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To my daughters Rosie and Allegra,
their generation and those to come
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PROLOGUE


The woman in the thick green coat and jaunty driving cap stamped her feet and danced in circles. To the huddle of reporters and photographers watching nearby, it looked like some sort of crude flamenco, but Muriel Matters was simply cold, and probably a little nervous, and a little jig might just keep her warm.


It was just after 1.00 pm on February 16, 1909 and the temperature hovered around freezing by the banks of the Welsh Harp Reservoir near Hendon in north London. Despite the cold, the journalists and a clutch of onlookers had gathered to watch an historic moment in political campaigning and the fledgling world of aviation.


Although the area had been used on and off for fifty years by aeronautical companies for experimental flights, scientific journeys and even tethered balloon rides for picnickers, this would be the first time that a powered aircraft had taken off from the green expanse that would become integral to the city’s wartime defences.


And a young woman whose feet had never left the ground was preparing to take to the skies. The plan to drop hundreds of ‘Votes for Women’ leaflets on the head of King Edward VII as he sat in his golden carriage trotting down The Mall to open the new session of parliament seemed crazy. But what a story!


Like many historic moments, opinion would be divided about its sanity. Was this lady naive, reckless and foolhardy or a brave crusader? In truth, Muriel Matters fell somewhere in between; the thrill of the ride and the sense that what she was doing was necessary and would make a difference to others was more powerful than the fear of physical harm.


It would be 5 degrees cooler once they were aloft, hence the layers of heavy clothes beneath Muriel’s coat. Other than the cold, though, the weather was favourable: bright, clear skies with a forecast of light to moderate winds out of the north – hence the need to take off from this side of the Thames. It would have been impossible to take off south of the river and try to fly into the prevailing wind toward the city. Even Hendon wasn’t perfect, lying slightly north-west of the city centre, but there were few possible launch sites, highlighting the nascent and precarious nature of aviation.


Muriel looked over toward the airship, stretched out like a cigar with what appeared to be the foresail of a yacht at the rear to act as a rudder. The balloon was adorned with the slogan Votes for Women in huge lettering, so it could be seen from the ground, and streamers in the Women’s Freedom League colours of white, gold and green would trail behind.


The framework beneath the balloon was a different matter, a skeletal scaffold of wires, ashwood and bamboo with a wicker gondola slung in the middle barely big enough for two people to squeeze into. Comfort was not an option in a design for as little weight as possible.


She focused on the man scurrying around the airship. Henry Spencer, the pilot, looked a bundle of nerves checking the struts and ties and engine, which seemed tiny for its job of driving the airship in a series of yacht-like manoeuvres across the prevailing winds to position it over the Houses of Parliament as the King’s procession made its approach.


As she watched and waited, Muriel might have reflected on her incredible life transformation. It seemed only yesterday that she was in the city of Adelaide on the other side of the world, enjoying the plaudits of critics as an aspiring actress, an elocutionist who could hold the attention of audiences for hours as she recited great dramatic verses. She had travelled across the world in pursuit of those dreams, had been welcomed in some of London’s great entertainment venues but then decided she had a greater calling than footlight fame, a calling for which she was prepared to risk her life.


It was almost 1.30 pm, lift-off time if they were going to get south to Westminster and greet the King’s carriage. Several men moved forward, loaded the bundle of pamphlets and then lifted Muriel into the basket while a dozen more clung onto ropes attached to the framework to steady the ship.


But there was a problem. The motor wouldn’t start. All Muriel could do was busy herself, stacking the pile of pamphlets neatly and fastening her hat to her head with a scarf tied beneath her chin. She smiled and posed for the cameras, a megaphone clasped casually in gloved hands. In the background Henry Spencer looked on anxiously.


Finally, after furious minutes of tinkering, the engine spluttered into life and the giant ship lifted slowly into the air. Muriel Matters had taken flight.




1.


THE COW LADY OF BOWDEN




Mary Matters, a widow with four children and an ageing mother, wrote asking permission to depasture her cow on the parklands free of charge. Communications favourable to the request were received from Mrs Gawler and Dr Whittell. Referred to finance committee.


– South Australian Register, August 10, 1862





The request made of the Adelaide Municipal Council seemed reasonable enough. Even a neighbour, a Mrs Gawler, and a respected GP, Horatio Whittell, a man of ‘high character, integrity and ability’, according to the same newspaper, felt compelled to support Mrs Matters’ case for recognition of hardship, but the men of the council took a different view.


As trifling a matter as it appeared to be for a council in charge of a growing city, the widow’s request was shunted off to a committee where it would be denied out of hand, the august body of gentlemen deaf to the plea of an enterprising woman with no husband that she be allowed to feed her only asset – a cow – on public land, even though it would help keep the grass down.


It was a mean-spirited decision by the male political elders of a colonial city supposedly rooted in a spirit of entrepreneurial endeavour and equity. The travails and challenges of a widow seemed to have no bearing on their considerations. If anything, it annoyed them that a woman would seek to challenge laws enacted by men.


Adelaide, capital of the freely settled colony of South Australia, had been founded less than three decades before, designed by the Surveyor-General Colonel William Light in a grid pattern on either side of the Torrens River: broad avenues, narrower streets and public squares surrounded by great parklands filled with trees that would help keep the air clean, in contrast to the poor light and dank, polluted air that permeated most overcrowded European cities.


The genius of Light’s design was matched by the utopian impulses fuelling both his garden city’s construction and the settlement of the colony. Adelaide was not to be built on the back of convict labour, like the east coast capitals of Sydney and Melbourne, but as a free settlement, financed by selling investment parcels of land to the wealthy in faraway Britain. The proceeds from the sales (to largely absentee landlords) would fund the cost of shipping a ready-made working-class population from the United Kingdom to build the new city.


‘The great experiment in the art of colonisation’ was considered an immediate success. The initial land release sold quickly and a campaign was launched in London to lure settlers across the seas with promises of a paradise: a new society that championed civil liberties, tolerance and religious freedom, far from the human crush and crime-filled streets of the Mother Country. So bright was this beacon that no jail had been planned, let alone built, for the city named by William IV after his German wife.


Free passage was offered to men aged under forty-five, single or married, who were skilled farm labourers, shepherds or copper miners, interested in living and working in the rich agricultural regions opening up outside the city. There was also room for men good with their hands who could help build the city that was fast rising from the riverbanks – bricklayers, stonemasons, farriers, gardeners, sawyers, carpenters, mechanics, wheelwrights and the like, provided they were ‘sober, industrious, of general good moral character … free of all bodily and mental defects’.1


Women were welcome too, single or married, particularly those with experience as domestic servants, farm girls, plain cooks or nurses. A letter from the Bishop of Adelaide offering advice to emigrants to the colony painted a rosy picture: ‘Wages are high and there is no fear of starvation,’ he wrote. ‘Respectable servant girls are sure to find employment.’ There was even the enticement of land ownership, via a scheme under which a man could buy his own plot of land and put aside wages to pay it off.


In 1852, Mary Matters and her husband, Thomas, heeded the call, leaving a settled if crowded life in the port city of Plymouth to start afresh. Thomas was a 32-year-old stonemason with the ideal combination of youth and trade experience required in the fledgling community.


His wife, although six years older, fitted the criteria for ‘acceptable’ women. Mary was the eldest of twelve children of a struggling Devon farm worker. With little chance of an education, she had followed her mother into domestic service and helped raise her siblings, and was thirty-three before she found a husband.


The marriage certificate sheds no light on how Mary Adams met Thomas Matters. They lived in towns fifty kilometres apart and their families had no obvious connection. The only link appears to be religion, both families being devout followers of the Methodist philosophy of John Wesley. It would be a driving moral force for several future generations.


Mary had only stopped working after the birth of her third child, a daughter to follow two sons, which meant financial pressure was growing as much as the family’s need for space, crammed as they were into three rooms of a five-room house near the city docks. A fresh start seemed a godsend and too good to refuse, even if it was on the other side of the world.


Mary wasn’t the only member of her family to emigrate. A younger brother, John, had already left for South Australia, and three unwed sisters and her widowed mother would follow a few months later. Another brother would settle in New Zealand and a third in Victoria.


On August 24 Thomas and Mary packed their children – Charles, Thomas and baby Mary – along with a small bundle of clothing and personal effects and joined 339 other souls aboard the three-masted barque Sea Park to set sail for the unknown.2 It was the seventy-ninth such government-funded ship to make the trip carrying the future citizens of Adelaide, whose population now stood at about 50,000. Most of the family’s belongings had to be left behind, traded for a new beginning. They would never return.


* * *


Mary had turned forty by the time the family stepped ashore in Adelaide almost four months later. Port Adelaide, where the Sea Park lay at anchor, must have appeared a little like Plymouth, with its bustle and grime, but nothing else gave the family any sense of being in the soft environs and gentle light of England.


They had arrived in the early heat of an Australian summer, into a landscape they could not have imagined with its open spaces, wild glaring skies and remorseless sunshine. Here the roads were dry and dusty, the fine, pale sand blown by hot, swirling winds. Men working outside hid beneath large straw hats to keep the baking sun from their faces and spoke with a strange ‘independence of manners’, a frankness that jarred British sensibilities.3


Yet it was clearly a place of prospect and plenty, the storehouses in the centre of the now bustling city stocked with an abundance of fruit and vegetables – grapes, tomatoes, plums, peaches, apples and more. The talk in the streets was of opportunity rather than hardship, and of mineral and grazing riches beyond the blue-grey hills that ringed the mangroves and the coastal plain on which the city had been so carefully placed.


It was also a blessed relief to be free of the squalid living conditions and putrid food aboard ship, for there was great sadness amid the excitement and anticipation of their arrival, a few weeks before Christmas. Mary’s infant namesake daughter was among the fourteen babies and young children who had died from infection and illness at sea. By contrast there had been nine births.


And Mary was pregnant again, the conception almost certainly occurring on August 23, the night before the family sailed from Plymouth – a celebration of a new life ahead in so many ways.


The welcome was promising. In the first days after arrival, families like the Matters were housed in cottages along the harbour foreshore and the ‘Stranger Friend Society’ was on hand to relieve distress among the newly arrived. It all seemed too good to be true. Thomas secured work within days, and the family leased a house constructed of pisé, a form of rammed earth, with a dirt floor and tin roof, in the village of Bowden on the northern fringe of the city. The small outpost had been roughly cleared and chopped up into irregular lots set along nameless streets.


The lease came with the inducement of the prospect of securing a mortgage to buy the modest, four-room house, squeezed onto its tiny allotment, perhaps as small as one-sixteenth of an acre and sized to maximise profit for its developer rather than create amenity for the lessee. The Matters’ neighbours were labourers and tradespeople: tanners, millers, lime-burners and bricklayers with skills but little money, grateful for the work and security that sprang from a city still largely under construction.


Few would make the change from lessee to landowner. A developer named Eckley owned 117 properties in Bowden and the rest were held by half a dozen individuals. Families made the homes their own by planting fruit trees and vines and digging tiny vegetable plots into the bushland, creating a little Europe amid the native wattles and gums, mallees, myrtles and quandongs. Pigs and goats wandered freely in the village that soon had five hotels, a dozen stores, a collection of brickworks and tanneries and even a modest schoolhouse.4


In May 1853 Mary gave birth to a third son, John Leonard, a renewal of sorts and an event that went some way to ease the pain of her baby daughter’s death. But life was fragile and the fates cruel. In February 1857, barely four years after arriving in the colony, Thomas Matters was dead from gastric fever. He was just thirty-seven. The funeral notice would say it had been sudden, the stonemason passing away at home after a ‘short illness’. A fortnight later his grieving widow gave birth to their fourth child – another son. The promise of a new, wondrous life had now turned to despair.


Although Mary had familial support, resources would not stretch to financial help because her sisters and mother were living hand to mouth. Nor could her brother John, who had his own family to feed, spare any money. At the age of forty-five, with four young children and no likely marriage prospects, Mary Matters was on her own in a city that wanted contributors, not passengers.


The cow therefore took on an extra significance, bought from the little money Mary could scrape together and symbolic of her resourcefulness and determination amid the setbacks of colonial life.


* * *


On a clear, bright summer morning in late 1865, a man climbed the rickety scaffolding around the almost completed Adelaide Town Hall. He carried a heavy bag and tripod, and on reaching the top braced himself, faced north and began to take photographs. For the next hour or so, Townsend Duryea, an American mining engineer turned photographer, carefully made his way around the tower in an anti-clockwise fashion to avoid the sun’s sharp rays shining into his lens while he took fourteen photographs, creating the world’s first photographic panorama.5


The result showed the precision and success of the Adelaide experiment. Each point of the compass was dominated by a wide avenue, splitting rows of modest housing and timber-framed shopfronts, grand sandstone public buildings and neat parks of carefully planted trees that would one day spread to cover the flat landscape to help the city ‘breathe’.


But behind the innovative photography lay another, more complex story. The system of land title, so carefully plotted, had been rorted and botched in the early years of the colony and had stunted its development until the Real Property Act, which would revolutionise land ownership not only in Adelaide but around the world, was passed in the South Australian parliament.


In the distance, just beyond the range of Duryea’s camera, lay the ring of villages that would one day merge to become suburbs all the way to the sea. Among them was Bowden, where the Matters family lived, and the village of Croydon where ‘Mary Matters of Bowden’ had recently applied to have four housing allotments registered in her name under the new Torrens title system.


Croydon had been carved out of the bush by two investors who named it, as so many did, after their home town in England, but the land remained largely unsold because of the confusion about land ownership. Mary had seen her chance to acquire land cheaply and build a future for her family. Significantly, hers was the only female name on the registry.


Aged fifty, she had also established a small business run from her home, hand sewing hessian sacks that she sold to farmers to hold their produce. The business prospered, if slowly. There was more than a single cow too, the profits from sack-making poured into increasing the herd. By the mid 1860s she was described as a ‘cow-keeper’ in official documents when her animals occasionally strayed onto public verges and caught the attention of the ranger and she was dragged before the courts to face a fine of a few shillings and a lecture from a pious magistrate.


The land purchase would be a turning point in her life, and turn adversity into triumph. Through the next three decades she would buy and sell land and cottages, mainly in and around Bowden, using some to house family members and others to provide an income – ‘a good stone house of four rooms let at 10s per week’, as one newspaper advertisement would note.6


Mary would only move from Bowden in the later years of her life, buying a large house at Semaphore, within sight of the beach where the Sea Park had arrived with her young family, full of hope, more than three decades before. She had survived and thrived in spite of circumstances and social attitudes and raised four sons.


* * *


The true legacy of Mary Matters did not lie in a bank balance or a row of houses, a cow or a pile of hessian sacks, but in her determination for self-improvement, a desire apparently embedded in the religious ethos of her upbringing and carried not only into her own life but into those of her children and grandchildren.


Her father, Leonard Adams, may have been a struggling farm worker, but he was also a man of God, a follower of the founder of the Methodist Church, John Wesley, who preached personal accountability, championed social issues such as prison reform, railed against slavery in the United States and believed in a greater role for women in the Church. Mary held the same philosophies, and despite having no formal schooling herself, decided that it was important for her own children to benefit from a good education, even though, economically, sending her boys out to work would have made more sense in the early years of her widowhood.


She chose Whinham College, a school that had sprung from modest beginnings. John Whinham was a self-taught ‘educationist’ who had fallen on hard times and emigrated from England with his family in 1852. His school had begun simply enough, with a single student in a room, and would grow to be one of the most respected in Australia. At the time the Matters boys attended, it was still a relatively modest school in Ward Street, North Adelaide.


Whinham had a broad notion of the benefits of education. On his retirement, he would say: ‘In education I have two main objects in view: the first is to try to enlist the sympathies of my pupils on the side of everything that is good and noble, and the other being to enlarge and cultivate their minds in everything appertaining to political and every-day life, so that they might be enabled to discharge the duties of social and civil life faithfully and well.’7


The Matters boys would take their opportunity with both hands. The eldest, Charles, would find his way into a banking career before opening an auction house as the possibilities for land development grew. His brothers Thomas, John and Richard would join him as the business expanded.


Charles would also rise in Adelaide’s social and political circles, and would later move to Melbourne where he also made a name for himself. He stood for parliament and travelled widely in Europe, America and Japan, where he helped form the Welcome Society of Japan (Kihin-Kai) to promote international tourism with the west. Like his maternal grandfather, he took religion seriously and chaired an association of Methodist preachers. He wrote expansive articles for newspapers about his experiences and his diverse interests, which included being a devotee of the famed American horticulturalist Luther Burbank.8


Charles and, to a lesser extent, Thomas would not only have influence in an economic sense but in the social development of the city and the rights of its citizens. He and his wife, Hester Ann Jessop, would become heavily involved in the temperance movement, a favoured cause of Wesleyan Methodists.


In 1891 the couple would travel to England via America to undertake a study of social problems, particularly those caused by liquor laws. British newspapers noted the visit of the Australian contingent, mentioning their attendance at the annual conference of the Rechabite movement, which believed in total abstinence. Mrs Matters was said to have made ‘a very neat little speech’ in which she noted that a number of South Australian clubs and organisations now accepted female members, describing it as ‘another great step in the process of giving the woman equality with the man’.


During the trip, the Matters would also meet with Millicent Fawcett, a leading light of the British women’s suffrage movement, who later noted of the discussion: ‘It would almost seem that Australia will lead the way in this reform. Be that as it may, the progress on your side of the world is most gratifying and encouraging to us over here in the old world.’9


There was another who would be greatly influenced by the social reforms of the far-flung colonial outpost the Matters clan had made their home – Muriel, the teenage niece of Charles and Hester and granddaughter to Mary, the stubborn cow lady of Bowden.




2.


ROLE MODELS AND INSPIRATIONS


Illiteracy gave Muriel Lilah Matters the memorable name that would accompany her deeds in life. She would have been born with the surname Metters but for a spelling error by the priest who baptised her paternal grandfather, Thomas, the stonemason who would emigrate to Australia with his bride, Mary.


The mistake had been long forgotten by the time Muriel was born on November 12, 1877, delivered in the family cottage at Bowden. Outside, the city of Adelaide was finally beginning to fulfil its utopian promise. The Overland Telegraph had linked communications from Australia to London and the telephone was on its way; the city’s engineers had forded the Torrens River with a decent traffic bridge and horse-drawn tramways would soon dominate the city centre.


Public health was improving with the completion of new facilities, including a children’s hospital and the nation’s first sewerage system. The arts were flourishing and becoming a feature of the city’s life, as was education, with two tertiary institutions, both of which accepted enrolments from women.


John Matters was working as a cabinetmaker when his daughter was born, yet to join the family firm that would establish his two older brothers as leading citizens. His apprenticeship had been marred by a court appearance in 1872 in which he admitted using insulting language to his master, a Mr James Gibbs. It was clearly considered a serious offence in a society that demanded civility and the magistrate not only fined him £1 but warned that if it was repeated then he would be jailed. ‘Oh, all right,’ was the reported response of the young man, aged nineteen and described as ‘son of Mary Matters, widow’ as if he were still a juvenile.1


It was not his first brush with the law. At the age of ten, John had been caught hurling stones and shattering windows at an empty building near the city centre. He was fined and warned, the incident brushed off as typical of ‘lads in the habit of amusing themselves’,2 but it would be an indication of John Matters’ attitude to life; he was a gambler who struggled to settle and tended to ride on the coat-tails of his older brothers, Charles and Thomas.


On another occasion he became embroiled in a rape case as a witness and companion of the alleged perpetrator, the newspaper coverage of the case revealing the young man’s somewhat nomadic existence in which he frequently travelled to small towns outside Adelaide seeking work. Even after he married and had a family, John was known to leave home for months at a time chasing mining riches, including investing in a silver mine that, like all of his early ventures, came to little or nothing.


It was in stark contrast to the steady rise of his older brothers, not only Charles but also Thomas, who had gone into business after leaving Whinham College, forming a partnership with a friend and building and operating a chaff mill near Port Adelaide, a half day’s ride north-west of the city centre, where they produced horse feed. He later moved into civic affairs, employed as a district clerk until 1878 when he was recruited by Charles to help expand his real estate business, opening a branch in the port area of the city. Thomas would marry twice and have eight children, each announced triumphantly in the newspapers.


In 1874 John Matters had married Emma Warburton, daughter of a Welsh immigrant family. If his young bride ever had ambitions beyond motherhood they were drowned in a sea of children – five in as many years, including one death, before her husband ceased his meanderings, at least for a time, and settled down to take a job with C.H. Matters and Co. They would eventually have ten children – five girls and five boys – over twenty years,3 Emma, as resourceful as her mother-in-law, would be the stoic rock of the family, covering for her frequently absent husband whom she stood by despite his errant ways.


Although they lived barely a mile from the bustling centre of the growing city, the family’s modest cottage might as well have been in the middle of the bush. Muriel’s brother Leonard would give a sense of their childhood in the introduction to a book he would write about his own adventures as a traveller and journalist. He wrote of learning to tell the time by the passage of the sun across the sky, of wandering through ‘trackless scrub’ and climbing into the lower reaches of the Adelaide Hills, exploring ravines and caves and getting caught in landslides. His wanderings were not appreciated at home, his muddied, ragged appearance after a day of exploring alarming his ‘fond but overly anxious’ mother and enraging a father who was wont to wander himself.4


Muriel, four years older, would also have a fraught relationship with her father, an authoritarian man whose word was law, a man not to be crossed who enforced rigid rules such as excluding younger children from eating at the table until they learned Victorian manners. Unlike most of her brothers and sisters, Muriel was prepared to stand up to his anger more often than not. He would mellow with age.


In 1884 the family moved to Port Augusta, a town built on mangrove swamps and the flat, sandy plains at the top of the Spencer Gulf, three-hundred kilometres north of Adelaide. Its streets were filled with teams of camels, donkeys, bullocks and mules hauling anything from food and wool bales to rolls of wire that would be used to mark the boundaries of the great pastoral leases. Progress had been stunted by drought, but the town’s natural harbour and the fervour created by the discovery of mineral riches had ensured its survival. The Overland Telegraph had been connected in 1872 and in 1882 the railway to Adelaide was completed.


Despite its progress, Port Augusta was still something of an overgrown village when John Matters and his family arrived, and he quickly found himself elected to the local council. He established a chaff mill and attempted to promote the Matters family business, but became embroiled in several court cases, one involving alleged larceny by an employee and another claiming that a friend had borrowed and then lost one of his horses. He was unsuccessful in both matters.


But for all his shortcomings, John Matters would follow his mother’s example and ensure that his children went to school. Records show that the older children – Elsie, Muriel (then aged seven) and Harold – were enrolled at the local school in 1885 and 1886.


The school had small, stuffy rooms, poor lighting and featured a teaching style that was more about berating than instruction. Fragile funding and a rollercoaster economy meant there were frequent teacher shortages and senior students were often called upon to fill in. But it was a start, not only for Muriel and her siblings, but perhaps of her attempts many years later to ameliorate the hardships of early childhood for families with little or no money.


The family’s stay in Port Augusta would last just three years, cut short, it would seem, because of controversy over John’s questionable sale of land ‘at low tide’, the details of which were never fully explained. In 1887 they scurried back to Adelaide and the bosom of the Matters family.


* * *


In years to come Muriel would nominate a play written by the Norwegian Henrik Ibsen as a defining influence in her life. She was given a copy of A Doll’s House to read at the tender age of fourteen, when most young ladies were probably more familiar with more dutiful literary heroines, like Charles Dickens’ Amy Dorrit and Jane Austen’s Anne Elliot.


Ibsen’s play had a different message – one of independence and achievement outside marriage – and one that Muriel’s literary sponsor considered her intelligent and curious enough to appreciate, even though she was too young to attend performances of the controversial work when its production divided Australian audiences (and audiences around the world) because of its apparent nod to the women’s suffrage movement.


The three-act play tells the story of Nora, who leaves her husband and three children to discover her own identity: ‘A woman cannot be herself in modern society,’ Ibsen would explain in notes to the play, going on to say that it was ‘an exclusively male society, with laws made by men and with prosecutors and judges who assess feminine conduct from a masculine standpoint’.


Ibsen would later insist that his play was a depiction of humanity and the right to be an individual rather than any specific endorsement of the women’s suffrage campaign, which had begun to find voice in Australia. Regardless of the author’s opinions, the play would be grabbed by the suffrage movement and placed at the heart of the social phenomenon involving the ‘New Woman’ – the growing discussion about the nature and role of women in society that would spawn dozens of books and plays over the next thirty years.


The arrival in Australia of A Doll’s House in September 1889 had caused a storm of protest. Nora’s character, interpreted as noble by supporters, was seen as villainous by opponents who viewed her search for self-worth as an abandonment of her family and, therefore, her responsibilities as a woman. ‘Ibsenism is not likely to become the rage in Australia,’ one predicted. How wrong he would prove to be.


The seeds had been sown, including in the mind of a teenage girl in Adelaide. Most likely, a copy of the play was given to her by her Uncle Charles and Aunt Hester, both stalwarts of the theatre, who would have been among the audience in August 1891 when it was staged at the Albert Hall, later the rallying point for women’s suffrage meetings.


Muriel and her sisters were enrolled at the Parkside High School, which advertised, without further detail, ‘particular attention is given to a sound English education, together with all modern accomplishments’. Parkside, one of a number of small private schools that had sprung up around the city, was run by sisters Olive and Maude Newman and had clearly been noticed by authorities. Senior government ministers often attended its annual prize-giving ceremonies – where Muriel won the occasional prize but more often was the star performer of the night’s entertainment, singing, playing the piano and performing elocution: ‘Several young ladies acquitted themselves with marked success, especially Miss Matters,’ press coverage noted in 1891.5 At the same presentation, the Minister for Education, while presenting prizes, pointedly referred to changing social attitudes to women: ‘Ladies in the future, I am glad to say, will take a more prominent part in public affairs and I would encourage you to fit yourselves for the positions women are to occupy.’


Exposure to such messages, ideas and powerful rhetoric would leave a lasting impression on Muriel who, as the second eldest, would have been forced to be resourceful, helping her mother run a big household from an early age. Not only did it run counter to her mother’s lot in life, which she could not fail to notice, but it also came during a significant moment in history when the women’s movement was beginning to gain traction in her home city: ‘I will never forget my joy in finding that the sentiments I had always vaguely but keenly felt had been put into words, forcible, majestic, dignified,’ she would reflect in an interview.6


In fact, South Australian women who owned property had been given the right to vote three decades earlier, although only at local government level and without the right to stand for election.


There had been howls of dismay around the colony at the time, with some newspaper editors in Queensland and New South Wales at first refusing to believe that ‘women have voted’ in an election for the Port Adelaide mayoralty in 1863. ‘It is difficult to us in the nineteenth century to believe in the truth of such a statement as that telegraphed,’ wrote one Brisbane editor who, fearing that a woman had actually been elected to lead the council, conjured images of female riots and ‘Adelaide insurrectionists electing one of their number by force of arms’.7


The following year, women in the neighbouring state of Victoria were inadvertently given the right to vote at a state election when electoral laws granted the vote to ‘all persons’ on municipal rolls. A number of women took the opportunity, as numerous papers reported: ‘At one of the polling booths … a novel sight was witnessed. A coach filled with ladies drove up, and the fair occupants alighted and recorded their votes to a man, for a bachelor candidate.’8


But it only served to highlight the challenge that lay ahead. Rather than enshrine the ‘mistake’ in law post-election, the Victorian parliament quickly closed the loophole. It would be another two decades before women began to organise themselves politically and form the first suffrage societies, initially in Melbourne and then South Australia, just as John Matters and his family were returning to Adelaide from Port Augusta.


It was a time of significant social reform. The Women’s Suffrage League of South Australia had emerged from the Social Purity Society, a movement aimed at righting the ‘social evil’ of prostitution and the mistreatment of women. The Society’s campaign was successful in part, raising the age of consent for girls to sixteen to assist authorities in keeping girls from prostitution. The members then pledged ‘to advance and support the cause of women suffrage in this colony’.


Likewise, the temperance movement in South Australia emerged from the Christian desire to address social ills. Charles Matters was among the most vocal members of the Independent Order of Rechabites and relished taking to the stage at meetings where, as chairman, he had a reputation as a ‘forcible’ speaker. He made his views known loudly and often, as he did at church meetings where his niece was often in the audience.


Muriel’s aunt Hester was a member of the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union which had been formed in Adelaide in 1886 with 57 members. At first, the group, made up largely of members of the Wesleyan, Baptist and Congregationalist Churches, targeted alcohol use and domestic violence, but its causes grew quickly as membership swelled to include the poor treatment of Aborigines, factory workers and prisoners and the promotion of women’s rights.


In 1891, just as Muriel was being entranced by Henrik Ibsen, the WCTU joined forces with the Suffrage League, headed by the anthropologist Edward Stirling, a university professor and former member of parliament who in 1885 had introduced a bill in which he proposed voting rights for women, including widows and single women, even quoting the philosopher Plato. The plea had fallen on deaf ears as would the next seven attempts.


The women’s suffrage cause would not only be opposed by indignant men, who cruelly cast the female proponents as the ‘shrieking sisterhood and gimlet-eyed’, but also by equally indignant women who argued that women’s duties in the home had been divinely ordered and could not be relieved by men, and that political equality would deprive women of unspecified ‘special privilege’.


There were also powerful opposing voices from Britain, most notably that of Eliza Lynn Linton, ironically the first female salaried journalist in Britain, a vehement anti-feminist who in the same year as the women of Adelaide began their push for suffrage would publish an essay titled ‘Wild Women as Politicians’, parts of which found their way into Adelaide newspapers:




This question of woman’s political power is from beginning to end a question of sex, and all that depends on sex – its moral and intellectual limitations; its emotional excesses, its personal disabilities, its social conditions. It is a question of science, as purely as the best hygienic conditions or the accurate understanding of physiology. And science is dead against it. Science knows that to admit women – that is, mothers – into the heated arena of political life would be as destructive to the physical well-being of the future generation as it would be disastrous to the good conduct of affairs in the present.





But the most prominent critic of all was the woman the suffragists needed most – Queen Victoria – who wrote:




I am most anxious to enlist everyone who can speak or write to join in checking this mad, wicked folly of ‘Women’s Rights’, with all its attendant horrors, on which her poor feeble sex is bent, forgetting every sense of womanly feelings and propriety. Feminists ought to get a good whipping. Were women to ‘unsex’ themselves by claiming equality with men, they would become the most hateful, heathen and disgusting of beings and would surely perish without male protection.9





If female suffrage were ever to be made law, the monarch would have to sign her name to it.




3.


‘THE WOMAN QUESTION’




Ladies poured into the cushioned benches to the left of the Speaker and relentlessly usurped the seats of gentlemen who had been seated there before. They filled the aisles and overflowed into the gallery on the right, while some of the bolder spirits climbed the stairs and invaded the rougher forms behind the clock. So there was a wall of beauty at the southern end of the building.


– The Advertiser





On the morning of December 18, 1894, the lamb-chopped members of the South Australian Legislative Assembly voted 31– 14 to grant women aged twenty-one and over the right not only to vote but to stand for election. It was a momentous occasion in a chamber normally the preserve of quiet nodding, reported one observer: ‘The Ayes were sonorous and cheery; the Noes despondent like muffled bells.’1


The previous year New Zealand had given women voting rights, but South Australia had become the first parliament to confirm the twin rights of an electoral voice and parliamentary representation. The battle had taken nine years and eight parliamentary petitions, which in the moment of triumph seemed to have been a marathon, but in context of what was to come would be a positively swift campaign.


In truth, the argument had been turned in women’s favour by economic circumstances and political expediency rather than a wholesale change in social attitude. Australia had been plunged into an economic depression which had helped to shuffle in a new era of politics and aided the election of a progressive South Australian government in 1893, the result of a coalition between the Liberal Party and the newly formed United Labor Party.


Still, the incoming premier, the Liberal Charles Kingston, was anti-suffrage and it was only when he was persuaded that the addition of women to the electoral roll would give him an advantage in city electorates that he agreed, somewhat tentatively, to ease the passage of the suffrage bill.


It had been a painful process.


Women by the dozen had watched the debate ‘in groups of silk and muslin’, filling not only the ladies’ gallery where, until now, they had been confined, but also spilling into benches usually reserved for men. The debate had rolled on for several days, first at committee level and then in the house proper where the speeches of suffrage opponents were filled with stonewalling invective, predicting political chaos, belittling the intellect of the female gender, raising spurious obstacles such as guessing a woman’s age and hence her eligibility to vote and lamenting the degeneracy of the human race.


There was also a stream of amendments designed not to improve the fairness of the legislation but introduced as a cynical tactical manoeuvre. Opponents had hoped that broadening the bill to allow women to be eligible to stand for office as well as vote would make it unpalatable enough to force waverers, such as Premier Kingston, and even supporters to abandon the bill altogether. Ultimately, the tactic hadn’t worked. The vote was overwhelming and the news was greeted by newspaper editors, most of whom had once campaigned against the changes, as inevitable.


Between parliamentary sessions, the women had met upstairs at Mrs Aish’s Café de Paris in Rundle Street around the corner, the modest timber rooms in stark contrast to the granite and marble edifice to politics where their relevance was being decided.


It was here that they cheered their heroes, women like Mary Lee, the vibrant and at times abrasive mouthpiece of the Suffrage League who delighted the crowd with her appraisal of their political enemies: ‘Those who had the least to say took the longest time to say it,’2 she said, exhorting her sisters to return to the parliament if only to maintain a visual presence that would make it difficult for their male supporters to abandon them. There were more than two hundred women in the gallery when the vote was taken.


‘How can men represent women?’ Lee argued. ‘Men cannot think for women because they cannot think as women; they cannot think as women because they are not women. Is progressive civilisation for man only? Can woman be dispensed with in this progress? If not, how can she be allowed to fall behind? Surely it is due to the race, nay, an absolute necessity to it, that she should keep step with its advance. Masculine and feminine influence must be wedded.’


Another was Catherine Helen Spence, a preacher, reformer, governess, journalist, founder of kindergartens and girls’ secondary schools and Australia’s first woman novelist, who in 1854 was forced to publish Clara Morison: A Tale of South Australia during the Gold Fever anonymously rather than use a male pen name.


Spence would stand as the country’s first female political candidate in an 1897 poll to elect the ten South Australian representatives to the Federal Convention, the committee convened to draft the Australian Constitution and the rules required to form a national parliament.


Her candidacy was controversial, evoking ‘sincere applause and audible smiles’ among supporters while opponents insisted that she withdraw because of legal questions about her right, as a woman, to take her place on the committee. Spence laughed it off: ‘Lawyers always differ. It is their business,’ she quipped, before adding, ‘I have the strongest desire to give the results of a lifetime of reading and thought, of experience and travel, towards the work of laying the foundations of a great nation on the secure basis of righteousness and peace.’3


She would later recount how her name was included on a poster list of ‘Ten Best Men’ by a campaign organisation. When the list was taken to the printery owned by a former member of parliament, he objected to the heading and suggested her name be dropped as inaccurate, and a man’s put in its place. The organiser responded with incredulity: ‘Not say she’s one of the ten best men? Why she’s the best man of the lot.’4


Spence would finish twenty-second of the thirty-three candidates, her chances cruelled by the controversy, although the result was less important than exercising her right to stand. It would be another six decades, the late 1950s, before this most progressive of communities would elect its first female politician.


Elizabeth Nicholls was the daughter of a grocer, a ‘lucid and forceful public speaker’ and president of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union. She was also a councilor of the Women’s Suffrage League and the main organiser of the great petition of 11,600 names that had helped persuade Charles Kingston and the parliament to finally take seriously the issue of women’s suffrage.


Among her many roles, Nicholls was a prominent member of the North Adelaide Wesleyan Church, the congregation where the Matters family worshipped, including John and Emma and their children. Charles and Thomas Matters and their wives, Hester and Jane, became heavily involved in the Women’s Suffrage League and served on a committee headed by Elizabeth Nicholls.


At a joyous public meeting held after the suffrage bill received royal approval, Charles not only attended but made a speech, which was reported in The Register: ‘Mr C.H. Matters announced that the Women’s Suffrage League proposed to form a Women’s Liberal Federation on the lines of the English association, of which the Countess of Carlisle was president. The members would meet to discuss questions and to find guidance thereon. Members would consist of women only, but there would be a council of advice consisting of four gentlemen. Lady Colton and Mrs Lee had the matter in hand. The motion was carried with acclamation.’5


* * *


Ibsen’s words and her family’s involvement in social issues were significant influences for Muriel, who had just turned seventeen when women were granted the vote. As she would later write: ‘There is not the slightest doubt I was born a suffragette. I cannot remember a time when I was not interested in the woman question. Then, when quite a girl, I was reciting from Ibsen … I used to do a piece from A Doll’s House, when Nora is told that home and children are her first duty she says: “No, my first duty is to myself.” I used to begin with a little explanatory interlude telling what had led up to this. People used to say how dreadful it was to hear such a young girl giving utterance to such sentiments.’6


The shapes and influences emerging in Muriel’s life were a strange mix of religious and social conservatism, daily prayer and abstinence of declared vices like alcohol wrapped up in the Wesleyan philosophy of public service to acknowledge faith but also a belief in individual freedom and artistic creativity. From the age of ten (and probably earlier) she was singing, and playing the piano, interests she probably picked up from her mother’s side of the family, and was performing recitals at festivals and meetings organised by the various church and temperance groups overseen by her uncles.


There seemed to be events several times a week in all parts of the city and towns beyond, in front of rapt audiences – like-minded believers there not to critique but to applaud and encourage. At first, Muriel and other children were put forward as sideline entertainment, delightful warm-ups to the main business of the evening. Muriel shone, a tiny figure with striking features that resembled her mother’s fine-boned countenance more than the paternal line, and with a voice that belied her physical stature.


By her early teens the stage held no fears for Muriel, as she discovered the power of her own voice and its natural place in the art of elocution, the skill of dramatic recitation of poetry and prose – public speaking on steroids.


Like everything else in her life, elocution seemed to spring from the community of the Church. Unlike the United Kingdom where the art of oration first emerged as drawing room entertainment for the privileged, the broader popularity of the art grew in the United States under the influence of the Methodist Church as families sought to improve themselves, mostly by attending organised activities in church camps, halls and lyceums.


And yet, Muriel’s passion for the arts was not matched by any of her siblings. Younger sister Mary was said to be artistic though she took a more conventional course in life and brother Charles would become a veterinary surgeon while Len would become a well-known journalist and supporter as her career as an agitator for social change blossomed on the other side of the world.


She would later recall: ‘I did dream, even in my really young youth, of reforming many things, but Art was to be my magic weapon – the power of beauty – beauty of thought, beautifully expressed.’7


Rather than the inspiration of a single moment, such as the discovery of Ibsen, Muriel’s path in life seemed to be the result of a series of events and a collection of discoveries. She read Ibsen not in rebellion but rather in affirmation of her family’s belief system. Likewise, she learned the art of public speaking not merely to entertain at school and church concerts, but as a means to convey a powerful message of good.


Muriel would say later that she had been inspired to take up elocution not just because of Ibsen but because of two other writers, the English poet and playwright Robert Browning and the American humanist poet and essayist Walt Whitman: ‘I felt sure that all I had to do was to take all their beautiful, inspiring messages and everyone would be straightaway uplifted and reformed. So I determined to be an elocutionist, and I started studying at once, and by the time I was seventeen, I was lecturing at the high school.’8


One of the most important influences in Muriel’s development as an elocutionist would be a man named Edward Reeves, who had arrived in Adelaide the year Muriel was born and would make a name for himself not only as a performer able to recite from memory Dickens’ A Christmas Carol and Byron’s The Siege of Corinth, but as a teacher at Whinham College where the Matters brothers had studied.


He also taught Muriel Matters the art of public speaking in private lessons that began around the age of fifteen. Reeves regarded her as one of his best pupils, clearly proud of her success when interviewed for a newspaper several years later during which he also made clear his distaste for Australia’s ‘faulty colonial accent’, painful to the ear, he winced, when an ‘a’ was pronounced as an ‘i’, an ‘e’ became an ‘a’, and an ‘i’ sounded like ‘oi’.9


He despised the level of parliamentary debate and believed that the study of oration improved the quality of a student’s reading and, therefore, their education. Most importantly, he argued that the most successful men were powerful public speakers. Muriel Matters was one of his first female students at a time when it was rare to see a woman on the stage as a speaker. That situation was about to change.


* * *


Samuel Langhorne Clemens, travelling under his famous pseudonym Mark Twain, steamed into Adelaide aboard a train from Melbourne in mid October 1895. The American author and humorist was at the height of his fame and on a journey around the world, arranged ostensibly to raise funds and clear personal debts amassed by an unhealthy love of speculation through a series of paid lectures, one hundred and fifty in all, conducted in town halls and theatres before adoring crowds who paid up to five shillings for the privilege.


Clemens would write generously of the city and its people; he was beguiled not only by Adelaide’s design, courtesy of Colonel Light, but also the city’s liberal social attitudes and innovation. He praised its religious tolerance – ‘she is a hospitable home for every alien who chooses to come’ – and, to prove his point, produced a list of sixty-four religions represented among the city’s 320,000 citizens. (Wesleyans numbered almost 50,000, second only to Anglicans.)


He recounted with delight, conversations with old-timers who spoke of Aborigines as ‘intelligent and clever’ rather than as savages and praised support for the working class: ‘The working man is a great force everywhere in Australia, but South Australia is his paradise. He has had a hard time in this world, and has earned a paradise. I am glad he has found it.’10


Clemens was also a man whose attitude toward women’s rights had changed markedly: he had been decidedly anti-suffrage in his letter to the Missouri Democrat in 1867: ‘Women, go your ways! Seek not to beguile us of our imperial privileges. Content yourself with your little feminine trifles – your babies, your benevolent societies and your knitting – and let your natural bosses do the voting. Stand back – you will be wanting to go to war next. We will let you teach school as much as you want to, and we will pay you half wages for it, too, but beware! We don’t want you to crowd us too much.’


But by 1895, after visiting South Australia and New Zealand during his travels, he had changed his mind, undoubtedly influenced by his wife, Olivia, who was a vocal supporter of feminism and women’s suffrage and who accompanied him on his travels, Clemens would scrawl in his notebook: ‘We easily perceive that the peoples furthest from civilisation are the ones where equality between man and woman are furthest apart – and we consider this one of the signs of savagery. But we are so stupid that we can’t see that we thus plainly admit that no civilisation can be perfect until exact equality between man and woman is included.’


While in Adelaide, Clemens would play to packed audiences at the Theatre Royal in Hindley Street, the crowds enthralled by his magnetic presence and laconic style. By chance, his whistle-stop visit would coincide with the public arrival of another original performer. On October 29, a few days after Clemens had been cheered off at the city railway station following his final monologue, Edward Reeves presented his students onstage at the nearby Victoria Hall. Recently turned eighteen, Muriel Matters was among the star performers, her name prominent in the newspaper advertisements that promised a ‘grand, elocutionary, dramatic and musical entertainment’.11


Until now, Muriel’s performances had been in front of smaller, niche audiences: school plays, church outings, temperance society meetings, literary clubs, fetes and the like where she was noticed and warmly applauded but not judged, at least not in any meaningful way. This night marked a significant step toward her future and ignited her determination to become a performing reformer – performing not only in front of a paying audience but one that almost certainly contained professional critics.


The response was heartening. The Register concluded: ‘Miss Muriel Matters, who had evidently gauged the acoustic capacity of the hall to a nicety, gave “Karl the Martyr” in a clear, sympathetic voice and with appropriate action.’12 The Express and Telegraph was equally effusive: ‘Miss Muriel Matters … gave a decidedly clever interpretation of “Karl the Martyr”, in which she displayed no little dramatic force.’13


The poem Muriel had chosen was written in the style of an epic and told the story of a blacksmith, a man of iron frame and tender heart who tackled bare-handedly a werewolf creature to save his children and village and then chained himself to his anvil to ensure that, poisoned himself, he could not harm those he loved as he changed.


Not only did it give the young elocutionist the chance to show off her capacity for the dramatic, but it was also a performance of some portent as the poem had been written by the grandmother of Robert Brough, one of Australia’s leading dramatic actors and promoters of the day – and a potential future employer of Miss Muriel Matters.




4.


THE STAGE BECKONS




FULLARTON LITERARY AND MUSICAL SOCIETY Members of the above society are requested to meet at Kindermann’s Café, Rundle Street, at ten o’clock tomorrow morning to bid bon voyage to Miss Muriel Matters, who is leaving for Sydney – Walter Cross, Hon. Sec.


The Advertiser, November 27, 1897





Kindermann’s stood in the heart of the city’s commercial district, the cherished business of the late Gustav Kindermann, now run by his sons. The old man had abandoned his trade as a confectioner in a small German town to seek his fortune in the Australian gold rush, arriving in 1852, the same year that Thomas and Mary Matters stepped ashore in Adelaide to begin their new life. When he realised his folly, Gustav decided to remain and parlay the funds he had left into a restaurant where he could ply his former trade. Kindermann’s would become an institution, a place for the famous and the ordinary alike, and a testimony to the migrant soul of the city.


Outside its doors on the morning that Muriel’s friends gathered, the city appeared to have shrugged off the economic gloom that had haunted the colony for most of the decade. The first electric street lighting had been installed, ornate shopfronts gleamed in late spring sunshine and an arcade boasted a glass-panelled ceiling for its fifty shops. Brightly painted signs jostled for prominence above neatly paved footpaths and horse-drawn trams had right of way down the middle of wide streets lined with photographic studios, dentists, drapers, jewellers, cabinet-makers and a clutch of hotels.
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