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Foreword




    ‘My lord bishop, ladies and gentlemen,’ Manning Clark opens the first of the addresses gathered in this volume, ‘I am glad to speak to a Christian audience because this subject demands Christ-like love and sympathy.’ He goes on to decry slums, colonial exploitation and the false values of the businessman in order to affirm the necessity of right conduct in fighting the war against Nazi Germany. That was a lecture given at a Geelong church in 1940. All of the subsequent lectures and speeches were delivered between 1961 and 1991. Some take sides in controversies of those three decades: the Dismissal, Noonkanbah, environmentalism. Most rehearse his abiding concerns: he condemns British philistinism, the measurers and straiteners, the money-changers and spiritual bullies, the celebrants of the kingdom of nothingness; he celebrates the wonderers, the life-affirmers and enlargers.




    Is this speaking out of turn? We do not know how the congregation responded to the wartime exhortation, but throughout his career as a public commentator Manning Clark has been a figure of controversy. Four phases can be distinguished. Initially, in the late 1940s and early 1950s, he was but one of many pink professors and puce pedagogues to incur the wrath of Cold Warriors. Then came his disavowal of left orthodoxies, the declaration that the radical nationalists had neglected the moral drama of Australian history and the rejection of the naive optimism of the secular meliorists. That phase is not represented in this collection. It is to be found in the essays and lectures of the 1950s gathered in an earlier collection, Occasional Writings and Speeches (1980); in autobiographical fiction reprinted as Disquiet and Other Stories (1969), and in the account of his visit to the Soviet Union, Meeting Soviet Man (1960). The last of these books has recently been exhumed as an apologia for the Kremlin. In fact it distinguished sharply between communist ideals and Soviet practice, and drew angry recrimination from that literary commissar, Judah Waten. Speaking out of turn here meant abjuring all parties.




    A third phase began with the appearance of the first volume of his History of Australia in 1962. Its immediate reception, he testifies here, increased his doubts that he was capable of conveying what was in his mind. But as the successive volumes of the History appeared, he drew comfort from growing recognition of its distinctive voice. His very singularity brought criticism as well as praise but the initial puzzlement yielded to swelling appreciation. Far from speaking out of turn in the 1960s, he encouraged the conviction that Australia possessed a past of depth and substance, and contributed to the mood of hope and renewal that briefly flowered in the early 1970s.




    Only after 1975, when the hopes were dashed and he became a prominent critic of the new conservatism, was he was singled out for attacks from the right. This was by no means a one-sided process, however, for he was now a celebrity, instantly recognisable, constantly in demand. He observes in his preface to this collection that the rewards of public speaking can become addictive, and sometimes it seemed that he was not so much speaking out of turn as speaking at every turn. The media made him a sage, the leaders of the labour movement treated him during their decade of triumph as their historian laureate, and some conservatives came to regard him as a talisman of the progressive orthodoxies they had to vanquish. His death in 1991 has merely augmented the frequency and stridency of the campaign to discredit him.




    This is odd. Clark was never a dogmatist, much less a polemicist. He was a product of the Anglican ascendancy of Yarraside, uncomfortable with its values but indelibly marked by them. He was always sensitive to criticism and, while he could be malicious in academic gossip, was intensely loyal to the colleagues whose support was so important to him. Sometimes (as in his statements on the Dismissal) he denounced wrong with the righteous anger of an Old Testament prophet; more commonly (as in his evaluation of Robert Menzies) he spoke with sorrowful compassion. His natural stance was, as he often put it, a pace or two apart. He was a believer, not a doubter. Yet somehow he has become a lightning-rod for the anxieties of those who would have us feel relaxed and comfortable.




    There is some reference to his travails in this collection. It includes the paper he gave in 1963 at a seminar convened by the Association for Cultural Freedom to discuss the first volume of his History, where he defended his view of history as an art, and of Australian history as tragedy and moral drama. Also included is an anniversary piece on the Dismissal, which certainly maintained the rage, as well as a graduation address delivered in 1978 in the same temper. In other addresses, however, he identifies a different tribulation. The valedictory lecture to his students at the Australian National University in 1974 alludes to the ‘student troubles’ that reached that campus in the early seventies, and describes the chill in his heart on seeing violent slogans on university buildings and the horror of first seeing a woman give a clenched fist salute: ‘The days of the shouters and the spiritual popes were upon us.’ This might well have been speaking out of turn but it is hardly the sort of dissonance we associate with the Clark of conservative demonology.




    Even before, there was the deep dissatisfaction with the conventions of his academic discipline. He had little sympathy with the social sciences and less for the Dryasdust fact-grubbing of Historical Enterprises Proprietary Limited. He drew his inspiration from literature, art and music, and yet he chose to work in a university and to study the past. Could this setting and the prescriptive forms of its professional activity encompass his vision of life? It is this theme that runs through the second part of the collection, and he offers some new insights into his pedagogical and authorial method. The advice on how to conduct a tutorial, formulated when that teaching device was being introduced in response to the post-war expansion of the Australian universities, reveals a sympathy to student needs—though surely it is unlikely even in those halcyon days that undergraduates read two hundred pages a week. The texts of lectures reproduced here, with their fully worked formulation of key passages and interpolated cues for extemporisation, show his care for language.




    He also exhibits an awareness of his own literary technique. When he first tried to convey his understanding of the past, he observes in a talk to fellows of that fastness of the academic discipline in the Coombs Building, ‘I found I had not the slightest idea of how to do it’. His solution was to employ two narrative voices, one the ‘contemporary narrator’ and the other the ‘unseen omniscient narrator’ who was ‘a cross between God’s spy and a simple boy from the country’. He thinks the two voices were insufficiently distinguished, perhaps because his own language was too much like the prayer book, for readers to know who was talking at a particular juncture. The confusion is apparent in critics who fail to detect when Clark is talking through his historical characters: they mistake the ventriloquism for direct statement. His own refusal to speak directly probably compounded the confusion: his author is omniscient but invisible, he shows but never explains. In his own simile, the historian should not be ‘a Pioneer tourist coach captain for the reader, telling him loudly and vulgarly what he should see in the scene’.




    The task of the historian, then, was to hold a mirror to life. Here Clark side-stepped the problems of evidence and interpretation that preoccupied his academic contemporaries, or of language and representation that bedevil present-day academic practice. For old-fashioned empiricists, his carelessness with facts vitiates his history. For anxious postmodernists, the lack of reflexivity renders it obsolete. Among those who hound him in his grave, there is a wide-spread assumption that Clark is responsible for the black armband view of the Australian past that haunts our schools and universities. Nothing could be further from the truth: I know of no Australian history syllabus that includes him on its reading list. His work lives on in the impetus he gave to Australian history, in the conviction he conveyed that this country’s past gives meaning to our present circumstances, in his faith in his compatriots, and in the sheer power of his literary creation.




    There is a particular irony in the recurrent attacks on Manning Clark. It is apparent from several passages in this collection that he was most vulnerable to criticism from his fellow historians, most fearful of what the academics would do to his creation. In fact it is not the historians who now traduce him but polemicists singularly unburdened by historical expertise. His critics allege that there is a conspiracy of silence among the professional historians, even that academics fear to speak out against him because they would incur ‘the fury of the left’. In fact the historical profession largely ignores the vendetta, partly because they find it distasteful, partly because its concerns are irrelevant to their own.




    Friendships were especially important to Clark. Sometimes, I suspect, they were safeguards against the professional hostility he had encountered: when I first reviewed a volume of the History, he immediately embraced me with one of the postcards he used for communication, hinting darkly at the forces of darkness that preyed upon him. But beyond such strategems, friends were touchstones of human decency, a reassurance that he was not speaking wholly out of turn. It is apt that this collection concludes with a series of tributes to some of Manning Clark’s close friends. Some he had taught and some he worked with, but all were, like him, enlargers and enhancers of life.




    

      

        

          	MAY 1997



          	STUART MACINTYRE


        




        

          	



          	Professor of History

        




        

          	



          	University of Melbourne

        


      

    


  




  

    
Note on the Text




    Manning’s own words in his Preface are the best introduction to these speeches and lectures.




    In them he spoke to people—from the heart rather than the head—of things that mattered both to him and to those who had asked him to speak.




    As well as a comprehensive index of personal names, we have included footnotes to indicate—where possible—the sources of quotations, and to elucidate passages which might mystify today’s readers. The recurring characteristic phrases and the buried quotations we have left largely untouched. It was not our business, we thought, to tailor Manning’s spoken words to any canon of written prose style.




    Some readers who come to these texts for factual and intellectual enlightenment may be disappointed, or may simply find them a fertile field for ‘wintry sneers’.




    But we believe that those who approach them in search of food for thought—thought about their country, their history, their society, and their place in all three—will be rewarded. They will realise that the spoken words which moved so many were not intended as a subject for logical or semantic analysis but rather to reflect Manning’s unending quest to ‘understand what it has all been for’; to present real issues in language his hearers could understand; to entertain them and stimulate them to reflection, perhaps even to fruitful action.




    The issues are still there.




    

      

        

          	MAY 1997



          	DYMPHNA CLARK


        




        

          	



          	SEBASTIAN CLARK


        


      

    


  




  

    Preface




    The speeches and lectures in this book were delivered between 1940 and 1991. They cover the subjects which have been my main concerns in life, both before and after the writing of A History of Australia. They are therefore grouped under four headings—Politics, History, Literature and Friends. Oddly enough, there were no speeches on those subjects in life which moved me more than suits a man to say—music, metaphysics, fishing, and seeing Stephen Silvagni leap for a mark, or MarkWaugh flick off his pads for a four past mid-wicket. They are all the subjects for poetry or music, and I have never written a line of poetry or composed a bar of music in my life.




    The political crisis in Australia in 1974 and 1975 happened to coincide with the year in which I ended my career as a teacher of Australian history at the Australian National University. These two events possibly explain why from 1974 I began a new life as a public speaker. Radio and television audiences are larger in number than the readers of books or classes in Australian history. It may be that the need for an audience is a corrupter, or it may be that it is meet and right to speak ‘et urbi et orbi’. Who can tell? All I know is that it has been most rewarding to meet Australian people and discover what touches them deeply. A man who believes there is wisdom in the people need not apologise for spending his time speaking to them and in this way getting to know them.




    The reception of my public utterances was like the response to A History of Australia: some mocked and some mourned. I can only hope in the late autumn of life when the leaves are golden that both said something about who we are and who we might be. These speeches are one man’s contribution to the ever-increasing band of life-affirmers in Australia: to those who share my hope and my faith that Australia will not always be in the hands of the tough, that it could and should belong to lovers and believers.




    

      

        

          	1991



          	MANNING CLARK


        


      

    




    Opposite: A page selected at random from Manning’s notebook diaries (National Library of Australia)
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What of Germany?




    Notes for a talk in a Geelong church in 1940.




    My lord bishop, ladies and gentlemen, I am glad to speak to a Christian audience because this subject demands Christ-like love and sympathy. I am glad too that Christians are concerned not so much with the letter of the law, as with the truth. ‘With Moses the Law, but with Christ grace and truth’ (John). But my profoundest satisfaction is because I know Christians will seethe with indignation at the atrocities committed against mankind—that their consciences will not be dulled by the soporific of habit, etc., and they will enquire zealously into the nature of the present issues.*




    For such a Christian it will not be a shock to be told that the present conflict is not between an absolute good and an absolute evil. He would, I think, agree with this poem:




    

      They who in panic or mere greed




      Enslaved religion, markets, laws,




      Borrow our language now and bid




      Us to speak up in freedom’s cause.




      It is the logic of our time,




      No subject for immortal verse,




      That we who lived by honest dreams




      Defend the bad against the worse.*


    




    You may think bad is a strong word—but does it completely misrepresent the truth? Our defects include:




    

      	Disgrace that slums still exist.




      	Disgrace that in one part of our empire men still work for a penny a day—starvation wages.




      	What is unpardonable—we have made the values of the businessman our values—this God will never forgive.


    




    To say this is to speak, not as a voice crying in the wilderness, but as a sane man in a madhouse.




    But they—the Nazis—are worse. I say they are worse because:




    

      	They have persecuted Jews.




      	They have attacked the institutions of a great and talented nation—the German nation.




      	Not because they want to rule the world—the world demands leadership (men need authority) and those who have led have made an awful mess of things—but we must denounce them because they have denied the principle on which Western Christian civilisation is founded: the value of the individual life, the dignity of a human being. They have broken with the great tradition of Western civilisation—Pericles, Plato, Christ, Aquinas, Innocent III, the Rights of Man—so I must denounce them in the sight of God.


    




    What then is to be my attitude towards Germany? My attitude must be decided by what I want. I want security and harmony, and to extend the same possibilities to everyone, irrespective of race, class, or creed. What means must I adopt to secure these ends?




    There are two possible means:




    

      	Christian attitude—good actions will produce good effects. See St Luke 6: 434: ‘For a good tree bringeth not forth corrupt fruit; neither doth a corrupt tree bring forth good fruit. For every tree is known by his own fruit. For of thorns men do not gather figs, nor of a bramble bush gather they grapes.’ Christ makes it plain that good cannot come from an evil action—or an injustice will not produce justice. Thus a Christian‘s conduct is decided for him—he has a necessity to act in a good way. If he acts differently, he is not acting as a Christian, but from different first principles. (Expand.)




      	Empirically: But if neither England nor Germany accepts the authority of Christian precepts, or if there is some confusion as to their application, as I think there is (compare Anglican archbishops with German bishops) I must look elsewhere for my principles—though my objective remains the same. I may find that I am forced to accept the same conclusion as Christ—that good must be used to achieve good.


    




    There are two questions to be answered. The first question is: what is the principle of conduct between nations? The answer—the relations between nations are still in a state of nature, similar to relations between man and man before man advanced from a state of nature into society. In society they have attempted to submit their mutual relations to the rule of law. Where maladjustment or breakdown occurs, reason and persuasion are used—though there is admittedly always the threat to use force if necessary—fear and rewards and punishments. This conception has led to disaster.




    (To be completed.)




    *There is an account of the response of the Establishment to this and similar pronouncements in The Quest for Grace, pp. 121–2.




    *C. Day-Lewis, ‘Where are the War Poets?’, Word Over All (1943).


  




  

    
Robert Gordon Menzies




    A speech to the Labor Club in the Public Lecture Theatre, University of Melbourne, on 28 September 1967.




    In the English summer of 1966 at the University of Sussex, set in the heart of that green and pleasant land which for all incurable romantics is forever England, a man who had started life as the son of a country store-keeper and risen to be prime minister of Australia, decorated by Her Majesty and honoured by universities in England, Scotland, Canada and Australia, was described as the Pericles of Australia. He was Robert Gordon Menzies. Yet, outside the doors where these words of high praise were pronounced, in the midst of all the pomp and ceremony of an English academic gathering, some of the youth of England were shouting: ‘Go home, Menzies.’ For Menzies was a man about whom the critics wrangled, and will probably go on wrangling when the historians start to have their sport with the illustrious dead.




    Some complained of his arrogance. They told stories of how he was never able to suffer fools gladly, of how he would flick the dandruff off the lapel of a junior minister and make some supercilious remark about the products one would expect from such brains. They called him ‘Pig-Iron Bob’ (for permitting the export of pig-iron to Japan before the Second World War) and ‘Super Ming.’ He was cruelly mocked for not going to the First World War. They painted a picture of a gifted, unloved man, with fame as his spur—of a scholarship boy corrupted by patrician Melbourne, on whose doors he knocked in vain, for he remained an outsider. They maintained that his fear of Communism led him to flirt with the Fascists.




    But these stories all came from the period before his great fall in August of 1941, when the men in his own party inflicted a most cruel punishment on him for all his pride and arrogance by forcing him to resign from the high office of prime minister of Australia. After that bitter experience of his own folly and the treachery of his political associates, he seemed to grow in wisdom and stature.*




    In that period of adversity between 1941 and 1944, the man changed. This brilliant and arrogant young barrister had been swept to the leadership of his own group by the very poverty of the men at the top. He was a man who could never resist the temptation to score off his opponents with a witticism which often rebounded against him. Because of his never-ending reiteration of the principles of political Whiggery, and his all too patent disdain for the details of administration, he had been shrugged off by one world statesman as a man with a shop-front but no factory. But this same man had the strength to resist all the temptations to self-pity, to having his wounds licked by those who deal in the currency of tea and sympathy, or to indulge in malice and spite against those who had so ill-used him.




    He had the good sense and good fortune to come back, not thirsting for revenge, but with a vision of what Australia should be like in the post-war world. For a time, Dame Fortune smiled on him and rewarded him for his disquiet during his years in the political wilderness. The foreign policy of his opponents, the Labor Party, had been based on the assumption that Australia should seek ways of preventing any future attack by Japan. Menzies saw that the advance of the Soviet armies in Eastern Europe and the victory of the Communists in China had turned those who went on talking about the menace of Japan into political dodoes. He had always seen Communism as a menace to what he meant by civilisation. To him the Communists were the new barbarians who proposed to destroy all that he understood by civilisation: that freedom of enquiry, that free ranging of the mind, that opportunity to make up our mind on the great questions of life and death without help from a spiritual bully who believed there was only one answer and proposed to force it on others; the tolerance not to put on black looks with one‘s neighbour when he behaved in a way that was displeasing.




    For Menzies, all this had been achieved once and for all by the British, thanks to both free enterprise and political institutions which guaranteed not only liberty but also human dignity and an absence of violence in the conduct of human relations. For him, the greatest gift the British had to offer mankind was their political institutions. It was the source of both his greatness and his tragedy to go on believing in British institutions in an age when the British had ceased to perform the role of Rome, and were half-heartedly grasping at that other chance, of playing Athens to America’s Rome.




    The year 1950 certainly gave Menzies the opportunity to move on to the world stage as a crusader against Communism. In domestic politics his belief in free enterprise seemed also to match the spirit of the times. The Labor Party had reached a dead end in its erstwhile creative role of introducing the welfare state without touching the foundations of capitalistic society. In the absence of any conviction that the time had come for that great leap forward from capitalism to socialism, Labor‘s use of state interference in banking and petrol rationing, to mention two things which touched people deeply, seemed to be the actions of men who, after great achievements, had wandered into a political wilderness. They had become arrogant after too many years in office and had paid the price of becoming vacuous.




    So Menzies came back on that wave of capitalist enterprise and technological advance made possible by the war. In twenty years the jet engine, immigration of people from Europe—as distinct from the British Isles—and the boom in prices for Australian primary products due to American stockpiling during the Korean War, converted parts of Australia’s rural slums into areas of affluence and the city of Sydney from a provincial city into a world metropolis. At long last, in the two great cultural capitals of the English-speaking world, New York and London, Australia began to be known not just as the country with the koala, the kangaroo and the gum-tree, but as the country which had produced painters such as William Dobell, Sidney Nolan, Arthur Boyd and John Perceval, poets such as A. D. Hope and Jim McAuley, and a novelist, Patrick White, who had something to say on the eternal problems of mankind.




    The two monumental contributions by Menzies to this age of affluence were the development of Canberra and the expansion of the universities. Under his fostering care, Canberra was converted from one of the most brightly illuminated paddocks in the history of mankind into a stately city centred on that lake suggested by its first great planner, Walter Burley Griffin, and surrounded by public buildings of classical simplicity.




    Also under his paternal eye, the universities of Australia acquired financial assistance from the Commonwealth which enabled them to win a reputation in both Great Britain and America for the quality of their students and their published research. Himself very well-read in literature and biography and history, Menzies was a man who believed in enlightenment, in learning and in the exchange of mind.




    So while his first strutting on the stage of public life gave rise to sound and fury which signified nothing, his second appearance left behind a creation which will live as long as man believes in the things Menzies stood for. That always was the great question mark of his life—just how much he was a survivor in a world which was crumbling to ruins. The clinging to British tradition, the passion for British institutions, the acceptance of honours and prizes from the survivors of a once proud world power seemed to some to be evidence that the man had no perception of the issues of the post-war world; that he had identified himself not with the creative forces of his day but with the over-ripe. He adored the British Royal family; his literary style and artistic taste were both Edwardian. William Dobell’s portrait of him shows us a country boy, a scholarship boy.*




    Menzies’ anti-Communism belonged to the world which was responding to 1917 and not to the world confronted by two great giants—Russia and America—and another great giant looming in the future, China. It was said, too, that in his anti-Communist zeal Menzies ran the risk of identifying Australia with reactionary and corrupt powers in the world which were destined to be swept aside by the creative forces of his time. It was said that he had no perception of what were the progressive forces of his day and age, and squandered his talents in the verbal defence of an order doomed to be swept into the wastepaper basket of human history. It was even said that, in so far as he allied Australia with the forces in Asia that were doomed to defeat, he might have called in question the whole future of Australia—that the Menzies age of affluence might be followed by a terrible nemesis, in which this country might be overrun and the period of European civilisation belong to the past; that we would not be the last invaders of this weird, harsh land.




    But then, granted his values, what alternative did Menzies have to the British world? He had seen Australia as a province of Edwardian London, not as a country in its own right. He was like a man who turned up in somebody else’s baggage train, never in his own.




    That is why those who had the great privilege to be present on 4 November 1965 when Menzies, with that grace and dignity conferred by his historic achievement, stood in silence beside the open grave of his old political opponent Herbert Vere Evatt, felt they were witnessing a scene of cosmic irony. To all outward and visible appearance, the living man was looking down on the defeated dead. We have been told there is no art can read a man’s heart in his face. God knows what was going on in his mind that day. Perhaps not even he knew.




    We had all been warned: ‘Judge not.’ But posterity will judge, and it may well reverse the decision of the decades 1950–70. For if the forces against which Menzies used his great powers win out in this country, then the historians of those victorious powers will treat Menzies shabbily and praise his great adversary as a genuine humanist and universalist. And the historians of those forces of progress, concerned as they will be with the material setting—measurers and quantifiers of human life—and not with the heart of man, may not even want to know that behind the public figure, the object of both vulgar abuse and silly flattery, there still lived that innocent heart which had once sat in a school desk in Jeparit and looked out on the world with awe and wonder and pondered over the burden of the mystery; and went down to the great city of Melbourne and fell among thieves, who did not rob or strip him of his talent but used him in ways that one can only regret. There he loved life—and barracked for Carlton—and read widely and endured with dignity the cruel and complex fate of being a solitary.




    At Evatt’s grave he seemed to look forward not to the resurrection of the dead, but to a time when he might be judged as a man who had not understood the forces of his age; or, if he understood them, seemed to resist humanity‘s march from the darkness into the light, and paid a terrible price for so doing.




    *On 28 August 1941 Menzies resigned as prime minister in the face of opposition in Cabinet and within his party (United Australia Party).




    *The Prime Minister Robert Gordon Menzies (1961), Art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney.


  




  

    
The Beginning of an Australian Intelligentsia




    The second Herbert Blaiklock lecture at the University of Sydney in July 1972, to honour Henry Kendall.




    I propose to have a look at some aspects of Australian intellectual life in the period before Kendall began to make his contribution to the conversation of mankind in Australia. It is always difficult to know where to begin. I propose to begin with two responses to the Australian scene. In 1836 the young English naturalist, Charles Darwin, was appalled by almost everything he saw in our country. He was horrified by the sterility of the country, and the extreme uniformity in the vegetation. He was repelled by the sight of the bark on the gum-trees hanging dead in long shreds, which swayed around in the wind and fell on the ground, making the forests desolate and untidy. After observing the fauna of Australia, he began to wonder whether this was a country in which the Creator had not finished his work. So it was not surprising that when he sailed down the majestic waters of King George‘s Sound, he summed up his impressions in those unkind words: ‘Farewell Australia, I leave thy shores without sorrow or regret.’




    Now, as you will remember, Darwin was not the first or the last human being to recoil with horror and alarm on first seeing the land and the people of Australia. What I call the ‘horror and disgust’ response had a long history. Willem Jansz, who first saw our country in 1606, found to his dismay that there was little good to be done here, as it was a barren land occupied by exceedingly black, barbarian savages. Some eighty years later an Englishman, William Dampier, described it as ‘a land supporting the miserablest people in the World’. Nor were the early settlers at Sydney Cove any more enthusiastic. Barron Field, the judge and poet of early Sydney, found our country to be a place of ‘perfect desolation’, and concluded God had cursed the land and made it barren as a punishment for the ‘wee lapse’ of the common ancestors of the human race—just as God had punished women by making them bring forth children in pain and suffering, and man by making him eat his bread in the sweat of his brow, and the snake by making him spend all the days of his life on his belly.




    You will find this response quite prominent amongst many of the people who celebrated in January 1838 the fiftieth anniversary of the foundation of the colony of New South Wales. I call them the ‘b’aint-like-home men’—all those who wanted snow with their Christmas plum pudding. They were the ones who either uttered the exiles ‘cry of despair, or believed that, just as the Israelites of old had their faith in God’s power to turn the hard rock into a standing water, so they must not lose their faith in their power to change the ancient, barbaric land of Australia into an English park, and plant spires, squires and manors in the Australian bush. As they saw it, there were no palaces, no castles, no old country houses, no parsonages, no thatched cottages, no ivied ruins, no cathedrals, no abbeys, no universities, no counter-charm in Australian life and countryside to compensate for what they had left behind in the United Kingdom. A belly-full, they argued, was not an adequate compensation for the absence of the full-blown civilisation of Europe.




    Perhaps William Grant Broughton was the most impressive and distinguished man amongst that group who were troubled that Australia might develop into a country where vulgarians chanted ‘Hurrah for a belly-full’, and where ‘bush barbarians’ took over from the primitive savages who had once roamed in the wilds of New Holland. In his long exile in Australia he devoted his vast energies and talents to plant the civilisation of the Old World—to build schools and churches rather than rum shanties so that a race of men worthy of the great privilege of being made in the image of God would flourish, rather than a race of ‘monkeyfied men’. He was also haunted all his days in Australia by the nightmare fear that British civilisation was to be brought to ruin by dissenters, republicans and Irish Catholics—that their days of power would be followed by an age of unbelief in which men would pursue the sensual pleasures of the goat and the monkey. By 1838 he had also become deeply puzzled by the Australian Aborigine. He wondered, as did many other high-minded men, why it was that the Aborigines did not want the precious gift of Christian civilisation: he wondered, too, why it was that contact with the white man caused the Aborigine to decay both physically and morally so rapidly that he speculated whether the time was not distant when the Aborigines would become extinct. Ten years in Australia had cast a shadow over his face, and given him the sorrowful countenance of a man who believes in God’s goodness, but sees that the hearts of the men he knows are filled with evil, and madness is in their hearts while they live.




    Yet he had not lost faith. So on that 26 January 1838 he preached a most judicious sermon about human wickedness. By then Broughton was one of those men who believed there was hope for God, but not for man. He never sensed any contradiction or incongruity in all the protestations of human unworthiness enumerated in the Book of Common Prayer, and all those sentiments in the hymn book about ‘foulness’ and ‘darkness’ being uttered in a country distinguished for its garish days and its majestic nights. He saw no contradiction between all the stooping and knee-bending before the throne of grace in the dim religious light of the churches, all those protestations of devotion and love to a pale version of the Galilean, and a country where people took delight in the bright light of the sun, and seemed to be strangely indifferent to all the metaphysical anguish and yearning of that civilisation of which Broughton was such a distinguished member.




    Besides, on that day in 1838 the great Australian boast was not about things of the mind, let alone things unseen, but rather about their material achievements as evidence of their abilities as men. Fifty years earlier, as the Sydney Herald, the Australian, the Sydney Gazette and the Colonist proudly reminded their readers, savages and the beasts of the field roamed the woods round Sydney Harbour: now there were civilised human beings. Fifty years ago the frail and clumsy canoes of the Aborigines plied the blue waters of Sydney Harbour: now vessels capable of cruising in every ocean of the world rode at anchor in their harbour. That day a party of native-born hired a ship called Australia, and unfurled an Australian emblem on its mast. Significantly, the ship puffed steam into the limpid air—a promise, in their eyes, that the day was not far distant when industrial civilisation would come to their colony, when steamships, railways, and electric telegraphs would end the two causes of Australian inferiority, material backwardness and isolation.




    Yet when they came to talk about the destiny or identity of their country, they fumbled and faltered like deeply divided men. That night at the anniversary dinner, two serious toasts were drunk before the wine cup turned their minds to toasts about that other bay in which all men love to ride. One was ‘To the land of Australia!’—or ‘The land, boys, we live in!’. But the other was ‘To the sons of St George, St Andrew and St Patrick!’. It was as though they were not certain whether even they, the native-born, the patriots—let alone the immigrants and all the miserables who howled their ‘b’aint like home’—were Australians or Britons or Australian-Britons. One thing they seemed to be certain about was their loyalty to the throne. But the serious part of the evening passed by without any of the native-born like Bob Nichols (Wentworth was absent, huffing away at Vaucluse House) putting forward the idea that Australians were the Prometheans of the Southern Seas who in the age of steam and the spinning jenny would steal fire from heaven, and become like gods. In their cups those men showed no sign they had dreamed a great dream: they kept on drunkenly patting themselves on the back, and boasting and bragging that since the days when Adam had wandered over the face of the earth there had not been a people who had advanced so rapidly. They did not feel the need to apologise for anything the white man had done in Australia. They were not conscience-stricken by either the degradation of the Aborigine or the flogging of convicts. Australia, unlike Russia and the United States, had no conscience-stricken landlords. No Australian of that time ever said anything like those simple words of a Russian on reading of the life of the serfs: ‘Goodness, how sad is our Russia!’*




    The native-born seemed to be driven by a strong desire to tell the world (taking it for granted someone would be interested) that a new branch of the human family had been born in Australia, the members of which were unusually tall and remarkably awkward in their movements. They were also distinguished by their use of the English language. The ‘b’aint-like-home men’ found their vocabulary, idiom and pronunciation all nauseating, nasal and inane. They saw native-born Australians as ‘hard-faced, grim-visaged, dry-countenanced human beings’ on whom the bloom of youth quickly faded, who had grafted a London mode of pronunciation on to the very ‘dross of the English language’. They were also distinguished by their claim that Australia belonged to them and their descendants: that the Aborigine had no more title to the soil than the kangaroo, and that all ‘bloody immigrants’ and ‘foreigners’ should keep their ‘filthy paws’ off the land of Australia. But, except possibly for Wentworth, no native-born Australian had by 1838 made any contribution to the conversation of mankind, or risked giving the world a view of his heart.




    Towards the end of that dry year, the bones of dead cattle were bleaching in the sun beside dried-up waterholes, and William Grant Broughton was beseeching his God to look down with mercy upon his unworthy servants in Australia who were suffering a just chastisement for the enormity of their offences against his divine majesty, and assuage their sufferings by sending them moderate showers from heaven (they were far too wicked to have any greater expectation). Angry men were asking why white men should be hanged for killing twenty-eight Aborigines*—a people on a rung of the ladder of creation not much higher than that on which the monkeys swung. The voice of the native-born then began to be heard in the land. Six years earlier they had briefly raised a somewhat raucous voice when Horatio Spencer Howe Wills published the weekly, the Currency Lad. But as he was in the habit of denouncing the Englishmen in their midst in one issue as ‘high-salaried foreigners’, and then excusing himself in the next issue for his use of such scurrilous language on the grounds that his elbow-bending on the previous night had forced him to take a painful emetic, he was not taken very seriously.




    In 1838, a writer with some of the same bounce and larrikin streak but redeemed by a high seriousness and a dignity which Nature had not bestowed on Wills, published The Australian Sketch Book. The author, James Martin, was only eighteen years old. As he had been less than twelve months old when he arrived in Australia, he was an adopted member of the native-born. He called his work ‘the first literary production that has ever emanated from the pen of an individual educated in Australia’. Unlike the early Dutch sailors and William Dampier and Barron Field and Charles Darwin, who had found the place dreary, inhospitable, forbidding and uncouth, he loved it. Neither England, Ireland (his own native land) nor America could boast, he said, of a ‘spot so picturesque and enchanting’ as Bondi Beach. Like the young, but not the mature Wentworth, Martin believed Providence had singled out Australia and Australians to be ranked high among the empires of the world. Just as the young Wentworth in his poem Australasia had prophesied the day would come when an Austral Shakespeare, or an Austral Milton, or an Austral Pindar would soar with daring like an eagle in the skies of Australia, so Martin was confident that her poets, philosophers and statesmen would in time be the Homers, Platos and Ciceros of the Southern Hemisphere.




    But Martin was an Australian; as such, he found it easy to be generous about the mighty men of renown in the past or the giants of the future, but bucket his own contemporaries. He called them the ‘snarling, diminutive whelps . . . the perpetrators of ridiculous and unmeaning trash’. For Martin suffered from the Botany Bay disease of taking the mighty down from their seat. He was one of the early members of that kingdom of the mockers, that band of the disenchanted.




    Charles Harpur was another member of the same band. Like Martin, he loved Australia. Raw Europeans looked at the gum-trees as ‘those miserable looking trees that cast their annual coats of bark, and presented the appearance of being dead’. But to him, as he put it, they were ‘objects of incomparable beauty’. Raw immigrants angered him by pining for ‘home’, but he saw no reason to prefer the dingy gloom of a London street to the ‘exhilarating summer’ of Sydney. He was proud of everything made in Australia. ‘As for gin’, he used to say, ‘give me Cooper’s’, for that was unsurpassable.




    Yet, like Martin and Bob Nichols and William Charles Wentworth and Betsey Bandicoot and nearly all the Currency lads and lasses, Harpur was sceptical of any creed or doctrine which promised better things for mankind. The young Harpur was a patriot who put into his poems, such as ‘To the Lyre of Australia’ and ‘Australia Huzza’, his hope that once Australians were liberated from those foreigners, the Englishmen, those chainers of human experience and thought, then there might be a ‘nobler manhood’ in what he called ‘This Southern Land of Ours’. His later pessimism on the future of humanity, or human capacity, came partly from a conviction that the supporters of all such creeds, those who promised perfectibility in the life of the world to come as well as those who promised perfectibility in the ‘here and now’, proposed to reduce all men to a ‘dead social level’ and ‘impose a regimented sort of unity’, which would emasculate men of their true moral glory and splendour. Experience in Australia had grafted in him a sardonic view of the life of man. Like his contemporaries and his father’s generation, he had seen the fruits of trying to plant the outward and visible signs of civilisation in a harsh land with the labour of their hands. Like them, he grew up amongst men who had come to accept man’s powerlessness to change either the physical environment or human behaviour. Like his contemporaries, he believed that anyone who was convinced that the human situation could ever be any different was either a knave or a fool.




    In the same year as Charles Harpur was entertaining hopes for Australians, one Nathaniel Pidgeon, a Wesleyan missionary from Ireland, was also displaying his love for Australia in a somewhat eccentric way. Ever since he had drunk whisky out of a human skull, he had walked round the world loaded with a sense of guilt until he was ‘washed in the blood of the lamb’. In the early summer of 1842 he was so overwhelmed with the beauty of Sydney Harbour that one of his shouting fits came over him as he walked by the shores, and he cried out, ‘Glory to God’. Then, wondering whether one such shout did sufficient justice to the majesty of the scene, he shouted again, ‘Glory to God’. But up to that point in time no one had attempted to sketch what Australians would achieve, or what would be their distinctive contribution to the human story, or how and when they were to shed their colonial status and make their own history. No one had even asked whether it would be possible for men to be makers of their own history in such an environment, or whether the land itself would in time make the Europeans like the Aborigines—vagabonds on the face of the earth.




    By one of those odd ironies in the history of mankind, both the vision of a distinctive Australian way of life, and the faith in man’s capacity to create it, first took root in the minds of the men whom Broughton and all the other improvers of the morals of mankind had branded as the ‘bush barbarians’. In the eyes of Broughton and all the others who lifted their eyes up to heaven for relief from human folly, these men were the poxers of lubras, the slaughterers of savages, Sabbath breakers, godless, ignorant, brutish beaters of any white women or black gins who had the misfortune to become their concubines and bottle washers. Broughton and those of like mind feverishly built churches in the Monaro, New England, Wellington and Australia Felix, in which they hoped the injection of the ‘means of grace’ into these barbarians would hasten the coming of the day when the bush ceased to be infested with men who slobbered at the mouth, and Aboriginal women so degraded by the pox that they looked more like ‘mangy animals’ than beings made in the image of God. In these temples in the wilderness, men were to learn from preachers that God alone could work the great marvel of strengthening weak, fallen man. But they were to be voices shouting at a great wind. For the winds of the secularisation of life were beginning to blow over the earth. The galloping parsons, the galloping priests, the schoolmasters, and God‘s special moral constables in Australia—the bush ‘mums’—all struggled against that great wind in vain.




    It never occurred to Broughton and men of like mind that the coming age of unbelief might be marked, not by men descending to the level of the goat and the monkey, but by men conceiving another vision of human capacity than the one propagated in the Judaic-Christian version of the meaning of life. There were indeed those ‘bush barbarians’ who invariably drank all their earnings away, and then came out of their spree penniless and suffering from the ‘blue devils almost to madness’; who then vowed never to live again through such a hell on earth, only to find invariably that they either could not or would not stop. It never occurred to Broughton that these men entertained for each other something like that peace of God which surpassed all human understanding. The moral improvers were aware only of the flaws in the bush barbarians—the xenophobia, the racism, their view of the Aborigine as an animal not far removed from the monkey kingdom, their laughing at the misfortunes of others, their unawareness of romantic love between men and women, and their uncouthness. The Broughtons were not aware that these men had stumbled upon two concepts of their own: previous generations had the Judaic-Christian concept of equality in the sight of God, but they had come quite naturally to the conclusion that every man should consider himself on a level with everyone else. Previous generations were aware of the divine command that men should love one another; but their regard for each other was engendered by working together in the bush. Their way of life produced habits of mutual help and the conviction that men should stick by each other through thick and thin. Under such conditions a man trusted his ‘mate’ in everything.




    Men who were sustained by the regard of their ‘mates’ and strengthened by the discovery of their own qualities, especially their courage and their resource, and a confidence in their powers that was probably heightened by looking down at the world from the saddle of a horse, no longer felt the need to turn to any God or mysterious powers in charge of the universe for help and guidance. They felt no desire to wash away their guilty stains in Christ’s redeeming blood. The mighty bush planted in the hearts of these children of nature their own distinctive version of that equality and brotherhood of man which the teachers of the Enlightenment in Europe had put forward as an alternative to the Judaic-Christian infamy about the depravity of man. In the mighty bush that hope of a meeting beyond the grave, that hope of a life of bliss in the world to come to compensate for the ‘vale of tears’, was not needed.




    What happened to this vision of the ‘bush barbarians’? I can only hope in the time remaining to sketch one possible answer. My impression is that, in the 1840s when the ideals of mateship and equality were first manifesting themselves in the bush, the giant of British philistinism soon dwarfed them. During the 1840s assisted immigrants, the men and women who were to replace the old vulgar, noisy but magnificently alive convict working class of eastern Australia and Tasmania, began to arrive in large numbers. These men and women had been promised a ‘belly-full’ in the wilds of Australia, but they brought with them more than this hope of a full stomach. They had come to man‘s estate during the period of the great evangelical revival in the United Kingdom. It was the coming together of these Protestant puritans and Irish Catholic puritan Jansenists which explains the strength of British philistinism in Australia from that period down to a time within the memory of men still living. I am thinking of the puritan sexual morality, the temperance movements, the censorship of books, painting, sculpture and drama, that putting on of black looks with one’s neighbour when he behaved in a way that was displeasing, and that revival of the idea that only God, not man, could rescue humanity from all the evil and corruption in the world. British philistinism and the harsh, barbaric environment both encouraged a spirit of resignation, a sense of man’s impotence, a conviction that some things within man and in nature were from eternity and would never change. All this intellectual baggage was to survive long after the religious beliefs which had encouraged such a morality had disappeared. By the turn of the century Australian cities, like their counterparts in New Zealand, Canada, South Africa, the United States and the United Kingdom, were to be inhabited by a people who had a morality but not a faith. The dead hand of the past was to lie for generations on the brain of the living.




    For in the 1840s the bourgeoisification of the Australian working class began. During that period they were corrupted by the petty bourgeois ideal of a society of small property owners—the ideal of bourgeois individualism, distinct from the old convict and bush communalism. Migration was for them not a means to provide Chartists and radicals with an opportunity to create a new society in the South Seas, but an opportunity to gain that success, that material well-being which the society of the Old World either could not or would not provide. I imagine it was mainly disgust at the pursuit of Mammon by these immigrants, and at the encouragement given to them by the propertied classes in the Australian colonies, which explains a curious kink or quirk in the thinking of Australian intellectuals when they suddenly perceived the direction in which the river of life was flowing in Australia. By 1847 and 1848 Charles Harpur was so disgusted by the sordid society growing up in Sydney, and what he called the ‘miry level of their intellectual grossness’, that he decided it would be preferable for Australia to be ruled from London, because, as he saw it, the ‘state-botchers of Downing Street were fully fifty years in advance of our half-educated wool kings’, and infinitely preferable to anything the locals could tinker up. As the only gifts he had ever received from the bourgeois philistines of New South Wales were hunger and rags, and disparagement of the children of his heart, or an insolent indifference, he had decided that his fellow countrymen were unworthy of him. So in the decisive years of 1849–50, men such as Harpur and Martin, who might have responded to a call for freedom and independence during the agitation against the transportation of convicts, became the lackeys and time-servers of British imperialism. Australia was to become a country like New Zealand, where British influence was to survive long after it had ceased to contribute to the creative or progressive forces.
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