arrival, with scant English, he picks up labouring jobs but soon manages to find a more congenial and skilled role with a Queanbeyan stonemason. Sundry art teaching positions lead to his eventual appointment as a lecturer in sculpture at the Canberra School of Art, a position held despite some contentious attitudes (‘politically incorrect’ in today’s parlance) for some two decades.

			Most captivating are the chapters dealing with the inevitably fraught negotiations and preparatory work for major public commissions, notably, in Dabro’s case, his most ambitious and best-known work: the Royal Australian Navy Memorial (1986). Reviewing this colossal tableau—an unlikely stylistic fusion of vestigial socialist realism and futurist angularity—the critic and historian Sasha Grishin observed that Dabro had:

			arrived at a compromise by combining bulky generalised figurative forms with an essentially abstract constructivist structure … [and that the] strength of the work stems from the conflict and tension between the dynamic abstract masses and the bursting figurative elements. (p. 128)

			It is a complex, unwieldy and enigmatic work, without parallel in the sequence of Anzac Parade memorials.

			A rather irritating theme running through parts of the book is the conviction that Dabro has been shamefully overlooked by ‘the art establishment’—that is, that his work has not been collected or much exhibited by our major state and national galleries. Probably true, but so too have countless other artists of similar accomplishment never received the ‘official’ acknowledgement they deserve. After all, for all his considerable achievements, Dabro has not embraced any of the seismic shifts in visual arts practice that have occurred over recent decades—no bad thing in itself—and it is chiefly these developments that are, for better or worse, in the cross hairs of curatorial decision-making in most public galleries.

			

			So, when the author laments, for instance, that when Dabro’s otherwise remarkably generous late-career patron, a Canberra businessman named Terry Snow, fails to offer Dabro a major commission for a large-scale work for a building he owns (Canberra Airport), he dismisses the work that ultimately was commissioned instead of Dabro’s proposal as ‘in no sense memorable’ (p. 185). A dubious assessment at best. So, it is this occasional tendency to partisan commentary that is, for me, the problematic aspect of the biography.

			By the same token, I might have expected more reference to other postwar European émigré sculptors who came to Australia (albeit perhaps slightly Dabro’s senior in years), such as the abstractionists associated with the Melbourne-based Centre 5 Group: Vincas Jomantas and Teisutis Zikaras from Lithuania, Inge King from Germany, Julius Kane from Hungary and Clifford Last from Britain. Comparisons here could have been instructive.

			But these are minor quibbles, as the narrative is altogether engaging and informative while the design, including a fair number of mostly black and white photographs by Con Boekel, is pleasing. There are fulsome endnotes, a list of works consulted and a concise index. The small format (Crown Octavo or thereabouts) is a bit unusual for an ‘art book’ but has its own appeal. A larger format would certainly have benefited the reproductions but, that aside, this book is a serious addition to the meagre corpus of quality monographs currently published on contemporary Australian artists.

			I have not mentioned the book’s subtitle: The Midnight Sea in the Blood. The line is taken from the epigraph, a verse from Douglas Stewart’s poem ‘Rock Carving’ about encountering an Aboriginal rock carving at night, a timeless record of a creative soul. Somehow, reading this put me in mind of a passage in a recent novel by British author Andrew O’Hagan, whose central character, an ambitious art historian named Professor Campbell Flynn, is speaking with his wife Elizabeth. She reminds him that it was she who suggested the subject of his celebrated book on the life of Vermeer. ‘There has never been a Life of Vermeer that does what art and biography must do’, she says. ‘Which is?’ asks Flynn. The response: ‘Express the secret drama of the creative self.’4

			I submit that Peter Read has revealed much of the ‘secret drama’ of the life and the work of Ante Dabro. And for that, we are glad.

			

			
				
						1	Walter Savage Landor (1775–1864), Imaginary Conversations and Poems; with an Introductory Note by Havelock Ellis (London: W. Scott, 1899).


						2	Also known as The Deposition, the Bandini Pietà, is a marble sculpture on which Michelangelo worked between 1547 and 1555. It is housed in the Museo dell’Opera del Duomo in Florence. One of Michelangelo’s most celebrated works, it may have been intended for the sculptor’s tomb according to Vasari.


						3	Croatian term meaning peasant or shepherd.


						4	Andrew O’Hagan, Caledonian Road (London: Faber & Faber Limited, 2024), 292.


				

			
		

	
		

		
			Ruby Ekkel review of Kate Laing, Sisters in Peace: The Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom in Australia, 1915–2015

			(Canberra: ANU Press, 2023), 360 pp., PB $49.95, ISBN 9781760465995

			It has become a historical commonplace to argue that the Treaty of Versailles laid the groundwork for World War II (WWII). The harsh demands made on the defeated Germans, though not unusual for postwar settlements in this period, made the fulfilment of the treaty’s terms almost impossible, and bred domestic anger and economic instability later exacerbated by the Great Depression. Though he represented a comparatively small population, Prime Minister of Australia Billy Hughes was an influential player at the Paris Peace Conference where the momentous treaty was negotiated. He was a vociferous proponent of the war guilt clause requiring Germany to accept responsibility for the war and compensate Allied nations for their costs. Hughes was less enthusiastic about a possible racial equality clause proposed for the new League of Nations Covenant, which would have clashed with his government’s racially exclusive policies. He successfully argued against its inclusion, inflaming Australia’s diplomatic relations with Japan.

			Women were excluded from the centre of these epoch-shaping political negotiations, but many around the world were deeply concerned with postwar global politics and especially the establishment of long-term peace. They were motivated by the devastations of World War I (WWI) and the promise of new forms of international diplomacy to make their voices heard and to connect with like-minded women beyond the national borders that seemed to cause so much strife. The second Women’s International Congress, held in Zurich in 1919, was the first international meeting to respond to the Paris Peace Conference’s output. The participants of this ‘miniature League of Nations’ roundly criticised the Treaty of Versailles, arguing that it was overly punitive and destructive, and that the disharmony it cemented ‘can only lead to future wars’ (p. 73). They were also greatly disappointed by the proposals for the actual League of Nations, which seemed to have departed from President Wilson’s original ‘14 points’. Where the Paris Peace Conference was dominated by competing national interests, and excluded defeated countries from negotiations, the Zurich Congress hoped for a more genuinely internationalist future, and encouraged delegates from all represented nations to advocate for global rather than national concerns. In what became a pattern of enormous productivity met with little recognition by the political establishment, the congress’s 37 resolutions were sent to every delegate and government present at Versailles. They were greeted with silence and, eventually, another war. A far more lasting consequence of the congress, however, was the official founding of the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF), now the oldest international feminist organisation. Kate Laing’s new history of the Australian arm of WILPF charts this pathbreaking organisation from its beginnings in WWI to its centenary celebrations in 2015.

			

			The Australian WILPF’s longevity and engagement with a long and depressing series of conflicts lend themselves to an expansive history that must balance local and global arenas. Laing manages the task successfully, moving deftly between regional, national and international scales, and wrangling a temporal scope that includes both Vida Goldstein and Peter Dutton, Armistice Day and the fall of the Berlin Wall. We might even call Sisters in Peace a history of the Australian WILPF that also contains brief histories of twentieth-century war and feminism—not an easy feat. Eight chronological chapters chart the crises, commitments and adaptations of the organisation’s first century, as its members continued to advocate peace against the prevailing tides of militarism. Each chapter draws attention to the tensions at the heart of a feminist organisation advocating for peace and freedom, making claims to maternalist responsibility despite changing feminist milieux, and wavering between its commitment to palatable decorum and the drive for more radical activism.

			Right from the start, two women’s peace organisations that formed in Melbourne in 1915 clashed over methods and timing, even as they agreed on a message of peace and the political potential of internationalism. The Sisterhood of International Peace preferred a ‘slow-burn’, educational approach (p. 48) that would be most effectively pursued after the war’s conclusion, while the Women’s Peace Army was true to its ironic name, preferring more militant and immediate methods. Newly enfranchised white Australian women had to negotiate carefully in asserting themselves in the political sphere, especially when issues of masculinity seemed to be at stake. This was especially the case in fraught debates over the 1916 referendum on conscription, in which both pro- and anti- groups lent heavily on ideas of sexual difference. As they countered arguments that mothers should be glad to sacrifice their sons for the good of the nation, women from both organisations were subject to sexist ridicule and sometimes violence. In the end, it was the Sisterhood of Peace that endured after 1918, changing its name to the Australian section of WILPF, but the push and pull between ‘respectable’ and ‘radical’ approaches continued to shape and sometimes rock the organisation in the following decades.

			WILPF has always been committedly internationalist, but membership has led many women to rethink national norms. In particular, it was soon evident that ‘an internationalist mindset demanded engagement with the politics of race’ (p. 83), and, in interwar Australia, that meant a confrontation with the otherwise domestically popular White Australia policy. ‘I am against the White Australia Policy’, said one member ‘because the arming of brothers against each other is the only way it can be preserved’ (p. 84). On the other hand, some like Vida Goldstein worried that change would generate an exploited non-white labour class while reducing white men’s conditions and pay, thus demeaning both groups. (Like those of many WILPF members, Goldstein’s views on the White Australia policy changed over time.) Laing deals with this chapter delicately, careful not to generalise as she details how some WILPF members came to question the White Australia policy consensus and reject inflammatory racism, without making the leap to a full disavowal of the exclusionary set of policies supported by many of their trade union allies. Meanwhile, the unequal treatment of Aboriginal people was ‘ignored as irrelevant’ (p. 85) until the 1950s, when the Australian section began to promote Indigenous causes through the lens of universal human rights.

			

			During WWII, the ‘freedom’ in WILPF’s name seemed increasingly at odds with the organisation’s central fight for peace and nonviolence, as people around the world took up arms to fight fascist and totalitarian aggression. Members had initially taken ‘freedom’ to mean emancipation from gendered oppression, so that women could more effectively fight for peace, but it quickly came to represent freedom from political and military oppression, raising vexed questions about how meaningful peace could truly be without recourse to violent resistance against dictators. Facing the failure of the once-promising disarmament movement and the disintegration of interwar antimilitarist sentiment, the Australian WILPF remained resolute in its pacifism, to the point of causing a rift with international leadership. Following the lead of Melbourne secretary Eleanor Moore, a committed and purist pacifist whose memoir is an important source for this book, the Australian section publicly dissented with the international WILPF’s decision to support a boycott of Japan. Australian WILPF members felt they ought to have been consulted as leaders in the Australasian and Asian region, having fostered pan-Pacific connections there for several decades.

			The post-WWII order brought new tensions, as angst over communism divided the international peace movement and the Women’s Liberation Movement (WLB) undercut the traditional contours of feminism. Unlike some peace organisations that sympathised with the Soviet Union and communist-aligned, nationalist struggles, the Australian WILPF section remained staunchly anti-communist, though its members’ statements on the matter were not enough to avert ASIO surveillance. WILPF gradually adapted to changing expressions of feminism in the 1960s and 1970s, adopting theories of patriarchy to articulate how men and women were conditioned into gender roles that might lead to war, though the maternalism of an earlier era never totally dissipated. Indeed, the idea of women’s special mandate to protect children’s futures gained a new salience in the atomic era.

			Despite these ideological strains, the overarching impression in this commemorative but clear-eyed history is of a group of women who insist on an alternative vision to ‘common sense’ political and military verities that normalise war and violence as solutions to political problems. Since the Zurich Congress’ critiques of the Paris Peace Conference, WILPF has refused to accept an absence of nonviolent possibilities in the face of indifference, sexism, resistance and disillusionment. It is a refusal best articulated in 1964, when the minister for external affairs argued in the House of Representatives that there was ‘no current alternative’ to ‘using force as necessary to check the southward thrust of militant Asian Communism’ (p. 235). In a response that struck a chord with the public, the Australian WILPF arranged an advertisement in the Australian: ‘Is there a current alternative to force in Asia? Yes Mr Hasluck there is!’

			

			As Laing finalised Sisters in Peace in 2022, world leaders were grappling with Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, an event that upended comfortable beliefs about the unlikelihood of conventional warfare between financially connected modern states, and about the neutralisation of nuclear weapons as a realistic threat. In response, Australia’s defence minister and current leader of the opposition declared: ‘The only way you can preserve peace is to prepare for war’ (p. 299). Given her primary focus on the day-to-day politics of conference forums, drawing room meetings and correspondence with distant committees, Laing tends to refer only indirectly to the emotional and physical ravages of war that inspired WILPF’s work. The human consequences of failures to maintain peace are glimpsed, not foregrounded. But the anecdote of a Ukrainian woman forced to search for emergency contraception in between bombing raids, presented in the book’s conclusion, is a poignant reminder of the gravity of WILPF’s fight for peace and demilitarisation, and especially of the sexual violence disproportionately experienced by women in war. In reference to the threat of rape, the woman said, ‘I cried in silence, because all wars are like this’ (p. 300).

			Since the book’s publication, old and new arenas of conflict have erupted, and the Australian WILPF is currently focused on atrocities in Gaza and the importation of arms to Israel, alongside campaigns relating to Iran, Afghanistan, Sudan, South Sudan and Ukraine—a grim and growing list. It is meaningful to see the former Labor MP Margaret Reynolds, who wrote the Foreword for Sisters in Peace and who was reprimanded for countering Bob Hawke’s decision to participate in the Gulf War, writing in July 2024 in support of Senator Fatima Payman’s break with the Labor Party over its stance on Palestine.1

			Sisters in Peace is a valuable contribution to the rich body of historical analysis of the relationship between feminism and pacifism; though it grows out of a well-established field of research, one of its many strengths is an attentiveness to the particularities of the Australian experience, and sometimes the Melbourne or Perth experience. This timely and thought-provoking book will be valuable to scholars of Australian feminism and peace advocacy, and all those interested in gendered perspectives on the last 100 years of global war. But readers should brace themselves for the second-hand frustration of learning about good ideas ignored and alternative possibilities unexplored, in debates of inconceivably high stakes.

			

			
				
						1	Margaret Reynolds, ‘Will Senator Payman Influence Australian Government Decision Makers?’, Women’s International League for Peace & Freedom Australia’, 1 July 2024, wilpf.org.au/will-senator-payman-influence-australian-government-decision-makers/.


				

			
		

	
		

		
			Karen Fox review of Barbara Minchinton with Philip Bentley, Madame Brussels: The Life and Times of Melbourne’s Most Notorious Woman

			(Collingwood: La Trobe University Press in conjunction with Black Inc, 2024), 322 pp., PB $36.99, ISBN 9781760644932

			Madame Brussels: The Life and Times of Melbourne’s Most Notorious Woman tells the story of Caroline Hodgson, otherwise known as Madame Brussels. Described as ‘the most legendary brothel keeper in nineteenth-century Melbourne’ (back cover), Madame Brussels has become ‘a cult figure of sorts’ in the twenty-first century (p. 1), with a lane named for her at the location of one of her brothels, a city rooftop bar bearing her name and even a guided walking tour visiting some of the locations associated with her. Yet, despite her present-day fame and past notoriety, until the publication of this biography relatively little has been known about the flesh-and-blood woman behind the alias.

			In her own time, Hodgson was a divisive figure. From one perspective, prostitution was a ‘necessary evil’ (p. 4), and Madame Brussels’s business was ‘a good deal better managed than most’ (p. 105); from another, she was a morally bankrupt woman who made her living from the ruin of young women lured into an evil trade. Either way, she would not have seemed the kind of person who warranted a biography, at least not the kind of praise-filled tome extolling the great and the good that we tend to associate (however erroneously) with the Victorian era. From the vantage point of the early twentieth-first century, however, Madame Brussels has taken on a new image, whether as a kind of female larrikin, to be celebrated as a colourful and entertaining figure of old Melbourne, or as something of a heroine, a woman with a difficult start in life who used her skills not just to make a living, but also to build a successful business that created significant wealth—and all that on her own, as her husband pursued his own path as a country policeman.

			For Barbara Minchinton, Hodgson is more than anything a representative of a past world: she ‘represents much of what Melbourne was in the nineteenth century and what it became in the twentieth’ (p. 1). As she argues, Hodgson:

			rode the wave of Melbourne’s boom in the 1880s, weathered the storm of the depression years in the 1890s and suffered as a result of the outburst of moral panic in the 1900s. (p. 1)

			‘Her death in 1908 signified the end of one kind of Melbourne’, in which sex work was subject to an ‘uneasy tolerance’, ‘and the beginning of another’, which saw ‘complete prohibition’ (p. 1). Minchinton’s rationale in telling her story is both to give depth to the ‘relatively superficial’ existing understanding of this woman who has been a source of ‘enduring fascination’ (pp. 1–2), and to ‘explor[e] the moral and political context of her venture into commercial sex’ (p. 3).

			Both Minchinton and her collaborator, Philip Bentley, are eminently qualified to tell this story. Minchinton, an independent researcher and historian, is an expert in the history of sex work in Melbourne in the era, having previously published The Women of Little Lon: Sex Workers in Nineteenth-Century Melbourne (La Trobe University Press in conjunction with Black Inc, 2021). Bentley—with whom she researched the life of Madame Brussels, and who wrote an afterword to the present book, having been unable to contribute as planned to its writing due to illness—had earlier researched the history of prostitution in early Melbourne, as well as authoring the Australian Dictionary of Biography entry on Hodgson, published in 2005.1 This new, full-length biography brings together the research that Minchinton and Bentley had each done on Hodgson and the history of prostitution in colonial Melbourne, as well as showcasing the significant new research that they have conducted.

			The biography itself consists of 30 chapters, most relatively short, punctuated with a rich selection of illustrations—including photographs, hand-drawn sketches and maps—and ends with Bentley’s afterword, along with three appendices containing family trees and a list of property transactions. Beginning with an introductory reflection, the remainder of the book is arranged in six parts, coinciding with different phases of Hodgson’s life. Two chapters deal with her life before arriving in Australia in 1871, aged in her mid-20s. Few biographies cover the first two decades and more of a subject’s life with such rapidity, but this reflects the paucity of detail discoverable about Hodgson’s early years. The chapters revolve around one of the few firmly established facts from this period of her life: her wedding to Studholme George Hodgson, the son of an English family with a history of service to the British Empire and the British Army, at ‘the venue for society weddings in London at that time’ (p. 11, original emphasis). The second of this pair of chapters is essentially a close, perceptive analysis of a photograph of the couple taken around the time of their marriage. Born of necessity, this brief chapter is an exemplar of visual source analysis, of how to integrate visual sources into historical research and writing, rather than merely deploying them as illustrations. Six chapters then cover Hodgson’s early years in Melbourne, another six address her ‘halcyon’ years (p. 61) as a brothel madam, and seven deal with the ‘complicated’ (p. 113) period during which Studholme died and she married again, only to find herself quickly deserted by her new husband. Four chapters then cover the more difficult years of her later career as a madam, as social mores changed and she was effectively forced out of the trade, and another four conclude the story with her final illness and death.

			

			Throughout, Minchinton and Bentley have attempted to resolve the many puzzles about Hodgson’s life, such as whether she was connected to the infamous loss of Victoria’s parliamentary mace, why she took the name Madame Brussels for her professional alias and whether she had an affair (or a child) with the music critic Alfred Plumpton. Among the notable strengths of this book are the way Minchinton navigates mysteries like these, and the way she makes the most of limited sources by the use of detailed contextual research. (The nearly 50 pages of endnotes at the end of the book are a testament to the extent of the research that has been undertaken.) A great deal of careful inquiry into the contexts in which Hodgson lived and worked, and how various aspects of life operated—from the means by which her brothel might obtain liquor to the procedures and practices of Melbourne’s courts—allows Minchinton to paint a picture of the world in which Hodgson operated, and to offer informed speculations about her life based on this broad contextual information in conjunction with the tidbits of detail to be found in such diverse sources as newspapers, property records, archaeological evidence and court proceedings.

			Methodologically, Madame Brussels is thus an instructive example of the kind of ‘small history’, enabled by the digitisation of archival records, recently championed by Julia Laite.2 Bentley acknowledges the importance of this process of digitisation in his afterword, describing ‘the digitisation of information and the internet’ as ‘game changers’ (p. 251), and, indeed, a project such as this one is probably only possible in today’s era of digitised sources, when diverse scraps of information can be found with a few clicks and keywords, trawling records from around the world that would otherwise be out of reach.

			At the same time, there are limitations to this methodology, and occasionally questions must remain unanswered, as Bentley concedes, remarking particularly on the fact that Hodgson’s character and personality remained largely out of reach (p. 253). If one could wish, at times, for more solid answers—as in Chapter 16, dealing with the question of Hodgson’s rumoured relationship with Plumpton—this is no criticism of Minchinton’s and Bentley’s efforts, but merely reveals the impossibility of ever knowing the past in its entirety, especially when dealing with a subject as deliberately shadowy as sex work. One danger inherent in this kind of detailed blending of tidbits of information with contextual material and speculation is losing the biographical subject (and the reader) in a morass of detail, as happened for me in Chapter 13, where the discussion of surveys, maps, rooms, fences and paths became a touch overwhelming. Another is taking the speculation further than the limited evidence can support. Minchinton has largely avoided this problem, although I at least was not entirely convinced by the evidence offered for Studholme Hodgson’s possible homosexuality.

			These, however, are minor quibbles, offered by way of reflection on the pitfalls of this kind of biographical research rather than as criticisms. Overall, Madame Brussels is an impressive piece of historical and biographical research, reconstructing a life from scattered and diverse sources, and the book makes a valuable contribution to our understanding of how women lived in the past, as well as to our knowledge of early Melbourne. As Laite suggested in relation to her own foray into the history of the sex trade, ‘there is a power in complexity and imperfection, in showing, through histories of individual lives, that our understanding of a phenomenon such as sex trafficking simply cannot ever be complete or monolithic’. Stories like these, as she suggests, allow us ‘to find exceptions, disrupt stereotypes, dismantle tropes, question stock characters, and challenge assumptions based on big data’.3 Anyone who seeks to achieve such goals in their historical work will find this biography a rewarding read, as will all those interested in women’s history, the history of prostitution, or Australian biography and history generally.

			

			
				
						
1	Philip Bentley, ‘Caroline Hodgson (1851–1908)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of Biography, The Australian National University, published first in hardcopy 2005, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/hodgson-caroline-12986/text23473.
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			Doug Munro review of Stuart Kells, MUP: A Centenary History

			(Carlton: Miegunyah Press, 2023), 554 pp., HB $60.00, ISBN 9780522878097

			Almost from the moment of its founding in 1921, Melbourne University Press (MUP) became an important part of the Australian intellectual and academic landscape. Other university presses followed, but MUP has always been at the forefront in the prestige stakes. MUP has also had its share of controversies and difficulties, and there is something to be said for the aphorism that conflict and scandal, although distressing to the individuals involved, are so much more interesting to observe, and to read about, than steady and stolid progress. Or—to deploy another adage, this time from journalism—the only good news is bad news. Seen in this light, Stuart Kells’s commissioned centenary history of MUP holds much promise as an account of an important cultural institution that has endured bad times as well as good. In agreeing to the commission, Kells accepted a monumental task, and this despite his credentials, which include a longstanding interest in publishing and books, and his authorship of a history of Penguin Books.1

			MUP was initially the bookshop for the University of Melbourne, which meant an involvement in the second-hand book market, and soon after a gown hiring service. But it was not long before the publication of its first book—Myra Willard’s History of the White Australia Policy to 1920 (1923; reprinted 1967, 2017). In relating what followed, Kells largely organises his material around the tenures of successive directors of MUP, starting with Stanley Addison through to (at the time of publication) Nathan Hollier. It is a sensible arrangement given the influence they exerted, despite being answerable to a board. Continuing in a biographical mode, Kells provides potted biographies of the directors, although, in the case of Addison (pp. 12–13), we get little sense as to how his antecedents might have had a bearing on his tenure as director.

			Who was it who said that the history of a university press ‘does not promise a gripping read’? Starting with a discussion on the concept of a university press and the tension between publishing low- and slow-selling academic titles and the need to remain solvent, usually through subsidies, Kells moves to the qualities that make the ideal publisher—‘an amalgam of commercial editorial, artistic and scholarly elements’ (p. 78). The difficulty in getting the planets to align in any one individual is writ large in the case of Addison, whose tenure ended following his misappropriation of funds. He had been given a free hand with minimal oversight and the chickens came home to roost, so to speak (pp. 66–9). Addison was ‘let go’ without further sanction and the oversight and governance of MUP was immediately tightened. This episode, together with the discussion of the financial and publishing aspects of MUP during the 1920s and 1930s, makes for compelling reading, and Kells’s narrative and scholarly skills are on full display. Sadly, Barbara Ramsden, who was the editorial mainstay at MUP and remained so until her retirement in 1967 (pp. 258–60), fell victim to the boys’ club syndrome, despite being eminently qualified to fill the vacancy created by Addison’s departure. In what Kells rightly describes as ‘a deplorable pattern’ of the times, and later, the job was advertised for ‘Men Only’ (p. 74; also p. 318). This was the first of three occasions that Ramsden was passed over for the directorship of MUP.

			

			Fast-forward to 1942 with the appointment as MUP’s fourth director, Gwyn James, who was a history lecturer and foundation editor of Historical Studies, Australia and New Zealand prior to his association with MUP. His was a troubled reign and another example of the qualities needed in a publisher not residing in the same person. He had a sure feel for the publishing side of MUP but lacked administrative skills and financial acumen. In contrast to his predecessor, who did his best to ensure that MUP lived within its means, ‘James’s strategy, and his answer to any problem, was growth’ (p. 160), and he looked to the university to fund this expansion, which included a printing press and a bindery and buildings in which to house this equipment. By 1961, MUP’s trading surplus was less than £4,000, which, as Kells points out, was ‘out of all proportion to its bank overdraft of £150,000’ (p. 166).

			At this point, William Macmahon Ball (chairman of the MUP Board) stepped in to remove James. Kells clarifies what happened next. First, Ball trimmed the fat by shedding MUPs superfluous activities, over James’s objections. He then had the board restructured under a new statute, which included the creation of a ‘director’ of the press. James was excluded from consideration and was offered instead the position of ‘Publisher to the University’. This would make him answerable to the new director and, at the same time, exclude him from membership of the board. Kells blandly says that ‘James had been encouraged to leave and that is what he did’ (p. 168). Rather, it was a constructive dismissal. What Kells does not indicate is that the first volume of Manning Clark’s A History of Australia was in the mix. Kells mentions the controversy elsewhere in the book but does not link this with James being pushed out (pp. 279–80). In short, Ball did not want MUP to handle Clark’s History but, against his better judgement, he reluctantly acquiesced. A disgruntled Ball then, according to James, ‘browbeat’ the board with ‘vindictive petulance’ into reducing the proposed print run and accused James of ‘culpably under-pricing’ the cost of sheets to the co-publisher Cambridge University Press.2 All in all it was a messy parting of the ways.

			Enter Peter Ryan, who was James’s surprise replacement and the longest-serving director of MUP (1962–88). Disappointingly, Kells’s account of Ryan’s stewardship is overly reliant on the latter’s memoirs (Final Proof), which Kells takes at face value.3 In these parts of Kells’s narrative, which are extensive, my feeling was ‘I’ve read it all before’. And knowing the extent to which Final Proof is unreliable, I was left with feelings of unease. Take the occasions when Kells’s accounts of a given book’s publishing backstory replicates Ryan’s descriptions but without corroboration. For example, did Ryan’s confrontation with Lance Townsend over the republication of the latter’s Gynaecology for Students pan out the way that Ryan so amusingly describes it (p. 418)?4 I mention this to highlight that Kells, despite the extent of his research in other parts of the book, did not consult MUP’s author files, which might (would likely?) have imparted a different picture to the one portrayed by Ryan.

			Another puzzling aspect of Kells’s MUP is that he did not use recently published books, which are itemised in his ‘Acknowledgements’ (p. 517) that would have added to his own narrative.5 One of those books is my own short account of the Peter Ryan – Manning Clark controversy, which might have made Kells think twice about relying on Ryan’s fraudulent version of events.6 Ryan’s posthumous attack on Clark was spread over three issues of Quadrant in 1993 and 1994, in which he condemned the man and his works lock, stock and barrel.7 Among other things, Ryan claimed that he was locked into a contract formulated by his predecessor and thus had no option but to proceed with as many (unrefereed) volumes as Clark cared to write, irrespective of their deplorable quality. To the contrary, there was no contract with Clark when Ryan joined MUP. Ryan himself drew up the contract a year after assuming office and he neglected to make provision that Clark’s manuscripts be sent out to readers. Neither did Ryan insist on varying the contract to provide for refereeing and neither did he reveal that Clark increasingly got cold feet about continuing to churn out successive volumes. He wanted to wrap up the project at an early juncture, but Ryan desperately encouraged him to go on, praising his work to the hilt—and laughing all the way to the bank because the sales of Clark’s History significantly alleviated MUP’s financial woes. This is a very different picture to the one painted by Ryan, whose misrepresentations are perpetuated in Kells’s narrative.

			The likely explanation for the neglect of the latest literature is because these books came out too late to be used. My own book was published in October 2021 and was immediately available as a free download, but MUP’s production schedules meant that Kells was unable to rework his narrative in the light of recently published books that would have made a difference. Another factor at play was that Kells was working to the ‘very tight schedule’ imposed by the publisher, the idea being the book’s release should coincide ‘with the centenary anniversary of MUP’s first publication’.8 This left little leeway for contingencies such as Covid restrictions, which were especially severe in Melbourne. Kells alludes to this (p. 516). In the circumstances, it would have been better, if possible, had MUP extended the deadline.

			Even so, there are avoidable blemishes. There is the statement that Clark, after the publication of the final volume of his History in 1987, ‘authored half a dozen other books. Not one of those subsequent titles, Ryan pointed out sharply, had received the MUP imprint’ (p. 280). To the contrary, five of Clark’s post-1987 books were published by MUP.9 To compound the error, Kells states two pages earlier that the last volume of Clark’s autobiography was published in 1992 by MUP. It is also unfortunate that Kells takes a needless swipe at one of Ryan’s critics in accusing Don Watson of hypocrisy for ‘claiming as his own Paul Keating’s landmark Redfern speech’ (p. 282). To the contrary, again, Watson made clear that the ‘contract’ between politician and speechwriter is that that the speech ‘belongs’ to the politician and is ‘owned’ by the politician irrespective of the speechwriter’s authorship.10 A third instance concerns Ryan’s successor at MUP. Ryan thought he had Michael Cannon lined up to succeed him as director and he spat the dummy when he discovered otherwise. Kells dismisses this as being typical of Ryan’s ‘idiosyncratic’ approach to matters, but even Ryan’s gentle biographer says that ‘the decision on his replacement was actually none of his business. Nor should it have been.’11 A further blemish is the fanciful and unsubstantiated statement that the Encyclopaedia of Papua New Guinea, which Ryan edited on behalf of MUP, ‘accelerated the move to [PNG’s] independence’ in 1975 (p. 194). If this were the case, then it carries the irony that the premature granting of independence to PNG, which Ryan deplored, was the catalyst for him ceasing to support the Australian Labor Party and falling headlong into the embrace of the political right.

			Fast-forward again, this time to the appointment MUP’s second longest-serving director, Louise Adler (2002–19). Kells provides a compelling portrait of Adler, who was hired as ‘the new broom’ who would return a restructured MUP to financial stability. Given Adler’s dynamic and sometimes combative personality, which Kells brings out compellingly, MUP was headed for interesting times. A sharp departure under Adler was the proactive publication of politicians’ biographies and autobiographies, and there were dark mutterings that MUP had abdicated its primary mission as a truly academic publisher. The sales of such books were often impressive12 but MUP got itself into bidding wars with other publishers, resulting in advances to authors ‘that were out of proportion to the royalties generated by sales’ (p. 371). Then there was the contention over the publication of a book on Cardinal George Pell in 2017. With the advent of a new vice-chancellor in 2019, MUP’s business model was brought low. Rather than submit to the return of MUP to primarily the role of a traditional academic press, and amid considerable controversy, Adler resigned. The Adler era, which in my view is the most impressive part of the book, was not a new dawn nor the way of the future. MUP returned to the fold of the traditional academic publisher.

			For the most part Kells’s MUP is a sound and scholarly contribution. It is even-handed, sometimes to a fault, and most certainly an exceptionally well-written book. More the pity that ways and means were not found to provide extra time so that the Ryan era was adequately treated.
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			Cindy Solonec review of Frances Peters-Little, Jimmy Little: A Yorta Yorta Man

			(Sydney: Hardie Grant, 2023), 272 pp., HB $45.00, ISBN 9781743799062

			‘Look there, Jimmy Little’, my Aunty Eddie whispered as she gently clutched my arm and pouted towards the famous singer. He had just walked into Retravision in Derby where we were shopping. We turned coy when he looked our way, grinned and waved cheerfully before disappearing further into the store. That is the effect the man with the velvety voice had on his Countrimin. Before he had recorded his signature song ‘Royal Telephone’ with Festival Records in 1963, Jimmy Little was well on his own way to glory. Right up until his seventy-fifth birthday he was still performing in clubs and hotels in regional communities across Australia.

			Following her father’s death in 2012, Frances Peters-Little, his only child, honoured a request from her parents to write her father’s biography. While she was reluctant to comply, I am pleased that she did. Not only is this work meticulously investigated and executed, but also the author’s perspective is important. Non-Aboriginal writers do a fine job, but too often they write from a less nuanced viewpoint. Sadly, Frances herself passed away in May 2024, joining her beloved parents on the other side.

			The Foreword is affectionately scripted by Jimmy Little’s niece, the celebrated Koori opera singer, Deborah Cheetham—a Stolen Generations child. In her Preface, Peters-Little admits that exploring her dad’s biography was a long and difficult journey. Divulging one’s family’s deep history is private yet often necessary when it comes to our national treasures. Peters-Little eloquently transcends such difficulties to do justice to her parents’ lived experience. Each chapter begins with lyrics from a Jimmy Little poem or song that are wholesome and meaningful, giving context to the chapter. From interviews with her father, Peters-Little skilfully enhances his biography by interspersing his voice verbatim and differentiating his words in Arial font. Photographs help to bring the story to life.

			The author probes deep into colonial history to complement the way in which her father portrays how his ancestors survived genocidal brutality. Little’s earliest years were spent on Cummeragunja Mission on his mother’s Yorta Yorta Country in Victoria, where Aboriginal people were being indoctrinated by the Church of Christ. He was but a babe in arms when his parents joined the 1939 walk-off from Cummeragunja, protesting the overseer’s cruel management style—cutting residents’ pay and feeding them rancid meat and fouled milk. Little’s two siblings died there. The family moved away to live as fringe dwellers in their own Country. Most of his childhood was on his father’s Yuin Country in New South Wales where he grew up not knowing about his maternal ancestry. It was not until Jimmy Little was in his 60s that he began delving into the archives to learn more about his Yorta Yorta culture. He lost his mum when he was just 13.

			

			At the age of 16 Jimmy Little moved to Sydney to further his singing opportunities. He met the love of his life, Marjorie Rose Peters, at the Waterloo Town Hall and he was clearly smitten with the strong-willed Yuwaalaraay/Gamilaraay woman. Their marriage would become known as one of the most respected unions in the Australian music industry. Little was smitten again when his daughter Frances arrived in 1958, and he penned ‘Frances Claire’, one of the many songs I listened to while writing this review.

			Both Jimmy’s and Marj’s families before them were entertainers—singers, dancers, spooners, finger clickers and snappers, magicians, boxers and even a fire eater in circuses, popular in vaudeville shows. Jimmy’s desire to perform publicly was shaped when he was a lad, listening to country and hillbilly tracks on early morning radio with his dad. The 1950s were known as the golden years of radio, when 40 per cent of Australians preferred radio over reading (27 per cent). A host of American and Australian artists influenced Little and his successful life of music—Eddie Fisher, Al Martino, Bing Crosby and Perry Como; and locally, Buddy Williams, Tex Morton (New Zealand), Smokey Dawson, Rick and Thel Carey, and even Slim Dusty. Little performed solo at Aboriginal dances at Redfern and La Perouse and even on the Kalang, a large showboat that cruised Sydney Harbour.

			Little linked Aboriginal spiritual beliefs to Christianity in ‘Royal Telephone’; however, as southern Pentecostals considered a royal telephone as a way of communicating with God, some people accused him of turning his back on his Aboriginal culture in favour of Christian beliefs. Jimmy insisted that he was not influenced by any affiliation, because he grew up in the faith of his own Aboriginal teachings, from his tribal ways, which he combined with Christian teachings. Little wrote ‘Yorta, Yorta Man’ as his biographical song.

			During the 1960s, he found himself involved in advocacy for the rights of Aboriginal peoples. Societal change brought on by popular culture drew him in to become a public servant in education and an activist for the rights of our peoples. He was a worthy advocate, albeit inadvertently. During the lead up to the 1967 Referendum, Little became aligned with Aboriginal activists like Charles Perkins, Gordon Briscoe and Faith Bandler. He did not necessarily enjoy these times, yet he felt it was necessary. Rather than political, he asserted that he was artistic and that entertaining was his platform. Little knew that, for him, sharing music and meeting people with a ‘gently-gently’ approach was the best way to break down racial barriers. He did not accept that others needed to be lectured to about the troubles of Aboriginal people.

			

			Jimmy Little recorded numerous songs and he won awards that included NAIDOC’s Person of the Year in 1989. Other accolades included induction into the ARIA Hall of Fame in 1999, appointment as AO in 2004 and the Tamworth Country Music Festival Golden Guitar Lifetime Achievement Award in 2011. Jimmy Little, A Yorta Yorta Man is a captivatingly superb journey that reveals many aspects of the singer’s life. The book concludes with a discography. Frances Peters-Little honours her parents’ wish with pride and dignity.

		

	
		

		
			Stephen Wilks review of Lyndon Megarrity, Rex Patterson: A Voice for the North

			(Redland Bay: Connor Court Publishing, 2024), 90 pp., PB $19.95, ISBN 9781922815972

			Rex Alan Patterson (1927–2016) was a stalwart advocate of that most recurrent of Australian dreams—realising national prosperity and even greatness by developing the forbidding far north of this vast continent.

			Harnessing the north, an ill-defined area stretching roughly from the Pilbara to Rockhampton, is related to two other persistent themes in the history of Australian public policy: faith in the power of large-scale government intervention to spark sustained economic development, and an often-related resentment that too much public money was being spent on projects in the big cities. Your reviewer often muses that the foremost divide in Australian society is that between, on the one hand, the two great metropolises of Sydney and Melbourne, and, on the other, the rest of the country.

			Readers will not be surprised to hear that Patterson was assertively a Queenslander, a proud origin he shares with Lyndon Megarrity, author of this short biography. Hailing from Bundaberg, like so many of his compatriots Patterson went south and then abroad to build a career. Armed with degrees from the universities of Queensland and Illinois, he rose to the senior ranks of the Commonwealth Government’s Bureau of Agricultural Economics (BAE) and became the first head of the Northern Division of the Department of National Development.

			Patterson’s greatest practical role in developing the north arose during his time as a public servant. He led BAE research that influenced the Menzies government’s funding in 1961 of the beef roads scheme across Western Australia, Queensland and the Northern Territory, which, incidentally, impressed the deputy leader of the Opposition, Gough Whitlam, as a fine example of using tied Commonwealth grants under section 96 of the constitution to implement a national policy. But the government subsequently seemed to lose interest in the north, and Northern Division’s further investigation of roads and ports fell foul of Treasury scepticism and reluctance to further impose section 96 on the states.

			By 1965, Paterson was decidedly disgruntled. He discreetly contacted Whitlam to offer himself as a candidate for the federal seat of Dawson, a typically huge Queensland electorate that stretched across that state’s indistinct central–north divide. His unexpected victory at a by-election the following year made him one of the first Whitlam babies, those well-educated talents drawn to politics by the great man’s promise of a more enlightened Australia. Patterson’s career culminated in service under Whitlam as minister in the portfolios of northern development, the Northern Territory, northern Australia (does one detect a theme here?) and, fleetingly, agriculture.

			

			The Dawson by-election became Patterson’s main claim to fame among political historians, but with the twist that this is mainly for how such a demonstration of Whitlam’s campaigning skills saved the deputy leader from a looming threat of expulsion from the Australian Labor Party (ALP) on grounds of disloyalty. As Megarrity rightly reminds us, this disregards local party organisers, not to mention Patterson’s strong reputation as a fighter for the north. Also of interest is that Patterson was initially slated to lead the 1971 ALP delegation to China, only to be usurped by Whitlam and relegated to being a lesser delegation member.

			Whitlam in his 1972 election policy speech promised to create a Ministry of Northern Development, where ‘Australians face the greatest challenge to retain the ownership of the nation’s resources, and to base new industries on those resources’. His standing as a northern development enthusiast did not last for long after he came to power. Patterson was corralled in the largely nominal northern development portfolio, responsible for little beyond the sugar industry. Even his major role when minister for the Northern Territory in helping lead the response to Cyclone Tracy’s devastation of Darwin was overshadowed. Nor do many recall Patterson’s efforts to pave a way towards self-government for the Northern Territory. Reputationally, he sits in the ruck of Whitlam-era figures, a seeming outlier amid the great ambitions that others held for social and foreign policy.

			Megarrity attributes the fall in interest in northern development to challenges within Patterson’s party from urban-based and economically rationalist members of parliament. As early as the 1971 ALP Federal Conference, Bill Haydon described agricultural subsidies as collectively reminiscent of ‘a madman in charge of a counterfeit press’ (p. 40). Your reviewer notices that Peter Walsh expressed amazement in his memoirs that Patterson, as a BAE economist, defended the Ord River Scheme. In office, Patterson was a frustrated gadfly, with Minister for Minerals and Energy Rex Connor having far more effective say about the north. Lacking Connor’s political oomph, he was unable to resist the imposition of price controls on mineral exports that removed Queensland’s competitive advantage over New South Wales in coal exports.

			Patterson broke with party solidarity when he criticised his own government in the wake of the ALP’s massive defeat at the 1974 Queensland state election. Megarrity’s book shines some northern light on Whitlam’s penchant for enthusiasms, and how readily these could shift. In this case, it was to his political cost, for not only was Patterson defeated in Dawson at the election of 1975, but Labor lost all but one of its House of Representatives seats in Queensland.

			

			This biography is the twenty-second addition to the Australian Biographical Monographs series published by Connor Court and edited by Scott Prasser, which has the stated aim of countering ‘distorted views of some of Australia’s leading historical figures who deserve to be remembered [and] better understood’ (p. 7). The series works particularly well when introducing us to denizens of the second or third tiers of public life who stood for much, only to be overshadowed in the public mind by prime ministers, premiers and suchlike top dogs. In other words, individuals like Patterson.

			What are the inherent virtues of such brief lives? This fine little book packs in a potted postwar history of the entire north of the continent, and its brevity helps to highlight the significance of its subject. It is certainly snappier than the author’s worthy biography of another Queensland developmentalist, Premier Robert Philp, and builds on his 2018 Northern Dreams: The Politics of Northern Development in Australia. Like the north itself, it is more sturdy than stylish, succinctly challenging the Whitlamisation of ALP history. It is not, however, recommended for readers who dislike books that incorporate long quotes.

			Megarrity ends with a plea for the need for people like Patterson who ‘fight for regional concerns to be heard and acted upon by the city-based MPs who dominate Australian political culture’ (p. 75). We get a strong sense of how distance fuels resentments and rivalries across the nation, affirming that it is too big to be effectively governed from any one centre. How different the Australian nation looks from such an unapologetically northern perspective, especially to your reviewer who grew up in Melbourne’s south-east, viewing the inner northern suburbs of Brunswick and Coburg as forbiddingly remote!

			To Megarrity, Patterson is no mere dreamer but a torchbearer for a just cause, a view evident in the anger that surfaces repeatedly even in such a short work. A near polemical tone is evident in declaring his book to be ‘a celebration and commemoration of a great Voice for the North’ (p. 14). Currently, he is one of our few historians of development policy, and the foremost authority on the development of the continent’s north. He fulfils these roles with skill, and in this little work plays to the strengths of short biography. 

		

	
		

		
			Josh Woodward review of Iain McCalman, John Büsst: Bohemian Artist and Saviour of Reef and Rainforest

			(Sydney: NewSouth, 2024), 272 pp., PB $36.99, ISBN 9781761170096

			Iain McCalman’s John Büsst: Bohemian Artist and Saviour of Reef and Rainforest traces the rise of the Great Barrier Reef from a site of remote isolation to one of national aesthetic and environmental importance. McCalman chronicles the reef’s journey through the lens of an artist-turned-activist who made the coastal lands ashore the reef his home. McCalman’s intuition for storytelling and eye for curious historical detail combine to give us a new and welcome perspective on the history of conservation and environmental consciousness as they relate to the Great Barrier Reef and tropical North Queensland.

			Born in Bendigo in 1909 to a family made rich by the gold boom, John Büsst gets his education at Melbourne’s elite Wesley College. There he bonds over a common interest in nature with Harold Holt, who becomes a lifelong friend and vital character in the book’s later preservation narrative. In 1930, Büsst and his sister Phyll eschew the materialism and social rigidity of their family position. Both withdraw from the University of Melbourne to pursue a bohemian life in Melbourne’s licentious and intellectually exciting Meldrumite art scene. Early chapters reveal the lives, loves and affairs of central characters of Melbourne’s 1930s art world, led by charismatic artists Colin Calahan and Justus Jorgensen. McCalman offers a gripping account of a city on the cusp of social and intellectual transformation. The romance and allure of the period, we learn, is perhaps not all that it seems.

			McCalman describes Calahan and Jorgensen as intoxicating, subversive intellectuals whose personas were irresistible to those young artists, including the Büssts, clustered around them in raucous inner-city taverns and dimly lit art studios. It is in these chapters that McCalman locates the notorious 1930 murder of bohemian artist Molly Dean as a paradigm shift in Melbourne’s creative history: ‘Coinciding with the Depression, the brutal killing of this beautiful, talented, free-thinking young woman seemed to symbolise the end of the innocent age of jazz and flappers’ (p. 33). On either side of Dean’s death, McCalman gives a subtle impression of Calahan and Jorgensen as cult-like figures. Calahan is undone by his adulteries and exiles himself to England. Jorgensen encourages the Meldrumites to accompany him to the Montsalvat artists’ colony at Eltham, on Melbourne’s rural hinterland. There, Jorgensen represents ‘himself as a type of secular preacher’ (p. 37) and tends to dominate his subordinates. McCalman highlights his ‘arrogant insistence that without his control the Montsalvat workers would perish in the outside world’ (p. 57).

			

			Not immune to his own minor scandals, adulteries and court appearances, Büsst invests his time and creative energy under Jorgensen into experimental building design. For much of the 1930s, John was consumed with construction and experimental mudbrick building—a skill he would later hone self-erecting homes at Bedarra Island and Bingil Bay. Perhaps disillusioned with Jorgensen’s capricious oversight of the Montsalvat artists’ colony, John and Phyll make a Gaugin-inspired escape to the islands of the Great Barrier Reef.

			The Büssts’ relocation to, and life on, Bedarra Island comprises the middle section of the biography. McCalman gives a portrait of John as an artist as he forms an instinctive connection to the land on which he lives and builds. A greater basis of primary source information allows McCalman to undertake a closer character study of Büsst than in the earlier chapters. Büsst is as an introspective and generous man, seemingly unfazed by the adversity of island life and further interpersonal disputes of yet another dysfunctional artists’ colony. After the passing of his father, Büsst and his sister gain a generous annual income that will later allow them to buy and sell large swathes of land. The Büssts’ stipend does not go unnoticed by Bedarra artist Noel Wood, who establishes on the island a radical artists’ colony dedicated to the ‘rejection of modern life’ where ‘wealth had no meaning’. In spite of his anti-materialist creed, Wood appears happy for ‘wealthy John Büsst’ to ‘foot most of the main costs until the colony became self-supporting’ (p. 71). McCalman’s profile gives a sympathetic impression of Büsst here. Rather than becoming embittered by disagreements or exploitation, Büsst throws himself into building. Island conditions pose immense physical challenges, but Büsst perseveres even when tropical ulcers lacerate his hands and feet. We get the sense that Büsst is a man driven by an uncompromising vision. ‘Despite his slight frame photographs show John’s rippling tennis-player muscles which enabled him to mix, handle and eventually lay these massive bricks’ (p. 81). McCalman’s description of Büsst’s achievements in manual labour reveals a man that was never destined to follow his father into the world of business. Considering the life of comfort Büsst refused, his ability to find solace in the rewards of physical adversity reminded me of the adage of the poet Percy Bysshe Shelley: ‘there is no real wealth but the labor of man’.

			At a social event organised by the Holts, and possibly through their ‘deliberate matchmaking’ (p. 99), Büsst meets and marries Alison Shaw Fitchett, who relocates to Bedarra. John and Alison are visited there at various intervals by their matchmakers, Harry and Zara Holt. The Holts fall in love with the tropical idyll. A handful of passages on John and Harry’s relationship reveal Holt to be an endearing if not flawed man. McCalman entertainingly details Holt’s flippant attitude towards water safety. Holt, we learn, would insist John transport him ‘by boat to ever more distant outer reefs where he could swim among sharks, barracuda, groupers and stingrays’ (p. 90). No number of sharks could deter Holt from swimming further and further into the reef. A mutual appreciation for the sublime setting of the tropical north brought both men closer, even if Holt’s love for the region had a dimension of adrenaline seeking not shared by the more contemplative Büsst.

			

			As important as Büsst’s relationship with the politically ascendant Holt are those he begins to form with budding scientists, ecologists and divers. This eclectic mix of characters give Büsst his tuition in the delicate ecosystems that connect island and land, reef and rainforest, water and coral. A fervid interest in ecology grants Büsst an ability to articulate the importance of the reef to countless committees, courts and officials. McCalman shows us how Büsst’s life experience informed, and perhaps made inevitable, his aptitude as a powerful communicator of the indispensability of environmental phenomena:

			He’d lived on Bedarra for seventeen years overlooking a fringing coral reef directly in front of his house and he’d observed it under all weather conditions, including a cyclone. Above all, he’d learnt that all coral reefs consisted of both live and dead corals and that even when coral reefs were pulverised by cyclones their skeletons and seabeds continued to harbour life. (p. 150)

			The third and fourth sections of McCalman’s biography deal with Büsst’s environmental campaigning and eventual involvement with the ‘Save the Reef’ movement. Büsst applied himself to the conservation effort with the same motivation and drive that he had used to construct homesteads by hand. McCalman presents the Büsst of the 1960s as a determined letter writer and political campaigner whose efforts cost him dearly in health and marriage: ‘John’s relentless commitment to saving the Reef … probably made him a dull companion’ (p. 213). Indeed, Büsst’s marriage appears to have played second fiddle to the relationships that served his activism. His longstanding relationship with, and therefore access to, Harold Holt, who he ceaselessly petitions for Commonwealth protection of sections of the reef and tracts of land and marine areas around the Innisfail coast, remains a persistent theme of this biography.

			Büsst’s opponents in his fight to save the reef were hardly insignificant. First, he contends with the Australian Army, seeking to prevent them from weapons testing and war gaming in the lowland rainforests. For his dogged opposition someone in the army terms him ‘the Bingle Bay bastard’—an insult that John adopted and flaunted with pride (p. 139). He later battles the developmentalist instincts of the avaricious Queensland government, which had an eye on the reef for oil and gas exploration. These encounters bring him into contact with the activist poet Judith Wright and a coterie of politicians, scientists and academics, whose efforts were indispensable in the eventual protection of the reef in 1975.

			Centring environmental campaigners in conservation efforts risks overstating the influence of a selection of individuals in favour of more complicated explanations of the wider social and political contexts of environmental movements. As Rohan Lloyd, Maxine Newlands and Theresa Petray have pointed out, the Save the Reef campaign was more complex than a ‘David vs. Goliath’ battle between a ‘rag-tag group of activists’ and the ‘collective might of the oil industry’, and, in fact, enjoyed widespread public support in the late 1960s.1 McCalman navigates this issue skilfully. Through the genre of biography, he repositions Büsst, somewhat overlooked in the historical record, as a central figure in making the reef a site of national attention.

			Whether or not Büsst deserves the ‘saviour’ epithet bestowed on him in the book’s title will be for each reader to decide. In his recent revisionist critique of the 1960s ‘Save the Reef’ campaign, Rohan Lloyd characterises Büsst as a:

			rare amalgam of the Reef’s history of settler engagement: he knew the science, the politics and the politicians, and was one of the few people who had faith in their collective engagement.2

			McCalman’s revelation is to bring Büsst’s role centre stage, explaining how, over a lifetime, he developed the qualities that made him indispensable to a historic environmental movement of Australia’s recent past. It is an important, personal addition to Great Barrier Reef historiography.

			

			
				
						
1	Rohan Lloyd, Maxine Newlands and Theresa Petray, ‘Coral Battleground? Re-examining the “Save the Reef” Campaign in 1960s Australia’, Environmental Sociology 3, no. 1 (2017): 54, doi.org/10.1080/23251042.2016.1259604. See also Rohan Lloyd, Saving the Reef: The Human Story behind One of Australia’s Greatest Environmental Treasures (St Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 2022).


						2	Lloyd, Saving the Reef, 66.
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