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         This biography is the first to span William Alister Macdonald’s entire life of ninety-five years. Some questions remain, and no doubt some secrets remain undiscovered. It has been a detective story, but newspaper reviews and passenger manifests from British and American archives have revealed many, if not all of his movements between Britain, USA and Tahiti. I am indebted to the National Library of Australia for their excellent archive of Pacific Islands Monthly which has provided invaluable exhibition and book reviews. James Giffin at the Guildhall Art Gallery has provided access to the Wakefield Collection and their copies of documents donated by John Macdonald. The London Metropolitan Archive holds a treasure chest of London watercolours, drawings and sketches that revealed much about the artist’s methodology and favourite haunts. In Tahiti, the James Norman Hall Museum’s curator Vivienne Millet was a conduit to all manner of important people and a portal to the Rutger family, Musée de Tahiti et les Iles, and Allegra Marshall who shared with me the moments of revelation and discovery there.

         My quest had been to discover more about Alister’s life in French Oceania and experience something of the life there to better understand the artist and his work. Although tourism and commercial exploitation has grown since the opening of the airport in Tahiti in 1962, its rugged mountainous neighbour Moorea retains some remote simplicity and a quieter pace of old. Meeting 9and getting to know the Tahitian side of my family enabled us to have time and the opportunity to unlock memories and for them come back to life. We shared images from family and museum collections, and carefully sifted through fragile papers, drawings, photographs and letters. Each day revealed more pieces of the jigsaw and illuminated more corridors of doors to be opened.

         My sojourn of three weeks in Moorea was made possible with the assistance and generosity of Tipari, Moana, Monique Hepua, Aiden and the friendship of Noha. These men made me feel like ‘bond-friends for life’, as Robert Louis Stevenson described in 1888 with ‘Ori a Ori’. The Scottish and Tahitian brotherhood has a long history. However, a special place in my heart is kept for Alister’s two surviving granddaughters Jacqueline Chavez and Andrine Maraea, who read my heart and took me to theirs as aunts. Their lived memories came back to life in front of me, the first Scottish Macdonald to be among them since Alister himself. It is to them that my duty lies: to do my best and honour them as much as the artist himself.

         Thanks are also due to John Myhill, Poppy Collinson, and especially the detective work by her father John Collinson who bridged the family histories with John Macdonald; both sadly never got to read or see this book in print. Lastly, none of the Macdonalds would have a handle on the family tree and all its branches were it not for the dedicated research and knowledge of cousin Stroma Riungu.

         The author gratefully acknowledges the National University of Ireland for their grant towards the publication of this book.
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            Preface

         

         
            My life, of nearly a century, I have much wanted to write: as covering a period of complete change. I have the bare facts, up to 1939 or so in manuscript. Now I don’t suppose it will ever be written. Mind & hand no longer being what is needed. But the London work will live. Came out here in 1921 at 60! Thinking my life was over. Instead one third of it had to come & another reputation made in Tahiti.1

         

         the queen is dead, long live the King. Breaking news disturbed the still waters as the sun rose over the mountain behind me, casting its warm glow on the lush green mountain ridge opposite. Seventy years earlier my great-great-uncle William Alister Macdonald gazed over the same bay and felt the same moist breeze as he heard ‘The King is dead, long live the Queen’. Winds of change for us both, generations apart, united by place, and the enchantment of the Pacific island of Moorea.

         This story begins with my uncle Alasdair showing me an old antique book with a hardback red cover by E. Beresford Chancellor and William Alister Macdonald called London Recalled (1937). I opened the book to see the delicate watercolours of London scenes, some of which I had walked myself when I lived in Richmond and Barnes, near the Thames. When I discovered he had had a son called Ian, the coincidence propelled me to find out more about the life of the artist, my great-great-uncle.12

         Family names are important links and identifiers to culture and tradition. In Scotland many names have multiple variants of spelling despite sounding the same. In my case, Iain Macdonald might easily be recorded as Ian McDonald, or my uncle Alasdair as Alister. Ours are near-Gaelic variants, so it is perhaps ironic that the subject of this book, Alister Macdonald, who was brought up in a Gaelic speaking community, had a more anglicised spelling as did his own son, Ian.

         Our family roots in the early 1800s can be traced to the far north-east of Scotland. My grandparents’ home in Thurso, Caithness has been the sole constant ‘home’ to me throughout my life. As a child, and still today, I would dream about my return: from the drive up the winding coastal A9, to the front door and hallway of Hillcroft. Sometimes I would stop off at Brora and take a short detour to visit the grave of Rev. John Macdonald and gaze admiringly at the handsome manse that was their home and birthplace of Alister (0.1, 0.2). Hillcroft is special for many reasons, not least that it was designed and built by Grandfather Hugh, an architect of respected calibre and a man of character, much loved and regarded in the region. His father had stayed in Thurso to start and build the family architecture practice, Sinclair Macdonald & Son, while Alister and their other three siblings moved south. Even my grandfather’s siblings moved south, as my father and uncle did too. Yet my cousins, brother and I all keep returning with our own children, to keep alive and enjoy, not just the family home, but the freedom of Caithness’ barren wilderness, however impractical the journey may appear in our busy lives further south.

         It must have been an exotic adventure to reach the South Seas of the Pacific in 1921 by steamship, one that required some bravery or compelling motivation, and not least the financial resources to afford the passage. My journey in 2022 required less commitment and was a lot quicker, but a destination that was similarly inspired by the same books read a century ago.13

         
            
[image: ]0.2 Rev. John Macdonald gravestone, Clynelish, Sutherland

            

         

         When Alister returned from Tahiti in 1935 to visit family in Caithness and Sutherland he must have carried a heavy burden. His son, Ian had recently drowned in the Thames, and he had returned to his wife in London, having left behind a ‘vahine’ (woman) and daughter in Tahiti. If he dared to take his family into his confidence, we can scarcely imagine what reception that news would get in 1930s Scotland, whatever your religion.

         Scandal lurked behind the lace curtains, but in Tahiti, then as now, the liberal attitudes of inter-ethnic relationships and children are accepted and commonplace. I noted the polite trepidation in the first contact between relatives in the UK and Tahiti, and other relatives of Alister’s liaisons, made by John Macdonald in the 2000s. I am indebted to him for his pioneering research and detective work that established a link to our Tahitian family and the Myhill descendants from Norfolk. He sadly died before a visit to Tahiti could be made, and so I was the first to meet them since Alister himself. My father’s cousin, Stroma Riungu, has also done a lot of heavy lifting with the family tree. Timing is everything, and perhaps fortune was on my side rather than on Stroma’s daughter when she happened to visit Tahiti in 2000 and we missed an opportunity to engage different branches of the family when Alister’s daughter Avril and other granddaughters were still alive.

         Finally, as full an account, as possible to this date, of Alister’s life can be read and viewed through the accompanying watercolours and drawings. Sometimes described as a ‘wandering vagabond’, or a ‘ruined Lord’, he struck a confident pose with his trusty pipe, sometimes in a panama hat with an umbrella under one arm, equipped for whatever life threw at him. It was a long life, a lot longer than his siblings and later generations. He came to Tahiti, thinking his life was drawing to a natural end, but in fact it was only the beginning of an entirely new life that extended for over another thirty years.
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            1

            Moorea

         

         in cook’s bay on the island of Moorea, at the shore called Paopao, William Alister Macdonald, now in his nineties, lived alone and painted in his bungalow (1.1). It was built by his son-in-law, Ben Teraiharoa, of bamboo and walls of woven palm fronds, a pandanus thatched roof in the traditional manner, on stilts raised above the beach and tidewater. The Tahitian house is designed not to shut out the world, but to allow nature to enter. The bay is only a kilometre wide, the simple houses, known as fare, and churches are ringed by the sea at their base and by mountains to the heavens. In the cool morning breeze, as the dawn sky brightened, the bay would come to life with roosters crowing and dogs barking. People here wake early, around five a.m. Taking breakfast of star apple, guava and ramboutan on the verandah, he could hear the lapping water underneath and watch the clouds form over the mountains of Mont Rotui, Muaputa and Tohivea. Looking across the bay to the Catholic mission of St Joseph’s he would watch the sun’s golden rays track down the dense tropical foliage of the steep mountain opposite. A fisherman might paddle out to the reef in his outrigger, his powerful strokes breaking the glassy surface (1.2). Some mornings there might be a schooner at anchor, with voices from the crew carrying across the bay, providing an opportunity to paint a watercolour and make a sale, a record of their visit to Moorea (1.3).

         Breakfast consumed, any debris was distributed over the side to the hungry fish below, darting up to the surface in a flash for titbits. 16A cold freshwater shower prepared him for another working day, though little he did he know that his ‘butt-naked’ ablutions would be the source of amusement amongst giggling local girls driving past in their jitney bus!

         
            
[image: ]1.2 Pêcheur en pirogue17

            

         

         Dressed in a long-sleeved white cotton or linen shirt, wearing his panama hat, with an umbrella under his right arm, he would walk barefoot along the beach with his letters and any painting orders he had wrapped for the courier, Mr Tiro, whose boat, the Mitiaro, was moored at the nearby wharf waiting to depart for Papeete, the main town of Tahiti. On arriving after a two to three hour crossing, depending on the size of the Pacific swell, Tiro also took care of any orders of provisions at the Donald’s store on the harbour seafront that would be delivered the following day. A pension of £125 per year from the British government sustained Macdonald’s basic needs, and as long as he sold enough to have ‘six months expenses in hand’ he was satisfied and content to live ‘in harmony with nature, totally detached from worldly goods’.2

         With messages despatched he would take his folding chair, open his umbrella and find a shady spot on the beach from which to paint. A schooner at anchor would provide an ideal opportunity for a painting, and with good fortune, a sale to a flattered owner. Holding the brush in his left hand he would work quickly and precisely, layering colours to capture the atmospheric and translucent light. From the moment he first set foot on Tahiti, he saw this as ‘a paradise for watercolour painters’.3 Then, puffing on his faithful pipe, with a trained and knowledgeable eye for maritime architecture, he would faithfully paint the detail and structure of the boat.

         As the day grew hotter he would retire to his studio where he could lower the rattan shutters to shade from the hot afternoon sun. His fair Scottish skin had tanned and grown resilient to the tropical sun under his wispy white beard and receding hair. At four p.m. his daughter, Avril (1.4), would come with tea and a cake, sometimes accompanied by her daughters who might eat or sit with him. Their reward would be a bonbon, known as a sweetie 18in Scotland. This was his daily routine from when Avril had been a small child, and then as now, he would enjoy a little siesta before rising for his favourite part of the day, dusk. Every day had a different sunset that inspired another study of light, clouds and reflections.
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         As the tide changed direction, large passive coral-pink shark would swim idly by beneath the bungalow (1.5) and ray glide over the sandy bottom like a magic carpet with a tail. A little further out in the deeper water where the coral reef falls away like a cliff edge, the head of a turtle would pop up for air. There is little birdsong, Moorea is an island of peace, silenced after the volcanic explosion one and half million years ago in the Pleistocene era.

         Around seven p.m. his evening star, the planet Venus, appeared above the silhouetted mountain opposite and he would retire to write his correspondence by the light of an oil lamp, sustained by his pipe and a dram of whisky. Out from the corners of the room geckos would venture to dine on mosquitoes, chirping to each other as they scampered across the walls. Sometimes he would sit out with Danielle, his eldest granddaughter, and paint the moonlight rippling across the bay and silhouetting the coconut and ironwood trees. As they practised her English, land crabs would emerge around them from their sand burrows and scuttle away to find prey. An occasional dog would bark to make its presence known. Some evenings, the night’s tranquillity is enhanced by distant harmonious singing and ukulele. At night it is as if time has stood still.

         
            I read on till drowsiness overcame me and the pages blurred before my eyes. It was late and the night was very calm; a vagrant night breeze, wandering down from the mountains, rustled gently among the fronds of the old palms around the house. When the rustling ceased – so faint as to be almost inaudible – I could hear the far-off whisper of the sea. The world about me was asleep; I roused myself with an effort, adjusted the mosquito net, and blew out the lamp.4 19
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         In the rainy season, between November and April, his painting activity was intermittent, if not completely stalled. Squalls of rain gust across the bay and lash the palm trees bending under the deluge, the noise immense, punctuated with thuds from falling coconuts (1.6). Dampness pervaded everything, an enemy of paper, and the fabric of clothes and buildings. During these days and nights the company of friends and family helped to fill the hours of painting inactivity, now replaced by essential activities to repair damaged or waterlogged homes. 21

         
            He reads ordinary print without glasses. He formerly wore glasses, but some years ago he discarded them, and now says that when one has reached a certain age they are not of much assistance to the eyesight. He attributes his longevity to that wise maxim: moderation in all things.5

         

         For a man in his nineties, having outlived many of his younger friends and certainly all his siblings who had remained in Scotland, there was time to reminisce and consider at leisure one’s life choices. The what ifs, and what might have been. Macdonald was well-read; amongst his friends in Tahiti were the American authors Charles Nordhoff, James Norman Hall, Robert Frisbie and Zane Grey. He was familiar with their attempts to portray the beauty and glamour of the islands in their prose and poetry, but nothing could match the lived experience that is felt, for it is immersive and multisensory.

         
            The great attraction of the hotel was the view from the upstairs veranda, overlooking the lagoon and the open sea beyond, with the island of Moorea in the background at a distance of twelve miles. I would not venture to say how many hours, and days, and weeks I have spent, all told, merely looking at that glorious panorama of lagoon and sea and sky, with the mountains of Moorea in the distance, so beautiful at any time of day, and particularly so early in the morning, or at evening when the sun had just vanished behind the mountains. Moorea is all that a South Sea island should be, and it surpasses my most splendid dreams of one, as a boy.6

         

         After receiving a letter out of the blue from a young American woman, Daryl Broderick, in 1955, he vigorously emphasised that the islands had to be seen and felt (1.7).

         
            Thank you Miss Broderick for your long letter of the 6th. It is nice to feel that one can give so much pleasure to others & total strangers!…22

            … You are young – thank the Gods for that! Aim high – mediocrity of little use, & specialise!

            You certainly write well. No writing is of much use as regards the Beauty Glamour of the Islands. They must be seen! & felt. You were fortunate.7
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         She had been crewing on the Nordlys for a wealthy family from California, Walter and Hathily Johnson, when she visited Moorea in September 1954. She had been hired to look after their three young children, and was looking for a ‘once in a lifetime’ adventure in the South Seas. Her letter to Macdonald ignited a conversation from afar; she was curious and expressed a love of art and the island, wanting to keep a connection, and not let go of fading memories 23of her time in Moorea. He found her enquiry charming and flush with youthful promise. Fortunately, Daryl Broderick kept these letters safe along with some photographs taken at the time. In later life she would reflect that it had been a transformative experience, but one where she had seen the best and worst in people, noting that far away from the ‘civilising constraints’ of polite society some American men ‘revert to becoming lawless and feral’.8

         Her yacht was moored alongside another called, Serva la Bari (or as Daryl quipped ‘Serve up the Body’), and onboard was a writer from Chile, Enrique Bunster.

         
            At sundown – which happens at 7 pm – I had the feeling that it will never be daylight again, after witnessing the night gloom. The only sign of life were the lights on the little houses on the shore, which the indigenous people believe will protect them from the tupapau apparitions.

            However, one of those houses did not have a light on. Eyzaguirre told me that this was where the English painter William Alister Macdonald lived. These are the wonderful things that happen while travelling. To find in this far-flung corner of the world an artist whose genius was comparable to Turner’s and Whistler, and whose watercolours have sold for hundreds of pounds!

            Early the following morning we took a boat to get a closer look… We find him on the beach, sitting on a wooden chair, sketching the Serva la Bari on a pad he balances on his knees. His appearance is that of a ruined lord: thin, hunched-backed, with messy and balding white hair, wiry beard and a thin mouth biting the mouthpiece of his inseparable pipe. He was barefoot and was wearing well-worn clothes. I was amazed by the strength and steadiness of his brushstrokes. I noticed his left ear was eaten away by some sort of cancer. He agreed to be photographed and answered my questions without interrupting his work… He asked me when we were sailing. When 24I told him we were leaving the next day, he mentioned he was worried he might not finish his work on time. It was his polite way of asking us to leave him alone.

            
               
[image: ]1.7 W. Alister Macdonald, personal correspondence to Daryl Broderick, 27 February 1955

               

            

            I walked away feeling a lot richer.

            Later I learned he had been the reason behind our docking in Pao-Pao. Giorgio de Giorgio, the shipowner of the Serva la Bari had just bought 114 of his paintings. Amongst them were 25some of his golden era: 1928 to 1939. There were Tahitian and Japanese landscapes, boats, fish, the beach of the hotel Rivnac, where I lived… Watercolours so delicate that seemed to have been painted with humidity instead of water.

            The pieces had been bought after a two-hour negotiation, as the artist was adamant not to sell. ‘I’ve kept these for 25 years’ – said the master painter – ‘there isn’t enough gold in the world to buy them’… The interested party was very persuasive, sweetening the deal with gifts of whisky and tobacco, which the artist couldn’t procure in the island. I don’t know which was the agreed price in the end; all I know is that the artist insisted the payment had to be made in dollars.9

         

         The captain, young Georges di Giorgio, wrote in his log that day (1.8):

         
            Since there was patchy wind, we did the 12 miles to the Pao Pao bay (or Cook) using the motors; once we passed the reef, we found ourselves in a ‘bowl of milk’. We anchored in the bottom of the bay in 12 leagues deep with sand. In the afternoon we headed off on an excursion to the house of the famous painter Leeteg (dead) and the great English watercolourist Wm Alister MacDonald.10

         

         The American painter Edgar Leeteg (1904–1953), once Macdonald’s neighbour in Paopao, could not have been a more different painter, christened ‘The American Gauguin’ by his gallerist Barney Davis in Honolulu, who had spun a story of excessive debauchery and drinking ‘worthy of an American TV Soap’.11 A motorcycle accident cut short his life, but relieved him from an incurable variant of syphilis. Many young men were playboys, looking for women and easy sex, the glamour of the South Seas as portrayed in every book and movie.

         Working and living alone it might be considered a lonely life, but Macdonald reassured Broderick this was not the case:26
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            27Lonely, O-rarely! As Winston Churchill wrote – ‘Happy are the artists for they will not be lonely. Light and Colours, Faith & Hope will keep them company to the end or almost the end of the Journey’.12

         

         Young at heart, if not in body, he was much like he was twenty years earlier, ‘still imbued with an unbound enthusiasm and activity in the pursuit of his profession’.13 He still had the wherewithal to give an honest assessment of himself.

         
            As to WAM he is rather an unusual man I am told, and a ‘miracle’ as regards his age and health. (Am in my 95th year). But my eyesight is going, nearly gone! & your letter I can only read with difficulty. Glasses no longer help me. But I can still work as my distant sight is good still.14

         

         A few months later he reported to Miss Broderick: ‘Been ill – a bad tumble. But now all is well & busy! Been disinclined for effort, Lazy in fact.’15

         In September 1956, Pacific Islands Monthly16 reported W. Alister Macdonald’s death in the August, following a fall when he fractured his hip. His daughter Avril put the cause down to bronchitis. While recorded as saying ‘he plans to end days in his homeland’,17 maybe by then Tahiti was his true spiritual home where he now rests in the family plot on Moorea, buried with his pipe, folding chair and easel.

         A few years previously in 1951, the obituary of his great friend, James Norman Hall, was just as apt for Macdonald, who similarly ‘never indulged in excesses’, and lived quietly in Tahiti with occasional trips abroad. ‘Tahiti he regarded as “a grandstand seat to observe the workings of a mad machine age”’.18

         As Macdonald gazed up at his evening star, he would have wondered on the remarkable journey that this guiding star had led him, from the chilly and remote coastal highway across the barren north-east of Scotland at the age of four, sitting amongst his recently orphaned brothers and sister embarking on a new life. (1.9)
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            2

            Early Life and London

         

         In 1861, W. Alister Macdonald was born on the morning of 12 July in the Free Church Manse of Brora, a parish of Clyne, in Sutherland, of which his father, John, was then Minister of the Parish of Clyne. He was only four years old when both his parents died under tragic circumstances: firstly his mother of puerperal fever after the birth of his brother Sinclair, and then little over a year later his father after a mental collapse brought on by the devastating loss of his wife. This was in a religious community where ill fortune was viewed particularly harshly as God’s judgement upon someone for their sins.

         
            But retribution belonged to God, not man; in one sermon the Rev. John Sinclair, minister of Bruan in Caithness, made the point explicitly: ‘It is true that we often see the wicked enjoy much comfort and worldly ease, and the Godly chastened every morning; but this dreadful rest to the former and a blessed chastisement to the latter.’… The miseries of this life were not therefore simply to be endured but were in themselves a necessary agony for those who wished to attain eternal salvation in the next.19

         

         
            
[image: ]2.1 Grandmother, Mrs Jane Sinclair c. 1885 by W. Alister Macdonald

            

         

         He and his four siblings were taken into the care of their maternal grandmother, Mrs Jane Sinclair, in the small village of Melvich, under the guardianship of their uncle, David Sinclair, who ran his own drapery business in Thurso. Macdonald later recalled of the 30road to Melvich, ‘characteristically and vividly the moonlight playing over the sea as he journeyed by stage coach (there were no railways then in these remote parts) to the north, as the road wound for miles along the coast’.20 The Inverness to Thurso stage coach was pulled by a train of four horses that would have strained over the steep braes past the herring fleets harboured in Helmsdale, Dunbeath, Latheronwheel and Wick, before crossing the barren stretch of bog on the Causeymire to arrive at the Royal Hotel with the mail and its many occupants clinging to the roof as well as seated inside. The Macdonald orphans were not alone as they joined an already established family of three Fraser-Sinclair cousins who had similarly been orphaned in 1862 (2.1 William Alister is sitting bottom right).

         
            
[image: ]2.2 Macdonald orphans with maternal grandmother, Melvich c. 1870

            

         

         31For the next six years Macdonald grew up amongst this devout Presbyterian community where Gaelic was often spoken in the home and in sermons, as many who were now living there had been evicted from their villages in the Strathy glen in the brutal Highland Clearances by the Duke of Sutherland’s infamous factors to make way for sheep. It was a wild, desolate, treeless landscape washed by the Atlantic and with the high cliffs of the Orkneys glimmering across the sea. Here freedom could be found in solitary wanderings amongst the dunes, and along the salmon river flowing into the bay or watching the herring fleet come into harbour with their catches.

         
            
[image: ]2.3 B. Sinclair Macdonald c. 1920s

            

         

         At the local school he was unable to do a sum correctly and ‘his chief delight was in caricaturing the masters and pupils and in making sketches – the ruling passion strong in his youth’.21 Fifty years later on his passage to Tahiti his sketchbook reveals how that skill for observation flourished. But one can assume his competency for numeracy made significant improvements as he progressed to his first job as bank clerk in the Thurso branch!

         It was not until later, when he was sent to Rattray’s School in Aberdeen, that he had his first lesson painting with watercolours. His drawing master, Mr Kennedy, was impressed and awarded the young student a high commendation. However, his ‘rather unscrupulous guardian’22 was not as impressed with Macdonald’s writing and drawing accomplishments, and he was sent at the age of fifteen into a Thurso bank on a salary of £10 a year.

         And there he might have remained in a steady job with possible prospects of advancement in the bank in this remote northern-most town. His younger brother, Sinclair (2.2), returned after graduating as a qualified architect in Edinburgh to build a practice that covered all of the Highlands north of Inverness to Orkney, as did his son, Hugh who carried the business successfully on until his death in 321979. Instead, through an intervention from one of his aunts who was married to the then head of the Consul Office in the Bank of England, he obtained a post in the London & Westminster Bank, in Lothbury, right in the heart of the City. In 1880, London was the capital of the British Empire, the largest and richest city in the world; the contrast of Dickensian streets thronging with people, merchants, horses and carriages, could not have been more extreme.

         For the nineteen-year-old, while his day was occupied by the bank, he began attending evening classes at St Martin’s School of Art, in St Martin’s Lane, ‘that thoroughfare which for over two centuries had been a sort of Quartier Latin of London’.23 Perhaps now the budding artist had found his tribe, as under the direction of John Parker RWS, his craft was propelled and led him to the Gilbert Garret Sketch Club. Spending what daylight was available in his leisure hours, most often as the sun was rising or setting, he would draw and paint on the banks of the Thames. What he learned through study and practice over years of dedication and passion for his painting is evident in his complete mastery of the medium of watercolour. In 1885, his early talent was recognised by his peers as he succeeded in taking the second landscape prize in the competition organised by all the London Sketching Clubs and Royal Academy students at the Society of British Artists, as reported in the Illustrated London News.24

         Perhaps that was the nudge Macdonald needed to leave the drudgery, but safe employment of the Bank and take the daring action to make his own way as an artist. With lodgings over-looking the river at Greenwich, almost foretelling his last domain on the shore of Cook’s Bay halfway round the world in French Oceania, he paid a modest five shillings a week in rent; ‘and records with pride that he lived on another five!’.25 With a month’s salary in his pocket, he cut loose for the unspoilt tranquillity and boating paradise of the Norfolk Broads with two other artists. Here now we see the fascination with water and boats influence the subject of his work that was to last his lifetime.33

         In London Macdonald was already in good company, as the American artist James Abbott McNeill Whistler (1834–1903) had been painting scenes of the Thames since he arrived in 1861, the year Macdonald was born. In 1882, Walter Sickert (1860–1942) began his artistic career in Whistler’s London studio, adopting his tonal approach in oils, painting London street scenes and shop fronts. English maritime artist W.L. Wyllie (1851–1931) exhibited ‘Heave Away’ Barges upward bound, shooting Rochester Bridge at the Royal Academy, and further popularity of his paintings of the Thames came through patronage by The Fine Art Society.

         In 1886, Macdonald gained his first significant commercial success through the publication of drawings and a story about cod fishing in the North Sea in the Illustrated London News. One day from his Greenwich window he observed a cod-fishing smack moored beneath him, which suggested adventure. In his charming manner that would be repeated often thereafter, he approached the captain and owner. The resulting conversation led to the artist boarding the vessel and sailing with the crew to the North Sea. Unperturbed by a south-west gale that forced the captain to lay off the Norfolk coast for three days, he spent the following weeks sketching and fishing on the Dogger Bank, ‘and generally enjoying himself’. For this ‘first blood’ he received ‘eleven guineas: ten, he is proud to remember for the drawings and one for the writing’.26

         Other travels brought him home to Scotland, spending time in Inverness with his nephews Alister and Jack Mactavish (1879–1984), and in Invergordon with his elder brother John, who owned the general store, London House, where he displayed and sold a number of watercolours. In 1892, Doubtful Weather, Loch Hourn was his first watercolour to be accepted by the Royal Academy. The coastal landscape of the mountains of Skye, is another image that again almost mirrors the topographic drama of Moorea and his last resting place.

         The artist’s life was not all plain sailing; there were real hardships and vicissitudes to endure. There was still much to be learned, 34and to improve his drawing technique Macdonald attended the Westminster School of Art. In these hard times the encouragement and attention of a master, in the form of Fred Brown (who later became Professor at the Slade), had all the more impact. Macdonald remembered ‘with gratitude, that it was this master who taught him to look for proportion instead of outline, advice which he laid to heart and sedulously followed’.27 (2.3) This dedicated approach to artistic self-improvement resulted in a watercolour of the Thames from Blackfriars Bridge, which he called Her Palaces and Towers, being accepted by the Royal Academy in 1893. ‘To his delight it was hung in an excellent place just under the line and won the greatly valued commendation of George Moor, who was at that time art critic on The Times’.28

         No longer able to afford the lodgings in Greenwich he took refuge in a studio in Camden Town to live ‘among a colony of artists more or less as impecunious as himself’. To make ends meet he compromised his artistic direction and inclination to paint studio pictures commissioned by dealers looking for work they wanted to sell. This was not sustainable and, tired of the inhibiting contract, he abandoned Camden and took a room in Chelsea, a suburb with a reputation for inspiring the arts and the home of many great artists. More significantly it was on the river, and he set himself to paint and ‘to fix its everchanging charms and its elusive attraction’,29 many scenes of which were bought by Lord Wakefield and are now in the Guildhall Art Gallery.

         Through the 1890s into the 1900s in pencil and watercolour he recorded the jetties, bridges and wharfs along the Thames. Sometimes drawing from a boat, he recorded mists, fog and dazzling sunsets silhouetting the grand designs of Wren and Pugin. In the winter of 1895 he endured the cold to sketch the ice-locked Thames that brought river traffic to a standstill. He was fascinated by working craft on the river, from wherries to large steamers (2.4, 2.5). In the sketches he was meticulous in writing notes to aid later-finished watercolours: ‘Dutch Eel boats’(2.6, 2.7), ‘straw barges’, ‘training ship 35Purfleet, late afternoon & sunny’(2.8), ‘downstream fair winds’, and architectural notes like ‘Rainham – Saxon work in church (much restored)’. In London’s less travelled streets around Inns of Court his favourite haunts to paint were ‘ramshackle corners such as Cloth Fair or the soon to disappear overhanging houses of Holywell Street. Others show individual old inns and taverns or survivals of early domestic architecture’.30
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               Winter morning. Sun rising in fog. (WAM)

            

         

         Meanwhile another banker-turned-artist, Frenchman Paul Gauguin (1848–1903), was in Tahiti, and on his return to France caused a sensation with his exhibition of paintings at Durand-Ruel Gallery, Paris in 1894. The men could not be further apart in artistic direction and medium, but perhaps closer in their destiny than might have appeared on the surface, as we shall see in his later life.

         Macdonald’s London street scenes begin to show more architectural confidence and technical ambition. St Paul’s and the Houses of Parliament become regular features in changing atmospheric watercolours(2.9, 2.10, 2.11, 2.12, 2.13). By contrast in Paris, the French photographer Eugene Atget (1857–1927) started recording 42Parisienne street scenes of its foggy nights, architecture, River Seine and ‘humble’ urban life. The black and white tonal photographs are crisp, but the empty early morning streets are somewhat haunting by comparison to the watercolourist’s warm colour palette.

         
            
[image: ]2.12 Lambeth Bridge sunset 1909 43

            

         

         
            
[image: ]2.13 Impressions of Greenwich 1901 and Waterloo in fog 1906 44

            

         

         
            
[image: ]2.14 Impressions of Waterloo in fog 1906 45

            

         

         
            
[image: ]2.14 Fish Street Hill 1904 46

            

         

         
            
[image: ]2.15 Kew Bridge 1897 47

            

         

         
            
[image: ]2.16 Old Richmond Bridge 1901 48
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         Macdonald worked on small and highly finished drawings and watercolours which began to find a market through the Kensington Fine Arts Society. He clearly preferred to mix in affluent society circles, perhaps befitting of one born in a church manse and previously employed in a City bank, and so once introduced to the arts patron Lady Freake, he became a welcome guest at her homes in Fulwell Park, Twickenham and Cranley Gardens (2.14, 2.15). His work also caught the eye of Stephen Leitch, a Foreign Office diplomat, who invited him to stay at the British Embassy in Lisbon in 1895. Portugal broadened Macdonald’s artistic horizons and gave him his first taste of the sunny south which began a creative fascination with continental Europe.

         The wandering artist then met (2.16), and in 1898 married, Lucy Winifred Carey (1872–1951) (2.17), a respected miniaturist painter and gallerist, and daughter of the artist William Carey. Macdonald claimed that this was ‘the wisest act of his life’, now socially upwardly mobile as she became the Honorary Secretary of the Royal Society of Miniature Painters and widely known in the art world. No longer an ‘impecunious artist’, ‘the happy and well-matched pair’ lived in what was an old-world quarter of Danes Inn, in the Strand.31

         It cannot have escaped their attention that at the turn of the century many of his contemporaries were venturing to Europe to paint. Whistler and Sickert were in Dieppe together, painting street scenes in oils and in a sombre palette. Sickert travelled frequently to Venice to paint repeatedly from favourite spots, exploring shifting light effects at different times of day, taking inspiration from Claude Monet’s Rouen Cathedral series. Fellow Scot and one of the finest British watercolourists of the nineteenth century, Arthur Melville (1855–1904), had made his first trip to Venice in 1894, which by then had become saturated with British artists ‘that even gondoliers 49would direct visiting artists to the best places in which to plant their sketching umbrellas’.32 Seeing a commercial opportunity, rather than inspired to contribute to Melville’s advance in ‘Impressionism à l’Ecossais’, in 1903 Macdonald began annual trips to Italy and other countries in Europe, frequently returning to Florence, the Lakes and Venice. But that year the art world lost two greats with the death of both Whistler and Gauguin.
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         50In 1906 the Macdonalds moved to a prestigious seventeenth century address amongst the Court Chambers of the Temple within sight of the Thames, as seen from a watercolour study from their bedroom window (2.19). It began a fertile period of work and later exhibition catalogues provide evidence of the many locations he frequented, not only around his favourite spots in London and across England, Wales and Scotland during the summer months, but also Europe where he explored in the winter. The age of steam trains and ships facilitated his mobility, in modest steerage. Perhaps this was in part inspired by leading older artists of the English School of watercolours, Rose Barton (1856–1929) and Herbert Menzies Marshall (1841–1913), who were finding new markets and audiences for their work through the publication of illustrated books of their travels, such as Familiar London (1904) and Cathedral Cities of France (1907) respectively. Macdonald found similar outlets to publish colour plates of London architecture in Flats, Urban Houses and Cottage Homes (1906)(2.20), and his travels in Penrose’s Pictorial Annual (1909)(2.22) and latterly Hutchinson’s Picturesque Europe (1920)(2.23).
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         In 1910 Macdonald travelled to Fife, Barra in the Outer Scottish Hebrides, Lincolnshire, Kent, Geneva, Corfu, Naples and Assisi. Consider that itinerary in the same year that their son Ian (8.3) was born, and they opened their own gallery in Westminster (2.21). Lucy now took on new roles of both a mother and business manager of The Little Gallery, while he concentrated on his art with newly acquired liberty to exhibit what he wanted, rather than be frustrated by the taste of dealers in other galleries.51
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         The artist’s single-minded dedication to his work caught the attention of a London policeman as he was sketching along the banks of the Thames at Billingsgate. ‘A burly constable, who had been observing his work, looking over his shoulder, remarked, ‘Ah! Some day we shall see these pictures in the Guildhall.’ ‘How little,’ adds the artist, ‘did I then imagine that what has turned out to be a prophetic utterance, would be realised.’33

         In 1912 he took painting trips to the Isle of Wight, in Scotland Loch Maree and the Isle of Skye, and a third visit to Tunisia in North Africa (2.25). Around this time another younger artist from the north of Scotland, James McBey (1883–1959), was immersing himself in Morocco, later made famous for his portrait of T.E. Lawrence, but whose etchings of streets and boats reached an acclaim in Britain beyond Macdonald’s. North Africa had been exoticised by the earlier work of Melville, and his masterly watercolours were surely inspirational for Macdonald. The British Museum’s collection of Macdonald’s work contains studies of boats and people, as well as some landscapes painted on these painting expeditions (2.25, 2.26, 2.27, 2.28, 2.29, 2.30). These sketches in watercolour and pencil often provided reference to enable him to populate streets and complete more finished work later. Punctuated with annotations they capture the costume and characterful faces of that period seen through the eyes of an Edwardian Scottish traveller.

         Never once did Macdonald deviate from his focus on the landscape and his meticulous interpretation of it through the medium of watercolour, while artists such as Sickert explored a range of post-impressionist styles in oils, and new Scottish talent led by S.J. Peploe (1871–1935), whose tonal effects were inspired by Whistler, were breaking through to critical acclaim in London and Scotland.
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TuHe RiciT HONOURABLE THE LORD MAYOR

ALDERMAN PROFESSOR MICHAEL MAINELLI

THE MANSION HOUSE, LONDON EC4N 8BH
TELEPHONE 020-7626 2500

June 2024

It is with great pleasure that I introduce this comprehensive biography of the Scottish watercolourist,
William Alister Macdonald, penned by Dr Iain Macdonald. The story of Macdonald's life and his
artistic journey offers an extraordinary glimpse into a bygone era, capturing the essence of London's
streets and the Thames' vibrant river life at the turn of the last century.

William Alister Macdonald's works, particularly those in the remarkable Wakefield Collection, hold a
special place in the Guildhall Art Gallery. Donated by Lord Wakefield in 1935, these watercolours are
not only artistically exquisite but also of immense historical significance. They document the
atmospheric beauty of London from Kew to Rotherhithe, including iconic views of Westminster, the
Temple, and St. Paul's Cathedral. Macdonald's ability to convey the colours and moods of these
scenes has ensured his work remains an invaluable asset to our cultural heritage.

In 2001, the Guildhall Art Gallery proudly exhibited Macdonald's watercolours alongside
contemporary photographs, highlighting the dramatic transformation of London over the past century.
This juxtaposition underscored the lasting impact of Macdonald's artistry and the importance of
preserving such works for future generations.

The Lady Mayoress and I recently had the honour of selecting Macdonald's work from the Gallery’s
collection to grace our invitation cards. We hold a great appreciation for Macdonald's contribution to
the arts and his unique ability to capture the spirit of the City of London.

I commend Dr Iain Macdonald for his meticulous research and dedication in bringing this important
artist's story to life. May this book inspire a renewed appreciation for William Alister Macdonald's
legacy and his contribution to the world of art.

Sincerely,

Al .

The Rt Hon The Lord Mayor of London
‘Alderman Professor Michael Mainelli
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