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Catastrophic Times and 
Feminist Histories
Kate Davison and Alexandra Ciaffaglione

This new decade began in a baptism of fire with environmental catastrophes 
in Australia, the Brazilian Amazon and on the west coast of the United 
States. Political crises took a foothold in global news and became a clarion 
call for institutional and societal change, as they demonstrated the 
inherent and devastating nature of white supremacy, white privilege and 
the continual impact of colonisation. The COVID-19 pandemic, which 
has caused the loss of millions of lives worldwide, has exposed systemic 
problems that have previously been ignored or deliberately obscured. 
The past year and a half has irrevocably transformed how we experience 
life and how we understand our place in it.

Survival, resilience and how we respond as a global society in the face of 
such catastrophe are running themes woven throughout this issue. In the 
creation and organisation of this issue, our central question has been what 
does ‘feminist history’ signify in catastrophic times? The events of the past 
year and a half have generated renewed interest in the social, political and 
even academic conceptions of feminism, gender and equality. Revelations 
of sexual harassment and assault within the Commonwealth Parliament 
have emerged as part of renewed public attention to the treatment of 
women, not only in politics but in workplaces more generally. The 
Sex Discrimination Act 1984 was a major achievement for feminism in 
Australia, yet recent times have exposed just how little the spirit of the 
Act has been imbibed by the country’s governing institutions; rather, 
those governing institutions are still working actively against it. We are 
now confronted with its gaps and shortcomings as well as its silences. 
The response by Parliament and the government to the revelations shows 
how much women are pushed to the side, their issues perceived as non-
issues, their perspectives ignored, their voices silenced. These processes 
are all the more aggressive and pernicious in the realms of society beyond 
the purportedly rules-based political infrastructure of Canberra. This is 
especially the case in terms of policing and the colonial oppression of 
Indigenous women in this country. Racism, workplace discrimination, 



Lilith: A Feminist History Journal, Number 27

4

unequal pay, the continued—often violent—enforcement of the gender 
binary, homophobia and widespread gender-based intimate partner 
violence can be interpreted as ongoing catastrophes in their own way.

If revealing the history of these structural catastrophes is a core duty of 
feminist historiography, it is made all the more difficult by the federal 
government’s ongoing de-funding of national cultural institutions such as 
the National Archives of Australia (NAA). Our cover image for this issue 
is taken from the NAA collection, a crucial repository for the history of 
feminist struggle in Australia, but also a place where we find evidence and 
source material revealing the colonial legacies of this country. As Michelle 
Arrow pointed out in The Conversation (27 April 2021), the impending 
destruction of audio and video material in the NAA collection will be 
disastrous for historical understandings of the Australian past—it was this 
kind of material that enabled the important feminist history documentary 
Brazen Hussies (Catherine Dwyer, 2020) to be made. The same problem 
can be found in other national cultural repositories such as the National 
Library of Australia, where budget and staff cuts have threatened 
vital services such as the Trove catalogue tool and the digitisation of 
collection material.

How can feminist history respond to such restrictions and curtailments? 
In the universities, efforts to preserve and even advance this and related 
fields have seen some successes. The Department of Indigenous Studies 
at Macquarie University, for example, is providing dedicated institutional 
space to gender and sexuality within Indigenous Studies through a new 
Indigenous Queer Identities and Cultures stream led by non-binary 
scholar Professor Sandy O’Sullivan (Wiradjuri). Elsewhere, however, 
piecemeal trends in gender history continue, with offers of fractional, part-
time and short fixed-term jobs. It is questionable whether such precarious 
offers really do feminist history any good, let alone their impact on the 
earning potential and career prospects of their (disproportionately female) 
incumbents. If anything, such developments may only serve to perpetuate 
age-old structural disadvantages for both women in the profession and 
feminist history overall, reflecting broader glass ceilings in research 
funding and grants, and publishing practices as well. These have only 
been exacerbated during the COVID-19 pandemic.

The seven contributions to this issue articulate experiences of women 
in the past that can shed light on the present-day issues explored above. 
Questioning feminism, grasping or asserting power and resisting silence 
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are the threads weaving this issue together. Jacquelyn Baker explores 
the tension between heterosexual and lesbian women in ‘The Lavender 
Menace Comes to Melbourne: Feminism, Lesbianism, Place and Space 
in the 1970s’, with an examination of the Women’s Liberation movement 
in Australia and the concept of safe space. Linda Wells advances scholarly 
exploration of decolonising history, colonial silence and the structures of 
power to bring alive the voices of the women and children in ‘The Story 
of  the Bungalow Alice Springs, 1914–1929: A Decolonised, Creative 
Non-Fictive Treatment with a Focus on the Women and Children’. Two 
articles focus more on non-public spheres. Exploring gendered practices 
of knowledge sharing in ‘“Wright By Her Own Hand”: Recipe Exchange 
and Women’s Kinship Networks in Ascendancy Ireland, 1690–1800’, 
Madeline Shanahan depicts the ways in which women have utilised 
agency in the formation of kinship networks spanning several generations. 
Danielle Scrimshaw takes a biographical approach by piecing together a 
portrait of Katie Anna Lush (1887–1935), a University of Melbourne 
lecturer in literature and the muse of the poet Lesbia Harford in ‘“Lovely 
and Secret”: The Life of a Poet’s Muse, Katie Anna Lush’. Through Lush’s 
biography, Scrimshaw offers insight into the lives of white unmarried 
women within the academic and political spheres of early twentieth-century 
Melbourne, as well as reading the relationship between Lush and Harford 
through a queer lens. Moving back into the public sphere, in ‘Spectacle 
and Political Gimmicks: The  Women’s Crusade for Liberty, 1947–
1949’, Wendy Michaels investigates how public spectacle and theatrical 
gimmickry was used as a mechanism of individual and collective agency 
by the conservative Australian Women’s Movement Against Socialism 
(AWMAS). In ‘“Your Life is More Pleasant with Wine”: Australian Wine 
Board Advertising in the Australian Women’s Weekly, 1955–1965’, Alison 
Vincent analyses how the Australian Wine Board conducted a targeted 
campaign towards women in a tacit acknowledgement of their ability to 
influence and institute change in the culture of wine consumption within 
the home. Sharyn Clarke explores women’s role in popular science and the 
processes of power within the patriarchal natural history establishment 
of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in ‘Women, Popular 
Science and Recreation: The First 25 Years of the South Australian Field 
Naturalists’.
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‘Your Life is More Pleasant with 
Wine’: Australian Wine Board 
Advertising in the Australian 
Women’s Weekly, 1955–1965
Alison Vincent
Central Queensland University, Rockhampton, Qld

Abstract
Consumption figures confirm that Australia became a nation 
of wine drinkers in the 1970s, but very little attention has been 
given to the role of advertising in influencing attitudes towards 
wine. The foundations for dramatic changes in Australia’s drinking 
culture were laid in the 1950s. Over the decade from 1955, 48 
advertisements sponsored by the Australian Wine Board were 
published in the Australian Women’s Weekly. This campaign aimed 
at educating would-be consumers, in particular women, in the 
use and service of wine and increasing the general demand for 
table wine. Operating within the ethos of Australia’s biggest selling 
women’s magazine, these advertisements targeted women not 
simply as consumers of wine but as agents of change, confirming 
that the Australian wine industry recognised women as crucial 
players in establishing a new wine-drinking culture. Emphasising 
democratisation and informality, the campaign encouraged 
women to embrace wine consumption as an aid to creating a 
satisfactory domestic life and an appealing image of themselves. 
This advertising campaign also reflected the changing social 
attitudes to alcohol consumption in the 1950s and 1960s.

Consumption figures confirm that Australia became a wine-drinking 
country in the 1970s.1 In 1965 the apparent consumption of wine 
was around 8.5 litres per head, of which only 35.5 per cent, or around 
3 litres, was table wine. By 1975 per capita consumption of table wine 

1  Julie McIntyre and John Germov, ‘“Who Wants to Be a Millionaire?” I Do: Postwar Australian 
Wine, Gendered Culture and Class’, Journal of Australian Studies, 42, no. 1 (2018): 65.
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was 11.5 litres, which represented 67.6 per cent of all wine consumed. 
By 1980 these figures had risen to 18 litres and 75 per cent respectively.2 
Various factors are credited with influencing this changing attitude to 
wine drinking in general and table wine in particular, among them the 
influence of European immigrants; an increasingly affluent and more 
sophisticated middle class; changes in licensing regulations; and technical 
improvements in wine production, which introduced products more 
suited to a mass market. Equally important were changes in the way wine 
was sold and marketed with the introduction of flagons and wine-in-a-
box, substantial brand advertising, and the advent of liquor chain stores 
and price discounting.3 With the exception of the work of McIntyre and 
Germov, who considered how the advertising of Lindeman’s Ben Ean 
Moselle demonstrated changing attitudes toward wine consumption in 
the 1970s and 1980s, the advertising of wine in Australia has received 
little scholarly attention. In particular, although it is acknowledged that 
women were integral to establishing a wine drinking culture here and made 
a significant contribution to the white wine boom of the 1970s, how wine 
advertising appealed to women remains largely unexamined.4 The following 
discussion focuses on the national advertising campaign mounted by the 
Australian Wine Board (hereafter AWB) in the 1950s, which promoted 
the use of wine as an integral component of a contemporary lifestyle. The 
overall object of the campaign was to convince women that they ‘could 
not misstep socially, culturally, economically, even morally’ by choosing 
to drink wine.5 These advertisements targeted women not simply as 

2  Figures for per capita wine consumption (litres per person 15 years and older) are available at 
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), Apparent Consumption of Alcohol: Extended Time Series, 
1944–45 to 2008–09 (hereafter ABS Apparent Consumption), 4307.0.55.002, www.abs.gov.au/
AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/4307.0.55.0021944-45%20to%202008-09?OpenDocument. 
Total wine consumption figures include table wine, sherry, dessert wines and flavoured wines. Data 
on percentage of table wine derived from figures available in Annual Report of the Australian Wine 
Board, Together with Statement by the Minister Regarding the Operation of the Wine Overseas Marketing 
Act (hereafter AWB Annual Report), 39th 1966/67, 40th 1967/68, 49th 1976/77 and 52nd 1979/80. 
All reports from 1966/67 can be accessed from Trove, National Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.
obj-829523396. Earlier reports were accessed in hard copy at State Library of New South Wales, 
Sydney.
3  Robert Osmond and Kym Anderson, Trends and Cycles in the Australian Wine Industry 1850–2000 
(Adelaide: Centre for International Economic Studies, University of Adelaide, 1998), xiii. See also David 
Dunstan, ‘A Drink Whose Time Had Finally Come: Wine Consumption in Australia 1950–1980’, in 
Consumer Australia: Historical Perspectives, ed. Robert Crawford, Judith Smart and Kim Humphrey 
(Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars, 2010), 135–51.
4  McIntyre and Germov, ‘“Who Wants to Be a Millionaire?”’, 66; John Wiggers and John Smart, 
The White Wine Boom: An Analysis of Liquor Preference in Australia (Newcastle: Department of Sociology, 
University of Newcastle, 1985), 5.
5  Ibid., 76.

http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/4307.0.55.0021944-45%20to%202008-09?OpenDocument
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/4307.0.55.0021944-45%20to%202008-09?OpenDocument
http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-829523396
http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-829523396
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consumers of wine but as agents of change, indicating that the Australian 
wine industry recognised women as crucial players in establishing a new 
drinking culture.

Australian Wine Board
The Wine Overseas Marketing Board was established by an act of the 
Commonwealth Parliament in 1929 and, as the name suggests, was 
initially concerned only with the development of the export market and 
the promotion of Australian wines overseas.6 AWB members consisted 
of representatives of the wine industry, both wine producers and grape 
growers, and its activities were financed entirely by funds from an annual 
levy on all grapes used for the manufacture of wine, brandy and spirit 
used for fortifying wines. The business of the AWB included sponsoring 
scientific research, market research, promotion, liaison with industry 
and government, and examination of the factors affecting trade. In 1954 
the legislation was amended and the AWB was authorised to conduct 
promotion of wine and brandy in Australia.7 This change in tack was 
prompted by the need to expand the overall market for both wine and 
brandy as a consequence of increased grape production from the irrigated 
vineyards established as part of the post–Second World War soldier 
settlement scheme, coupled with the collapse of the pre-war export market, 
the result of British tariffs on imported wine and increased competition in 
the export market.8

The AWB’s first national advertising campaign ran from August 1955 to 
July 1956, and over this period a total of 26 advertisements appeared in 
the Australian Women’s Weekly (hereafter the Weekly).9 The aims of AWB’s 
promotional activities in Australia were to educate potential consumers 

6  This somewhat unwieldly title was changed to the Australian Wine Board in 1936, and 
subsequently the board became the Australian Wine and Brandy Corporation in 1980.
7  ‘Bills To Promote Australian Wines’, Sydney Morning Herald (SMH ) 19 August, 1954, 12. See 
also James Halliday, A History of the Australian Wine Industry 1949–1994 (Adelaide: Australian Wine 
and Brandy Corporation, 1994), 14.
8  ‘“Crucial Issue” for Wine Trade’, Advertiser (Adelaide), 29 July 1954, 3; ‘Wine Industry Needs 
Expanded Overseas Markets’, SMH, 26 January 1954, 2; ‘Grape Sale Boost’, Mail (Adelaide), 
6 November 1954, 13.
9  The first campaign was awarded to Lyle Davis Advertising Pty Ltd, Australian Brewing and Wine 
Journal, 73, no. 12 (1955): 42.
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and increase the general demand for wine, and complement the advertising 
of individual producers who focused on obtaining a greater share of the 
market for their brands.10

AWB’s ability to advertise depended on the funds available. Although it 
was originally acknowledged that a national campaign needed to run for at 
least three years to be effective, the industry failed to agree on a proposed 
increase in the grape levy and print advertising came to a standstill in 
1957–58.11 A further nine advertisements continuing the campaign 
appeared in the Weekly in the late 1950s, but by 1960 the emphasis of 
promotional activities had switched to wine tastings and direct consumer 
contact and only 13 advertisements were published between 1960 and 
the end of 1965. By 1967, print advertising had been dropped completely 
and promotion centred around wine tastings, public relations and special 
events, with AWB supplying films, educational booklets and display 
material, as well as providing a monthly handout of recipes to metropolitan 
and country newspapers, magazines, and radio and television stations.12

The exact details of the AWB’s campaign are not well documented, other 
than that advertisements ran in the national weekly magazines, the Weekly 
and Woman’s Day, and in metropolitan newspapers.13 The print campaign 
was supported by pamphlets with additional information on serving 
wine, wine styles and cooking with wine, which could be obtained by 
mail. While it is not clear whether the campaign as a whole was aimed at 
women, those advertisements that ran in the Weekly were focused almost 
exclusively on convincing women of the merits of wine consumption, 
and were unique in their concentration on wine drinking in the home 
and the use of wine in cooking. Branded advertising in the Weekly in 
this period, 1955–65, was largely gender neutral and concentrated on 
establishing brand recognition. In the main, during the 1950s, wine 
producers promoted their range of products, emphasising quality and 
their long-standing reputation.

10  39th AWB Annual Report, 1966/67.
11  29th AWB Annual Report, 1956/57. 
12  39th AWB Annual Report, 1966/67. The Australian Wine Board resumed print advertising in the 
1970s.
13  Halliday, A History of the Australian Wine Industry 1949–1994, 14; 31st AWB Annual Report, 
1958/59.
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Changing Attitudes to Alcohol 
Consumption
The profound and long-lasting influence of licensing regulations on 
drinking habits and attitudes towards alcohol consumption in Australia 
is well documented.14 Temperance-inspired legislation, requiring that 
hotels close and all sales of alcohol cease at 6 pm, was introduced in South 
Australia, Victoria, New South Wales (hereafter NSW) and Tasmania 
in 1916. Six o’clock closing did not end nationally until 1967.15 As a 
consequence of these restrictions, by the middle of the twentieth century 
the drinking culture in Australian cities was clearly defined and sexually 
differentiated.16

Drinking beer at the hotel bar had become an exclusively male preserve. 
Wartime legislation banned women from the public bar and confined 
them to the ladies’ lounge while custom and personal preference tended 
to keep them separate.17 Hotel drinking in general had strong working-
class associations, all the more so for women.18 Writing in favour of 
extending hotel trading hours in 1947, Alice Jackson, then editor of the 
Weekly, described the scene outside hotels just before closing as ‘sordid and 
disgusting’. The ‘six o’clock swill’, as it became known, saw the bar and the 
pavement packed with men, and some women, many of whom, according 
to Jackson, were ‘obviously not of a high type’, intent on drinking as 
much as they could in the half-hour before closing time.19 The association 
of pubs with public drunkenness meant that they were avoided by women 
who valued their reputation as moral guardians of the home.20

14  The consequences of licensing regulations have been well documented. See, for example, Diane 
Kirkby, ‘Drinking “The Good Life”: Australia c. 1880–1980’, in Alcohol: A Social and Cultural History, 
ed. Mack P. Holt (New York: Berg, 2006), 203–23; Tanya Luckins, ‘Pigs, Hogs and Aussie Blokes: 
The Emergence of the Term “Six O’clock Swill”’, History Australia, 4, no. 1 (2007): 08.1–08.14; 
Robin Room, ‘The Long Reaction Against the Wowser: The Prehistory of Alcohol Deregulation in 
Australia’, Health Sociology Review, 19, no. 2 (2010): 151–163.
15  Room, ‘The Long Reaction Against the Wowser’, 154, 156. 10 o’clock closing was introduced 
in Tasmania in 1937, in Victoria in 1966, in NSW in 1955 and in South Australia in 1967.
16  Diane Kirkby, ‘“Beer, Glorious Beer”: Gender Politics and Australian Popular Culture’, Journal 
of Popular Culture, 37, no. 2 (2003): 245.
17  Clare Wright, ‘“Doing the Beans”: Women, Drinking and Community in the Ladies Lounge’, 
Journal of Australian Studies, 27, no. 76 (2003): 7–19.
18  Ibid., 9; Luckins, ‘Pigs, Hogs and Aussie Blokes’.
19  Alice Jackson, ‘Our Editor’s Views on 10 pm Closing’, Australian Women’s Weekly (AWW ), 
15 February 1947, 9.
20  Kirkby, ‘“Beer, Glorious Beer”’, 245; Wright, ‘“Doing the Beans”’, 9.
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Drinking also became associated in the popular imagination with 
organised crime, the black market, illegal, underground trading and 
‘the edgy excitement of transgression’.21 Hotels were required to provide 
meals and accommodation, so restaurants were often attached to a hotel 
(as the hotel dining room) and served alcohol under the hotel’s licence. 
Otherwise, the serving of alcohol with meals was illegal, except in places 
holding a wine licence, which allowed for the sale of Australian wine 
only (to take away in bottles or drink on the premises) with similarly 
circumscribed hours of operation to those of hotels.

In NSW, amendments to the Liquor Act passed in 1946 stipulated that 
a restaurant could only serve alcohol with meals and only within restricted 
hours—between noon and 2.30 pm for lunch and 6 pm and 8.30 pm for 
dinner, all bottles and glasses having to be off the table from 3 pm and 
9 pm respectively. Restaurants could only serve table wine and beer, and 
these had to be served in a sealed bottle, which was opened at the table. 
No sales of cocktails, fortified wines or liqueurs, or single glasses of beer 
or wine were allowed.22 Many restaurateurs flouted these rules, while their 
patrons found various ways to circumvent them including hiding bottles 
under the table and drinking wine from teacups.23

Throughout the war years, newspapers gleefully reported police raids on 
restaurants and the selling of liquor illegally.24 Ongoing concern with the 
unlawful practices encouraged by prohibitive legislation finally led to the 
Maxwell Royal Commission into liquor laws in NSW. Maxwell handed 
down its findings in 1954, reporting on widespread illicit sales as well as 
systematic police corruption. Only seven years earlier the citizens of NSW 
had voted to retain six o’clock closing, but following Maxwell’s report, 
and the subsequent referendum, hotel closing hours were extended to 
10 pm and restaurants were allowed to serve liquor with meals until 

21  Luckins, ‘Pigs, Hogs and Aussie Blokes’, 08.3.
22  Liquor Amendment Act 1946, no. 34 (NSW), www.legislation.nsw.gov.au/acts/1946-34.pdf.
23  See, for example, Stephanie Alexander, Stephanie’s 21 Years of Fabulous Food December 1976–
December 1997 (Melbourne: Stephanie’s, 1998); Michael Harden, Melbourne: The Making of a 
Drinking and Eating Capital (Melbourne: Hardie Grant, 2009), 20; Charmaine O’Brien, Flavours of 
Melbourne: A Culinary Biography (Adelaide: Wakefield Press, 2008), 163; Damien Murphy, ‘Beppi 
Polese, Pioneer of Italian Cuisine in Sydney’, SMH, 25 March 2016, www.smh.com.au/national/
beppi-polese-pioneer-of-italian-cuisine-in-sydney-20160325-gnqwyb.html.
24  See, for example, ‘Drive on Liquor Black Market’, Daily Telegraph, 9 February 1946, 7; ‘Move 
for Liquor Law Reform in New South Wales’, SMH, 4 October 1944, 2; ‘Restaurants Raided’, SMH, 
21 May 1947, 1; ‘Ciro’s Restaurant Raided’, Sun (Sydney), 6 October 1946, 1; ‘Police Seize 359 
Bottles in Two Restaurant Raids’, Sun (Sydney), 16 September 1946, 3; ‘Wine Saloon Licensees 
Fined’, Daily Telegraph, 11 February 1947, 16.

http://www.legislation.nsw.gov.au/acts/1946-34.pdf
http://www.smh.com.au/national/beppi-polese-pioneer-of-italian-cuisine-in-sydney-20160325-gnqwyb.html
http://www.smh.com.au/national/beppi-polese-pioneer-of-italian-cuisine-in-sydney-20160325-gnqwyb.html
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midnight.25 In Victoria, legislation introduced in 1955 permitted hotels 
to serve alcohol with meals in the dining room until 10 pm, but a 
restaurant licence, allowing wine to be served with meals until 10 pm, 
was not established until 1960. In Victoria, obtaining a liquor licence for 
a restaurant remained a complicated and expensive bureaucratic process 
right up until 1988.26

In 1926, a reporter for the Daily Telegraph conducted a survey of 40 of 
the 200 wine bars in Sydney.27 While admitting the majority had ‘not 
the scintilla of indecorum about them’, the article expounded at some 
length on the ‘sordid conditions’ and ‘undesirable types’, particularly 
the drunken women, in attendance at those establishments deemed 
‘objectionable’.28 Wine shops retained a reputation for being ‘hot spots 
of vice and degradation’ and the seedy, decrepit ‘haunts of glaze-eyed, 
port-swilling alcoholics’.29 There were exceptions, such as Virgona’s 
and Jimmy Watson’s, both in inner Melbourne suburbs, which offered 
‘casual, affordable, and thrillingly sophisticated imbibing to the academic, 
bohemian and artist population that congregated in those suburbs’.30 
Similarly Lorenzini’s in Sydney was ‘bright and clean’, and was also known 
to attract ‘the arty crowd’.31

The vast majority of wine bar customers drank only fortified wines, that 
is port or sherry.32 It was generally understood that the ‘better class of 
men and women’ did not frequent wine saloons.33 Writer Dulcie Deamer, 

25  ‘Disputes Over NSW Liquor Laws Have Lasted Half a Century’, SMH, 22 February 1954, 2; 
Marie Swain, Liquor Regulation in New South Wales, New South Wales Parliamentary Research Service 
Briefing Paper 1996 No. 5 (Sydney: New South Wales Parliamentary Library, 1996); Liquor Amendment 
Act 1954, no. 50 (NSW), www.legislation.nsw.gov.au/acts/1954-50.pdf; Liquor Amendment Act 1963, 
no. 17 (NSW), www.legislation.nsw.gov.au/acts/1963-17.pdf.
26  Liquor Control Act 1987 (Vic.), www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/vic/hist_act/lca1987197.pdf; Harden, 
Melbourne, xi.
27  These were establishments that operated with a Colonial or Australian Wine License and also 
referred to as wine saloons and wine shops.
28  Daily Telegraph, ‘Wine Bars’, 6 May 1926, 4. See also, ‘Some of the Wine Bars’, Daily Telegraph, 
20 October 1926, 8.
29  ‘Dirt, Disease in City Wine Bars’, Truth, 4 July 1948, 4 (a similar survey to that conducted by 
the Daily Telegraph 20 years earlier); Harden, Melbourne, 39; David Stevens, ‘Reformers Say’, Herald 
(Melbourne), 12 April 1947, 8; ‘Films Taken of Wine Shop Evil in Suburbs’, Herald (Melbourne), 14 
April 1947, 5.
30  Harden, Melbourne, 24.
31  ‘City Wine Shops Need Thorough Cleaning-Up’, Daily Telegraph, 29 June 1947, 9; ‘Papa’s Good 
Wine and a Dash of Atmosphere’, AWW, 9 February 1966, 13.
32  ‘City Wine Shops Need Thorough Cleaning-Up’, Daily Telegraph, 29 June 1947, 9.
33  Ibid.; Dulcie Deamer, ‘Women in Wine Bars: Ladies in Flowered Lounges—What Difference?’, 
Truth, 12 January 1941, 19; ‘Commission Told of Wine Bars’, SMH, 13 December 1951, 4.
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the ‘Queen of Bohemia’, might well argue that there was little difference 
between women drinking in wine bars and well-dressed society women 
in their expensive hats and gloves sitting all day in the lounges of smart 
hotels, but few middle-class suburban housewives would have considered 
either practice was acceptable.34

The stigma against women drinking, the result of years of temperance 
advocacy and middle-class self-righteousness, kept middle-class women 
who regarded themselves as ‘respectable’ away from hotels and wine bars 
and made them wary of alcohol in general.35 Writing of Australia in the 
1950s, Eric Rolls described Australian palates as ‘not merely innocent’ but 
‘crude’. The ‘ladies’ might drink a shandy or perhaps a sweet sherry, but 
men drank only beer or rum. According to Rolls, ‘for a man to drink table 
wine was abnormal, unhealthy, unsexing; he was generally suspect’.36 Beer 
drinking remained entrenched in the nebulous concept of the ‘Australian 
way of life’ and retained its association with the ideals of egalitarianism 
and masculine mateship.37 In 1955–56, Australians consumed 155 litres 
per head of beer compared to only 7 litres of wine, most of which was 
some form of fortified wine, labelled sherry or port.38 By and large, wine 
drinking was seen as the purview of high society, male connoisseurs who 
belonged to wine and food societies, and ‘winos’ sipping sherry from 
bottles wrapped in newspaper on park benches or idling in wine saloons.39 
Wine was also suspect because of its connection with illegal drinking in 
restaurants, bohemianism and foreignness.

Nonetheless, the timing of the AWB’s first national campaign was propitious. 
All the ingredients that are generally credited for increasing wine consumption 
in Australia were beginning to coalesce. Modification of the restrictions 
around the sale and consumption of liquor were sure signs of changes in 
community attitudes and worked to erode the stigma of immorality and 
law breaking that surrounded drinking in general. Post-war immigration was 

34  Dulcie Deamer, ‘Women in Wine Bars’, Truth, 12 January 1941, 19. See also Kirkby, ‘“Good 
Life”’, 208.
35  Wright, ‘“Doing the Beans”’, 14.
36  Eric Rolls, A Celebration of Food and Wine (Brisbane: University of Queensland Press, 1998), 201.
37  Kirkby, ‘“Good Life”’; Kirkby, ‘“Beer, Glorious Beer”’.
38  ABS, Apparent Consumption. Various sources give differing figures for wine and beer consumption 
although the overall differential remains the same. See, for example, Dunstan, ‘A Drink Whose Time 
Had Finally Come’, 138.
39  Tanja Luckins, ‘Gentrification and Cosmopolitan Leisure in Inner-Urban Melbourne, Australia, 
1960s–1970s’, Urban Policy and Research, 27, no. 3 (2009): 271; McIntyre and Germov, ‘“Who 
Wants to be a Millionaire?”’, 71.
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bringing ‘foreign’ tastes and a tradition of wine drinking to the suburbs. An 
increasingly affluent middle-class were casting off the self-denial and self-
sacrifice of the war years and, encouraged by the 1956 Olympic Games 
in Melbourne and the arrival of television, both men and women were 
beginning to see themselves as more sophisticated, cosmopolitan, modern 
and forward-thinking. Moreover, the 1950s were also years during which 
many women grappled with defining a role for themselves beyond that of 
husband’s helpmeet, guardian of the hearth and educator of their children. 
In the face of significant social, cultural and political change, the ‘Australian 
way of life’ was being refashioned and redefined.40

That advertisements for wine appeared in the Weekly at all was a sure 
sign that attitudes towards drinking were changing. In 1947 Alice Jackson 
assured her readers that her publication did not accept liquor advertising 
and the Weekly advocated ‘a policy of temperateness in all things’. Although 
she acknowledged that ‘about 80 per cent of Australian housewives’ hardly 
drank at all, she did believe that social drinking, ‘a sherry before dinner 
or a light wine with it’, was the sign of a sophisticated, cultured, civilised 
community.41 Under the editorship of her successor, Esme Fenston who 
replaced Jackson in 1950, the advertising policy changed, perhaps in 
line with Fenston’s motto that the Weekly did not lead public taste but 
reflected it.42 Wine makers began promoting their products in the pages 
of the magazine from 1952.43 Notwithstanding, the AWB’s campaign 
needed to counteract any lingering prejudices and anxieties about wine 
drinking in order to normalise wine consumption and make it attractive 
to middle-class suburbia, positioning table wine as the sophisticated, 
modern alternative to drinking beer.

During the 1950s and 1960s, the Weekly claimed sales of around 
800,000 copies every week.44 A readership survey conducted in 1959 
confirmed that both men and women read the magazine, concluding that 

40  See, for example, Susan Sheridan, ‘The “Australian Woman” and Her Migrant Others in the 
Postwar Australian Women’s Weekly’, Continuum: Journal of Media and Cultural Studies, 14, no. 2 
(2000): 121–23; Richard White, Inventing Australia: Images and Identity 1788–1980 (Sydney: Allen 
& Unwin, 1981), 159–66.
41  Jackson, ‘Our Editor’s Views on 10 pm Closing’, AWW, 15 February 1947, 9.
42  Fenston took over from Jackson in 1950. For her motto, see Valerie Lawson, ‘Fenston, Esmé 
(Ezzie) (1908–1972)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/fenston-esme-
ezzie-10165/text17957.
43  See, for example, AWW, 15 October 1952, 11; 13 May 1953, 41.
44  The number of copies sold was printed on the front cover and ranged from 750,000 to more 
than 800,000.

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/fenston-esme-ezzie-10165/text17957
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/fenston-esme-ezzie-10165/text17957


Lilith: A Feminist History Journal, Number 27

18

41 per  cent of all Australians (21 per cent of all men and 60 per cent 
of all women) read the magazine, with numbers spread evenly across all 
classes.45 The  Weekly was the perfect vehicle for reaching middle-class, 
suburban homes.

In her study of the Weekly, Susan Sheridan describes the magazine’s 
mission as seeking to define the ‘Australian way of domestic life in terms 
of the commodities associated with a prosperous suburban existence’.46 
The AWB shared this objective, boldly asserting: ‘Life is more pleasant 
with WINE!’. Full-page, colour advertisements extolled the virtues of 
wine drinking in general, supported by others taking up only a part-page 
in black and white, which tended to concentrate on particular styles of 
wine—red, white, sparkling and sherry.47 Several themes ran across all 
these advertisements indicating the ways in which wine was ‘perfect for 
our happy way of life’, positioning wine drinking as part of a cultured, 
civilised lifestyle.48

Although women were appealed to as the architects of a new drinking 
culture, credited with the power and authority to bring about significant 
social change, the early AWB advertisements targeted them in their 
stereotypical roles of cook, house manager, wife and mother. Women were 
guaranteed that ‘the meal hasn’t been served that cannot be improved with 
wine’ (Figure 1).49 Wine made dinner ‘so much nicer’, adding enjoyment 
to food and ‘charm’ to the family meal. In various ways, wine ‘was friendly 
to food’, wonderful in cooking and brought a magical, gourmet touch 
to the plainest fare.50 Food cooked with wine was suitable for the whole 
family since the cooking process evaporated all the alcohol, and wine, 
‘the most natural drink in the world’, was good for you, aided digestion 
and promoted inner harmony.51 Women were promised wine made 
mealtimes more social and cheerful, added ‘enchantment’ to the most 
familiar family meals and glamour to the simplest occasion.

45  George Herbert Anderson, The Anderson Analysis of Newspaper and Magazine Readership, 
September/October 1959, MLMSS 9894, Box 1926, Mitchell Library, Sydney. Of all men and 
women readers 42 per cent were classified as upper class, 43 per cent as middle class and 40 per cent 
as ‘industrial’ or working class.
46  Sheridan, ‘The “Australian Woman”’, 122.
47  Up until August 1975 the Weekly was published in tabloid format, that is each page measured 
11 inches by 17 inches (approximately 28 cm by 35.5 cm).
48  AWW, 18 January 1956, 33.
49  AWW, 5 October 1955, 46.
50  See, for example, AWW, 3 December 1958, 67.
51  AWW, 17 August 1955, 19; AWW, 5 October 1955, 46.
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Figure 1: Life is more pleasant with WINE!
Source: Australian Women’s Weekly, 17 August 1955, 19.
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Moreover, all this glamour and enchantment was neither an extravagance 
nor an indulgence, especially in Australia because Australian wine ‘costs 
so little’ yet ‘adds so much to simple living’.52 A pleasant life was not only 
for the wealthy. Serving wine turned the most inexpensive dinner into 
‘a lovely evening’ for only a few shillings, so that drinking wine was in fact 
economical. It was even suggested that using wine could save you money.53 
While ‘the bottle of wine that makes your dinner’ represented only 
a fraction of the cost of the meal itself, it was also possible to economise 
by serving a cheaper cut of meat (the wine acting as a tenderiser) or by 
dispensing with the ‘fancy dessert’ and serving wine instead.54 Sparkling 
wine, for example, could be relied on to give ‘a wonderful lavish effect to 
the simplest occasion’ without having to incur ‘heavy expense’.55 Glamour 
and good household management need not be incompatible.

The doyens of the wine industry were not alone in assuming housewives 
longed for a more attractive life. Elsewhere in the Weekly women were 
exhorted to make their lives more glamorous via various means, from the 
colour of their lipstick to the colour they painted their kitchen walls.56 
Many advertisers also acknowledged that domestic life could be more 
pleasant. Just as the AWB recognised that family mealtimes and everyday 
dining could be humdrum and charmless, cake mixes were spruiked as 
providing all the fun of cooking without the tedious work, the Sunbeam 
Mixmaster was recommended for making an ‘unpleasant memory’ of ‘the 
arm-aching drudgery of time consuming hand mixing’ while washing 
machines took the drudgery out of wash day and paved ‘the road to 
Monday freedom’.57 The pleasant life did not, however, involve moving 
beyond the domestic sphere.

Although confined to the home, wine-drinking women were not depicted 
working in the home, rather they are seen at ease and enjoying their glass 
of wine, drinking with men as equals. Depictions of couples relaxing and 
drinking together at the end of the working day suggest that creating the 
happy home was a partnership, even if one still based on gendered roles. 
By implication, since both men and women shared the responsibilities for 

52  See, for example, AWW, 21 December 1955, 40.
53  AWW, 19 October 1955, 62; AWW, 21 March 1956, 38.
54  AWW, 5 October 1955, 46.
55  AWW, 14 December 1955, 34.
56  Lesley Johnson and Justine Lloyd, Sentenced to Everyday Life: Feminism and the Housewife 
(Oxford: Berg, 2004), 66.
57  AWW, 7 March 1956, 17; AWW, 24 April 1957, 66; AWW, 8 May 1957, 86.
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creating a comfortable middle-class suburban life, they should both enjoy 
the benefits.58 The ritual of a glass of wine before sitting down to a meal 
gave both the cook and the breadwinner time to unwind and ‘take things 
easily after work’, a clear acknowledgement that work went on outside and 
inside the home.59 The AWB did not claim that wine created opportunities 
for leisure in the same way as labour-saving appliances and convenience 
food products, but drinking wine could make this new-found leisure time 
more enjoyable.

A sherry before dinner was ‘the happy habit’ responsible for keeping 
many a home ‘on an even keel’ since it had ‘a way of dissolving the day’s 
difficulties in a magic moment of rest’.60 The husband sharing a drink 
with his wife rather than his mates, and drinking wine rather than beer, 
was portrayed as the caring and respectable way to imbibe. By offering 
her husband the alternative of wine when he came home, the modern 
housewife could entice her husband away from the pub and take the lead 
in making family life more pleasant, as well as creating an occasion for 
her own enjoyment. Urging women to see wine, and by extension rest 
and personal reward, as a daily pleasure, a part of everyday living was 
also another tacit acknowledgment that women harboured an ambition 
to have a pleasant life.61

The stress on serving wine at home distanced wine drinking from the 
seedy saloon, the rowdy pub, the racy nightclub and the highbrow 
restaurant. Eating out was only alluded to occasionally and, even then, 
in the context that wine could be enjoyed just as much, if not more so, at 
home as anywhere else.62 If drinking beer at the bar was undignified and 
emblematic of working man’s leisure, then drinking wine at home was 
the civilised, responsible middle-class alternative (see Figure 2).63 Nothing 
could be further from the boisterous, masculine world of the ‘six o’clock 
swill’ or the disreputable wine saloon than the happy couple sipping 
a glass of wine in the privacy and comfort of their own home.

58  John Murphy and Belinda Probert, ‘“Anything for the House”: Recollections of Post‐war 
Suburban Dreaming’, Australian Historical Studies, 36, no. 124 (2004): 288.
59  AWW, 31 August 1955, 30.
60  AWW, 21 March 1956, 38; AWW, 21 May 1958, 59.
61  AWW, 3 December 1958, 67; AWW, 9 November 1960, 70.
62  AWW, 12 August 1959, 59.
63  Luckins, ‘Pigs, Hogs and Aussie Blokes’, 08.7.
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Figure 2: Wine is the drink – any time!
Source: Australian Women’s Weekly, 5 October 1955, 45.

64  Susan Sheridan, Who Was That Woman? The Australian Women’s Weekly in the Postwar Years (Sydney: 
UNSW Press, 2001), 91.

Consistent with Sheridan’s assessment of the food messages conveyed in 
the Weekly, these advertisements focused on the woman as a good provider, 
concerned with and responsible for the welfare of her family, but also 
‘susceptible to the seductions of food pleasure and cooking as display’.64 
Wine did not necessarily make cooking easier, but it made it possible to 
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produce more interesting, tasty fare conveniently. As a cook the housewife 
was ‘expected to pride herself on her culinary abilities’ and urged ‘to extend 
her capacity to please others with her food’.65 Women were encouraged to 
use wine by appealing to their family responsibilities, their vanity and to their 
desirability as objects of the male gaze.66 In Figure 3, for example, a husband 
suggests to his wife that using wine would turn her into a wonderful cook.67 
In other scenarios, women are assured that if they add wine to their cooking 
their friends will be certain to praise their food (see Figure 4).68 By using 
wine in her cooking and offering wine at the dinner table, the housewife 
could not only give her family pleasure but also enhance her own image as 
both wife/mother and cook/hostess.

65  Ibid.
66  Kevin Blackburn, ‘The “Consumers’ Ethic” of Australian Advertising Agencies 1950–1965’, 
Journal of Australian Studies, 16, no. 32 (1992): 70.
67  AWW, 9 November 1955, 48.
68  See also AWW, 14 September 1955, 76; AWW, 30 November 1955, 26; AWW, 21 March 1956, 
38; AWW, 12 August 1959, 59.

Figure 3: Wish you’d learn to 
cook with wine, darling.
Source: Australian Women’s Weekly, 
9 November 1955, 48.

Figure 4: Wine ‘dresses up’ 
even the simplest little meals 
for so little.
Source: Australian Women’s Weekly, 
28 September 1955, 68.
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The images in these advertisements emphasised casual, relaxed domestic 
scenes, featuring family groups, situating drinking wine at home as 
entirely consistent with the happy Australian way of life.69 As Megan 
Deas demonstrates in her study of photography in the Weekly, by 1954 
the depiction of the home in the pages of the magazine had ‘transitioned 
away from a minimal, even austere place that simultaneously symbolised 
sanctity and domestic labour, to one that privileged modernity, leisure and 
luxury—even for the housewife’.70 The home was becoming the site for 
lifestyle and featured in these advertisements not just as the private world 
of the family but also as the venue for cheerful, carefree entertaining.71 
In  one scenario, women were exhorted to see themselves not as the 
housewife-cook but as the ‘hostess’ to their family (see Figure 7). Serving 
wine to guests was positioned as modern, fashionable and a convenient 
way to entertain. Offering wine was advanced as an easy way to show 
a warm welcome and a sure way to get a reputation for being a ‘wonderful 
hostess’ while making entertaining ‘smooth and simple’.72 

Women could have been forgiven for not being immediately convinced 
that wine would necessarily make entertaining more pleasant, but could 
be in little doubt that welcoming friends into their homes was expected 
of them. In Figure 5, for example, the woman may not be wearing an 
apron or preparing the food, but she is still the central figure responsible 
for the wellbeing of her family and the force that holds them together. 
At the same time, she is the magnet that attracts their friends. Sheridan 
observed that the idea of entertaining friends to dinner at your own table 
did not become prominent in the Weekly until the mid-1960s. These 
advertisements (Figure 2, for example) suggest otherwise. Furthermore, 
a woman’s reputation as a caring hostess now also depended on the service 
of wine. Entertaining, and the associated drinking of wine, need no longer 
be confined to special occasions and outsourced to the hotel dining room 
where service was impersonal and the hospitality most likely masculine. 
Drinking in general and wine drinking in particular was portrayed as 
being both domesticated and feminised.

69  Family groups included children and occasionally three generations as in the inset illustration of 
AWW, 12 August 1959, 59. See also AWW, 30 March 1960, 59; AWW, 24 August 1960, 40.
70  Megan Deas, ‘Imagining Australia: Community, Participation and the “Australian Way of 
Life” in the Photography of The Australian Women’s Weekly 1945–1956’ (PhD thesis, The Australian 
National University, 2018), 407.
71  Ibid.; see also house designs, for example AWW, 15 December 1954, 84–85.
72  See also AWW, 18 January 1956, 33; AWW, 21 March 1956, 38.
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Figure 5: Wine costs so little … adds so much to simple living.
Source: Australian Women’s Weekly, 21 December 1955, 40.
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Figure 6: Wine makes a barbeque 
glamorous … so simply.
Source: Australian Women’s Weekly, 
7 March 1956, 66.

73  Johnny Bell, ‘Putting Dad in the Picture: Fatherhood in the Popular Women’s Magazines of 
1950s Australia’, Women’s History Review, 22, no. 6 (2013): 921.
74  Ibid., 919. 
75  AWW, 7 March 1956, 33, 69.

Beyond more tasty food and 
more convivial dinners, the AWB 
campaign also hinted at the ways 
in which wine was associated 
with broader cultural and societal 
changes. In the new way of living 
depicted in these advertisements, 
men drinking wine, even sherry, 
was neither emasculating nor 
odd, but perfectly normal, mature 
behaviour. These wine-drinking 
men were also represented as 
involved in the life of the home. In 
Figure 1 the man has not foregone 
any of his ‘masculine prerogatives’, 
he is still the dominant figure, but 
also an integral, active participant 
in the informal leisurely tableau.73 
Similarly, although the man in 
Figure 2 is firmly located in the 
foreground, and still occupies his 
favourite chair, he is no longer 
just the ‘armchair father’.74 He 
is not dissociated from home 
life and observing the domestic 
scene, but is shown engaging with 
the family. The advertisement 
in Figure 6 appeared in an issue 
of the Weekly that included, for 
the first time, a special feature on 
barbecues complete with tables set 
with food and bottles of wine and 
photographs, real life evidence, of 
men cooking.75 In this instance, 
although it is the man who 
is  the commanding figure, he is 
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wearing an apron and performing a domestic, feminine task. The women 
meanwhile are shown relaxing and enjoying themselves, while one of 
them appears to glance knowingly over her shoulder at the Weekly readers, 
encouraging them to make their lives more pleasant. Putting men in the 
picture implied their changing relationship with the home and reinforced 
the message that wine drinking was a part of an ongoing renegotiation of 
appropriate male and female behaviour. Always having men in the picture 
also hinted that for women alcohol consumption was still hedged with 
limitations and was more socially acceptable and respectable in mixed 
company.

Women were credited with the power to take charge of what they drank 
and, by extension, to negotiate a shift from beer to wine consumption, 
but  were not required to become wine connoisseurs. In  order to 
counteract  any suspicions about wine snobbery or ritual, and any 
associations of wine drinking with male-dominated ‘gourmets’ societies’, 
the AWB emphasised that there were no hard and fast rules around serving 
and drinking wine.76 With the slogan ‘the “right” way with wine is the way 
you like it’, women were urged to concern themselves less with what might 
be considered correct and concentrate instead on the pleasure of drinking 
wine. That said, it was necessary to know what was customary. Red wine 
was acknowledged as ‘the “connoisseurs” favourite’.77 It was claret that 
made ‘a magical success of barbecues’ and burgundy that did ‘wonders 
for grills’, while sauternes could be relied on to bring out ‘the real chicken 
flavour’ and chablis was ‘perfect with seafoods’.78 Still, there was no reason 
not to be a ‘rebel’ if you wished, wine was not only for gourmets, a woman 
could be confident that ‘the wines you like best are the right wines for 
you’.79 It  was the act of wine drinking per se that defined the modern 
woman and bestowed cultural capital. Overall, the advertisements in the 
early years of  the AWB campaign emphasised the democratisation and 
informality of wine drinking, a theme that, as McIntyre and Germov have 
identified, brand advertising would reinforce in the 1960 and 1970s.80

76  The Weekly journalist Dorothy Drain felt most women had ‘a slightly suspicious and critical air 
towards gourmets’ societies’. ‘It Seems to Me’, AWW, 21 August 1957, 26.
77  AWW, 21 December 1955, 40.
78  AWW, 7 March 1956, 66; AWW, 9 April 1958, 59; AWW, 14 September 1955, 76; AWW, 
30 November 1955, 26; AWW, 28 September 1955, 68.
79  AWW, 11 November 1959, 54.
80  See McIntyre and Germov’s discussion of the rise and fall of Ben Ean Moselle, ‘“Who Wants to 
be a Millionaire?”’, 80–84.
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Figure 7: Play hostess to your family … serve wine with dinner tonight.
Source: Australian Women’s Weekly, 31 May 1961, 60.
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Where the advertisements of the 1950s had been busy with an educational 
message in the fine print, the early 1960s introduced a more modern 
logo and less cluttered look (Figure 7). The campaign persisted with 
connecting wine to everyday dining and the use of wine in cooking, 
but the cliched image of the housewife disappeared. The wine-drinking 
woman had indeed become glamourous. She was now modern, stylish 
and seductive, the dominant figure at the table with no hint of children 
or the accoutrements of domesticity in the background.

The most significant but subtle change was from a generalised slogan 
‘life is more pleasant with wine’ to ‘your life is more pleasant with wine’, 
highlighting the individual and stressing the pleasure that accrued to 
the woman herself rather than any benefits to her family.81 This greater 
emphasis on the autonomous woman and her personal gratification was 
reinforced with phrases such as ‘share with your family the gentle pleasures 
of good food and WINE!’ and ‘wine is so friendly to Food—and You!’.82

By the end of the decade, line drawings and unappetising images of 
food gave way to stylish photography and women were finally liberated 
from the home and the dinner table. The most striking feature of the 
1964 campaign promoting sherry was not so much the new look of 
the advertisements but the fact that this was the first time women were 
shown drinking together. Sherry was recommended as ‘the anytime 
friendly drink’, appropriate to serve ‘when he gets home’ or when friends 
visit, when watching television, or, as in the photograph, when your 
neighbour dropped in (see Figure 8).83 This was not the first time AWB 
advertising in the Weekly had alluded to drinking for the sake of drinking. 
It was, however, the first time women were shown as drinkers in their own 
right, not part of a family group or a mixed gathering, and as such a clear 
acknowledgement that for women wine drinking, albeit in this case still 
sherry, was now both fashionable and acceptable.

81  Introduced in AWW, 10 June 1959, 46.
82  AWW, 24 August 1960, 40; AWW, 30 March 1960, 59.
83  AWW, 31 May 1961, 60.
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Figure 8: Sherry is your start of companionship.
Source: Australian Women’s Weekly, 25 November 1964, 47.
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Becoming a Wine-Drinking Nation
For many, ‘the fifties’ has become a metaphor for ‘complacency, 
conformity, a kind of cosy comfortableness and assumed “traditional” 
pattern of gender relations’. Time and distance have allowed scholars to 
reassess the immediate post-war years and reveal aspects of the decade that 
were more ‘dynamic and contradictory’.84 These AWB advertisements add 
to the picture of the 1950s as a period of change and realignment rather 
than stasis.

Second-wave feminist scholars criticised women’s magazines for 
manipulating women and limiting them to conservative, stereotypical 
roles, portraying them as frivolous, submissive domestics providing 
for the needs and comfort of their husbands.85 Contemporary feminist 
historians suggest a more complex reading of the women’s magazines of 
the 1950s, and situate them as a locus of feminine expression, and the 
negotiation of gender roles and behaviours.86 Magazines like the Weekly 
can be interpreted as sources of guidance on how to navigate the post-war 
world, acting as cultural intermediaries, imparting the knowledge readers 
needed to gain cultural capital by providing visions of modern living that 
helped them ‘develop the “right” knowledge to create their own modern 
home’.87 The popularity of the Weekly in the post-war years is perhaps 
confirmation that this was an era when women were in particular need of 
help from what they regarded as a reliable source.

The AWB campaign of the 1950s might be criticised for showing women 
essentially deriving all their pleasure in the home, but for the majority of 
women in the early post-war years the home was the site of their agency. 
The Weekly in the 1950s was all about the domestic sphere, the ‘world 

84  John Murphy and Judith Smart, ‘Introduction’, Australian Historical Studies, 28, no. 109 (1997): 2.
85  Australian examples included Shirley Sampson, ‘The Australian Women’s Weekly … Today’, 
Refractory Girl, 3 (1973): 14–18; Janet Jones, ‘The Amazing Women’s Weekly Juggling Act’, Refractory 
Girl, 17 (1979): 26–30. Nevertheless, the text most often referred to is Betty Freidan, The Feminine 
Mystique (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1983).
86  Helena Studdert, ‘“You’re 100% Feminine if …”: Gender Construction in Australian Women’s 
Magazines 1920–1969’ (PhD thesis, University of NSW, 1997); Karen Hutchings, ‘The Battle for 
Consumer Power: Post-war Women and Advertising’, Journal of Australian Studies, 20, no. 50–51 (1996): 
66–77; Johnson and Lloyd, Sentenced to Everyday Life; Joanne Meyerowitz, ‘Beyond the Feminine 
Mystique: A Reassessment of Postwar Mass Culture, 1946–1958’, Journal of American History, 79, no. 
4 (1993): 1455–82; Amy Aronson, ‘Still Reading Women’s Magazines: Reconsidering the Tradition a 
Half Century After The Feminine Mystique’, American Journalism, 27, no. 2 (2010): 31–61.
87  Rachel Ritchie, ‘The Housewife and The Modern: The Home and Appearance in Women’s 
Magazines, 1954–1969’ (PhD thesis, University of Manchester, 2010), 122.
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of women’, but this did not preclude women from being recognised as 
‘“modernisers” of domesticity’ and the ‘agents of modernisation of everyday 
life’.88 The AWB may have limited women to an identity determined 
by their gender, but they were addressed as ‘modern individuals with 
the responsibility and opportunity to determine their own lives and 
identities’.89 The AWB’s advertising fitted with the female-centred world 
of the Weekly and situated wine as just one of a range of commodities 
that would enable women to ‘build a satisfying domestic life as well as an 
attractive image of themselves’.90 In one sense, these advertisements might 
be read as preying on women’s insecurities, but in reading them today it is 
necessary to recognise that women in the 1950s were not simply passive 
dupes of marketeers.91 They could, and did, interpret these texts in ways 
that served their own needs, interests and pleasures.92

For any female reader responsive to the message, drinking wine represented 
a way of establishing a new identity as a modern woman by distancing 
herself from masculine beer culture and exercising some control of how 
she spent her leisure time. The wine-drinking woman could modernise 
her family and take an active role in making her life more pleasant without 
sacrificing her femininity or her central role in the home. Drinking wine 
conferred distinction and cultural sophistication.93

The AWB’s promotional activities must have had some influence on 
attitudes towards wine drinking, but their effectiveness cannot be 
assessed properly in isolation from brand advertising, the technological 
improvements in wine production and distribution, and the many 
social and cultural changes which occurred in the 1950s and 1960s. For 
example, in the 1950s wine makers took advantage of new technology to 
develop sparkling wines expressly to appeal to unsophisticated palates. 
The AWB’s inaugural campaign just predated the launch of the first of 
these, Orlando Barossa Pearl.94 Others, like Starwine and Porphyry Pearl, 
quickly followed, as did other sweet table wines such as Ben Ean Moselle. 

88  Johnston and Lloyd, Sentenced to Everyday Life, 48, 52.
89  Ibid., 150.
90  Sheridan, Who Was That Woman?, 1.
91  See Hutchings’ argument that women were ‘subversive elements in the battle for consumer 
power’, and that Second Wave feminism ‘carried on a long tradition of activism and gender 
negotiation’, ‘The Battle for Consumer Power’, 76.
92  Aronson, ‘Still Reading Women’s Magazines’, 36.
93  Dunstan, ‘A Drink Whose Time Had Finally Come’, 144.
94  Originally planned to coincide with the Olympic Games in Melbourne, Barossa Pearl was 
launched in December 1956.
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These products were heavily promoted to a wide audience across a range 
of media. As changes in legislation resulted in drinking becoming less sex 
segregated, wine drinking became associated with new gender identities. 
In particular sweet sparkling wines became ‘a sort of feminine substitute 
for beer’ among young women.95 Within the pages of the Weekly, women 
quickly became typecast as indiscriminate drinkers of anything with 
bubbles, sweet white wines, rosé and the old mainstay, sherry.

Drinking culture became not just defined by gender but also by age. Writer 
Marion Halligan was born in 1940. By the time she was old enough to dine 
in restaurants with her boyfriend she was well aware that ‘you shouldn’t 
be hidebound to the convention of red wines with red meats, white with 
white’ and happily drank ‘Lindeman’s Porphyry Sauternes’ with everything 
she ordered. Halligan’s parents on the other hand never drank wine, 
‘except a sociable glass when their married daughters introduced them 
to it’.96 The ‘wine boom’ came after women had won the fight to exercise 
their drinking rights outside the home, the pub had metamorphosed into 
a respectable place for middle-class socialising, and eating out had become 
a signifier of a modern urban lifestyle.97 The wine-drinking women now 
demonstrating their cultural distinction in public were the daughters seen 
in the background of the happy family scenes from the 1950s, rather than 
the targets of the AWB’s campaign. Unencumbered by husband, children 
or domestic responsibilities, the liberated wine-drinking woman of the 
late 1960s was represented as ‘the swingingest girl in town’ (see Figure 9).

As McIntyre and Germov demonstrated in their examination of the 
promotion of Ben Ean Moselle, there is much still to learn from studying 
the way wine was advertised to both women and men. This discussion 
has considered only one small print campaign, albeit one that uniquely 
tried to marry the traditional role of the 1950s housewife to the then 
unconventional role of wine drinker. The AWB advertising campaign is 
clear evidence that the Australian wine industry saw women as crucial 
players in the push to expand the local market for its products. It also 
confirms that the place of women in creating a wine-drinking nation is 
worthy of further attention. 

95  Craig McGregor, Profile of Australia (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1966) quoted in Kirkby, 
‘“The Good Life”’, 217.
96  Marion Halligan, Eat My Words (Sydney: HarperCollins, 1990), 4, 9.
97  Diane Kirkby, ‘“From Wharfie Haunt to Foodie Haven”: Modernity and Law in the Transformation 
of the Australian Working-Class Pub’, Food, Culture and Society, 11, no. 1 (2008): 30–48; Kirkby, 
‘“The Good Life”’, 209, 216.
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Figure 9: Who’s the swingingest girl in town?
Source: Australian Women’s Weekly, 10 July 1968, 53.
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Abstract
From the late seventeenth century, women of the elite classes 
in Ireland began to share culinary and medicinal information 
with loved ones across the country and, frequently, across the 
Irish Sea. This article discusses the practice of recipe exchange 
in Ascendancy Ireland, drawing on domestic archives primarily in 
the keeping of the National Library of Ireland. It examines the 
roles and functions of both letters and family volumes, as well as 
the relationships between these sources. As the British sphere of 
influence expanded and more and more women crossed the Irish 
Sea to marry into Ascendancy families, culinary and medicinal 
information was circulated regularly and rapidly through letter 
writing. This information, once ‘approved’, often made its way 
into bound collections, sometimes passed through families as 
heirloom objects or gifted upon marriage. Like letters, recipe 
books allowed women to stay connected across distances, but they 
also provided connections through generations, and their tangible 
nature enhanced their value considerably. This article argues that 
the gendered practice of recipe exchange allowed Ascendancy 
women to bridge geographical and even generational divides, 
providing active care for one another and continually reaffirming 
their kinship networks. Whereas previous studies have focused 
on broader patterns of cultural, gendered and culinary change, 
this article will focus on the value and function of recipes in the 
personal and domestic sphere, exploring how recipe circulation 
helped women to maintain their connections over generations and 
expanding distances.
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From the late seventeenth century, exchanging, sharing and circulating 
recipes and domestic knowledge became an important way for elite 
women in Ireland to maintain their connections to family members 
and friends from whom they were separated by time and ever-increasing 
geographical distances. Many of these women were the descendants 
of the ‘New English’ who had arrived in Ireland in the wake of the 
Tudor conquest, while others came directly from Britain to marry into 
established families. Recipes—known more accurately as ‘receipts’ until 
the nineteenth century—allowed them to conjure familiar tastes of home 
and concoct trusted cures.1 In a context like Ireland, which was distant, 
foreign and potentially hostile, such lines of communication were crucial.

This article examines the two primary ways in which recipes circulated 
between households in this period: through letter writing and by the gifting 
of heirloom volumes. Letters helped to bridge growing distances and create 
a sense of immediate daily support for one another. Once the recipes and 
remedies had been tried, tested and ‘approved’, they were often committed 
to bound family collections. Evidence from the National Library of Ireland’s 
collections shows that women carried their family recipe books with them 
to new homes and continued to add to them over generations. Both letter 
writing and bound volumes were central to women’s role in caring for their 
families throughout this period. In practical terms, they helped women to 
access information critical to the health and wellbeing of their families, 
but they were also an important mechanism for women to maintain 
connections to family and identity. By writing, exchanging, circulating, 
recording and archiving culinary and medicinal information, women 
were able to maintain an active presence in one another’s daily lives and 
were able to bridge both geographical and generational separation. In the 
context of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Ireland, which was both 
foreign and politically turbulent, maintaining these connections to loved 
ones may have provided an important sense of comfort and connection. 
It was also an important gendered practice that helped Ascendancy women 
to rapidly entrench English culinary cultures and norms. While previous 
studies have considered recipes’ roles as agents of colonial change in detail, 
this article will look in finer detail at the value and function they had on 
a more personal and familial level.2

1  For the sake of clarity, I have adopted the contemporary term ‘recipe’ in this paper, in line with 
other leading scholars in the field. See, for example, Michelle DiMeo and Sara Pennell, eds, Reading 
& Writing Recipe Books 1550–1800 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2013).
2  Madeline Shanahan, Manuscript Recipe Books as Archaeological Objects: Text and Food in the Early 
Modern World (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2015).
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Debates in Recipe Studies
In order to understand some of the distinct themes that emerge in relation 
to Irish recipe books, it is useful to look to the broader literature from 
Britain and the United States, where over the last two decades several 
major contributions have been made to the field of recipe history. These 
studies have progressed from using recipes simply as sources that can tell 
us about food and domestic life, to understanding them as sources that 
can also tell us a great deal about the lives, worldviews, experiences and 
relationships of their authors. Janet Theophano’s Eat My Words: Reading 
Women’s Lives Through the Cookbooks They Wrote (2002) was among the 
earliest major works addressing women’s recipe writing, analysing both 
manuscripts and printed forms of the genre from the United States and 
Britain. Whereas previous studies had used recipe books as sources for the 
study of food, Theophano shows that they were also an autobiographical 
genre, as well as communal registers through which women maintained 
collective legacies.3

The dual role of recipe books as places to write about the self and maintain 
kinship networks is one that has also been progressed by other leading 
scholars in the field and remains a central theme in discussions of their 
meaning.4 Gilly Lehmann’s The British Housewife: Cookery Books, Cooking 
and Society in Eighteenth Century Britain (2003) is another benchmark 
study. Although Lehmann focuses on printed books rather than domestic 
manuscripts, her work highlights the cultural and gendered importance of 
cookery books in Britain, where they became extraordinarily popular and, 
unlike in other European countries, female authors soon dominated.5 
Such themes are explored further in Michelle DiMeo and Sara Pennell’s 
edited volume Reading & Writing Recipe Books 1550–1800 (2013), which 
contains a number of papers that progress theory relating to household 
manuscripts more directly.6 DiMeo’s work on authorship, attributions and 

3  Janet Theophano, Eat My Words: Reading Women’s Lives through the Cookbooks They Wrote 
(New York: Palgrave, 2002).
4  Catherine Field, ‘“Many Hands Hands”: Writing the Self in Early Modern Women’s Recipe 
Books’, in Genre and Women’s Life Writing in Early Modern England, ed. Michelle M. Dowd and Julie 
A. Eckerle (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007), 49–63; Sara Pennell, ‘Making Livings, Lives and Archives: 
Tales of Four Eighteenth-Century Archives’, in Reading & Writing Recipe Books, ed. DiMeo and 
Pennell, 225–46.
5  Gilly Lehmann, The British Housewife: Cookery Books, Cooking and Society in Eighteenth-Century 
Britain (Devon: Prospect Books, 2003).
6  DiMeo and Pennell, Reading & Writing Recipe Books.
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networks will be returned to in the following discussion, while Pennell’s 
work explores materiality and the life cycle of manuscripts, considering 
how they help us to understand the world, perspectives and experiences 
of their authors.7 More recently, major contributions by Wendy Wall and 
Elaine Leong have addressed the role of recipes in early modern knowledge 
practices, connecting them as sources to early modern humanism and 
emergent scientific thought.8 Whereas recipe books were once used 
simply for the study of cookery, over the last 20 years they have come to 
be understood as objects that can tell us as much about their authors as 
they can about the food they ate.

This body of literature is critical to understanding the history of Irish 
recipe writing. Many of the patterns in the nature of the collections are the 
same, but the context in which they were produced was entirely different 
and has a significant bearing on their meaning. Until very recently, 
Irish manuscript recipe books have been a critically understudied genre, 
although over the last decade several significant contributions to the field 
have been made.9 Studies of Irish collections have found that, unlike 
other European locales, there was no medieval tradition of recipe writing. 
Unlike Britain, where we find fourteenth-century examples, recipe writing 
was not introduced to Ireland until the mid to late seventeenth century, 
increasing steadily in popularity over the course of the Georgian period.10 
Some of the earliest examples are Dorothy Parsons’ volume from the 
Birr Castle Archive, County Offaly, which was kept from 1665 to 1666, 
and two volumes in the collection of the Smythe Family of Barbavilla, 
County Westmeath, which appear to have been started in the 1660s or 

7  Michelle DiMeo, ‘Authorship and Medical Networks: Reading Attributions in Early Modern 
Manuscript Recipe Books’, in Reading & Writing Recipe Books, ed. DiMeo and Pennell, 25–46; 
Pennell, ‘Making Livings’.
8  Wendy Wall, Recipes for Thought: Knowledge and Taste in the Early Modern English Kitchen 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016); Elaine Leong, Recipes and Everyday Knowledge: 
Medicine, Science and the Household in Early Modern England (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2018).
9  Máirtín Mac Con Iomaire and Dorothy Cashman, ‘Irish Culinary Manuscripts and Printed 
Cookbooks: A Discussion’, Petits Propos Culinaires, no. 94 (2011): 81–101; Regina Sexton, ‘Food and 
Culinary Cultures in Pre-Famine Ireland’, in Food and Drink in Ireland, Proceedings of the Royal Irish 
Academy Section C, ed. Elizabeth FitzPatrick and James Kelly (Dublin: Royal Irish Academy, 2015), 
257–306; Madeline Shanahan, ‘“Whipt with a Twig Rod”: Irish Manuscript Recipe Books as Sources 
for the Study of Culinary Material Culture, c. 1660 to 1830’, in Food and Drink in Ireland, ed. 
FitzPatrick and Kelly, 197–218; Shanahan, Manuscript Recipe Books; Madeline Shanahan, ‘Dining on 
Words: Manuscript Recipe Books, Culinary Change and Elite Food Culture in Ireland, 1660–1830’, 
Irish Architectural and Decorative Studies: the Journal of the Irish Georgian Society, 15 (2012): 82–97.
10  Shanahan, Manuscript Recipe Books, 33–36.
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late 1670s.11 The authors who wrote them stemmed almost exclusively 
from the elite classes, including both ‘New English’ families who came 
to Ireland directly from Britain in this period, as well as more established 
families of Gaelic or ‘Old English’ origins who needed to rapidly adjust 
to the new social and political order, adopting key elements of English 
culture accordingly. 

Recipe books in Ireland, then, were an imported cultural object introduced 
directly from Britain. We should therefore not be surprised that most 
studies have observed close similarities between English collections and 
those found in Irish archives. With the exception of excerpts in Continental 
European languages, the genre at this time was written exclusively in 
English, with no Irish language examples identified to date. Few recipes 
show distinctly ‘Irish’ or regional flavours, but rather dishes and remedies 
we would expect to see in houses of wealthy English families.

What makes Irish recipe books of this period distinct though, and what 
makes them warrant further dedicated study, is the meaning that they 
held as imported cultural objects. The sudden introduction of recipe 
writing into Ireland at precisely the same moment that it was undergoing 
profound political, economic, demographic, social and cultural upheaval 
is not a coincidence. As an instructional genre, recipe books are affective 
objects. They did not just reflect changes to culinary and gendered 
practice but were actively used to bring about that change. In an Irish 
context, where anglicisation was critical to the maintenance of power and 
standing, they were not simply sources that told women how to cook, they 
also entrenched and reinforced new culinary and gendered practices. This 
article builds on this understanding of recipes as agents of culinary and 
cultural change, looking more closely at their personal and domestic value 
and exploring what they meant to the women whose lives and families 
were involved in this broader colonial project.

11  Dorothy Parsons Receipt Book, Birr Castle Archive, Rosse Manuscript, A/17; Receipt book by 
unknown author, late seventeenth century, Papers of the Family of Smythe of Barbavilla, MS 11,688, 
National Library of Ireland (NLI); Receipt book by unknown author, mid to late seventeenth century, 
Papers of the Family of Smythe of Barbavilla, MS 41,603/2 (2 of 2), NLI.
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Context, Class and Culture
In order to understand the meaning and significance of Irish recipe writing, 
we need to first understand the nature of the world in which these textual 
objects were produced. The period under review here followed in the wake 
of considerable violence and turbulence. The sixteenth-century Tudor 
reconquest of Ireland, the establishment of plantations, the rebellion of 
1641, Cromwellian reprisals and Williamite Wars meant that the island 
had witnessed two centuries of violence, in which all aspects of culture, 
society, population and politics were restructured. This violence led to 
the dispossession of many Catholic landholders and ultimately to the 
wide-scale destruction of many aspects of Gaelic language, culture, religion 
and customs. The elite classes who rose to power in this period came to be 
known as the Protestant Ascendancy (or simply the ‘Ascendancy’) and were 
drawn primarily from ‘New English’ families who had come to Ireland from 
Britain from the sixteenth century on as part of the colonial regime. Some 
families of Gaelic and ‘Old English’ (Anglo-Norman) origin were able to 
maintain power and landholding status—religious conversion and cultural 
anglicisation were important political techniques for doing so.12 Historian 
Jane Ohlmeyer has explained the significant and often overlooked role that 
women played in this process. Ohlmeyer argues that many established 
Gaelic and Old English families sought English brides in the hope that 
they would help their families to absorb English religion, language, customs 
and, importantly, culture as rapidly as possible.13 She cites Sir William Petty, 
writing in the 1670s, who stated that English brides would ‘facilitate the 
transmuting of one people into another’.14

The anglicising agenda of the colonial regime in Ireland is critical 
to understanding imported culinary cultures in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries and the introduction of recipe writing. New families 
coming to Ireland from Britain from the early modern period on were able 
to rapidly entrench their culinary, medicinal and domestic cultures there, 
in part through the innovation of domestic recipe writing and circulation. 
As discussed, in the Irish context domestic recipe writing was an early 
modern innovation and cultural import, with no vernacular or medieval 

12  For a detailed discussion of the familial, social and political origins of the Protestant Ascendancy 
and the anglicisation of the elite classes see Jane Ohlmeyer, Making Ireland English: The Irish Aristocracy 
in the Seventeenth Century (London: Yale University Press, 2012).
13  Ibid., 169–210.
14  Ibid., 170.
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traditions. It was introduced as an English-language genre by families 
coming into Ireland in the midst of considerable turbulence and conflict 
in the mid to late seventeenth century and became rapidly entrenched 
as an elite practice in the following decades. Keeping recipe books and 
collections became an increasingly popular practice in Ascendancy 
households over the course of the eighteenth century, as English food and 
foodways became widespread and normalised amongst the elite classes. 
Importantly though, recipe books and manuscripts were not just sources 
that reflect this changing gastronomy but were themselves active tools 
used to help circulate English culinary and cultural norms, as well as new 
gendered practices.15

Analyses of the identity of the authors of Irish recipe manuscripts have 
shown that prior to the nineteenth century they were almost exclusively 
authored by women, primarily drawn from ‘New English’ families or 
those marrying into more established households. This mirrors the 
pattern in England and Britain more generally, where recipe writing was 
also a highly gendered activity.16 In Ireland, while the identity of many 
manuscript authors is unknown, there are no pre-Victorian examples that 
were demonstrably authored by a man. All volumes where the name of an 
author, owner or compiler is given connect them to women. It is of course 
possible that some of the anonymous authors were male, but the pattern 
of authorship is consistent enough to say that domestic recipe writing was 
clearly predominantly a female activity in Ireland, as it was in Britain. 
This does not mean that men did not have input into the family volume; 
indeed, there are clear examples showing that they did. Some examples 
of ‘fair copies’, discussed in more detail below, may have been penned by 
male scribes, and there are certainly examples of recipes and cures credited 
to male doctors or relations as the original source, but there are no Irish 
volumes clearly attributed to male authors or compilers found to date.17

Existing research demonstrating the cultural and gendered associations 
and significance of recipe writing in Ireland, and critical studies from 
comparable periods in Britain and America, serve as important background 
here.18 Whereas they have focused on broader patterns of cultural, 
gendered and culinary change, this article will now turn to recipes’ value 

15  Shanahan, Manuscript Recipe Books, 31–36.
16  See Lehmann, The British Housewife.
17  Shanahan, Manuscript Recipe Books, 31–33, 107–10.
18  Shanahan, Manuscript Recipe Books; Shanahan, ‘Dining on Words’; DiMeo and Pennell, Reading 
& Writing Recipe Books; Lehmann, The British Housewife; Theophano, Eat My Words.
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on a personal and domestic level, exploring how women used them to 
maintain their connections and familial identity across generations and 
over expanding distances.

Letter Writing
Anyone familiar with domestic archives dating to the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries will know what prolific letter writers gentlewomen 
were in this period. This was, of course, the only way to maintain regular 
communication over any considerable distance. As the world expanded, 
so too did the significance of letter writing. Upon marriage, women could 
find themselves separated from their friends and families for considerable 
periods, sometimes for the duration of their lives. Letters were an important 
way to maintain connections, support and relationships, but they were 
also a means for sharing critical intergenerational knowledge relating to 
the running and care of a house and family. Letters containing culinary 
recipes and medical cures are regular features in domestic manuscript 
collections from the Georgian and early Victorian period, both in Britain 
and Ireland. These letters tell us about a woman’s connections beyond 
the household and give us a window into her life, travels, tribulations, 
expertise and relationships.

The richness of these collections shows us that not only were letters 
written frequently, but that they were also carefully archived and curated 
over generations, having sentimental and also very real, practical value. 
Through letter writing, women could share information that was critical to 
the safeguarding and wellbeing of future generations. Exchanging recipes 
and cures in letters enabled women to share the details of their day-to-day 
lives and concerns and to maintain an active involvement in the care and 
nourishment of one another and their families. If a woman far from home 
missed the taste of a favourite cake from childhood or needed to obtain 
a family remedy for a child’s illness, a recipe sent by a loved one gave her all 
she needed to re-create the longed-for physical object. 

Lady Katherine Ranelagh’s domestic archives demonstrate just how 
important the exchange of recipes and medical advice was for family 
members on each side of the Irish Sea from the seventeenth century. Lady 
Ranelagh, who was born in 1615 and died in 1691, was the sister of the 
scientist Robert Boyle and was one of the most celebrated intellectual women 
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of her generation.19 Her bound recipe book and her extensive collections of 
letters are the focus of a detailed analysis by DiMeo, a global authority on 
recipe writing in this period.20 Lady Ranelagh was, like most women of her 
class, a prolific letter writer. With friends and relations spanning the globe, 
examples of her letters survive in archives across the English-speaking world. 
These collections show that she was the primary medical authority for her 
large extended family, particularly those in England and Ireland. Family 
members frequently wrote requesting her advice on health matters and she 
readily sent words of wisdom, recipes and sometimes even medicines to 
this very large and dispersed network. DiMeo’s analysis also shows that her 
family actively participated in this medical network too. She did not just 
send information, but exchanged recipes, and requested advice from her 
siblings and other members of the large Boyle family.21

Collections of letters dating to the eighteenth century show that this 
exchange of recipes between elite families and their kin dispersed across 
Ireland and Britain only gained momentum over the Georgian period. 
A  letter from a folder of loose items from the papers of the O’Hara 
family (one of the few Gaelic-Irish families who successfully retained 
their estates during the Cromwellian and Williamite confiscations) clearly 
demonstrates the sentiments of women gifting their recipes to others 
within their social network. The letter is addressed to a Mrs Trench, who 
was likely Charlotte Trench (née O’Hara). Charlotte married Eyre Trench 
of Ashford, County Roscommon, in 1768, but the O’Hara collection 
includes many of her letters and papers.22 The letter in question, referring 
to a recipe for ‘meath’ (mead), is as follows:

Dear Mrs Trench,

I send you a Rect. for Meath, & I fancy it was Mrs Goodwin’s 
as I got it from my Mother’s Receipt Book, I sincerely wish it may 
be of service to your friend, I have many valuable Receipts … 
shou’d your friend want them, or anything under my roof, freely 
send to me, for I am truly yours

Very Affect
E. Lisle23

19  DiMeo, ‘Authorship and Medical Networks’, 28.
20  Ibid., 25–46.
21  Ibid., 31–32.
22  Andrew Shields and Victoria Petty, O’Hara Papers, Collection List 66, National Library of Ireland 
(Dublin: National Library of Ireland, 2002), 12.
23  Letter from E. Lisle to Mrs Trench, O’Hara Papers, MS 36,375/1, NLI.
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A honey-based alcohol, meath remained a popular drink throughout 
the eighteenth century, when it was a safer alternative to water in many 
instances. It was also believed to have medicinal properties and was 
sometimes thought to assist fertility, so makes regular appearances in 
recipe exchange networks between women at this time. The example 
of the O’Hara letter illustrates not just the importance of such recipes, 
but also the value that women placed upon their culinary and medical 
knowledge. The gifting of not just personal but familial intellectual 
property was a significant act that reinforced the bonds of kinship. Here, 
the author of the letter, E. Lisle, about whom little is known, was gifting 
the recipe and potential cure to Mrs Trench through a letter format, but 
she was careful to point out that the original source was her mother’s 
book. This shows us both how recipes were circulated within networks 
and highlights the value placed upon them. We also see the connections 
between letters and bound volumes articulated clearly. Letters became the 
fastest and most dynamic way of circulating domestic knowledge, but the 
bound volume as an ultimate source lends credibility and authority to the 
recipe, enhancing its value considerably. The critical factor underpinning 
this exchange network is trust—in the origins and source of the recipe—
and so attribution and traceability is a consistent pattern, a practice that 
also served to strengthen and reinforce these relationships.

The collection of the Smythe family of Barbavilla, County Westmeath, 
contains a rich collection of loose recipes and letters, along with several 
bound volumes. The Smythe family (originally spelled Smyth) came to 
Ireland during the 1630s. The founder of the Barbavilla branch acquired 
the family seat in Westmeath in 1670. Along with volumes brought from 
England, the considerable collection of letters shows how actively the 
family kept in touch with relations in England and that recipe writing 
was a central part of this. Through the exchange of recipes and cures the 
family maintained active involvement in the care and lives of relatives 
from whom they were separated. We may speculate that such a network 
must have provided considerable comfort for a family of newcomers 
during the turbulence of the last decades of the seventeenth century. 
While traditional histories and estate papers help us to see the political 
and strategic machinations of such a family, the letters left by women allow 
us to see how they coped on a personal, domestic and even cultural level. 

One particularly touching letter written by ‘RC’ and addressed to 
a  Mrs Bonnell of Fleet Street includes recipes as well as important 
news relating to the events of life in this extended family spread across 
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multiple countries. Mrs Jane Bonnell (née Conyngham) was the wife of 
James Bonnell, Accountant-General of Ireland. She was also the sister of 
Katherine Connelly, the wife of William Connolly of Castletown, County 
Kildare, the Speaker of the House of Commons from 1715 to 1729. Jane 
Bonnell was a distant relation of the Smythe’s and upon her death in 1745 
her papers were absorbed into their collection.24 The identity of ‘RC’ is 
unknown, but given the initials could relate to either the Conynghams 
or Connollys. The letter includes recipes including ‘Red Marmalade’ and 
‘Quince Marmalade,’ followed by a note of apology for not sending it 
sooner, with the explanation that she had been called away to attend to 
a Mrs Stanley’s labour. The letter also adds that there is ‘no news from 
Ireland’.25 Letters like this give us a detailed window into the lives and 
relationships of women at this time, showing us how they shared a range 
of information through them across the Irish Sea, from simple recipes for 
a favourite marmalade to accounts of friends’ labours.

Katherine Cahill’s research on the domestic archives of Mrs Mary Delany 
(née Granville) similarly shows evidence of an active exchange of recipes 
crossing the Irish Sea. Mrs Delany was born in Wiltshire in 1700 and 
was the second child of Colonel Bernard Granville and his wife Mary 
Westcombe. She moved to Ireland after her second marriage to Dr Patrick 
Delany, where she became a prominent figure in social and intellectual 
circles in Dublin. During her years spent in Ireland, Mrs Delany was 
an active letter writer and was particularly devoted to her sister Anne.26 
As seen in the example from the O’Hara family cited above, recipes sent 
between the sisters and her other friends and relations were easily and 
widely disseminated through letters, but frequently derived from bound 
recipe books, lending them authority and value. Upon her return to 
Ireland from a visit to England in 1747, Mrs Delany wrote in her letter 
home that ‘as soon as I get my receipt-book I will send you the isinglass 
cement’.27 This was a type of glue made from a popular form of gelatine 
derived from the swim bladders of fish. The archives of the family also 
demonstrate how cures sent in letter form subsequently made their way 
into family volumes. On 10 February 1729, Mary sent a recipe to her sister 

24  A. P. W. Malcomson, Collection List No. 120, Papers of the Family of Smythe of Barbavilla (Dublin: 
National Library of Ireland, 2006), 5–6.
25  Letter from R. C. to Mrs Bonnell, Papers of the Family of Smythe of Barbavilla, MS 41,603 (3), 
NLI.
26  Katherine Cahill, Mrs Delany’s Menus, Medicines and Manners (Dublin: New Island, 2005), 4–5, 
21–24.
27  Transcribed and cited by Cahill in Mrs Delany’s Menus, Medicines and Manners, 56.
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Anne with directions for preserving the complexion when suffering from 
smallpox. The letter contains the following strict instructions, bolstered 
by the involvement of a number of trusted friends and authorities:

As for the rotten-apple water, I sent Mrs Badge to Mrs Clark 
about it, and she says it is wonderful the quick effect of it and 
very safe; and that if you use it at all, you should do it night and 
morning. It must be the rottenest apples that can be had, put into 
a cold still, and so distilled, without anything besides. But I am 
under no apprehensions of your being marked, and I dare say your 
complexion will be better than it ever was.28

Years later, when there was a smallpox outbreak in 1755, Anne made good 
use of this recipe, which had by then been faithfully copied into her book. 
She passed it on to their close friend the Duchess of Portland when her 
daughters fell ill with the deadly disease. Having recovered from any life-
threatening symptoms, concern soon turned to the preservation of the 
girls’ complexions. Having sent on the recipe, on 19 February 1755 Anne 
was happy to report that ‘Lady Betty, I believe, will not be marked at all, 
and Lady Margaret not so much as we apprehended at first’.29 Here we see 
again, how critical this collective store of knowledge was for the health and 
wellbeing of a kinship network and how letters were used to disseminate 
this sometimes life-saving advice across long distances in times of need. 
We also see the careful archiving and storage of information in family 
volumes for use over decades and for future generations.

Recipe Books
While recipes shared through letters were a critical way of circulating 
culinary and medicinal information across households, the physicality of 
volumes demonstrates a more material and tangible way in which these 
domestic manuscripts bound families together across both time and 
space. Many women were separated from their families for long periods—
some for the rest of their lives. These volumes were important, tangible 
reminders of home and loved ones, but they were also repositories for 
a matrilineal inheritance that could be quite literally critical to the 
safeguarding of future generations.

28  Transcribed and cited by Cahill in Mrs Delany’s Menus, Medicines and Manners, 166–67.
29  Transcribed and cited by Cahill in Mrs Delany’s Menus, Medicines and Manners, 167.
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Close analysis of bound recipe books from the National Library of Ireland’s 
collection has indicated that women sometimes took their heirloom family 
tomes, or, alternatively, transcribed copies of older volumes with them. 
Known as ‘fair copies’, these could be specially transcribed, sometimes by 
professionals, as gifts upon marriage or simply to safeguard the knowledge 
in an older ageing volume. Importantly, the production of fair copies 
allowed for multiple editions of an original tome to be circulated through 
families. In other instances, rather than bringing a volume with them 
upon marriage they brought their family’s knowledge with them—a form 
of matrilineal inheritance—which was then faithfully added to their in-
laws’ volume. Collections of letters and loose recipes often formed the 
basis of bound recipe books, so women inherited a vast bank of knowledge 
from multiple sources that was of practical, social and emotional value. 
Unlike loose collections of recipes, bound volumes accrued a physical and 
heirloom value over time, which eventually surpassed that of the advice 
and wisdom contained within. These treasured volumes, lovingly added 
to by generations, contained the accumulated wisdom of female forebears. 
As discussed in relation to letters, the knowledge they contained could be 
critical to the health and wellbeing of their increasingly widely dispersed 
families, but such volumes themselves became cherished reminders of 
home and loved ones. As instruction manuals they allowed their owner to 
conjure familiar and comforting smells and flavours; as physical objects 
they became a tangible connection to family, displaying the handwriting 
of mothers, aunts and grandmothers and preserving a female genealogy 
and inheritance.30

As heirloom objects bearing the contributions of people spanning great 
distances and multiple generations, recipe books became a type of 
communal place in which familial and kinship knowledge, legacy and 
networks were maintained over time. Analysis of the National Library 
of Ireland’s collection of pre-Victorian manuscript recipe books indicates 
that roughly half were added to over decades, rather than being drafted 
in one episode, while at least 25 per cent of the collection was compiled 
over the course of at least 50 years. Some examples were added to in 
different phases for over a century.31 The collection of the Smythe family of 
Barbavilla contains several fascinating volumes demonstrating this pattern 
of use over time, including two that are among the oldest manuscript 

30  Shanahan, Manuscript Recipe Books, 125–44.
31  Ibid., 134–35.
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recipe books in Ireland.32 One of the volumes within their collection 
appears to have been brought with the family to Ireland.33 It includes 
earlier non-recipe-related documents, such as a property indenture dated 
to 1564 relating to the Preband of Waltham in England and a ‘passport’ 
certifying that the holder was loyal to King Charles II. Recipes dating to 
the later seventeenth century then follow this earlier section; some later 
recipes are even added to the margins of the earlier sixteenth-century 
document. Recipes in the margins include ‘How to cure an Ague by 
Simpathy’, ‘How to make a drink called shrub’, ‘Another Cake’, ‘A Good 
Cake’ and the following recipe for ‘A Caraway Cake’ (Figure 1):

A quarter of a peck of flower dryed a pound of butter a pound of 
caraway comfits a pint of cream a pint some sake of yest ye yolks of 
6 eggs on nutmeg mingle it when you begin to heat your oven and 
let it rise and when you go to put it in mingle in the caraways.34

Figure 1: Recipe for ‘A Caraway Cake’.
Source: Receipt book by unknown author, mid to late seventeenth century, Papers of the 
Family of Smythe of Barbavilla, MS41,603/2 (2). Courtesy of the National Library of Ireland.

The frequent reference to the Povey family name suggests that the 
primary author of the recipe sections may have been Mary Povey, who 
married into the family in 1672.35 The reuse of these documents as part of 
a recipe book may highlight the value of paper in the early modern house. 
Or,  perhaps more persuasively, the value of these family documents, 

32  Receipt book by unknown author, late seventeenth century, Papers of the Family of Smythe 
of Barbavilla, MS 11,688, NLI; Receipt book by unknown author, mid to late seventeenth century, 
Papers of the Family of Smythe of Barbavilla, MS 41,603/2 (2 of 2), NLI.
33  Receipt book by unknown author, mid to late seventeenth century, Papers of the Family of 
Smythe of Barbavilla, MS 41,603/2 (2), NLI.
34  Ibid.
35  Malcomson, Collection List No. 120, 6.
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connected to family history, origins and land ownership, may have 
enhanced the status of the volume, making it a suitable place to entrust 
critical family knowledge. Either way, the earlier document was deemed 
valuable enough to bring to the new seat in Ireland from Britain, and 
this heirloom became a place to record domestic wisdom for generations 
to come.

Figure 2: Title page from ‘A Collection of domestic recipes and 
medical prescriptions’.
Source: Contributed to by multiple members of the Inchiquin O’Brien family, started mid 
to late seventeenth century, Inchiquin Papers, MS14,786. Courtesy of the National Library 
of Ireland.
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A late seventeenth- to early eighteenth-century volume from the 
collection of the Inchiquin O’Briens of County Clare provides us with 
considerable information relating to precisely how volumes were handed 
down through families over generations.36 This volume was passed down 
and added to by at least three, possibly four, generations of women in 
the family, remaining within their seat of Dromoland Castle. Catherine 
O’Brien (née Keightley), who was the author of the earlier sections 
and credited on the elaborate title page, was the first cousin of both 
Queen Mary II and Queen Anne and had married into one of the most 
important Gaelic noble families of Munster (Figure 2). A later attribution 
to her mother, Lady Frances Keightley (née Hyde), who was the youngest 
daughter of the first Earl of Clarendon and the sister-in-law of James II 
appears inside the cover, but close analysis of the dated recipes suggests 
that it is unlikely that she personally penned this volume. It seems more 
likely that the attribution suggests that this volume is a fair copy of an 
earlier family tome. In any case, multiple generations of elite and well-
connected women marrying in to the Inchiquin O’Brien family had 
a hand in its production.

The pattern of inheritance in this instance was from mother-in-law to 
daughter-in-law, meaning that the volume always stayed in the keeping 
of the mistress of Dromoland Castle. The title page specifies that it was 
a  gift  from Mrs O’Brien (likely Catherine) to ‘M O’B’, likely Mary 
O’Brien  (née Hickman), her daughter-in-law, who added the elaborate 
title page. Later attributions also suggest that Mary’s daughter-in-law 
Ann O’Brien (née French) also contributed sections. So, in this case, 
the volume was not taken with female members of the family leaving 
Dromoland, but rather each new mistress brought their own knowledge 
from outside and added to this noble Gaelic family’s intergenerational 
repository. New  mistresses marrying into the family used this volume 
as a place to record their own family’s knowledge and legacy, and so 
the volume connected them both to their new family and their family 

36  ‘A Collection of domestic recipes and medical prescriptions’, contributed to by multiple 
members of the Inchiquin O’Brien family, started mid to late seventeenth century, Inchiquin Papers, 
MS 14,786, NLI.
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of origin. In addition to this main tome, the Inchiquin O’Brien family 
left a  collection of at least five other recipe books and folders, which 
collectively span over two centuries.37

While the Inchiquin manuscript provides an exceptional level of detail 
regarding its pattern of inheritance, it is by no means the only example 
from the Irish collection that shows that handing recipe books through 
a family was a common practice. A volume from the Townley Hall Papers 
includes precise evidence of how it was passed through the generations 
within a family. The Townley Balfours came to Ireland during the 
Cromwellian period and acquired extensive land holdings across multiple 
counties along with their main seat at Townley Hall, near Drogheda in 
County Louth.38 Their collection includes several recipe books, including 
one originally authored by Lady Florence Townley Balfour (née Cole), 
daughter of the first Earl of Enniskillen. The original inscription in 
her book reads ‘Florence Townley Balfour February the 17th 1800,’ 
but her daughter, presumably Letitia-Frances, based on the initials, has 
subsequently added a note above stating that it is ‘My Dearest Mother’s 
Book LB’.39 Inscriptions like this are evidence that recipe books were not 
just handed through families as heirlooms, but that they were also added 
to and reused over decades, remaining an active and ever-evolving part 
of family life. The physical connection to forebears is paramount, and 
individual recipes or volumes frequently draw attention to the fact that 
entries were written in the hand of a friend or relation. A cure entitled 
‘Pilerwort’ in the Inchiquin O’Brien volume has a note added at the 
bottom of the page stating that ‘This is my Ladey Longs one [own] recete 
wright by her one [own] hand for my Ladey Bronneson’.40 The path of 
exchange between respected, trusted kinswomen clearly added to the 

37  Hannah Jane Foster, ‘Menus and lists of guests invited to dinner at the Foster Home of Cliffe 
Hall, Lightcliffe, Yorkshire and domestic recipes and medical prescriptions’, 1863–1882; Inchiquin 
Papers, MS 14,746, NLI; Inchiquin Papers, MS 45,500/12, NLI; ‘Miscellaneous personal papers 
including prescriptions, recipes, remedies and list of wedding presents’, 1847–1869, Inchiquin Papers, 
MS 45,466/4, NLI; Elizabeth O’Brien, Countess of Thomond, wife of Henry O’Brien, 8th Earl of 
Thomond, ‘Recipe book’, eighteenth century, Inchiquin Papers, MS 14,887, NLI; Mary O’Brien, ‘Book 
of family recipes with list of pictures at Dromoland Castle in different hand’, 1845-1847, Inchiquin 
Papers, MS 45,466/1, NLI.
38  Sexton, ‘Food and Culinary Cultures in Pre-Famine Ireland’, 268.
39  Lady Florence Balfour, ‘Lady Florence Balfour’s book of receipts’, started February 17th 1800, 
Townley Hall Papers, MS 9561, NLI; John Burke, A Genealogical and Heraldic Dictionary of the 
Landed Gentry of Great Britain and Ireland (London: Henry Colburn, 1847), 49–50.
40  ‘A Collection of domestic recipes and medical prescriptions’, Inchiquin O’Brien Papers, MS 
14,786, NLI.
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authority and the worth of the recipe in this instance, but the specification 
that this is the donor’s own hand enhanced the physical connection to her, 
adding yet another layer of value.

The physicality of heirloom recipe books, stemming from their handmade 
nature, the presence of familiar handwriting and later from their signs of 
use-wear appears to have added to their symbolic value. These elements 
created a visual, textural and tangible connection to their previous owners. 
However, as Theophano has observed, evidence from manuscripts kept 
throughout the transatlantic world demonstrates that the re-transcription 
of earlier volumes into fair copies was also common in the early modern 
period.41 The creation of beautifully transcribed copies of earlier manuscripts 
could have taken place for a number of reasons. First, a ‘fair copy’ may have 
been made if the older volume was becoming too fragile, in order to preserve 
it for posterity. Similarly, fair copies may also have been made of the loose 
recipes and letters that accumulated in a house over time. Alternatively, 
fair copies may have been penned to allow a family’s culinary knowledge 
to be circulated to a wider audience. As daughters married and the family 
dispersed, reproductions of the family volume would have allowed multiple 
lines of the family to stay connected to one another. Transcriptions may 
also have been made as gifts upon the impending nuptials of a daughter, 
and professional scribes were sometimes hired to pen a ‘fair copy’ of 
a recipe book as a gift as part of a dowry.42 Upon marriage a woman left her 
family, and loneliness and homesickness became an inevitable part of life 
for many. Taking the culinary knowledge of the family with her may have 
been an important part of a bride’s journey, and a comforting reminder of 
where she had come from, even if the original family volume could not be 
physically taken.

While a book itself may have come to represent the legacy of an individual 
or family of origin, it is important to note that most volumes contain 
entries attributed to a range of members from a much wider social network, 
further enhancing their value and reach. Tracing patterns of attribution 
through manuscripts demonstrates that a range of widely dispersed family 
members from multiple generations all contributed to the manuscripts, as 
did members of a wider social network and occasionally even cooks and 
servants. Sometimes their contribution was personally added in their own 
hand, while in other instances their recipe had been added by the author, 

41  Theophano, Eat My Words, 88–89.
42  Ibid., 88.
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with their name acknowledged as the original source. Indeed, attributions 
are so common that they can be seen as a critical and indeed defining 
feature of manuscript recipe books and most contain some information 
on where recipes came from, be it a friend, family member, servant, 
professional or published source.

In the National Library of Ireland’s collection approximately 75 per cent 
contain direct evidence of where at least some of the recipes contained 
within them came from, crediting the original authors. Susan Leonardi 
explains the significance of attributions in her work on recipes, which she 
describes as a form of gendered discourse. In her frequently referenced 
discussion, she traces the etymology of the word itself: ‘the root of 
recipe—the Latin recipere—implies an exchange, a giver and a receiver. 
Like a story, a recipe needs to be a recommendation, a context, a point, 
a reason to be’.43 Recipes, then, are defined by the connection they form 
between two people. The recipe has value as a gift from someone who is 
trusted, and its exchange helps to strengthen and affirm the relationship 
between both parties. The importance of exchange underpins the 
flourishing of recipe writing in the early modern world and is critical to 
the history, development and very meaning of the genre in this period. In 
an Irish context, where there was the very real threat of not just isolation 
for new brides and families, but active hostility given the political climate, 
these connections and cultural rootedness became potentially more 
critical again.

Tracing attributions is also a useful way of understanding the life cycle 
and origins of a book, and the relationships of its author both within and 
beyond the household. The attribution of recipes to various gentry and 
aristocratic families demonstrates the social networks that their authors 
moved in. When a recipe was attributed to someone, that individual was 
respected and acknowledged while simultaneously being ‘grafted’ onto 
an object representative of a broader, collective identity. By keeping such 
a register, peppered with the valued recipes of high-status and esteemed 
friends and relations, a family was also able to demonstrate the wealth 
and status of their social network.44 The Inchiquin O’Brien volume 
demonstrates this clearly, including entries attributed to a range of 
aristocrats and members of the gentry both in Ireland and at court in 

43  Susan Leonardi, ‘Recipes for Reading: Summer Pasta, Lobster a la Riseholme, and Key Lime 
Pie’, PMLA, 104 (1989): 340.
44  Theophano, Eat My Words, 8.
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England. Just a few examples of the many attributions include ‘White 
Ginger Bread Lady Mountalexander’, ‘A Fine Ginger Bread Dutches 
of Buckingham’ and the following: 

Almond Cheese Cakes Lady Powerscourt

Take a pound of sweet almonds lay ym in cold water over night; 
blanch them & pound them with Orrange flower water to keep 
ym with out oyling, take a pd of double refined sugar sifte it & 
you pd them well together & yn take ym up into a large white 
bason & have ready beaten the yolks of 15 eggs with a pint of good 
Cream mix altogether with half a pound of Naples bisket grated 
very fine; yn melt a pound & half of butter & mix it in with it & 
beat them altogether a quarter of an hour before yu fill your pans. 
Make a cold crust with a little sugar & the yolks of an egg & roule 
it very thin before you put it into your pans. Half the quantity is 
what I usually make.45

These attributions demonstrated the status of the family and the powerful 
circle they moved within and lent authority to the recipes derived 
from such an esteemed network. Examining the web of attributions 
also shows the long distances covered and the reach and complexity of 
recipe exchange networks and the connections between households and 
collections. Mrs Bonnell’s recipe and letter collection within the Smythe 
papers included letters from Catherine O’Brien of Dromoland referring 
to a secret loan that she wanted to conceal from her husband and urging 
Jane to burn the letter, as well as domestic advice.46 We see the intimate 
nature of their relationship—maintained over great distance—in both the 
sharing of mundane but valued recipes and the most serious of secrets.

In the case of the O’Briens though, there was a conscious effort to form 
connections given the origins of the family and the need to very clearly 
reaffirm their status and powerbase. Ohlmeyer has pointed out that 
O’Brien, the Fourth Earl of Thomond, a close relation of the Inchiquin 
O’Briens ensured that his sons, grandsons and great-grandsons all married 
wealthy English brides for this reason.47 This was a concerted effort to 
protect the family’s interests in what was a precarious political climate. 

45  ‘A Collection of domestic recipes and medical prescriptions’, Inchiquin O’Brien Papers, 
MS 14,786, NLI.
46  Letter from Catherine O’Brien, to Mrs Bonnell, 9 November 1704, Papers of the Family of 
Smythe of Barbavilla, MS 41,580/22, NLI.
47  Ohlmeyer, Making Ireland English, 186.
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We can speculate, then, that the meticulous attributions within the 
Dromoland manuscript, inherited and added to by subsequent brides 
marrying in, served to celebrate these ties, actively connecting to and 
reaffirming the family’s increasingly wide kinship network.

In many instances, the precise nature of the relationship to the author 
is articulated and celebrated through an attribution, again emphasising 
the authority of the original source and the value of the recipe itself. 
Mothers, grandmothers, cousins, sisters, aunts and female in-laws are the 
most frequently cited relations. The Inchiquin O’Brien volume contains 
numerous recipes attributed to female relations, like the following 
recipe for a seed cake, which is specifically described as being ‘From My 
Mother’s receipts’:

To make a seed cake Take a pound and qr of butter, a pd & qr of 
flour and a pound of sugar, the butter must be beat to a cream, 
12  eggs the whites beat to a froth the yolks to a cream a few 
almonds sliced thin, a glass of brandy or sack & caraway seeds to 
your liking.48

Multiple recipes are also attributed to ‘Aunt Keightley’, such as the 
following:

Best Orange Puding my Aunt Keightley

Take half a pound of fresh butter, and beat it wth your hand till 
it comes to a cream yn strew in half a pound of sugar, by degrees; 
beating it on, beat ye yeolks of 12 eggs very well by ym selves; & 
pour ym in by degrees still beating up ye butter & sugar; yn put 
in half ye peell of a preserved orange shred very fine; & ye peell of 
a whole raw one don too; after tis boyled or layed in water till ye 
bitterness is gon; beat ym all very well together & pour it into an 
earthen dish with puff past rouled very thin round ye sides; half 
an hour bakes it.49

The Inchiquin O’Brien family volume is in no way unique, this practice 
continued throughout the Georgian period and beyond. A lengthy 
volume from Creagh Castle, County Cork, started by 1770 appears to 
have been added to for at least 50 years. It contains entries by multiple 
authors over time, but most sections were likely written by Judith Creagh 

48  ‘A Collection of domestic recipes and medical prescriptions’, Inchiquin O’Brien Papers, 
MS 14,786, NLI.
49  Ibid.
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(née Ussher), the daughter of Arthur Ussher and Lucy Taylor and Dr John 
Creagh’s second wife. In addition to named friends and her wider social 
circle, we see frequent attributions to ‘Cousin Taylor’ such as:

To make mince Pyes Cousin Taylors’ way

To one tongue put three quarters of a pound of suet, if your 
tongue be large you may put a pound, three quarters of a pound 
of Raisins ston’d and cut small, a pound of currants, one nutmeg 
grated, some cloves and mace, near half a pound of sugar, some 
salt, the juice of two lemons and some of the peel minced small, 
six spoonfuls of brandy or sack, citron water if you have it, this 
mixture I have tried and found very good.

And even attributions to her deceased first husband’s family, the Shuldhams:

To make Oyster Sauce- Mrs P[----?] Shuldham

Cut the beards of your oysters, put them on a slow fire with their 
own liquor, a few cloves and pepper, when they are quite dissolved, 
bottle them close so as not to admit the air- when you want oyster 
sauce add buttor (and melt them) according to the quantity you 
want at the time-50

Other manuscripts highlight both the family connection, as well as the 
original source of the family volume. A recipe in an early nineteenth-
century book penned by Mrs A. W. Baker of Ballytobin, County Kilkenny, 
states that it was ‘recommended in my Grandmother’s book’.51 Entries 
like this provide precise information about how recipes were circulated 
through manuscripts within a family. Members of different social classes 
also contributed to volumes, reminding us of the intimate connections 
between families and domestic servants. Although they may not have 
been penned by servants personally, there are numerous examples where 
their recipes were included and attributed to them. Mary Ponsonby’s 
manuscript, which is largely nineteenth century in date, but which may 
contain fair copy transcriptions of an earlier collection includes a recipe 
entitled ‘To make turnip soup by Mr Rigby’s famous cook.’52 A. W. Baker’s 
volume, just referred to, contains ‘a receipt for Walnut Catsup got by my 

50  Mrs Creagh of Creagh Castle and other contributors, ‘Cookbook’, c. 1770–1820, MS 34, 953, 
NLI.
51  Mrs A. W. Baker, from Ballytobin, County Kilkenny, ‘Cookery Book Vol. 1st’, 1810, MS 34, 
952, NLI.
52  Mary Ponsonby, ‘Receipt Book’, early to mid-nineteenth century, MS 5606, NLI.
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GM [Grandmother] from Mrs Costello My Uncle Desart’s Housekeeper’.53 
This shows us an intricate route into the family volume, acknowledging 
a chain or network of servants along the way. Such recipes also remind us 
just how much intellectual property servants contributed to these family 
volumes and of the close inter-class relationships that formed over the 
years within a house.

Conclusion
Over the course of the early modern period, exchanging recipes and cures 
became a powerful way to strengthen familial, intergenerational and 
kinship networks. This article has examined the role that recipe exchange 
and inheritance played in Ascendancy Ireland, where elite families 
were often separated from loved ones across the Irish Sea and where 
connections played a critical role in maintaining status and even safety in 
a precarious political climate. Previous research has shown that, from the 
seventeenth century, recipe writing was one way for elite British women 
to establish their domestic, medical and culinary cultures in Ireland, but 
this article has examined the personal dimension of this process, arguing 
that recipes also played an important role in binding families and friends 
together in this time of great political, social, cultural and demographic 
change. While many of the patterns identified are the same in British 
collections in terms of form and contents, the context in which they were 
produced was not. Considering recipes as cultural imports and affective 
objects helps us to understand the meaning that they held for families in 
the political climate of Ireland at this time. Circulating recipes helped 
to bring about change in culinary and gendered practice, but they also 
held cultural and personal meaning for the women and families who kept 
them. They may have simultaneously been comforting reminders of home 
in a sometimes hostile and foreign environment, instructive objects that 
helped to entrench new culinary norms or registers to reaffirm networks, 
connections and identities in a time and place where they were never 
more important.

Exchanging recipes, especially cures, through letters was the fastest and 
most dynamic way for medical and culinary information to be disseminated 
across ever-expanding horizons. The immediacy of letter writing helped 

53  Mrs A. W. Baker, from Ballytobin, County Kilkenny, ‘Cookery Book Vol. 1st’, 1810, MS 34, 
952, NLI.
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circulate such knowledge through complex networks, but it also allowed 
women to maintain contact with one another and a presence in each 
other’s daily lives. Bound volumes also played a role, creating a rootedness 
and connectedness at a time when families were becoming increasingly 
dispersed. The shared use of inherited recipe volumes bound together 
women from different generations and those from different families who 
were marrying-in. By handing these volumes down through families, 
using them daily and adding to them over decades, women constructed, 
strengthened and celebrated their relationships and matrilineal 
genealogies. As cherished items of property, bequeathing a recipe book 
may have been a sign of affection, but it was also a gift of valuable 
practical knowledge. The information contained within, covering subjects 
from food preservation to infertility treatments, was critical to the health 
and wellbeing of the family in the future. And, as this vital knowledge 
accumulated over years and generations, a manuscript may have become 
deeply embedded with personal, familial and cultural memories. Thus, we 
see that women cherished the presence of their mother’s handwriting and 
the connection to women from whom they were separated by both space 
and time. Exchanging recipes, both through letter writing and the gifting 
of inherited volumes, enabled women to share the details of their day-to-
day lives and concerns and to maintain an active involvement in the care 
and nourishment of one another and their families.
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Women, Popular Science and 
Recreation: The First 25 Years 
of the South Australian Field 
Naturalists
Sharyn Clarke
University of Adelaide, Adelaide, SA

Abstract
This article is an examination of women’s role in the South 
Australian Field Naturalists in its first 25 years, from 1883–1908. 
Historical attention has tended to focus on inspiring female 
naturalists or illustrators. However, science also had a popular 
following amongst women. An examination of women’s roles 
provides insight into a number of historical issues. Understanding 
of gender relations and power in amateur organisations at this 
time is enhanced. Amateur female participation in botany was 
still vigorous and women who collected and/or illustrated were 
significant contributors to the organisation. By the mid-century, 
women with science degrees would also seek to find their place. 
Yet, there was tension in regard to women’s roles. This was an 
organisation run partly for the amateur, by the still patriarchal 
Royal Society, with the strong scientific credentials of the male 
leaders a barrier for female scientists. Finally, and significantly, for 
many women their concern was predominantly recreational, with 
participation in field naturalism an overlooked organised leisure 
activity in South Australia.

The settlement of Australia took place in an era characterised by scientific 
endeavour, with interest in the natural world a popular pursuit. By the 
nineteenth century, field naturalism had become a global phenomenon 
and by the 1880s in Australia amateur organisations were emerging due 
to a general interest in science, the rise of an educated middle class and 
increasing hours for recreation, with field naturalist clubs also opening 
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up avenues for political protest.1 For women, an emphasis on healthy 
outdoor activity, and the association of their gender with botany were 
further societal forces facilitating their involvement. This article is 
an examination of women’s roles and contribution to one particular 
organisation, the South Australian Field Naturalists, from its inception in 
1883 until around 1908, when it celebrated its 25th anniversary.

There has been a wealth of studies on individual female naturalists in 
the Western world in the nineteenth century and, in Australia, historical 
attention has similarly concentrated on individuals who left diaries of 
their exploits: collectors such as Georgiana Molloy, or painters such as 
Ellis Rowan. However, there has been limited examination of women in 
Australian field naturalist organisations.2 Certainly, the available historical 
records focus less on the pioneering individual, with minutes from 
meetings and records of excursions the main sources. Existing historical 
scholarship of women in the South Australian Field Naturalists is confined 
to the collector, Jessie Hussey, and artist, Rosa Fiveash.3

Examining women’s roles in the Field Naturalists provides insight into the 
position of women in popular science in what was a transitional period, 
both in regard to science and its increasing professionalisation, and, in 
particular, to women’s position within it. Studies of Western women in 
science in the nineteenth century have tended to emphasise institutional 
bias and the existence of strongly gendered spheres. However, as Jane 
Carey has observed in her analysis covering 1885–1940, the perception 
of science as inhospitable to women is not necessarily upheld in Australia, 
with women having a greater presence than is often assumed, and with 
their participation quickly established at the University of Melbourne.4 
Similarly, at the University of Adelaide, by 1900 female graduates in 
science outnumbered any other discipline with their entry encouraged by 
male mentors at the State’s Advanced School for Girls.5 Other studies have 

1  Drew Hutton and Libby Connors, A History of the Environment Movement in Australia 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 40–41.
2  For an exception, see Sheila Houghton, ‘“If It Is Not Against the Rules”: Women in the Field 
Naturalist Club of Victoria 1880–1980’, Victorian Naturalist, 122, no. 6 (2005): 290–306.
3  See Hutton and Connors, History of the Environment Movement, 30; Darrell Kraehenbuehl, ‘Jessie 
Louisa Hussey’, in People and Plants in Australia, ed. D. J. Carr and S. M. Carr (Sydney: Academic Press, 
1981), 338–98. The most recent work on Fiveash is in Penny Olsen, Collecting Ladies: Ferdinand von 
Mueller and Women Botanical Artists (Canberra: National Library of Australia, 2013).
4  Jane Carey, ‘No Place for a Woman? Intersections of Class, Modernity and Colonialism in the 
Gendering of Australian Science’, 1885–1940’, Lilith: A Feminist History Journal, no. 10 (2001): 154.
5  Alison Mackinnon, The New Woman: Adelaide’s Early Graduates (Adelaide: Wakefield Press, 1986), 
27, 31.
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suggested, however, that while there were no formal barriers for women 
there were societal factors and expectations that restricted women’s options 
once they achieved their degree.6 Claire Hooker has positioned women as 
‘popularisers’ and ‘illustrators’ during this time, rather than authorities, 
but suggests that women perceived the culture of natural history as a 
space shared with men, with many receiving respect and recognition from 
male peers.7

This study illuminates the influence of gender relations and power in 
this amateur organisation and upholds women’s participation in popular 
science. The organisation emerged at a time when women were becoming 
more involved in public activities and their rights were being recognised, 
with South Australian women achieving full suffrage in 1894. While in 
1908 W. H. Selway noted in his chairman’s address at the 25th anniversary 
that the 10 foundation members who survived were all men, within the 
organisation women played a significant role, confirming that the culture 
of natural history was in some ways shared. Women collected, illustrated, 
assisted, exhibited, instructed and organised functions.8 They were much 
more active, scientifically and culturally, than official membership lists 
suggest. However, there was tension in regard to women’s status and 
authority. This was an organisation run partly for the amateur by the 
still patriarchal Royal Society where women could only be associate or 
corresponding members. The hierarchy in the Field Naturalists’ structure 
meant that male scientists were paramount and women faced obstacles to 
equal representation and authority. The address and papers at meetings 
were typically given by the authoritative male voice of a respected scientist, 
but such times when women did read papers mark a shift where the female 
voice began to assert some influence into the arena of professional science. 
Amateur female participation in botany was vigorous in the organisation, 
with women who collected and/or illustrated strongly represented, and 
towards the end of the century women with science degrees would also 
seek to find their place. For many women their concern was predominantly 
recreational, with the organisation providing both intellectual and physical 
recreational activity.

6  Farley Kelly, ‘Learning and Teaching Science’, in On the Edge of Discovery, ed. Farley Kelly 
(Melbourne: Text Publishing, 1993), 40.
7  Claire Hooker, Irresistible Forces: Australian Women in Science (Melbourne: Melbourne University 
Press, 2004), 12.
8  Advertiser, 19 November 1908, 8.
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The Field Naturalists: The General 
Female Membership
The South Australian Field Naturalists began as an initiative of the Royal 
Society formed by geologist and botanist Professor Ralph Tate, chair of 
Natural Science at the University of Adelaide, in 1880. Tate and other 
‘gentlemen’ who had been involved with clubs in England and Ireland were 
behind the organisation’s establishment, which was originally suggested 
by Tate at a Royal Society meeting in 1881 and finally endorsed in 
1883.9 This link with the Royal Society differs from similar organisations 
in other colonies, such as Victoria, where the Field Naturalists were 
formed independently in 1880.10 Female membership was assumed and 
welcomed and its recreational intent made explicit. Lectures were to be 
‘both entertaining and instructive’ and there would be at least eight Field 
Meetings per year. The aim was: ‘the practical study of natural history, as an 
intellectual recreation, by means of excursions and by evening meetings’.11 
At Tate’s opening lecture, ‘a statement of the Lecturer that Ladies were 
especially welcome to become members was greeted with “loud applause”’ 
and short promotional advertisements in local newspapers emphasised 
women’s inclusion.12 Female members were primarily middle class, often 
single, and had to be proposed by existing members, leading to a close 
network of friends and family.13 Married women in Adelaide often went on 
excursions with their husbands, and were sometimes the wives of scientists, 
while a few married rural women were collectors.

Science societies were complex organisations; they had cultural capital, but 
they also had to carefully balance recreational and scholarly aims.14 Field 
naturalism was generally understood in society as a healthy recreational 
option for women. While domesticity was encouraged for middle-class 
women in the nineteenth century, the parallel ideology that endorsed 

9  Chronicle, 6 August 1881, 9; W. H. Selway, ‘Our Beginnings’, South Australian Naturalist, 1, no. 1 
(1919): 3.
10  Gary Presland, Understanding Our Natural World: The Field Naturalists’ Club of Victoria 1880–
2015 (Blackburn: Field Naturalists Club of Victoria, 2016), 2–6.
11  ‘Appendix: Transactions of the Field Naturalists’ Section of the Royal Society of South Australia’, 
Transactions and Proceedings and Report of the Royal Society of South Australia, 7 (1883–84): 112–13; 
Selway, ‘Our Beginnings’, 3.
12  W. H. Selway, ‘Brief History of the Field Naturalists’ Section’, South Australian Naturalist, 25, 
no. 3 (1934): 67; Adelaide Observer, 15 October 1887, 27.
13  ‘Transactions of the Field Naturalists (1883–84)’, 113.
14  Kerrie Kennedy, ‘Science Culture in the Nineteenth Century: Women and the Botanical Society 
of Canada’, Resources for Feminist Research, 33, no. 3–4 (2010): 54.
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healthy outdoor activity has at times been underplayed.15 Moreover, 
discourses of the ‘New Woman’ were proliferating in the 1890s, with 
outdoor activity seen as desirable for women’s mental and physical health. 
The Observer summarised in 1896: ‘the sensible new woman can ride, 
and swim, and run, and row, and her nobly developed limbs are clad in 
garments of becoming looseness’.16

Botany had also been established as part of a girl’s education for those 
from the middle and upper ranks. From the late eighteenth century, the 
delicacy and beauty of plants were viewed as aesthetically concordant 
with the feminine, while examination of the natural world also taught 
important religious and moral lessons. While botany was thought to 
reinforce ideas about separate spheres and appropriate behaviour, a new 
emphasis on reason and women’s rights also assisted women’s passage 
into botanical work.17 Educationalists in nineteenth-century Australia 
recommended that girls study science, given their close association with 
the natural world, and it was popular in many all-girls’ schools.18 

The Field Naturalists were formed before the 1890s’ ornithological and 
bushwalking movements, with the desire for women to interact with the great 
outdoors expanding during the 25 years of this study. Formal recreational 
pastimes and organisations were increasing, particularly amongst the 
middle class, with leisure hours and transportation systems assisting travel 
to areas around Adelaide, and with all of these forces contributing to the 
Field Naturalists’ establishment. The recreational aspect is attested to by 
the much larger attendance at outings than meetings. Evening meetings 
were initially meant to be for reading papers mirroring the Royal Society’s 
procedural framework, but such serious aims were immediately subverted 
as more members came when exhibitions were held and often divergent 
activities were instigated by women.19 By 1886, attractions also included 
‘gossip meetings’ and ‘conversaziones’, held annually since 1887, which 
epitomised the intellectual recreational aspect, with women being keen 

15  Glenda Riley, ‘Victorian Ladies Outdoors: Women in the Early Western Conservation 
Movement’, Southern California Quarterly (Spring 2001): 60.
16  Alison MacKinnon, The New Woman: Adelaide’s Early Graduates (Adelaide: Wakefield Press, 
1986), 15.
17  Anne Shteir, Cultivating Women, Cultivating Science: Flora’s Daughters and Botany in England 
1760 to 1860 (London: John Hopkins University Press, 1996), 36, 173.
18  Sara Maroske, ‘The Whole Great Continent as a Present’, in On the Edge of Discovery, ed. Kelly, 24.
19  There were complaints about the poor attendance at evening meetings in 1885, leading to 
diversification in the offerings. ‘Annual Meeting’, 13 October 1885, Proceedings of the Field Naturalists’ 
Section of the Royal Society of South Australia for 1884–1885 (Adelaide: Royal Society of South Australia, 
1886), 35.
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exhibitors of both paintings and specimens, rivalling men’s contributions, 
despite the latter often being from prominent scientists.20 Their diverse 
exhibits, often from their travels, included reptiles, bats and insects, with 
some gifted to the Adelaide Museum.21

The Field Naturalists also had serious scientific aims, with its Royal Society 
leadership in many ways a strength. However, the emphasis on leisure 
was highlighted in frustration that members may have ‘lost sight of the 
real object of the evening meetings’, as in a pointedly titled 1887 paper, ‘a 
scheme for the more systematic study of science on excursions’.22 Excursion 
notes from 1907 suggest continued division in a reference to ‘non-scientific’ 
members.23 Certainly, there were competing interests, but the recreational 
aspect was encouraged, with Tate clarifying that ‘it was not intended to 
exclude those who sought solely companionship and agreeable change’.24

Overall, there are many reasons to see the Field Naturalists as an 
organisation that contributed to leisure in South Australia, although they 
have tended to be classified as purely scientific. For example, in Time for 
Play: Recreation and Moral Issues in Colonial South Australia (2015), Denis 
Molyneux overlooks field naturalism or ornithology, despite covering 
other educational recreational groups such as Workers’ Institutes. The 
number of participants in the Field Naturalists was not large, but they 
were very well-known and their activities regularly published in Adelaide’s 
newspapers. While clothing and competition are cited by Molyneux as 
restrictions on female leisure, women’s clothing did not appear to be 
an impediment, nor was the activity competitive.25 Other studies have 
suggested that, as women began to join men in outdoor pursuits, demand 
for garments led to new products; the activities undertaken by the new 
woman thus challenged traditional restrictive female fashion.26

20  ‘Annual Meeting’, 18 October 1887, Proceedings of the Field Naturalists’ Section of the Royal 
Society of South Australia for 1886–1887 (Adelaide: Royal Society of South Australia, 1888), 14; 
Register, 21 November 1898, 7.
21  Observer, 20 November 1897, 16.
22  ‘Annual Meeting’, 13 October 1885, Proceedings of the Field Naturalists’ for 1884–1885, 35; 
‘Fourth Annual Report’, Proceedings of the Field Naturalists’ Section of the Royal Society of South 
Australia for 1886–1887 (Adelaide: Royal Society of South Australia, 1888), 13.
23  Register, 27 February 1907, 5.
24  ‘Transactions of the Field Naturalists (1883–84)’, 112.
25  Denis Molyneux, Time for Play: Recreation and Moral Issues in Colonial South Australia (Adelaide: 
Wakefield Press, 2015), 5.
26  Arlesa J. Shephard, ‘Waterproof Dress: Patents as Evidence of Design and Function from 1880 
through 1895’, Clothing and Textiles Research Journal, 30, no. 3 (2012): 184; Carol Bacchi, ‘The 
“Woman Question” in South Australia’, in The Flinders History of South Australia, ed. Eric Richards 
(Adelaide: Wakefield Press, 1986), 410.
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Very detailed notes were taken on excursions, even of the activities 
themselves, which demonstrate that many women faced the challenges 
enthusiastically. The conditions were sometimes difficult with 
participants encountering dense scrub or steep slopes and it was noted 
that women’s headwear suffered when scrambling through overgrown 
tracks. Nevertheless, women generally tramped across the terrain with 
men. Records from an 1899 excursion describe ‘the ladies for the most 
part keeping pace with the men and surmounting all difficulties in 
spite of great odds’.27 Women were also not adverse to occasional risks 
when searching for unusual botanical specimens and are recorded as 
participating in strenuous physical work such as rowing.28 Similarly, in 
1900 the ‘ladies’ were advised not to attempt a steep descent to the River 
Torrens, but many choose to do so regardless.29

The first report of the Field Naturalists shows 11 women, two married, out 
of 165 listed members, and official numbers of women would continue 
to be low during this time, a trend also observed in the Victorian Field 
Naturalists.30 However, many more attended excursions and exhibits, 
with friends happily accepted on such occasions: reports from 1886 show 
16 outings, doubling initial expectations.31 In 1887–88 it was noted that 
of the 21 new members, nine were women. By 1890, the proportion of 
women had increased, although they still only numbered 15 out of 108.32 
However, an excursion in 1909 that listed participants and their marital 
status is telling. Overall women far outweighed men, a fact acknowledged 
by the author: ‘the fairer sex predominated’. There were 27 women and 18 
men with 19 single women and eight married; of the latter, six attended 
with their husbands, two without.33

27  Advertiser, 22 November 1899, 7.
28  Express and Telegraph, 21 September 1903, 4; Register, 9 March 1885, 7; Advertiser, 22 November 
1899, 7.
29  Observer, 17 November 1900, 32.
30  ‘Transactions of the Field Naturalists (1883–84)’; ‘List of Members’, 132-5; Maroske, ‘Whole 
Great Continent’, 21–22.
31 Proceedings of the Field Naturalists’ Section of the Royal Society for, 1884–85, ‘Appendix’, 6; Proceedings 
of the Field Naturalists’ Section of the Royal Society for 1885–6, ‘Annual Meeting’, 19 October 1886, 291.
32  Proceedings of the Field Naturalists’ Section of the Royal Society, for 1887–88 (Adelaide: Royal 
Society of South Australia, 1889), 247; Proceedings of the Field Naturalists’ Section of the Royal Society 
for 1889–90, ‘List of Members’ (Adelaide: Royal Society of South Australia, 1891), 38–40.
33  Observer, 4 December 1909, 6.
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Many women in the Field Naturalists embraced the recreational aspect and 
took the initiative. Young women pushed the society in a direction where 
female middle-class accomplishments were frequently displayed, not just 
in illustration but also in music, as in a meeting held ‘at the invitation’ of 
two sisters featuring female members performing on the piano and reciting 
poetry. Music was also a feature of the annual picnic and conversaziones and 
longer trips included musical and dramatic performances.34 Field Naturalists’ 
interests also extended outside official events, as in a native flower afternoon 
tea with native flora a decorative motif.35

Women in the Field Naturalists engaged in collecting and collating South 
Australian nature in a way that fundamentally differed with Indigenous 
use and understanding of the land. However, we do see some interest 
by young white women in the material culture of Aboriginal peoples, 
particularly Indigenous women, when anthropological and scientific 
attention turned to Central Australia in the late 1890s. Ellis Rowan, 
for instance, notably engaged with Indigenous people when gathering 
specimens and information related to botany and ethnobotany in remote 
regions such as Northern Queensland.36 However, women in the Field 
Naturalists, in a twist on the usual scenario of women collecting for men, 
appear to have taken advantage of the travel experiences of their fathers. 
In 1901, a Miss L. A. Tilly explained her exhibits of Aboriginal implements, 
and between 1897–88 Lottie Benda exhibited plants and items collected 
by her father, showing a particular interest in Indigenous women’s 
adornments.37 By 1900 she was exhibiting shells from the Northern 
Territory coast and was on the Field Naturalists’ committee.38 Miss F. E. 
R. Hunt, a regular contributor between 1893 and 1904, displayed a range 
of Aboriginal artefacts, presumably also collected by her father who was 
involved in government engineering. These included spears, ‘shoes’ and 
seed pods from Central Australia and an extensive collection of Aboriginal 
foods, including roots and bulbs, from the Cooper Creek region with 
Hunt explaining cooking techniques and the use of different items.39 

34  Register, 23 December 1901, 8; Advertiser, 11 December 1905, 8; Register, 17 November 1904, 3.
35  Chronicle, 12 November 1904, 30.
36  Philip A. Clarke, Aboriginal Plant Collectors: Botanists and Australian Aboriginal People in the 
Nineteenth Century (Kenthurst: Rosenburg Publishing, 2008), 112.
37  Register, 23 December 1901, 8; Register, 19 April 1899, 3.
38  Observer, 13 April 1895, 13; Observer, 23 October 1897, 15; Register, 21 November 1898, 7; 
Register, 19 April 1899, 3; Register, 18 July 1900, 3; Advertiser, 19 September 1900, 9.
39  Evening Journal, 20 July 1898, 3; Advertiser, 21 September 1898, 7; Advertiser, 19 November 
1898, 5; Register, 24 August 1899, 6; Advertiser, 25 April 1900, 9.
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While these women showed an interest in Aboriginal women’s material 
culture, it generally appears to be from a natural science perspective and, 
ultimately, can be seen as part of the wider appropriation and cataloguing 
of Aboriginal artefacts during this time.

Often a woman’s family’s association with science had a significant 
impact on her own involvement.40 Chrissie Selway was positioned as 
her brother W. H. Selway’s ‘right-hand supporter in assisting the society 
in a multitude of ways’.41 Eliza Mellor and her husband, John Mellor, 
an ornithologist, were avid contributors in a passion that involved their 
family and much of their lives. Both Chrissie and Eliza were more than 
just supporters though. Eliza, who was in charge of the family garden at 
the Reedbeds, saw it as a bird sanctuary and was an ‘ardent’ naturalist, 
conservationist and talented artist who would be an active member of the 
Field Naturalists for 35 years.42 Some married women, such as Mrs S. L. 
Schourup, stand out for their individual efforts. Schourup was a member 
of the committee from 1896 to 1904 and had regularly exhibited since 
1892, being particularly interested in insects.43 In 1899 she delivered 
a paper based on her 12 years living on the South Island of New Zealand.44

The Field Naturalists enabled women’s access to a variety of locations 
around Adelaide in areas rich in scientific interest and provided education 
from distinguished scientists. Excursion notes, while a thorough botanical 
record, also provide commentary on gender. Men were the official experts 
with senior scientists explaining items of interest and Tate regularly heading 
parties in the early years. Outings were invariably accompanied by a meal 
at a local house or hotel, highlighting the recreational aspect, and women 
frequently placed in the role of hostesses at afternoon tea, often followed 
by a garden tour. However, gendered associations of Victorian femininity 
with certain botanical types were often contravened. Women were not 
necessarily attracted to the beautiful, as might have been expected of 
them, but often to the obscure, such as unusual seeds, ants and reptiles.45 

40  Leonie Norton, Women of Flowers: Botanical Art in Australian from the 1830s to the 1960s 
(Canberra: National Library Association 2009), 6.
41  Observer, 4 December 1909, 6.
42  Penny Paton, ‘John White Mellor (1868–1931) Part 1,’ SAOA Historical Series, no. 64 (2018): 
2; Register, 8 October 1919, 7.
43  Register, 20 November 1901, 5.
44  Register, 21 June 1899, 2.
45  Register, 1 December 1885, 7; Advertiser, 19 August 1907, 6.
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A possible snake sighting in 1894 shows a visiting English field naturalist 
asserting her expert opinion: ‘the lady, who has considerable experience of 
both kinds of reptiles, remained firm in her conviction’.46 

Women were commonly perceived as interested in the aesthetically 
pleasing aspects of flora and fauna, though this was filtered through the 
eyes of the male secretary, Lock, who tended himself towards the visual 
and romantic.47 As women increased their presence in the workforce in 
the early twentieth century the Field Naturalists began to avail themselves 
of their secretarial skills. In 1906 Miss Hocking was on the committee, 
as minutes secretary, and she would serve a long apprenticeship before 
moving on to assistant secretary in 1913.48 The 1880s and 1890s saw 
a marked increase in women’s participation in organisations. Yet, despite 
this, men were placed in positions requiring expertise. A quotation from 
1896, from the female initiator of one such association, gives some 
insight: ‘no committee that consists of ladies could get on thoroughly 
well without a gentlemen as Secretary’.49 Yet, even in this context, the 
Field Naturalists were extreme in their male leadership. During the period 
between 1883–1908, the position of chair, president, vice-president, 
secretary and treasurer were all occupied by men. It would not be until 
1933, 50 years after its inception, that the Field Naturalists appointed 
their first female secretary.50

A number of sub-committees were to emerge from the Field Naturalists, the 
most significant one being the Fauna and Flora Protection Committee in 
1888, but women were also absent from this. Delineated gender roles were 
commonly followed in the organisation. Male exclusivity in the Protection 
Committee was not a rule, but based on authority, perhaps seen to be needed 
for effective campaigning. In South Australia, as in other parts of Australia, 
women were more prominent in fauna protection.51 Such organisations 
were often female-initiated and female-focused, with Eliza Mellor helping 
to establish the South Australian Branch of the SPCA. It would not be until 
1920 that the first women would appear in the Protection Committee, with 
Benda, now in her 60s, one of the first elected.52

46  Advertiser, 15 May 1894, 6.
47  Register, 21 November 1898, 7; Register, Wednesday 21 May 1902, 6. 
48  Advertiser, Wednesday 19 September 1906, 8; Advertiser, 21 December 1900, 3; Register, 
24 September 1913, 15.
49  Helen Jones, In Her Own Name: Women in South Australian History (Adelaide: Wakefield Press, 
1986), 40–41.
50  News, 30 June 1933, 8.
51  See Hutton and Connors, History of the Environment Movement, 40–41.
52  Paton, ‘John White Mellor’, 2; Register, 28 September 1920, 6. 
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Illustrators
In 1907 the esteemed scientist J. H. Maiden addressed the Australasian 
Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS) in Adelaide with 
his survey of ‘A Century of Botanical Endeavour in South Australia’. 
That this endeavour was undertaken by men was assumed: the aim 
was ‘to learn of the men to whom we are indebted for the foundational 
knowledge that we build on today’. However, in a tiny entry, without any 
biographical notes, appears a sole woman, ‘De Mole, Miss F.E., author 
of “Wild Flowers of South Australia”, Twenty plates, 1861’.53 Botanical 
illustration was one area where women could make an, albeit small, mark. 
During the eighteenth century, botanical illustration became used for 
both descriptive and systematic science and, by the nineteenth, there was 
a ‘rich and rewarding alliance between science and art’.54 Anne Shteir has 
charted the strong development of women’s botanical illustration and 
writing in England in the mid-nineteenth century.55 Similarly, in South 
Australia, some women’s botanical paintings and books were published 
from quite early on, highlighting that the colony’s flora was something of 
curiosity, not just to settlers but also to those in England.56 At the time 
of the Field Naturalists’ inception, artistic accomplishment was seen as 
part of the repertoire of a refined young middle-class woman and, more 
broadly, the cultivation of art, like science, promoted as significant for the 
colony’s progression.57

It is thus no surprise that many of the dedicated women in the Field 
Naturalists found illustrating a rewarding use of their skills, with their 
scientific representations of plants often an adjunct to findings and 
explanations. Elizabeth B. Keeney has suggested that botany allowed 
women to subtly transgress acceptable behavioural standards whilst 
facilitating participation by both genders, thus challenging the ideology 
of separate spheres.58 It is in the area of illustration that the greatest 
collaboration took place with women illustrators supporting both men 

53  J. H. Maiden, A Century of Botanical Endeavour in South Australia (Adelaide: Australasian 
Association for the Advancement of Science, 1907), 4, 7.
54  Ann Moyal, A Bright and Savage Land: Scientists in Colonial Australia (Sydney: Collins, 1986), 9.
55  Shteir, Cultivating Women, 197–213.
56  D. J. Carr, ‘The Contribution of Women to Australian Botany’, in People and Plants in Australia, 
ed. Carr and Carr, 325.
57  Chronicle, 27 January 1883, 4.
58  Elizabeth B. Keeney, The Botanizers (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 
1992), 72.
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and, even more frequently, other women.59 Exotic species, particularly 
orchids, were a popular subject, with their rarity and difficulty in 
propagation only furthering their appeal.60 In scientific illustration the 
aesthetic was intertwined with the educational, with art technically 
focused and emphasising realism. Women’s exhibits and undertakings at 
times moved their work into the public forum. Lottie Benda, reported to 
be well-known for her ‘life-like’ drawings, had one of her paintings gifted 
to the Princess of Wales.61 Chrissie Selway, perhaps frustrated with her role 
as assistant, launched an ambitious project of painting all the orchids in 
Tate’s Orchids of South Australia, in oil on porcelain, along with a scientific 
key. The links developed through the Field Naturalists are suggested in 
Selway’s use of her network throughout the colony to obtain specimens. 
The final porcelain products, while seen as being of both ‘artistic and 
scientific merit’, were later gifted by Selway to the Adelaide Art Gallery.62 
By doing so it suggests not only her sense of civic duty but the significance 
she attributed to her work.

The Field Naturalists provided a place for amateur artists to display their 
art and contribute to scientific knowledge, but one of the first professional 
female South Australian illustrators, Rosa Fiveash, was also a member. 
She was one of the few official female members in its formative years and 
often exhibited paintings. Her work always drew admiration, and later, in 
the 1920s, she was something of a drawcard at wildflower exhibitions.63 
Professionalism in art was often propelled by important contacts, although 
a few women did so from financial necessity, and it is probable that 
Fiveash also benefited from the Field Naturalists’ network.64 Fiveash was 
the first professional teacher of china painting in South Australia between 
1894–96, where she encouraged the incorporation of Australian motifs 
in her students’ work, and here we again witness the movement of ideas 
and techniques from the scientific to the artistic world. Even in 1929 it 
was noted that art students continued to carry on traditions established 

59  For example, E. F. Haycraft was aided in her talk by Benda’s diagrams and in 1901 Chrissie 
Selway assisted with an orchid painting. Advertiser, 24 August 1900; Register, 23 December 1901, 8.
60  See, for example, Observer, Saturday 20 November 1897, 16; Register, 21 November 1894, 3; 
Register, 23 December 1901, 8; Advertiser, 20 April 1892, 7.
61  Register, 17 February 1905, 3. 
62  Chronicle, 6 November 1926, 47; Australian Women’s Mirror, 10 January 1928, 20; Register, 
19 November 1927, 5.
63  Advertiser, 19 October 1887, 5; News, 4 August 1937, 9; Register, 9 October 1920, 10.
64  Norton, Women of Flowers, 2.
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by Rowan and Fiveash.65 While Fiveash rarely went on Field Naturalist 
excursions, a noteworthy exception is her attendance with Ellis Rowan 
in 1906.66

For both Selway and Fiveash their contribution was recognised as 
spanning the arenas of art and science. In Selway’s short obituary in 1926, 
she was said to be well known in both, with her membership of the Field 
Naturalists, the AAAS and her dedication to her church acknowledged. 
In  1937, with Fiveash now 83, her active membership of the Field 
Naturalists was recognised, as was her devotion to nature studies: ‘her life 
work, her hobby, and her delight’.67

The ‘Serious Collector’
Given women’s late entry into universities in the nineteenth century, 
examination of female naturalists in the Victorian age has often focused 
on amateurs able to claim a place in the scientific world. Moyal presents 
two groups: serious botanical collectors and botanical ‘excursionists’ and 
illustrators.68 Ferdinand Mueller exploited the acceptance of women’s 
interest in botany to enlarge his pool of collectors and also used some female 
Aboriginal collectors.69 Within the South Australian Field Naturalists 
there was one ‘serious collector’ who had significant involvement: Jessie 
Hussey; while also of note is Mrs Annie F. Richards who is recorded as 
sending dried and pressed plants to the Field Naturalists in 1887, 1890 
and 1893.70 Richards, the daughter of a chemist, was married to a police 
trooper posted to remote regions of South Australia.71 However, for 

65  Avis Carol Smith, ‘Changing Fortunes: The History of China Painting in South Australia’ 
(PhD thesis, University of Adelaide, 2008), 18; Advertiser, 23 August 1929, 19.
66  Advertiser, 16 October 1906, 10.
67  Chronicle, 6 November 1926, 47; News, 4 April 1932, 8; News, 4 August 1937, 9.
68  Ann Moyal, ‘Collectors and Illustrators: Women Botanists of the Nineteenth Century’, in People 
and Plants in Australia, ed. Carr and Carr, 334.
69  Sara Maroske, ‘“A Taste for Botanic Science”: Ferdinand Mueller’s Female Collectors and the 
History of Australian Botany,’ Muelleria: An Australian Journal of Botany, 32 (2014): 73, 75.
70  Advertiser, 19 October 1887, 5; Observer, 25 October 1890, 32; Observer, 26 August 1893, 16.
71  Sara Maroske and Alison Vaughan, ‘Ferdinand Mueller’s Female Plant Collectors: A Biographical 
Register’, Muelleria, 32 (2014): 130.
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Richards it appears that the Field Naturalists’ urban emphasis resulted in 
negligible benefits and she had more continuous involvement with the 
Royal Society.72

Jessie Hussey was an algologist, a notable subset of female collectors. 
In five years, between 1893 to 1899, she sent over 2,000 species of plants 
to Mueller in Melbourne for identification. Collecting engaged one in 
the variety and beauty of Australian flora, sometimes leading to new 
attachments and perceptions; at other times, as with Hussey, her already 
strong connections and interests in the natural world were furthered by the 
vocation.73 While female collectors were constrained in their geographic 
localities due to their limited access to transport, for some collecting was 
seen as branching away from the private sphere.74 Hussey’s search for 
specimens entailed scrambling alone along the beaches of the Fleurieu 
Peninsula and venturing to scrubland away from Victor Harbour, with 
one of her favourite spots being the waterfalls near Port Elliot.75

Women’s capacity to make a mark in science was often dependant on their 
ability to evade domestic commitments.76 Hussey’s father was politically 
active in regard to issues such as democratic reform and women’s rights, 
and her mother was well known for her philanthropic work in the 
community and her advocacy of women’s education.77 Hussey had strong 
links with the Field Naturalists, was acknowledged as a valued member, 
and her significant personal collection at times visited by the organisation. 
She also brought other family members along to meetings, as in 1898 
when she requested algae samples for an international collection.78 There 
are many records of her having sent specimens, often of rare or varietal 
forms, and her position of authority was reinforced by a paper delivered 
to the Field Naturalists in 1897 on South Australian algae (which also 
reversed typical gender roles, with her brother acting as assistant). 
Hussey pointedly assumed the role of a populariser, although her aims 
were sophisticated, with her professed desire being to establish scientific 

72  There were few female corresponding members, see Selway, ‘Brief History’, 73; Richards had 
been a member of the Royal Society since 1880. ‘List of Fellows, Members, &c.’, Transactions and 
Proceedings and Report of the Royal Society of South Australia, 3 (1879–80): iv.
73  Hooker, Irresistible Forces, 14.
74  Maroske, ‘“A Taste for Botanic Science”’, 79; Hooker, Irresistible Forces, 14.
75  Chronicle, 14 November 1896, 18.
76  Maroske, ‘Whole Great Continent’, 27.
77  Register, 14 August 1891, 6; Observer, 30 May 1914, 41. See also SLSA, D 7739(L), Letters 
written by Catherine Hussey, c. 1843–52.
78  Express and Telegraph, 17 August 1898, 3.
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networks, communication and authorities in algology and to further 
scientific knowledge: ‘our coast was very rich in Algae, and science should 
have the benefit of it’. Hussey, like Richards, contributed a paper to the 
Royal Society in 1897, entitled ‘Land Flora, Port Elliott’, suggesting 
acceptance by both in the larger realm, and she was also acknowledged 
officially in a number of new species.79 

Jane Carey’s conclusion that women in science often understood that they 
were in a position of privilege, despite systemic bias, is also applicable in 
Hussey’s case. While Carey surveyed women graduating between 1930 
and 1955, her insights are transferable: ‘compared to most women, and 
indeed men, of their time, they were extremely fortunate, a fact which 
some were clearly aware of ’.80 Carey observed that many of these women 
came from privileged families who had supportive attitudes towards 
women’s education and, moreover, that tertiary studies at the time favoured 
women of a particular race, class and educational background.81 Despite 
the difference in historical periods, there are obvious parallels with Hussey, 
with her supportive parents and educated middle-class background, and, 
indeed, such parallels are applicable generally to women in the Field 
Naturalists. However, Hussey was notable in the level of equality which 
she assumed, and this could owe much to the political ideals apparent in 
her family. While Hussey was cognisant of the disparity in her relationship 
with Mueller, she also gave her opinions and observations freely and, in 
contrast with most of Mueller’s collectors, formed her own relationships 
with overseas botanists.82

At the age of 27, Hussey had a serious illness leaving her hearing impaired. 
Further, as the sole daughter, she was required to care for her parents. 
Hussey’s obituary emphasises her ‘patient submissiveness’ and dutiful 
disposition, both towards the poor and the sick and her parents, ‘never 
allowing her love of Nature from a scientific view to interfere with 
her filial affections and duties’, demonstrating that the stereotype of 
women in science as amateurs working for the advancement of society 

79  Register, 16 June 1897, 3; Evening Journal, 7 April 1897, 3; ‘List of Fellows, Members, &c.’, 
Transactions of the Royal Society of South Australia, 3 (1879–80): iv; Maroske, ‘Whole Great Continent’, 
28; Kraehenbuhl, ‘Jessie Louisa Hussey’, 390.
80  Jane Carey, ‘Engendering Scientific Pursuits: Australian Women and Science, 1880–1960’, 
Limina: A Journal of Historical and Cultural Studies, 10 (2010): 20.
81  Ibid., 20–21.
82  Kraehenbuehl, ‘Jessie Louisa Hussey’, 394, 391; Maroske and Vaughan, ‘Biographical Register’, 94.
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continued to be compelling.83 As revealed in the Field Naturalists, the 
self-taught amateur botanist continued to impact through hard work, 
persistence and the understanding that duty to science would be its own 
reward. One of Hussey’s obituaries in 1898 described her as ‘An Earnest 
Scientific Worker’, another dubbed her ‘an ardent and devoted worker’, 
demonstrating that, even at the time, her contribution was recognised 
as significant with ‘worker’ a noble epithet.84 While in some respects, 
Jessie’s occupation as collector defied societal expectations, as with other 
female collectors it was entirely voluntary, unpaid and at the behest of 
Mueller. Field Naturalist accounts of 1896 explain that nearly all Hussey’s 
collection had been determined by Mueller and highlight the significance 
of the ‘valuable time’ he gave to identifying her specimens.85

Scientists
The formally untrained Hussey could be said to have made an unpaid 
career of her scientific endeavours, yet the path of women with scientific 
degrees who joined the Field Naturalists was problematic. Liberal-minded 
spokespeople in South Australia saw higher education as vital for women’s 
role in building colonial society and thus when Edith Dornwell, the 
first female science graduate in Australia, came from the University of 
Adelaide it was viewed as a proud testament to its progressive status.86 It is 
into this context that we see some women with science degrees entering 
the Field Naturalists after finishing their degrees in the 1890s and early 
1900s. A similar pattern emerged with the Victorian Naturalists, with the 
first science graduate joining in 1893, and more following.87

Three women with science degrees have been identified in the Field 
Naturalists towards the end of the century, a reasonable number given 
only 11 had graduated in science by 1900. While the cohort is admittedly 
small, their reaction to the organisation provides some interesting 
comments on women’s position in the scientific arena at the time. One 
was ‘E.F. [Edith Florence] Haycraft’, who completed her Bachelor of 
Science in 1895. Again, a family interest in science can be observed, with 

83  Register, 17 March 1899, 7; Hooker, Irresistible Forces, 20.
84  Register, 20 March 1899, 3; Register 17 March 1899, 7.
85  Chronicle, 14 November 1896, 18.
86  Mackinnon, The New Woman, 15; Carey, ‘No Place for a Woman?’, 156.
87  Houghton, ‘Women in the Field Naturalist Club of Victoria’, 296.
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her father’s lifelong hobby being the study of minerals and chemistry.88 
The meeting in 1895 where Haycraft first appears suggests the gender 
hierarchy of the organisation, with the ‘chief business’ taking the form 
of questions by the general members and answers delivered by male 
authorities, ‘all experts in their respective departments’.89 It has been 
suggested that women in science societies took care that their behaviour 
did not transgress social boundaries, but it was into this milieu that 
Haycraft not only brought botanical specimens but assertively explained 
their function.90 In November 1895 she again took on an instructional 
role, exhibiting under the microscope some gold crystals, using the 
‘Haycraft’ extraction method.91 Haycraft took advantage of opportunities, 
often showing botanical exhibits from her travels, was the first woman 
elected to the Committee, between 1895–97, and was the sole female to 
present a paper at the 1896 Learned Societies’ conversazione. She appears 
to have been treated equally with her male counterparts; for example, 
when on the 1896 camp she was placed with male science specialists, and 
her degree noted: ‘Botany will be represented by Miss E.F. Haycraft B.Sc’. 
The final reference to Haycraft came in 1900 when she delivered a paper 
on the properties of leaves.92 She was a forthright character, ready to offer 
her opinion, as evidenced by her numerous letters to newspapers. Earlier 
in the nineteenth century women often saw themselves as collectors 
or amateurs, as opposed to men who were ‘scientists’.93 However, by 
the century’s end the conference of degrees saw a shift in perceptions. 
Haycraft frequently and proudly displayed her credentials, signing off as 
‘E.F. Haycraft B. Sc.’.94

The inclusion of one woman on the Committee was followed by more, 
with  both S. L. Schourup and Wilhelmina Heynemann appearing 
alongside Haycraft in 1896. Heynemann had been teaching since 1890, 
at which time she was also listed as a member of the Field Naturalists, had 
passed her teaching exam in 1891, and went on to complete a science degree 
in 1896 in biology at the University of Adelaide, where she presumably 

88  MacKinnon, The New Woman, 27; Register, 14 April 1897; Register, 20 April 1898; Observer, 
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would have known Haycraft. She served on the committee again in 1897, 
but thereafter there is no mention of her in the organisation.95 Edith 
Collison also joined after finishing her science degree. Educated at the 
Advanced School for Girls, Collison then proceeded to a science degree 
where she attained consistently high grades in geology, maths and botany, 
won a government scholarship in her second year and finished her degree 
in geology in 1898.96 Collison appears to have only briefly attended the 
Field Naturalists, but is notable in that she travelled to Tasmania in 1902 
with a number of other geologists on a trip organised by the AAAS. She 
reported back to the Field Naturalists, giving details about the mining 
centres, and the geology and vegetation of Tasmania.97

While scientific women were able to achieve a voice through their papers 
in the Field Naturalists, it is questionable as to whether the organisation 
advanced their ambitions. The lack of serious encouragement for females 
with scientific aspirations can be seen when a Boys Club was started 
to promote the study of natural history but there was no equivalent 
girls club, despite it being noted from within the organisation that an 
important educational function was being served but ‘for one sex’.98 
While both Collison and Haycraft read papers, neither woman joined 
the Royal Society, even though men with only a peripheral interest were 
elected Fellows. At times female members looked to new organisations, 
with Selway and Collison involved in the AAAS, an organisation that 
was ‘deliberately egalitarian’, allowing women to give papers and become 
associate members.99

For scientific women, it appears that men in the Field Naturalists had 
a head start, they were more qualified, more expert. Women found 
a place on the committee but did not, or could not, rise any further. 
Hooker has argued that women in science in the nineteenth century were 
‘popularisers, rather than theorists, illustrators rather than authorities’, 
but the actions of female scientists in the Field Naturalists reveal a desire 
to move beyond their allocated roles and, indeed, to be both theorisers 
and authorities.100 Heynemann had been active in the Wattle Blossom 

95  Register, 10 March 1890, 6; ‘List of Members’, 30 September 1890, Proceedings 1889–90, 39; 
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1896, 3.
96  Register, 12 December 1890, 7; Advertiser, 6 December 1898, 7.
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League since 1890. Somewhat ironically, she had established her scientific 
expertise in this organisation even before commencing her degree, with an 
1891 talk on ‘Animal and Vegetable Cells’ illustrated through diagrams 
and microscopes. Nevertheless, she did not deliver a paper to the Field 
Naturalists, suggesting that she felt more comfortable in the League’s 
all-female environment where she was the undisputed expert. By 1893 
Heynemann was vice-president of the League and after leaving the Field 
Naturalists joined the Library Association of Australasia.101 Examination 
of the first generation of female science graduates in Victoria has found 
that they were often active in women’s organisations and other community 
bodies, and this is also true of both Haycraft and Heynemann.102 Haycraft 
had an active public life and also directed her energies in other areas. 
By 1916 she was in the Theosophical Society giving a talk in which she 
theorised about the great cycles of nature. She then went on to participate 
in the women’s movement and became secretary of South Australia’s 
proportional representation organisation for over 10 years.103

Moreover, while women could study science, there were few employment 
opportunities or career pathways apart from teaching. While from within 
science there may have been acceptance of women’s higher education, 
Edith Dornwell points to wider perceptions in society when she said 
that there was ‘much prejudice in those days against the advancement of 
women, and against their entry into universities’.104 Moreover, the upper 
echelons remained blocked. Carey acknowledges that, although women 
were welcomed into universities, this was partly due to low numbers in 
science degrees and, even when women were appointed professionally 
to positions in the early twentieth century, their services were acquired 
at ‘bargain rates’.105 Haycraft took up the teaching option, although in 
maths, not miology. When Heynemann died in 1907, aged 44, the inquest 
reported that she was single and working as a typist. Collison transitioned 
to a traditionally feminine sphere, opening a Rest and Convalescent 
Hospital at Mount Lofty named ‘Karrawirra’ with her sister.106 
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Conclusion
The significance of the South Australian Field Naturalists in popularising 
interaction with the natural world was highlighted at its 25th anniversary, 
where it was noted that they had ‘inculcated a love of nature in a large 
number of persons, and provided for many healthy outings and profitable 
evening meetings’.107 The organisation provided informal and female-
friendly participation in science, but they also supplied healthy outdoor 
recreation. Activities included pastimes heavily contributed to by women 
such as illustrating, collecting, singing, afternoon tea, gossip evenings 
and exhibiting, highlighting that the original South Australian Field 
Naturalist organisation had markedly different characteristics to its 
current manifestation. While the available historical records provide few 
diaries or journals recording women’s comments on their involvement, 
their actions are telling. Women often contributed collaboratively, at 
times in conjunction with family members. Changing ideas in the 1890s 
were accompanied by greater female involvement and, by the end of the 
period examined, women at times outnumbered men on excursions and 
were increasingly active physically. Women hiked along with the men, 
they exhibited a variety of artefacts in numbers that typically equalled 
men’s, and they pushed the organisation in new recreational directions.

The Field Naturalists meant very different things to the women involved in 
it. For some, such as Chrissie Selway and Lottie Benda, it was a significant 
aspect of their lives over a long period and an organisation they devoted 
considerable time to. Generally, the main women examined had some 
interesting commonalities. As expected, they were all middle class, but 
Selway, Rosa Fiveash and Jessie Hussey also all donated their collections 
and paintings to public institutions thus emphasising not only their duty 
to science and society, but the value they attributed to their work.108 
An interesting commonality of many of the women examined, Selway, 
Benda, Hussey, Edith Collison, Fiveash, Edith Haycraft, and Wilhelmina 
Heynemann, was that they all remained single.109

107  Advertiser, 19 November 1908, 8.
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109  Express and Telegraph, 25 June 1907, 1; Chronicle, 25 March 1899; Register, 28 September 1920, 6.
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Collectors and illustrators linked to the Field Naturalists made a significant 
contribution to our understanding of the South Australian environment, 
with many young women also interested in Aboriginal culture, albeit 
from a colonising perspective. However, studies of female illustrators 
and collectors have rarely focused on their role in organisations. For 
those such as Selway, Hussey and Fiveash, their continued involvement 
suggests it was beneficial. As Moyal has noted when examining women 
in science during colonial times, ‘only a rare kind of woman could make 
a conspicuous impact’, and this is also the case here.110 For those in the 
Field Naturalists whose impact was acknowledged, particularly Fiveash 
and Hussey, it took a life devoted to scientific or illustrative endeavour.

Starting from the early applause at the announcement of the inclusion of 
women in the Field Naturalists in 1883, there were earnest attempts at 
promoting female participation. However, the few female scientists who 
joined the organisation left after a number of years: their voice appeared 
through their reading of papers, but they appeared to have had no further 
path in the Field Naturalists, or, indeed, in the scientific arena. Again, 
their actions are telling. It appears that these women were able to achieve 
greater leadership opportunities elsewhere, particularly in organisations 
run by women, such as Edith Haycraft, who was increasingly political and 
took up other causes. The Field Naturalists organisation was both enriched 
and limited by its origins with the Royal Society, with analysis of gender 
hierarchy showing a leadership structure difficult for women to penetrate. 
Moreover, at this transitional time, it was those who accorded with more 
traditional feminine stereotypes that were able to gain the respect from 
the wider society and the organisation because of their perceived selfless 
devotion to the cause of science.

110  Moyal, A Bright and Savage Land, 109.
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Abstract
The Bungalow began as a tin shed built in 1914 in Alice Springs 
to house Topsy Smith and her children, of mixed Indigenous and 
European heritage, whose father had recently died. Over the years 
that followed many more children with Indigenous mothers and 
European fathers were taken from their families and brought to 
live at the Bungalow until about 60 children were growing up 
there and two more sheds were built. Traditional historiographic 
methods of research and writing have been combined with the 
techniques of creative non-fiction, with an overarching focus on 
decolonisation, to foreground women and children in a story that 
brings the first Bungalow to life.

Topsy Smith was a First Nations Arabana woman, initially from central 
South Australia. Her husband and the father of her children was Welsh-
born Bill Smith. For 25 years the Smiths lived at the goldfields at Arltunga, 
100 kilometres from Alice Springs, and had 10 children, three of whom 
died in infancy. In 1914 Bill died, prompting Topsy to travel into Alice 
Springs with six children, one more on the way, and a sizeable herd of 
goats.1 In 1914 the town was an isolated outpost built on land known 
to its Arrernte custodians as Mparntwe. It comprised three houses, three 

1  National Archives of Australia (NAA): Department of Home and Territories, Central Office; 
Correspondence files, annual single number series, 01 Jan 1890 – 31 Dec 1969; A1, 1930/1542; ‘Visit 
of Sir Baldwin Spencer to Northern Territory re natives at Alice Springs’ [Stuart and Hermannsburg 
mission station] 1921–1924, 4.
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stores, a hotel and a police complex.2 It was officially known until 1933 as 
Stuart, in honour of the first colonial representative who managed to pass 
through that country, although Alice Springs was the town’s nickname 
from the outset.3 Most of the colonial activity in the region took place 
in a radius of many hundreds of kilometres and included cattle farming, 
mining, mission work, and communications based around the repeater 
stations of the Overland Telegraph Line.

When Topsy and the children arrived in town, Sergeant Stott, the local 
policeman and ‘sub-protector of Aborigines’, erected a tin shed across the 
road from the police station for them to live in. The tin shed became known 
as the ‘Bungalow for half-castes’. Over the years that followed, many 
more children of mixed heritage were brought to live at the Bungalow, 
until eventually there were about 60 children growing up there, cared for 
by Topsy and another Aboriginal mother who had turned up with her 
children. They were provided with rations by the police.4

The other central figure in this story is Ida Standley. She was a single white 
woman and mother of four grown-up children who had moved to Alice 
Springs as the town’s first schoolteacher, just weeks prior to the arrival of 
the Smiths. Although initially recruited to teach the children of the white 
settlers, she was permitted to teach the children of the Bungalow as well, 
providing it was done separately. Ida soon took on extra paid duties as 
the matron of the Bungalow.5 She stayed until 1929 and was one of two 
women across Australia that year to be awarded an Order of the British 
Empire, for her services to education in Central Australia.6

2  Kate Holmes, Alice Springs: The Original 104 Lots (Darwin: National Trust of Australia, 1990).
3  Alice Spring was a seemingly permanent waterhole in the river a couple of kilometres to the 
north of the town, beside the telegraph station. It was named after Lady Alice Todd of Adelaide, wife 
of Charles, who was employed to oversee the construction of the Overland Telegraph Line. Lady Alice 
never made it to Central Australia. The waterhole was not a spring. Therefore, the town is named after 
a woman who never went there and a spring that did not exist. It was pluralised at some stage, for no 
apparent geographic or historic reason.
4  National Archives of Australia (NAA): Department of Home and Territories, Central Office; 
Correspondence files, annual single number series, 01 Jan 1890 – 31 Dec 1969; A1, 1930/1542; ‘Visit 
of Sir Baldwin Spencer to Northern Territory re natives at Alice Springs’ [Stuart and Hermannsburg 
mission station] 1921–1924, 6. 
5  Ibid., 4.
6  ‘Ida Standley’, Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, Australian Government, honours.
pmc.gov.au/honours/awards/1085873.

http://honours.pmc.gov.au/honours/awards/1085873
http://honours.pmc.gov.au/honours/awards/1085873
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I am an Australian of European descent, born and raised on Wurundjeri 
lands to the east of Melbourne. I then lived in Alice Springs on Arrernte 
country, and nearby Warlpiri and Anmatyerre lands, for nearly 30 years. 
I  had a relationship with a Warlpiri man and together we had our 
daughter. As a long-term schoolteacher, history practitioner and proud 
mother of a young woman with both Indigenous and European heritage, 
the story of the original Bungalow piqued my interest. It seemed to me 
a foundational story of education and early intercultural relations, pivotal 
to the social foundations of the town as the original arterial roads and 
planning documents were to its material establishment.

The Bungalow, from 1914 to 1929, formed the basis of my doctoral 
research. It is through those years that Ida Standley and Topsy Smith 
worked together to run the place with Sergeant Stott as the overseer. The 
Bungalow did continue after that, in other locations and under different 
administrations, but it is a historic and literary examination of the original 
Bungalow and its people that is the subject of my inquiry.

I explored it historically, through the thousands of original documents 
pertaining to this time and place that are held in government archives 
around the country. I supplemented that research with four oral history 
recordings, from the Northern Territory Archives Service in Alice Springs, 
that were made with people, in the senior years of their lives, who had 
grown up in the Bungalow. I also engaged with living descendants of 
residents of the Bungalow, sought permission to conduct this research 
and included their family memories in my narrative. I further explored 
the story of the Bungalow and its context autoethnographically, living in 
Alice Springs for many years and reflecting critically on my observations. 
I then used techniques of creative non-fiction to capture the spirit of the 
time and place in which the Bungalow was set, as well as demonstrate the 
connections between the past and the present.

In this article I outline the approach I took to the research and writing 
of the story of the Bungalow using a practice-led methodology with 
decolonising intent. I also discuss the multi-genre style of my historical 
writing and its relevance to a work of post-colonial creative non-fiction 
that brings women, children and intercultural relations to the forefront, 
making them the focus of this story from the frontier. Some samples from 
work of creative history are included to demonstrate the outcomes of 
my research.
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Decolonising Research and 
Writing Practices

Australia’s colonial government, judicial system, education and 
its knowledge construction factories were built on the graves of 
Indigenous Australian systems, on the assumption that the ‘race’ 
of Indigenous nonhumans had no such systems in place prior to 
the invasion.7

Australia’s history has similarly been dominated, since the earliest 
days of colonisation, by narratives that focus on the ‘peaceful tale of 
the progress of White Australian society’.8 This ‘peaceful tale’ saw the 
separation of Indigenous and colonial histories and the presentation 
of the land’s first people as hostile, primitive and barbaric.9 As well as 
being an overwhelmingly white story, the account of the past that has 
been constructed by the dominant social group in Australia has been 
‘overwhelmingly a masculine story’ in which ‘European women were an 
absence, indigenous women a cipher; neither had status as autonomous 
subjects, neither had agency’.10 The decolonisation of Australian history 
requires us to view the narratives of our history from other than the 
dominant colonial perspectives.

The decolonisation of research and writing similarly requires us to view 
the paradigms and practices of research from the perspectives of First 
Nations people. Research and its designs need to contribute to the self-
determination and liberation struggles of Indigenous people, as defined 
and controlled by their communities.11

7  Lester Irabinna-Rigney, ‘Internationalization of an Indigenous Anticolonial Cultural Critique of 
Research Methodologies: A Guide to Indigenist Research Methodology and its Principles’, Wicazo Sa 
Review, 14, no. 2 (1999): 112.
8  Lyndall Ryan, ‘Review of Richard Broome, Aboriginal Australians: Black Response to White 
Dominance 1788–1980 and Henry Reynolds, The Other Side of the Frontier: Aboriginal Resistance 
to the European Invasion of Australia’, Australian & New Zealand Journal of Sociology, 19, no. 2 
(1983): 338–42.
9  Adele Wessell, ‘“We Will Show the Country”: Bringing History to Life’, M/C Journal, 20, no. 5 
(2017), journal.media-culture.org.au/index.php/mcjournal/article/view/1299.
10  Patricia Grimshaw, ‘Women, Gender, Sexuality, and Colonialism’s Culture’, Pacific Studies, 20, 
no. 1 (1997): 123–29; Thomas J. Prasch, ‘Orientalism’s Other, Other Orientalisms: Women in the 
Scheme of Empire’, Journal of Women’s History, 7, no. 4 (1995): 174–89.
11  Irabinna-Rigney, ‘An Indigenous Anticolonial Cultural Critique of Research Methodologies’, 
109–10.

http://journal.media-culture.org.au/index.php/mcjournal/article/view/1299
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Indigenist research and writing practices are culturally safe and respectful. 
They show a recognition of Indigenous worldviews, knowledges and 
realities as distinctive and vital to existence and survival. They honour 
social mores as essential processes through which Indigenous people 
live, learn and situate themselves in their own lands and when in the 
lands of other people. They emphasise the social, historical and political 
contexts that shape people’s experiences, lives, positions and futures. 
They also privilege the voices and experiences of Aboriginal people and 
their lands.12

There are many protocols and practices non-Indigenous researchers 
and writers can adopt in the spirit of indigenist research and the 
decolonisation of research and writing.13 Jackie Huggins notes that for 
non-Aboriginal people to write about Aboriginal people, having a respect 
for and knowledge of Aboriginal culture, history, social issues and what 
was happening to Aboriginal people in the era in which they are being 
written about is imperative.14

Ambelin Kwaymullina, Blaze Kwaymullina and Lauren Butterly suggest 
that the first priority for scholars working with Indigenous material is to 
begin with the texts of Aboriginal Elders, communities and scholars.15 
A key text I engaged with in this regard is Gordon Briscoe’s memoir Racial 
Folly: A Twentieth Century Aboriginal Family. Briscoe’s mother was removed 
from her family and taken to the Bungalow in 1927. She gave birth to 
Gordon at the Bungalow in 1935, after it had been moved to the Alice 
Springs Telegraph Station. In Racial Folly, Briscoe has drawn on his own 
life experience and family history as well as those of his contemporaries, 
and juxtaposed these with the official Indigenous Affairs policies and 

12  Karen Martin and Booran Mirraboopa, ‘Ways of Knowing, Being and Doing: A Theoretical 
Framework and Methods for Indigenous and Indigenist Research’, Journal of Australian Studies, 27, 
no. 76  (2003): 203–14.
13  Jackie Huggins, ‘Respect v Political Correctness’, Australian Author, 26, no. 3 (1994): 12–13; 
Martin and Mirraboopa, ‘Ways of Knowing’; Irabinna-Rigney, ‘An Indigenous Anticolonial Cultural 
Critique of Research Methodologies’; Martin Nakata, ‘The Cultural Interface’, Australian Journal 
of Indigenous Education, 36, no. S1 (2007): 7–14; Lynore K. Geia, Barbara Hayes and Kim Usher, 
‘Yarning/Aboriginal Storytelling: Towards an Understanding of an Indigenous Perspective and its 
Implications for Research Practice’, Contemporary Nurse, 46, no. 1 (2013): 13–17.
14  Huggins, ‘Respect v Political Correctness’, 12.
15  Ambelin Kwaymullina, Blaze Kwaymullina and Lauren Butterly, ‘Living Texts: A Perspective on 
Published Sources, Indigenous Research Methodologies and Indigenous Worldviews’, International 
Journal of Critical Indigenous Studies, 6, no. 1 (2013): 1–13.
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programs of the late nineteenth and into the twentieth centuries.16 After 
reading his story, I made phone contact with Gordon and his son Aaron 
to discuss my project and invite any further contribution.

Another key text that has informed my project is The Man from Arltunga: 
Walter Smith Australian Bushman by Dick Kimber.17 This is a biography 
based on interviews with Walter (1898–1990), the eldest of Bill and 
Topsy’s children, in the later years of his life. Walter was 17 when his father 
died and the family moved to Alice Springs. The Man From Arltunga offers 
intimate insights into Walter’s own story, his family background as well 
as the social and political context of Central Australia in the early years 
of the twentieth century. Walter’s story is not one of binary opposites and 
divisions to which Australian history has so often been reduced; rather of 
a man who spoke many First Nations and other languages and engaged 
with people across a rich Central Australian intercultural landscape.

The oral history recordings of people who grew up in the Bungalow offer 
insights into conditions that at times confirm information from colonial 
sources and, at other times, fill in gaps and silences. Other primary sources 
that are held in government archives offices across Australia and provide 
access to Indigenous people’s voices from the Bungalow era include letters 
and recorded testimonies from court hearings. In my written work I quote 
directly from that material where that seems most relevant, to privilege 
Indigenous voices and to minimise interfering with the original meanings 
of what people have said.

Karen Martin and Booran Mirraboopa refer to ‘terra nullius research’—
that is, presenting Indigenous people as objects of curiosity and subjects 
of research, to be seen but not asked, heard or respected.18 I strive to 
not operate in this way. I contacted several people whose ancestors were 
inmates of the Bungalow, consulted them about my project and invited 
them to tell their stories. Each person I contacted was enthusiastic about 
the project and either met with me where possible or communicated with 
me by phone and email, discussing the experiences of their ancestors.

16  Gordon Briscoe, Racial Folly: A Twentieth Century Aboriginal Family (Canberra: ANU E Press, 
2010). doi.org/10.22459/RF.02.2010.
17  R. G. Kimber, Man From Arltunga (Western Australia: Hesperian Press, 1996).
18  Martin and Miraboopa, ‘Ways of Knowing’, 203.

http://doi.org/10.22459/RF.02.2010
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I introduced myself to each interviewee from the outset, outlining my 
subject position and experiences of living and working in Central Australia. 
Positioning myself in this way accords with both Huggins’s point that 
‘detached observer status is not advisable’ and Martin and Mirraboopa’s 
assertion that introducing oneself to other Indigenous people is to provide 
information about one’s cultural location, so that connection can be made 
on political, cultural and social grounds.19 As noted by Lenore K. Geia, 
Barbara Hayes and Kim Usher, ‘most Indigenous people in Australia 
prefer to share small yarns of introduction, and enquiry of their personal 
wellbeing and the country they belong to on first encounter with 
a stranger’.20

The interviews, in the style of yarning, were relaxed and informal 
discussions: ‘a journey both the researcher and the participant share as 
they build a relationship and visit topics of interest to the research.’21 
I presented my findings and listened to and recorded what the interviewees 
told me. Each interviewee also shared relevant documents from their own 
files, including newspaper clippings, family letters and photos. Together 
we speculated about what it must have been like for their ancestors at 
the Bungalow, the ongoing effects of what went on, and why things 
happened in the ways they did. I have kept participants informed about 
the progress of the project. As per the initial agreements we made, and in 
line with university ethics approval, I provided them with drafts of any 
material I wrote about their ancestors and sought their responses to the 
writing. Through this process, changes have been made to early drafts of 
my writing and final approvals granted.

The Multi-Genre Approach
I set out to research and write a history of the Bungalow and the context 
in which it existed. My aims, which emerged and continued to morph 
through the life of the project, were to tell a story, drawing on my 
positionality, ethical framework and writing skills, that captures the time, 
space and place of the Bungalow. This literary work would demonstrate 
that what went on a century ago is alive today in Central Australia 
and beyond. It would also appeal to a broad general readership. As my 

19  Ibid., 204; Huggins, ‘Respect v Political Correctness’, 13.
20  Geia, Hayes and Usher, ‘Yarning/Aboriginal Storytelling’, 16.
21  Ibid., 15.
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research and writing proceeded, it became apparent that no single literary 
style held the key. To narrate the story in accordance with my aims, 
I found myself engaging with a range of critical and literary techniques 
that included speculative biography, archival poetics, fictocriticism and 
autoethnography along with more traditional, referenced history.

Speculative Biography: Lives as They 
May Have Been Lived
Bain Attwood has observed that oral histories can be used to ‘bring the 
stories to life of people whose pasts have been hidden by the modern 
discipline of history’s conventional practices’.22 The same can be said of 
speculative biography. As such, it plays a role in democratising history. 
Speculative biography also offers tools for the creation of a palpable sense 
of time and place or, in the words of British author Andrew Miller, ‘of 
putting the blood and bone back into the inquiry process while retaining 
an allegiance to the evidence’.23

Of the three central adult figures of my study, the one who has the greatest 
presence in the thousands of records, letters, government correspondence, 
visitors’ book entries, journals and reports and newspaper articles is the 
white man Robert Stott. The person with the second-largest presence 
in  all  those documents is the white woman Ida Standley. The person 
of whom there is the least in the archives is the First Nations woman 
Topsy Smith.

Despite her significant presence at the Bungalow and the great contribution 
she made (which we know about from other sources), Topsy appears in 
only one archived document. It is a report, from 1923, commissioned by 
the federal government and compiled by anthropologist Baldwin Spencer. 
In the report Spencer notes that:

22  Bain Attwood, ‘Aboriginal History, Minority Histories and Historical Wounds: the Postcolonial 
Condition, Historical Knowledge and the Public Life of History in Australia’, Postcolonial Studies, 14, 
no. 2 (2011): 171–86.
23  Andrew Miller, ‘Personalising Ethnography: On Memory, Evidence, and Subjectivity. The Writing 
& Learning Journey’, New Writing: The International Journal for the Practice and Theory of Creative 
Writing, 5, no. 2 (2008): 89–113.
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In 1914, after the death of a miner with whom she had been 
living at Arltunga, a native woman named Topsy Smith came to 
Stuart bringing with her seven (7) half caste children … In 1915 
the Administrator, after visiting the Bungalow, authorised the 
extension of the building to accommodate half castes from outside 
districts, Topsy Smith still remaining in charge.24

And:

At night-time Topsy Smith takes charge, but each evening the 
Matron comes and sees that all the children are in. There have 
been occasions on which requests have been made to Topsy 
Smith for girls, and attempts have been made at night to take 
them away, when she had to seek the assistance of the matron and 
Sergeant Stott.25

Four references in two paragraphs and a couple of appearances in group 
photographs seems to be the sum of Topsy’s presence in the archives. 
In a few  other documents she is mentioned in such dismissive and 
dehumanising ways that we cannot even know for sure they are about 
her. For example, in a series of scathing articles about the Bungalow 
that appeared in the press of Australian capital cities in 1924 it was 
reported that:

The cooking accommodation consists of a sort of sentry box 
affair, with an ordinary stove in it which would send the ordinary 
housewife on strike if she were asked to cook for a family of ten 
on it. The cooking hutch is open to the winds that blow; the cook 
and housekeeper is an old black gin.26

‘An old black gin.’ Presumably that was a reference to Topsy. And if it was 
not, then Topsy, the most constant adult presence at the Bungalow, every 
day and night for 15 years, was not mentioned in this reporting at all. 
As such, Topsy Smith is an ‘unusual’ rather than ‘usual suspect’ of history 
and therefore an ideal subject for speculative biography.27

24   National Archives of Australia (NAA): Department of Home and Territories, Central Office; 
Correspondence files, annual single number series, 01 Jan 1890 – 31 Dec 1969; A1, 1930/1542; ‘Visit 
of Sir Baldwin Spencer to Northern Territory re natives at Alice Springs’ [Stuart and Hermannsburg 
mission station] 1921–1924, 4.
25  Ibid., 6.
26  M. H. Ellis, ‘Grave Scandal at Alice Springs’, Daily Telegraph, 8 October 1924, 1.
27  Kiera Lindsey, ‘Practicing the Past: A Manifesto’, keynote address at the Speculating on Biography: 
Exploring the Boundaries of Biographical Writing Symposium, Central Queensland University, Noosa, 
26 October 2018.
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Kiera Lindsey is a historian and writer of speculative biography. When 
researching the story of a subject whose archival footprint is minimal, 
Lindsey looks for a ‘spine source’ that has sufficient historical legitimacy and 
immediacy to be compared with other sources, in the search for recurring 
themes and overlapping clues.28 She then reads across other sources to look 
for patterns and clues and build up a deeper, richer picture of her subject.

My ‘spine source’ for Topsy became the information provided about her 
in the oral histories of the 1980s and 1990s. Using them as my starting 
point, I then ‘read across other sources’ to build up a deeper, richer picture, 
not only of Topsy and her position in the Bungalow, but also of her 
position in Central Australian society. These sources included interviews 
I conducted with descendants of Bungalow survivors, particularly Topsy’s 
granddaughter Christine Donnellan; the biography of Topsy’s son Walter; 
and the original archival material. Alistair Paterson’s historical archaeology 
research into early cultural contact on the Arabana Lands provided 
further valuable background into the political, social and environmental 
backgrounds of the world into which Topsy was born and raised.29      

Topsy grew up on the Arabana Lands. At some stage, Welsh-born Bill 
Smith, of a similar age to Topsy, came into her life. Perhaps he was passing 
through Arabana Land on his way north to the goldfields, or perhaps he 
had been working in the region. Either way, Bill and Topsy met around 
1890 and formed a partnership. They travelled a route known officially as 
‘the Track’ that took them to the goldfields at Arltunga. I have drawn on 
published accounts of the Track from around that time, recollections from 
Bill and Topsy’s descendants and my own encounters in the country they 
traversed, to craft a chapter about their journey together to the goldfields. 
It begins with a preface that flags the speculative nature of the piece:

Up the Track

Topsy was leaving the place of her childhood. Bill was continuing 
on his nomadic way; from Wales, to the shores of Australia, and now 
into its heartland. From the occasional published accounts of the 
Track, recollections from their descendants and my own encounters 
in that country, I have reimagined the journey of Bill and Topsy.30

28  Ibid.
29  Alistair Paterson, The Lost Legions: Culture Contact in Colonial Australia: (Lanham, MD: Altamira 
Press, 2008).
30  Details of ‘the Track’ from Graeme Bucknall, Pioneers of the Old Track: Oodnadatta Alice Springs, 
1870–1929 (Darwin: Northern Territory Library Service, 1990); Mayse Young with Gabrielle 
Dalton, No Place for a Woman: The Autobiography of Outback Publican, Mayse Young (Australia: Pan 
MacMillan, 1991).
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They headed north, up The Track.

My wife, Bill called her proudly, with no regard for what anyone 
else might have thought. She was strong and skilled and sweet.

My husband, Topsy called him. He was kind and determined with 
a song in his voice.

There were things that mattered and the colour of one’s skin wasn’t 
one of them, even if others tried to make it matter.

The pair knew about The Track; what to look and look out for.

It was the path that Topsy’s ancestors on the Arabana side had set 
as a trading route.

The track trod by Stuart with his horses and men.

The Track that the Overland Telegraph Line ran followed.

The obvious route, the one that followed water.

There was traffic enough. With the gold rush going on, it was never 
long before someone else passed by. More of them heading north 
than south. Most of them with just what they could carry or push 
in a wooden barrow. Some of them whistling under the desert sky. 
Others trudging so hard you wondered if you’d have to bury their 
bones around the bend. The occasional train of camels trekking, 
north or south. A few, like themselves, with horse and buggy.

Crunching over stony plains.

The sun beating down.

Flies and prickles. Glare and wind. The heat throwing mirages in 
the distance.

Bill and Topsy had some supplies they’d brought with them; flour, 
tea and the like. They supplemented that with food they found 
along the track: a goanna roasted in the coals of the campfire, 
some berries Topsy picked from a bush.

On day three, with the sun dropping low in the western sky, they 
arrived at the riverbed they’d had in their line of vision all afternoon. 
It was a sprawling expanse of sand dotted with river gums.

‘Two big waterholes,’ Bill nodded. ‘This must be Bloods Creek.’
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Topsy grinned and dropped into the cool sand. ‘Mwenangkenh 
tula,’ she said, identifying the place by its original name. 
‘Let’s camp here.’

On Day 4 the track converged briefly with the Telegraph Line at 
the Charlotte Waters Telegraph Station. Topsy had only seen a few 
such constructions in her life and this, along with its twin at Pangki 
Warruna, were the largest. Bill had seen many and had grown up 
looking into them, in his homeland and then in Adelaide.

‘White fella building,’ Topsy announced and Bill laughed. 
He  enjoyed Topsy’s perspective. They passed the whitefella 
building on their left.

The stony plains gave way to soft, sandy floor as The Track entered 
the floodplains of the vast Finke River system. It brought welcome 
relief for horse and humans. More food, more shade, another 
welcome camping spot.

At night they heard the dingoes howl.

The next morning they came across a simple homestead and 
a shepherds tending to flock.

‘You gotta walk along creek, riiight along, big walls too much,’ 
he said, pursing his lips to indicate the great red gorge up ahead. 
‘Come up on bank, other side … You be right,’ he added, perhaps 
at their apprehension. Looking towards this young woman on the 
move but without making eye-contact he asked, ‘Who your mob?’

‘Arabana,’ she replied. ‘Mary my mum.’

He raised his eyebrows knowingly then indicated Bill. ‘Dis your 
wati?’

‘Yeah, he my husband.’

The man smiled. ‘Good luck to you,’ and went back to what he 
was doing.

The thick river sand was hard going so they stopped halfway to 
boil the billy and rest the horse; rock walls towering on either side.

Ghost gums and wild figs grew on the slopes of the ranges. A soft 
breeze blew. A flock of red-tailed black cockatoos screeched 
overhead.
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Topsy, sitting on the sand and gazing up, watched until they were 
out of sight. ‘We’re on the right track,’ she told Bill.

He smiled and leaned over to wipe the strands of hair from her face.

It was a relief when they finally left the thick sand and walked on 
firm ground for a while.

At the base of a sandhill, there was a grave with no name.

‘Perished,’ Topsy said. ‘He didn’t know about the water up ahead.’ 
Sure enough, just a few hundred metres around the sandhills 
from the grave, was a small gorge shaped like a horseshoe with 
a waterhole at its base. The horse had gulped it up and Bill and 
Topsy filled their bags. The cattle station was up to the left.

They wound their way up through the gorge, where the river gums 
made a rim of green along the creek. Then it was back onto river 
flats until they reached the Depot Sandhills.

A sea of shifting sand dunes of powdery red sand. It felt like it 
would never end. The wind howled relentlessly, erasing the prints 
of those who’d gone before. They made it up, step by step, guided 
by the Telegraph Line. The horse needed coaxing and in places 
Bill and Topsy laid down a mat of spinifex grass to ease the buggy 
wheels over.

Finally, they looked out and down to riverbed again; a snaking 
path of white sand lined with trees. They tumbled down into its 
shade to stretch and rub each other’s aching muscles. Rest over, 
they continued, through one river crossing after the next; stopping 
to eat, camp and dig for water.

Beyond the Ooraminna Range they reached a fork in the road; 
Alice Springs or Arltunga? More of the same stretched either way 
but they knew their destination was almost within range. Bill 
hooted and Topsy laughed.

On day fifteen they passed through the hilly outskirts of the 
settlement and pulled up in the village that had grown up on 
Eastern Arrernte country. It was abuzz with hope from recent finds.

The rhythms Bill and Topsy had developed on their journey became 
the refrain of the life they went on to build together at Arltunga.31

31  Linda Wells, ‘Living in Tin: The Bungalow Alice Springs, 1914–1929’ (PhD thesis, Deakin 
University, 2020), 31–34.
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Archival Poetics
Archival poetics is an affective response to the limitations of the archives; 
their ideological underpinnings, silences, gaps, biases and the arrogance of 
assumed objectivity. It emerged for me, through this project, as an intuitive 
act, as it was for Natalie Harkin in response to accessing her own family’s 
state archival records.32 Archival poetry, as described by Harkin, is a slow, 
unfolding, situated poetic method that emerges from the immersion 
and the telling that comes from data collection from multiple archival 
sources.33 Archival poetic approaches ground themselves in historical 
events and facts, but do so self-reflectively. They remain ‘sensitive to the 
flow between fact and fiction in [their] depiction of tensions between 
methods of documentation that purport to be objective or journalistic 
and those that are framed … as subjective or affective’.34 As such, large 
parts of my creative work could be considered archival poetics. 

I composed one specific piece of archival poetry in response to the 
dehumanising and objectifying language of miscegenation that appears 
with monotonous regularity through Australian colonial documents 
across decades. No matter how often I came across those words during 
the course of my research, I felt fresh disgust each time. In the following 
dedicated piece of archival poetry, I plucked words and phrases straight 
out of the Central Australian documents I was reading, from 1910 to 
1930, then arranged them in poetic form. It felt like an act of protest, 
to make those words stand on their own and allow their hideous absurdity 
to speak for itself:

ARCHIVAL PORTRAIT OF HALFCASTERY35

The colour problem
A most difficult problem
What shall be done with the half-castes?
Intermingling of the white blood with that of the untutored savage
Little outcasts of society
A kind of helot class

32  Natalie Harkin, ‘“I Weave Back to You”: Archival-Poetics for the Record’ (PhD thesis, University 
of South Australia, 2016); Natalie Harkin Archival-Poetics (Sydney: Vagabond Press, 2019).
33  Harkin, ‘“I Weave”’, 14.
34  Rebecca Macmillan, ‘The Archival Poetics of Claudia Rankine’s Don’t Let Me Be Lonely: An 
American Lyric’, Contemporary Literature, 58, no. 2 (2017): 173–203.
35  Poetry composed of lines and phrases from government documents pertaining to Central 
Australia between 1910 and 1930, held in the National Archives of Australia.
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The tragedy
Backward children and adults
Much inferior to the full-blooded aboriginals

The solving of the half-caste problem
Enquire into the half-caste problem
Report on the half-caste question
Enquire into the half-caste problem
Enquire into the half-caste problem
Report on the Half Castes and Aboriginals of the Southern 
Division of the Northern Territory

Proposals for the housing, care and instruction of half-castes 
in the Alice Springs District
Training of the half-castes
A home for half-castes
A suitable building for half-castes
A kind of preparatory home and school for the very young 
half-castes
A self-supporting home for all half and three-quarter caste 
females
Protection of half-caste native girls
Under reasonable conditions of seclusion from the rest of the 
community
Complete segregation
They should be treated as children in law
Unless they are educated and Christianised
All Territory half-castes and possibly those of the Northern part 
of South Australia sent to southern orphanages
Some of the most intelligent half caste youths
Raise them to the status of their white parents
Positions in the ordinary life of the community

Removal from the bush
Fully fifty half-castes still remain to be collected in Central 
Australia
The earlier this is done the better for them
The bush blacks
The natural tendency, unfortunately, is to drift to the Aboriginal
Revert to bush conditions of life
The half-caste of 50% or more aboriginal blood, no matter how 
carefully brought up, will drift back to the aboriginal
Wild bush brothers
And it will take some time to eradicate
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Removal from the town
It was necessary to remove the half-castes from the town
It was essential that the half-castes should be removed from the 
town of Stuart

Gross immorality
Malicious scandal
Infamous debauchery
Lubras
Concubines
Black gins
Half-caste progeny
A number of the surnames were identical with those of settlers in 
the Territory
Out of the 40 or 50 children in the Bungalow, only about 4 are 
being maintained by their fathers

Prevent the employment of Aborigine and half-caste females by 
white men unless under the care and protection of a respectable 
married white woman

The increase of white women in the community shall greatly 
assist in solving the problem

Crossbreeds
Three-quarter caste aboriginals
Half-caste aboriginals
Quadroons
Octaroons
There are cases here where half caste girls have three quarter caste 
children
Seven half-caste women with thirteen quadroon and octaroon 
children
Seven quadroons under thirteen years of age
Four quadroon women with three octaroon children
Quadroons and octaroons under ten or twelve years of age

A half-caste from Central Australia
Shows no indications of aboriginal blood
Eventual absorption in the white population
What a valuable asset can be made of what is now a difficult 
problem
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An eminent authority on the aborigines of Australia
Chief protector of Aborigines
Sub Protector of Aborigines
In dealing with these people one is often perplexed and
the longer you are with them the better you realise how little you 
understand them36

Fictocriticism
Fictocriticism, as scholar and author Noel King notes, is a flowing together 
of theory and narrative in which the ‘theory can’t exist without telling 
little narrative stories’.37 ‘Little’ would seem to be an understatement here. 
Nevertheless, King’s assertion highlights the symbiosis between theory and 
narrative that is the essence of fictocritical work. The stories ‘perform’ the 
theory and the theory in turn provides foundation for the stories. Lying 
between conventional scholarly treatments and fiction, or, as King puts 
it, ‘deliberately blurring the distinction between literature and literary-
critical commentary’ is the key defining feature of the genre.38 It  is, in 
short, a blending of the ‘fictional’ and the ‘critical’.

In his fictocritical work 26 Views of a Starburst World, Ross Gibson applies 
what he calls a ‘compositional approach’ to analyse the notebooks of 
William Dawes, government astronomer with the First Fleet, and his 
relationships with Eora people in the early days of settlement at Sydney 
Cove.39 Of this style, Gibson explains, that to account for what Dawes 
learned, ‘we need a mode of writing—roundabout, relational, a tad 
restless and unruly—that can bring us toward some states of mind that are 
not biographical, psychologically focussed or conclusive’.40 Here Gibson 
is highlighting the interconnection between the style and content of his 
writing. What he arrived at was, as he says, a ‘project that is at odds with 
the assertive and individualistic urges of colonialism’.41

36  Wells, ‘Living in Tin’, 37–40.
37  Noel King, ‘My Life Without Steve: Postmodernism, Fictocriticism and the Paraliterary’, 
Southern Review: Communication, Politics & Culture, 27, no. 3 (1994): 261–75.
38  Ibid.
39  Ross Gibson, 26 Views of the Starburst World: William Dawes at the Sydney Cove, 1788–1791 
(Perth: University of Western Australia Press, 2012), vii.
40  Ibid., 18.
41  Ibid.
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In my creative work I have also used a compositional approach: a blend 
of archival research, biography, geography, autoethnography, Indigenous 
and settler-colonial studies, and poetry along with a lyrical writing 
style. Central Australian intercultural history is explored from a range 
of viewpoints. It is also inherent in structural aspects of my story-telling 
including the variety of linguistic registers present; the hybridisation of 
genre; the discontinuous narrative, reflective of that character of memory; 
and a disruption of the linearity and coherence that we have been taught 
to expect from texts focused on information rather than knowledge.42

There are many ways that the interplay between theory and narrative can 
be presented in fictocritical works. To meet my aim of creating a work that 
would be accessible and appealing to the general reading public, I embedded 
the theory in the narrative, demonstrating rather than explicitly discussing 
scholarly theory. For example, the relationship between Ida Standley and 
Topsy Smith is, as far as I am concerned, one of the most fascinating and 
vital aspects of the Bungalow story. In his 1993 book I Can Picture the 
Old Home So Clearly, in which Tony Austin documents ‘the response of 
the Commonwealth Government to the presence of young Aborigines 
of mixed descent in the Northern Territory in the period 1911 to 1939’, 
the long association of Standley and Smith is described as ‘nothing short 
of remarkable’.43 It would indeed seem remarkable that they worked so 
closely together for those 15 years, in the most exceptional circumstances. 
At the same time, and with only a few specific details of their interactions 
to go by, it seems entirely possible that their relationship, defined to some 
large extent by their subject positions, was anything but remarkable. With 
minimal clues available about the kinds of interactions that might have 
gone on or not gone on within the confines of the Bungalow, engagement 
with both settler-colonial theory and the theories of intercultural relations 
can offer insights.

White women were always already in situations of power in relation to 
Aboriginal people, and on the frontier white women were cast as agents 
of civilisation.44 This certainly rings true for everything we know about 
the interactions between Ida, Topsy and the children of the Bungalow. 

42  Rosslyn Prosser, ‘Fragments of a Fictocritical Dictionary’, Outskirts: Feminisms Along the Edge, 
20 (2009), np; Dominique Hecq, ‘Autofrictions: The Fictopoet, the Critic and the Teacher’, Cultural 
Studies Review, 11, no. 2 (2005), 179–88.
43  Tony Austin, I Can Picture the Old Home So Clearly (Canberra: Aboriginal Studies Press, 1993), 
2, 61.
44  Ann Curthoys, ‘Identity Crisis: Colonialism, Nation, and Gender in Australian History’, Gender 
& History, 5, no. 2 (1993): 165–76; Alison Holland, ‘The Campaign for Women Protectors: Gender, 
Race and Frontier between the Wars’, Australian Feminist Studies, 16, no. 34 (1994): 27–42.
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Ida was in a position of colonial power and assumed the role of a maternal 
agent of civilisation. For example, as Topsy’s granddaughter Christine told 
me, Mrs Standley told Topsy Smith off for showing honey ants to the 
kids.45 The children were, as Ida Standley reported to the Chief Protector 
in Darwin, ‘most kind and obedient’.46 At the same time, when the 
authorities had left for the day and only the Indigenous inmates remained, 
I imagine they created a different space for themselves. Perhaps they spoke 
to each other in Arrernte. It is the language, as Christine said, that Topsy 
and her children preferred to speak into their senior years despite Arabana 
being the language of their ancestors.47 Whatever the lingua franca, it 
seems reasonable to surmise that the Indigenous epistemologies and 
ontologies—which the Bungalow residents brought to that place and 
were inherent in who they were—would have become more overt when 
the authorities were not around. 

I have woven these theoretical considerations with the limited amount of 
historical evidence available on the relationship between the two women, 
into speculative pieces such as the following. Throughout my creative 
work, speculative works are denoted by their presentation in italics: 

Mrs Standley reprimanded Topsy Smith for showing honey ants 
to Maggie.

Topsy! Don’t be showing honey ants to Maggie. We are trying to 
discourage any interest in those heinous blackfella ways. 

Heinous? Honey-ants? Topsy thought to herself. Honey ants are like 
bush tucker royalty. You don’t know what you’re missing, honey. 

But to Ida she replied, ‘Yes Mrs Standley,’ and resolved to keep honey 
ants out of the public gaze. 

Topsy used a scrubbing brush on the kids each morning with Ida 
Standley looking on. 

Never mind his goosebumps and wailing and those patches of raw 
skin. Have you done behind his ears?

Yes Mrs. Standley. No Mrs. Standley. 

Oh, I don’t know for sure. My bias shines through.48

45  Christine Donnellan, personal communication, Alice Springs, 2019.
46  Austin, I Can Picture the Old Home, 62.
47  Christine Donnellan, personal communication, Alice Springs, 2019.
48  Wells, ‘Living in Tin’, 200.
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Autohistory
Writing yourself into the story as researcher and narrator (as exemplified 
in my last line above) is a technique deployed by various authors including 
Anna Funder in her work of creative non-fiction Stasiland (2002), and 
Laurence Binet in HHhH (2013), which explores the story of Reinhard(t) 
Heydrich, the ‘Hangman of Prague’ and architect of the Final Solution 
during World War II.49 Binet writes himself into the story in several ways. 
One is by placing himself where the events occurred some 60 years earlier, 
seeking out material evidence, and sharing that embodied experience with 
the reader:

On Resslova Street—on the right-hand side as you go down—
there is a church. And in the church’s wall is a basement window 
bordered by stone where you can see various bullet marks and 
a plaque mentioning Gabčík and Kubiš—and Heydrich, whose 
name is now forever linked with theirs. I had passed this basement 
window dozens of times without noticing either the bullet marks 
or the plaque. But one day I stopped and read the words—and 
realized I had found the church where the parachutists took refuge 
after the assassination attempt. 

I came back with Aurelie at a time when the church was open, and 
we were able to visit the crypt. 

In the crypt, there was everything.50

There, in the physicality of that crypt and based on all the research he 
had done, Binet stood 60 years later, reimagining the events. Through 
describing it in his historical narrative, Binet lays bare the historical, 
philosophical truth, as expressed by Michaels in his discussion of HHhH, 
that ‘there is no such thing as knowing how things really happened 
and that all history is in some epistemically significant sense imagined by 
the historian’.51

49  Anna Funder, Stasiland: Stories from Behind the Berlin Wall (Melbourne: Text Publishing, 2002); 
Laurent Binet, HHhH (London: Vintage Books, 2013).
50  Binet, HHhH, end of Chapter 5.
51  Watler Benn Michaels, ‘Forgetting Auschwitz: Jonathan Littell and the Death of a Beautiful 
Woman’, American Literary History, 25, no. 4 (2013): 915–30.
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This experience of Binet’s is resonant of my own embodied research 
experience. I went to Alice Springs after a significant time away and 
travelled out to Jay Creek, to where the Bungalow had been relocated in 
the summer of 1928 to 1929. There I spent time searching for material 
clues, feeling myself back into the bygone time and taking notes that 
informed the final section of my writing, ‘Jay Creek’:

At Jay Creek time co-mingles. There’s the ancient past held tightly 
in the landscape and then the white tin church of the frontier. 
There’s the busted-down Besser brick and the odd disposable nappy 
and flattened VB can that suggest an element of passing traffic. 
Where ancient rock meets disposable nappies; where missionary 
worship meets a postmodern author; where birds continue to sing 
the pretty tunes they composed before humans were invented. 
At Jay Creek, and across Central Australia, the past and present 
swirl together, challenging any notion of chronology.52

This autohistoric technique connects the past with the present. It also 
strips away the notion of one authoritative story, thus challenging the idea 
of objectivity in history. As English language scholar Christine Berberich 
explains:

postmodern thought tries to show up the fallacy of ‘one’ universal 
truth, of the ‘one’ grand narrative … to each ‘fact’ there is a 
multitude of interpretations; and, additionally, each fact is always 
and inevitably given a meaning by the very person who selects or 
presents it.53

In this autohistoric approach the research ‘data’ is presented along with 
the experiences and reactions of the researcher as they access that data. 
It  also dispenses with the notion of historic accounts as chronological. 
These are all elements I have striven for in my own work. 

52 Wells, ‘Living in Tin’, 215.
53  Christine Berberich, ‘“I Think I’m Beginning to Understand. What I’m Writing is an Infranovel”: 
Laurent Binet, HHhH and the Problem of “Writing History”’, Holocaust Studies: A Journal of Culture 
& History, 25, no. 1/2 (2019): 74–87.
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Autoethnography
I have written myself into the story in two ways. One is through sharing 
experiences of the research journey, as discussed above. The other is 
autoethnographic. I have spent nearly three decades living in Alice Springs 
and broader Central Australia, experiencing and thinking through issues 
of racism, whiteness, oppression and intercultural relations. I have lived, 
learnt and felt the stories of the history of the place. I also lived in Central 
Australia as a woman of white privilege who has sometimes, inadvertently, 
supported the colonial project. 

When I started to write the story of the Bungalow, I started to appear 
in it and, upon interrogation, my presence made sense. A ‘characteristic 
that binds all autoethnographic work is the use of personal experience to 
examine or critique cultural experience’.54 If I had included stories of my 
own experience but not interrogated the nuances of those experiences 
in light of general cultural phenomena, then that writing would be 
autobiographical.

Another characteristic of autoethnographic writing consistent with my 
own is that ‘autoethnographic texts demonstrate knowledge of past 
research on a topic and seek to contribute to this research. The knowledge 
of and reference to past research may be explicit or implicit’.55 Throughout 
my writing, the historic and cultural information that is expressed comes 
partly from the research I have conducted during the course of this project 
and partly from incidental research I conducted over years spent living in 
Central Australia.

In an autoethnographic sense, I appear in my work as a person who is 
giving her own personal perspective on the history and society of Central 
Australia from an informed outsider’s perspective. I am informed because 
I have been immersed in Central Australian culture and society and am 
deeply affected by the social and cultural forces at play. I am an outsider 
because I did not experience this history first-hand, nor am I a First 
Nations person who suffers from the racist and discriminatory policies 
and practices that come with the colonial project. At the same time, you 

54  Stacey Holman Jones, Tony E. Adams and Carolyn Ellis, ‘Introduction: Coming to Know 
Autoethnography as More than a Method’, in Handbook of Autoethnography, ed. Stacey Holman 
Jones, Tony E. Adams and Carolyn Ellis (Routledge: New York, 2013), 22.
55  Ibid., 23.
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cannot live in Central Australia, or Australia more broadly, without being 
affected by those policies and practices. We are all affected by the brutal 
and unresolved history of Australia whether we know it, or like it, or not.

Conclusion
I set out to research and write a story of the Bungalow Alice Springs, 
1914–1929. The story seemed foundational to the society of Alice Springs, 
where I had lived for many years, and appeared to contain so many 
elements that are still of central concern to the town and region, a century 
later. My research was underpinned by an ethical awareness of my own 
subject position and the decolonised, feminist approach I favour in both 
the research and writing of Australian history. Engagement with primary 
sources provided me with historic data as well as insights into how the raw 
material of history is already biased. Engagement with secondary sources 
provided me with further historical details as well as insights into possible 
attitudes and atmospherics of the time. It also highlighted the subjective 
nature of works of history, even, or perhaps especially, those that attempt 
to pass themselves off as the most factual and objective. 

In my work of history, I have combined writing of a more traditional 
historiographic nature with that based on informed imagination. One 
of the key features and findings of my project is the way these two styles 
can be merged, in a work of creative non-fiction, to give voice to those 
who have traditionally been silenced and develop a rich, nuanced and 
politically powerful site of historical investigation and encounter.
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Abstract
The Australian Women’s Movement Against Socialisation 
(AWMAS) was founded in 1947 to campaign against the 
socialisation of Australia. Having observed post-war power 
play between communist East and capitalist West, the federal 
government’s bank nationalisation policy and union-backed 
coal strikes, Millicent Preston Stanley Vaughan (1883–1955), 
a lifelong anti-socialist feminist, perceived the need for a massive 
movement of women to prevent the Labor Government’s 
introduction of socialism by stealth. Conceiving this movement 
as a women’s crusade to free the nation from the socialist infidels, 
she constructed the campaign as a three-act drama, cast influential 
women in key roles, set scenes in significant venues, and employed 
spectacular theatrical gimmickry. This article argues that despite 
criticisms from historians such as Warwick Eather and Drew 
Cottle that the AWMAS campaign was ‘aggressive’ and ‘hysterical’, 
it is more useful to understand it in terms of sociologist Ari Adut’s 
explanation of the public sphere as a space in which the central 
event is ‘spectacle’ and historian Sean Scalmer’s notion of ‘political 
gimmick’. Viewed through this lens, the AWMAS campaign was 
successful in giving conservative women agency and opportunities 
to influence the national political agenda.

In 1947 lifelong anti-socialist feminist warrior Millicent Preston Stanley 
Vaughan (1883–1955) established the Australian Women’s Movement 
Against Socialisation (AWMAS) to campaign against the socialisation 
of Australia.1 The mission of this non-party and non-sectarian activist 

1  Born Millicent Fanny Stanley in 1883, she inserted her mother’s maiden name into her surname 
after her alcoholic father’s desertion of the family, and added her husband’s surname after her marriage 
to Crawford Vaughan in 1932. In this paper I will use her given name, Millicent, for ease of reference.
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organisation was a ‘Crusade for Liberty’: to free the nation from the tentacles 
of socialism that had infiltrated unions and the Labor Party. This article 
examines the strategies employed by the AWMAS ‘Crusade for Liberty’ 
(1947–49) and the directorial role Millicent played in that campaign.

Australian women’s public campaigns have a long history although their 
forms and emphases have changed over time. Historian Clare Wright 
notes that on the nineteenth-century Australian goldfields, theatre 
played a significant role in enabling women to participate in a ‘forum for 
discussion’ of social issues.2 Later nineteenth-century suffragists such as 
Margaret Windeyer and Louisa Macdonald adopted American May Wright 
Sewall’s ‘Council Idea’, founding organisations that used delegations and 
deputations as strategies to campaign for reform.3 Influenced by the New 
Theatre League’s declaration that ‘art is a weapon in the people’s struggle’, 
early twentieth-century feminists such as Betty Roland and Ruby Rich 
penned agitprop dramas that were produced in the ‘clusters of amateur 
“little theatres”’.4 Conservative women, who had little appetite for militant 
struggle, amalgamated their state National Councils of Women in 1931 
to form the National Council of Women of Australia (NCWA) with the 
aim of providing ‘information, education and co-operation’ rather than 
engaging in ‘activism, agitation and opposition’.5 Rose Scott, one of the 
founders of the NCW of New South Wales (NSW), who was renowned 
for her political salons, decried militant activism as ‘the expression of 
a bellicose spirit inimical to the interests of women and social reform’.6

Nevertheless, militancy was not absent from Australian women’s activism. 
In 1914, at a University of Sydney rally addressed by English suffragette 
Adela Pankhurst, women armed themselves with ‘hockey sticks’, ‘sallied 
forth’ and ‘roundly belted’ the young men objecting to their presence on 
campus.7 Moreover, Australian suffragists such as Vida Goldstein travelled 

2  Clare Wright, The Forgotten Rebels of Eureka (Melbourne: Text Publishing, 2013), 250, 252.
3  Marian Quartly and Judith Smart, Respectable Radicals: A History of the National Council of 
Women of Australia 1896–2006 (Victoria: Monash University Publishing, 2015), 7.
4  Katherine Brisbane, Entertaining Australia: The Performing Arts in Cultural History (Sydney: 
Currency Press, 1991), 233; Wendy Michaels, ‘Tomorrow and Tomorrow: Ruby Rich’s Didactic 
Theatre Script Tomorrow: Every Woman’s Peace Play’, in The National Estate – Cultural Heritage, ed. 
Gretchen Poiner (Canberra: ISAA Conference Proceedings 2009), 85; Michelle Arrow, Upstaged: 
Australian Women Dramatists in the Limelight at Last (Sydney: Currency Press, 2002), 4.
5  Quartly and Smart, Respectable Radicals, 18.
6  Judith A. Allen, Rose Scott: Vision and Revision in Feminism (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 
1994), 1.
7  Tony Cunneen, ‘One of the “Laws Women Need”’, Bar News (2010–2011): 102–03, www.austlii. 
edu.au/au/journals/NSWBarAssocNews/2010/73.pdf.

http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/journals/NSWBarAssocNews/2010/73.pdf
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/journals/NSWBarAssocNews/2010/73.pdf
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to England in 1911 to campaign with the militant Women’s Social and 
Political Union (WSPU).8 Australian actress Muriel Matters, frustrated 
with the ‘masculine principle’ that drove life, joined the Women’s Freedom 
League and in 1908 chained herself to the grille in the Ladies’ Gallery of 
the House of Commons and in 1909 dropped ‘Votes for Women’ leaflets 
across London from a Zeppelin.9

While the campaigns of conservative Australian feminists attracted press 
coverage at the time, historians have tended to gloss over them or dismiss 
their concerns as ‘maternalist feminism’, which did not warrant the label 
‘feminist’ because of their socially conservative ‘reform philosophy’.10 
As historian Marilyn Lake notes, even an ‘uncompromising equal rights 
feminist’ such as Linda Littlejohn was ‘effectively written out of history’. 
Lake’s explanation for their invisibility in the historiography—‘Women’s 
Liberationists’ viewed them as ‘an embarrassing legacy to be overcome, 
rather than a tradition with which to connect’—is regrettably convincing 
and points to the complex intersections of gender, ideology and class.11

More recent research has focused on some of the early activists, their 
organisations and their campaigns, although Millicent and her campaigns, 
particularly her AWMAS crusade, have attracted little critical attention. 
The Dictionary of Sydney, overlooking her political campaigns, states 
she ‘fought for better maternal health, government family payments 
and maternal custody rights’, thereby reinforcing a maternalist feminist 
image. The NSW Parliament website notes she was ‘campaign director of 
Australian Women’s Movement against Socialisation 1947–1953’ without 
any elaboration of the purpose of that organisation or the nature of its 
activism.12 Heather Radi dismisses Millicent’s anti-socialist activism with 
the problematic statement that she ‘fought her last political campaign in 
the Australian Women’s Movement against Socialization’. Gail Griffiths 
criticises her use of the Feminist Club ‘as a bastion against communism’, 

8  Janice N. Brownfoot, ‘Goldstein, Vida Jane (1869–1949)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, 
adb.anu.edu.au/biography/goldstein-vida-jane-6418/text10975.
9  Robert Wainwright, Miss Muriel Matters (Sydney: HarperCollins, 2017), 354.
10  Carol Bacchi, ‘Evolution, Eugenics and Women: the Impact of Scientific Theories on Attitudes 
towards Women, 1870–1920’, in Women, Class and History: Feminist Perspectives on Australia 1788–
1978, ed. Elizabeth Windschuttle (Sydney: Fontana/Collins, 1980), 134.
11  Marilyn Lake, Getting Equal: The History of Australian Feminism (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 
1999), 1–2, 7.
12  ‘Miss Millicent Preston-Stanley (1883–1955)’, Parliament of New South Wales, www.parliament.
nsw.gov.au/members/Pages/member-details.aspx?pk=1394; ‘Preston Stanley, Millicent’, Dictionary of 
Sydney, dictionaryofsydney.org/person/preston_stanley_millicent.

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/goldstein-vida-jane-6418/text10975
http://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/members/Pages/member-details.aspx?pk=1394
http://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/members/Pages/member-details.aspx?pk=1394
https://dictionaryofsydney.org/person/preston_stanley_millicent
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while Marian Sawer and Marian Simms suggest Millicent was ‘out of 
favour with some in her own party and independent feminists’.13 Although 
Cathy Jenkins’s main focus is on the press reception of Millicent’s 
parliamentary term, she does acknowledge ‘her long involvement in 
state and national issues’ and her ‘strong interest in world politics and 
international relations’. Without specifying Millicent’s long-standing 
anti-socialism, she adds (incorrectly) that after the war ‘Millicent became 
involved in a conflict of a different kind—this time against socialisation’.14 
Warwick Eather positions the AWMAS campaign as an attempt to make 
the Liberal Party more attentive to their political needs while dismissing it 
as an ‘extreme right wing organisation’ that enrolled ‘political agitator[s]’ 
with ‘a history of anti-communist, anti-union and anti-ALP [Australian 
Labor Party] activity’.15 Eather and Drew Cottle expand on the notion of 
political agitation, positioning the AWMAS in a puppet-like relationship 
with capital’s war against labour, financed by Sydney banks. Moreover, 
they assert the AWMAS employed ‘hysterical tactics’ in their ‘aggressive 
public rallies’—misogynistic comments that echo nineteenth-century 
notions of women and hysteria, the public/private dichotomy, and the 
separate sexual spheres ideology.16

This paper throws new light on the AWMAS crusade for liberty and 
Millicent’s directorial role by drawing on concepts articulated by political 
historians Chris Wallace and Sean Scalmer, political scientist Hannah 
Arendt, ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle and sociologist Ari Adut. 
Adut contends that ‘the public sphere is not the realm of civic dialogue’; 
it is not the place for rational political discourse, where logical arguments 
can be proposed, discussed and debated.17 Rather, it is a space for featuring 
emotionally charged positions that engage audiences. However, it is not 

13  Heather Radi, ‘Preston Stanley, Millicent Fanny (1883–1955)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, 
adb.anu.edu.au/biography/preston-stanley-millicent-fanny-8107/text14153; ‘The Feminist Club of 
NSW 1914–1970; A History of Feminist Politics in Decline’, Hecate, 14, no. 1 (1988): 63; Marian 
Sawer and Marian Simms, A Woman’s Place: Women and Politics in Australia (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 
1984), 102.
14  Cathy Jenkins, No Ordinary Lives: Pioneering Women in Australian Politics (Victoria: Australian 
Scholarly Publishing, 2008), 53–54.
15  Warwick Eather, ‘The Liberal Party of Australia and the Australian Women’s Movement 
Against Socialisation 1947–54’, Australian Journal of Politics & History, 44, no. 2 (1998): 191–207; 
Warwick Eather, ‘“Every Woman! This is Your Business”: The Australian Women’s Movement Against 
Socialisation’, Journal of Interdisciplinary Gender Studies, 2, no. 1 (1997): 60–61.
16  Warwick Eather and Drew Cottle, ‘Capital’s Footsoldiers: The War against the Australian Labor 
Party during the 1940s’, Journal of the Royal Australian Historical Society, 99, no. 1 (2013): 18–35.
17  Ari Adut, Reign of Appearances: The Misery and Splendour of the Public Sphere (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2018), x–xii. 

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/preston-stanley-millicent-fanny-8107/text14153
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only stirring emotions that characterise activity in the public sphere. 
In Arendt’s conceptualisation, the public space highlights the ‘visibility of 
actors’ and ‘generates power’ since it suggests the ‘potential for collective 
action’.18 The AWMAS took advantage of their visibility in the masculine 
public spaces and worked to generate a sense of women’s power in 
collective action in that space. Although Adut does not specifically engage 
with the notion of gendered space in his assertion that the ‘main event’ 
in the public sphere is ‘spectacle’, the gendering of space is relevant to the 
AWMAS use of spectacle.

Spectacle, one of Aristotle’s elements of drama, relates to visual 
performance features such as sets, costumes and props.19 The traditionally 
masculine spaces of venues such as the Sydney Town Hall and Canberra’s 
Albert Hall, which AWMAS appropriated for their events, provided sets 
that worked to highlight both the national significance of the campaign 
and women’s exercise of power, which was further accentuated by costume 
and prop choices such as flag-bedecked pinafores and the camel saddled 
with string shopping bags, which encapsulated the campaign message that 
loyal women would be unbearably burdened by a socialist government. 
This transgressive tactic of inserting domestic women into traditionally 
masculine public realms ungendered the space and asserted the legitimacy 
of the women’s political campaign.

In political campaigns, as Wallace points out, ‘advertising isn’t everything—
but it’s nearly everything’ and must be ‘directed at the right target’.20 
Although Wallace’s focus is on contemporary political campaigns, her 
insight is useful in examining the AWMAS crusade that comprised 
an extended political advertisement crammed with gimmicks: tricks 
intended to attract attention. As Scalmer notes, such ‘political gimmicks’ 
are aimed at ‘publicity, debate’, and the ultimate goal of instigating 
‘political change’.21 Like Wallace, Scalmer is concerned with a later period 
of Australian history but his notion of gimmickry, with its ultimate goal 
of political change, is applicable to this examination of AWMAS’s raison 
d’être and modus operandi and Millicent’s role in that movement.

18  Xavier Marquez, ‘Spaces of Appearance and Spaces of Surveillance’, Polity, 44 (2012): 6–31.
19  Aristotle identified six elements of tragedy and comedy; plot, character, diction, thought, song, 
spectacle. See, for instance, Aristotle, Poetics (350 BCE), trans. S. H. Butcher, classics.mit.edu/Aristotle/ 
poetics.1.1.html.
20  Chris Wallace, How to Win an Election (Sydney: NewSouth Publishing, 2020), 92–93.
21  Sean Scalmer, Dissent Events: Protest, the Media, and the Political Gimmick in Australia (Sydney: 
UNSW Press, 2002), 176.
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Prologue
Millicent did not come late to anti-socialism. At the age of 22, as a member 
of the Women’s Liberal League (WLL), she heeded Charles Lee’s advice 
to members in 1905 to put the threat of socialism ‘in the forefront of 
their propaganda’ and she supported the WLL motion that ‘the duty of 
every patriotic and liberal minded woman [is] to assist in the fight against 
socialistic legislation’.22 Twenty years later, as the first woman member of 
the NSW parliament (1925–27), she vehemently opposed the Lang Labor 
Government’s socialistic policies and decried the ‘wild, unruly, demagogic, 
dangerous communist element’ that was infiltrating unions.23 After her 
parliamentary term, she joined the Sane Democracy League, established 
in 1920 ‘to combat Communism’. Millicent moved that the League form 
a women’s branch to ‘campaign in co-operation with the league’s central 
executive’, and as secretary of this newly established branch proclaimed 
the ‘time is ripe for a widespread movement against the Communist 
menace’.24 Millicent’s opposition to socialism was reinforced in 1947 by 
her opposition to Prime Minister Chifley’s bank nationalisation policy, 
which, she asserted, would be ‘the key to a totalitarian organisation of 
society’.25 Millicent was not alone in this view, the newly established 
AWMAS attracted many like-minded women prepared to protect the 
nation from socialism.

Militant, radical activism was not Millicent’s style. She preferred 
‘deputations, agitations, intimidations, [and] organisations’, although she 
did expand these into spectacular gimmickry.26 During the 1917 Great 
Strike, as a co-director of the Women’s Loyal Service Bureau, Millicent 
publicly challenged women to collaborate in a ‘magnificent expression 
of the loyal womanhood of the state’.27 As president of the Feminist 
Club, she lobbied for improved maternity services, appropriating the 

22  ‘Mr. C. A. Lee on Socialism’, Clarence and Richmond Examiner, 4 March 1905, 5; ‘Women in 
Politics’, Sydney Morning Herald, 19 May 1905, 7. 
23  New South Wales Parliamentary Debates (hereafter NSWPD), 26 August 1925, 381.
24  ‘Sane Democracy’, Sydney Morning Herald, 19 November 1930, 7; ‘Aust. v Communism’, Sydney 
Morning Herald, 23 December 1930, 6.
25  Millicent Preston Stanley Vaughan, ‘Banking and Politics’, Sydney Morning Herald, 11 September 
1947, 2. 
26  ‘Equal Rights for Mothers’, Sydney Morning Herald, 17 May 1934, 12.
27  Wendy Michaels, ‘“Blackleggers” and “Scabs” or “Loyal Women”: The Women’s Loyal Service 
Bureau, Sydney 1917’, paper presented at The First World War: Local, Global and Imperial 
Perspectives Conference, Centre for the History of Violence, University of Newcastle, 26–27 March 
2015; ‘Women’s Loyal Service Bureau’, Sydney Morning Herald, 1 September 1917, 14.
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attention-grabbing title ‘Horses Rights for Women’ from a nineteenth-
century American campaign. For her Infant Guardianship battle she drew 
directly on theatrical spectacle.28 After more than a decade of lobbying 
for legislative reform, in 1932 she organised a Vice Regal opening night 
for the Criterion Theatre production of her political play Whose Child, 
at which the Minister for Justice announced the Infant Guardianship 
legislation would be introduced.29 An expert networker and accomplished 
orator with a commanding presence and an acute sense of the dramatic, 
Millicent was undaunted by public performance and comfortable in 
directorial roles.

Her AWMAS mission was propped up by prevailing post-war anxieties 
about the power play between communist East and capitalist West. After 
George Orwell’s term ‘Cold War’, which encapsulated these anxieties, 
appeared in former British prime minister Winston Churchill’s ‘Iron 
Curtain’ speech, it entered common parlance.30 Despite Australia’s 
geographical isolation from the northern hemisphere Cold War front, the 
Australian press echoed the warnings with capitalist newspapers reporting 
on the danger of the ‘spreading dictatorship of the hammer and sickle’ 
and communist publications declaring that this was nothing more than 
‘war hysteria’.31

Although Labor Prime Minister Ben Chifley, an ‘ardent internationalist’, 
described communism in a speech to parliament as another ‘brand of 
Fascism’ and Russia as a ‘dictatorship in which people have no rights’, he 
became tarred with the ‘Red’ brush.32 With some Labor unions expressing 
‘blind admiration for the Soviet Union and its leadership’, the Communist 
Party of Australia (CPA) infiltrated unions, and a  wave of union-
initiated strikes contributed to the optics that the Labor Government 
was allowing ‘industrial disputation to foster revolution’, an impression 

28  Diana Wyndham, ‘Striving for National Fitness: Eugenics in Australia 1910s to 1930s’ 
(PhD thesis, University of Sydney, 1996), 196; NSWPD, 20 October 1925, 1652; ‘Miss Stanley’s 
Plea’, Daily Advertiser, 21 October 1925, 3.
29  Wendy Michaels, ‘The Final Factor: What Political Action Failed to Do’, Lilith: A Feminist 
History Journal, no. 19 (2013): 18–31.
30  George Orwell, ‘You and the Atomic Bomb’, The Orwell Foundation, orwell.ru/library/articles/
ABomb/english/e_abomb; Winston Churchill, ‘The Sinews of Peace (“Iron Curtain Speech”)’, Chartwell 
Trust, winstonchurchill.org/resources/speeches/1946-1963-elder-statesman/the-sinews-of-peace/.
31  ‘Cold War’, Advertiser, 21 January 1948, 2; ‘Cold War’, Tribune, 4 November 1948, 1.
32  Julie Suares, JB Chifley: An Ardent Internationalist (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 
2019); Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates, House of Representatives, 2 September 1948, 67.
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further aggravated by Chifley’s bank nationalisation policy.33 As Millicent 
viewed this political scene, she became convinced a massive movement of 
women was urgently needed to prevent the government’s introduction of 
socialism by stealth.

Millicent was ready to lead this political movement. Adopting a deliberate 
stance of flippancy, she declared that, with nothing more than ‘a pencil, 
a phone and a brain’, she had invited women to join a gathering at the 
Sydney Town Hall.34 More than 60 women with a history of engagement 
with anti-socialist activism immediately agreed to lend their names to the 
cause. They included prominent women in community organisations, the 
professions and the arts such as the president of the Country Women’s 
Association, Grace Munro OBE; a life member of the Red Cross, Persia 
Porter; architect Florence Taylor OBE; engineer Dr Katie Louisa Ardill 
OBE; gynaecologist Dame Constance D’Arcy; opera singer Evelyn 
Gardiner; theatre director Doris Fitton; and visual artist Portia Geach. 
Their willingness to join Millicent’s initiative reflected their concerns 
about Labor Government policies, the communist influence on unions, 
socialism’s detrimental effects on Australia, and their confidence in 
Millicent’s networking and campaigning skills.

Having secured her supporting cast, Millicent announced the campaign 
launch in an evocative newspaper advertisement addressed to the women 
of Sydney. ‘Make this the BIGGEST WOMEN’S MEETING ever seen 
in SYDNEY’, the advertisement commanded. ‘Let CHIFLEY know 
what you think of this threat to your individual freedom.’35 Millicent’s 
choice of the nineteenth-century sandstone edifice of the Sydney Town 
Hall as the venue for the launch ensured it was perceived as a significant 
civic venture. She cast two federal Liberal parliamentarians, Dame Enid 
Lyons and Senator Annabel Rankin, in the main roles.36 So persuasive 
were they in evoking the dire implications of bank nationalisation to the 
3,000 women who attended that they resolved to combat this threat to 
democracy by establishing a women’s organisation, initially called the 
United Women Citizen’s Movement Against Socialisation, but renamed 
the Australian Women’s Movement Against Socialisation.

33  Douglas Jordan, ‘Conflict in the Unions: The Communist Party of Australia, Politics and the 
Trade Union Movement, 1945–1960’ (PhD thesis, Victoria University, 2011), 2; Bradley Dowden, 
‘The Rise and Decline of Australian Unionism’, Labour History, no. 100 (2011): 51–82.
34  Millicent Preston Stanley Papers (hereafter MPS Papers), MS 9062, Box 1, File 1, National 
Library of Australia (hereafter NLA), Canberra.
35  ‘Women of Sydney’, Sydney Morning Herald, 23 September 1947, 7.
36  ‘Women Organise Protest Meeting’, Sun, 25 September 1947, 10. 
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As director, Millicent’s first concern was expanding the membership base. 
After a lifetime of involvement in political parties dominated by men, 
she determined AWMAS would not be aligned with any political party 
or religious organisation. With its anti-socialisation stance, it was not 
likely to appeal to Labor Party or Communist Party women, but it did 
attract women from other organisations, such as the Australian Women’s 
Guild of Empire, the Feminist Club and the Sane Democracy League. 
Eleanor Glencross, chairman of directors of the Housewives’ Association 
of NSW, announced its members would join because of the Movement’s 
non-party position and its aim of arresting the spread of communism.37 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, AWMAS also drew some ‘disillusioned’ women 
away from the Liberal Party Women’s Auxiliary, which caused tensions in 
that quarter.38 Millicent was unapologetic, the rationale for this women-
only organisation was to accord women the agency denied them in other 
male-dominated political organisations.

Act One
The campaign title, ‘Crusade for Liberty’, evoked the image of medieval 
‘holy wars’ waged by the Latin Church to reclaim the Holy Land from 
Islamic rule. Using Australia’s capital city, Canberra, as the setting further 
amplified this image. Just as citizens answered Pope Urban II’s call to join 
the crusade in 1095, so did several hundred women answer the call to 
join this crusade, flocking to the Albert Hall in Commonwealth Avenue.39 
Albert Hall, which was opened in 1928 by Prime Minister Stanley Bruce, 
was named after London’s Royal Albert Hall—itself named after Albert, 
Prince Consort to Queen Victoria. Built in the federal classical style with 
a porte-cochere at the front, it projected imperial visions that lent the 
rally gravitas. This was further amplified by the star cast of speakers that 
included, in addition to Millicent, Dame Enid Lyons, Senator Annabelle 
Rankin and Commandant of the Australian Women’s Training Corps 
Lady Mabel Brookes. The audience was so moved by the women’s oratory, 
they pledged to fight socialism, work for stronger ties with Britain and 
ensure the future of democracy.

37  ‘Nationalisation Plans’, Sydney Morning Herald, 11 September 1947, 2.
38  Eather, ‘The Liberal Party of Australia and the Australian Women’s Movement Against Socialisation’, 
201.
39  Matthew Gabriele, ‘How One Speech Started a Medieval Holy War’, Forbes, www.forbes.com/
sites/matthewgabriele/2018/10/29/one-speech-started-medieval-holy-war/.
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The meeting resolved to send an urgent deputation to Prime Minister Ben 
Chifley to demand a referendum on the bank nationalisation policy. That 
deputation of women from the six Australian states, led by Lady Mabel 
Brookes, comprised Mrs Groom, Dame Enid Lyons, Mrs Eva Southcombe, 
Mrs Nelly Stewart and Millicent Preston Stanley. Arriving at Parliament 
House attired in dark-coloured suits and hats, costumes that projected 
middle-aged, middle-class respectability, they ‘had tea and a courteous 
talk’ with the prime minister.40 Lady Brookes presented their case with 
‘formidable force’ in what Enid Lyons described as an ‘atmosphere charged 
with tension’.41 As one journalist reported, Chifley ‘lit his pipe and told 
them bluntly that he could not agree to a referendum’.42 According to 
Millicent, Mr Chifley was ‘very, very courteous but very, very negative’.43 
Lyons later recalled that he looked with ‘hard eyes’ as ‘anger rose’ in his 
throat, and in ‘courteous and dignified dismissal’ showed them the door.44 
When the minister for transport, Eddie Ward reviewed the women’s rally 
as nothing more than a ‘jaunt’ attended by a few women enticed by free 
meals and transport, Millicent was incensed, promptly riposting in a letter 
to the editor that ‘623 women’ attended this meeting as ‘a grave patriotic 
duty’. They shared transport costs, she declared, and provided their own 
meals.45 This would not be the only time Millicent employed the press to 
re-shape the public impression of the crusade.

The AWMAS also produced a series of propaganda pamphlets as 
campaign props. One cautioned that no one was ‘beyond the scope of the 
influence of Bank Nationalisation’, and since this policy emanated from 
Lenin it would bring ‘Dictatorship’, ‘The Servile State’ and ‘Bureaucrats 
in Jackboots’. Another, warning of ‘STEP BY STEP’ socialisation, was 
addressed to ‘Everywoman’, invoking the allegorical medieval morality 
play Everyman. Just as Everyman’s deeds are judged on the day of reckoning 
so, the pamphlet warned, women’s deeds would be judged on Election 
Day. The message was clear, women should join the ‘Crusade for Liberty’ 
to prevent the demise of democracy and ensure the nation’s salvation.46

40  ‘Women Protest to Chifley on Bank Bill’, Townsville Daily Bulletin, 25 October 1947, 1; 
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Yet another pamphlet targeted the fashion-conscious segment of the 
audience. Captioned ‘Chip, Evatt & Co Drapers’, it featured a fashion 
dummy attired in full skirt, tightly belted waist, bar-jacket and high 
heels. The dummy was labelled ‘The New Look’, a reference to Christian 
Dior’s February 1947 Paris collection, which heralded a return to pre-
war feminine fashion. The AWMAS pamphlet juxtaposed this feminine 
outline with pointed references to military features—epaulets, cuffs 
and breast pockets—to signal a masculine, militarised New Look for 
Australian women. More menacingly, the model’s face depicted a mask 
of Ben Chifley replete with signature pipe and beneath it Joseph Stalin’s 
visage was starkly visible.47 These evocative pamphlets, megaphoning 
communist contamination of the Labor Party became powerful props in 
the Movement’s theatrical extravaganza.

On Tour
The next stage of the production schedule involved a tour to regional areas 
to recruit women to the Movement. Millicent travelled 5,000 miles around 
the eastern states in seven weeks, giving speeches and casting women in the 
AWMAS chorus.48 At Bathurst she addressed the ‘largest women’s meeting 
ever held’ there and painted a picture of the ‘queues, monotony, drabness 
and lack of food’ that would follow if the Labor Government implemented 
its intention to nationalise banks. ‘Free enterprise was older than Karl Marx, 
older than Ben Chifley’, she told the audience, and it ‘would outlast him’.49 
She made a ‘flying visit to Brisbane’, speaking to a  rally of 700 women, 
which promptly set up a branch, and toured the Riverina in southern NSW, 
an area renowned for its anti-communist towns, organising them for ‘the 
battle’.50 Her dramatic rhetoric, which cast women as noble warriors in 
a fight for the soul of the nation, attracted members across Australia and 
garnered mainstream press attention.

After Chifley announced that a referendum would be held on 29 May 
1948—not on bank nationalisation but on rents and prices—the 
AWMAS campaign refocused its message. The referendum sought the 

47  Ibid.
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people’s agreement to extend the government’s war-time powers to make 
laws to control rents and prices. The announcement was seen as another 
step on the road to centralised control of the financial system, which, 
coupled with the bank nationalisation policy, the AWMAS asserted would 
lead to socialism, and ultimately to communism. Appearing at numerous 
events in capital cities and regional towns, Millicent vigorously advocated 
for the ‘no’ vote. At a rally in Wagga Wagga, she declaimed in her resonant 
tones that women had suffered the privations of rationing during the 
war but they had ‘staggered on, human camels, the burden bearers of 
a nation’.51 Her use of the camel metaphor appeared to be spontaneous 
but she was immediately alert to its power. Camels had been a recurring 
theme in the Australian press because of their capacity to carry enormous 
loads, bearing the burdens of essential supplies as they traversed central 
Australia’s inhospitable terrain. Millicent appropriated and embellished 
these ideas in a visual image of a camel with a woman’s face, her head 
adorned with a dainty bonnet and her back burdened with bulging string-
bags of groceries.52 This camel image became the campaign’s central motif.

Act Two
The Sydney Town Hall provided the venue for the opening sally of the 
crusade’s second act with about 1,000 women gathering to support the ‘no’ 
vote. The performance commenced with the women chorusing ‘No! No! 
A thousand times no!’, the melodramatic lyrics of Leslie Sarony’s Music 
Hall song that tells of an ‘innocent maid’, abducted by a ‘poisonous villain’ 
who demands she marry him.53 When she refuses he ties her to railway 
tracks, but she is rescued by a hero. The AWMAS women sang of their 
determination not to be seduced by the ‘poisonous villain’ of socialism:

No! No! A thousand times no!
You cannot buy my caress!
No! No! A thousand times no!
I’d rather die than say yes!54
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This song cast the women as chorus in the age-old drama of good versus 
evil, now dramatised as capitalism versus communism. Another pamphlet 
embellished the message: ‘Chif may not have the oomph of a Clark Gable 
or a Ronald Colman’, it declared, citing popular film star idols, ‘but he 
certainly achieved the new look’—a reference to the militarised look of 
socialist domination of the earlier propaganda pamphlets.55 It was another 
nifty use of a prop to enhance the production. Not surprisingly, the chorus 
readily adopted several resolutions condemning the federal government’s 
attempt to force socialism on the nation, its disregard for the hardships 
imposed on women by the ongoing strikes, its support for rationing and 
black marketeering and its failure to outlaw communism. This appeal to 
the emotions ensured the women left the rally clutching their pamphlets, 
humming the Sarony tune, determined to vote ‘no’ in the forthcoming 
referendum.56

The referendum on rents and prices was defeated. Millicent boasted 
women were the ‘dynamic influence’ in this victory, a boast that, despite 
her exaggeration, was not without merit. She went on to assert, incorrectly, 
the defeat of the referendum marked the ‘first time in history’ women 
were ‘aroused’ and ‘thinking on non-party lines’ about the ‘welfare of the 
home and the influence of politics on family life’.57 Whether the women 
who voted ‘no’ were focused on non-party issues or merely persuaded by 
the propaganda is open to question. Despite this victory, the crusade for 
liberty was not yet over. The bank nationalisation policy remained on the 
agenda with a federal election due in 1949.

On Tour Again
By mid-1948, the AWMAS membership had expanded with regional 
branches, particularly in NSW, reporting increased membership and the 
creation of new branches.58 Other distinguished AWMAS members, such 
as the former aviatrix Nancy Bird Walton and Mrs Thelma Harvey, a 
‘skilled and forceful debater’, now joined Millicent on the campaign trail.59 
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When Harvey spoke in tandem with Millicent at a rally in the prime 
minister’s Lithgow electorate, she told the audience socialisation offers 
nothing more than the ‘equality of misery’ and it was ‘within the hands of 
the women to save this country’ from this scourge. Millicent declared the 
Communist party had ‘bound, gagged and manacled’ the unions as she 
expounded on the connections between socialism and communism. The 
only difference between the two, she told the audience, was communists 
used weapons while socialists worked through industry. But, she warned, 
socialism inevitably led to communism. Echoing Churchill, she declared 
communism had brought down the ‘iron curtain’ on 12 European nations 
and it was now bent on world domination. The AWMAS was not anti-
Labor but anti-socialist, she assured the women, but they must remember 
the Labor Party was pledged to socialism. Millicent and Harvey felt smug 
satisfaction when an AWMAS branch was formed in the Labor prime 
minister’s own electorate.60 At a rally on the NSW Central Coast, they 
warned that the communists would exert ‘total government control’ over 
everyday lives and damage children’s futures.61 At a Wagga Wagga meeting, 
Harvey explained that women could not ‘remain aloof from affairs of the 
country’. The objective of the AWMAS, she said, was ‘to educate women 
politically … to realise the seriousness of the present political trend in 
this country’. The main trend was the communist infiltration of the 
coal miners’ union; the ‘ordinary coal miner’, she told the audience, was 
‘a decent chap’ but the unions were ‘communist-controlled’.62 This theme 
would gain traction over the next months as the coal strikes intensified. 

The CPA-dominated Miners’ Federation, frustrated at the blockages to 
its campaign for a wage rise, a 35-hour week and workers’ long-service 
leave, instituted rolling coal strikes, causing blackouts that not only 
affected industry but played havoc with women’s household maintenance. 
Despite both Prime Minister Chifley and his deputy Arthur Calwell 
opposing the miners’ strike, the AWMAS was convinced the government 
was permitting the Miners’ Federation to wage a ‘cold war’ on Australia’s 
shores. The press carried soft-news stories of the difficulties mothers 
faced: ‘the staggering of the bath hours … trying to heat hot drinks 
before the youngsters were put to bed, and warming cots on cold nights 
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without hot water bottles’.63 As  the situation intensified, the AWMAS 
attracted ‘hundreds of housewives, religious workers, business persons, 
clerks, actresses, ex-service women and members of various clubs and 
associations’.64 However, it is unlikely any of these women ‘would have 
classified themselves as members of the working-class’, this was primarily 
a middle-class organisation.65

This became obvious to Millicent when she staged an anti-strike rally 
in the working-class mining city of Newcastle. A group of women 
‘interjected angrily’, and despite her forceful oratory, two thirds—mainly 
miners’ wives—noisily stormed out of the hall and assembled in the park 
opposite, where they staged their own rally, loudly declaring support 
for the miners and the strike.66 Such opposition was not only located in 
mining towns. The Sydney-based New Housewives’ Association, a radical 
breakaway group from the Housewives’ Association, which attracted 
socialists such as Jessie Street, became a formidable antagonist. Street had 
been labelled ‘Red’ despite never joining the Communist Party and was 
later ‘forced to resign’ from the ALP in order to maintain her membership 
of the New Housewives’ Association.67 A woman of strong views, she had 
crossed swords with members of various women’s organisations, including 
Millicent at the Feminist Club. With these two determined women 
prominently positioned in ideologically opposed organisations, it is not 
surprising they came to blows. 

Act Three
With the federal election only months away, the July 1949 AWMAS rally 
was once again located in the Sydney Town Hall. However, a contingent 
of antagonists from the New Housewives’ Association infiltrated and 
disrupted the anti-strike protest. One journalist described the ‘wild 
meeting of 2000 housewives’ where ‘Communist sympathisers’ let forth 
a ‘barrage of catcalls’ and exchanged punches.68 Another reported that 
young women attempted to hand out pamphlets to put the ‘miners’ side 
of the case’, but when police seized the pamphlets, they placed themselves 
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‘strategically’ around the hall and interjected during Millicent’s speech.69 
One account presented the fracas as a generational clash. Young women 
erupted in a ‘running fire of interjections’—‘the bosses’, not the workers, 
had ‘caused this trouble’—while ‘elderly women’ told them to ‘shut up’. 
Another depicted it as ‘gate-crashing Reds screaming abuse, causing 
uproar and Millicent refusing to allow the ‘well known socialist’ Jessie 
Street to speak.70 The communist newspaper Tribune accused Millicent 
of  physically restraining Street and alleged she stated the AWMAS 
opposed the miners regardless of whether they were right or wrong.71 
Dramatic headlines such as ‘punches and uproar’, ‘blows exchanged’ and 
‘bedlam’, cast the AWMAS women as harridans and witches rather than 
virtuous crusading warriors. The following week, a letter in the Herald 
from Pat Grayson, a frequent correspondent, congratulated Millicent for 
ignoring her opponents’ ‘puerile utterances’, but criticised her for not 
adhering to her own democratic principles in denying Street the right to 
speak.72 A Herald photograph captured the conflict: Millicent kneeling 
indecorously on the platform, gesturing aggressively at Street.73 It was not 
her finest hour.

Four days later, the Sun featured an article that re-cast Millicent 
as ‘A  Fighter  for Women’. The journalist described AWMAS as an 
organisation that was ‘powerful, vital and strong numerically’, depicted 
Millicent in hagiographic terms as the instigator of ‘reforms for 
women’, and praised the motions the meeting had passed condemning 
communism, socialism and the ‘lawless and heartless strike’.74 The positive 
spin of this article, which countered the initial derogatory reports, appears 
to be another of Millicent’s crafty propaganda interventions. Millicent, 
a politically astute ‘media tart’, engaged a sympathetic journalist to paper 
over the infamy depicted in previous reports.75

69  ‘Women Exchange Blows At Strike Protest Meeting’, Canberra Times, 21 July 1949, 3.
70  ‘Strife When Women Meet On Strike’, Daily Examiner, 21 July 1949, 1; ‘Fights at Women’s 
Meeting’, Courier-Mail, 21 July 1949, 1.
71  ‘Rebuff to “Lib.” Women’s Attack on Coalminers’, Tribune, 23 July 1949, 6.
72  ‘Heckling at Meeting’, Sydney Morning Herald, 26 July 1949, 2.
73  ‘Women Figure in Rowdy Scenes’, Sydney Morning Herald, 21 July 1949, 4.
74  ‘A Fighter for Women’, Sun, 24 July 1949, 9.
75  Julia Baird, Media Tarts: How the Australian Press Frames Female Politicians (Melbourne: Scribe 
Publishing, 2004), 267.
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As the December 1949 election loomed, Millicent plotted the crusade’s 
grand finale. In November she sent a cable to former British prime 
minister Winston Churchill.76 ‘Would you consider invitation to visit 
Australia before Federal election, December 10,’ she asked, ‘under the 
auspices of powerful non-party, non-sectarian women’s organisation 
opposing socialisation through over 100 branches.’77 Did she really expect 
Churchill to travel to the antipodes to support the AWMAS campaign? 
Although Churchill had modified his earlier views about women after 
witnessing their contribution to the war effort, he maintained ‘women 
ought not to be treated the same as men … the sooner they are back 
at their homes the better’.78 However, renowned for his anti-communist 
rhetoric, he would have been sympathetic to the AWMAS cause and had 
he accepted Millicent’s invitation he would have been the grand finale’s 
star attraction. His cabled response, ‘thank you so much for your kind 
invitation. Regret obligations here prevent me from accepting it’, was 
unsurprisingly diplomatic.79

Millicent’s manoeuvre attracted publicity, although not the kind she 
desired. The union newspaper Australian Worker accused her of being not 
only ‘non-party’ but non ‘compos mentis’. Her invitation was a ‘panic SOS 
message’ that proved the conservatives were facing inevitable defeat in the 
election. The Liberal Party would be irretrievably shattered, the journalist 
declared. The Victorian Liberals and the Country Party were fighting each 
other ‘like dogs and cats’ and the NSW branch was totally at odds with 
‘Mrs Crawford Vaughan (née Miss Preston Stanley)’ and her women’s 
group. The December elections, the journalist predicted, would be the 
‘greatest landslide’ for Labor in the political history of Australia—a bold 
prediction that did not come to pass.80

Grand Finale
Despite Churchill’s absence, the AWMAS envisaged a grand finale 
razzmatazz circus parade through Sydney Streets lead by a live camel. 
The Sun asked readers:

76  ‘Churchill to be Invited Here’, Sun, 4 November 1949, 8.
77  ‘Want Churchill’, Courier Mail, 5 November 1949, 4.
78  ‘Churchill and Women’, Churchill Archive, www.churchillarchive.com/collection-highlights/
churchill-and-women.
79  ‘Mr Churchill Declines’, West Australian, 19 November 1949, 11.
80  ‘Election Landslide in Favor of Labor’, Australian Worker, 9 November 1949, 3.
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Where are those camels? Has anyone got a camel to spare next 
Wednesday? The Women’s Movement Against Socialisation is 
looking for a camel—any age, size or sex—for an advertising 
stunt. The camel, if obtainable, will be decked in a mask, a ladies’ 
hat with a large feather, and a huge string-bag full of parcels, 
and paraded from Parliament House to the Town Hall to open 
a lunch-hour rally at noon on Wednesday.81

No live camel opened the lunch-hour rally on Wednesday 7 December, 
three days before the federal election. Undaunted, the AWMAS staged 
a ‘Monster Women’s Rally’ with all the flourish of a Tivoli Vaudeville 
show.82 Hundreds of women, many costumed in pinafores emblazoned 
with Union Jacks and the question ‘what does this flag mean to you?’, 
flocked to the Sydney Town Hall.83 The show began with a ‘musical 
programme of political and other songs’. Then Gordon Currie, who, 
like Bob Dyer and Jack Davey, was a celebrity radio quiz host, engaged 
the audience in a ‘Mum’s Quiz’. Currie peppered the contestants lined 
up across the stage with questions. ‘Who owns a £25,000 mansion in 
Vaucluse?’ he asked. ‘Dan Mulcahy’, squealed an excited woman and the 
audience erupted in applause as Currie rewarded her with a string-bag of 
groceries. ‘What member of parliament has a bathroom costing £200?’. 
Another woman twittered ‘Dr Evatt’, as she grasped the string-bag prize. 
‘Who is the Federal member who is likened to Abe Lincoln?’ Currie was 
assailed by a thousand voices calling ‘Chifley’. It was the correct answer, 
but how to determine which woman should have the prize?84 The quiz 
over, Currie, with a grand flourish, unfurled a banner ‘depicting Mum 
as a camel, laden with parcels and wearing a straw hat’.85 The symbolism 
resonated around the auditorium.

To the sound of a march, ‘Daughters of Australia’—one of Millicent’s own 
compositions—the star cast entered stage left as the audience settled down 
to absorb their speeches. Jennie Broad, who had been a Women’s Air Force 
pilot delivering planes from factories to airfields and had spent time in the 
Middle East before migrating to Australia after the war, recounted her 
personal experience as a ‘fugitive from English Socialism’. The audience 
took careful note of her warning that ‘socialisation is the greatest swindle 
of the age’. Miss Muriel Doherty, who joined the post-war United Nations 

81  ‘Spotlight on the News: Where are those Camels’, Sun, 5 December 1949, 4.
82  ‘Free’, Cumberland Argus & Fruitgrowers Advocate, 30 November 1949, 6.
83  ‘Women Wear Union Jacks at Town Hall Rally’, Sun, 7 December 1949, 33. 
84  ‘Women Answer a Quiz’, Sun, 7 December 1949, 7.
85  Isla Brook, ‘My Sydney Survey’, Smith’s Weekly, 17 December 1949, 26.
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Relief and Rehabilitation Administration and was appointed matron to 
the recently liberated Bergen-Belsen concentration camp in Germany, 
warned the women they must decide whether they wanted to ‘remain 
a free democracy’ or be ‘bound under the Russian system’.86 The women 
made their decision. Mrs Lilla O’Malley Wood, widow of a prominent 
Sydney banker, assured the audience that AWMAS had ‘the full support 
of the women of NSW’ and, referring obliquely to criticisms of their 
supposedly shadowy financial backers, asserted it was from these women 
supporters that ‘we got our money’. The audience nodded in approval, 
they had paid their two shillings per annum subscription.87

The young star then took the stage. Sixteen-year-old Janice Christy, 
who had been runner-up in the Royal Empire Society’s public speaking 
competition, spoke on behalf of the younger generation as she addressed 
the older women gathered before her:

We were born during a depression, we grew up during a war and 
we have entered adolescence in a period of inflation. We have little 
to look back upon. We are hoping that we may look forward with 
optimism to a happier and more contented future.88

Her speech proved a fitting climax to the spectacle, the damsel in distress 
reaching out to those women who could save her generation from a future 
of further trauma by casting their votes for liberty. Finally, Millicent 
delivered the epilogue. They had been waiting for this moment since 1947 
when Prime Minister Chifley first ‘announced his intention to nationalise 
banks’, she said, and on Saturday their vote would decide whether Australia 
would have ‘free parliaments and electorates’ or succumb to socialism.89 
The spectacle over, the actors exited and the audience dispersed.

Review
When the polls were counted after the 10 December election, the Labor 
Party won 47 seats in the House of Representatives while the Liberal-
Country Party Coalition won 74. On 19 December 1949, Robert Gordon 
Menzies returned as prime minister, a position he would hold until 

86  R. Lynette Russell, ‘Doherty, Muriel Knox (1896–1988)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, 
adb.anu.edu.au/biography/doherty-muriel-knox-12427/text22343.
87  ‘Women Wear Union Jacks at Town Hall Rally’, Sun, 7 December 1949, 33.
88  Ibid.
89  Ibid.
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January 1966. The mainstream press welcomed the election outcome, 
declaring socialism soundly defeated. One journalist suggested, somewhat 
optimistically, that the results were ‘accepted by all sides with an unusual 
absence of acrimony’, while another stated the ‘coalition Government 
now has an opportunity of inspiring and leading the nation to better 
days and greater achievements’.90 Another poetically proclaimed that ‘the 
spring tide of Socialism set in strongly after the war but now it is ebbing 
unmistakably’, a proclamation that would prove somewhat premature.91

Journalist Joan Pilgrim, whose ‘Women’s Interests’ columns commonly 
tackled contemporary social and political issues, praised the women 
who ‘went out into the highways and byways … spreading the gospel of 
free enterprise’—the ‘gospel’ metaphor an apt descriptor of the women’s 
missionary zeal—and applauded the ‘big part’ AWMAS women played 
in the election outcome.92 The director of the Institute of Public Affairs 
considered the AWMAS had made a contribution to the Liberal victory and 
advised the incoming prime minister to write to Millicent acknowledging 
the women’s support. While the campaign’s contribution is unquantifiable, 
historian Cathy Jenkins suggests it ‘helped defeat the federal government’s 
attempt to nationalise the Australian banking system’.93 Whether it saw 
the end of socialism in Australia is another matter.

Epilogue
The defeat of the Chifley Labor Government in 1949 put an end to the 
bank nationalisation policy but not to the Cold War. Although, as Gregory 
Melleuish points out communism was ‘in decline in Australia by the early 
1950s’, ‘reds under the beds’ suspicions simmered for some years.94 The 
Menzies Government raised the stakes with its unsuccessful attempt to 
ban the Communist Party of Australia in 1951 and its management of 
the 1954 ‘Petrov Affair’.95 At the same time, tensions within the ALP, 

90  ‘Editorial. Christmas 1949’, Construction, 21 December 1949, 1; ‘Moves in Asia Important to 
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particularly those precipitated by B. A. Santamaria’s anti-communist 
Catholic ‘Movement’, which was vehemently opposed by Dr H.V. Evatt, 
precipitated the 1955 ALP ‘split’ and the founding of the Democratic 
Labor Party.96 However, as the Menzies Government entrenched its 
power and Kruschev’s ‘Secret Speech’ began the Cold War thaw, fears of 
the socialisation of Australia dwindled. Millicent, retaining her Feminist 
Club presidency and AWMAS directorship, turned her attention to 
another child custody case, an anti-compulsory union membership 
petition and sympathy for Mrs Petrov who was ‘caught in a tragic net 
of circumstances’.97 As the AWMAS crusading spirit faded, branches 
were disbanded and the movement’s initiator, Millicent Preston Stanley 
Vaughan, died in June 1955.98

From an historical perspective, the AWMAS crusade demonstrates the 
potential power of a national grass-roots organisation to influence the 
political agenda. Moreover, it provides insights into the contemporary 
women’s movement ‘March 4 Justice’. Just as Millicent’s ‘pencil, phone 
and brain’ initiative lit the spark for AWMAS, so Janine Hendry’s tweet, 
‘is it possible to form a ring of people around the perimeter of Parl Hse 
[sic]’ sparked the recent marches in Australia’s capital cities and regional 
towns, a movement that is yet to run its course.99 Like Millicent, Hendry 
swiftly ‘put together this amazing team of women’ and gave birth to a 
national movement.100 This analysis of the AWMAS crusade for liberty 
arguably offers insights into strategies that can be employed to sustain the 
momentum of this movement.

96  Melleuish, ‘Bob Santamaria’.
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Morning Herald, 11 March 2021, www.smh.com.au/national/it-was-a-visceral-anger-the-tweet-that-
spawned-nationwide-protests-20210311-p579uk.html.
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Abstract
This paper is part of a growing body of work that examines the 
Women’s Liberation Movement (WLM) in Australia. Applying 
a spatial approach and drawing on safe space scholarship, I show 
that the way that notions of safety and separatism were perceived 
and articulated within place and space contributed to the tensions 
and conflict between heterosexual and lesbian feminists at the 
Women’s Liberation Centre in Melbourne. Drawing on histories 
of the WLM and lesbian groups in Melbourne, through a close 
reading of Jean Taylor’s political memoirs and the Melbourne 
Women’s Liberation Newsletter and in examining a letter written 
by Zelda D’Aprano, this research contributes a new perspective 
to the heterosexual–lesbian split in Melbourne as it recognises 
the way that heterosexual and lesbian feminists had attempted to 
resolve their differences.

In 1976, Zelda D’Aprano wrote in ‘sheer desperation’ to the Melbourne 
Women’s Liberation Newsletter (MWLN ).2 D’Aprano’s letter, which was 
published in the April issue of the MWLN, conveyed her concern about 
the increase in lesbian feminists at the Women’s Liberation Centre (WLC) 
as well as the increasing visibility of lesbian feminists in the Women’s 

1  Acknowledgements: My thanks to Joanna Cruickshank, the two anonymous reviewers, 
Alexandra Ciaffaglione and Hannah Viney for their kind and constructive feedback that helped to 
strengthen this article. In part, this article has drawn on the research I have conducted as part of my 
PhD research. I would like to acknowledge that my PhD research has been funded by an Australian 
Government Research Training Program Scholarship. 
2  Zelda D’Aprano, ‘Sisters Speak’, Melbourne Women’s Liberation Newsletter, April 1976, 1. 
Archive file no. 305.4209945 WOME, University of Melbourne Archives, Melbourne.
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Liberation Movement (WLM) in Melbourne.3 In her letter, D’Aprano 
described the WLC as a place of ‘warmth compassion and understanding’ 
and as a place ‘all women could enter’ despite the ‘structural limitations’ 
of the building.4 However, D’Aprano worried about the ‘inner turmoil 
that seems to be seething in and around’ the WLC, which she attributed 
to the presence of lesbian feminists.5 D’Aprano also expressed concern 
about the joint mailout of Lesbian News and the MWLN.6 The MWLN 
ran its first edition in February 1972 with subsequent editions printed and 
distributed monthly; it was considered by Jean Taylor to be an ‘invaluable 
source of communication and a necessary resource for information and 
events’.7 While the MWLN was an established newsletter, Lesbian News 
was just finding its feet and building a readership, thus the decision was 
made in 1976 for the combined mailout of these two newsletters so that 
the Lesbian News collective could save money.8 D’Aprano believed that the 
joint mailout would ‘come as a great shock [to women new to the WLM] 
and more likely turn them away from the movement’ and she wondered 
‘is this the way we see the solution in changing society, dissipating our 
women’s energy to save a few dollars’.9

D’Aprano’s concern echoed a similar fear conveyed by Betty Friedan in 
1970. Friedan—who was a well-known and highly regarded feminist 
and the leader of the National Organisation for Women (NOW)—was 
concerned about the increasing visibility of lesbian feminists and declared 
that lesbian feminists were ‘a “lavender menace” that was threatening’ the 
WLM in the United States.10 Some heterosexual feminists who were part 
of the ‘older generation’ of the WLM—like D’Aprano and Friedan—
thought that the WLM would be ‘stigmatised if it were associated with 
lesbians’.11 Linda Gordon noted that the concept of women’s liberation 
enabled women to come out as lesbian en masse.12 The increasing number 

3  While the WLC was also referred to by some as the ‘Women’s Centre’, for the sake of consistency 
I will refer to the centre as the Women’s Liberation Centre.
4  D’Aprano, ‘Sisters Speak’, 1.
5  Ibid.
6  Ibid., 3.
7  Jean Taylor, Brazen Hussies: A Herstory of Radical Activism in the Women’s Liberation Movement in 
Victoria 1970–1979 (Melbourne: Dyke Books Inc., 2009), np.
8  Taylor, Brazen Hussies, np.
9  D’Aprano, ‘Sisters Speak’, 3.
10  Linda Gordon, ‘The Women’s Liberation Movement’, in Feminism Unfinished, ed. Dorothy Sue 
Cobble, Linda Gordon and Astrid Henry (New York: Liveright Publishing Corporation, 2014), 91.
11  Ibid.
12  Ibid.
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of lesbian feminists in the WLM in the US led to the inclusion of lesbian 
feminist theorising in the development of women’s liberation theory. 
In particular, lesbian feminist theory encouraged women’s liberationists 
to question assumptions rooted in heteronormativity, such as what was 
considered normal or natural in sex and the family unit, and enabled 
women’s liberationists to reframe ‘marriage as an option, not a necessity’.13 
In addition, Dana R. Shugar contends that lesbian feminists helped to 
reshape and redefine the concept of women’s community and separatism 
for women’s liberationists in the early 1970s.14 Friedan renounced her 
stance a year later when a recently formed group of lesbian feminists—
known then as Lavender Menace and later as radicalesbians—took to 
the stage at the Congress to Unite Women with ‘lavender menace’ on 
their t-shirts.15 This act was met with cheering and laughter from the 
audience. Lavender Menace then facilitated a speak-out and encouraged 
audience participants to discuss prejudices against lesbians in feminism. 
When Lavender Menace opened the microphone to the floor, dozens 
of women reportedly ‘thronged’ to the stage to voice their support of 
lesbian feminists, to share their experiences and to ‘come out’ as lesbian 
or bisexual.16 This was a defining moment for the WLM in the US as 
it established that lesbians were not a menace but were indeed part 
of the WLM.

Like Friedan, D’Aprano was a well-known and highly regarded 
figure. D’Aprano was an active participant in the Communist Party 
and the union and women’s movements in Melbourne. Her most 
recognised contribution to women’s liberation was her chain-in to the 
Commonwealth Building on 21 October 1969. The aim of this protest 
was to draw attention to an equal pay case and was ultimately one of 
the events that kick-started the WLM in Melbourne.17 D’Aprano was 
accompanied by a number of other women, who are unnamed in her 
autobiography and ‘who walked up and down with the placards which 
called upon the government to grant women equal pay’.18 A photograph 

13  Ibid.
14  Dana R. Shugar, Separatism and the Women’s Community (Nebraska: University of Nebraska Press, 
1995), 25.
15  Ibid. The radicalesbians wrote The Woman-Identified Woman, a 10-page manifesto that was 
distributed at the Congress to Unite Women. This manifesto became a seminal text in lesbianism and 
lesbian feminism.
16  Ibid.
17  Marilyn Lake, Getting Equal: The History of Australian Feminism (Sydney: Allen & Unwin 1999), 
217.
18  Zelda D’Aprano, Zelda (North Melbourne: Spinifex, 1995), 171.
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of D’Aprano chained to the Commonwealth Building piqued the interest 
of two school teachers, Alva Geikie and Thelma Solomon. Geikie phoned 
D’Aprano to congratulate her on her successful protest and to request 
to be part of any future chain-ins and actions.19 D’Aprano, Geikie and 
Solomon would later go on to co-organise a chain-in to the Arbitration 
Court on 31 October 1969, attend numerous women’s meetings together 
and to form the Women’s Action Committee (WAC).20

Throughout 1971, WAC organised letter-writing campaigns, gave talks, 
created their own consciousness-raising group, demonstrated at a Miss 
Teenage Quest and ‘organised the second national Women’s Liberation 
Conference on women at work and women in the trade unions’.21 
D’Aprano described 1972 as the ‘second year of the movement’ and 
contended that ‘women began pouring in’.22 Women and men were 
phoning D’Aprano and fellow WAC member Bon Hull for advice relating 
to issues such as abortion and marital problems.23 The number of phone 
calls was becoming quite a problem and was making D’Aprano and Hull 
feel ‘desperate’.24 It was clear to them that Melbourne needed a ‘centre 
where women could meet and make contact’.25 The impending visit of 
Germaine Greer to Melbourne ‘added further impetus’ to establishing 
a  centre.26 Victoria’s first WLC opened in March 1972 at 16 Little 
La Trobe Street, Melbourne.27

It is in this context of D’Aprano’s significant contributions to the women’s 
and union movements, as well as her influence and standing within the 
WLM in Melbourne, that I will analyse her letter. In this analysis, it is 
not my intention to ‘call-out’ D’Aprano or to suggest that this tension 
between D’Aprano and lesbian feminists persisted beyond the 1970s. 
Rather, it is in the context of her remarkable legacy that D’Aprano’s 
letter offers a valuable object of analysis, particularly in examining the 
relationship between heterosexual and lesbian feminists. The purpose 
of my analysis is to uncover how notions of safety and separatism were 
perceived and articulated within the place and space of the WLC and to 

19  Ibid., 172.
20  Ibid., 174, 190–91.
21  Taylor, Brazen Hussies, np.
22  D’Aprano, Zelda, 236.
23  Ibid., 234–35.
24  Ibid., 235.
25  Ibid., 236.
26  Ibid.
27  Taylor, Brazen Hussies, np.
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understand how these notions contributed to the tensions and conflict 
between heterosexual and lesbian feminists in the WLM in Melbourne in 
the 1970s. The WLC offers a site through which we may better understand 
the interactions between heterosexual and lesbian feminists. Furthermore, 
this research offers a new perspective on the heterosexual–lesbian split that 
affected the WLM in Melbourne and demonstrates that conflict could be 
constructive in the creation and maintenance of the women’s liberation 
places and spaces in Melbourne.

Historical Background
Margaret Henderson noted that, in the late 1990s, there was an emergence 
of a ‘significant number of feminist narratives’ that historicised the second-
wave women’s movement in Australia and that, during this period, the first 
‘full length’ histories were published.28 Judith Ion contended that while ‘full 
length publications celebrating the longevity of the Australian movement 
have been slow to arrive’, Australian feminists had not ‘totally neglected to 
record the movement’s past’.29 Ion maintains that ‘since the movement’s early 
days occasional (usually local) histories have been produced’.30 In building 
on the work of Ion, Henderson contends that early histories of the WLM 
have mostly taken the form of articles or book chapters.31

In reflecting on the historical narratives that were published in the 
1980s and 1990s, Henderson felt that, as a participant of the movement 
in Brisbane, she ‘hardly recognised the strange tales they told of the 

28  Margaret Henderson, Marking Feminist Times: Remembering the Longest Revolution in Australia 
(Bern: Peter Lang, 2006), 13; Judith Ion, ‘Unravelling Our Past: Questions of Feminism, History 
and Memory’, Australian Feminist Studies, 13, no. 27 (1998): 108. For full-length histories, see Gisela 
Kaplan, The Meagre Harvest: The Australian Women’s Movement, 1950s–1990s (Concord: Paul and 
Co., 1996); Jean Curthoys, Feminist Amnesia: The Wake of Women’s Liberation (London: Routledge, 
1997); Chilla Bulbeck, Living Feminism: The Impact of the Women’s Movement on Three Generations of 
Australian Women (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997); Lake, Getting Equal.
29  Ion, ‘Unravelling our Past’, 108. See, for example, Women’s Liberation Halfway House 
Collective, Herstory of the Halfway House: 1974–1976 (Melbourne: Women’s Liberation Halfway 
House Collective, 1977).
30  Ibid.
31  Margaret Henderson, ‘Legends of the Rise and of the Fall: Towards a Poetics of Histories of the 
Australian Women’s Movement’, Clio: A Journal of Literature, History and the Philosophy of History, 
31, no. 3 (2002): 301. For example, see Ann Curthoys, For and Against Feminism: A Personal Journey 
into Feminist Theory and History (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1998).
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movement: often pessimistic, defeated and self-punishing’.32 Ion observed 
that this scholarship, in part, tended to focus on organisations, events or 
specific moments and that there was a distinct lack of work that examined 
the movement over ‘time and place’.33 Thus far, I have only been able 
to identify two publications that were published during the 1980s and 
1990s that trace the second-wave women’s movement in Melbourne 
over time: a chapter titled ‘The Women’s Movement: Then and Now’ in 
Marian Sawer and Marian Simms’ A Women’s Place: Women and Politics 
in Australia, which, in part, follows the development of the WLM and 
the Women’s Electoral Lobby in Melbourne and examines the differences 
in political ideologies held by the two groups, and Katy Reade’s article, 
‘The Discourses of Crisis in the Women’s Liberation Movement and the 
Women’s Electoral Lobby’, which traces the development of tensions, 
conflicts and power struggles that led to the splintering of the WLM in 
Melbourne.34 Since the 1990s, Jean Taylor has written the majority of 
work that traces the WLM and lesbian movement in Melbourne from the 
1970s to the 1990s.35

Thus far, historians have yet to analyse the WLM in Australia through 
a  spatial lens. This is in contrast to historians of the WLM in the US, 
who have demonstrated—as will be discussed—that a spatial approach 
can broaden understandings of how attempts to create and cultivate 
women’s liberation places and spaces contributed to conflict and tension 
between women’s liberationists and feminists, as well as how women’s 
liberationists and feminists worked together to overcome these challenges. 
In building on the scholarship that has traced the development of the 
WLM in Melbourne over time and in drawing on a spatial approach, this 

32  Henderson, Marking Feminist Times, 13. See also Margaret Henderson and Margaret Reid, 
‘“It’s Not that Bloody Far from Sydney”: Notes Towards a Semiotic History of the Brisbane Women’s 
Movement, 1973–1983’, Australian Feminist Studies, 19, no. 44 (2004): 160.
33  Ion, ‘Unravelling our Past’, 108.
34  Marian Sawer and Marian Simms, A Woman’s Place: Women and Politics in Australia (Sydney: 
Allen & Unwin, 1984), 171–96; Katy Reade, ‘The Discourses of Crisis in the Women’s Liberation 
Movement and the Women’s Electoral Lobby in Melbourne in the Late 1970s’, Lilith: A Feminist 
History Journal, no. 9 (1996): 125–45.
35  Taylor, Brazen Hussies; Jean Taylor, Stroppy Dykes: Radical Lesbian Feminist Activism in Victoria 
during the 1980s (Melbourne: Dyke Books Inc., 2012); Jean Taylor, Lesbians Ignite! In Victoria in the 
1990s (Melbourne: Dyke Books Inc., 2016). Taylor’s books are political memoirs. For scholarship 
that examines the movement over time and place in Sydney and Brisbane, see Louise R. Mayhew 
‘“Volatile, Feral and Glamorous”: Australia’s Women’s Warehouse’, AM: Journal of Art and Media 
Studies, no. 8 (2015): 29–34; Henderson and Reid, ‘“It’s Not that Bloody Far from Sydney”’.
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paper will broaden understandings of interactions, tensions and conflicts 
between heterosexual and lesbian feminists within the place and space 
of the WLC.

Spatial Analysis: Safe Space and 
Reframing Safety
Critics of spatial analysis have pointed to the ways that ‘imprecise 
terminology’ has undermined the implementation of this particular 
methodology; thus, I will foreground further discussion with definitions 
of place and space.36 According to John Agnew, there are three definitions 
of place. Place can refer to coordinates on a map, ‘material settings for 
social relations’ and a ‘sense of place’, which is the relationship that 
people have to place.37 Space, as defined by Paul Carter, is ‘transformed 
symbolically into place, that is, with history’.38 In building on Carter’s 
definition, Lisa Weems describes space as ‘not a refuge … outside of the 
historical, political and social networks of meaning and action governed 
by asymmetrical relations of power’.39 Weems contends that ‘multiple 
and competing past histories of association with space always intermingle 
with feelings of safety’.40 Furthermore, Kathryne Beebe, Angela Davis and 
Kathryn Geadle define space as a site ‘where issues of sexuality, race, class 
and gender—amongst a myriad of other power/knowledge struggles—
were sited, created and fought out’.41 In this research, the WLC as a place 
refers to the various addresses of the WLC throughout the 1970s as well 
as the sense of place that lesbian and heterosexual women’s liberationists 
and feminists felt towards the WLC. The WLC as a space builds on the 
associations, or sense of place, that lesbian and heterosexual feminists had 
to the WLC and how these competing associations had affected the way 
that the WLC was perceived as ‘safe’.

36  Beat Kumin and Cornelie Usborne, ‘At Home and in the Workplace: A Historical Introduction 
to the Spatial Turn’, History and Theory, 52, no. 3 (2013): 317.
37  Charles W. J. Withers, ‘Place and the “Spatial Turn” in Geography and History’, Journal of the 
History of Ideas, 70, no. 4 (2009): 639–40.
38  Paul Carter, The Road to Botany Bay: An Essay in Spatial History (London: Faber and Faber, 1987), 
np, in Ibid., 647.
39  Lisa Weems, ‘From “Home” to “Camp”: Theorising the Safety of Space’, Studies in Philosophy 
and Education, 29, no. 6 (2010): 561–62.
40  Weems, ‘From “Home” to “Camp”’, 561.
41  Kathryne Beebe, Angela Davis and Kathryn Geadle, ‘Introduction: Space, Place and Gendered 
Identities: Feminist History and the Spatial Turn’, Women’s History Review, 21, no. 4 (2012): 524.
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Contemporary scholarship on the concept of ‘safe space’ has encouraged 
me to ask different questions of the feminist past. While ‘safe space’ is 
not a term that women’s liberationists in Melbourne would have used, 
contemporary researchers contend that the concept of ‘safe space’ emerged 
from the practices of those who participated in the WLM, as well as gay 
liberation and anti-racist movements.42 Rosemary Clark-Parsons and 
the Roestone Collective draw on Moira Kenney to explain that women’s 
liberation safe spaces not only ‘promoted freedom from violence and 
harassment’, but also ‘provided a certain licence to speak and act freely, 
form collective strength, and generate strategies for resistance’.43 For Clark-
Parsons, the ‘archetypal feminist safe space was the separatist, women-
only, consciousness-raising group’.44 The formation of consciousness-
raising groups as well as the creation of separatist and women-only spaces 
can be seen as part of a wider strategy of the WLM, and the broader 
second-wave women’s movement, to create ‘women’s spaces’.45 Finn Enke 
noted that all across the United States women were creating and taking 
over space: women were creating women’s health clinics and refuges and 
reclaiming space in bars, sporting fields and street theatre. Furthermore, 
Enke maintains that these second-wave women’s spaces ‘became sites of 
protest against the gendered exclusions of public geography, and also 
meeting grounds in which multiple cultures of feminist and lesbian 
activism merged’.46 Like Enke, the Roestone Collective also point to the 
way that women’s liberationists had attempted to reclaim space and to 
create their own space and draw on the examples of the Take Back the 
Night march in Washington, DC, in September 1981 and the formation 
of ‘lesbian lands’—such as Kvindelandet in Denmark—in the 1970s and 
1980s, respectively.47 Women’s liberationists and second-wave feminists 

42  Roestone Collective, ‘Safe Space: Towards a Reconceptualization’, Antipode, 46, no. 5 (2014): 
1346. See also Rosemary Clark-Parsons, ‘Building a Digital Girl Army: The Cultivation of Feminist 
Safe Space Online’, New Media & Society, 20, no. 6 (2018): 2128–29. The Roestone Collective 
consists of two geographers, Heather Rosenfeld and Elsa Noterman. Both the Roestone Collective 
and Rosemary Clark-Parsons draw on Moira Kenney, Mapping Gay LA: The Intersection of Place and 
Space (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2001).
43  Kenney, Mapping Gay LA, 24, in Clark-Parsons, ‘Building a Digital Girl Army’, 2128; Roestone 
Collective, ‘Safe Space’, 1346.
44  Clark-Parsons, ‘Building a Digital Girl Army’, 2128.
45  Finn Enke, ‘Smuggling Sex Through the Gates: Race, Sexuality, and the Politics of Space in 
Second Wave Feminism’, American Quarterly, 55, no. 4 (2003): 636.
46  Ibid.
47  Roestone Collective, ‘Safe Space’, 1351, 1353–54. Further examples of women’s lands include 
Amazon Acres in Australia and Oregon Women’s Land Trust in the United States.



135

The Lavender Menace Comes to Melbourne

recognised that being ‘woman’ was political. Enke contends that, in part, 
their ‘activism depended on … taking over and re-defining public places 
and on challenging sexist geographies’.48

In response to the way that the concept of ‘safe space’ has been overused, 
the Roestone Collective have retheorised and reconceptualised ‘safe space’. 
In particular, the Roestone Collective examined the relational work that 
goes into creating and maintaining a safe space and have understood safe 
spaces as more than just responding to a definition of ‘unsafe’ as a ‘static and 
predefined category’.49 The Roestone Collective found that the categories 
of ‘safe’ and ‘unsafe’ are ‘socially produced and context dependent’ and 
that safe spaces speak to social constructions of safety that stem from 
‘patriarchal, heteronormative, racialized and classed’ constructions.50 
In building on the Roestone Collective’s reconceptualisation of safety, Ruth 
Lewis, Elizabeth Sharp and Rhiannon Redpath reconceptualise safety as 
moving beyond a static understanding of safety from (for  example, the 
safety from physical or sexual violence and harassment) to broadening the 
definition of safety as the safety to (such as the safety for women to be 
themselves and to ‘speak and be heard, to learn and develop cognitively, to 
be emotionally expressive’).51

Scholarship on the contemporary usage of ‘safe space’ also builds on these 
attempts to redefine safety. Jill Wilkens’s feminist study of social groups and 
networks for older women in England who identified as lesbian or bisexual 
found that these ‘groups were experienced as safe spaces offering friendship 
and company, acting as forums for socialising, affirmation, belonging 
and the alleviation of loneliness and isolation’.52 However, Wilkens also 
found that women who met in places and spaces that were ‘shared with 
other community groups spoke less positively about their surroundings 
and did not express the same sense of belonging or safety’.53 While group 
differences can affect how safety is experienced in place and space, Angela 
M. Carter’s research, which considers debates over the inclusion of trigger 

48  Enke, ‘Smuggling Sex Through the Gates’, 636.
49  Roestone Collective, ‘Safe Space’, 1347.
50  Ibid., 1350.
51  Ruth Lewis, Elizabeth Sharp, Jenni Remnant and Rhiannon Redpath, ‘“Safe Spaces”: Experiences 
of Feminist Women-only Space’, Sociological Research Online, 20, no. 4 (2015): 5.
52  Jill Wilkens, ‘The Significance of Affinity Groups and Safe Spaces for Older Lesbians and Bisexual 
Women: Creating Support Networks and Resisting Heteronormativity in Older Age’, Quality in Aging 
and Older Adults, 17, no. 1 (2016): 26, 33–34. Over a third of Wilkens’s participants had played key 
roles in setting up and establishing feminist lesbian-only or lesbian and bisexual groups.
53  Ibid., 31.
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warnings in class syllabi, revealed that limiting difference can also be 
disadvantageous.54 Carter found that while the incorporation of safe space 
practices and trigger warnings may be beneficial in an educational setting 
as it helps to recognise students’ ‘lived experiences’, she also contends that 
removing difference to ‘ensure safety in a feminist classroom also risk[s] 
denying difference and suppressing pedagogically valuable conflict’.55 
Furthermore, Carter, who builds on the work of bell hooks, also maintains 
that safety, when invoked by the majority, can be used to ‘silence the 
voices of “those on the margins” who spoke about social injustice’.56 Like 
Carter, the Roestone Collective also found that when they examined the 
relational work that goes into creating and maintaining a safe space, safe 
spaces do ‘indeed reinforce other “common problems”’ that exist in the 
wider community or society—such as homophobia. They contend that 
it is through attempting to understand how individuals maintain safe 
spaces that we can understand how individuals are able to ‘recognise and 
negotiate sometimes deeply problematic differences’ that occur within 
safe space.57

Contemporary scholars often describe separatism as a quintessential 
quality of a women’s liberation safe space. Indeed, as Shugar has noted, 
a separatist, women-only community was experienced as a safe space as 
‘women could join to plan revolutionary action’ and it was believed that a 
women-only community that was separate from men, and the values that 
are associated with men, ‘would lead to the only viable feminist freedom’.58 
However, this notion placed an emphasis on the bonds between women 
and implied that women would not, and could not, harm other women 
in the same way that a ‘male-dominated mainstream society’ harmed 
women.59 Like safe spaces, women-only spaces replicated some of the 
problems that existed in the wider community, and, as Shugar observes, 
some women soon discovered that separatist, women-only communities, 
groups or spaces that proclaimed unity through the catchcry ‘all women’ 
were not as inclusive as they appeared to be.60

54  Angela M. Carter, ‘Teaching with Trauma: Trigger Warnings, Feminism and Disability Pedagogy’, 
Disability Studies Quarterly, 35, no. 2 (2015): np.
55  Ibid. This finding builds on the work of Berenice Malka Fisher. See Berenice Malka Fisher, 
No Angel in the Classroom: Teaching through Feminist Discourse (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield 
Publishers, Inc., 2001).
56  Carter, ‘Teaching with Trauma’.
57  Roestone Collective, ‘Safe Space’, 1347–48.
58  Shugar, Separatism and the Women’s Community, 15.
59  Ibid.
60  Ibid.



137

The Lavender Menace Comes to Melbourne

Like their counterparts in the United States, women’s liberationists and 
second-wave feminists in Australia also sought to reclaim and recreate 
space. In Melbourne, women’s liberationists held actions on trams, 
in pubs and at beauty contests, held demonstrations in the street, formed 
consciousness-raising and action groups, created women-only health and 
refuge services and cultivated their own centres and meetings places where 
women could gather and plan women’s liberation actions, such as the 
WLC.61 Contemporary safe space scholarship encouraged me to examine 
the work that women’s liberationists put into cultivating their places 
and spaces and to consider how group differences, as well as notions of 
separatism, women-only and safety, had affected perceptions of a women’s 
liberation place as a safe space. While scholarship that traces the history 
of the concept of ‘safe space’ appears to be limited to the context of the 
United States, my paper is part of a burgeoning body of work that is 
questioning and considering the significance of the relationship between 
space, feminism and the movement of women in and out of place 
and space.62

Non-political and Political Lesbian Groups 
in Melbourne, 1940–70s
Lucy Chesser contends that, since the 1940s, lesbians were part of mixed 
social networks that had formed based on a shared interest in art, theatre, 
sport or participation in the army. In addition to these social groups, 
a small number of hotels and cafes, such as Prompts Corner and Val’s 
Coffee Shop, attracted a ‘strong lesbian clientele’.63 During the mid-
1960s, a mixed group of lesbians and gay men formed Checkmates, 
which functioned as a social club. Checkmates was best known for their 
successful public dances, which were ‘advertised by word of mouth’ and 
were attended by ‘three or four hundred lesbians and gay men’.64 By the 
late 1960s, the first lesbian, and openly homosexual organisation, was 

61  Examples of women’s liberation health and refuge services in Melbourne include the Women’s 
Health Centre, the Rape Crisis Centre and the Women’s Liberation Halfway House.
62  Finn Enke, Finding the Movement (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2007), 5–6, in 
Sherna Berger Gluck, ‘Has Feminist Oral History Lost its Radical/Subversive Edge?’, Oral History, 39, 
no. 2 (2011): 68.
63  Lucy Chesser, ‘Australasian Lesbian Movement: “Claudia’s Group” and Lynx: “Non-Political” 
Lesbian Organisation in Melbourne, 1969–1980’, Hecate, 22, no. 1 (1996): np.
64  Ibid.
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formed in Melbourne. Inspired by the Daughters of Bilitis in the United 
States, Marion Paull and Claudia Pearce formed the Daughters Of Bilitis in 
Melbourne. In 1970, Daughters Of Bilitis broke away from the American 
organisation and renamed themselves the ‘Australasian Lesbian Movement’. 
The  Australasian Lesbian Movement aimed to be a ‘political extension 
to the increasingly advanced status of lesbian subculture in Melbourne 
in this period’.65 However, the Australasian Lesbian Movement’s political 
goals were restricted by the group’s internal struggle between seeking to 
provide an alternative social group for lesbians who were not comfortable 
with the hotel scene and their attempt to be a public group that aimed 
to provide education and an understanding of lesbians to a ‘heterosexual 
society in order to achieve tolerance and understanding’.66 Over time, 
the demographic of the Australasian Lesbian Movement shifted and by 
1972 the organisation was less politically motivated and served more as 
‘an alternative to lesbian activism within the women’s movement’.67 When 
the Australasian Lesbian Movement folded in 1973, those who did not 
feel comfortable taking part in the political activism of gay and women’s 
liberation continued to meet and formed a group called Lynx, which 
served as a ‘contact point for “non-radical” lesbians’ and offered an entry 
point into ‘lesbian and gay subcultures’.68

Chris Sitka has recorded that politically active lesbians were often 
unsure of whether they should be more ‘aligned’ with the WLM or the 
Gay Liberation Movement.69 In Melbourne, some lesbian feminists had 
experienced a vast amount of ‘sexism of the men’ at the Gay Liberation 
Centre, which was located in Davis Street.70 According to Robert Reynolds, 
despite groups such as CAMP, who wanted to ‘demonstrate to the wider 
public that homosexuals and lesbians were no oddball minority’, the 
wider public continued to confuse and conflate the experiences of gay 
men with lesbians.71 It can be interpreted that this ‘fundamental gendered 
shortcoming’ reflected, as Dennis Altman contended, the ‘inferior 
position of women in our society’, which could have been another factor 
that led some lesbian feminists to become more aligned with the WLM 

65  Ibid.
66  Ibid.
67  Ibid.
68  Ibid.
69  Chris Sitka, ‘A Radicalesbian Herstory’, 1988, np. Archive file no. 175, Australian Queer Archives, 
Melbourne.
70  Ibid.
71  Robert Reynolds, From Camp to Queer (Carlton: Melbourne University Press, 2002), 26, 47.
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rather than the gay liberation movement.72 Lesbian feminists wanted to 
create their own identities and political agendas separate from gay men. 
Indeed, Rebecca Jennings’ research reveals that the WLM’s emphasis on 
the necessity of women-only spaces and activism meant that the WLM 
not only ‘offered an attractive and supportive space for women who 
already identified as lesbians’, but that the women-only spaces and places 
of the movement provided some women the opportunity to ‘explore their 
sexuality’ separate from men.73

The Development of Women’s Liberation 
and Lesbian Feminism in Melbourne
Katy Reade has identified two threads as the beginning of the WLM in 
Melbourne. The first thread was D’Aprano’s chain-in and the formation 
of WAC. Reade observed that the second thread was the formation of 
women’s liberation university groups at La Trobe, Monash and Melbourne 
in 1970.74 WAC and the university groups had formed, seemingly 
unbeknownst to each other, during a similar period of time and with 
a significant focus on women and class-based oppression: the former as a 
result of their lived experience in the workforce and the union movement 
and the latter through their university education and increasing awareness 
of communism and socialism. The first contact between these two strands 
occurred when the University of Melbourne group invited WAC to 
a consciousness-raising session.75 According to Reade, Thelma Solomon 
recalled that D’Aprano was worried ‘about these young educated women 
whom she had assumed were different to her’.76 Eventually, WAC 
did attend the University of Melbourne women’s liberation group’s 
consciousness-raising session and it was at this session that D’Aprano 
managed to ‘overcome her … “worries”’ about the university-based 
women’s liberation groups.77

72  Dennis Altman, Homosexual: Oppression and Liberation (St Lucia: University of Queensland 
Press, 2012), 26, 92.
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As the WLM in Melbourne grew, D’Aprano and Hull recognised the 
need for a centre. The WLC opened in March 1972 at 16 Little La Trobe 
Street in the CBD.78 D’Aprano felt that the WLM in Melbourne was 
‘official’ when she saw that the Centre’s phone number was registered as 
the ‘Women’s Liberation Movement’ in the phone book. She reflected 
that as consciousness-raising groups were growing across Melbourne, 
‘there was no longer any need’ for the WAC and the group ‘disbanded’.79 
The WAC women continued to be active in the WLM in Melbourne and 
joined various other groups. Taylor has recorded that in the beginning the 
WLC aimed to ‘act as a focus for the diverse WLM groups and to provide 
a phone information, support and referral service as well as a central 
meeting place to coordinate various activities’.80 The groups that met at 
the building included the MWLN Committee, as well as various action 
groups committed to issues such as equal pay, child care and abortion. 
In addition to providing a central meeting place, the WLC also provided 
women with information about women’s liberation and feminist theories, 
meetings, actions and fundraisers. Taylor described the outside of the 
Little La Trobe Street WLC building as ‘unprepossessing’.81 It was a ‘two-
storied brick building right on the street’.82 Upon entering the purple 
front door, one would come across:

a steep flight of stairs leading to a large open space and an 
assortment of second-hand furniture, a desk with a phone, and a 
typewriter, open shelves with magazines, articles, and newsletters 
for sale, the gestetner, and eventually a small library.83

According to Taylor, the conflicts between women at the WLC at 16 Little 
La Trobe Street were minimal. The only major issue of concern was 
whether or not to allow men into the WLC. In the August 1972 issue of 
the MWLN, the question of whether the WLC was open to men, as ‘men 
would like to assist the movement’, was suggested as a topic of discussion 
for the groups at the WLC.84 Taylor recalled that this conflict ‘got short 
shift’ as the WLC was ‘for womyn by womyn and as such womyn only 

78  Taylor, Brazen Hussies, np.
79  Ibid.
80  Ibid.
81  Ibid.
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space as far as most of the womyn  there were concerned’.85 However, 
in the November 1973 issue of the MWLN, Alice wrote—in response to 
pieces by Adrianna in the July issue and Kathy in the August issue—that 
she thought that ‘men are not the enemy’ and that men, like women, 
were ‘losers in the present scheme of society’.86 While Alice’s article can 
be seen as part of the debate over whether men were allowed to enter the 
WLC, it also demonstrates how separatist, or women-only, strategies were 
perceived by some women’s liberationists as anti-male. Other problems 
for the women’s liberationists and feminists at the WLC from 1972–74 
were recorded in the MWLN and related to finance, cleaning the WLC, 
alienation, as well as the purpose of the Coordinating Committee.87

The Coordinating Committee was an action group with a rotating 
membership and their responsibilities included overseeing the ‘day-to-
day events that affect the Movement’ and the WLC as well as calling 
the General Meetings.88 The first General Meeting was held in 1972 at 
the WLC. At first, they were held once a month and, eventually, twice 
a month.89 According to Taylor, the purpose of the General Meetings was 
to provide a form of:

communication between the various activist collectives, area 
groups and individual groups … General Meetings were designed 
to discuss issues, co-ordinate actions, organise demonstrations, 
hear reports from various groups, formulate theory, work out 
finances, and generally make policy about WLM activities. 
All womyn were welcome to attend.90

The minutes of the General Meetings were printed in the MWLN, which 
meant that women who were unable to attend the General Meetings would 
be able to access information about decisions, events and other important 

85  Taylor, Brazen Hussies, np. Archive file no. 305.4209945 WOME, University of Melbourne 
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announcements. Ultimately, the General Meetings were perceived as ‘the 
central point of decision making for the WLM as a whole’, and so became 
the subject of much debate in 1976 as part of the wider discussion relating 
to the purpose and function of the WLC.91

Taylor describes 1973 as the year that ‘lesbian feminists made their 
collective presence felt’.92 The first mention of lesbian feminists that 
I have found in the MWLN was in the May 1973 issue. An article entitled 
‘Gay Sisters’ detailed how a group of ‘sisters from gay liberation’ attended 
a General Meeting on 8 April 1973 in order to ‘establish a place in the 
‘WLM in Melbourne’.93 These ‘sisters’ were part of a group known as Gay 
Women’s Group—later renamed radicalesbians—and their shift from gay 
liberation to women’s liberation demonstrated that this group of lesbian 
feminists were more aligned with women’s liberation and feminism, 
than with ‘mixed lesbian and gay politics’.94 In the July 1973 issue of the 
MWLN, a small notice stated that the Gay Women’s Group now met 
at the WLC every Tuesday at 8 pm to discuss ‘theory and action’. The 
meetings were open to ‘all interested women’ and the group intended to 
run ‘women’s dances … in order to raise some money for the radicalesbian 
conference’.95 A group report that outlined the purpose of Gay Women’s 
Group was published in the August 1973 issue of the MWLN.96 A side 
note published with this report contended that women from the Gay 
Women’s Group were ‘always at the forefront of feminist action’ in 
1973 and at ‘recent demonstrations gay women have been quite a large 
proportion of the demonstrators’.97

In 1974, the women at 16 Little La Trobe Street were forced to move 
out and in to 50 Little La Trobe Street. While I have thus far been 
unable to locate a description of the interior or exterior of this building, 
Taylor points out that this building was located directly opposite the 
Commonwealth Building where, five years prior, D’Aprano had chained 
herself in protest. In the two years since the WLC had first formed, the 
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tensions and conflicts at the Centre were indeed escalating. Taylor wrote 
that the debate of whether or not to let men into the WLC was reignited 
when two men walked into the WLC ‘one Saturday’. This debate seemed 
to revolve around the issue of whether or not the women-only place would 
be ‘spoiled’ by men and whether men could use ‘one small section’ of the 
WLC.98 Other issues were in relation to ‘control’ and the politics within 
the WLC, as well as issues relating to money. In 1976, the WLC moved 
once again to 100 Lonsdale Street. The building at 100 Lonsdale Street 
was described as a ‘relatively small space’ and was one of three terrace 
buildings.99 Eventually, the women’s liberationists would rent all three 
buildings: one terrace house operated as the WLC, another as a rape crisis 
centre and the third was where Sybylla Press operated from.100

By this time, Taylor contends that the WLC had become an ‘essential and 
integral part of the WLM as a whole, providing the necessary meeting 
space and focusing of political theory and action’, but concedes that issues 
and conflicts had also increased.101 Taylor also believed that ‘suburban 
women would feel so ill at ease on their first visit, that they may not face 
repeating the experience’.102 By 1976, it is evident that D’Aprano felt that 
the tension between heterosexual and lesbian feminists at the WLC had 
reached a point that required her intervention, which she expressed in the 
form of a letter to the MWLN.

Zelda D’Aprano’s Letter
In April 1976, the MWLN printed D’Aprano’s letter, which expressed 
her concern about the increasing number of lesbian feminists at the 
WLC and the increasing visibility of lesbian feminists in the WLM in 
Melbourne. A reply to D’Aprano’s letter was published in the same issue 
and was written by a woman named Maureen. She wrote that despite 
being a ‘relative newcomer to the Centre’, she felt that the meetings were 
‘friendly and relaxed’, and that ‘if straight women are put off by other 
women showing their affection at GMs, then it is they that have the 
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problem—it’s not the lesbian’s fault’. However, Maureen had observed that 
lesbian and heterosexual feminists were ‘super sensitive to the differences’ 
between the two groups.103

In her letter, D’Aprano contended that the General Meetings at the WLC 
had predominantly been attended by heterosexual women.104 She felt 
that the increase in visible lesbian feminists was upsetting to heterosexual 
feminists and that their presence changed the atmosphere, or sense of place, 
of the General Meetings.105 D’Aprano seemed to be particularly vexed by 
the way that lesbian feminists changed partners and lovers regularly, kissed 
at General Meetings and ‘huddle[d] together in couple situations’.106 
Furthermore, D’Aprano attributed the ‘inner turmoil that seems to be 
seething in and around’ the WLC to the presence of lesbian feminists. She 
claimed that lesbian feminists were making heterosexual feminists feel ‘ill 
at ease’ and had ‘ceased speaking freely of their experiences with men’.107 
Ultimately, it seems that, for D’Aprano, the increasing visibility of lesbian 
feminists at the WLC had crossed a line.

Boundaries, explains Linda McDowell, are an important factor to 
consider when analysing place and space. McDowell contends that 
boundaries are socially and spatially constructed. Boundaries, and those 
who uphold them, stipulate who belongs and who may be excluded.108 
Acceptable behaviour within the boundaries that define places and spaces 
can depend upon a person’s gender, age, class, sexual orientation and 
ethnicity.109 D’Aprano believed that the General Meetings at the WLC 
were predominately attended by heterosexual feminists, which suggests 
that the boundaries of the WLC were dependent on heteronormativity, 
thus she would have perceived the kissing and cuddling between lesbian 
feminists as breaking the rules of this heteronormative space. D’Aprano’s 
shock at the observable increase in lesbian feminists at the WLC echoes 
Wilkens’s research findings: that her participants ‘did not express the same 
sense of belonging or safety’ when their meeting place was shared by other 

103  Maureen, ‘A Reply to Zelda D’Aprano’s “Sisters Speak”’, Melbourne Women’s Liberation Newsletter, 
April 1976, 3.
104  D’Aprano, ‘Sisters Speak’, 2.
105  D’Aprano, ‘Sisters Speak’, 1–2.
106  D’Aprano, ‘Sisters Speak’, 3.
107  Ibid.
108  Linda McDowell, Gender, Identity & Place: Understanding Feminist Geographies (Cambridge: 
Polity Press, 1999), 4.
109  Ibid., 4, 11.
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groups.110 This is evident in D’Aprano’s observation that heterosexual 
feminists had stopped speaking freely about their experiences with men 
and that while lesbian feminists may have felt safe to express themselves 
and their feelings for each other at the WLC, D’Aprano contended that 
heterosexual feminists no longer felt safe to talk about their experiences 
with men, or felt safe to ‘express’ themselves because she believed that 
heterosexual women felt ‘intimidated’ by lesbian feminists.111

Another concern that D’Aprano expressed was the joint mailout of 
Lesbian News and the MWLN. She questioned whether ‘dissipating our 
women’s energy’ was worth it just to ‘save a few dollars’, which seems 
to demonstrate D’Aprano’s concern for the longevity of the WLM in 
Melbourne, as she feared that the joint mailout would deter new women 
from joining the WLM.112 However, D’Aprano also believed that ‘eighty 
percent of women in society are hetero’ and asked ‘what is wrong with 
our centres when these women feel alienated’.113 D’Aprano’s belief that 
heterosexual women—like herself—made up the majority of women in 
Australian society and her concern over the safety of heterosexual women’s 
liberationists at the WLC can be interpreted as an attempt to invoke safety 
in order to maintain the status quo and to ‘silence the voices’ of lesbian 
feminists.114 In doing so, D’Aprano reinforced the same homophobic 
attitudes that permeated Australian society during the 1970s in the WLC 
and demonstrated that her catchcry that ‘all women could enter’ the 
WLC did not seem to extend to lesbians.115

Contemporary scholars have described the quintessential hallmark of 
a women’s liberation safe space as separatist and women-only. In her 
autobiography, D’Aprano reflected that ‘all women who formed groups 
in the early years of the movement always found themselves confronted 
with the argument that men should be allowed to attend the meetings’.116 
The women’s liberationists and feminists who cultivated and operated out 
of the WLC were engaged with debates over separatism. These debates 
seemed to have been sparked when men attempted to enter the centre. 
In doing so, these men had attempted to physically cross the boundary 

110  Wilkens, ‘The Significance of Affinity Groups’, 31.
111  D’Aprano, ‘Sisters Speak’, 3.
112  Ibid.
113  Ibid., 2.
114  Carter, ‘Teaching with Trauma’.
115  D’Aprano, ‘Sisters Speak’, 1.
116  D’Aprano, Zelda, 155.
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into the women-only place. Some women, like Taylor, were adamant 
that the WLC was a women-only place, while others, like Alice, took 
a less militant approach to men. Another point of contention that fuelled 
the tension between heterosexual and lesbian feminists was the split 
between their private and political lives. For lesbian feminists, there was 
no divide between their political and private lives as lovers or partners 
could attend feminist meetings and activities. In contrast, heterosexual 
feminists were ‘divided in their loyalties between the man at home and 
the Sisters in the Centre’.117 For lesbian feminists who lived separatist 
lives, the WLC could be seen as part of their attempt to live separate 
from men in order to gain their autonomy away from objectification and 
sexism. For women’s liberationists who were not living separatist lives, 
the WLC can be interpreted as a separate space that could provide these 
women with ‘temporary liberation from various social constraints’ and as 
a place where they could plan and ‘forge new political effectiveness within 
a broader public world’.118 In addition, while D’Aprano contended that 
heterosexual feminists felt uncomfortable with the ‘anti-male’ leanings 
that she believed lesbian feminists were bringing into the WLC, she 
also expressed her disapproval of the masculine clothing that lesbian 
feminists wore and wrote that she refused to ‘emulate men whatsoever’.119 
D’Aprano’s criticism demonstrated that the way that separatism, or 
‘women-only’, was interpreted in the WLC was context-specific; that 
heterosexual women who had separatist leanings, or who wanted to create 
a separate space, were refusing to act like men, while lesbian feminists who 
practised separatism were perceived as anti-male.

In applying spatial analysis to D’Aprano’s letter, we can recognise how 
notions of safety and separatism were understood and articulated within 
the place and space of the WLC, which then helps us to understand 
how these notions contributed to the tensions and conflicts between 
heterosexual and lesbian feminists. In following the activity of women’s 
liberationists and lesbian feminists after the publication of D’Aprano’s 
letter, I argue that a spatial approach can help us to reconceptualise 
conflict as constructive to the WLM in Melbourne.120

117  Taylor, Brazen Hussies, np.
118  Enke, ‘Smuggling Sex Through the Gates’, 637–38.
119  D’Aprano, ‘Sisters Speak’, 1.
120  Carter, ‘Teaching with Trauma’, np.
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Conflict as Constructive
In July 1976, lesbian feminist Sue Jackson put forward a ‘controversial’ 
motion at a General Meeting at the WLC. Jackson felt that the WLM 
in Melbourne had stopped ‘functioning [as] a political organisation’ and 
that the WLC should be managed by a ‘coalition of women’ rather than 
continue with the current management structure.121 Taylor has recorded 
that over 100 women attended the ‘special meeting’ to discuss Jackson’s 
motion.122 While the majority of women reportedly voted against Jackson’s 
motion, this did not stop the WLC from closing in 1978.123 In place of 
the WLC, the Women’s Cultural Palace opened in December 1978 and 
was located at 74 Moor Street, Fitzroy.124 The Coordinating Committee 
and the General Meetings were also abolished and were replaced by the 
Caretaker Group whose responsibilities were limited to overseeing the 
sub-renting of the rooms to various ‘women’s groups’.125 The Caretaker 
Group was part of a new ‘management structure’ that was designed to 
enable the ‘collection of autonomous groups to cohabitate successfully’.126 
In addition, a ‘management collective’, or  a  ‘queen’s council’, was ‘set 
up with one representative from each group that rents a room, and one 
representative from the caretakers group’ who planned to meet monthly, 
and ensured that every group could have a say in decisions.127 While the 
Women’s Cultural Palace operated similarly to the WLC in the way that 
it functioned as a central meeting place for  the WLM in Melbourne, 
women’s liberationists and lesbian feminists ultimately wanted to ‘create 
an alternative to the old idea’ of the WLC.128

Conclusion
In this paper, I have demonstrated that a spatial approach can help us 
to better understand how notions of safety and separatism contributed 
to the tensions and conflict between heterosexual and lesbian feminists 

121  Taylor, Brazen Hussies, np.
122  Ibid.
123  Ibid. Archive file no. 305.4209945 WOME, University of Melbourne Archives, Melbourne.
124  Jean Taylor, Stroppy Dykes, 20, 28; Anon, ‘Women’s Cultural Palace’, Melbourne Women’s 
Liberation Newsletter, December 1978, 18.
125  Anon, ‘Women’s Cultural Palace’, 18.
126  Ibid.
127  Ibid.
128  Ibid.
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at the WLC in Melbourne. In drawing on safe space scholarship and in 
examining the way that women’s liberationists and lesbian feminists had 
cultivated their places and spaces, I have broadened understandings of 
the heterosexual–lesbian split in the WLM in Melbourne and have also 
contributed a new perspective to this history by recognising the way that 
heterosexual and lesbian feminists attempted to resolve their differences 
through the creation of the Women’s Cultural Palace. Ultimately, I suggest 
that in asking different questions of the feminist past, we can broaden our 
understanding of the WLM in Australia.
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‘Lovely and Secret’: The Life of 
a Poet’s Muse, Katie Anna Lush
Danielle Scrimshaw
University of Melbourne, Melbourne, Vic.

Abstract
This article focuses on the life of Katie Anna Lush (1887–1935), 
a  figure who exists primarily in the historical narrative as the 
friend, lover and muse of the Australian poet Lesbia Harford. 
What began first as an exploration of the women’s relationship, 
grew into a larger biography of Lush. A philosophy tutor for the 
University of Melbourne, an anti-conscriptionist and belonging 
to a circle of prominent Australian socialists of the 1910s and 
1920s, Katie Lush provides valuable insight into unmarried white 
women’s political and academic careers in the early twentieth 
century. As the subject of several romantic poems written by Lesbia 
Harford, this article will additionally consider the relationship’s 
queer potential. This is the first extensive study of Katie Lush’s 
life and draws upon former research regarding Lesbia Harford in 
addition to new detail accessed from the Lush family collection.

* * *
All the pretty poplar trees have robed themselves in silver,
Like the clouds and like the waves they’ve clothed themselves 
with light.
Now they’re singing songs to me. Maybe across the river
Sister trees sing just such songs for Katie’s ears tonight.1

The above poem, ‘Geisha’, was written in January 1912 by Lesbia Harford, 
a little-known Australian poet who was largely unpublished during her 
lifetime. This is one of several poems that Lesbia wrote of her tutor and 
friend Katie Lush, ‘a very tall rather dominating woman with red hair & 
a mind like a knife—a logical relentless mind rather than a sympathetic 

1  Lesbia Harford, ‘Geisha’, in Collected Poems, ed. Oliver Dennis (Crawley: UWA Publishing, 
2014), 3.
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one’.2 Lush was a philosophy tutor at Ormond College, and while little 
is known of her life there are clues scattered in newspaper articles, letters 
and the poetry of Lesbia Harford. In research on Harford, scholars have 
been attracted to her poetry, socialism and sexuality, while Lush has been 
treated as a secondary figure whose life remains fragmented. A 1991 play 
inspired by Lesbia Harford, Earthly Paradise by Daryl Emmerson, features 
Lush in only one scene, after which she disappears from Harford’s life 
because, in the protagonist’s words, ‘for a while there were things I had to 
learn from her. Once I understood them, she had nothing more to give.’3 
From reading Harford’s poetry, we can see that this is not an accurate 
representation of their relationship. While poetry may not always present 
itself as a historical source, I believe it provides important context for Katie 
Lush’s relationship with Lesbia Harford while also highlighting the latter’s 
affections. However, these poems should not be read too literally—they 
are creative works of a poet who used writing as a method of expressing her 
thoughts and feelings in private notebooks. There is little way of knowing 
whether a poem was inspired by real events or only a product of Harford’s 
imagination. Despite this, given the limited documentation surrounding 
Lush’s life, Harford’s poems are important in offering one woman’s insight 
into a figure who is almost inaccessible to modern historians.

My aim for this article is to draw greater biographical attention to Katie 
Lush, as previous studies have neglected to discuss her in her own right, 
and argue for her significance as an historical figure. This, admittedly, 
cannot be done without considering the life and writing of Lesbia 
Harford, as records concerning Lush are so scarce that one is required to 
rely on information associated with Lesbia Harford. Research on Harford 
has declined since the work of historian Jeff Sparrow and literary theorist 
Ann Vickery in the late 2000s.4 Consequently, there have been no further 
attempts at uncovering the details of Katie Lush’s life. By returning to 
the previous work of Sparrow and Vickery, along with other historians 
and literary critics such as Lesley Parson, Marjorie Pizer and Drusilla 
Modjeska, I have been able to expand the narrative of Katie Lush by 

2  Letter from Professor A. Boyce Gibson to Marjorie Pizer, 1962, in Ann Vickery, Stressing the 
Modern: Cultural Politics in Australian Women’s Poetry (Cambridge: Salt Publishing, 2007), 218.
3  Daryl Emmerson, Earthly Paradise (Paddington: Currency Press, 1991), 14.
4  Jeff Sparrow, ‘“Signed Up in a Rebel Band”: Lesbia Harford Re-Viewed’, Hecate, 32, no. 1 
(2006): 8–35; Ann Vickery, ‘Lesbia Harford’s Romantic Legacy’, in The Intimate Archive: Journeys 
Through Private Papers, ed. Maryanne Dever, Sally Newman and Ann Vickery (Canberra: National 
Library of Australia), 81–132; Ann Vickery, ‘Lesbia Harford: Writing Revolution’, in The Intimate 
Archive, eds Dever, Newman and Vickery, 215–62.
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revisiting archives and making contact with the daughters of Sir George 
Lush (Katie’s nephew)—Mary, Margaret and Jenny Lush. The following 
is a biographical article about a woman who has existed primarily in the 
historical narrative as a poet’s muse and lover. The relationship shared 
between Katie Lush and Lesbia Harford has, on several occasions, been 
interpreted as a lesbian one due to the love poetry written by Harford for 
her friend and tutor. This interpretation evolved from the publication 
of Pizer and Modjeska’s edited collection of Harford’s work, The Poems 
of Lesbia Harford (1985), in which the editors drew their conclusion 
from the basis of poetry and interviews with Harford’s brother, Esmond 
Keogh, and political activist Guido Baracchi. Since this publication, 
other historians such as Joy Damousi have accepted the relationship as 
queer.5 Lush and Harford have additionally been discussed in recent 
popular podcasts Making Queer History and Queer As Fact, which again 
use Lesbia Harford as the central focus while Lush is referred to as an 
apparent romantic partner.6 Despite this, there is no recorded evidence of 
Katie Lush ever reciprocating the affections of Lesbia Harford, or indeed 
maintaining a romantic relationship with another woman. This does not 
necessarily mean Katie Lush should be viewed within heteronormative 
discourse, however, and throughout this article I will be emphasising the 
very real and valid potential of Katie’s queerness.

When not being actively denied, queer histories are rarely acknowledged 
or considered. In the mid-1990s, American historian Martha Vicinus 
argued that lesbian history, on a global level, is under-researched—since 
then, queer women’s history, particularly in Australia, remains largely 
under-represented.7 Vicinus references the work of literary scholar Terry 
Castle, who suggested that ‘the lesbian is repeatedly treated as if she were 
a ghost, whose sexuality cannot be pinned down, and yet she repeatedly 
reappears, haunting the heterosexual imaginary’.8 Lucy Chesser, one of 
the few historians to research Australian lesbian history in the colonial 
era, has argued:

5  Joy Damousi, Women Come Rally: Socialism, Communism and Gender in Australia 1890–1955 
(Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1994), 22.
6  Will and Laura, ‘Lesbia Harford’, 13 December 2020, in Making Queer History, podcast, MP3 
audio, 49:29, podcasts.apple.com/au/podcast/lesbia-harford/id1157710271?i=1000502223761; and 
Eli, Irene, and Alice, ‘Lesbia Harford’, 15 December 2017, in Queer As Fact, podcast, MP3 audio, 
54:00, queerasfact.podbean.com/e/lesbia-harford/.
7  Martha Vicinus, ‘Lesbian History: All Theory and No Facts or All Facts and No Theory?’, 
Radical History Review, no. 60 (1994): 57–75.
8  Ibid., 60.

https://podcasts.apple.com/au/podcast/lesbia-harford/id1157710271?i=1000502223761
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in relation to lesbians and lesbian history, the dynamic that 
tends to emerge repeatedly is absence or invisibility, the simple 
non-presence and non-recognition of lesbians within cultural 
production, including historical production.9

Vicinus, Castle and Chesser have all justifiably pointed to the overlooking 
of queer women’s histories, leading to the issue of invisibility within 
our cultural narratives that so often positions queer women as ‘ghosts’. 
The scarce historiography of queer Australian women is not only due to 
limited availability of sources, but because of the limitations regarding 
the knowledge of queer women’s sexualities and how these sexualities 
are expressed and defined. As Vicinus has argued, lesbianism tends to 
depend on evidence of sexual contact, whereas heterosexual relationships 
are confirmed through a variety of social forms such as marriage, even if 
unconsummated, abusive or childless.10 Even where romantic language is 
present in letters and diaries between people of the same sex, the couple can 
easily be disregarded as ‘close friends’ from a heteronormative perspective. 
By reducing the availability of ‘legitimate’ evidence for queer women in 
this manner, there arises a danger of losing queer histories simply due 
to an assumption of heterosexuality, to say nothing of the limitations of 
defining lesbianism strictly based on genital contact.

Language has additionally restricted how women’s sexualities can be 
studied. In many cases, a binary of gay and straight has been utilised, 
rather than acknowledging the fluidity and complexity of sexuality. For 
this reason, throughout this article I will be preferencing the term ‘queer’ 
to ‘lesbian’ in order to account for the fluidity and complexity of sexuality, 
particularly during a time where these labels were not accessible. Some 
lesbian academics reject the term ‘queer’, as it is non-specific and can 
equally be used to describe homosexual men. Terry Castle, for example, 
has labelled Greta Garbo a lesbian despite Garbo’s known affairs with 
men. Instead of referring to Garbo ‘more properly’ as bisexual, Castle 
argued that it is ‘more meaningful to refer to her as a lesbian’.11 While 
this stance may be meaningful for Castle’s own work, it does not consider 

9  Lucy Chesser, ‘“What They Were Doing With Their Clothes Off I Don’t Know”: Homophobia, 
Lesbian History and Responses to “Lesbian-Like” Relationships, 1860s–1890s’, in Homophobia: 
An Australian History, ed. Shirleene Robinson (Annandale: The Federation Press, 2008), 40.
10  Vicinus, ‘Lesbian History’, 59.
11  Terry Castle, The Apparitional Lesbian: Female Homosexuality and Modern Culture (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1993), 15 (emphasis in the original).



153

‘Lovely and Secret’

Garbo’s entire sexual identity and is intrinsically biphobic.12 My intention 
behind using ‘queer’ is to include women whose sexualities may not be so 
easily labelled, or could more appropriately be identified as bisexual rather 
than lesbian. While I acknowledge that in some particular cases a queer 
history cannot be definitively proven, I believe there is a significance 
in the possibility of these queer readings, particularly for women whose 
sexualities have historically been neglected and denied.

This article fits into a wider Australian feminist historiography but should 
also be read as queer history. In examining Lush’s life independently 
from Harford, rich documentation has been found on central feminist 
historical questions such as women’s higher education, anti-conscription 
protest, international travel for single women, and socialist politics of 
the First World War era. The question of whether Lush and Harford’s 
acquaintance was romantic or sexual is not the most important aspect of 
this research—instead, I want to reach beyond the discussion of intimate 
friendships and historicise Katie Lush as a figure in her own right.

A Lush Upbringing
Katie Anna Lush was born in Kew on 14 May 1887 to Martha Dalgeish 
Finlay and George Lush. She had a younger brother born the following 
year, Robert Finlay Lush, and two half-siblings from her father’s first 
marriage to Mary Mabel Elizabeth Nicol Fullarton, who died three days 
after the birth of Mabel Mary Hailes Lush in 1881.13 The family lived in 
Oakwood, a large 16-room house on Studley Park Road, until the death 
of George Lush in 1932.14 Katie’s mother, Martha, was remembered by a 
younger cousin as ‘a very kind and generous person … we would always 
come away heaped with flowers after visiting her’.15 This kindness and 
generosity was extended to Martha’s own children and step-children, 
and she formed close relationships particularly with Katie and Mary, who 

12  Biphobia includes various negative stereotypes concerning bisexual people in addition to the 
denial of bisexuality’s existence. For a lesbian feminist critique of bisexuality, see Sheila Jeffreys, 
‘Bisexual Politics: A Superior Form of Feminism?’, Women’s Studies International Forum, 22, no. 3 
(1999): 273–85.
13  Ruth Benjamin, ‘Lush, Mabel Mary (1881–1958)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, adb.anu.
edu.au/biography/lush-mabel-mary-10875/text19305.
14  ‘Advertising’, Age, 27 August 1932, 2.
15  Margaret Berry, letter to Marjorie Pizer, 14 May 1984, Marjorie Pizer papers, MLMSS 7428, 
Box 2, Mitchell Library (ML), Sydney.
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lived with her for the majority of their lives. George Lush was a respected 
figure himself, and son to one of Victoria’s first Baptist ministers. He held 
various management positions of merchant companies and was president 
of the philanthropic Royal Humane Society of Australasia from 1893 to 
1925.16 The Lush children consequently enjoyed a comfortable, middle-
class upbringing, with Katie and Mary attending the prestigious Ruyton 
Girls’ School.

Katie Lush was a talented scholar, passing her matriculation exam in 1905 
and winning an exhibition in French and German the following year.17 
At the age of 18 she ‘came out’ at a debutante ball held at Melbourne 
Town Hall in April 1906, organised by students in connection to the 
University of Melbourne’s jubilee celebration. She was one of 29 
debutantes among 1,000 guests, including university professors and the 
Lord Mayor of Melbourne.18 Three years passed before Lush commenced 
a Bachelor of Arts degree at the University of Melbourne, studying 
philosophy, mathematics, English, Latin and Greek in her first year.19 
Women’s admittance into university had been in effect since 1880, with 
Julia Margaret (Bella) Guerin becoming the first woman to graduate 
from an Australian university in 1883.20 The community of women at 
the University of Melbourne was small, yet continuously growing during 
Lush’s time as student and staff member. In 1912, she was awarded the 
Hastie Scholarship in philosophy and received £25 for ‘special research 
and investigation work’, though there is no record of how this money was 
spent and what kind of research she pursued.21 During her undergraduate 
degree, Lush joined the women’s Princess Ida Club and became involved 
with the Melbourne University Magazine (MUM ), serving on the board of 
management for its ninth volume in 1916, alongside future prime minister 
Robert Menzies. With a small community of students, many women 
joined the Princess Ida Club to establish friendships and create a space 
for themselves on campus. An old student from Lush’s philosophy class 
remembered the university’s atmosphere as ‘idyllic’, stating ‘we women 
students were all members of the Princess Ida Club in 1913 … we were 

16  ‘Death of Mr George Lush’, Argus, 26 May 1932, 6.
17  ‘University of Melbourne: Matriculation Examination’, Age, 20 June 1905, 8.
18  ‘The University Ball’, Australasian, 5 May 1906, 43.
19  Lush, Katie Anna, student record, University of Melbourne, Lush family collection.
20  Farley Kelly, ‘Guerin, Julia Margaret (Bella) (1858–1923)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, 
adb.anu.edu.au/biography/guerin-julia-margaret-bella-6503.
21  ‘News of the Day’, Age, 5 March 1912, 6.
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so few that we all knew each other by name’.22 Lush was a member of the 
club until it merged with the University Union Women’s Representative 
Committee in 1915, holding the position of honorary secretary in 
1910.23 She completed her Bachelor of Arts in 1912, beginning work as 
a philosophy tutor at Ormond College as she studied a Master of Arts 
from 1913–15.24 Lush was a respected member of the university both 
as a student and staff member. One Princess Ida member commented 
that Lush’s standing as a student and scholar was ‘unquestioned among 
the women at present attending lectures’, while Leonard Edward Bishop 
Stretton (later a County Court judge) later told Lush’s nephew that ‘he 
offered to fight another student whom he considered to have insulted 
K’.25 Perhaps no one was in greater awe of Katie Lush, however, than her 
student Lesbia Keogh.

Figure 1: George Lush, Robert Finlay Lush and Martha Dalgeish Lush 
inside Oakwood, Kew, c. 1916.
Source: Lush family collection.

22  Ms Warren, letter to Marjorie Pizer, undated, Pizer papers, MLMSS 7428, Box 2, ML.
23  ‘Princess Ida Club “At Home”’, Punch, 4 August 1910, 28.
24  Lush, Katie Anna, student record, University of Melbourne.
25  Melbourne University Magazine, 6, no. 2 (1912): 51; Sir George Lush notes on Katie Lush, 1984, 
Pizer papers, MLMSS 7428, Box 2, Folder 13, ML.
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Figure 2: Lesbia Keogh (left) with an unidentified woman who is thought 
to be Katie Lush, the University of Melbourne, c. 1912–16.
Source: Marjorie Pizer Papers, MLMSS 7428, Mitchell Library, Sydney.

Student Politics and the Rebel Girl
Lesbia Venner Harford (née Keogh) was born in Brighton on 9 April 
1891, the eldest child of Helen Beatrice and Edmund Keogh. A ‘blue-
baby’, Lesbia suffered from a congenital heart disease, which gave her 
a  faint blue complexion and restricted physical activities throughout 
her life—she was only expected to live to the age of 25 and was herself 
aware of this.26 Between 1912 and 1916 she studied law at the University 
of Melbourne, paying her way through the degree by taking art classes and 
tutoring in schools.27 In her first year of university, Harford met Lush and 
was most likely tutored by her, enrolling in logic in 1915 and receiving 
first-class honours in moral philosophy in her second year.28

26  Lesley Parson, ‘The Quest for Lesbia Harford’ (Honours thesis, University of Melbourne, 1976), 
4.
27  Damousi, Women Come Rally, 22.
28  Parson, ‘The Quest for Lesbia Harford’, 8.
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Lesbia Harford was one of 18 women who graduated in law at the University 
of Melbourne between 1903 and 1922, the discipline being notoriously 
challenging for women to enter due to it being recognised as a masculine 
profession.29 Grata Flos Greig was the first woman to graduate law from 
the University of Melbourne in 1903, later being admitted to the Bar in 
1905 as the first woman in Australia to enter the legal profession.30 That 
year, perhaps as a response to Greig’s admittance, the university chancellor 
John Madden was quoted in the Argus as claiming: ‘it seems to be an 
accepted fact that no woman is logical and that no woman is judicial’.31 
This prejudice was not isolated to the law school but extended throughout 
the academic institution. Women at the University of Melbourne held 
fewer staff positions and female students were a marginalised group only 
just beginning to increase in number. While Lush and Harford studied 
they continuously came up against public expressions that challenged 
their presence. In May 1916, Harford’s final year, a letter was published in 
the university magazine by ‘Theolog’ that addressed the growing presence 
of female scholars: ‘if not nipped in the bud of its early dawn, [it] will 
recoil upon those who stand inactive and submerge them by its tropical 
and hot-house manner of growth, dragging with it the fair banners of our 
most honoured professions’.32 These letters, however, were few in number 
during the war years and were often challenged in the following issue by 
a female student. The concern of ‘Theolog’ that women would ‘drag’ the 
honour of academic professions was ignored by Lush, Harford and friends 
such as law students Christian Jollie Smith and Lou Barry, and future 
literary figure Nettie Palmer, who continued to pursue careers in their 
profession and encourage female peers.

Katie Lush held strong socialist beliefs and had no fear in making them 
publicly known, despite some of these opinions proving unpopular to 
the wider community. In 1915 a letter written by Lush appeared in the 
correspondence section of MUM, protesting the forced resignation of the 
university’s German lecturer Walter von Dechend, ‘not because of any 
fault committed, but because the governing body has worked itself up 
into a state of morbid suspicion and distrust’. The letter was accompanied 

29  Damousi, Women Come Rally, 22.
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32  ‘Theolog’, Melbourne University Magazine, 10, no. 1 (1916): 31.
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by a petition signed by 33 students (‘L. Keogh’ being the first), claiming 
that ‘so long as German remains a subject which undergraduates are 
allowed and wish to study there must be a German on the University 
staff’.33 Despite their efforts, von Dechend and the Conservatorium’s 
German piano teacher Eduard Scharf lost their positions and were not 
re-employed in future years.34

During the war Lush was additionally active in the movement 
campaigning against conscription for military service, an issue that was 
defeated in two Australian referendums in 1916 and 1917. ‘Miss Lush’ 
is named in a 1917 issue of Women Voter for ‘putting in fine work at 
factory and open-air meetings’ for the anti-conscription cause, fleetingly 
mentioned below paragraphs on prominent suffragists Vida Goldstein 
and Cecilia John.35 At a university debate in 1916 chaired by Robert 
Menzies, Lush refused to stand when the National Anthem was sung by 
pro-conscriptionists to interrupt Maurice Blackburn, who, like Lush, 
was against conscription.36 When asked why Lush remained seated, she 
responded, ‘when you sang it legitimately to open the meeting I stood, 
but not when it was used for obstruction’.37 Lush’s brother Robert Finlay 
Lush enlisted in the military in 1916, along with three of her cousins—of 
which, two died while in service. Her family’s involvement in the war 
brought Lush into close contact with the trauma caused by losing a loved 
one, and potentially strengthened her commitment to protest forced 
enlistment. Her sister Mary acknowledged the resilience Lush needed to 
speak publicly against conscription, exposing herself to ridicule and insult 
in working-class suburbs, to the disapproval of her father. Writing two 
months after Lush’s death, Mary recalled that ‘it was very much against 
my Father’s ideas that his daughters should face a tough crowd in places 
like Richmond. It says much for them both, that their affection and 
mutual respect survived the strain’.38 This description is a testament to 
Lush’s values and independence. 

33  Katie Lush, letter to the editor, Melbourne University Magazine, 9, no. 2 (1915): 66.
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Melbourne University Press, 2003), 63.
35  ‘Miss Cecilia John’, Woman Voter, 6 December 1917, 2.
36  R. J. W Selleck, The Shop: The University of Melbourne, 1850–1939 (Carlton: Melbourne University 
Press, 2003), 566.
37  ‘The Anti-Conscriptionists’, Age, 24 October 1916, 6.
38  Mabel Mary Hailes Lush, letter to Sir George Lush, 6 January 1936, Lush family collection.
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During this period Lush’s social circle was made up of dedicated socialists, 
all white, middle class and university educated. In 1918 she attended a 
dinner party organised by Katharine Susannah Prichard and Christian 
Jollie Smith—later co-founders of the Australian Communist Party in 
1920—to farewell writer and critic Vance Palmer before he left to serve 
in the Australian military forces.39 The guest list included a small group 
of academics and political activists, including Nettie Palmer (by now 
a respected writer, and Vance’s wife), Marxist scholar Guido Baracchi, 
author and suffragist Mary Fullerton, and Unitarian minister Frederick 
Sinclaire. Harford was also a close friend of Nettie Palmer’s, having 
known her as a child, and the two women with Lush attended the Free 
Religious Fellowship meetings in 1913–14.40 In a letter to Palmer, Lush 
wrote about Esmond Keogh’s presence at one of these meetings and noted 
that ‘Lesbia came too; because I put her on the cast and specially asked 
her … She was really too tired to come; I wished I had not asked her 
when I realised what the strain is for her. She’s coaching all the time’.41 
Despite Harford’s fatigue, she proved an active and passionate member of 
trade union movements, serving on the organising committee for the Free 
Religious Fellowship and joining the Industrial Workers of the World 
(IWW) sometime between 1916 and 1917.42

Relationship with Lesbia Harford
An untitled poem dated October 1917 mentions a song written ‘for Katie’s 
sake / When I was fresh from school and loving her / With all the strength 
of girlhood’.43 In other poems Harford frames her relationship with Lush 
as a sisterly bond, such as ‘Birthday’, written for Lush in May 1915:

I have a sister whom God gave to me;
He formed her out of trouble and the mists of the sea.

Like Aphrodite, she came to me full-grown.
Oh, I am blest forever with a sister of my own.44

39  ‘Women’s World’, Herald, 9 July 1918, 3. 
40  Vickery, ‘Lesbia Harford’s Romantic Legacy’, 104.
41  Vickery, ‘Lesbia Harford: Writing Revolution’, 227.
42  Sparrow, ‘“Signed up in a Rebel Band”’, 10.
43  Harford, ‘Do You Remember Still the Little Song’, in The Poems of Lesbia Harford, ed. Drusilla 
Modjeska and Marjorie Pizer (North Ryde: Sirius Books, 1985), 42.
44  Harford, ‘Birthday’, in Ibid., 52.
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This ‘sisterly love’ evokes the conventions of romantic friendships 
from previous centuries, explored at length in Lillian Faderman’s book 
Surpassing the Love of Men (1981).45 Faderman’s concept of romantic 
friendship—a  passionate relationship between women that was not 
considered in a homosexual context at the time—has been met with 
criticism from feminist and queer academics, however, as the approach 
‘romanticises the past by constructing a lost age of innocence: a time 
before … sexologists invented “lesbianism” as a sexualised mannish 
stereotype and imposed it on passionate relationships between women 
in order to condemn them’.46 Faderman argues that the expansion of 
sexology and subsequent theories of female homosexuality changed how 
women’s friendships could be expressed and explored. Harford’s naming 
of Lush as a sister emphasises that she valued her more than a teacher or 
friend, and while this positions the relationship as platonic, it may be 
due more to the fact that the poem was given to Lush for her birthday. 
If Lush was uncomfortable with Harford’s display of physical desire, it 
would make sense that these feelings remained within Harford’s private 
journals. Frustration at having to suppress same-sex desire is hinted in an 
earlier poem, dated April 1915:

Would that I were Sappho,
Greece my land, not this!
There the noblest women,
When they loved, would kiss.47

While feeling free to express her same-sex desires in unpublished 
poetry, Harford makes clear that these affections cannot be acted upon 
to the same effect as they could have been in this idealised impression 
of Sappho’s Greece. 

In a 1915 poem titled ‘The Electric Tram to Kew’, Harford writes, 
‘Through the swift night / I go to my love’.48 Though Lush is not named 
in the poem, as she has been in several others, Harford likely wrote this 
with Lush in mind. The poem implies that the two women met outside 
university at Lush’s home, or somewhere close in the neighbourhood. 
There is a gentle sentimentality within the verse, naming the subject of 

45  Lillian Faderman, Surpassing the Love of Men: Romantic Friendship and Love Between Women from 
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48  Harford, ‘The Electric Tram to Kew’, in Collected Poems, 24.
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the poem, ‘Lovely and secret / As thou, my friend, / Who art all heaven / 
At journey’s end’.49 Whatever loving relationship shared between Harford 
and Lush would have had to remain ‘lovely and secret’ by necessity to 
avoid unwanted attention and discrimination. Harford directly names 
Lush in poems such as ‘Geisha’ and ‘In the Public Library’. Others, such 
as ‘I love to see’ and ‘Lie-a-bed’, could potentially be about Lush, or 
indicate another woman who was the subject of Harford’s sexual desires 
and affections.50 It is certainly possible, and quite likely, that not all of 
her poetry was written with a specific person in mind—where none of 
her lovers are named, Harford might have been constructing a fictional 
identity or situation to express her thoughts and feelings.

Yet, whether a homoerotic poem was written with a specific figure in mind 
or not is not so much the point. It is simply enough for Harford to have 
written such poetry at a time when same-sex desires were not explicitly 
expressed or spoken of in a positive manner. This act alone tells us much 
about Harford’s own beliefs and values regarding women’s sexuality. It also 
suggests that the audiences she shared her poetry with were comfortable 
with and accepting of same-sex love and desire. Sylvia Martin emphasises 
the significance of poetry in her study on Mary Fullerton, another 
Australian poet who during this period lived in England with close friend 
(and possibly romantic partner) Mabel Singleton:

Meaning in poetry is relational. It involves the rational mind, 
the imagination, the emotions and the senses as it is experienced 
visually, aurally and intellectually, even the most basic experience 
of living—breathing—is an integral part of it. Poetry is very much 
an embodied experience.51

The first collection of Harford’s poetry was released posthumously in 
1941, edited by Nettie Palmer. In the foreword Palmer wrote, ‘we could 
not know that she wrote so much: we only knew that she fed on poetry’.52 
Despite limited publicity during Harford’s lifetime, she wrote extensively 
in private notebooks and shared poems with friends and lovers. In a letter 
sent to Palmer in late 1915, Harford included a poem with the message 

49  Ibid., 25.
50  Harford, ‘Lie-a-bed’, in Ibid., 22; Harford, ‘I love to see’, in Ibid., 68.
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‘here’s a rhyme I’ve just been sending to Kate’.53 This statement is important 
as it shows there had been a written correspondence between Harford and 
Lush, yet these letters have been lost. Any papers left after Lush’s death 
were likely passed onto her sister Mary, and potentially discarded over 
the years. We can only guess at how extensive Lush’s correspondence with 
Harford may have been.

Within the 1941 collection, the poems that reflect Harford’s same-sex 
desires and advocacy of free love are absent. This was possibly deliberate 
on Palmer’s part, perhaps out of a desire to conserve her late friend’s 
respectability in an era when homosexuality was still condemned.54 
Harford’s poetry was written for and about both men and women, offering 
an insight into the various relationships she maintained throughout her 
life. As such, her verse can be considered as one of the earliest examples 
of queer poetry written by a woman in Australia—preceding Radclyffe 
Hall’s The Well of Loneliness and Virginia Woolf ’s Orlando, both published 
in Britain a year after Harford’s death in 1928.55 Harford likely felt 
comfortable writing freely of her same-sex affections due to her poetry 
being shared with only a small and personal audience. In 1926 she wrote 
to Percival Serle saying, ‘I take my poetry seriously, and I am in no hurry 
to be read’.56 By limiting the publication of her verse, Harford freed herself 
from any requirement to censor her love and desires.

Historian Jeff Sparrow has argued that Lush and Harford’s relationship 
was likely not as socially transgressive as literary feminists such as Drusilla 
Modjeska suggested in the 1980s.57 According to Sparrow, the difficulty 
of reading the relationship as queer ‘lies in the fact that, in 1914, women 
could, in certain circumstances, declare a love for each other, praise each 
other’s beauty and even kiss, without encountering the social stigmas 
later associated with these actions’.58 Frank Bongiorno has similarly noted 
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‘the idea that a young woman would experience “crushes” with others of 
the same class and sex had widespread acceptance as a middle-class rite 
of passage’, which would explain why Lush and Harford’s relationship 
was seemingly accepted by their contemporaries.59 However, this does 
not mean that historians can analyse every intimate relationship shared 
between middle-class women during this era as a ‘romantic friendship’. 
It would be naïve to assume a heteronormative stance on such a concept 
purely because there was, to some extent, a level of acceptability 
concerning same-sex relationships (provided they were perceived as non-
sexual). Returning to Sparrow’s comment, emphasis should be placed 
on certain circumstances, which could also be expressed more precisely 
as socially acceptable circumstances. Women’s sexuality was stigmatised 
prior to and during the 1910s if it was openly expressed and publicly 
acknowledged. A famous case from the time is that of Marion Bill 
Edwards, the ‘famous man-woman’ who wrote openly about making 
‘hot love to women’ and whose perceived gender fluidity caused a stir 
in Australian newspapers.60 While the circumstances are clearly different, 
with Edwards dressing and living as a man for several decades, the public 
abhorrence of Edwards’ sexual activities emphasises that queer sexuality 
and non-conformist gender were considered abnormal and controversial, 
even a medical illness. In 1916 while appealing a conviction of sly-grog 
selling in Melbourne, questions about sex came up when it was revealed 
that Edwards, described as ‘a young person in male attire who … would 
not declare whether he or she was a man or a woman’, had slept in a 
double bed with the female witness.61 Edwards refused to answer, as the 
question did not relate to the conviction, but the sensation generated by 
this revelation illustrates the extent to which queerness among women 
and those understood to be women was a taboo topic. If the relationship 
had been unambiguously sexual, the pair would have attracted negative 
attention and consequences. Despite lesbianism not being a criminal 
offence in Australia, women’s same-sex relationships (when deemed 
to transgress ‘romantic friendship’) were treated with the same level 
of intolerance as male homosexuality. In  one respect, the absence of 
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criminalisation combined with the presumption that single middle-class 
women were ignorant and reserved in matters of sex, may have assisted 
lesbian couples in maintaining a certain invisibility to the wider public.62

The close relationship between Lush and Harford was acknowledged 
by their circle of friends. In the 1960s, Baracchi recalled Lush as ‘tall 
as Lesbia was small, and these two, this great blonde and the elegant 
philosophy teacher and Lesbia, the rebel girl, they were tremendous 
friends’.63 While the extent of this relationship may remain uncertain, 
with no clear confirmation that Lush ever returned Harford’s romantic 
feelings, the pair were exceptionally close in the 1910s. At least a dozen of 
Harford’s poems written from 1912 to 1915 were inspired by Lush. One 
that remains unpublished can be found in Harford’s private notebooks, 
held in the papers of fellow poet Marjorie Pizer (1920–2016) in Sydney’s 
Mitchell Library. Written in 1912, it is not necessarily a love poem, but 
portrays Lush in a romantic light:

Katie’s going wandering and seeking lovely places
That by summer day and night blue heavens overlook.
Forgetting musty libraries and all the sad town faces
She’ll take the sun for comrade and the sea for book.

Half the blue day and bluer night she’ll lie on the warm beaches
And watch the golden birds of heaven that nights encage.
Or scribble down such theories as deep contentment teaches
With a patterned shell for pencil and the sand for page.64

Romantic as this poem may be, an aspect of truth lies in its verse. Though 
the poem is Harford’s imagining of Lush and not necessarily an exact 
representation of a real event, it shows the reader how the subject is 
viewed and admired by the writer. In this sense it is clear that Harford 
respected Lush a great deal, and brings a certain description to her that is 
deprived from modern historians due to the lack of photographs. Instead 
of relying on physical images of Katie Lush, Harford provides another 
way of viewing her—through gentle, metaphorical imagery.

62  Middle-class sexual ideals are discussed in Bongiorno, Sex Lives of Australians, 75.
63  Notes of interview with Guido Baracchi, 20 August 1964, Pizer papers, MLMSS 7428, Box 2, 
Folder 13, ML.
64  Lesbia Harford, untitled poem, 1912, Pizer papers, MLMSS 7428, Box 2, Folder 9, ML.
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Gender and Profession in the  
Post-war Years
Lesbia Harford moved to Sydney in 1918, living with friends from the 
IWW while working in a clothing factory.65 This course of manual work 
was pursued by Harford upon graduating, in order to better understand 
working-class women as her socialist ideals grew. As Ann Vickery has 
observed, factory conditions in the early twentieth century ‘often involved 
excessive heat and noise, overcrowding, lack of sanitation, and dimly-lit 
rooms’, which would have taken their toll on Harford’s already delicate 
health.66 Her brother Esmond later claimed that ‘her employers felt guilty 
about her and she never stayed long in one place’.67 Katie Lush additionally 
travelled to Sydney in 1918 and stayed with the poet Alys Hungerford; in 
her letter to Nettie Palmer there is no mention of visiting Harford, but she 
does write about meeting with author Mary Gilmore.68 Two years later, in 
November 1920, Lesbia married Patrick Harford, fellow IWW member 
and painter, and returned to Melbourne to settle in South Yarra. In the 
same year, an all-women’s run garage was opened in Cotham Road, Kew, 
by 23-year-old Alice Anderson. The existence of Anderson and her garage 
would have certainly been known to both Harford and Lush, as the Alice 
Anderson Motor Service was advertised widely in Melbourne newspapers. 
Anderson herself proudly asserted that her staff were well-known locally, 
saying in an interview, ‘oh, yes, everyone in Melbourne knows us, and all 
are quite used to seeing us in our uniforms’.69 Her garage was the first of 
its kind in Australia, being staffed exclusively by women and attracting the 
admiration of many customers of both genders. This included a ‘university 
crowd’, a ‘group of lesbians who worked and lectured at the University of 
Melbourne, many of whom had their vehicles maintained at the garage’.70 
Katie Lush may not have been part of this group (no evidence of her even 
owning a vehicle has been recorded), but it is likely that she would have 
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known some of the university staff who utilised Anderson’s services. Katie 
Lush not only lived nearby the garage at her family residence in Studley 
Park Road, but was also a distant relative of Anderson’s, and the two 
may have been acquainted through this connection.71 Both women were 
members of the prestigious Lyceum Club, with Anderson being admitted 
in 1918, so it is also possible they met through this circle.

While Lesbia Harford’s bisexuality is now recognised without much 
dispute,  the sexuality of Alice Anderson remains uncertain.72 Two  of 
Anderson’s sisters, Frances and Claire, have denied that she was a lesbian.73 
Mary Cohn, daughter of ‘garage girl’ Nancy Houston, disclosed to 
the author of Anderson’s recently published biography that Alice 
‘was a lesbian’.74

Houston had simply believed prevailing gossip. However, there 
remains a  legitimate possibility that Anderson’s sexuality surpassed 
heteronormative boundaries—Smith at least acknowledges this, saying, 
‘there would have been every opportunity for her to act on any lesbian 
attraction she might have had. Who knows whom Alice might have 
shared the little bed with in her den next to the office’.75 Regardless of 
Anderson’s own personal relationships and sexuality, it is clear from 
numerous accounts and photographs (such as Figure 3) that the Kew 
garage provided a ‘safe space’ for queer and single women wishing 
to gain  their own financial independence. Living nearby, Katie Lush 
would have regularly encountered this image of womanhood and female 
intimacy.

71  Margaret Derham’s mother was Katie Lush’s first cousin; in turn, Margaret’s first cousin Alfred 
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Figure 3: Alice Anderson (right) with a client, c. 1919.
Source: Frances Derham collection, 1988.0061.01553, University of Melbourne Archives, 
Melbourne .
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While Harford adjusted to married life in the early 1920s, Katie Lush 
maintained her independence and travelled overseas from 1922 to 1923. 
She accompanied Miss Brenda Sutherland, who was the same age as Lush 
and studied a Bachelor of Science at the University of Melbourne during 
the period Lush completed her arts degree.76 Sir George Lush recollected 
this trip and believed that one of the reasons his aunt accompanied 
Sutherland was ‘to  explore the possibility of finding more advanced 
knowledge of Parkinson’s Disease either in London or other capitals’.77 This 
may certainly have been the case, as Sutherland’s intention for travelling was 
to visit international universities and could have offered the opportunity 
for Lush. Brenda Sutherland was the superintendent of the College of 
Domestic Economy on Lonsdale Street, an institute founded in 1907 to 
provide women education in domestic arts.78 Lush and Sutherland arrived 
in London in September 1922, where they stayed at the residence of fellow 
Melbourne University graduates Dr and Mrs H. H. Woolland. The women 
then departed England for Canada on 28 December, where Sutherland filled 
a lectureship on chemistry and hygiene for six months.79 Lush’s declaration 
upon arriving in Canada stated that her residence would be with Brenda 
Sutherland at Toronto University, though it is uncertain whether she stayed 
for the entire six months with her friend. A border crossing document 
indicates that Lush entered the United States of America in February 1923, 
while an article in the Argus states that the period of ‘Miss Sutherland’s 
lectureship at Toronto, Miss Lush spent in Italy’.80 If Lush returned to 
Australia with Sutherland, she would have returned in September 1923, 
a year after they arrived in England.

Lush and Sutherland must have shared a close relationship to have travelled 
overseas together, though there is not much evidence of this friendship 
outside the journey. It is likely the women knew each other during their 
university studies, or met later through similar social circles. Brenda 
Sutherland had travelled to Canada and the United States previously, having 
won a travel scholarship upon the completion of her science degree.81 She 
shared feminist ideals and awareness of Australian women’s social and 
political situation, telling a journalist in 1911 that she would ‘like to be 
on the staff of the Government Agriculture Department, but, of course, 
that is hopeless. They never appoint a woman to any of those positions’. 
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When  asked why the department 
would not make an exception, she 
laughed and replied, ‘a man would 
not be dictated to by a woman’.82 
Like Lush, Sutherland never married 
and was financially independent. In 
Lush’s will, signed October 1932, 
she appointed Brenda Sutherland 
as the sole executrix of her will in 
the case of her half-sister Mary 
predeceasing her. The majority 
of Lush’s estate was to be given to 
Sutherland ‘for her absolute use and 
benefit’. Mary did not predecease 
her younger half-sister, but it is 
possible that she bequeathed some 
of Lush’s personal belongings 
following probate being granted.83 
The inclusion of Sutherland in 
Lush’s will, given higher importance 
than her surviving half-brothers, 
sheds light on the intimacy of their 
relationship.

82  ‘Women’s World’, Herald, 27 June 1911, 3.
83  Katie Lush, ‘Last will and testament of Katie Anna Lush’, 29 October 1932, Lush family collection.
84  Vickery, ‘Lesbia Harford’s Romantic Legacy’, 88.
85  Lesbia Harford, ‘Katie walketh lonely’, Pizer papers, MLMSS 7428, Box 1, Folder 1, Vol. B, ML.

Figure 4: Unidentified woman in 
Mabel Mary Hailes Lush’s photo 
albums, believed to be Katie 
Lush, late 1910s.
Source: Lush family collection.

‘Katie doesn’t need me’: Life After Lesbia
In his reflections of the two women, Guido Baracchi portrayed the 
relationship between Lush and Harford as ‘a great constant but secret love, 
to which Lush, bound by social mores, could not outwardly commit’.84 
This is most likely the reason why some of Harford’s poetry reflects 
a frustration of her love being unreciprocated, such as she wrote in 1913:

Katie doesn’t need me,
want me, or heed me.

I might weep the night through
And she wouldn’t care.85
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And in 1915:

Why does she put me to many indignities,
Shifts to prevent myself thinking upon her,
My golden Katie, who loveth not kisses?86

Esmond Keogh, speaking of his sister years later to Marjorie Pizer 
(co-editor of the 1985 volume of Harford’s poetry), presented a vague 
image of the two women: ‘was it a homosexual relationship? Not overt, 
I am sure, but very intense’.87 In a letter to the Master of Ormond College 
in 1991, Sir George Lush similarly referred to the ‘lesbian suggestion’ 
and concluded, ‘I simply don’t know. I was rather surprised to find that 
I was not shocked by it, but I am also a long way from being convinced’.88 
Without any known surviving papers of Katie Lush, it is difficult to 
determine whether her feelings for Harford were of the same ‘intensity’ 
as the poet’s. They evidently shared a significant and enduring bond, 
however, lasting throughout Harford’s life despite Lush’s reluctance—or 
feeling of impossibility—to commit romantically. Lush was present when 
Harford died on 5 July 1927 at St Vincent’s Hospital, after suffering from 
tuberculosis.89 Guido Baracchi later recalled that ‘Katie was knocked 
rotten when Lesbia died, and she didn’t live very much longer herself … 
I think life for her without Lesbia would be not nearly so good’.90 While 
the first part of this statement is probably true, Baracchi’s assumption 
that Lush’s life without Harford would be lacking indicates more how 
he considered Lush as a person independent from the poet. Sir George 
Lush, son of Katie’s half-brother John Fullarton Lush, provides the most 
detail regarding Katie’s life following Harford’s death. He remembered 
that Lush ‘did not have the ease with children that Mary had, with the 
result that … Mary was the favoured aunt. We rather went in awe of 
K’.91 As a student at Ormond College in the early 1930s, George Lush 
was taught philosophy by his aunt and frequently visited her boarding 
establishment in Greycourt, Royal Parade. In 1924 this building was 
remodelled by Brenda Sutherland and converted into a private hotel, 
possibly the reason why Lush decided to take up residence here in the 

86  Harford, ‘Why does she put me to many indignities’, in Collected Poems, 36.
87  Vickery, ‘Lesbia Harford’s Romantic Legacy’, 89.
88  Sir George Lush, letter to Master of Ormond, Lush family collection. 
89  Ibid.
90  Notes of interview with Guido Baracchi, 20 August 1964, Pizer papers, MLMSS 7428, Box 2, 
Folder 13, ML.
91  Sir George Lush, notes on Katie Lush, Pizer papers, MLMSS 7428, Box 2, Folder 13, ML.
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late 1920s.92 As her arthritis developed, Lush was unable to walk without 
great difficulty and was required to move closer to the university. Margaret 
Berry (née Derham), a second cousin of Lush’s, also studied philosophy 
at the University of Melbourne and was taught logic by Lush in 1928 or 
1929. Margaret remembered Lush as: 

very tall and quite thin, almost gaunt and was at that time very 
badly equipped by arthritis. She walked with two sticks and 
I know was often in pain, though she overcame her disability and 
in fact disregarded it as far as possible. Her appearance belied her 
gentle, kind and sweet disposition.93

Margaret and George Lush both praised Lush’s teaching method and 
claimed that this opinion was shared amongst their classmates. Her 
employment with Ormond College ceased, however, when Lush was 
obliged to resign due to her worsening condition. She returned to live with 
her mother and sister in Barrington Avenue, Kew, where George Lush 
continued to visit every Sunday afternoon after graduating.94 According 
to Lush, during the last two years of Katie’s life she ‘was practically nursed 
by Mary; they had, I believe, always been very close’.95 A year after her 
brother Robert’s death, Katie Lush died on t10 November 1935, aged 
48.96 She is buried with her family at Melbourne General Cemetery. 

Guido Baracchi’s assumption that Lush’s life would not be as good without 
Harford interestingly reflects how she has been regarded in historical and 
literary texts. In all cases, Katie Lush is only considered because of her 
association with Lesbia Harford. This is due to her presence in Harford’s 
love poetry, as an idolised figure who held significant influence over the 
young poet, yet for various reasons has not been researched and discussed 
at length in her own right. Two months following Lush’s death, her half-
sister Mary wrote to their nephew George to share memories of ‘Auntie 
Kate’. ‘Soon we pass and are forgotten’, she ended the letter, ‘remember 
her George for a little.’97 He did remember, and was able to share 
information concerning Lush to historians who later became interested 

92  ‘Graduate Turns Business Woman’, Herald, 16 September 1924, 8.
93  Berry, letter to Marjorie Pizer, Pizer papers, MLMSS 7428, Box 2, ML.
94  Sir George Lush, notes on Katie Lush, Marjorie Pizer papers.
95  Ibid. 
96  Family notice, The Age, 12 November 1935, 1, trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/203893215. 
97  Mary Lush, letter to Sir George Lush, 6 January 1936, Lush family collection.

http://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/203893215
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in her relationship with Harford.98 While Marjorie Pizer and Drusilla 
Modjeska aimed to provide a portrayal of Katie Lush for the introduction 
of The Poems of Lesbia Harford, no one has ever committed to a study that 
primarily focuses on Lush. As the historical and cultural interest in Lesbia 
Harford lessens, so too does the remembrance of Katie Lush. 

98  In a letter to the Master of Ormond in 1991, Sir George Lush states that the increased historical 
interest regarding his aunt prompted him to document his memories of Katie. ‘I realised that there 
were extant papers relating to K.A.L and that if I did not note my memories there would be no record 
of her at all.’ Courtesy of the Lush family collection.
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The Female Frame: Biopolitics 
and Wellbeing in Australian and 
Global Perspective
Iva Glisic, Samantha Owen, Parisa Shams, Kelly Bailey, 
Michelle Bootcov, Jessica Murray and Lee Sulkowska
Australian Women’s History Network Convenors

This special section of Lilith: A Feminist History Journal emerged from 
the Australian Women’s History Network (AWHN) Symposium, held 
at the University of Western Australia on 2 October 2019. The theme 
of the symposium was ‘The Female Frame: Biopolitics and Wellbeing in 
Australian and Global Perspective’. We used the phrase ‘female frame’ 
as a catalyst for discussion on the way bodies are socially constructed 
and gendered, while the different theoretical inflections of ‘biopolitics’ 
pressured disciplinary bounds as part of our mission to expand AWHN’s 
scope into cognate disciplines, including policy and advocacy. In another 
motion to widen the network’s focus, we sought to invite thinking on the 
connections between Australian history and broader global or transnational 
contexts. The symposium theme’s emphasis on wellbeing and health, an 
emphasis that has motivated our term as AWHN convenors, has assumed 
new and critical significance with the global coronavirus outbreak in late 
2019, and its ongoing effects.

The symposium opened insightful conversations on the female frame 
as function, source and signifier of change and growth, and presenters 
approached the theme from diverse perspectives. Papers ranged from 
considering the representation of women in public spaces, institutions 
and masculinised environments to gendered expectations of women and 
reflections on female identity, migration and mobility. Furthermore, the 
symposium included keynote addresses from Professor Tanya Fitzgerald, 
on the intimate friendship between Virginia Gildersleeve and Caroline 
Spurgeon through the International Federation of University Women, 
and from Emerita Professor Ann Curthoys, on African-American feminist 
Eslanda Robeson’s visit to Perth in 1960.
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The two articles comprising the special section capture these diverse 
perspectives and thematic breadth: Emma Robertson and Lee-Ann 
Monk, in an article arising from an AWHN symposium presentation with 
Diane Kirkby, trace the shifting attitudes to women’s clothing in male-
dominated transport industries in Britain and Australia in the twentieth 
century. ‘“In Donkey Jacket and Doc Martin Boots”: Women Workers, 
Uniforms and the Patterning of Exclusion in the Male-Dominated 
Transport Industry’ examines the symbolic dimension of this clothing, 
which was bound up in assumptions about the ‘female frame’ and 
women’s bodies, and the ways this led to a ‘patterning of exclusion’. Saskia 
Roberts, in ‘Maternity Misplaced: The Infanticidal Mother Archetype 
in Fin-de-siècle Australia and France’, focuses on the archetype of the 
infanticidal mother in late nineteenth-century Australia and France 
through newspaper reports and fictional serials to argue that it affirmed 
contemporary gender norms by reifying ideals of motherhood. Despite 
the distinct interests and approaches of the two articles, bridging them is 
their exploration of the ‘female frame’ as registering contesting political 
attitudes, and an investment in revealing transnational connections (and 
differences) that studies with a more national (or Anglophone) focus have 
overlooked. This special section thus speaks more broadly to a growing 
emphasis on the possibilities and tensions of examining feminist history 
in global perspective.
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Maternity Misplaced: 
The Infanticidal Mother 
Archetype in Fin-de-Siècle 
Australia and France1

Saskia Roberts
The Australian National University, Canberra, ACT

Abstract
In fin-de-siècle Australia and France, the public had recourse 
to an archetype that reconciled the ‘unnatural’ yet prevalent 
practice of infanticide with pronatalist anxieties and fears about 
changing gender divisions. By examining newspaper reports and 
fictional serials across the political spectrum, I reveal that the 
‘infanticidal mother’ archetype worked to affirm, rather than 
challenge, contemporary ideals of motherhood. Journalists saw 
most infanticidal women as having ‘misplaced’, rather than lost, 
their maternal instinct; in so doing, they made these women 
redeemable after their ‘slip into sin’, linked their wellbeing 
directly to their mothering potential and dismissed the harrowing 
rationality of infanticide. The archetype could also be adapted 
to highlight political (counter)points, with feminists expressing 
utopian hopes and conservatives deriding a corrupting modernity. 
Previous histories situate infanticide within discussions of birth 
control or crimes of passion, yet commentators in both countries 
saw infanticide as different and distinctive. Taking a comparative 
approach underlines the infanticidal mother’s unique cultural 
weight as both Australia and France drew on similar discursive 
scaffolding to produce and enforce an ideal of motherhood. These 
distant countries even occasionally looked to each other in their 
discussions of infanticide. By examining ‘good’, ‘mad’ and ‘bad’ 
infanticidal mothers, we see how the archetype neutralised threats 
to gender norms and, by extension, to the nation-state itself.

1  Many thanks to Frank Bongiorno, Maria Nugent, Owen McNamara, Amanda O’Connell and 
the two anonymous reviewers for their feedback.



Lilith: A Feminist History Journal, Number 27

178

In 1898, the French feminist newspaper Le Journal des Femmes (1891–
1911) published ‘La Petite Mary’, a roman-feuilleton (a fictional work 
in instalments, then common in newspapers). The titular character 
is a pregnant domestic servant; the ‘petite’ relating to ‘her youth and 
inexperience, because she was innocence incarnate’.2 Mary is fired by her 
mistress, who escorts her to the maternity hospital. She is admitted on 
her charm alone, so captivating that the matron ‘takes pity on this good 
woman’ (who was, only paragraphs before, considered a child), despite 
‘being completely used to hearing pitiful confessions’ from girl-mothers.3 
Mary is not in contact with her child’s father: ‘he said he would send for 
me, but he never will … I will never reunite with him because I hate him’.4 
Mary’s resignation is perhaps due to the fact that, by 1898, legalisation 
of paternity suits had been dismissed in parliament several times. Women 
like Mary had been abandoned by two embodiments of patriarchy: their 
seducers and the state.5

In her final moments of pregnancy (and of the feuilleton’s first instalment), 
Mary contemplates raising an illegitimate child alone:

she must see a little life blossom … who had only the weak arms 
of a woman to protect him against a wicked world, in the eyes 
of which he could only be a pariah … imagine yourself in the 
place of the poor girl for whom deliverance is a word that means 
nothing, for whom maternity offers little consolation … Physical 
pain is nothing compared to this moral torture!6

In the next instalment, Mary remains with her child. She protects it 
‘like a young tigress’ and prays to her namesake—the Virgin Mary—
when it is sick.7 But Mary has escaped her pre-ordained fate. For fin-
de-siècle readers, this was a story about infanticide and, as a young, 
poor, earnest domestic servant, Mary was an iteration of the ‘infanticidal 
mother’ newspaper archetype. Mary’s fears of ‘moral torture’ pre-empt the 
shame that could lead her to murder. In most infanticidal mother stories 
(fictional or otherwise), dread of the social opprobrium surrounding 

2  Eugenie Potonié-Pierre, ‘La Petite Mary [Part I]’, Journal des Femmes, November 1898, 3. 
All translations mine.
3  Ibid.
4  Ibid.
5  Rachel Ginnis Fuchs, Contested Paternity: Constructing Families in Modern France (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010), 117–22.
6  Potonié-Pierre, ‘Mary [Part I]’, 3.
7  Eugenie Potonié-Pierre, ‘La Petite Mary [Part II]’, Journal des Femmes, December 1898, 3.
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single motherhood drove the archetype to her crime. To understand why 
Mary’s story ends differently, we need to examine Le Journal des Femmes 
and French feminism more broadly. What could feminists gain by using 
the archetype?

The trials and tribulations of motherhood were a regular theme in 
Le  Journal des Femmes. Its radical editor, Maria Martin, would later 
disparage a proposal to combat depopulation that involved awarding 
a  ribbon to mothers of large families. Martin sarcastically noted this 
ribbon would eradicate ‘the sufferings and perils of childbirth, the fatigues 
of breastfeeding, the sleepless nights’.8 But Martin and her fellow feminists 
did not want to abandon motherhood entirely. Instead, they dreamed of 
a utopia in which single women raised their children without shame, and 
with adequate social and financial support. Faced with criticism that their 
politics threatened the institution of motherhood, feminists argued that 
even women like Mary, at risk of infanticide, could make good mothers.

While French feminists used the archetype to highlight the arduousness 
of single motherhood, the infanticidal mother was a flexible shorthand, 
capable of being adapted to social and political concerns in fin-de-
siècle Australia and France alike. Present in fiction and non-fiction, 
from court reports to salacious tabloid copy, she remained a constant of 
both countries’ presses. The main iteration of the archetype flattened a 
multiplicity of experiences into a woman not unlike Mary—young, poor, 
but a capable mother, if only given the chance. This ‘good infanticidal 
mother’ was a woman who killed reluctantly, and without cruelty, often 
smothering her child with a pillow or optimistically leaving it on a street, 
to be discovered by passers-by. The other iterations of the archetype built 
on this tragic figure, either heightening public sympathies by deeming 
her ‘mad’ or identifying a ‘bad’, heartless monster as her foil. Yet despite 
the threat infanticide posed to pronatalist rhetoric and gender divisions, 
all three iterations of the archetype worked to reify, rather than challenge, 
the idealisation of motherhood.

Both Australia and France were undergoing contestation over national 
identities, though France, due to its sharper political divisions, would 
have greater trouble reaching a resolution. Australia, moving toward 
unity as a federated commonwealth within the British Empire, attempted 
to fashion itself into a more egalitarian version of the mother country. 

8  Maria Martin, ‘La Grève des Mères’, Journal des Femmes, June 1903, 1.
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The bush—a romantic term for Australia’s countryside—allowed Australia 
to distinguish itself from Britain and provided a template for gender roles. 
Bohemian poets idealised the bushman, tied neither to a nagging woman 
nor the demands of the city; feminists, according to historian Marilyn 
Lake, saw the bush as ‘mother to the settlers’ and Australian women as 
nurturers of the ‘infant Commonwealth’.9

The French Third Republic (1870–1940) had its shaky foundations 
regularly tested by political battles, many of which were linked to fears 
of family disintegration and women’s increasing freedoms. Joshua Cole 
notes that ‘family policy’—including laws about divorce, wet-nurses 
and girls’ education—was a tool that ‘anticlerical republican legislators 
increasingly used … to distinguish themselves from their conservative 
Catholic opponents’.10 The press was both battle arena and combatant in 
these conflicts, as exemplified by the Dreyfus Affair (1894–1906). After 
the Jewish-French Captain Alfred Dreyfus was wrongfully convicted 
of espionage, a series of cover-ups, forgeries, further convictions and 
Dreyfus’ eventual pardon cemented divisions between republicans and 
Catholics. According to Charles Sowerwine, this was ‘the first political 
event to be fought in mass circulation newspapers’.11 While Emile Zola 
famously published his defence of Dreyfus, ‘J’Accuse…!’, in the socialist 
L’Aurore, conservative papers including La Croix used the affair to justify 
their extreme antisemitism. Though French society was undoubtedly 
more polarised than its Australian counterpart, both countries used the 
infanticidal mother to explore and reconcile their concerns about gender 
and the nation-state. Examining this newspaper archetype allows me to 
highlight local concerns while simultaneously revealing the connections 
these countries shared—connections that Anglophone studies have 
overlooked.

To uncover how the infanticidal mother was constructed and adapted, 
I have studied a selection of French and Australian newspapers from 1870 
to 1914. It was in the press that the archetype made its cultural impact, 
as the discourses of the courtroom, the medical office and the charitable 

9  Marilyn Lake, ‘Historical Reconsiderations IV: The Politics of Respectability: Identifying the 
Masculinist Context’, Historical Studies 22, no. 86 (1986): 117–18; Marilyn Lake, ‘Women and 
Nation in Australia: The Politics of Representation’, Australian Journal of Politics & History 43, no. 1 
(2008): 46–47.
10  Joshua Cole, ‘“A Sudden and Terrible Revelation”: Motherhood and Infant Mortality in France, 
1858–1874’, Journal of Family History 21, no. 4 (1996): 422.
11  Charles Sowerwine, France since 1870: Culture, Politics and Society (New York: Palgrave, 2001), 70.
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institution mingled with the voices of the public through letters to the 
editor, leaders, court reports and fictional serials. In Australia, where 
a  greater media consensus emerged, I focused on location, examining 
papers from capital cities and some regional towns. The press assumed an 
air of objectivity, publishing detailed reports covering the courtroom, the 
street and the morgue. Articles aimed to rehabilitate what Jill Matthews 
terms ‘good’ and ‘mad’ women, giving them permission to resume their 
pursuit of ideal motherhood.12

French newspapers, operating in a time of intense social division, had 
significantly clearer political allegiances than their Australian counterparts. 
This division guided my research. I consulted radical, conservative, 
sensational and feminist newspapers, among others. A contemporary 
obsession with crime meant the infanticidal mother was often the star 
of scandalous stories. Motivated by their turbulent context, French 
journalists used the archetype to understand a wider variety of cultural 
concerns, from secularism to consumerist culture. Commentators 
uncovered a third woman, the ‘bad’ archetype, who exemplified the novel 
ills of the Third Republic.

Despite their different reporting styles, placing the French and Australian 
press in dialogue reveals they used the archetype to similar ends, 
reflecting contemporaries’ understandings of the countries’ connections. 
By examining the fluctuations, repetitions and restructurings of what 
Sydney’s Evening News labelled ‘a pitiable story of seduction, desertion, 
and poverty’, I expose France and Australia’s shared obsession with 
motherhood and the expectation women would pursue it, even after 
shunning it so thoroughly.13 Such analysis contributes to the emerging 
literature on the entangled histories of these nations, geographically 
distant yet connected through intricate cultural webs.14

12  Jill Matthews, Good and Mad Women: The Historical Construction of Femininity in Twentieth-
Century Australia (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1984).
13  ‘Infanticide’, Evening News, 30 November 1889, 5.
14  Alexis Bergantz, French Connection: Australia’s Quest to Become a Cosmopolitan Nation (Sydney: 
NewSouth Books, 2021).
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In the existing literature, infanticide is often relegated to discussions 
of abortion or crimes of passion.15 Yet contemporaries in Australia and 
France recognised infanticide was different. Unlike abortion, it was not 
a characteristic crime of cosmopolitan, ‘egotistical’ women but of desperate, 
sympathy-inducing girls. Unlike vengeful attempts at wounding cheating 
husbands, it did not involve skilful planning. Separating infanticide from 
these issues and instead examining its representations in two distant 
countries reveals its unique discursive power.

Previous work documents the courtroom lenience shown to women who 
committed infanticide. In France, historians have uncovered a family-
focused sexual morality condemning the usual victims of infanticide: 
illegitimate children.16 Dominique Vallaud suggests these children 
were understood as ‘menace[s] to the social order’ who, unlike their 
legitimate counterparts, were not missed.17 This eugenicist perception 
fed into the archetype; the infanticidal woman, if given a second chance 
at motherhood, may produce more worthy stock. Australian historians, 
meanwhile, have focused on the babyfarmer.18 Shurlee Swain and Renate 
Howe assert this was ‘a construct deliberately created to divert attention 

15  Ann-Louise Shapiro, Breaking the Codes: Female Criminality in Fin-de-Siècle Paris (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1996); Karen E. Huber, ‘Sex and its Consequences: Abortion, Infanticide, 
and Women’s Reproductive Decision-Making in France, 1901–1940’ (PhD thesis, Ohio State 
University, 2007); Judith A. Allen, Sex & Secrets: Crimes Involving Australian Women since 1880 
(Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1990).
16  Brigitte H. Bechtold, ‘Infanticide in 19th Century France: A Quantitative Interpretation’, Review 
of Radical Political Economics, 33, no. 2 (2001): 165–87; Silvia Chiletti, ‘Grossesses ignorés au prisme 
de l’infanticide. Savoirs médicaux et décisions de justice au XIXe siècle’, Revue d’histoire du XIXe siècle, 
50 (2015): 165–79; Jonathan Dalby, ‘Women and Infanticide in Nineteenth-Century Rural France’, 
in Engendering History: Caribbean Women in Historical Perspective, ed. Verene Shepherd, Bridget 
Brereton, Barbara Bailey (London: James Currey, 1995), 337–68; James Donovan, ‘Infanticide and 
the Juries in France, 1825–1913’, Journal of Family History, 16, no. 2 (1991): 157–76; Rachel Ginnis 
Fuchs, Poor and Pregnant in Paris: Strategies for Survival in the Nineteenth Century (New Brunswick: 
Rutgers University Press, 1992); Simone Geoffroy-Poisson, ‘L’infanticide devant la cour d’assises de la 
Haute-Marne au XIXe siècle’, Les Cahiers du Centre de Recherches Historiques, 35 (2005): 1–19; Huber, 
‘Sex and its Consequences’; Richard Lalou, ‘L’infanticide devant les tribunaux français (1825–1910)’, 
Communications, 44, no. 1 (1986): 175–200; Marie-Agnès Mallet, ‘Maîtres et servantes: des histoires 
d’infanticide, France XIXe siècle’, Projets Féministes, 1 (1992): 1–5; Daniela Tinková, ‘Protéger ou 
punir? Les voies de la décriminalisation de l’infanticide en France et dans le domaine des Habsbourg 
(XVIIIe – XIXe siècles)’, Crime, Histoire et Sociétés, 9, no. 2 (2005): 43–72.
17  Dominique Vallaud, ‘Le crime d’infanticide et l’indulgence des cours d’assises en France au 
XIXème siècle’, Information sur les Sciences Sociales, 21, no. 3 (1982): 491.
18  Jan Kociumbas, ‘Azaria’s Antecedents: Stereotyping Infanticide in Late Nineteenth-Century 
Australia’, Gender & History, 13, no. 1 (2001): 138–60; Lucy Sussex, ‘Portrait of a Murderer in Mixed 
Media: Cultural Attitudes, Infanticide and the Representation of Frances Knorr’, Australian Feminist 
Law Journal 4 (1995): 39–54. A babyfarmer was a mercenary wet-nurse responsible for the deaths of 
children in her care, often through intentional starvation and neglect.
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from the reality that mothers did kill’.19 As I examine later, much of the 
archetype’s cultural weight derived from this juxtaposition. The ‘good’ 
infanticidal mother was passive, irrational and innocent; her foil, the 
babyfarmer, was calculating, money-hungry and culpable.

More recent Australian work considers representations of infanticidal 
women, particularly in newspapers. Georgina Rychner analyses Margaret 
Heffernan’s infanticide case, in which a public campaign for commutation 
of her death sentence cast Heffernan as mad. This case ‘created a maelstrom 
into which the public cast social grievances’; as I detail below, Heffernan 
was not alone in having her trial politicised.20 Nicolá Goc explores 
infanticide discourses in Tasmanian and English newspapers. Goc avoids 
typical fin-de-siècle cases, examining two murders of children (as opposed 
to newborns) and two cases from early colonisation. She concludes 
that in Australia ‘infanticide remained off political and social agendas’ 
and that studying it provides ‘no new insight into the representation of 
infanticide and the infanticidal woman in press discourse’.21 Her study 
evades the moment infanticide appeared on these agendas, as pronatalist 
preoccupations collided with fears of the ‘fallen woman’. Examining 
a wider variety of newspapers, and conducting a comparison outside the 
Anglophone sphere, reveals that the infanticidal woman can tell us much 
about gender, motherhood and the state.

This article extends previous analysis on the cultural weight of the criminal 
woman to the infanticidal mother. Ann-Louise Shapiro characterises the 
French criminal woman as ‘a lightning rod that gathered the social and 
cultural tensions of the period’.22 Shapiro sees the infanticidal mother as 
the exception to the rule, arguing, like Goc, that ‘the poor and desperate 
murdering mother did not inhabit the same imaginative space’ as other 
criminal women.23 The infanticidal mother undoubtedly belonged to 
a  distinct space, separate from her peers. By examining Australia and 
France alike, I uncover this space—one in which ideal motherhood was 
both discursive tool and ultimate goal.

19  Shurlee Swain and Renate Howe, Single Mothers and Their Children: Disposal, Punishment and 
Survival in Australia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 100.
20  Georgina Rychner, ‘Murderess or Madwoman? Margaret Heffernan, Infanticide and Insanity in 
Colonial Victoria’, Lilith: A Feminist History Journal, no. 23 (2017): 91.
21  Nicolá Goc, Women, Infanticide, and the Press, 1822–1922: News Narratives in England and 
Australia (Farnham: Ashgate, 2013), 5.
22  Shapiro, Breaking the Codes, 7.
23  Ibid., 133.
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The Ideal Mother
The fin-de-siècle period was characterised by flux, particularly regarding 
gender. According to John Docker, in Australia ‘everything seemed open 
to question’.24 Elaine Showalter notes Europeans’ unease that ‘sex roles 
might no longer be contained within the neat and permanent borderlines 
of gender categories’.25 Showalter conceptualises the ends of centuries as 
understood through ‘the metaphors of death and rebirth’.26 The idea of 
birth and its potential for change was noticeably present in Australian and 
French thought.

While France felt ‘reborn’ with the advent of the Third Republic, 
white Australia was in its first blush of youth. Feminist Louisa Lawson 
characterised Australia as a ‘girl-mother’, a term often used for infanticidal 
women.27 Like these women, Australia could be exploited by the powerful; 
protection could be created through increases to the white population. 
Fears of Asia grew as the birth-rate declined: married women, on average, 
gave birth to seven children in 1870, but only four by 1900.28 France also 
wrestled with fears of national decay in the wake of defeat in the Franco-
Prussian war. While Germany grew demographically and militarily, 
France’s birth-rate dropped from 26 to 19 per thousand between 1870 
and 1911.29

Depopulation anxieties reached their climax in the early twentieth century 
and were encapsulated and exacerbated by commissions in both countries. 
Studying these enquiries reveals the connections between Australian 
and French thought. Both the French Commission into Depopulation 
(beginning 1902) and the New South Wales Royal Commission on the 
Decline of the Birth-rate (1903–04) saw women who procured birth 
control as prioritising pleasure over procreation. As per their remarkably 
similar reports:

24  John Docker, The Nervous Nineties: Australian Cultural Life in the 1890s (Melbourne: Oxford 
University Press, 1991), xv.
25  Elaine Showalter, Sexual Anarchy: Gender and Culture at the Fin de Siècle (New York: Viking, 
1990), 2, 9. 
26  Ibid., 9.
27  Louisa Lawson, ‘A Plea for Australia’, in The Lonely Crossing and Other Poems (Sydney: The Dawn 
Office, 1905), 34.
28  Allen, Sex & Secrets, 67.
29  Anne Cova, ‘French Feminism and Maternity: Theories and Policies 1890–1918’, in Maternity 
and Gender Policies: Women and the Rise of the European Welfare States, 1880s–1950s, ed. Gisela Thane 
and Pat Bock (London: Routledge, 1994), 119.
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Currently a certain number of women quite simply state that they 
have had abortions … the most shocking cynicism is manifest 
in these confessions. They admit to procuring abortion without 
hesitation, without prudence.30

So many women do not realise the wrong involved in … abortion. 
They converse with one another upon these subjects apparently 
without shame, and freely approach doctors and chemists … to 
gratify their desires.31

The links extend beyond a resemblance in language. The Australian Royal 
Commission on Secret Drugs, Cures, and Foods (1906–07) viewed France 
as a nightmare vision of Australia’s reproductive future. Although many 
Western countries were experiencing a decline in birth-rates, Australia’s 
‘correspond[ed] more nearly with those of France … it is hoped that 
the contemplation of advanced decadence may afford another reason 
for protecting the health and lives of Australian mothers, girls, babies 
and embryos’.32 Comparison with a nation the Australian press painted 
as depraved and dismally infertile must have struck terror in the hearts 
of pronatalists. It also reveals an international focus; to contemporaries, 
juxtaposing Australia with France felt more appropriate than comparison 
with other members of the British Empire. Indeed, while French feminists 
envied their Australian counterparts’ suffrage (particularly as a tool to 
increase paternal responsibility), Australian journalists gazed longingly 
(and erroneously) at France’s obsolete tours, where babies could be 
anonymously deposited, as a means to discourage infanticide.33

Pronatalism led to a discursive emphasis on innate maternal instinct, 
recalling Matthews’ assertion that the ‘central icon’ of the era’s ‘population 
ideology’ was the ‘Ideal Mother’.34 While it was impossible for women 
to conform to this ideal, the natural world provided them with examples 
to approximate. Marion Thomas’ exploration of French scientific 
studies notes naturalist Edmond Perrier’s 1908 argument that, as in the 
animal kingdom, a ‘healthy and normal Woman … is herself essentially 

30  Jean Marie Joseph Fabre quoted in Gustave Drouineau, Commission de la Dépopulation: Rapport 
sur l’influence des avortements criminels sur la dépopulation et les mesures à prendre (Melun: Imprimerie 
Administrative, 1908), 10.
31  Royal Commission on the Decline of the Birth-rate and on the Mortality of Infants in New 
South Wales, Report: Volume I (Sydney: William Applegate Gullick, Government Printer, 1904), 23.
32  Royal Commission on Secret Drugs, Cures and Foods, Report (Sydney: William Applegate 
Gullick, Government Printer, 1907), 36.
33  ‘Le Suffrage des Femmes en Australie’, Journal des Femmes, January 1904, 3; Age, 15 June 1899, 4.
34  Matthews, Good and Mad Women, 75.
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a mother’.35 The Australian press similarly abounded with references to 
animal nature. An article by American suffragist Tennessee C. Claflin, 
reprinted in several regional newspapers, emphasised:

The feeling which governs alike the incubation of the lowly earwig 
and the stately pheasant … that universal impulse which conserves 
the family, the species, the race—cannot be diverted … unless our 
moral sentiments and our laws also operate against it.36

Motherhood was part of nature’s order; a corrupting modernity allowed 
the infanticidal woman to act against instinct, to momentarily defy the 
commanding pull of the Ideal Mother.

The symbolic power of motherhood was partially due to its newfound 
presence in medical thought. Doctors and politicians campaigned 
for maternal breastfeeding, condemning the mercenary wet-nurse 
or babyfarmer.37 Backlash intensified in Australia after corpses were 
discovered in child-minders’ backyards. These children had been killed or 
starved after lump-sum payments were received for their care.38 In France, 
the 1874 Roussel Law placed wet-nurses under government surveillance.39 
This law found its equivalent in several Australian Infant Life Protection 
Acts, which enforced registration of carers and banned lump-sum fees.40 
However, many women could not afford regular payments and were 
frightened by government intrusion into traditional networks. As both 
scandals and legislation mounted, pregnancy and mothering fell under the 
nascent sub-discipline of paediatrics, which Lisa Featherstone describes as 
‘justified by the relationship of the child to the future adult’.41 Women 
were to devote themselves to their children; breastfeeding would serve the 
same nation-building purpose as army enlistment.42

35  Edmond Perrier, La femme dans la nature, dans les mœurs, dans la légende, dans la société. Tableau 
de son évolution physique et psychique (Paris: Bong et Cie, 1908), 12, in Marion Thomas, ‘Are Women 
Naturally Devoted Mothers?: Fabre, Perrier, and Giard on Maternal Instinct in France Under the 
Third Republic’, Journal of the History of the Behavioral Sciences 50, no. 3 (2014): 293.
36  Lady Cook née Tennessee C. Claflin, ‘Infanticide’, Kapunda Herald, 26 June 1896, 4. Also 
printed in Wagga Wagga Express, Port Augusta Dispatch, Newcastle and Flinders Chronicle and Kadina 
and Wallaroo Times. 
37  Kociumbas, ‘Azaria’s Antecedents’,147–48; Fuchs, Poor and Pregnant in Paris, 62.
38  Kociumbas, ‘Azaria’s Antecedents’, 143.
39  Cole, ‘“A Sudden and Terrible Revelation”’, 419.
40  Swain and Howe, Single Mothers, 111.
41  Lisa Featherstone, ‘The Value of an Infant: The Rise of Paediatrics in Australia, 1880–1910’, 
Health and History, 10, no. 1 (2008): 113.
42  Fuchs, Poor and Pregnant in Paris, 62.
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Pregnant single women found themselves in a financially and socially 
tenuous position. While women entered the workforce in greater numbers, 
their wages remained too low to support children.43 The French tours were 
replaced by offices where women’s details were registered, exacerbating 
fears of government scrutiny.44 In Australia, a handful of foundling 
hospitals existed in name only. Unlike in other countries, these forced 
the mother to remain with her child to encourage maternal feeling.45 
The usual means of birth control—pessaries, sponges and condoms—
were expensive. Abortion, additionally, was risky and illegal.46 Faced 
with a dearth of alternatives, some women used infanticide to solve the 
dilemma of pregnancy.

In both countries, infanticide was legally considered murder, and was 
punishable by death. But instead of discouraging the practice, harsh laws 
moved juries to acquit or apply lesser sentences. It is easy to imagine juries 
of men who were acquainted with the sympathetic infanticidal mother 
archetype, who were cognisant of the financial burden another child 
would place on their own families, or who were themselves ‘seducers’ 
who duped these types of women. Proving infanticide was also difficult. 
Women often swore their children were born dead.47 Medical experts 
could rarely prove them wrong, especially when many women resorted to 
suffocation or exposure, leaving little trace of their crime.48

The 1810 French penal code labelled infanticide assassinat (‘pre-meditated 
murder’), as opposed to the lesser meurtre (‘murder’). Later laws allowed 
for reduced punishment, but did not make proving murderous intent 
easier.49 Juries resorted to other charges: Richard Lalou records 26,503 
cases of infanticide, manslaughter and suppression d’enfant, including 
those dismissed or dropped, between 1871 and 1910.50 By 1838—

43  Cole, ‘“A Sudden and Terrible Revelation”’, 421; Shurlee Swain, ‘Infanticide, Savagery and 
Civilisation: The Australian Experience’, in Killing Infants: Studies in the Worldwide Practice of 
Infanticide, ed. Brigitte H. Bechtold and Donna Cooper Graves (Lewiston: Edward Mellen Press, 
2006), 103.
44  Fuchs, Poor and Pregnant in Paris, 219.
45  See, for instance, ‘The Infants’ Home’, Evening News, 3 September 1884, 6.
46  Frank Bongiorno, The Sex Lives of Australians, 2nd ed. (Melbourne: Black Inc., 2015), 69–72; 
Angus McLaren, Sexuality and Social Order: The Debate Over the Fertility of Women and Workers in 
France, 1770–1920 (New York: Holmes & Meier, 1983), 24–25.
47  See, for example, ‘Alleged Infanticide’, Advertiser, 4 September 1899, 5; ‘Autour de Paris’, Petit 
Journal, 25 April 1890, 3.
48  Lalou, ‘L’infanticide devant les tribunaux français’, 194.
49  Ibid., 189.
50  Ibid., 181, Table 1.
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six years after juries were allowed to consider extenuating circumstances—
the application of the death penalty for infanticide had plunged to 
4.7 per cent; it was no longer in use by 1891.51 Lesser penalties included 
five years of imprisonment or forced labour.52

Charges varied across Australia but resembled those in France. Infanticide 
was legally murder, but women were often charged with manslaughter, 
child abandonment or concealment of birth, and given six months to four 
years imprisonment, sometimes less.53 Judith Allen records 95 indictments 
of women in the New South Wales Supreme Court for infanticide and 
related crimes between 1880 and 1899; many of the women were not 
charged.54 This figure contrasts with the number of infant bodies found 
in this period—nearly 300 in Sydney alone, and 20 to 30 annually in 
Victoria.55 Swain and Howe uncover 157 cases of infanticide in Victoria 
between 1850 and 1915, with 30 women charged and found guilty.56 
These figures, undoubtedly, represent the tip of the iceberg.

The ubiquity of infanticide seems to prove that many women failed in 
their pursuit of ideal motherhood. Yet commentators saw infanticide as a 
‘slip’ into sin, a speedbump on a long road. According to Matthews, ‘there 
are a multitude of ideals of good women … a pinnacle from which the 
variety of less good positions slide, eventually falling into the anti-ideal 
of the bad woman’.57 The infanticidal mother inhabited a slippery slope; 
her crime could place her one step further along a path of vice. Having 
ignored her maternal instincts, she was in danger of losing them entirely, 
approaching the ‘anti-ideal’.

The Good
The good infanticidal mother archetype was predicated upon what I term 
the ‘misplaced maternal instinct’. I borrow this from Karen E. Huber’s 
research into the courtroom performances of French women. Huber notes 
that ‘it helped a woman’s chances enormously if she could convince the 

51  Ibid., 190.
52  Ibid., 189–190.
53  Allen, Sex & Secrets, 33; Swain and Howe, Single Mothers, 96.
54  Allen, Sex & Secrets, 29–30.
55  Ibid., 31; Swain and Howe, Single Mothers, 91.
56  Swain and Howe, Single Mothers, 94, 96.
57  Matthews, Good and Mad Women, 16.
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jury that her maternal instinct was only temporarily misplaced and that she 
did not actually reject motherhood wholesale’.58 The infanticidal mother’s 
maternal instinct had been suppressed, but not lost entirely. In her crisis 
she was, according to Sydney’s Evening News in 1884, ‘rendered callous 
to the strongest and purest instincts of woman’s nature’.59 She should be 
pitied for her defective performance of motherhood, not chastised. As the 
Sydney Morning Herald remarked in 1880, ‘we know no more pitiable 
object … than a fallen woman … sweet motherhood known to her only 
[as] a sin, a curse, and a shame’.60 In a society that idealised motherhood, 
the problem must lie with the woman, not her economic circumstance. 
Motherhood was ‘sweet’, even in poverty; the infanticidal mother had 
mistaken a gift as a ‘curse’.

In Australia, explanations of infanticide initially pointed to the degenerating 
influence of the city, later developing into a eugenicist response to 
pronatalism. Underpinning these was an understanding of young, poor 
women as dangerously susceptible to vice. In 1873, Melbourne’s Catholic 
Advocate asserted that ‘infanticide is one of those crimes with which 
civilisation … is chargeable’.61 Cities’ inherent immorality encouraged 
infanticide; as young women became more publicly visible, heading 
to workplaces and social events, they were more likely to be led astray. 
As the birth-rate declined further, the situation became more precarious: 
‘Tommy Trot’, describing Melbourne’s infanticide problem for the 
Launceston Examiner in 1888, mused that ‘the purity of a young girl’s soul 
is like the delicate bloom on a peach … a touch can rub it off, but no skill 
can put it back’.62

Yet not all agreed that civilisation corrupted. Others worried that 
a  lack of it caused infanticide, degrading white Australia to the status 
of ‘primitive’ societies. In 1886, Melbourne’s conservative Argus pictured 
‘some intelligent almond-eyed student … writing to Pekin[g] descriptions 
of the hapless fate of illegitimate children … averring that the common 
practice is to kill these little ones at birth, and to leave the bodies about 
the streets’.63 The liberal Age noted in 1890 that ‘the slaughter of the 
innocents is almost as common … [as] in countries … [we] look down 

58  Huber, ‘Sex and its Consequences’, 204.
59  Evening News, 10 October 1884, 2.
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61  ‘Infanticide’, Advocate, 26 July 1873, 11.
62  ‘Tommy Trot’, ‘Echoes of the Street’, Launceston Examiner, 28 November 1888, 3.
63  Argus, 18 September 1886, 8.
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upon with a half-contemptuous commiseration’.64 Australia was perhaps 
more like a ‘girl-mother’ than Lawson envisaged. Infanticide belied her 
embodiment of civilisation just as it hindered a woman’s progress toward 
ideal motherhood. 

Later, eugenic thinking intensified fears of corruption—just as the modern 
city had degraded these women, so too would it taint their illegitimate 
offspring—yet pointed to infanticide as reasonable response, rather than 
pernicious symptom. As the Age moralised in 1909: ‘what must be the 
fate of infants born of such parents, if not an early death or a debased and 
diseased manhood?’65 Both pronatalist and eugenicist rhetoric fuelled fears 
of depravity. The latter prevailed in early twentieth-century discussions of 
infanticide, cementing the belief that ‘good’ infanticidal women should 
attempt motherhood again. These women could hardly be unnatural and 
irredeemable when they had mitigated a future national burden.

Regardless of whether a morally contaminated civilisation was cause or 
effect, the infanticidal mother was a victim of circumstance. An 1893 
letter to the Sydney Morning Herald explained:

It is not the hardened in crime who fall into this most pitiful of 
shames; it is … the timid, respectable girl who is led away by her 
too loving, trusting nature … It is the exposure, the shame, which 
the miserable mother cannot endure which makes her murder the 
poor, unoffending little baby.66

The infanticidal mother was still within the realm of respectability, 
contradicting Swain’s contention that these women ‘for their uncontrolled 
sexuality … had to be publicly branded and placed outside the pale of 
respectable society’.67 The archetype was too passive to be promiscuous—
she was ‘led away’ by her seducer; she did not choose to ‘fall’ herself. Such 
representations distilled multiple infanticides—which could be cruel, 
calculated and not motivated by shame—into an archetype that denied 
women agency in their crimes, rendering them helpless and innocent.

64  Age, 5 March 1890, 4.
65  Age, 7 August 1909, 12.
66  ‘Infanticide in Sydney’, Sydney Morning Herald, 4 July 1892, 7.
67  Shurlee Swain, ‘The Concealment of Birth in Late Nineteenth-Century Victoria’, Lilith: A Feminist 
History Journal, no. 5 (1988): 146.
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The infanticidal mother had long been understood as irrational, even prior 
to the popularisation of puerperal mania (see below) as an explanation 
for her actions. Her crime was not due to economic circumstance: this 
implied a level of calculation too cold for a figure deserving rehabilitation. 
In the above letter, ‘Foundling’ postulated that infanticide was not due to 
‘a want of funds’ but shame: ‘a mother will work for her child … but she 
cannot endure public exposure and scorn’.68 As early as 1873, the Mount 
Alexander Mail hinted at lunacy leading to infanticide. These women were 
‘so young, so ignorant, and so desperate, that when they see their shame 
they are all but maddened to destroy … their offspring’.69 Infanticidal 
mothers were often domestic servants, meaning their accommodation and 
income were at stake if they became pregnant. Despite acknowledging 
these circumstances, commentators insisted these women were driven 
by shame. A moment of feeble irrationality, the act of infanticide was 
‘unnatural’, the infanticidal mother was not. When crime and criminal 
were separated discursively, the infanticidal mother’s reasoning need not 
be interrogated, nor her mothering potential questioned. This separation 
would later allow commentators to create the (temporarily) ‘mad’ 
archetype, who was particularly deserving of a fresh chance at motherhood.

Infants’ homes were founded on the premise that maternal instinct was 
rarely revoked entirely. According to the South Australian Advertiser in 
1899, ‘maternal affection sometimes needs time to develop’.70 At the 
Destitute Asylum of Adelaide, ‘mothers are compelled to remain till 
the children born there are six months old … allowing time for the 
development of proper maternal feeling’.71 Arguments against foundling 
hospitals were predicated on the same notion. The Secretary of the 
Industrial and Reformatory Schools, George Guillaume, affirmed that if 
a mother did not have ‘her maternal instincts awakened and exercised 
in the nursing of her child, her moral tone is at once lowered, and she 
is unquestionably a more ready prey to a new temptation’.72 While the 
maternal instinct lay dormant, the infanticidal mother was vulnerable. 
If it were lost, she could be cast onto a path of sin, forgoing any chance 
of redemption.

68  ‘Infanticide in Sydney’, 7.
69  ‘Infanticide and Seduction’, Mount Alexander Mail, 15 May 1873, 3.
70  Advertiser, 23 August 1899, 4.
71  Ibid.
72  ‘The Charities Commission’, Argus, 6 December 1890, 12.
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While both conservative and liberal newspapers in Australia adopted the 
good infanticidal mother archetype, their French colleagues did not achieve 
the same consensus. French newspapers wore their political leanings 
on their sleeves, with iterations of the archetype differing accordingly. 
Later, I examine how the bad infanticidal mother served conservative 
Catholics. As evident in ‘La Petite Mary’, her good counterpart proved 
useful for feminists. Other left-leaning fictional texts also embraced ideal 
motherhood while using the archetype to critique the Third Republic. 
An example is ‘La Bretonne’ by playwright André Theuriet, published in 
the radical La Lanterne in 1888 and the sensationalist Le Petit Parisien 
in 1890.73

The story begins with the infanticidal mother, La Bretonne, leaving 
jail in Auberive. She walks into the night, hinting at her potential turn 
toward prostitution. La Bretonne is saved from hunger and the cold by 
La Fleuriotte, the woman she might have been. Despite her poverty, La 
Fleuriotte allows La Bretonne to stay with her. Her husband is dead and 
her child is seven—a convenient coincidence given La Bretonne’s crime 
occurred six years earlier. La Bretonne hears La Fleuriotte tell her daughter 
they are too poor to purchase St Catherine’s Day gifts. Thinking of her 
own dead child, La Bretonne feels an ‘explosion of tenderness [which] 
awakened a muffled maternal instinct, buried in the breast’.74 After a 
sleepless night, she rushes to Auberive to buy every available toy. Her plan 
seems foiled when a policeman arrests her—she is not allowed this close 
to the jail. But the policeman, ‘good at the bottom of his heart’, lets her 
deliver the presents, wiping away tears as she returns to his carriage.75

La Bretonne has not relinquished motherhood, despite her infanticide. 
Nor has she been corrupted by France’s burgeoning consumerism: women 
were seduced not only by men but by what Shapiro terms the ‘dazzling 
sensuality’ of the department store.76 Unlike materialistic shoplifters, 
La Bretonne’s purchases are selfless, revealing her maternal instinct. 
She is remote from modern yet morally decayed Paris, symbolised by 
the striking yet precarious Eiffel Tower, built in the year between the 

73  André Theuriet, ‘La Bretonne’, Lanterne: Supplément Littéraire, 11 November 1888, 1; also in 
Petit Parisien: Supplément Littéraire Illustré, 2 February 1890, 4–5. The following references are from 
Lanterne.
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75  Ibid.
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story’s publications.77 The rurality of La Bretonne and her role-play as 
St  Catherine contrast with the contaminating ostentation of the city. 
For Theuriet, the Ideal Mother must eschew urbanity.

While the good infanticidal mother was not confined to fiction, this 
allowed French commentators to mobilise the archetype for their political 
projects more than was possible in Australia. ‘La Bretonne’ evokes 
a bucolic past, in which infanticidal women could retrieve their maternal 
instincts. As the twentieth century approached, texts like ‘La Petite Mary’ 
substituted nostalgia with forward-looking, utopian visions. In Australia, 
too, new ideas mutated the archetype.

The Mad
The denial of the rationality of infanticide reached its zenith in the 
focus on puerperal mania, which caused mothers to become violent and 
occasionally murder their children. This illness was documented as early 
as 1820.78 However, there was little consensus regarding its symptoms 
and how and by whom they should be treated. What had been established 
was that puerperal mania was a form of ‘puerperal insanity’, which 
also manifested as melancholia or dementia, or as all three in stages.79 
It occurred in women experiencing extremes—so habituated to luxury 
that pregnancy traumatised them, or living in such poverty that it pushed 
them toward insanity.80 Women giving birth to illegitimate children were 
more likely to experience the illness, which supposedly left them with 
no memory of infanticide, nor any symptom by the time of their trial.81 
Accordingly, both French and Australian women charged with infanticide 
often claimed they had ‘lost their heads’.82

77  Sowerwine, France since 1870, 54.
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79  Ibid., 176.
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82  Rychner, ‘Murderess or Madwoman?’, 94; Shapiro, Breaking the Codes, 130.
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Although puerperal mania was a regular defence in French courts, leading 
pathologists remained unconvinced it existed. Ambroise Tardieu, Dean 
of the University of Paris Faculty of Medicine, wrote in 1868 that violent 
behaviour during childbirth was not ‘a transitory perversion of the 
faculties, it … leaves reason and instincts intact’. There was ‘an impassable 
abyss’ between this ‘overexcitement of sensitivity’ and madness.83 While 
Tardieu believed prior madness could drive women to infanticide, he 
denied the existence of puerperal mania.84 A forensic expert in hundreds 
of cases, Tardieu’s opinion carried weight. His successor as dean, fellow 
forensic expert Paul Brouardel, agreed, claiming in 1897: ‘nothing in our 
knowledge of mental pathology allows us to accept such a pathological 
phenomenon as true’.85 Tardieu cautioned against the distraction of ‘the 
sentiment of commiseration which one naturally feels towards these 
poor, seduced girls’; Brouardel noted that ‘if the juries take pity, I will not 
object’.86 However, both maintained puerperal insanity was the tool of 
a good defence lawyer, not a legitimate madness.

The Australian medical community felt differently. In 1895, the president 
of the British Medical Association’s Victorian branch, Felix Mayer, 
described puerperal mania as part ‘of the wonderful inter-dependence 
that exists between the special organs of woman and her nervous system 
… a woman is an organism round about a uterus’.87 In 1903, W. Beattie 
Smith, president of the Ballarat branch, noted that ‘distrust and suspicion 
practically represent the condition, and voices or delusional promptings 
account for the tendency to the murder of the … child’.88 He maintained 
that 50 per cent of those afflicted were ‘impulsively dangerous to others’.89 
For the Australian medical community, puerperal mania was real and 
required its attention.

Australian doctors found confirmation of their beliefs in the 1884 trial of 
Rosanna Plummer, who, at first glance, embodied the ‘good’ archetype. 
Rosanna’s case was an early example of the press’s fascination with this 
illness, and illustrates commentators’ creation of the ‘mad’ archetype. 
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Rosanna was seduced by a farmer, who refused to support her. Unlike 
other infanticidal women, she did not conceal her condition and prepared 
for motherhood by sewing children’s clothes. Rosanna travelled from 
Benalla to the more anonymous Melbourne, giving birth at Dr Singleton’s 
Retreat for Friendless and Fallen Women. According to a petition for the 
commutation of her death sentence, in the fortnight her baby was alive 
‘she had always shown [it] a mother’s love’.90

The day her mother was to collect her, Rosanna smothered her child in 
a railway station, carrying it in a bag to the Retreat. Rosanna admitted 
to the murder, despite initially claiming the child was with her mother. 
She probably saw no alternative when the baby’s hand and foot poked out 
of the bag.91 

These actions were construed as signs of puerperal mania. Like other 
infanticidal mothers, Rosanna was ‘an unfortunate creature’ who 
committed a ‘heartless child murder’.92 Act and actor were again 
discursively separate, reducing her culpability. Unlike others, Rosanna 
was not acquitted or given a lesser sentence: she was condemned to death, 
eventually receiving a pardon. It was her reaction to arrest that most 
surprised commentators. Dr Singleton wrote that:

she is not of sound mind, and seems not to realise her present sad 
position. She is a soft, good-natured girl … I was struck with her 
apparent childish conduct at the Home, as well as at the inquest, 
where she was looking out the window, and appeared quite 
unconcerned.93

Possibly Rosanna was too ‘childish’ to realise her ‘present sad position’. But 
it is more likely that her inability or refusal to perform the role of grieving 
mother, combined with her ‘soft’ disposition, meant she could only be 
comprehended as mad. Huber observes that ‘from the newspapers the 
public and jurors learned what to expect from “sympathetic” criminals’.94 
Rosanna would have partially matched these descriptions. According to 
her petitioners, she had ‘an open innocent face [that] forbade the thought’ 
that she was capable of infanticide.95 But as the Argus noted, ‘the evidence 
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91  ‘The Case of Infanticide’, Age, 26 June 1884, 5.
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against the girl was her own confession, which was so plain … the jury 
could not evade it’.96 She admitted her actions, her unguardedness 
contrasting with the denials expected of good infanticidal mothers. 
Neither sympathetic nor monstrous, she must have been incapacitated. 
It was through examples like Rosanna that the second iteration of the 
archetype was created—the mad infanticidal mother.

This was an early iteration of a trope that dismissed the harrowing 
rationality of infanticide. Although Rosanna’s pregnancy was public 
knowledge, her outlook was bleak. Her child would be illegitimate and 
have poor social prospects. Her admittance to the Retreat suggests her 
unenviable economic circumstances. Rosanna killed her child just before 
her mother’s return—perhaps she doubted her support. If Rosanna had 
expressed remorse, or denied her crime more vehemently, she would have 
fitted the archetype of the good infanticidal mother. But her failure to 
do so meant her actions were understood through the prism of madness. 

Rosanna’s case was the logical extension of commentators’ separation of act 
and action, and provided a template for several high-profile infanticides 
said to involve puerperal mania. The illness was taken more seriously at 
the turn of the twentieth century, including in France. By then, the rise of 
pronatalism made infanticide more difficult to swallow, and, in Australia, 
1890s babyfarming scandals had cemented the divide between ‘good’ 
and ‘bad’ infanticidal mothers.97 Madness became a useful in-between 
state; according to Rychner it allowed commentators to ‘support’ women 
‘without any implied justification of murder’.98 In France, Rosanna could 
have been construed as a different iteration of the archetype, one that 
right-wing journalists mobilised in their crusades against anticlericalism, 
modernity and French Jews in an era of intense ideological conflict.

The Bad
The ‘bad’ infanticidal mother was a wolf in sheep’s clothing, intentionally 
replicating the good archetype to disguise her evil nature. Some of these 
women were once good, but after their first ‘slip’ had evaded redemption. 
The policy of Australian benevolent societies reflected this idea; at the 
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Infants’ Home, ‘no woman is received with a second illegitimate child; 
nor has the Home ever received a woman who has made a living by vice’.99 
Infanticidal mothers were given one chance only, otherwise ‘nothing 
remains to them but to sink lower and lower, and eventually become 
burdens on the State’.100

The bad infanticidal mother was gruesome and calculating in her 
crime, the funhouse-mirror of the good archetype. Conservative French 
newspapers detailed ‘true’ stories of women who burned their children 
to death, cooked them in pots or fed them to pigs.101 These newspapers 
dismantled other iterations of the archetype: good infanticidal mothers, 
or those classified as ‘mad’ in the less divided Australia, instead revealed 
the underbelly of a degenerate society. Occasionally French journalists 
began reports on these ‘unnatural mothers’ by acknowledging the 
stereotype. According to Le Figaro in 1877, ‘almost always, the accused 
is a factory worker or a domestic servant’ who committed infanticide 
‘to hide her shame’.102 Yet the story that followed, of a woman who ‘coolly, 
with a long-time calculated premeditation’ poisoned her two-month-old 
child, ‘fulfils completely the conditions in which an infanticide normally 
presents itself ’.103

The infanticidal mother’s affront to morality often began in her adultery. 
This was the case for Madame Garsonnet, whose story appeared in 
Le Figaro in 1876. The wife of a hotel manager, Garsonnet secretly gave 
birth to two children (the result of affairs with guests), hiding them with 
wet-nurses in other provinces. ‘Surprised by the pains of childbirth’ of her 
third ‘error’, she threw her latest newborn into a fire.104 As the cadaver 
was burning too slowly, Garsonnet removed it, chopped it into pieces 
and tossed it into a latrine. In a role reversal, her crime was uncovered by 
a domestic servant.105 The standard narrative was subverted. Garsonnet 
killed cruelly and calculatedly; she was devoid of maternal instinct; she 
was the betrayer rather than the betrayed; she had no economic or social 
imperative to commit infanticide.

99  Jane Laidley and Ada M. Docker, ‘Infants’ Home, Ashfield: To the Editor’, Evening News, 4 July 
1889, 3.
100  Ibid.
101  ‘Gazette des Tribunaux’, Figaro, 10 June 1873, 3; ‘Chasse aux nouvelles’, Croix, 25 February 
1897, 3.
102  Fernand de Rodays, ‘Gazette de Tribunaux’, Figaro, 26 May 1877, 3.
103  Ibid.
104  Fernand de Rodays, ‘Gazette de Tribunaux’, Figaro, 28 February 1876, 3.
105  Ibid.
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Conservative newspapers saw the bad infanticidal mother as a symbol of 
the Third Republic’s immorality and corruption, and used it to exacerbate 
an already tense political situation. An 1891 La Croix article about 
a quintuple infanticide connected fears of ‘degeneration’ with a hatred of 
Jews, anticipating what Sowerwine labels its ‘orgy of antisemitism’ during 
the Dreyfus Affair.106 Madame Hayem killed her five children, an indication 
that ‘our era … is only pushing France backwards’.107 Hayem was taken 
to hospital, where ‘her Jewish name awakened the press’s sympathies’.108 
Notable Jewish figures, including press mogul Arthur Meyer, were said to 
have raised subscriptions, and the government allocated her a pension 50 
times the salary of a Parisian domestic servant.109 In a moment epitomising 
‘the irony of Satan, the king of our century’, Hayem was placed in charge 
of children at a maison hospitalière.110 This rather unbelievable narrative 
embodied all the fears of La Croix: a Jewish conspiracy to control wealth 
and information, depopulation, and the spread of ‘secularism’ to children 
through education. La Croix fought the tide of anticlericalism through 
the bad infanticidal mother, using her to illustrate a society so degenerate 
and morally bankrupt that ideal motherhood was nowhere to be seen.

Although Australian newspapers, including Melbourne’s Weekly Times in 
1872, ruminated on ‘social serpents’, ‘who intrigue with married men’, 
the good infanticidal mother was normally contrasted with the ‘folk devil’ 
of the babyfarmer.111 The babyfarmer took money ostensibly to care for 
the children of poor women, but malnourished them in a cruel form of 
murder. ‘There is a world of distinction,’ wrote the Age in 1893, ‘between 
the half-maddened creature who under puerperal excitement destroys her 
own offspring in a frenzy of fear and shame and the ghouls who make 
a regular trade of baby murder’.112 This distinction lay in the transparency 
of the babyfarmer’s economic motivations. While commentators could 
dismiss the poverty of good infanticidal mothers, focusing instead upon 
their ‘frenzy of fear and shame’, the babyfarmer must be construed as 
money-hungry.

106  Sowerwine, France since 1870, 70.
107  Jacques de Biez, preface of Les Sœurs et les hôpitaux, in ‘L’enfance’, Croix, 14 February 1891, 2.
108  Ibid., 1.
109  Ibid., 1–2. For domestic servants’ salaries, see Sowerwine, France since 1870, 8.
110  Ibid., 2.
111  ‘Infanticide’, Weekly Times, 2 November 1872, 8; Stanley Cohen, Folk Devils and Moral Panics, 
4th ed. (Oxford: Routledge, 2011).
112  Age, 27 December 1893, 4.
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Cases involving the Makins and Frances Knorr made headlines in 
1893 and 1894, respectively, serving as powerful examples of the bad 
infanticidal mother. Infant cadavers were discovered in the backyard of 
Sarah and John Makin’s former Sydney residence, and soon more bodies 
were found in their other homes. Women came forward, claiming to 
be the mothers of children whom the Makins, using false names, had 
adopted for a small fee. Both stood trial for murder and—despite the 
case relying on circumstantial evidence—were sentenced to death, with 
Sarah’s sentence commuted.113 Frances Knorr’s previous residences, too, 
were found to harbour infant cadavers. She was executed, although not 
without extensive debate.114

Both Sarah and Frances had children of their own, yet strayed so far 
from contemporary understandings of maternity that their womanhood 
was doubted. A. Jamieson Wrainford saw Knorr as hardly a woman, 
editorialising: ‘it is more by accident of birth than by her own doing that 
she is what she is’.115 Knorr’s execution would save her child from ‘the 
debasing influence of its mother, if such a name, suggestive of all that is 
good, can be applied to a being who … [doomed children] to a slow and 
agonising death’.116 Knorr had deviated so completely from contemporary 
definitions—let alone ideals—of ‘mother’ and ‘woman’ that she was 
considered neither. Sarah Makin was referred to as ‘the female Makin—
one can scarcely call her a woman’, by the same newspaper, the Launceston 
Examiner.117 These women were no longer mothers but monsters. While 
the good infanticidal mother had misplaced her maternal instinct, it had 
disappeared entirely for the babyfarmer. The gravity of her crime was 
irreconcilable with the notion of the Ideal Mother.

The End of the Archetype
The infanticidal mother archetype allowed commentators to explore 
contemporary cultural concerns, traversing urbanity, childcare, femininity 
and fertility, sometimes within the same article. However, the archetype’s 
primary role—whether she was ‘good’, ‘mad’ or ‘bad’—was to cement 

113  Allen, Sex & Secrets, 35.
114  Sussex, ‘Portrait of a Murderer’, 51.
115  A. Jamieson Wrainford, ‘Capital Punishment’, Launceston Examiner, 3 March 1894, 10.
116  Ibid.
117  Launceston Examiner, 18 November 1892, 2.
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the idealisation of motherhood. In Australia, commentators denied the 
infanticidal mother rationality and agency, resulting in the belief in 
puerperal mania and the scapegoating of babyfarmers. In France, journalists 
used the archetype to examine not only infanticide but the viability of the 
Third Republic itself. The gulf between conservative and progressive papers 
and citizens was wider, meaning the archetype was mobilised for a greater 
number of political ends than in Australia. But both nations embraced 
maternal instinct—often misplaced and sometimes permanently lost. 
Matthews argues that ‘morally and economically, single motherhood was 
a contradiction in terms’, barring women with illegitimate children from 
experiencing ‘the prize’ of motherhood.118 However, infanticidal women 
were not only allowed to reattempt motherhood, they were expected to do 
so—both for their own wellbeing and the health of their nation.

Prior to the First World War, a series of legal and social changes in both 
countries led to a severe drop in recorded infanticides. The new curettage 
technique made abortion significantly safer, albeit more expensive and 
still illegal.119 France changed the penal code in 1901 to reflect the reality 
of how infanticide was prosecuted; the minimum term of punishment 
became two years imprisonment.120 Several French laws increased paternal 
responsibility, culminating in the legalisation of a limited number of 
paternity suits in 1912.121 From the same year, white women in Australia—
regardless of marital status—could receive a £5 bonus to finance the care 
of their newborns.122 As war loomed closer, population anxieties were 
exacerbated, and infanticide featured in fewer headlines.

Infanticidal mothers committed three major transgressions: they had 
extra-marital sex, gave birth to illegitimate children and killed their 
offspring. But commentators’ willingness to extend sympathy to these 
women is not an example of a more permissive past on which we should 
model our own gender relations. Rather, this seeming compassion obscured 
an unwillingness to see women as rational and to attend to their interests. 
The cultural prominence of the infanticidal mother archetype ended 
long ago, but this is only one of many ways discourses of femininity have 
been—and continue to be—used to neutralise threats to gender norms 

118  Matthews, Good and Mad Women, 180.
119  Allen, Sex & Secrets, 70; Huber, ‘Sex and its Consequences’, 134.
120  Lalou, ‘L’infanticide devant les tribunaux français’, 191.
121  Fuchs, Contested Paternity, 105.
122  Brian Reid, ‘Masculinity of Birth Registrations in Australia, 1880–1915: Another Aspect of the 
Population Debate’, Health and History, 2, no. 1 (2000): 151.
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and, by extension, the state. Examining the infanticidal mother allows us 
to glimpse this work in action cross-culturally; to see how ‘La Petite Mary’ 
existed alongside Frances Knorr, how feminist utopias shared common 
ground with conservative horror stories, and how women who calmly 
took the dilemma of pregnancy into their own hands were deemed mad.
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‘In Donkey Jacket and Doc 
Martin Boots’: Women Workers, 
Uniforms and the Patterning 
of Exclusion in the Male-
Dominated Transport Industry1

Emma Robertson and Lee-Ann Monk
La Trobe University. Melbourne, Vic.

Abstract
Uniforms played a key role in the construction of masculine 
occupational traditions in the British and Australian transport 
sectors: traditions that made it extremely difficult for women to 
enter these particular areas of employment. This article explores 
how attitudes to women’s clothing in non-traditional areas of 
transport work (especially on trains, trams and buses) changed 
over the course of the twentieth century. It shifts focus away from 
the wars as the only moments when women donned uniforms to 
enter these male professions. Women workers in the late twentieth 
century, even with anti-discrimination legislation in place, found 
a battle to enter male-dominated workplaces and to be provided 
with appropriate clothing. Management and union preferences 
for a feminised uniform, bound up with assumptions about 
women’s bodies, devalued women’s status in comparison to male 
colleagues and persistently excluded women from equal access to 
appropriate workwear. Nevertheless, women developed sartorial 
tactics, including dressing in men’s uniforms, that helped them to 
succeed in non-traditional roles. Some women transport workers 

1  An early version of this paper was presented by Diane Kirkby and Emma Robertson at the 
AWHN symposium ‘The Female Frame’ in October 2019. The research was undertaken by Diane 
Kirkby, Emma Robertson and Lee-Ann Monk as part of ‘Breaking Down Tradition: Women in 
Non-Traditional Occupations’, funded by ARC DP160102764. The reproduction of images was 
funded by a La Trobe University, School of Humanities Internal Staff Research Grant and all 
images are reproduced courtesy of the Australian War Memorial. Special thanks to Ann Henderson 
for permission to use extracts from her oral history held by the National Railway Museum, UK. 
The authors would also like to thank the two anonymous referees.
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were able to take pleasure in their workplace clothing, even as it 
posed significant challenges to their ability to be comfortable, safe 
and efficient in their daily tasks.

Clothing, which encodes a complex set of expectations for gendered 
behaviour, takes on particular meaning in the industrial workplace. The 
development of specialised workplace clothing was partly functional—
suited to the demands and dangers of the task at hand; it was also 
symbolic—an expression of workplace cultures informed by changing 
fashions and gendered social norms.2 These dual purposes were present 
in the workplace clothing of public transport industries (railways, 
tramways and buses) that took shape in Britain and Australia from the 
nineteenth century. Transport uniforms were markers of particular kinds 
of masculinity.3 Workers in these industries were imbued with a relatively 
high status, connected to the significance of these distinctly new modes of 
mobility, and the tendency to be reasonably well paid.4 Those in public-
facing roles (such as train guards, porters and ticket collectors) were also 
required to be ‘respectable’, especially given that they would be dealing 
with women travellers.5 Workplace uniforms and distinct occupational 
clothing helped to mark out these predominantly male workers as 
privileged members of their class, differentiating them from each other 
within the industry, and making them distinctly visible to the passengers 
they served. They also enacted a mode of discipline on the bodies of male 
workers.6 An 1878 rulebook in the United Kingdom required railwaymen 

2  See Carole Turbin on the ‘social’ meanings of functional working-men’s clothes in ‘Fashioning 
the American Man: The Arrow Collar Man, 1907–1931’, Gender and History, 14, no. 3 (2002): 
482–83. On the history of workwear, see Steven King and Christiana Payne, ‘Introduction: The Dress 
of the Poor’, Textile History, 33, no. 1 (2002): 1–8; Anne Bettenson, ‘Industrial Protective Clothing 
and Equipment’, Costume, 8, no. 1 (1974): 46–50.
3  As in the naval uniforms examined by Quinton Colville, different ranks within the transport 
services were denoted by different uniforms, which in turn could invoke ‘different incarnations of 
masculinity’. Quinton Colville, ‘Jack Tar and the Gentleman Officer: The Role of Uniform in Shaping 
the Class- and Gender-related Identities of British Naval Personnel, 1930–1939’, The Alexander Prize 
Lecture, read 17 May 2002, Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 13 (2003): 106.
4  Frank McKenna, ‘Victorian Railway Workers’, History Workshop, no. 1 (1976): 27.
5  Gentlemanly ‘courtesy’ from American railways staff towards women travellers was transformed 
into ‘service’ in the later nineteenth century. Amy Richter, Home on the Rails: Women, the Railroad, 
and the Rise of Public Domesticity (Chapel Hill and London: University of North Carolina Press, 
2005), 124.
6  See Elizabeth Wilson, Adorned in Dreams: Fashion and Modernity (London: Virago, 1985), 36. On 
the potential of uniforms for both discipline and subversion, see Jennifer Craik, Uniforms Exposed: From 
Conformity to Transgression (Oxford: Berg, 2005); also Eileen Boris, ‘Desirable Dress: Rosies, Sky Girls, 
and the Politics of Appearance’, International Labor and Working-Class History, no. 69 (2006): 127.
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to be ‘clean shaven, with his boots polished, his uniform neat’.7 Early 
women workers in the railway industry—in roles such as gatekeepers at 
railway crossings, cleaners or waiting room attendants—typically appeared 
without such sartorial markers.

This article examines how transport uniforms in Britain and Australia, 
and the practice of wearing such uniforms, played a formative role in 
creating and sustaining gendered occupational ‘traditions’ that have then 
been a barrier to women’s employment.8 Certain operational roles—
including train guards, railway station porters, conductors (on trams 
and buses) and drivers across all sectors—have proven especially resistant 
to the employment of women. Even the introduction of workplace 
equality legislation in the later twentieth century had little impact on the 
segregation of transport occupations according to sex. The UK passed 
the Equal Pay Act in 1970 and the Sex Discrimination Act in 1975.9 
Australia took another 15 years to pass the federal Sex Discrimination Act 
1984; the states of Victoria, South Australia and Western Australia passed 
Equal Opportunity Acts that same year (New South Wales had passed an 
Anti-Discrimination Act in 1977).10 Thirty years later, in 2014, there were 
just 70 qualified women drivers on the Victorian Metro trains network in 
Australia, compared to 805 men (or 8.7 per cent).11 In the UK, the train 
drivers’ union, ASLEF, reported just 6.5 per cent of drivers were women in 
2019.12 Breaking down the ‘traditional’ division of labour requires more 
than legislation by states or employers: it has taken (and continues to 
demand) concerted and combined efforts from the feminist movement, 
union movement and individual workers, against a backdrop of slowly 

7  McKenna, ‘Victorian Railway Workers’, 41.
8  Such traditions, and their persistence, were not inevitable. In Soviet Russia, for example, women 
were driving trains during the Second World War—an issue that did not escape discussion within the 
British railway unions. Helena Wojtczak, Railwaywomen: Exploitation, Betrayal, and Triumph in the 
Workplace (Hastings: Hastings Press, 2005), 145.
9  Jonathan Moss, Women, Workplace Protest and Political Identity in England, 1968–85 (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2019), 42–44.
10  Australian equal opportunity legislation has a complicated timeline according to state and 
federal implementation. Rosemary Hunter, ‘Women Workers and the Liberal State: Legal Regulation 
of the Workplace, 1880s–1980s’, in Sex, Power and Justice: Historical Perspectives on Law in Australia, 
ed. Diane Kirkby (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1995), 219–36, esp. 223–25.
11  Adam Carey, ‘Metro on Track for More Women behind the Wheel’, Age (Melbourne), 22 March 
2014, www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/metro-on-track-for-more-women-behind-the-wheel-2014 
0321-358ta.html.
12  Caroline Davies, ‘Rail Union in Push for More Female and BAME Train Drivers’, Guardian, 
17 June 2019, www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2019/jun/17/female-bame-train-drivers-aslef.

http://www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/metro-on-track-for-more-women-behind-the-wheel-20140321-358ta.html
http://www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/metro-on-track-for-more-women-behind-the-wheel-20140321-358ta.html
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shifting cultural attitudes to gender roles. Here we examine how gendered 
traditions were stitched into the very fabric of transport uniforms and 
how this worked to exclude women.

Beginning in the First World War, when women (especially in Britain) 
first took on ‘men’s work’ in the transport sector, the article focuses on 
developments during the Second World War and the 1970s–90s in both 
Britain and Australia. Whilst the wartime story of women’s transport 
work (in Britain at least) has been relatively well documented, few studies 
draw out the longer chronology of women breaking down ‘traditional’ 
roles. Taking the story into the 1970s and 1980s reveals the continuities 
and changes around the issue of uniforms for women in ‘men’s’ jobs, 
against a transnational backdrop of the Women’s Liberation Movement 
and legislative change such as equal opportunities legislation. Clothing 
regulations that perpetuated male ‘traditions’ of transport work and 
that posed significant challenges to women’s ability to be comfortable, 
safe and efficient in their daily tasks persisted throughout the twentieth 
century. The occupational traditions of British and Australian transport 
industries were closely interrelated.13 The movement of workers between 
the two countries, facilitated by imperial ties and their legacy, coupled 
with the sense of cultural connection between the ‘Mother Country’ and 
the dominion, allowed for cross-fertilisation of ideas about appropriate 
gendered work practices. Nevertheless, even within Australia the states 
were not consistent in their approach to women’s workwear and the 
availability of sources has been somewhat uneven across the two nations. 
Our analysis is therefore suggestive of overarching themes rather than 
definitive in its comparison of Australian and British tactics. We highlight 
both the durability and the adaptability of gendered uniform cultures, 
across time and place, and the implications for women workers in 
the sector.

The analysis is structured into two sections. The first explores how the 
design of women’s uniforms for those who did enter the male world 
of transport, especially during the two world wars, tended to privilege 
‘femininity’ over the demands of the work. This perpetuated gendered 
divisions in the workplace that relegated women to lower-status, lower-paid 
roles. The second section examines how the wearing of ‘men’s’ uniforms, 

13  Bobbie Oliver, ‘The British Origins and the Transformation of Work Culture in Australian 
Industry’, Exploring the British World conference paper, 2004, 1044, www.researchgate.net/publication/ 
47629570 _The _British_origins_and_the_transformation_of_work_culture_in_Australian_industry.

http://www.researchgate.net/publication/47629570_The_British_origins_and_the_transformation_of_work_culture_in_Australian_industry
http://www.researchgate.net/publication/47629570_The_British_origins_and_the_transformation_of_work_culture_in_Australian_industry
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particularly in the post–Second World War period, was condoned, even 
expected, by employers who failed to provide a dedicated uniform for 
women in male-dominated roles such as railway porters, guards and, 
eventually, train drivers. Women experienced this both as a  marker of 
their marginal status and as an uncomfortable negation of their woman’s 
body, even as it could provide a means of accessing elements of male 
occupational privilege. Not only has it been difficult for women to gain 
access to work clothing appropriate to the female frame, but in wearing, 
or sometimes choosing not to wear the uniforms of ‘men’s work’, their 
gender and sexual identities, as well as their aptitude for the work, have 
been called into question.14 Yet individual women have exercised agency 
in asserting their right to choose appropriate workwear, and in finding 
elements of creativity and pleasure in workplace clothing.

‘Attractive and Serviceable’: Fashioning 
Femininity in the Design of Women’s 
Transport Uniforms
The exclusion of women from most areas of work in public transport, 
which had become ‘tradition’ in both Britain and Australia by the 
twentieth century, had been temporarily suspended during the two world 
wars (though to a very limited extent in First World War–era Australia).15 
Women were essential in keeping wartime public transport moving, 
as men left for the services, although they were never permitted onto 
the footplate of steam trains in Britain or Australia in either conflict.16 

14  ‘Masculine’ uniformed women and emasculated men on the British railways of the First World 
War were the focus of satirical cartoons in the National Union of Railwaymen journal, as discussed 
in Emma Robertson and Lee-Ann Monk, ‘“When Women Do the Work of Men”: Representations 
of Gendered Occupational Identities on British Railways in World War I Cartoons’, Labour History, 
no. 117 (2019): 47–77. Similarly, Eileen Boris relates how Rosie the Riveters in Second World War–
era America might be ‘hailed as women in drag’ in their overalls. Boris, ‘Desirable Dress’, 125.
15  Eddie Butler-Bowdon notes, for example, a limited number of women on the railways during 
the First World War in the Australian state of Victoria. Eddie Butler-Bowdon, In the Service: A History 
of Victorian Railways Workers and their Union (South Yarra, Vic.: Hyland House, 1991), 90.
16  On the UK railways in wartime, see Wojtczak, Railwaywomen, especially 107, 143–45; also, 
Robertson and Monk, ‘“When Women Do the Work of Men”’: 47–77. For general figures on women 
in transport work during the First World War, see Gail Braybon and Penny Summerfield, Out of the 
Cage: Women’s Experiences in Two World Wars (London: Pandora, 1987), 44. Women were less visible 
on the Australian transport network during the First World War, but for the Second World War, see 
Kate Darian-Smith, On the Home Front: Melbourne in Wartime 1939–1945 (Melbourne: Oxford 
University Press, 1990), 61.
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Where they were employed, women in transport uniforms became 
highly visible representatives of women’s wartime employment. They 
were simultaneously emblematic, in often troubling ways, of women’s 
modernity and increased mobility.17 During the First World War, the 
Victorian railways union watched the situation in ‘conscriptionist’ Britain 
closely, sometimes with a degree of alarm, reprinting several articles from 
the British National Union of Railwaymen (NUR) journal, Railway 
Review, on the employment of uniformed women on the railways.18 
When the first women were employed as bus conductresses in suburban 
Sydney in late 1918, it was reported as ‘following the lead of London’, and 
if ‘[t]he picture of a cheery conductress, in a becoming uniform’ was ‘too 
good to be true’, the forthcoming uniforms of the Sydney women workers 
were still rumoured to be ‘quite fetching’.19

The transport employers’ well-established commitment to provide 
a uniform, or quasi-uniform, to their male employees was extended 
(however reluctantly) to women. This was especially important in the 
case of patriotic wartime workers in public-facing roles. During the First 
World War, with no precedent in the sector, British railway companies 
(with oversight from the state) quickly had to grapple with what women 
might wear: would they simply adapt men’s uniforms or design something 
entirely different? The resulting confusion caused delays in women 
receiving suitable clothing and they were forced to improvise—sometimes 
wearing an armband alongside their usual civilian attire to indicate their 
role. Yet little was learned from this experience. Each (re)entry of women 
into ‘male’ roles—during the Second World War, and then from the 
1970s to the present—caused fresh angst about how to accommodate 
women’s bodies, and their femininity, into the workplace in a way that 
suited the employers, the unions, the male workers and—though of far 
less concern—the women themselves.

17  Women’s increased mobility in public was a source of anxiety in itself, to be managed through 
practices such as women-only carriages and waiting rooms. Jo Stanley, ‘On Buffer-Kissers, Bus-Station 
Skanks and Mile-High Clubs: Sexualities and Transport’, Mobility in History, 4, no. 1 (2003): 29–49. 
On the increased visibility of ‘modern’ Australian women in the interwar period, see also Liz Conor, 
The Spectacular Modern Woman: Feminine Visibility in the 1920s (Bloomington and Indianapolis: 
Indiana University Press, 2004), 44.
18  For example, ‘The Woman Railway Worker: She Arrives’ and ‘Women in War Time: Working as 
Railway Porters: Great Central’s Interesting Experiment’, Railways Union Gazette, 21 June 1915, 11 
and 30.
19  Freeman’s Journal (Sydney), 26 September 1918, 9.



209

‘In Donkey Jacket and Doc Martin Boots’

In the early years of the First World War, popular representations of women 
in their new wartime roles often emphasised their undue obsession with 
appearance, for comic effect. Since the nineteenth century, assumptions 
relating to women’s obsession with fashion and their looks had been 
used to undermine their economic motivations for paid employment 
(young single women would fritter away their earnings on clothes), and 
to cast doubt on their capacities as productive workers.20 Women’s wages 
in Australia in 1912 were determined according to the assessment that 
a woman employee ‘merely wants some money for dress’.21 In the journal 
of the British NUR, wartime cartoons of early women recruits into male 
roles reflected a broader discourse of women as too distracted by their 
hair, makeup and clothing to be efficient workers.22 The trappings of 
femininity, and by extension women’s bodies, were deemed to be entirely 
at odds with the work of public transport.23 This stereotype proved 
remarkably resilient. In one episode of the British sitcom On The Buses 
(1969), a female ‘clippie’ is so preoccupied with checking her make-up 
in her compact mirror that she allows her driver to reverse over the 
‘Passengers’ Waiting’ sign.24

20  Women workers in the UK were accused in the nineteenth century of rejecting protective 
clothing and masks for fear of spoiling their appearance. Barbara Harrison, Not Only the Dangerous 
Trades: Women’s Work and Health in Britain, 1880–1914 (London: Taylor & Francis, 1996), 73 and 
151. Within working-class families the consumption of clothes was recognised as an increasingly 
important aspect of young women workers’ expenses from the turn of the twentieth century. Louise 
A. Tilly and Joan W. Scott, Women, Work and Family (New York: Methuen, 1987), 186–87; Selina 
Todd, Young Women, Work and Family in England, 1918–1950 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2005), 198–200.
21  Justice Higgins, in Rural Workers’ Union Case, 1912, in Conor, The Spectacular Modern Woman, 
73.
22  ‘The Porter’, Railway Review (UK), 2 April 1915, 9.
23  As Conor notes, women workers faced ‘uncertainty … about what exactly was conveyed by 
good looks and attention to appearance … Culpability in attracting the gaze remained important 
in drawing the fine line between appropriate and inappropriate attention to dress and style’. Conor, 
The Spectacular Modern Woman, 72.
24  ‘The New Conductor’, On the Buses, Season 1, Episode 2, 1969. Murray argues that these hyper-
feminine clippies were a ‘disruption in the iconographic trajectory of the female bus worker’, which 
had come to synthesise masculine and feminine attributes during and after the Second World War. 
Gillian Murray, ‘“Should Women be Bus Drivers”: Defending a Permanent Position for Women on 
the Buses in ATV’s Regional Television News, 1963–1979’, in Women and the Media: Feminism and 
Femininity in Britain, 1900 to the Present, ed. Maggie Andrews and Sallie McNamara (New York and 
Abingdon: Routledge, 2014), 339–40.
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Figure 1: Group portrait of the first female tram conductresses (wearing 
forage caps) to be employed by the Melbourne and Metropolitan 
Tramways Board (M&MTB), at Hawthorn Tram Depot, 1942.
Source: Australian War Memorial, Ref. P04389.001.

While ostensibly mocking women for their obsession with clothes and 
appearance, such representations shored up gender difference and provided 
reassurance that women’s movement into male spheres of employment 
could only be temporary.25 Management and union interventions in 
the question of women’s transport uniforms throughout the twentieth 
century suggests, on the whole, a persistent desire to maintain a feminine 
aesthetic, even as fashions themselves changed. This was most easily 
achieved by insisting on a skirt, even where the top half of a uniform was 
similar in appearance to the men’s. Jennifer Craik has argued that skirts, 
when used as part of a uniform, have taken on the masculine attributes 
associated with uniforms more broadly, as well as being tasked with 
communicating particular elements of femininity: ‘modesty, neatness, 

25  See also Juliette Pattinson, Women of War: Gender, Modernity and the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2020). She argues this trope continued into the Second 
World War (pp. 106–07). Helen E. Smith and Pamela Wakewich, ‘Regulating Body Boundaries 
and Health during the Second World War: Nationalist Discourse, Media Representations and the 
Experiences of Canadian Women War Workers’, Gender and History, 24, no. 1 (2012): 56–73.
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demureness’.26 During the Second World War, the Tram Commissioner 
in Melbourne was especially vocal on the need to preserve femininity in 
his conductresses. Commissioner Bell had no doubt that women under 
his jurisdiction would be wearing skirts and stockings (see Figure 1). The 
Argus reported, ‘[t]heir uniform has not yet been decided except that the 
girls will definitely not be wearing trousers, being dressed, according to 
Mr Bell, “in a respectable manner”’.27 Women’s ‘respectability’, typically 
inflected by judgements about their social class, took on extra weight 
during the upheaval of wartime.28

Skirts that restricted women’s mobility could interfere with their successful 
fulfilment of work tasks and even compromise their safety. Women tram 
conductors in 1940s Melbourne, who became known as ‘Bell’s Skirts’ 
after the Commissioner, wore skirts with an inverted pleat at the front 
to allow them greater freedom of movement.29 Wearing skirts to climb 
or clamber over equipment could also compromise a woman’s modesty 
and potentially expose her to unwanted male attention.30 This was hinted 
at obliquely in reporting of the Australian Women’s Employment Board 
(WEB) enquiry of 1943:

the Commissioners frowned on the idea of young women climbing 
signal ladders. ‘How are they dressed when they do these jobs?’ his 
Honor asked. He was told that the women wore skirts and that 
their uniforms would be quickly ruined by grease.31

The mention of grease is interesting, given that men climbing the signal 
ladders would be exposed to the same conditions. It would appear that the 
purely decorative appearance of women in uniforms was deemed of most 
importance by this male witness.32

26  Jennifer Craik, ‘The Cultural Politics of the Uniform’, Fashion Theory, 7, no. 2 (2003): 130.
27  ‘Women Tram Conductors’, Argus (Melbourne), 6 August 1941, 6.
28  Pattinson argues the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry (FANY) of the First World War were spared the 
ridicule directed at other women in uniform because of their privileged class background. Pattinson, 
Women of War, 113.
29  ‘Between Ourselves—By Stephanie’, Weekly Times (Melbourne), 16 August 1941, 32.
30  Able to choose between skirts or trousers for her work as a Second World War guard, Edie 
Winser was advised by her mother that ‘it was more decent to wear trousers when there are men 
about’. Interview with Edie Rowe, 1995, in Wojtczak, Railwaywomen, 192.
31  ‘News of the Day: The Big Sweep’, Age (Melbourne), 7 January 1943, 2.
32  As Boris notes, ‘what dress was desirable varied with the beholder’: Boris, ‘Desirable Dress’, 123.
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Figure 2: The First Uniform for Women Porters (featuring a divided 
skirt) on the Victorian Railways, Melbourne Australia, 1942.
Source: Australian War Memorial, Ref. P136625.

For women in public-facing roles in the transport industry, there was 
ongoing tension between what was deemed to be an appropriately feminine 
uniform and the practicalities of working on moving trains, buses, trams, 
ships and planes, or in busy stations.33 The ‘divided skirt’ (culottes) 
appears to have been a compromise solution, preserving femininity 
whilst allowing greater freedom of movement (see Figure 2).34 There was 
extensive discussion at the WEB hearing in Victoria in mid-1942 as to 
what constituted suitable clothing for women railway workers required 
to ‘cross the pits’ (walk over the tracks between station platforms):

33  Churella records tensions on the US wartime railroad between women workers themselves over 
the issue of skirts or pants, as well as with the male-dominated unions. Albert Churella, ‘The Clothes 
make the Women: Skirts, Pants, and Railway Labor during WWII’, Business and Economic History 
Online, 2009, www.thefreelibrary.com/ The+ clothes+make+ the+women%3A+skirts %2C+pants %2C+ 
and+railway +labor+during...-a0220202779.
34  Kimberly Wahl, ‘Bifurcated Garments and Divided Skirts: Redrawing the Boundaries of the 
Sartorial Feminine in Late Victorian Culture’, in Crossing Gender Boundaries: Fashion to Create, Disrupt 
and Transcend, ed. Andrew Reilly and Ben Barry (Bristol and Chicago: Intellect, 2020), 22–34.

http://www.thefreelibrary.com/The+clothes+make+the+women%3A+skirts%2C+pants%2C+and+railway+labor+during...-a0220202779
http://www.thefreelibrary.com/The+clothes+make+the+women%3A+skirts%2C+pants%2C+and+railway+labor+during...-a0220202779
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The agility of women was not questioned, and it was admitted they 
were as alert and as active as men. The suitability of their clothing 
seemed to perturb the board most, but when the department’s 
spokesman pointed out that the uniform under consideration was 
to be either slacks or culottes—a divided skirt—it was decided 
that the ‘pits’ could be crossed in safety.35

Even ostensibly ‘service’ roles such as tram conductress or ticket collector 
might include heavy operational responsibilities that required physical 
effort and mobility, though these were often modified for fear that they 
were too taxing for women to perform (with lower pay as a result). 
A revealing moment in the 1943 WEB enquiry to establish women’s rates 
of pay notes the contention that ‘many parcels were too heavy for women 
porters to handle’, which was greeted by hearty laughter from ‘some of the 
women in railway uniform who were taking a keen interest in the case’.36

The question of what women themselves thought of their uniforms is 
difficult to ascertain. The Weekly Times in Australia reported that ‘the 
majority’ of women porters on the Victorian Railways, when asked 
if ‘they would have preferred slacks, for warmth and to save stockings’ 
were ‘emphatic in their preference for the divided skirt, as most felt that 
slacks would not show their figures to the best advantage’. In this piece, 
it is women’s desire to ‘show their figures’ (implicitly for male approval) 
that seemingly overrides comfort and cost considerations. No doubt this 
reassured some Australian readers that women in the state of Victoria were 
not about to sacrifice their femininity in the arena of paid work and that 
they remained immune to more rational arguments about dress. Their 
uniform was reported to be ‘both becoming and practical’.37 Elsewhere it 
was reported to be both ‘attractive and serviceable’, consisting ‘of a well-
cut coat and divided skirt of steel-grey cloth’, ‘completed by a matching 
cap of similar design’.38 Such a combination of aesthetic appeal and 
practicality—with the aesthetic always privileged as the first part of this 
pairing—was regularly invoked in relation to women’s wartime attire. 
Physical attractiveness was harnessed to foster the public acceptance 
of women in war work, including by the women themselves. Wartime 
women tram and bus conductors in neighbouring New South Wales 

35  ‘News of the Day: Women on the Railways’, Age (Melbourne), 23 June 1942, 2.
36  ‘News of the Day: The Big Sweep’, Age (Melbourne), 7 January 1943, 2.
37  ‘First Women Porters Start Training’, Weekly Times (Melbourne), 15 July 1942, 24.
38  ‘Women Porters’ Uniforms’, Argus (Melbourne), 27 June 1942, 2.
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were encouraged to ‘make themselves as attractive as they like’. Yet again 
women faced contradictory messages about their appearance: lipstick and 
rouge were not permitted for women conductresses in Melbourne.39

Challenges by women workers to the design or provision of uniforms—
including claims for trousers—did surface, sometimes as part of broader 
complaints over working conditions (and pay).40 When some women 
trainee porters argued in 1942 that they should be allowed to wear 
trousers (and be paid equally to male porters), sections of the Australian 
press accused them of a frivolous obsession with fashion:

When the important question of skirts or trousers was decided by 
adopting the compromise of divided skirts the women made no 
protest. But that was fully a fortnight ago, and it is probably an 
absurd masculine assumption that a fashion of so long ago should 
content the woman of today.41

Although there was tacit approval of women’s concern with their (feminine) 
appearance in the workplace, this could quickly be turned against them 
if it threatened to tip over into industrial unrest (especially when it also 
lay claim to both masculine fashion and masculine economic privilege). 
That women may have actually been responding to the demands of their 
work is not acknowledged. In 1943, the Guinea Gold reported on Sydney 
conductresses complaining to their union about the rules against trousers: 
‘It’s no use trying to dress like a woman when you are doing a man’s job’. 
They argued the divided skirt ‘will not be suitable in winter winds’.42

Management preference for skirts or divided skirts for women workers 
led to an insistence that women also wore stockings or tights. The specific 
shortages of wartime, and associated higher costs, influenced some women’s 
resistance to rules mandating stockings, which were not provided by the 
companies and had to be replaced regularly. Melbourne tram conductresses 
complained in 1944 that the Melbourne and Metropolitan Tramways 
Board (M&MTB) should either supply stockings or allow women to wear 
slacks in winter. Commissioner Bell refused to countenance women in 
trousers but eventually allowed women to purchase stockings from the 

39  ‘N.S.W. Girl Conductors Allowed to Make-Up’, Daily Telegraph (Sydney), 8 September 1942, 4.
40  Kate Darian-Smith argues women porters made consistent demands for trousers, being 
‘unimpressed’ with their ‘steel-grey skirt’. Darian-Smith, On the Home Front, 60.
41  ‘The Female of the Species’, Herald (Melbourne), 22 July 1942, 4.
42  ‘News Brevities from Every State’, Guinea Gold (Papua New Guinea), 5 March 1943, 2.
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company without using up their clothing coupons.43 Australian transport 
employers continued to list stockings as part of the uniform, even as other 
companies allowed women to work bare-legged in the summer heat.44 
Some women conductresses on the Sydney trams opted instead to wear 
footlets or socklets with their navy serge culottes, to cope both with 
the summer heat and with the expense of constantly replacing snagged 
stockings. Skilled seamstresses could fashion these themselves from old 
stockings.45 In 1944, Sydney conductresses were still lobbying to be 
allowed to wear slacks as part of their uniforms.46

Even in the 1990s, transport uniform rules relating to women’s tights 
proved contentious. In the UK, Helena Wojtczak notes:

one printed directive [on British railways] ruled that women train 
crews’ tights had to be no thicker than 40 denier. Twelve pairs 
a year were issued, but we needed about 300 pairs because such 
thin, sheer tights would catch, snag and run very easily … and 
rarely survived to the end of a duty.47

The low denier for women’s tights was no doubt related to the visibility 
of women’s legs; it was certainly not determined according to practical 
reasons. As Liz Conor has pointed out in the Australian context, women’s 
‘visual appeal’ could be ‘both their own and their employer’s capital’ but 
it also came at a cost.48

Some wartime women transport workers were provided with trousers. 
A  1941 article in the British press made women active agents in the 
adoption of more masculine attire: they have ‘discarded skirts for trousers, 
high-heeled shoes for more serviceable ones, and they are wearing the tunic 
coats and the peaked caps that go with their jobs’.49 These no-nonsense 
women workers were ready to keep Britain moving. The issue of trousers 
also seems to have been far less contentious in South Australia than 
elsewhere in the country. When the South Australian press reported on 
women employed as delivery van drivers in the road transport branch of 

43  Russell Jones, ‘Stepping into the Breach: Conductresses in the Second World War’, Melbourne 
Tram Museum, www.hawthorntramdepot.org.au/papers/conductressww2.htm#note15.
44  ‘Reaction to Bare Legs Favourable’, Argus (Melbourne), 11 September 1942, 5.
45  ‘Bare-Legged Tram Girls’, Sun (Sydney), 19 November 1942, 3.
46  ‘Bus Girls Want to Wear Slacks’, Sun (Sydney), 25 May 1944, 3.
47  Wojtczak, Railwaywomen, 347.
48  Conor, The Spectacular Modern Woman, 73.
49  Mary Ferguson, ‘Women Make the Wheels Go Round’, Tamworth Herald (England), 9 August 
1941, 4.

http://www.hawthorntramdepot.org.au/papers/conductressww2.htm#note15
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the Railways Department, they were described as ‘wearing bib-and-brace 
overalls’ and as ‘[w]earing sensible, serviceable clothes, often dungaree 
or slacks’ (see also Figure 3).50 The 1942–43 Commission by the WEB 
also suggests that women were seen as more capable workers in South 
Australia, tackling jobs seen by the Victorian Railways as too arduous.51 
The gendered term of ‘workmanlike’, often used to praise male workers, 
was used in one newspaper article to juxtapose trouser-wearing South 
Australian women workers with women railway porters in Victoria who 
reportedly preferred the more figure-flattering divided skirt: ‘Women 
porters in South Australia wear slacks, and look very workmanlike’.52

Figure 3: Women cleaning trains at Adelaide Railway Station 
(Australia), 5 November 1943.
Source: Australian War Memorial, Ref. 045116.

In the Australian capital, women on the buses opted to wear trousers but 
had to provide these for themselves. Their argument was based on the 
practicalities of the job and the need for physical mobility: ‘[s]lacks are 

50  ‘Girl Drivers for Railways’, News (Adelaide), 9 March 1942, 5; ‘Doing Men’s Jobs’, The Mail 
(Adelaide), 21 March 1942, 8.
51  ‘News of the Day: The Big Sweep’, Age (Melbourne), 7 January 1943, 2.
52  ‘First Women Porters Start Training’, Weekly Times (Melbourne), 15 July 1942, 24.
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best for this work, particularly when 158 passengers crowd into a bus 
to seat 40. You hang on by your eyelashes with one leg in and one out 
of the bus’.53 That management was not entirely comfortable with their 
attire is revealed by the stipulation that women cover their legs with their 
long regulation coats: ‘[t]he Transport Department allows us slacks only 
if we wear a dustcoat or overcoat too’. The women claimed in addition 
that they ‘should be issued with khaki slacks to match’.54 This demand 
suggests not only their desire for a smart appearance (with all elements 
of their work attire being uniform); the request for khaki simultaneously 
lays claim to its associated meanings of military masculinity.55 Some men 
were unwilling to share the social and cultural status of their transport 
uniforms. This same article on the Canberra conductresses goes on to 
mention the emasculating effect of women’s presence by quoting one 
young male conductor: ‘[t]his job’s all right, but there are too many 
women in it now, and a man feels a bit of a sissy’.56 Women were indeed 
able to stay on as bus and tram conductresses into the postwar era in both 
the UK and Australia. However, the usual route for promotion to driver 
was blocked.57

By the 1980s, when women could no longer be legally excluded from 
‘non-traditional’ roles, transport companies in both Britain and Australia 
were at last beginning to recognise the need for uniform trousers to be 
specially designed for women. Jeans and trousers had become relatively 
common in women’s everyday fashions. Yet skirts remained typical of 
women’s workwear. On British Rail an incident relating to the redesign 
of men’s uniform trousers suggests that women’s clothing needs were 
simultaneously recognised and diminished by management and unions. 
According to Diana Robbins, in her 1986 report on the implementation 
of equal opportunities legislation in the company, ‘[a]ssumptions on the 
part of management about what was “usual for women’s trousers” meant 
that a different and potentially even less practical design was proposed 

53  ‘Canberra Fashion Note: Canberra Bus Girls Envious’, Daily Telegraph (Sydney), 26 September 
1943, 4.
54  Ibid.
55  Lucy Noakes, ‘“Playing at Being Soldiers”?: British Women and Military Uniform in the First 
World War’, in British Popular Culture and the First World War, ed. Jessica Meyer (Leiden and Boston: 
Brill, 2008), 124–25; Pattinson, Women of War, 79 and 88.
56  ‘Canberra Fashion Note: Canberra Bus Girls Envious’, Daily Telegraph (Sydney), 26 September 
1943, 4.
57  Murray, ‘“Should Women be Bus Drivers”’, 322; Margaret Bevege, ‘Women’s Struggle to become 
Tram Drivers in Melbourne, 1956–75’, in Women, Class and History: Feminist Perspectives on Australia 
1788–1978, ed. Elizabeth Windschuttle (Melbourne: Fontana/Collins, 1980), 437–52.
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for women than for men’. The reference to what was ‘usual’ connects the 
design of work trousers to the arena of fashion external to the workplace 
(as perceived by male managers), rather than to the demands of the tasks 
within that workplace. The British NUR agreed to take this up with 
management and achieved a better result for women. Still, a comment 
at the AGM reveals the sexualised humour that accompanied even these 
victories: ‘I cannot claim to be an authority on where females have zips 
on their uniform clothing. Perhaps I should ask the President that we 
could defer this until tomorrow, until I improve my knowledge on that 
particular subject!’58 It is unclear exactly what this refers to but most likely 
it related to whether zips should be at the front of women’s trousers or, as 
had been more common, at the side or back.59

Even where trousers were permitted, uniforms specifically designed 
for women were typically distinct from those provided to men. This 
effectively marked women out as ‘other’, maintaining a gender binary, 
and could be achieved simply by changing the colour of the fabric, using 
different material, or specifying a different cut of jacket or style of hat. 
During the Second World War, for example, women conductresses on 
Melbourne trams had uniforms of brown rather than blue serge, and 
a  ‘forage cap’ instead of the men’s peaked cap. Russell Jones identifies 
the change from brown to blue, and from the forage to the peaked cap 
in the summer uniform of 1942, as a symbol of their acceptance into 
the role (see Figure 4).60 Fifty years later, Susie Bosworth Brown related 
a keen sense of difference when she collected her guard’s uniform from 
Waterloo station in London in the early 1990s: ‘it made me stand out 
from the men. Their shirts were white with blue stripes and mine blue 
with white stripes’.61 Pennie Bellas, the first woman station manager in 
Britain, recalled:

Male station managers wore made-to-measure black suits with a 
fine white pinstripe. The plan for women was a fetching pale blue 
which looked more like an air hostess outfit and would be totally 
impractical. Eventually it was conceded that I should have a suit 
similar to the men’s.62

58  Diana Robbins, Wanted: Railman. Report of an Investigation into Equal Opportunities for Women 
in British Rail (London: HMSO Bookshops, 1986), 48.
59  Thanks to Dr Jennifer Jones for this insight into respectability and women’s zips.
60  Jones, ‘Stepping into the Breach’, np.
61  Wojtczak, Railwaywomen, 324.
62  Ibid., 318.
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Figure 4: A tram conductress in Melbourne, Australia, wearing her 
summer uniform in 1944.
Source: Australian War Memorial, Ref. 044516.
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Pennie suggests that ideas around what would be appropriate for 
women—‘a fetching pale blue’—were far removed from the practicalities 
of rail work.63 She achieved ‘concessions’ to get something ‘similar to the 
men’ but in the meantime was left without a suitable uniform.

Despite unequal access to appropriate workplace clothing, the decorative 
elements of transport uniforms, with embellishments such as metallic 
buttons, offered women occupational and social status, alongside more 
aesthetic, tactile pleasures.64 On British Rail in the later twentieth century, 
Helena Wojtczak recalled that ‘[g]uards displayed two silver braid stripes 
on their sleeves and on their peaked caps to indicate that they were two 
steps up from a railman and one step down from a station supervisor’. 
She felt ‘exceedingly proud to be the only woman with the right to exhibit 
those two stripes’ and could ‘hardly wait’ to get her uniform (but would 
be disappointed, as we return to later).65 Caroline Stephens, also working 
for British Rail, remembered how she ‘liked the waistcoats’ and ‘had one 
with lots of buttons and black and red striped sleeves’.66 Building on the 
tradition of her wartime predecessors, and no doubt emboldened by 
her own high status in the British railway hierarchy, Pennie employed 
creativity, resourcefulness and sewing skill to ensure that she was not 
deprived of her station manager ‘gold rings’: ‘I wore a grey suit and 
purloined an air hostess hat and sewed my three gold “Station Manager” 
rings onto it’.67 Faced with neglect by her employers, Pennie manufactured 
her own occupational identity: stitching together the traditions of the 
railway (the gold rings), alternative traditions of feminised labour from 
a parallel transport sector (the air hostess hat) and traditions of women’s 
business wear (a grey suit).

In designing uniforms for their women employees in male-dominated 
work, transport companies were broadly concerned to maintain a feminine 
aesthetic that preserved a gender binary. Anxieties over the wearing of 
‘slacks’ by women speaks to broader anxieties about a disruption to the 
gender order, even if only ‘for the duration’ of the war. Gillian Murray has 
argued that women’s uniforms on the British buses of the Second World 
War were a deliberate synthesis of ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’, but that this 

63  On air hostess uniforms, see Boris, ‘Desirable Dress’.
64  Craik charts the introduction of these decorative elements, which became canonical in uniforms. 
Craik, ‘The Cultural Politics of the Uniform’, 127.
65  Wojtczak, Railwaywomen, 342.
66  Ibid., 309.
67  Ibid., 318.
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became less of a concern in the postwar era when gender binaries were 
understood as somewhat more fluid.68 Nevertheless, the debate over the 
design of women’s trousers in 1980s British Rail cautions against optimism 
on this front. The postwar experiences of women in transport reveal that 
having to wear ‘men’s’ clothes in the absence of a dedicated uniform, 
even when experienced as liberating, was a symptom of management and 
union neglect of the needs of women workers, who were breaking down 
persistent barriers to their employment in non-traditional occupations.

‘So You Get a Man’s Uniform’: (Un)fitting 
Women’s Bodies for the Postwar Male-
Dominated Workplace
In the aftermath of the Second World War, fashion that emphasised 
feminine curves and frills had reinforced claims for women to vacate 
‘male’ workspaces, and ideally abstain from paid work altogether: ‘dress 
played a powerful role in redefining woman as wife and mother rather 
than paid worker’.69 Certain sectors of the British and Australian transport 
industries were reclaimed as entirely male areas of employment. Others, 
such as driving trains, continued to exclude women as they had for 
decades. Breaking down barriers to these areas of male-dominated work 
from the 1970s onwards has proved remarkably difficult in both locations, 
even with the passing of anti-discrimination legislation. In wartime, the 
arrival of patriotic women workers had necessitated at least a degree of 
accommodation from employers and fellow workers, including the design 
and provision of a uniform. For women entering these last bastions 
of male work in the late twentieth century, there was no coordinated 
response to their clothing requirements. This reflected a broader, deep-
seated resistance to their presence.

Management’s inability to conceive of women in ‘traditionally’ male roles 
was made tangible through the design and provision of occupational 
dress that catered solely to men’s bodies. Excluding women from access 
to workplace clothing associated with particular roles was one means 
of perpetuating their broader exclusion, even as the formal barriers to 

68  Murray, ‘“Should Women be Bus Drivers”’, 320–47.
69  Peter McNeil, ‘“Put Your Best Face Forward”: The Impact of the Second World War on British 
Dress’, Journal of Design History, 6, no. 4 (1993): 283.
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recruitment broke down. When Helena Wojtczak filled in her first 
uniform application as a trainee British Rail guard in the late 1970s, 
for example, she was told ‘not to bother: I’d never pass my training; it 
would be a waste of material’.70 Thinly veiled in the rational language 
of economics—a ‘waste of material’—this incident undermined women’s 
basic right and capacity to work in the role of train guard. Applying for 
a uniform was one of the first steps for a successful new recruit, marking 
a symbolic moment of acceptance into the company, which Helena 
was denied.

Women without the correct uniform struggled to be recognised as 
legitimate even as they visibly engaged in transport work. Anne Winter, 
credited as the first female train driver on British Rail, recalled: ‘[h]aving 
no uniform, I was once accused of being the driver’s girlfriend, along 
for the ride’.71 Helena Wojtczak outlined the risks, to railway operations 
and to passengers, of women not being immediately identifiable in their 
correct role. She was not provided with an equivalent of the male guard’s 
uniform and was instead given a makeshift outfit comprised of a woman 
carriage cleaner’s jacket and hat:

We’d been thoroughly drilled to take heed of the stripes on 
uniform clothing, because they indicated everyone’s place in the 
pecking order … But when my uniform arrived it had no stripes 
… I felt insulted and humiliated … When subsequently wearing 
the uniform out and about, nobody recognised me as a guard 
because … railway workers … had to rely on the stripes, braid 
and hat.72

Uniforms for women workers did exist in the transport industries by the 
late twentieth century, but they were designed for women in feminised 
roles—cleaning and catering—and did not carry the same symbolic 
weight. Helena relates that the female carriage cleaners wore a ‘cloth beret 
devoid of adornment’ rather than the ‘peaked, badged and braided’ guard’s 
cap. When pushed to provide uniforms for these new women workers in 
non-traditional roles, management thus effectively excluded women from 
accessing the symbolic meanings of men’s uniforms—meanings accrued 
over generations of masculine workplace culture.

70  Wojtczak, Railwaywomen, 341.
71  She began her training in 1979, passing out as a full driver in February 1983. Wojtczak, 
Railwaywomen, 320.
72  Ibid., 342–43.
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Clothing was a logistical and administrative as well as a sartorial issue 
for women, demanding extra energy on a regular basis. In Anne Winter’s 
case, the struggle to be automatically provided with the correct uniform 
continued over the course of a decade, which must have been both 
exhausting and demoralising:

When I questioned the uniform stores I was told that, as a woman, 
there was some doubt as to how long I would be staying in the job 
and so it would be necessary for me to submit a uniform request 
annually.73

As late as 1991, there was still no official uniform for women signalmen: 
women in this role received a lower clothing allocation, with polyester 
rather than cotton shirts.74 Women might in this way be excluded from 
the victories of their male colleagues in achieving comfortable, affordable, 
practical workwear.

In the absence of a specially designated uniform, women workers often 
had no choice but to wear protective clothing and equipment (PPE) 
that were designed for men. Recent studies have highlighted how poorly 
fitted PPE poses additional occupational hazards for women.75 Carriage 
cleaning on the UK railways, once a male-dominated job but becoming 
a significant employer of women after the First World War, was one of 
the most hazardous occupations (Figure 5). Carriage cleaning had in 
fact become a form of punishment for male workers.76 Women cleaners 
had unequal access to protective clothing compared to men working in 
similar conditions into the late twentieth century. Robbins reported of 
British Railways: ‘[s]ignalmen … are entitled to overcoats; but carriage 
cleaners working “indoors” in large, unheated, possibly derelict sheds and 
out on the lines are not’. These women sometimes resorted to buying 
their own gloves to protect their hands from the corrosive chemicals: an 
additional expense of time and money.77 In Australia, women carriage 
cleaners achieved greater equality with their male counterparts in the 
1980s, according to an item in Railroad that allowed them to select from 

73  Ibid., 320.
74  Ibid., 289.
75  See Caroline Criado Perez, Invisible Women: Data Bias in a World Designed for Men (New 
York: Abrams Press, 2019); Seoha Min, ‘Gendered Role Communication in Marketing Blue-Collar 
Occupational Gear and Clothing in the United States’, Fashion and Textiles, 2, no. 24 (2015), 1–12.
76  Robbins, Wanted: Railman, 71–72.
77  Ibid., 72.
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a choice of bib and braces overalls, trousers and blouse/t-shirt or shorts 
and blouse/t-shirt. They were also finally allowed to select their preferred 
type of fabric.78

Figure 5: Women employed cleaning railway carriages in England 
during the First World War.
Source: Australian War Memorial, Ref. H08210.

The continued denial of a uniform, or providing only unequal access to 
one, was one way in which management could undermine women’s rights 
to a male role. When male-dominated transport unions did not respond 
quickly to this issue, they were complicit in excluding women from 
traditionally male jobs. As Robbins concluded for the British case, ‘details’ 
such as uniforms and lack of toilet facilities added up to ‘disadvantage’ for 
women. These details could make work bearable—or not—for women 
on the railways and needed to be taken seriously by both management 
and unions. Robbins therefore advocated setting up small groups within 
the unions to address uniform, toilets and child care.79 We argue that 
beyond being significant everyday details, uniforms were key elements in 
the perpetuation and very visible construction of masculine occupational 
traditions, ones that proved extremely hard-wearing in discriminating 
against women workers.

78  ‘Women Car Cleaners will be issued with Clothing’, Railroad, no. 77 (September 1986): 8.
79  Robbins, Wanted: Railman, 22, 92.
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Women did deliberately contravene gendered uniform regulations. 
Wearing men’s uniform could be a rational and efficient solution to 
finding regulation clothing suited to the task at hand. Helena Wojtczak 
records that male guards’ uniforms ‘were designed to accommodate the 
myriad of small items they were required to carry’. Where Helena’s make-
shift uniform in the 1970s had a jacket with ‘no inside pockets’ and no 
waistcoat, male guards’ jackets had ‘two reinforced outer pockets [and] 
… three inside pockets and the waistcoat supplied a further four’. Helena 
resolved the issue by using a  male guard’s jacket.80 Women might also 
exercise choice based on comfort and aesthetics. When Caroline Stephens 
started work in the mid-1970s, she remembers she ‘wore a man’s uniform 
because [she] didn’t like the skirt: it was straight, grey and itchy’.81 Ann 
Henderson had no qualms in the early 1980s about pulling on a donkey 
jacket and Doc Martin boots to fulfil her work as a leading railman on the 
cold platforms:

they couldn’t find my uniform—I suppose there were things like 
that, you know, so you get a man’s uniform—which, for that job 
really didn’t matter because I think I lived in a donkey jacket and 
Doc Martin boots and dark trousers and lots of jumpers and 
discovered the benefits of thermal underwear and a lot of—even 
the passengers just used to call me son all the time—I’ve got short, 
you know, I’ve got short dark hair and I suppose I’m quite tall and 
I just used to walk about the platform in my donkey jacket and my 
Doc Martin boots and nobody really noticed.82

The neglect of her needs by her employers is understated: ‘they couldn’t 
find my uniform—I suppose there were things like that, you know’. 
Yet the interpretation of her woman’s body in male clothing, by both 
passengers and male colleagues, reveals that uniforms were loaded with 
gendered meanings far beyond their practical application. She became 
effectively invisible as a woman on the station platform.83

80  The absence of pockets in women’s clothing was a legacy of nineteenth-century fashions, with 
the intention of preserving a feminine silhouette. Pattinson, Women of War, 84–85.
81  Wojtczak, Railwaywomen, 309.
82  National Railway Museum, York, UK (NRM), Oral History Collection, NAROH2002-142.
83  There is a long and complex history of women dressing as men and subsequently gaining access 
to male-dominated employment, which it is impossible to do justice to here. See, for example, Suzanne 
J. Stark, Female Tars: Women Aboard Ship in the Age of Sail (London: Pimlico, 1998); Lucy S. Chesser, 
Parting with My Sex: Cross-Dressing, Inversion and Sexuality in Australian Cultural Life (Sydney: Sydney 
University Press, 2008). In our research, women adopted ‘male’ attire either as a last resort or as 
a conscious strategy to overcome continued exclusion, rather than to deliberately ‘pass’ as men.
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An outward appearance that negated femininity could allow women to 
access elements of male privilege: ‘a partial right to manoeuvre in male 
social space’.84 But there were also negative consequences. Ann reports 
that she was often referred to by colleagues as ‘Ann the Man’ behind her 
back. For Ann, her relationship with her male colleagues was not improved 
by wearing men’s clothing, even as this was permitted by her employer 
as a handy solution to their own neglect. As Ruth Barnes and Joanne 
Eicher summarise, Malcolm Young’s study of women entering the police 
force in Britain revealed an ‘attempt through uniform requirements and 
prescriptions to androgynize those females and subject them to informal 
ridicule’.85 Here uniform rules were ‘effacing rather than enhancing the 
body and, by implication, the self ’.86 We can add, such rules also exposed 
women’s status as being marginal.

It would be impossible to completely untangle the intertwined practical 
and symbolic elements of transport uniforms. In her first guard’s post, 
Helena was finally given a male guard’s peaked cap by another colleague, 
‘which kept rain, snow and sun out of my eyes and gave me, at last, my 
two silver braid stripes’. Helena recalled that wearing a man’s regulation 
cap ‘brought instant recognition that I was a figure of authority’. 
When wearing the ‘female-style hat’, she found that ‘people took me 
less seriously’.87 Similarly, Pennie Bellas reported inheriting her male 
‘predecessor’s “carnival hat” which was the most practical for wearing on 
the track and later still a bowler for meeting royal trains etc’.88 Men’s 
clothing is encoded with meanings about masculinity that confer power 
on the wearer. Anne Bettenson noted in 1974 that the success of ‘hard hats’ 
as protective wear in Australia was due to their successful association with 
a certain kind of working-class masculinity or ‘virility’, rather than (as had 
been the case in the UK) being presented to men solely as a management-
sponsored safety measure.89 While some women found a certain freedom, 
even power, in wearing clothing that effectively disguised their female 
bodies, others experienced wearing clothing designed for men as simply 
uncomfortable. Eileen Boris records that women riveters in the wartime 
US, ‘subtly fought against attempts to police their dress and undermine 

84  Malcolm Young, ‘Dress and Modes of Address: Structural Forms for Policewomen’, in Dress and 
Gender: Making and Meaning, ed. Ruth Barnes and Joanne B. Eicher (New York: Berg, 1992), 273.
85  Ruth Barnes and Joanne B. Eicher, ‘Introduction’, in ibid., 7.
86  Boris, ‘Desirable Dress’, 127.
87  Wojtczak, Railwaywomen, 343.
88  Ibid., 318.
89  Bettenson, ‘Industrial Protective Clothing and Equipment’, 49.
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their sexual expressiveness … [and] remembered the need to distinguish 
gender identity’.90 Aunty Recheal Daley, from Narooma, Australia, the 
first Indigenous woman train driver in NSW, was provided only with 
a men’s uniform, which she subsequently adapted. She was ‘chided’ by 
a male supervisor ‘for not wearing the standard uniform in the correct 
manner’. She responded, ‘[w]ould you wear a woman’s uniform?’91 Aunty 
Rechael’s retort is loaded with the extra weight of threatened emasculation.

Choices of workplace clothing are constrained by a uniform. This apparent 
restriction of choice was not necessarily experienced as a negative aspect 
of employment. Women’s ‘choices’ on appropriate work dress involve 
navigating the fraught landscape of female sexuality in relation to 
workplace competence and professionalism.92 Women in non-traditional 
areas of employment have been criticised both for being too feminine 
and for being too masculine in their appearance. In the transport 
industries, ‘attractive’ women were gradually judged to be acceptable in 
taking on service-oriented roles such as bus conductresses. Where they 
remained in an unthreatening minority, women might also be positioned 
as aesthetically pleasing novelties in the male-dominated workplace. 
Pennie remembers an obsession with the ‘decorative appearance’ of her 
fellow women assistant managers in the corporate Railnews journal, 
which had unfortunately not resulted in any move towards providing 
her with an appropriate uniform.93 In Australia and Britain, the railways 
even sponsored beauty contests for women who were either related to 
railwaymen or railway employees themselves.94 When women threatened 
to break into blue-collar male-dominated transport roles outside the 
specific context of war, however, their sexuality and attractiveness could 
become potentially threatening. They were seen as bringing ‘sex’ into the 

90  Boris, ‘Desirable Dress’, 128.
91  Jodie Duffy, ‘Tale of Trailblazing Aboriginal Train Driver’, Illawarra Mercury, 2 April 2014, 
www.illawarramercury.com.au/story/2193582/tale-of-trailblazing-aboriginal-train-driver/.
92  Nick Rumens and Deborah Kerfoot, ‘Gay Men at Work: (Re)constructing the Self as 
Professional’, Human Relations, no. 5 (2009): 776; Ann C. McGinley, ‘Harassing “Girls” at the Hard 
Rock: Masculinities in Sexualized Environments’, University of Illinois Law Review, 27, no. 4 (2007): 
1229–77.
93  Wojtczak, Railwaywomen, 318.
94  The Australian Railways Union organised the Miss PTC Charity Queen beauty contest in the 
late 1970s, for example. Jim Longworth, ‘Idealised Railway Women: Depictions of Women in NSW 
Railway Publicity’, Australian Railway History, 62, no. 890 (2011): 20; ‘Railway Queens of Peace’, 
ASLEF Journal (November 2008): 22.

http://www.illawarramercury.com.au/story/2193582/tale-of-trailblazing-aboriginal-train-driver/
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workplace and thereby curtailing the usual workplace practices of men.95 
Sexual harassment of women in non-traditional workplaces remains 
a serious issue that is beyond the scope of this article.

Some women appreciated their uniforms as a release from feminine 
clothing norms. When Caroline Stephens became a tutor training new 
railway recruits in Britain in 1986, she remembered, ‘I didn’t have to wear 
a uniform and I suddenly found it excruciating wearing dresses and skirts 
and attempting to look smart in “normal” clothes’.96 Amanda Speake 
enjoyed the liberation from expectations of feminine dress in the ‘male’ 
work of on-track machine operator: ‘I wouldn’t have to get dressed up 
and do my hair every day—fantastic!’ She describes her ‘made-for-men 
overalls’ and states, ‘I would like to think that I’m asexual now in their 
eyes; at work anyway’. Amanda’s narrative is a careful balancing of this 
aspiration to be ‘just a normal Machine Operator and not a “woman 
operator”’ with her statement of her own femininity: ‘I keep my toenails 
painted constantly to remind myself I’m female!’97 In an examination of 
the marketing of workwear, Seoha Min summarised that ‘women in blue-
collar occupations struggle not only with finding work clothing that fits 
but also with being able to identify and be identified as “female” in their 
work clothing’.98 Nazanin Tork’s analysis of interviews with women in 
blue-collar construction occupations in the US (conducted in the 1990s) 
revealed they felt they had ‘to act like men or constantly worry about 
impressing their male co-workers’ to cope with the ‘gendered stress’.99 The 
significance of dress for women in non-traditional roles goes well beyond 
the practicalities, even the physical safety, of actually performing their 
work tasks. It has broader implications for their psychological wellbeing.

Women who became pregnant were confronted still more starkly with 
a workplace not designed in any way with the female frame in mind. 
Transport employers were extremely slow to respond to the needs 

95  For an early example of this in the American context, see Janet F. Davidson, ‘The Goosing of 
Violet Nye and Other Tales: White Women and Sexual Respectability on the Pennsylvania Railroad’, 
Labor History, no. 4 (2000): 437–52.
96  Wojtczak, Railwaywomen, 314.
97  Ibid., 339.
98  Min, ‘Gendered Role Communication’, 4.
99  Nazanin Tork, ‘The Effects of Gendered Stressors on Female Construction Workers’ 
Occupational Health and Safety: A Re-Analysis of Qualitative Data’ (Master of Arts, University of 
Cincinnati, 2008), 33, 38. Tork used interviews originally conducted as part of L. M. Goldenhar 
and M. H. Sweeney, ‘Tradeswomen’s Perspectives on Occupational Health and Safety: A Qualitative 
Investigation’, American Journal of Industrial Medicine, 29, no. 5 (1996): 516–20.
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of pregnant employees, especially those in ‘traditionally’ male roles. 
Expecting her first child in 1994, Ann Henderson, by this time a train 
driver at Glasgow Queen Street, recalled that the ‘maternity issue British 
Rail uniform was a … clerical staff type smock and a blouse, which was 
totally impractical for going up and down to the signal telephones and 
working on the tracks’. Management clearly perceived pregnancy as an 
issue solely affecting feminised occupations. Women in non-traditional 
roles were resourceful in adapting uniforms to fit but the situation was 
hardly ideal. Ann wore ‘some outsize men’s trousers, from some of the 
very large drivers’ until she was allowed to purchase ‘proper maternity 
trousers and claim it back through some procedure’. She recalled ‘a bit of 
tortuous discussion’ to get to this point, which must have been personally 
draining. Her boss later asked her to go on leave, citing ‘complaints 
from passengers who were concerned about this [laughing] very heavily 
pregnant train driver, walking past the windows of the train to take the 
train off somewhere’.100 Pregnancy and menstruation were embodied 
experiences for women workers that were simply not accommodated—
and that were certainly not expected to be visible—in the male spaces of 
the transport sector. It was not until 2011 that Luba Grigorovitch, the 
first women’s officer for the Victorian branch of the Rail, Tram and Bus 
Union in Australia, was able to announce maternity uniforms for workers 
on the Metro system.101

Conclusion
Uniforms played a key role in the construction of masculine occupational 
traditions in the British and Australian transport sectors. Such traditions 
made it extremely difficult for women to enter these particular areas of 
employment, even into the later twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. 
This was not simply practical workplace clothing: peaked caps and shiny 
buttons were markers of distinctly masculine status, respectability and 
authority in public transport roles. Uniforms thus became an important 
node of conflict and negotiation between women transport workers 
and their employers; between women workers and the unions meant 
to represent their interests; between workers themselves; and between 

100  NRM, NAROH 2002-142. See also Ann’s personal history published in Wojtczak, Railwaywomen, 
331–37.
101  John Masanauskas, ‘Luba has Girls on Track: Full Steam Ahead for Women Working in Public 
Transport’, Herald Sun (Melbourne), 28 June 2011, 18.
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women workers and passengers. The provision, or not, of uniform (and 
the design of that uniform) was not easily divorced from wider ideologies 
about what constituted appropriate sexed and gendered bodies in the 
workplace. While employers sometimes justified a lack of uniforms for 
women in terms of an unnecessary or at least unexpected expense, their 
demand for women to wear inappropriate or unsafe clothing laid bare the 
inability of male managers and fellow workers to even imagine women in 
‘men’s roles’, perpetuated women’s marginal status, and placed women’s 
bodies under real threat.

The history of clothing for women workers in male-dominated occupations 
deserves critical attention. Workwear, especially uniform, has served as an 
initial marker of whether women have been accepted into the workplace. 
It has (in)validated their claims to occupational identity; enabled or 
hindered their efficiency in work tasks; protected them from, or exposed 
them to, workplace hazards (including sexual harassment); and created 
bodily and psychological comfort or discomfort in the short and long 
term. All these factors have affected whether women might apply for and 
remain in non-traditional areas of work. Occupational clothing is more 
than a surface issue. It has material, meaningful, implications for women’s 
equality in the arena of paid work.
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The Rebellion of the Daughters is a welcome contribution to a little-studied 
period in the history of Galician Jews. Research still needs to be done about 
Orthodox Jews and Jewish women more generally during the Habsburg 
Empire and Manekin’s book is a welcome addition to this understudied 
field. The minutiae of detail in each case studied provides for very good 
microhistory as it paints a picture for the reader of Galician Jewish girls’ 
upbringing and the conflict that arose at the end of the nineteenth 
century. The issue of Jewish identity and its connection to education 
within the framework of the Habsburg empire has been studied before 
in Elisabeth Malleier’s Judische Fraeun in Wien 1816–1938: Wohlfahrt–
Madchenbildung–Frauenarbeit, which focuses on Jews in Vienna and 
mainly middle-class acculturated Jews.1 Both books emphasise the need 
for further research but also bring to light the internal conflicts between 
an Orthodox generation of parents and their more acculturated children.

The book highlights the incongruence in education policy amongst 
Orthodox Jews at a time when women began to have access to all levels of 
education. Manekin uses three case studies of Jewish runaways to highlight 
the dissonance between daughters and their parents caused by an exposure 

1  Elisabeth Malleier, Judische Fraeun in Wien 1816–1938: Wohlfahrt–Madchenbildung–Frauenarbeit 
(Vienna: Mandelbaum Verlag, 2003).
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to non-Jewish education. The breaking point for all three women was 
the imposition of an arranged marriage, but the motivation for running 
away was different in every case. The difference in reasons for running 
away of each woman highlights that education, though a main cause of 
non-conformity, was the not the central instigator of running away. The 
complexity of the subject makes for a fascinating read of the life stories 
of the three women. The central point is the fact that these young Jewish 
women were running away and, using a loophole in the legal framework, 
would hide out in Catholic convents until they either converted or found 
a way forward while remaining Jewish. In the first case, that of Michalina 
Araten, finding refuge in the convent was a response to her deep desire for 
conversion. Michalina converted and remained Catholic for the rest of her 
life. She at first avoided her family because she feared being pressured into 
reverting to Judaism. Only after many decades did she re-establish contact 
with her Jewish family. The following chapter tells the story of Debora 
Lewkowicz, who fled an arranged marriage, converted to Catholicism 
and then reverted to Judaism. Debora demonstrated a certain lack of 
self-knowledge and a desire to please that led her to change her mind 
frequently about how she wished to live her life. The fourth chapter deals 
with the case of Anna Kluger and her sister, who both ran away and took 
their parents to court in order to gain a university education. The Kluger 
case was the one that highlighted the legal inconsistencies in the Habsburg 
system the most.

The aim of the book is to elucidate the contradictions amongst Orthodox 
Jews with regards to girls’ intellectual formation, which lead to the secular 
education of their daughters while leaving them ultimately ignorant of 
their Jewish heritage. This ignorance caused an alienation from their 
parents—in particular, their mothers who lacked an education. While 
this comes through clearly in the book, Manekin does not completely 
develop the connection between education and women’s emancipation 
at the time. While the book refers to the feminist movement it does so 
only in passing. It is true that this is not the central theme of The Rebellion 
of Daughters, but the notion of women’s emancipation runs through the 
book and it would have benefited from a clearer linking of the two.

Interestingly, while the book’s main focus is the daughters that rebelled 
and ran away from home, the first and sixth chapters highlight the life 
of a Jewish Orthodox daughter who did not run away but rather became 
central to the move toward creating an Orthodox education for girls. 
Sarah Schenirer, who initially was drawn to her non-Jewish education did 
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not run away but obeyed her parents and married young. As we see in 
Chapter Six, Schenirer became, later in life, the heart of a movement that 
changed the way Jewish Orthodox women were perceived. She did this 
by establishing a supplementary school for Orthodox girls, Beit Yaakov, 
meant to counter the influence of the Polish school they would have 
attended for six to eight years of their life. The intention was to encourage 
enthusiasm for the Jewish faith and counteract the effects of a secular 
education. Second, it was meant to prevent women from wanting to 
pursue university education. While Orthodox women began to be viewed 
differently through the Beit Yaakov movement, it also prevented them 
from taking advantage of the newly opened opportunities for women in 
the Habsburg Empire. Manekin hints that this was a move backwards 
from the ‘lost generation’ of women runaways that had freed themselves 
from parental control.

Despite the book’s detail, discussion of what exactly the reform movements 
were, as well as the feminist ideas that were circulating in the Habsburg 
Empire at the time, is needed. Manekin mentions both in passing with 
the assumption that readers will be familiar enough with the region and 
period to not need further details pertaining to the context. Chapter Five, 
for instance, is dedicated to literary representations of the runaways, but 
could have been dedicated to linking the situation of the runaways with 
the changes in education that were taking place at the time. The reader is 
left wondering whether expanded access to education for all girls in Galicia 
led to a general rebellion of all girls or whether Polish Catholic girls were 
immune to the feminist discourse mentioned in earlier chapters. This 
I find to be problematic. Rebelliousness caused by access to education, as 
the author implies was the case for the Jewish runaways, cannot have been 
restricted to just Jewish women. Not in an environment of social opening 
up of opportunities for all women. Hapsburg society was not ready for 
women at the universities and in the work force, so while there does not 
seem to have been runaways amongst Catholic girls seeking liberation 
from parental control it is difficult to imagine Catholic parents wanting 
bluestocking daughters either.
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Throughout the nineteenth century, analogies between women and 
enslaved people abounded amongst the many reform movements that 
sought to reshape society in the United States. From the late twentieth 
century onwards, this comparison has been seen as, in Ana Stevenson’s 
words, ‘at best, structurally untenable, and at worst, deeply racist’ (2). 
In her excellent monograph The Woman as Slave in Nineteenth-Century 
American Social Movements, Stevenson interrogates the woman-slave 
analogy in its historical context. While acknowledging the way in 
which the woman-slave analogy privileged white women while eliding 
the experiences of enslaved African-American people, Stevenson’s aim 
is to ‘move beyond centering analyses around its palpable racism to 
discover what else these myriad reformers might have been trying to 
say, through rhetorical strategies which now appear both unprincipled 
and opportunistic’ (16–17). In doing so, Stevenson uncovers what is, 
at its core, a failed effort to conceptualise the relationship between two 
marginalised groups, yet also surprising instances whereby the woman-
slave analogy was deployed, particularly by African-American reformers, 
to develop an early understanding of the ways in which various forms of 
oppression intersected.
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Stevenson begins by tracing the emergence of the discourse of slavery in 
the transatlantic context, describing its origins as an abstracted analogy 
for various states of unfreedom and oppression in European philosophy. 
With the growth of the trade in enslaved people, she argues, this abstracted 
notion of slavery was confronted with the reality of chattel slavery—
particularly in the United States, where demographics and the proximity 
of chattel slavery made a purely abstracted analogy difficult to maintain. 
Amongst the anti-slavery movement, which then emerged in the United 
States, Stevenson finds evidence of women increasingly self-identifying 
with enslaved people. Due to this tradition of framing oppression as 
slavery, along with the practice of metempsychosis whereby women 
would sympathetically imagine themselves in the position of an enslaved 
person, Stevenson argues that ‘any pretensions to critical distance appear 
to have collapsed—at least temporarily, if not perhaps constantly’  (60). 
In subsequent chapters, Stevenson goes on to show how the woman-
slave analogy was utilised by various other nineteenth-century reform 
movements, including those focused on marriage, fashion, labour and 
women’s suffrage. While in some areas such as fashion reform most uses 
of slavery discourse remained relatively abstracted, others show evidence 
of an increasing focus on the equivalency of chattel slavery and women’s 
experience, to the extent that some reformers began to see women as the 
most wronged party. Stevenson then goes on to look to the early twentieth 
century, focusing on how the woman-as-slave analogy was used to shape 
historical memory and the memorialisation of prominent reformers.

While use of the woman-slave analogy shifted throughout the nineteenth 
century as reformers began to depict women as an enslaved class, Stevenson 
particularly highlights the changing context of the Civil War and the 
passage of the Reconstruction Amendments as intensifying a fundamental 
shift in its deployment. With the issue of chattel slavery nominally solved 
in the eyes of many reformers, the already incipient belief that women 
were not only an oppressed class but the most oppressed class came to 
dominate the discourse of white reformers. Here, Stevenson emphasises 
the careers of Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, who she 
finds to be ‘the most insistent and repetitive example of a wilful failure to 
link critical inquiry with critical praxis’ (308). The shifting focus of these 
women’s use of the woman-slave analogy towards guaranteeing rights 
for white women alone is illustrative of what Stevenson condemns as an 
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ultimately ineffective theoretical position, arising from ‘a collective and 
systemic failure amongst white women to look beyond the condition of 
women of their own race, class, and free status’ (309).

Stevenson’s research is impressive in both the breadth of her sources, 
as well as the depth in which she approaches them. Stevenson draws 
on a  wide variety of sources from key reformers and their opponents, 
including speeches, periodicals, correspondence and fictional works. 
In  her close reading of these various texts Stevenson remains keenly 
attuned to subtle differences in language and expression, which enables 
her to move beyond broad similarities to illustrate how the woman-slave 
analogy was used to different effect between reformers. It is this eye for 
detail that allows her most compelling contribution—her comparison of 
the work of African-American reformers to their white counterparts. In 
the writings of reformers such as Sojourner Truth, Frederick Douglass, 
Mary Church Terrell and Ida B. Wells, Stevenson argues for the existence 
of a competing utilisation of the woman-slave analogy to that represented 
by Anthony and Stanton. In their use of the woman-slave analogy, these 
African-American reformers consistently centred black women in a way 
that Stevenson convincingly argues presaged intersectional understandings 
of oppression.

Stevenson’s research adds much to our knowledge of how the woman-
slave analogy operated throughout the nineteenth century. The Woman as 
Slave in Nineteenth-Century American Social Movements paints a picture 
of an approach that, while able to be used by African-American writers 
to deepen understandings of the interplay between different types of 
subjugation, was ultimately detrimental. As Stevenson concludes, there is 
a cautionary tale in the ‘rate at which so many white reformers abandoned 
intersectional principles’ (310). Through the history of the woman-slave 
analogy,  Stevenson highlights the dangerous potential of surface-level 
comparisons to uphold systems of oppression, rather than to contest them.
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Women in South Australian History
South Australia is a state of firsts when it comes to women’s history. 
In 1881, the University of Adelaide was the first university in Australia 
to award women degrees and, in 1894, South Australia became the first 
Australian state to allow non-Indigenous women the right to vote. South 
Australian suffrage leader Catherine Helen Spence became the first federal 
woman political candidate in 1897, while in 1965 South Australian lawyer 
Roma Mitchell became the first woman appointed to a Supreme Court. 
These are but a few of the many pioneering women who have contributed 
to the state’s social, cultural and political landscape. However, in a quirk 
of history, South Australia remains the only Australian jurisdiction not to 
have had a woman leader. How might this anomaly be explained?
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Eminent South Australian historian Helen Jones first asked this question 
in her landmark 1986 book In Her Own Name, republished by Wakefield 
Press for a third time in 2020. Taking both a thematic and chronological 
approach, the book chronicles the gains that (mostly white) women 
have made in South Australia’s public sphere since 1836, with a focus on 
women’s work and suffrage in the nineteenth century, changing working 
patterns and women’s ascent into political life in the mid-twentieth 
century, and the promise of equal opportunity in the early twenty-first 
century. She concludes that while some South Australian women were 
able to break through the glass ceiling, for many more the ideals of an 
improved political and economic status remained far from their reality 
of poverty, the continuing struggle to gain equal pay, and the everyday 
experience of juggling home and working life. The trajectory towards 
women’s political representation in South Australia was not simple; they 
had to navigate a winding path that sometimes saw them backtrack. Even 
in the 1990s, Jones argued that, while significant gains had been made 
for women in many areas of their lives, the momentum and dreams of 
nineteenth-century suffragists had not yet been realised. Reading her text 
nearly 30 years later—especially in light of increasing unemployment due 
to the COVID-19 pandemic and the hostile, sexist political environment 
towards women that has recently come to light at the state and federal 
levels, coinciding with the #MeToo movement—it is clear that not much 
has changed.

One of the strengths of Jones’s work is her ability to identify South 
Australia’s distinctiveness in this field while making wider connections 
to the national picture, using local case studies to their best advantage to 
demonstrate prevailing attitudes towards women at the time. This means 
it remains an indispensable source not only for South Australian scholars 
and historians (and history enthusiasts) but researchers of women’s history, 
and gender, feminist, political and Australian studies more broadly. It is 
important to note that In Her Own Name is not a comprehensive study 
of women in South Australian history. It is a political and legal history; 
a social and cultural history of South Australian women remains to be 
written. However, it does include two chapters on women and children 
for each respective century that take into consideration topics such as 
infanticide, unmarried mothers, child welfare, mothercraft and the arrival 
of oral contraceptives. Overall, however, the focus and structure of the 
book means some historical events are only covered relatively briefly as 
part of Jones’s broader narrative. There are no chapters on the two world 
wars for example; they are covered within chapters that discuss 1900–39 
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and 1940–59 respectively. More detail on women’s wartime experiences 
would be welcome, especially as much of the legal framework and 
social agenda for women’s pay and employment was established during 
the Second World War. The conditions of minority groups, including 
Indigenous and LGBT women, is lacking, although laws and economic 
conditions as applicable to Indigenous women are touched on throughout 
but remain a peripheral concern, and Indigenous women pre-1836 are not 
mentioned at all. This is not a criticism per se, but an acknowledgement 
that the book is of its time; it is a reprint rather than update. In Her Own 
Name nevertheless remains a classic reference work and Jones’s careful, 
considered analysis and comprehensive overview of women’s status in 
South Australia’s history has yet to be bettered.

Coinciding with the republication of Jones’s work was Carolyn Collins 
and Roy Eccleston’s Trailblazers, which chronicles the lives of 100 South 
Australian women, again from 1836 until the present. The list includes 
politicians, lawyers and authors, film and television personalities, Olympic 
athletes, and celebrity chefs and musicians, alongside well-known 
women from South Australian history including Roma Mitchell, Helen 
Mayo and Catherine Helen Spence. As a historian, it was heartening 
to see some lesser-known but important names who have played a 
critical role in improving the social and economic conditions of South 
Australian women throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 
such as factory inspector Augusta Zadow, World War I Cheer Up Hut 
founder Alexandrine Seager, policewoman and mothers and babies home 
founder Kate Cocks, and World War II trade union leader Mary Miller. 
The list includes women from a variety of backgrounds, reflecting the 
multicultural makeup of the state, including Indian restaurateur Anant 
Singh, Chinese-born retail pioneer Gladys Sym Choon, Indigenous 
activist Ruby Hammond, and Indigenous community leader and wartime 
munitions worker Gladys Elphick.

While the book plays on the current popularity of biographies among the 
Australian public—its lavish production quality and full-page photographs 
suggests it is more at home on a coffee table than hidden away on the 
bookshelf of an academic historian—it is, in fact, full of substance and 
good quality, rigorous research. (This is no surprise as Collins holds an 
award-winning doctoral history thesis from the University of Adelaide.) 
Overall, both books decisively demonstrate that women have made, and 
will continue to make, history in South Australia and beyond, even if not 
yet as the state’s leader—that trailblazer is still to come.
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Suffrage dramatists were united against inequality for women. 
In  A  Splendid Adventure, the author argues that the contributions of 
Australian suffrage theatre were unique because, unlike their British and 
American counterparts, the dramatists were enfranchised women. They 
were able to look beyond the narrow question of the vote to consider 
democracy in the contemporary world and yet their work has been 
underestimated and overlooked in feminist theatre histories. Smith seeks 
to redress the balance by examining the works of Australian women 
writing for the theatre during the suffrage period timeframe of 1890–
1920, concentrating principally on three dramatists: Katharine Susannah 
Prichard, Miles Franklin and Inez Bensusan. The full text of one play by 
each is reproduced, two of which have not previously been published.

Smith sets the stage with an introductory chapter outlining her approach 
and surveying the writing of feminist theorists and theatre historians, 
then explores two plays by British dramatists: Cicely Hamilton’s Diana 
of Dobson’s, which toured Australia in 1909 and Betrayed, by British 
suffragette and recent immigrant, Adela Pankhurst.1 These show that 

1  Cicely Hamilton, Diana of Dobson’s, in New Woman Plays, ed. L. Fitzsimmons and V. Gardner 
(London: Methuen, 1991); Adela Pankhurst, Betrayed (Melbourne: Fraser & Jenkinson, 1917).
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Australian suffrage theatre was influenced by external trends and global 
issues. A chapter on Australian theatre by so-called New Women follows 
with a discussion of Mrs Haviland’s On Wheels.

The sections on Prichard, Franklin and Bensusan tap into what Smith 
terms ‘feminist expatriate desire’ as all three were writing suffrage plays 
while living in England or America (31). The pervasive Australian 
scepticism about home-grown talent meant that artists and writers found 
it necessary to travel abroad for recognition and professional fulfilment. 
We could ask how much of what critic A. A. Phillips later termed the 
‘cultural cringe’ still lingers today.2

Katharine Susannah Prichard is afforded a brief chapter to discuss the 
short plays she wrote during two extended periods in London working 
as a journalist early in her career, plays she regarded as immature efforts. 
Prichard was a committed socialist, so it is not surprising that exploitation 
of the workers is a recurring theme in the plays discussed. The Burglar 
(given in full text) was probably written in England in 1908, but was not 
performed until 1910 after her return to Melbourne. Unhappy with its 
direction, Prichard took over rehearsals herself. The play’s reception was 
mixed, one critic finding it too didactic for Australian audiences. In an 
interesting example of the cross-continental networking of those working 
in suffrage theatre, Prichard met Inez Bensusan of the Actresses’ Franchise 
League on her return to England and Bensusan produced two of her plays 
in 1913 and 1914.

Prichard and her compatriot, Miles Franklin, are principally regarded 
as nationalist writers, but their plays remind us that they were active 
participants in the international feminist movement. Franklin wrote over 
20 plays in the expatriate periods of her life in the United States and 
London. Most of her suffrage plays were written in Chicago after she 
began working for the National Women’s Trade Union League under 
Margaret Drier Robins. According to Smith, ‘Franklin never stopped 
trying to use the theatre as a soapbox box for emancipation’ (129). She 
was an avid theatregoer and in 1908 attended the successful English play 
Votes for Women! by Elizabeth Robins, Margaret Drier’s sister-in-law, when 
it was performed in Chicago in 1908. In another example of suffragist 
networking, Franklin probably met up with her again later in London. 

2  A. A. Phillips, ‘The Cultural Cringe’, Meanjin, 9, no. 4 (1950): 299–302.
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Spinsterhood was a theme in several of her American plays and Smith 
points out that by pulling the spinster from the periphery to centre stage, 
she was changing the dynamics of theatre convention. 

Franklin’s play Somewhere in London is the one reproduced in full text. 
A comedy in four acts written in London in 1916, it presents the story of 
two Australian women painters and is perhaps the most autobiographical 
of her plays on the subject of love, demonstrating the sacrifices a woman 
artist must make in order to be successful. Although she tried determinedly 
to get her plays produced, Franklin was unsuccessful, possibly because of 
their unconventional nature.

The largest section of A Splendid Adventure is devoted to Inez Bensusan, 
a playwright little known in Australia and usually regarded as English 
since she spent most of her adult life there. Born in 1871 in Sydney, the 
daughter of a wealthy Jewish merchant, Bensusan enjoyed some success 
as an actress before she moved to England in her early 20s. She was a 
founding member of the Jewish League for Women’s Suffrage in 1913, 
worked extensively as an actress and producer for the Actresses’ Franchise 
League (AFL) and showed herself to be a fine theatre administrator as well.

As a playwright, her best known and most successful play was The Apple, 
first performed with three other plays in a matinee at the Court Theatre 
in 1909 and later becoming standard fare at large AFL events like fetes 
and fairs. The subject of this ‘grimly realistic’ play, described by Smith as 
‘about women and freedom, and how male control usurps the pursuit 
of that freedom’, still resonates strongly in the twenty-first century 
(222). Her analysis of the play is compelling and nuanced: the heroine’s 
married sexual harasser is no evil stereotype but a handsome man who 
causes such confusion in Helen that she contemplates emigrating, while 
the ambiguous, unresolved ending was unconventional for the time, an 
example of feminist dramaturgy. It would be fascinating to see The Apple 
produced today. Inez Bensusan herself remains a mysterious figure in spite 
of the extensive attention given to her work, largely because the lack of 
papers makes her a difficult subject for a biography. It is a shame there is 
no image of her, although we are told at least one painting does exist.

A major strength of A Splendid Adventure is the author’s meticulous 
recovery of unpublished and forgotten suffrage plays by Australian 
women from the early twentieth century, so it is almost ironic that the 
book feels dated. Based largely on a doctoral thesis written in the 1990s, it 
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could have done with some extensive updating. A quarter of a century has 
passed since then but almost all of the scholarly source material dates from 
the 1980s and early 1990s. The term ‘recent’ is used frequently to refer 
to work from that period and later scholarship is largely absent, Jill Roe’s 
major 2008 biography of Miles Franklin being just one example.3 For 
such an expensive book, it is also poorly edited. Numerous typographical 
errors, an incorrect birthdate, articles (including one of my own from 
1992) quoted from and footnoted yet missing from bibliography and 
index—all should have been picked up.4 With much to admire about this 
book, I was nevertheless left disappointed.

3  Jill Roe, Stella Miles Franklin: A Biography (London, New York, Sydney and Auckland: Fourth 
Estate, 2008).
4  Muriel Matters’ 1877 birthdate is given as 1908. Smith, A Splendid Adventure, 11, 166. See Sylvia 
Martin, ‘Women’s Secrets: Miles Franklin in London’, Meanjin, 51, no. 1 (1992): 43.
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In an echo of Neville Chamberlain’s 1938 ‘peace for our time’ speech, 
Jacqueline Kent’s biography of Vida Goldstein proclaims ‘VIDA’ as 
‘A WOMAN FOR OUR TIME’. It joins an expanding genre of books that 
narrate the ‘extraordinary’ lives of Australian women aimed at a general 
readership. Recent additions include Robert Wainwright’s profile of 
Australian actor-suffragist Muriel Matters; Elizabeth Kleinhenz’s account 
of feminist Germaine Greer; Loretta Smith’s portrayal of car mechanic 
Alice Anderson; David Dufty’s account of electrical engineer Florence 
Violet McKenzie; Cathy Perkins’ depiction of passionate poet Zora Cross; 
Helen Ennis’ portrayal of modernist photographer Olive Cotton; and 
Kathy Mexted’s salutation to 10 women pilots ‘who refused to keep their 
feet on the ground’.1

The biographers position these women as pioneering champions, 
passionate adventurers and inspiring trailblazers who defied the social 
conventions of their times. They are also motivated by how little is known 
about these extraordinary women. Perkins says Cross believed ‘history will 
find me’, Smith wants Anderson to be ‘acclaimed as a national treasure’, 
Dufty offers McKenzie’s story for readers to ‘enjoy and marvel at’ and 
Mexted hopes her stories will ‘inspire’ readers to ‘try new things’. Some 

1  Robert Wainwright, Miss Muriel Matters (Sydney: HarperCollins, 2017); Elizabeth Kleinhenz, 
Germaine: The Life of Germaine Greer (Sydney: Penguin Random House, 2018); Loretta Smith, 
A Spanner in the Works (Sydney: Hachette Australia, 2019); David Dufty, Radio Girl: The Story of the 
Extraordinary Mrs Mac, Pioneering Engineer and Wartime Legend (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 2020); 
Cathy Perkins, The Shelf Life of Zora Cross (Melbourne: Monash University Press, 2020); Helen Ennis, 
Olive Cotton: A Life in Photography (Sydney: HarperCollins, 2020); Kathy Mexted, Australian Women 
Pilots: Amazing True Stories of Women in the Air (Sydney: NewSouth Publishing, 2020).
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of the women Mexted includes, such as Nancy Bird Walton (known as 
the ‘Angel of the Outback’ for her work with the Flying Doctor Service) 
and Deborah Lawrie (renowned for winning her sex discrimination case 
against Ansett Airlines), are familiar while others are unknown outside 
flying circles. Mexted’s accounts of these women crop dusting, cattle 
herding, navigating New Guinea mountain ranges, ferrying planes 
across the Pacific and surviving crashes are infused with her own piloting 
experiences. In lauding these pioneers, Mexted does not shy away from 
noting the ‘face of male prejudices’ they encountered but acknowledges 
social attitudes have changed over time.

Kent adopts a different approach. Asserting that Vida Goldstein is ‘briefly 
mentioned in almost every history of women in Australia’ but remains 
unknown ‘outside scholarly circles’, she claims her biography provides 
a remedy for this absence.2 In a rhetorical flourish that comes close to 
hagiography, she locates her subject as ‘not simply a woman of her times’ 
but also ‘for our time’, frames Vida’s life with the experiences of Australia’s 
first female prime minister and views Vida through the monofocal lens of 
‘pent-up Australian misogyny’ that ‘crashed on’ Julia Gillard (279).3 But, 
despite quoting at length from her misogyny speech, Kent misses Gillard’s 
central point: gender ‘doesn’t explain everything’.

In her review of this biography, Marilyn Lake criticises Kent’s failure to 
deal with pertinent questions such as independent women candidates 
as opposed to those supported by political parties and points to other 
significant intersectional elements, such as class, which Kent neglects.4 
Through overlooking such aspects, Kent slides into sweeping statements 
about Australia’s political system. Her suggestion, that Australian women 
‘wait[ed] until men granted them the suffrage’ effectively recycles the 
long-debunked notion of Australian women being handed the vote 

2  Previously published accounts of Vida Goldstein are to be found in Janice N. Brownfoot, ‘Goldstein, 
Vida Jane (1869–1949)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/goldstein-vida-
jane-6418/text10975; Janette Bomford, That Dangerous and Persuasive Woman (Melbourne: Melbourne 
University Press, 1990); Clare Wright, You Daughters of Freedom: The Australian Women Who Won the 
Vote and Inspired the World (Melbourne: Text Publishing, 2018); Marilyn Lake, Progressive New World: 
How Settler Colonialism and Transpacific Exchange Shaped American Reform (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 2019); James Keating, Distant Sisters: Australasian Women and the International Struggle 
for the Vote 1880–1914 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2020).
3  Jacqueline Kent, The Making of Julia Gillard (Melbourne: Penguin Australia, 2009).
4  Marilyn Lake, ‘Review: New Biography shows Vida Goldstein’s Political Campaigns were 
Courageous, her Losses Prophetic’, The Conversation, 22 September 2020, theconversation.com/
review-new-biography-shows-vida-goldsteins-political-campaigns-were-courageous-her-losses-
prophetic-145691.

https://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/goldstein-vida-jane-6418/text10975
https://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/goldstein-vida-jane-6418/text10975
http://theconversation.com/review-new-biography-shows-vida-goldsteins-political-campaigns-were-courageous-her-losses-prophetic-145691
http://theconversation.com/review-new-biography-shows-vida-goldsteins-political-campaigns-were-courageous-her-losses-prophetic-145691
http://theconversation.com/review-new-biography-shows-vida-goldsteins-political-campaigns-were-courageous-her-losses-prophetic-145691
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‘on a plate’  (xiii).5 Pointing to the use of the masculine pronoun in 
the Commonwealth Franchise Act 1902, Kent comments, bizarrely, it is 
‘rather galling to think that Australian women became voters thanks to 
a convention of English grammar’ (82). Although she notes that women 
in South Australia and Western Australia were entitled to vote in colonial 
parliaments by the turn of the century, Kent does not take account of the 
‘compromise deal’ that enabled the passing of the Act on 12 June 1902.6 

Such oversimplifications lead Kent into disingenuous statements. ‘Vida 
was the first woman anywhere in the Western world … to stand for 
election to a national parliament’ she asserts, ignoring the three other 
women candidates at the same 1903 election (xii).7 Moreover, comparing 
Australia with the United Kindgom and United States, Kent claims ‘in 
Australia, it took forty years for a woman to enter parliament’, an assertion 
that is true only of the Commonwealth Parliament (277, emphasis in 
original).8 Kent lauds Vida’s criticisms of the new generation of Australian 
suffragists who did not ‘want to change too much’ and admires Vida’s 
belief women should ‘band together and fight solely on their own account’ 
rather than work with men, a stance at odds with other women of the 
time (177, 268–69). As Edith Cowan, the first woman elected to any 
Australian parliament stated: ‘if men and women can work for the State 
side by side … we should do very much better work in the community 
than was ever done before’.9 Kent’s representations beg to be challenged 
or at least contextualised.

Problematically, Kent insinuates her own authorial perspective into 
her surmises. She declares Vida ‘was heartened to see that at last—at 
last—women were being represented in Australian parliaments (268, 
emphasis in original). As Millicent Preston Stanley, the first woman 
elected to the New South Wales Parliament stated, she was not elected 

5  Jenny Donovan, ‘“Handed on a Plate” and Other Misconceptions: Women’s Suffrage in New 
South Wales’, in No Fit Place For Women? Women in New South Wales Politics, ed. Deborah Brennan 
and Louise Chappell (Sydney: UNSW Press, 2006), 33–59.
6  ‘Defining Moments: Franchise Act’, National Museum of Australia, www.nma.gov.au/defining-
moments/resources/franchise-act.
7  The women candidates for the 1903 federal election were Vida Goldstein, Nellie Martel, Mary 
Anne Moore Bentley (Senate) and Selina Anderson (House of Representatives).
8  By 1943 eight women had been elected to Australian state parliaments. Edith Cowan, 1921; 
May Holman, 1925; Annie Florence Cardell-Oliver, 1936 (Western Australia); Millicent Preston 
Stanley, 1925; Mary Quirk, 1939 (New South Wales); Irene Longman, 1929 (Queensland); Millicent 
Peacock, 1933; Ivy Webster, 1937 (Victoria).
9  Western Australia Parliamentary Debates, 28 July 1921, 19.

http://www.nma.gov.au/defining-moments/resources/franchise-act
http://www.nma.gov.au/defining-moments/resources/franchise-act
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‘as a representative of one sex’ but to represent the ‘electors of Eastern 
Suburbs’.10 Federal parliamentarians—women and men—are elected to 
the House of Representatives to represent electorates and to the Senate to 
represent states—not women (or men). Kent’s high modality conjectures 
often accord her assertions an undeserved authority, as, for instance, 
her statement that although Vida was not involved in establishing the 
Australian Federation of Women Voters, ‘she must have been pleased’; 
and, despite not being ‘particularly interested in the theatre’, Vida would 
‘certainly have been in the audience cheering’ Nora in Henrik Ibsen’s play 
A Doll’s House (46, 257).

Kent extends her speculations to Vida’s imagined responses to women 
of  our time to support her thesis that Vida’s ‘battles for equality in 
politics’ illuminate ‘issues that persist today’. Vida, she contends, ‘would 
have applauded the restraint in Gillard’s misogyny speech’, ‘would have 
been pleased to see the progress Australian women have made’, and 
‘would have applauded the existence of #MeToo and Destroy the Joint’ 
(282–83). Would Vida applaud the social situations that gave rise to these 
movements?

The book’s cover blurb asserts Vida ‘remains Australia’s most celebrated 
crusader for the rights of women’, an exorbitant claim at odds with Kent’s 
statement of Vida being unknown outside ‘scholarly circles’. Ironically, it 
also positions this biography in Thomas Carlyle’s nineteenth-century great 
man of history tradition; historical events are explicable in terms of the 
impact of unique, heroic men. Or, in Vida’s case, a unique, heroic woman! 
Despite Kent’s worthy intention of bringing Vida Goldstein’s story to the 
general public, her storytelling is fraught with historical blindness, lack 
of nuance and intersectional myopia. Just as Chamberlain’s ‘peace for our 
time’ rang hollow; sadly, so too does Kent’s ‘woman for our time’. 

10  New South Wales Parliamentary Debates, 26 August 1925, 370.
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The women’s suffrage campaigns of Australia and New Zealand, the 
first nations where white women gained equal political rights to men, 
are perhaps the most documented periods of women’s political history 
in Australasia. Much feminist historiographical scholarship has, 
particularly since the 1970s, sought to disrupt the narrative that has 
framed women’s suffrage as a ‘gift’ granted by benevolent governments—
instead documenting women’s long-running, strategic feminist activism 
and advocacy that these reforms depended on. Some of this scholarship 
has been criticised for privileging feminist demands for parliamentary 
representation (which risks overlooking women’s other demands and 
activism in other areas of society) or for lamenting the slow entrance of 
women into parliaments after 1902. This arguably risks reinforcing male-
centric or patriarchal narratives about nation-building. However, James 
Keating’s Distant Sisters: Australasian Women and the International Struggle 
for the Vote, 1880–1914 offers a new history of the struggle for women’s 
suffrage in Australia and New Zealand that, in making the claim that 
the internationalism of the Australasian movement must be highlighted, 
foregrounds the intimate connections between suffragists as well as the 
everydayness of feminist activism across both countries.
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Distant Sisters highlights the regionality of women’s suffrage campaigns 
across the Tasman, showing how suffragists in Australia and New Zealand 
connected with each other—and their counterparts in the United States 
and Britain—over their shared goal, and worked to position themselves 
within the internationalist struggle for women’s enfranchisement. While 
these bonds were complex and not always fruitful, as Keating notes, 
they signify a regional suffrage history that he argues should be taken 
seriously. Figures such as Vida Goldstein, Louisa Lawson, Rose Scott 
and Kate Sheppard—as well as key moments such as Goldstein’s tour of 
the US and meeting with Theodore Roosevelt—have become canonical 
in Australasian women’s political histories. While these women feature 
heavily throughout Keating’s book, he attempts to show a more contextual 
picture by drawing attention to the connections between these women 
and their wider networks, focusing on the ordinary, the relational and 
the personal realms of the movement. This includes the role of ordinary 
branch members of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) 
in suffrage activism. While the WCTU, as Keating notes, has received 
much historiographical attention for its role in the suffrage movement, 
little attention has been given to the day-to-day significance that the 
struggle for suffrage played in the lives of ordinary members—as well 
as the role that ordinary members played in the campaign. Keating does 
so in Distant Sisters as well as offering insights into tensions between the 
WCTU’s local and global visions.

We also encounter lesser known, but influential, individual figures of 
the campaign, such as Mary Ann Müller, ‘New Zealand’s first female 
advocate of women’s enfranchisement’. Keating introduces us to Müller 
via a letter that she sent to New Zealand suffragist Kate Sheppard in 
1893, congratulating Sheppard on the ‘attainment of our object—‘“the 
Female Franchise”’ (107). Enclosed with Müller’s letter was a copy of 
an 1869 pamphlet advocating for women’s enfranchisement that Müller 
had written and disseminated in New Zealand—as well as a letter that 
she received from John Stuart Mill encouraging her activism. Sheppard 
had been unaware of Müller’s advocacy, and Keating’s inclusion of the 
exchange between these intergenerational suffragists offers insight not 
only into the intimacy of correspondence among suffragists but also the 
forgotten, or disjointed, genealogies of feminist activism. As Keating 
notes, ‘Müller’s is not merely a heart-warming story of a germinal suffragist 
receiving belated recognition in her twilight years’, but ‘illustrates the 
degree to which Australian and New Zealand women’s rights activists 
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were unaware of their colonial predecessors’ (107). Keating suggests that 
Sheppard’s subsequent correspondence with Müller—as well as with 
feminists in international suffrage campaigns—served as a means of 
documenting the Australasian women’s movement, rather than only as a 
means of exchange. Letters were a way to ‘write the antipodes into the 
already metro-centric history of women’s struggle for freedom’, Keating 
says (108). Keating documents some of the many exchanges among 
suffragists in Australia and New Zealand, and with their counterparts in 
Britain and the US. Such correspondence, as Keating describes, sought 
to disrupt the Euro-American-centrism of the international women’s 
movement by documenting the Australasian struggle—as Keating does 
with Distant Sisters. Through documenting the relationships within and 
across suffragist campaigns, Keating also highlights the importance, for 
building an internationalist movement, of everyday connections.

Keating also offers new insights into the emergence of Australian feminist 
press in the suffrage movement era. He suggests that prior study of 
the women’s press of this period has focused on individual mastheads, 
analysing them for themes and the ‘layered meanings that historians 
have found in their pages’ (134). He advocates, instead, for situating 
mastheads ‘within the complex networks of production and circulation 
that linked readers, writers, and organisations’ (135). Focusing on the 
women’s press as well as correspondence gives important attention to 
women’s subjectivity and voice throughout the suffrage campaigns. Voice 
is a significant theme of Distant Sisters, and we are offered many excerpts 
and examples of suffragists’ words throughout.

Distant Sisters offers an important contribution to histories of women’s 
suffrage, primarily through its focus on internationalism in the movement 
and the regionality of the Australasian campaigns—documenting 
both the ‘limits, as well as the possibilities, of Australasian suffrage 
internationalism’ (204). Keating suggests that in women’s campaigns for 
voting rights, ‘local, national, and international struggles were imbricated’ 
and that these ‘must be understood in unison’ (205). Distant Sisters thinks 
‘below and beyond the level of nation’ when documenting histories of the 
suffrage movements and encourages other scholars to do the same.
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Dr Belinda Eslick is an Honorary Research Fellow in the School of 
Historical and Philosophical Inquiry and a casual academic in gender 
studies and philosophy at the University of Queensland, Brisbane, 
Australia.

Dr Iva Glisic is a historian of modern Russia, Italy and the Balkans. Her 
work explores the history of radical ideas, creative dissent and the dynamic 
relationship between art, politics and ideology. She is the author of The 
Futurist Files: Avant-Garde, Politics, and Ideology in Russia, 1905–1930 
(DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 2018).

Rachel Harris is a visiting research fellow and casual academic in the 
Department of History, University of Adelaide. She completed her PhD, 
on the topic of women in South Australia during the Second World War in 
2020 and received a dean’s commendation for doctoral thesis excellence. 
She continues to research women’s lives in South Australia across the 
twentieth century and has numerous publications.

Sylvia Martin holds a PhD in women’s studies from Griffith University 
and has a background in theatre. She has written three biographies of 
women neglected in Australian literary and cultural history. Ida Leeson: 
A Life (Allen & Unwin, 2006) was awarded the 2008 Magarey Medal for 
Biography. Her latest book is Sky Swimming: Reflections on Auto/biography, 
People and Place (UWA Publishing, 2020). A new edition of her first book 
Passionate Friends: Mary Fullerton, Mabel Singleton and Miles Franklin 
(Onlywomen Press, 2001) will be published in 2021 by QueerOzFolk.

Lachlan McCarron is an MPhil candidate at the University of Adelaide, 
with an interest in the social and cultural history of the United States. 
His research focuses on the intersections of emotion, race and gender in 
nineteenth-century phrenological texts.
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Wendy Michaels OAM is a conjoint research fellow at the University of 
Newcastle where she researches in Australian women’s political history. 
She has published articles on Millicent Preston Stanley’s life and career, 
including ‘The Final Factor: What Political Action Failed to Do’, Lilith: 
A Feminist History Journal, 19 (2013), ‘Child Custody and the Father-
right Principle’, Encyclopaedia of Gender and Sexuality Studies (Wiley 
Blackwell, 2016) and ‘When the Political Becomes Personal: Millicent 
Preston Stanley’s Embrace of Eugenics, 1915–1927’, Review: Idealism, 
Beliefs and History (Independent Scholars Association Australia, 2017). 
Her biography of Millicent Preston Stanley has recently been submitted 
to a publisher.

Lee-Ann Monk is a research associate in history at La Trobe University, 
Australia. She is the author of Attending Madness: At Work in the Australian 
Colonial Asylum (Rodopi, 2008). Her research interests include the 
histories of work, mental health and disability and their intersections.

Jessica Murray is concluding her PhD in English and literary studies at 
the University of Western Australia, where she also works as a tutor and 
guest lecturer. Her thesis uses the concept of conscience as a way into 
exploring moral anxieties about the relationship between individuals and 
legal authority in the literature of Victorian England. Her interests extend 
beyond this to history, cultural studies and feminism.

Dr Samantha Owen is a social and cultural historian who researches 
communities, education and contested histories. She the co-lead of the 
Curtin University Gender Research Network and a Senior Lecturer in 
Humanities and Social Sciences Education at Curtin University.

Marystella Ramirez Guerra is a historian of women’s history and the 
Holy Roman empire and was educated in Oxford, Aachen and Navarra. 
She is working on a book about women’s education, protofeminism and 
pietism in Prussia during the eighteenth century that will be published by 
Routledge. She is currently based at the University of Notre Dame.

Saskia Roberts is a PhD candidate at the School of History, The Australian 
National University. She is also a senior research officer at the Northern 
Territory Treaty Commission. Her PhD concerns Australian teenage girls, 
sex education and print culture in the late twentieth century. Her earlier 
research focused on pregnancy management and discourses of femininity 



Lilith: A Feminist History Journal, Number 27

260

and masculinity in fin-de-siècle Australian and French newspapers. Saskia’s 
PhD research is supported by an Australian Government RTP scholarship 
and the ANU RSSS Director’s Award for Higher Degree Research.

Emma Robertson is Senior Lecturer in History at La Trobe University, 
specialising in women’s and gender history in Britain and the British 
Empire. She is the author of Chocolate, Women and Empire: A Social and 
Cultural History (Manchester University Press, 2009), co-author of Rhythms 
of Labour: Music at Work in Britain (Cambridge University Press, 2013) 
and co-author of BBC World Service: Overseas Broadcasting, 1932–2018 
(Palgrave, 2019). She is currently researching the history of women in 
‘non-traditional’ occupations, funded by the Australian Research Council 
(DP160102764) with Diane Kirkby and Lee-Ann Monk.

Danielle Scrimshaw is a recent graduate of the University of Melbourne 
and writer of fiction, memoir and hybrid non-fiction. Her honours 
research, supervised by Joy Damousi, focused on Australian women’s 
queer sexualities and the contexts in which they were contained from 
the 1840s to the 1920s. In 2019, her essay ‘Be Gay, Do Crime: Or, the 
Ballad of Catherine and Ellen’ was shortlisted for the Deakin University 
Nonfiction Prize.

Dr Parisa Shams is an Adjunct Research Fellow at the University of 
Western Australia, where she completed her PhD in English and Cultural 
Studies. She is the author of the monograph Judith Butler and Subjectivity: 
The Possibilities and Limits of the Human (2020). Her research explores the 
intersections of philosophy and literature and appears in journals such as 
Feminist Theory and Textual Practice.

Madeline Shanahan completed her PhD at University College Dublin 
where she was awarded an Ad Astra Scholarship with the John Hume 
Institute for Global Irish Studies. Specialising in Irish food history, she 
practises as a heritage consultant in Sydney and is an Honorary Adjunct 
Lecturer at the University of New England.

Lee Sulkowska is a PhD candidate at Deakin University in Victoria. 
Her thesis explores societal conflict in nineteenth-century Victorian 
cemeteries and suggests that the history of burial spaces in Australia offers 
post-colonial insights. Her broader research interests extend to the history 
of body disposal, death practices and the changing attitudes to death over 
time.
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Alison Vincent is a cultural historian with qualifications in science 
(food  technology) and history and has recently completed a PhD at 
Central Queensland University, entitled ‘Sydney Eats, Melbourne Dines: 
Shaping Australian Tastes 1970–1995’. Her research focuses on Australian 
food culture, including the social history of dining out in Australia, the 
role of print media in shaping Australian tastes and the history of writing 
about food in the Australian context. The results of her research have 
been published in a number of journals including Australasian Journal of 
Popular Culture and Journal of Australian Studies and presented at local 
and overseas conferences.

Linda Wells was born and raised on Wurundjeri Lands. She moved to 
Central Australia where she lived and worked for nearly three decades. 
Linda’s published works include Still a Town Like Alice (2011) that she was 
commissioned to write by the Alice Springs Town Council and Kultitja: 
Memoir of an Outback Schoolteacher (Ginninderra Press, 2016). Linda has 
recently completed a PhD with Deakin University across the disciplines 
of history and creative writing.
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