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ONE              

Wimbledon, and Then the Sea (1883–1890)


She had an epileptic fit during her labour with me, and I was helped into the world with forceps while my father sat, crying with terror, on the stairs outside the bedroom door. My mother’s condition was so parlous that the midwife had no time for me, and I was actually put by on the chest of drawers for dead. I yelled, and so set out on my difficult way.1



So Anna Wickham sees herself as entering life on May 7, 1883: threatening her mother, frightening her father, little noticed by all concerned but getting through nevertheless.

She was born in Wimbledon, England, as Edith Alice Mary Harper, only taking the pen name Anna Wickham years later. Her parents, Geoffrey and Alice, christened her after members of their warring families. The choice of names was either some vain attempt to meld those factions into one, or perhaps the first skirmish in Anna’s parents’ ceaseless bidding for her loyalty.

Her father’s family, the Harpers, lived just outside of London in the often-painted and praised suburb and former spa town of Hampstead. Once home to poet John Keats, painted by John Constable and Ford Madox Brown, its good air and long vistas had inspired generations of poets, writers, and artists.2 When the Harpers came there in the mid-1800s from their farming roots in Shropshire, they left behind their forebears’ rigorous Methodist enthusiasm for personal conversion and took on secular aspirations to music and art.3

Anna’s father, William Geoffrey Harper, born in 1859, was the eldest son of nine surviving Harper children. His rather dour mother Mary suffered greatly from arthritis and took little notice of dust and disorder, but ran the emotional life of the home with a severe general’s demeanor. Geoffrey’s father, Edwin, an organist and choir director with a penchant for reading and a talent for the music business, owned a shop at 75 Haverstock Hill, Hampstead, selling pianos, pianofortes, and sheet music. He played chess, was a superb shot (a Shropshire champion), and led a dance band. Though there was little extra money for formal study, Edwin encouraged all of the Harper children to find a place in the arts.4

Geoffrey did not have a desire to follow in Edwin’s footsteps and excel in music. Although he wanted to go to medical school his application failed. Casting around for a means of support, he first began helping his father tune pianos. Then he worked in an instrument factory learning how to build organs. But painful boils and melancholy, which he attributed to nervous distress, caused him to give up the work. Instead of a trade, this “cat who walked alone” wanted intellectual discovery.5 Geoffrey, six-feet-tall, dark, and so refined in his appearance and so fastidious in his white collar and well-brushed coat that his sisters called him “the Marquis,” was just as fastidious in his devotion to the life of the mind.6 He pored over the writings of Auguste Comte, Herbert Spencer, and Hegel with an almost religious zeal. Attending popular lectures of the day, constantly reading, his mind was filled with new ideas that he yearned to discuss. This ultra-intellectual bent, coupled with the fact that he was much older than many of his brothers and sisters, resulted in an emotional divide between him and his family. It did not then help family relations when he fell in love at age twenty with Alice Martha Whelan, a very attractive woman two-and-one-half years older than himself, with a style more flamboyant than any of his sisters could condone.7

Alice came from a family accustomed to making the best of often difficult circumstances. When her father, William Whelan, an Irish plumber, died young, her mother Martha Whelan, who had spent most of her childhood out of the country with some vaguely defined attachment to the Court of Belgium royalty, showed great enterprise in feeding, clothing, and educating the children.8 She rented rooms to several artists and made friends with more, many met through George Cruikshank, the celebrated caricaturist. Martha and her three daughters posed for many mid-Victorian artists. Frank H. Potter, a poor but socially well-connected Hampstead painter who made Camden Town his home, is supposed to have used Alice as a model for his most important work, the “Music Lesson.” This and “A Quiet Corner,” a painting of Alice’s sister, Ellen Alice, both now owned by the Tate Gallery in London, show the Whelans as elegant, graceful women.9 The two eldest Whelan sisters also took after their mother in resourcefulness. When English legislation established the system of universal education and instituted what were called “Board Schools,” Alice and her sister, who both had been educated at Church of England schools, took the additional training, passed the competitive examinations, and began teaching.

Alice had a real presence, a hot temper, and an ability to self-promote that needed a larger forum than a classroom. At about the same time that Geoffrey’s closest sisters Mary, Gertrude, and Beatrice were applying themselves to musical studies and art school, Alice was making a name for herself as “the new Siddons” as an actress in the amateur theatre.10 She had confidence and charm, the ability and desire to command an audience, and a striking wardrobe carefully chosen from the best of lady’s maids’ secondhand gowns.

Besides letting rooms in Camden Town and later in a house on Henrietta Street, Anna’s grandmother Martha had done cleaning, needlework, and occasional housesitting for wealthy Hampstead families on vacation. These friends, in turn, alleviated the family’s poverty by various kindnesses. The generous Cruikshank came immediately and paid for William Whelan’s burial; later he gave Alice a beautifully illustrated Ingoldsby Legends. Edward Aveling, the atheist lecturer, took the family to dine at the richly decorated Holborn Restaurant. Other friends or employers sent gifts from time to time: a frosted cake, a pineapple, a silver sixpence. Alice, therefore, remembered her childhood as one of deprivation mixed with luxury, and she definitely preferred luxury. But she passed on to Anna not so much this taste for extravagance as the profound impact of giving on both recipient and gift-giver; Anna would often use this theme in her later work.

The Harpers, having kept the Methodist attitude toward the necessity for hard work, may have approved the Whelan effort. They were, however, jealous of the Whelans’ connections with artists and disliked their confident airs. After all, Martha had had a child by an artist who left for New Zealand with no recognition of his paternity; daughter Alice was “on the stage,” in those Victorian times still an indication of moral looseness. Distrustful, competitive feelings between the two families existed almost from the start because of their differing views on gentility, education, and accomplishments. In the beginning, this had a chilling, yet paradoxically invigorating effect on Alice and Geoffrey, who were concentrating less on family opinion and more on romance.

Though one Harper family legend says that Alice and Geoffrey met at a church dance, Geoffrey actually first saw Alice at a dance given by the dramatic society of which she was “leading lady.”11 He was immediately smitten, and then returned often to watch her on the stage at the Regent Street Royal Polytechnic Theatre declaiming verses to tableaux vivants of the life of Mary, Queen of Scots. Alice as a stage star, resplendent in brown velvet and gloves, with her brown eyes and “very blue whites,” fired Geoffrey’s imagination.12 He made a concerted bid for her attentions.

The Whelan sisters found fault with Geoffrey’s manners. He was too absorbed in ideas, they thought, and besides, while heedlessly pontificating he had eaten the strawberries that he had ostensibly brought for Alice to enjoy. Alice, however, defended Geoffrey from her sisters’ scorn. In Alice’s eyes, Geoffrey had good taste.

Alice became pregnant. She and Geoffrey quickly set a wedding date and were married on September 17, 1881, though Geoffrey was ill and had to be pushed to the Parish Church of St. Matthew, Oakley Square, in a bathchair. These circumstances were quite unacceptable to the Harpers, but loyal sister Beatrice Harper joined Harry Whelan as witnesses to the ceremony.

Alice gave up her work at the theatre. Her father-in-law Edwin helped them to open a music store in a gray brick building at Number 5, The Ridgway, in Wimbledon. On March 10, 1882 their first child, William, was born but lived only eighteen hours. After this Alice suffered “hysteria, epilepsy and black moods.” Her spirit seems to have come somewhat unhinged for a time. One member of the Harper family remembers hearing that she was found wandering in the street, and in police custody became so violent that she was put in a straitjacket.13 Alice, in the dead of night, would get up and go to the graveyard in only her nightclothes to mourn over the boy.14 Her emotional grieving probably both puzzled and frightened the stiff-upper-lip Harpers and they defined her as being quarrelsome and mentally unstable. The loss of their first child and the stingy sympathy offered had a corrosive effect on the relationship between Alice and Geoffrey.

She didn’t suffer in silence. Because of her tirades, Geoffrey often traveled to his parents’ home “with a very white face, asking advice and help.”15 Alice gave up the charade of contentedness she’d styled for the benefit of her own family, and began complaining bitterly to her own mother and sister about the man she’d married.

Still, a physical relationship remained. On May 7, 1883, about a year and a half after their son’s sad stillbirth, Anna was born: their first and only daughter, and, as it turned out, their last child.

It was characteristic of Anna Wickham’s life that her entry into it was more dire and dramatic than normal. Anna’s first months read like a recipe for disaster. Alice, in her harrowing labor, had an epileptic fit; the birth was a forceps delivery that bruised Anna’s head. When Anna was three months old, Geoffrey, who was reading with his feet propped on the mantlepiece, was “struck by a passage in his book” and accidentally upset a boiling kettle of water over mother and child.16 Anna, wrapped for a time in “oiled cotton wool,” eventually healed, but Alice’s hands were permanently scarred from the burns. Then when Anna was five months old, Alice contracted “brain fever.” Anna was sent to live with Grandmother Whelan while the illness took its slow course.

When baby Anna returned to the Wimbledon shop, her mother seemed reinvigorated and had even made arrangements for a nursemaid and daily outings for Anna on the nearby Commons and Park. Though Alice’s attacks of “hysterio-epilepsy” continued, she’d recovered from her illness. Decisively and secretly, she began engineering an escape from life at the music shop in Wimbledon. As Anna later wrote, “My mother loved the idea of the sea, she wanted to travel, she wanted to go to Australia, and she contrived to do what she wanted.”17

Anna was about eighteen months old when Alice quietly and abruptly quit home and shop and found a furnished room in London for the two of them. Geoffrey came home to find a silence that was broken by no word of Alice’s intentions or whereabouts.18 Shortly after, sometime in late 1884 or early 1885, toddler Anna and triumphant mother Alice sailed for Australia, 12,000 miles away across the seas.

From its start as a penal colony, Australia had become for many an “escape from an intolerable situation” of poverty and hopelessness at home; others had rushed for the gold found there in the 1850s.19 Though the years of greatest emigration to Australia were past, there were many who continued to go for a chance at a better life, more pay, and a higher degree of independence. The situation in Australia was quite thoroughly, if rosily, reported by the English newspapers. This publicity about opportunity, coupled with the artificial prosperity caused by government loans and big spending on, for example, Queensland public works in the 1880s, drew the hopeful and the desperate, the disillusioned and the starry-eyed.

In fact, in 1883, the year of Anna’s birth, there had been “record levels” of new arrivals.20

Alice was probably one of the hopeful. “Assisted immigration,” offering members of certain groups financial and other services through assisted, free, bounty, or remittance settlement plans, had helped many people to make the long and otherwise expensive journey.21 Since women were needed in the colony, many qualified to come to Australia under these programs. Other women came as part of a family, as wives, daughters, or servants. There is no record, however, that Alice Harper was assisted, and it appears that she traveled independently with her child as an educated woman with a means to earn her own livelihood. In this she would have been unusual. She probably realized that her personal and career situation had tremendous potential. Many immigrants, even if badly educated, could read and write, and they were highly ambitious for themselves. Their desire to improve their education would eventually create a niche market for Alice’s skills.22

Though it may not have been true earlier, by the time that Alice and Anna made their journey, “Life at sea was . . . a safe, healthy and tolerable experience.”23 The great wooden sailing ships of the past had almost all been replaced by the faster, iron-sided steamships that used the Suez Canal and cut the time to a mere fifty-eight days.24 Some wooden sailing vessels remained in service, however; it was on one of these that Anna and her mother traveled, curving around Africa’s Cape of Good Hope and seeing the stars themselves appear to change.

Most sailing ships avoided leaving England in the rough weather months of January, February, and March.25 Alice and Anna probably left late in 1885 and arrived in Sydney about March 1886. The vessel was most likely a “short ship,” one carrying mail and freight and only a small number of passengers.26 Although larger immigrant ships up until the early 1890s offered supervisory “matron” positions to capable women and most ships would pay a passenger a small gratuity in return for teaching the children on board ship, a smaller ship would have had little employment to offer a woman. Alice Harper supposedly worked her passage (babes-in-arms were free) to Australia as a seamstress, though “how there came to be so much sewing on a sailing ship she never attempted to explain.”27

Sailing ships, unlike coal-fired steamers, didn’t put in at ports along the way except in emergencies, so there was an insular quality to the voyage. Free of the roar and fierce heat of the steam engines, the ship was also free of the gritty coal dust that blackened everything. Mast-toppling storms, dead calms, and glassy seas were potential threats, but mostly it was day after day of no company except that on board, broken, perhaps, by the infrequent meeting of a homebound ship that would pause to take mail for England.28

As impossible as it may seem, Anna later claims memories of the four-month journey. She says that on the first day of the voyage she attempted to reach a hot potato for her mother and in so doing burned her hand severely on the galley. Her other memories of hot sleepless nights in the bunk are typical of travelers to Australia, who reported “steam-bath” temperatures on board.29 Anna also later remembers thinking that the moon seen from her porthole window was close enough to touch. She recalled the sailors’ shanties on the deck. (She was also told, by her mother, that once in a storm they were both lashed to a mast on the deck. Though it was not unusual for boats to encounter forty-foot seas, the adult Anna disavowed her mother’s account.) The voyage was not one of those that made sailors say, “any man that would go to sea for pleasure would go to hell for a pastime.”30 But it did end badly. Alice went on deck dressed only in an oilskin cape and opened it at the neck so that the heavy rains of the southeast trade winds could bathe her before reaching Sydney. This was a custom often resorted to by grimy travelers, especially by women whose modesty prevented them from on-deck bathing in those years before improved shipboard washing facilities.31 Anna’s mother, however, became so ill after the drenching that, following the Sydney resident health officer’s customary shipboard inspection, she was immediately taken to a public hospital and treated for pneumonia. That left the problem of what to do with two-year-old Anna. Under contract terms shippers usually had to care for sick passengers for seven to ten days after arrival at the port.32 Anna was put in “some charitable institution” while the authorities contacted her father.33

Back in England there was considerable Harper debate about what to do. The Harper family had convinced themselves that Alice was the mistress of the ship’s captain, and the journey reinforced their earlier prejudices against her. Should Geoffrey, who had been shamed by his wife’s departure and wronged by having his child taken from him, take Alice back? Almost from the beginning of their marriage Geoffrey had taken his complaints home to his sisters, so Alice had no store of Harper goodwill on which to draw. All the Harper women felt that Geoffrey should divorce Alice, though they were not quite sure if he had cause. Finally, as family lore tells it, Geoffrey, in despair over what to do, made a pilgrimage of sorts to his grandfather William, still living then in Shropshire. William’s reply, consistent with his religious ideas about “the indissolubility of marriage,” probably only confirmed in Geoffrey his own wish—to be reunited with his wife and child. William offered to pay for the return fares and Geoffrey wrote to Alice asking her to come home to England and to him.

Alice, though, refused the money. After her illness, she had found work in Sydney, which would prove to be typical of her eventually quite astonishing ability to make a living. She worked the passage home. She and Anna had been gone for a year, probably returning in 1886. Anna later wrote,


I remember the return to Wimbledon, and the gloomy walk together up the hill from the station. My father had brought me a wicker doll’s pram. He had better have brought flowers for my mother. Our absence had done nothing to improve my parents’ relationship with one another.



Life at the shop continued much as before. Geoffrey’s Pianoforte and Music Warehouse, next to a saddler, a florist, a dairy, and a draper, was a poorer version of his father’s shop. It offered only instrument strings, a few time-payment pianos, sheet music, and piano tuning. Since the income was small they rented out the one good flat directly above the shop and kept for themselves the less attractive basement and attic rooms. The word of the day was economize. Whereas competitors bought boldface type listings or full-page advertisements in the commercial directories, Geoffrey’s shop was merely listed under “Tradesmen and Others.” This designation, given his sensitivities, probably did nothing for his ego. England was still very much a stratified society and those “in trade” were looked down on by many of the wealthy and aspiring. Geoffrey spent much of his working time tuning pianos, an occupation that also did not put him high on the social scale. But he had the exciting life of the mind. Like his father, he attracted people who were also trying to understand new ideas about the world. Thus on Sunday evenings the music shop took on a different personality, with whiskey, cards, and talk, replacing commerce. James Lecky, a scholar who was nephew to Lecky the Irish historian, involved Geoffrey in discussions of folklore. George Riddell, later Lord Riddell of newspaper fame, even asked Geoffrey to write his early speeches for him. Philologist Henry Sweet and barrister Henry FitzMaurice brought to the group their love of words and argumentation. These evenings, and the proceedings of the Positivist Society and later the Fabian Society, were lifeblood to him. If Alice did not share his passion for ideas, at least she did not obstruct.

Under her mother’s tutelage Anna could recite whole passages from the Ingoldsby Legends, that collection of tales about knights and pages, queens and captains, smugglers, ghosts, and monks. And Alice, who would lavish her talents on any available audience, often gave a performance-for-one with Anna as the cheering crowd:


My mother took a great deal of interest in arousing emotions in me that she might not have done had she been able to continue her career in the theatre. She sewed as I sat on a hassock at her feet, singing to me her favorite ballads about death, and I would cry. I can remember that something seemed to click with satisfaction in my mother when I cried.



Everything had theatre. Anna later reports fully entering into the spirit of her mother’s histrionics, crying “Beat me, Mother, but love me,” when Alice used a stick in punishment. And when Alice’s physical symptoms interrupted their days, Anna stood


. . . watching my mother in a fit from behind the green baize curtain that divided the basement. A slope of gleaming white tiles went up to a grille let into the pavement. Above the grille one could see the feet of passersby. While my mother was in the fit I turned my eyes towards the feet of the passers, feeling that perhaps there among them was escape.



For her father, she was, by age four, writing verses and delighting him with her precocious talent. When she was five her parents took separate bedrooms. She would rush to her father’s room in the morning and croon songs to him, holding his head in her arms. Her father’s love was a balm, an antidote to her mother’s anger and constant criticisms.

She became a sensitive child, and one whose feelings easily bruised. When there was enough money, and the emotional and intellectual needs of her parents were being met, peace sometimes reigned. If at times this calm allowed them to “improve” Anna and focus on her “inadequacies” it also provided Anna with parental attention. But the cost was high. Looking back as an adult she says that she developed a sort of antennae system that caught the waves of unease and distress, both individual and social.

The idea of “class” occupied the minds of the English before, during, and after the Great Reforms of the nineteenth century, and it was discussed with fervor. Her parents had, at this time of their lives, a great disdain for “villa dwellers” (the middle classes with upper-class pretensions). Because of Geoffrey’s modest livelihood, he often felt the sting of class discrimination. From her earliest days Anna was made aware of the social gulf that existed between her family and those who thought themselves “better.” Geoffrey, taking a perverse pride in his knowledge of how these attitudes played themselves out, would recount to his family the practical, as opposed to the theoretical, evils of the system:


. . . my father had met a major of Horse Artillery at the Mechanics Institute who talked politics with him and, thinking him intelligent, had taken him home to lunch. But when the major found that my father was a piano-tuner he had ordered him out of the house.



Financial affairs at the music shop worsened in the late 1880s. Geoffrey’s intellectual preoccupations began to seem like pretensions to Alice. She resented the dingy shop and the lack of money. “She . . . tired of Herbert Spencer and wished the anthropoid apes in Hades.” Alice needed change. Alice, who had been a Board School teacher, who’d grown up knowing artists and had even worked for the famous atheist lecturer Aveling, that Alice who’d reveled in success on the stage, who loved change and variety for their own sake, found nothing to challenge her in the tiny music shop except economizing. Life for her at home was dull, and Geoffrey, busy with making a living and preoccupied otherwise with big ideas, had no entrepreneurial plans that would lift them out of their straitened circumstances. Alice again took work as a board school teacher.

Although Anna accompanied her mother to the school, her status as a teacher’s daughter set her apart. Shied away from by the other children, scolded by her mother, and all-too aware of the disdain many teachers felt for their charges, Wickham states in her autobiography, “I felt here, as I had felt at the Harpers, that somehow it was an offence to be a child.” When Alice decided because of her work to take a furnished room in London during the week, Anna stayed in Wimbledon and, she later reported, with relief began to live “the normal life of a little girl and the fits and fights were fewer.”

A “pious old woman,” Carrie Griffin, was hired to live with the family to care for Anna. The woman was such a strong influence that during Geoffrey’s Sunday evening get-togethers he hid the whiskey and cards that she named the “Devil’s playthings.” She took Anna to hymn-singing services in a nearby chapel.

Now Anna had certainly been exposed to religion. Her grandfather Edwin Harper’s musical duties meant a lot of time spent in the Roman Catholic church. “One magic night” she was taken by her father to the church and felt so moved, “alone with the beauty of the shining candles.” Alice, possessing a strong religious streak and a tendency toward rather confrontational prayers, attended church only intermittently. Her spiritual leanings would soon be evidenced in trances and a belief in ghosts. Geoffrey, who even two decades later would give a friend a book inscribed, “Beware of the man whose God is in the skies,” came down firmly on the side of science to answer such catechistic questions as why are we here, what are we to do. Listening to him and his friends, Anna, by age six, knew a collection of agnostic arguments and could trot out the conflict in the idea of a perfect god coexisting with the presence of evil. She knew that Geoffrey rejected those “spiritually self-conscious” Harper forebears who “left books of self-revelation of spiritual experiences” and “were not content to live in the world and enjoy it—they must travail and grow hot.” But at the chapel in Wimbledon Anna came to love the hymns that she and D. H. Lawrence would sing together as adults in her sitting room. And it was in the modest chapel that Anna had a religious conversion experience.

A missionary had come, and using black, white, and pink paper discs, he explained the bad, good, or uncertain states of the soul.


There was something in all this that went to my heart. I felt myself to be a very black child indeed and I set up such a heart-broken howl that the young missionary came down from the platform and took me in his arms. I told him that I was a sinner. . . .



She went on to confess that her father was also a sinner, and after prayers at the service’s end she conducted the missionary across the lane. Her father, who took the young man’s visit “very well, . . . did not let the young missionary see that he was laughing.”

Alice’s absence seems to have brought out in Anna Wickham not only religious feeling, but quite passionate feelings of admiration for her mother. She would stand in the little shop on a Saturday morning, impatient for the arrival of her mother after the week’s work. Without her mother, the intensity of life was missing. Alice’s red silk dress from the elegant and new Liberty department store, her beautiful scent, and her essence, which Wickham later would describe as almost “a ray,” faded into the background those “black rages,” “fits,” and scorn, the other side of Alice that so taxed Anna.

It wasn’t long before Geoffrey had a premonition in a dream that a powerful competitor would move in near his business. A week later, a large music shop moved in near the station and the already gloomy fortunes of his music shop were sealed. The eighty pounds per year that Alice was making as assistant teacher at the school was insufficient for their needs. Alice, to whom neither home nor board school had offered sufficient scope for her talents and aspirations “saw a way out.” They would go to Australia. She had always wanted to go back, “for she always remembered the exciting dramas of our first departure in the sailing ship.”

Three of Geoffrey’s siblings took up her idea so energetically that Alice was resentful. Mary Harper needed to seek distance from a forbidden love; Beatrice and Geoffrey’s brother, Charlie, sought out more opportunity than they had in London. They were first to leave. Probably in November of that same year (1889 or 1890), Geoffrey himself sailed from Tilbury on a ship to Maryborough, Australia, a small city north of Brisbane and south of the Tropic of Cancer on Australia’s east coast. The sale of the shop furnishings and stock had not garnered sufficient money to finance the upcoming trip. The old housekeeper, Carrie Griffin, gave him a loan of fifty pounds.

Alice and Anna saw him off at the ship, giving him a “leather-covered inkpot, contrived not to spill in the roughest weather.” He would be traveling steerage and thus usually barred from the upper, open and pleasant decks of the ship, but this hardship was perhaps somewhat offset by the fact that George Riddell, who came to bid Geoffrey goodbye, gave him On the Origin of the Species to read on board. At last a man could study.

Geoffrey’s departure was, however, the beginning of a dismal period for six-year-old Anna and her mother. Finances had been so tight when the shop was closed that Geoffrey had gone back to living with his parents at the Haverstock Hill shop while Anna and Alice crowded into the furnished room near Primrose Hill. Anna’s cat, ancient but loved, was to have stayed at the Harper place but “went mad” when released from his basket and, biting and scratching anyone in the way, disappeared down the hill and was never heard from again.

Their furnished room was devoid of comfort. The bed that they shared sagged in the middle. Their income allowed for few luxuries, although Alice always bought Anna a delicious box of sardines on pay day. Martha, Alice’s mother, had died in the last year, so there was no comfort from that quarter. Anna and Alice were to wait for word from Geoffrey.

On a cold and dark winter morning Wickham remembers her mother crying on the way to school. The school itself was “an ugly barracks.” The teachers thought “a scholar was an enemy, a poor scholar was doubly an enemy,” and they did not share Anna’s pity for some of the poorer students. She sat in the classroom trying to write clever stories to send to her father but felt utterly dispirited and miserable. In the evening Alice directed an amateur acting society to supplement their income, but this meant that Anna was left alone in their room with no light except that of the street lamp. Fear immobilized her, terrified as she was of “Jack the Ripper,” who only a year or two before had mutilated and killed six women in London’s impoverished East End.

Finally Geoffrey sent good news. He had found employment on a decent salary that could keep them all, if not in comfort at least in necessities. He also sent beautiful butterflies that he’d gathered.

In London students brought in armfuls of lilac and laburnum and gave them to Alice on her and Queen Victoria’s birthday; according to Anna, “they made a glory in our little room.”34 Buoyed by all these things, Alice began to look for a way to work her passage to Australia and found it in an advertisement in the Morning Post. She agreed to do domestic chores and sewing for a Southend family with three children also bound for Australia.

In preparation for the great day, Alice and Anna moved to Southend. Alice made the sewing machine whir. She expertly stitched and fitted the family’s wardrobe and since Anna’s Whelan aunts had given Alice, who had been expertly trained in sewing as part of her Board School education, yards and yards of good fabric. By the time the ship steamed away from England, Anna had twelve crisp new dresses in which to enjoy the journey. This abundance, unlike anything she had experienced before, made an indelible impression.

All was not easy, however. Anna was accused of having brought in head lice and of being dirty, though she vigorously defended herself on both charges. Alice and her mistress argued. The arrangement, probably impractical from the start given Alice’s independent frame of mind, faltered and failed. Before the boat reached Sydney Alice broke the contract and paid the remainder of the fare. She and Anna arrived in Australia, “as passengers not as servants.”

They took a small boat for the rest of the journey from Sydney to Brisbane, 500 miles hugging the coast. From Brisbane to the Mary River entrance at Maryborough was another 100 miles. When they arrived at the dock in Maryborough, Geoffrey was waiting to meet them. Previous disagreements put off, he was full of plans for a future together on the new continent.


[image: image]

TWO              

“I had traveled in my youth past saturation point” (Queensland 1890–1896)1


The long sea journey over, Anna celebrated with her parents in a town only a few years older than they were, and in a rented house that had been providing a free lunch for a small army of termites. But the young Australian settlement offered possibilities. Even the primitive, improvisational, and irregular structures, so different from the solid gray Victorian brick buildings of her London childhood, delighted Anna, and she believed that they would be happy here.

Maryborough, Queensland, picturesquely situated twenty-five miles inland from Wide Bay on a bend in the Mary River, had been settled only forty-two years before. The surrounding cedar and pine forest was relentlessly cleared: pulled up, cut down, or “ringbarked” (which killed the trees but kept their leafless trunks standing).2 By now the railway terminus town boasted sawmills, a library, a Mechanic’s Institute for adult studies, several banks, and government offices. It was no London.

The house Geoffrey had rented for Anna and Alice’s arrival was a crude affair in a neighborhood of Irish laborers, and typical of a settler’s house both in its simplicity and its modifications to withstand the subtropical climate. A one-story house raised on wooden piles, during the wet season “blinding rain . . . beat . . . a hell’s tattoo on the corrugated iron roof.”3 The house was augmented only by a bath addition with drilled floor holes to drain waste water from the tin shower tub. There was a dining room, but no dining table. But in contrast to the lowering atmosphere of nights in the Primrose Hill rooming house and days in the barracks-like arrangement of the Board School, Anna found the wild weather, the crude house, and even the lack of furniture and possessions liberating and interesting. She did not find their life “barbarous,” but felt that she belonged “to a civilised family.”4 They had some remnants of the familiar, a “fine oak chest . . . made without nails or screws, all the parts of it dovetailing into one another” that Geoffrey brought to Australia as part of his legacy from the Shropshire Harpers.5 The walls were decorated with a watercolor painted by Gertrude, one of Geoffrey’s younger sisters still in England, and with a metal-framed photograph of Charles Darwin, Geoffrey’s intellectual hero. And of course Geoffrey had traveled with books, some 200 of them. One of Geoffrey’s volumes was the nature writing of Richard Jeffries, used when he had taken Anna on nature walks on Wimbledon Common. That part of their lives, with its familiar fauna and flora, sounds and smells, was over.6

At this time Geoffrey and Alice were both twenty-eight years old; Anna was not yet seven. All were in reasonably good health (Alice’s fits seem to have disappeared) and both Geoffrey and Alice had the intelligence and skill to make a way for themselves. But first the business of everyday living had to be sorted out. They had a sense of the vast potential of the country but a corresponding anxiety concerning their own fortunes in it.

Geoffrey and Alice had neither adequately anticipated the physical hardships of Australian living nor foreseen how different from England some aspects of life would be. Their work in Australia kept the family always fed, clothed, and housed. Geoffrey, the manager for the Emil Anderson, Pollard and Co. music shop on Adelaide Street, one of three principal thoroughfares, sold and tuned pianos here and in the two branch locations for people eager for a bit of the home country and a bit of culture. But like many recent arrivals, Anna’s parents fell into thinking as “lonely exiles,” criticizing the trees, the food, and the neighbors. Homesick for their traditions, threatened by the difficulties of making their way in the new land, they developed an attitude where, as Anna later stated, “Away from England, my parents saw romance in everything English. In a Utopia of cheap meat . . . they wanted kippers; in a paradise of peaches and bananas, nothing would do for them but strawberries.”7

Tensions between Geoffrey and Alice soon resurfaced. Alice blamed Geoffrey. The lumber be bought to build a proper pony shed lay unused as he struggled with the construction. Money, always a source of friction between the two, escalated the level of recrimination since Geoffrey’s three pounds ten per week sufficed only for their needs. One day Anna tripped and went right through the dining room wall to the kitchen beyond because the termites, or “white ants,” had not only reduced the margins of all her father’s precious books to a white powder but had also chewed through the flimsy room divisions.8 Geoffrey had been trying to save money in rent, but, as Alice quickly pointed out, this now demonstrated a false economy. Not only that, but the rough dwelling lacked the inner passage or hallway that slightly better houses had.

Anna’s mother found them a place on the other side of town, one with a passageway, verandahs, washhouse, and a shed for the irritable pony.9 Next door was a man with an actual lawn, a nicety that impressed Anna.

For Anna, the fogs of 1880s London, the long, long nights of London midwinter and the cold walks down Primrose Hill were blissfully supplanted by the warmth of Maryborough. Because of her youth, or maybe because of her personality, it was Anna, with an amazing openness, who first woke up to the possibilities of life in Australia. She thought the gum trees, “flinging wild arms to the sky,” were lovely and couldn’t understand her mother’s nostalgia for the English oak and ash.10 She became an astute observer of her parents’ wavering equilibrium and their distress, and was quite unsympathetic. She saw her parents as people with stopped senses in an Eden.

One reason for Anna’s disapproval of her parents’ slowness to adjust might be that the adjustment often played itself out with Anna as the hapless victim. Alice, with extra time on her hands while Geoffrey was working or away on business, became Anna’s chief critic. A dirtied ruffled pinafore or torn sash, and Alice might yell and box Anna’s ears. When Anna once purchased a small doll with the change from the store, thinking that her mother had given approval, Alice grabbed the doll by its sawdust-stuffed legs and smashed the china head to bits against the mantle shelf. When, however, her parents were preoccupied with each other and with making a living, Anna reveled in her freedom. Her father’s music business had one branch in the mining center of Gympie, south along the Mary River, and one in Bundaberg, a pretty village in the sugar and corn plantations to the north, nine miles inland on the Burnett River.11 When on a weekend he and Alice trotted off in the sulky to visit the shop branches, Anna was


left with a half-a-crown to keep myself . . . , and instructions to go and spend the night with the shop girl. I bought a dozen pineapples for two shillings, and sixpenn’orth of biscuits. I lived on the biscuits and the pineapples, at night I slept with the shop girl, and all day I had the freedom of the town.12



These solitary pleasures were interludes in the confinement of school days, back bent over book or sewing.

Geoffrey, in return for tuning pianos, had arranged for her to attend the local convent school free of charge. But as a newcomer, as a little girl who knew her father “was an enemy to religion,” Anna was extremely self-conscious socially and remembered with shame simply dropping a fork during the fish course.13 She had, however, signal victories within the convent walls. Her teachers discovered Anna’s remarkable voice, and made her sing to them, unaccompanied.14 And though she wasn’t allowed to go, a musician even proposed taking her on tour in a juvenile opera company called the Lilliputians. She began to spend time in the hammock on her verandah, “swinging to and fro in an ecstasy of singing.”15 Being offered the chance of touring as a child singer probably first sparked the idea that she might make a career on a scale grander than her father’s business or her Harper aunts’ piano teaching. Then too, singing provided a sort of inner retreat, a way to escape reality by the magic of the notes and by the imagination of future accomplishments.

She read freely from the public library. Her first novel was, appropriately enough, Story of an African Farm, with its vivid detailing of the landscape of Olive Schreiner’s childhood and its concentration on feminist themes. Perhaps taking Schreiner as her model, Anna noticed everything: traveling shows, gum trees, and pineapples, madmen, bushwhackers and people relying on her mother to hide their possessions from the credit agency. Their hard-working Irish neighbors mocked the Harpers as greenhorns. Her parent’s relationship with each other was constantly shifting. It was easy to see herself, as she had done in England, as just one more character in a drama playing itself out in the world around her.

Except for the library and the local Mechanics Institute, Maryborough society did not have many entertainments. Joy Hooton’s 1990 study of Australian autobiographies points out that for women who did not work outside the home, loneliness was an additional hardship. Men’s work kept them more in touch with people; if a woman stayed at home her circle was smaller.16 Alice, used to the demands of teaching, channeled her energy, relentlessly starched and ironed Anna’s pinafores, bought a few things to decorate the shelves, kept up the housework and, in short order, became frustrated. Geoffrey, on the other hand, who had been starved for wide-ranging conversation before Alice arrived, had found a conversation partner in Miss Naylor, a teacher of botany in the grammar school, and had experienced “great pleasure in making her beautiful coloured diagrams for her classes.”17 Alice, supposing infidelity, tried to commit suicide. Anna, in the first of what would eventually add up to several rescues, came home from the convent school and found Alice “in the middle of the day, in a curious kind of sleep. She muttered, and she smelt odd.”18 Anna, distraught and fearful, rushed to Geoffrey at the shop and they saved Alice from her deliberate overdose of laudanum.

After recovering from this episode, Anna’s mother took herself in hand, made a new lilac-colored dress with material the Whelan aunts sent from England, and began teaching elocution classes at the grammar school where she could “meet Miss Naylor on her own ground.”19 She seems not to have given any thought as to how her attempted suicide would affect her daughter. She gave a highly successful adult lecture at the Mechanic’s Institute, a social event to which “everyone in the town” came, eager for diversion and education.20

Anna was thus once again witness to her mother’s remarkable jack-in-the-box recovery from trauma. The first time had been in London when, during recovery from a serious illness, Alice had planned her escape from London to Australia. This time Alice had done an abracadabra over feelings of loneliness, jealousy, anger, and despair. With stage powers that had won praise from the critics in England, she intently planned and practiced her lectures until they came out sounding natural and spontaneous. Her introductory sentence Wickham remembers clearly: “Mr. Chairman, ladies and gentlemen, elocution is the art of reading and speaking with accuracy and ease.” In her lilac dress, with her confident, graceful air early developed from sitting as artists’ model, Alice probably did inspire.21

Alice’s elocution classes for children at the Mechanic’s Institute grew popular, and soon the houses and backyards of Maryborough echoed with the sound of small voices practicing Tennyson’s “The Charge of the Light Brigade,” and “The Women of Mumbles Head.” The institutes, forerunners of Technical Colleges and Schools, were features in England and Australia. Alice would often give introductory lectures there to attract business for her private consultations. She also organized a dramatic society, performed the “learning by looking” Tableau Vivantes as she had done in London, and played the lead, opposite the local chemist, in “The Happy Pair.” Geoffrey was given a small part, but his voice did not carry.

More at ease in the community and with herself, Alice let up on the critical and sometimes physically abusive treatment of Anna. There was in Alice a resurgence of that indomitable spirit that would inspire, frighten, and challenge her daughter even in adulthood. And the money that Alice brought in helped the family economy at a time when larger forces began to work against their success.

The gold boom that had shored up the Australian economy had long ago declined. The late 1880s were years of poor crops and lower overseas prices.22 The 1890s saw an economic collapse. By 1893 there were abrupt closures of almost every private bank and finance company.23 The Australian journalist and poet Henry Lawson wrote to his Aunt Emma Brooks from the bush near Hungerford, Queensland, “You can have no idea of the horrors of the country out here. Men tramp and beg and live like dogs.”24 When Geoffrey’s branches in both Gympie and Bundaberg folded due to flooding and hard times, the family’s financial condition became precarious.

Anna saw her mother step in and take charge. With teaching references from England that found her “quite satisfactory as to teaching ability and character,” and with six years’ teaching experience to recommend her, Alice was accepted on July 4, 1892, for a position as Assistant Teacher in the town of Hughenden.25 Geographically distant, its pastoral economic base was a world apart even from such a modest urban coastal settlement as Maryborough. Only a year earlier Hughenden was the location of one of the first big shearers’ strikes; its school system, too, was beset by trouble. Due to the influx of families working either for the railway or as carrier drivers for the horse and bullock teams, the school was full to bursting. The eight-year-old building was being expanded again only after all members of the Education Committee threatened to resign if nothing was done to ease overcrowding (seating for 131, attendance of 220). The wooden structure itself sat up on stumps in a grassless, treeless five-acre white-clay pan; in the dry season it was unprotected both from the glare that aggravated the students’ “eye blight,” and from whirlwinds that sent the dust flying.”26 In the wet season from October to August, the Flinders River ran so high that students on the north side of town couldn’t cross the water to attend school. But when tired nine-year-old Anna and her mother arrived in Hughenden after a long steamer trip north along the coast to Townsville and an uncomfortable day-long railway journey west across the Great Dividing Range, this Outback town of less than one thousand people was in the midst of a drought so severe that water was drawn from the railway well in the dry bed of the river.

“I was very well taught in the Hughenden school,” Anna said, but the excellence of the teaching couldn’t make up for the shock of the pioneer town and her father’s absence.27 Alice and Anna lived at the Atkin family’s Royal Hotel during their stay, a move that lessened Alice’s household duties but made Anna fearful of the sheep shearers from nearby stations who came in town to let off steam and ended up loud and boisterous until all hours at the hotel’s bar.28 Anna kept her father’s picture tied to her pillow. She was lonely for him, a condition either caused or exacerbated by the attention her mother was getting. Anna discovered her kissing a local salesman. Another man, “a gentleman and manager of Winton Station,” fell in love with Alice and followed them as far as the coast when the six-month appointment was up in December 1892.29 As much as Anna disliked her parents’ arguments, which had become as common in Australia as they had been in England, she had a fierce desire to see Alice and Geoffrey together. She did not know how to make things right between them, but she suffered in the way described by Olive Schreiner: “The barb in the arrow of childhood’s suffering is this—its intense loneliness, its intense ignorance.”30

They rejoined Geoffrey in Brisbane, the largest Queensland coastal-port city, where he was tuning and repairing pianos. Alice, rated as a “good teacher of infants” and “a very fair disciplinarian,” on January 1, 1893, transferred her teaching appointment to nearby Woolloongabba at the same base salary of 110 pounds.31 Each day Anna and her mother together took the horse-drawn bus to the school. Alice, as in the past, would make an example of her daughter. She used a rawhide strip after school to beat Anna for her grammatical mistakes, or, as Anna later wrote, “beat her irritation at the school system into me.”32 These lessons in corporal punishment, like the attempts at suicide, were another unfortunate example handed down from mother to daughter.

In February, 1893, just after they settled into furnished rooms, a record flood of the Brisbane River made parts of the city a lake with rooftops.33 Most evacuees slept on the floor of a big church, but Anna and her mother were ensconced in luxury. Along with Mrs. Groom, the proprietor of their boarding house, they were welcomed into the wealthy Fenwick family’s home on high ground.34 From that house Anna could watch the bridge over the rampaging river. She saw a drowned man pulled to the bank. She saw half of the bridge, slammed continually by houses knocked off their pilings, break off in the onslaught.

They all waited nervously for Geoffrey, who had stayed dangerously long in the house he was helping to evacuate and protect. Finally he “tied a red cloth to a pole as a signal to the police boat” and came to safety.35 But Anna, though excited and disturbed by the devastation below, was comforted by the security and unaccustomed luxury of the Fenwick house, remembering years later,


My strongest impression of all this ruin and death is the memory of the clock with the chimes, the brass hot-water heater, and the fact that, as I lay on my extemporized bed on the sofa in the library, I read for the first time Alice in Wonderland.36



Three weeks later the river rose again. When the floods’ devastation passed, Alice, Geoffrey, and Anna rented a small furnished house near the tracks. After months of being apart, then living in a boarding house, they finally had some privacy and a sense of themselves as a family again. With two incomes, they made a decent living, and Brisbane, larger and more sophisticated than Maryborough, provided diversions. Anna, feeling secure and settled, occasionally even negotiated parental accord and laughter by “extemporizing verses” and Alice paid her the compliment of saying that she “could get paid for that sort of thing on the music hall.”37

To add to her delight at being with both of her parents, on her tenth birthday Anna had a party, rare and wonderful, with girls from school in attendance, gifts to open, and a whole tin of biscuits to eat. Shortly after, they moved to a bigger house with “the most beautiful jungle, with an orange tree, a lemon tree, a banana palm and two sorts of guava.”38 Her parents, free at last from the need to tighten their grasp on every pence, bought some fairly good furniture and household goods at the auctions and employed “a kind and charming servant” who gave Anna a bible.39 It was a happy time.

Anna transferred to the Normal School, and found her writing talents blooming under an excellent English teacher. She made her first real friend, a girl “so lovely” that Anna never forgot her. She also brought home a gold medal for winning a public essay competition and she wrote poetry, making her father proud enough to send her poems to the famous Brunton Stephens for his opinion. Her mother did care enough about Anna’s triumph to have the gold essay medal fashioned into a brooch for Anna to wear. But Geoffrey’s pride Alice scorned and mocked. She made scalding remarks about Geoffrey’s tendency to show Anna’s poetry to his friends and acquaintances, once saying that “Mr. Pine,” who had emotionally admired the poetry, “must have been drunk at the time.”40

Alice, never happy too long in those days, had become completely disillusioned with teaching grammar under a school system she hated and for a supervisor with whom she repeatedly clashed.41 When on January 1, 1894, the Department of Education attempted to transfer her north of Brisbane to the town of Paradise (an unwanted transfer sometimes rid the department of a troublesome teacher), she refused the transfer and gave her resignation a month later. Then with no warning to her husband, Alice advertised herself as “Madame Reprah” (Harper spelled backwards) and began giving physiognomy-based character readings in a storefront that, much to Geoffrey’s chagrin and anger, she’d rented next door to his shop.

Anna was quite proud of her mother’s participation in the craze for spiritualism and phrenology so popular in Australia in the 1880s and 1890s.42 In her own way, Alice served as a combination psychoanalyst, contact healer, and fortune-teller. This character reading grew out of Alice’s interest in the paranormal and her skill in intuiting the concerns of others. She had other abilities as well, such as knowing how much time had elapsed without consulting a watch, or knowing how far she had traveled along a given route. Alice claimed a “sensation in the back of her arms” gave her these latter abilities.43 She had just begun communing with the ghost she said inhabited their house, and she had become adept at putting herself into trance-like states where she would hold a conversation with people from the past.

But Geoffrey’s scorn and dismay knew no bounds, and Anna was once again witness to their dramatic scenes. Alice alienated Geoffrey in a profound way by setting up in his own territory and by positioning herself as far as possible from his rational, scientific mode of proceeding. Her business was, however, a very lucrative venture, something that she did not let Geoffrey forget. The additional income satisfied Alice’s desire for finer material possessions, and, more importantly, it answered another need as well. Alice simply had more energy and creativity than her home and family could absorb. She liked to be out in the world, making things happen; as Madame Reprah she could do so.

When all the willing local characters had been read, Anna’s mother closed her shop, left the afternoon sea breezes of Brisbane and went west over the hills to Toowoomba to give character readings in her hotel room during the evenings and lectures to the townspeople during the day. “She had the knack of going unadvertised to a new town, setting up her tent, and making money at once.”44 Anna was left in the charge of her father and their household help, Naomi, while Alice earned gold sovereigns and sent them home to Geoffrey.

Then the house with the garden was sold, along with the comfortable second-hand possessions they had gradually accumulated at auctions. Anna’s just-settled life was disrupted again, at least the seventh move in four short but formative years.

While Alice lectured, her daughter and husband lodged with a Brisbane chemist whose “large, rambling house with a billiard room” was one of those homes which, as Anna later explained, taught her how other people lived. Geoffrey and Alice were not the kind to establish friendships with other families and visit back and forth. Those who liked Geoffrey probably found Alice overbearing; those who liked Alice probably found Geoffrey boring. Therefore the houses that Anna did have access to meant a great deal to her, though everything took a distant second to her relationship with her parents.

During this time Anna and her father regained some of the closeness they had earlier felt for each other. She made her father a solemn vow. Looking over the city one night as they walked together, enjoying the cool of the evening, Anna found herself choosing both a name and a vocation for herself.45


One Sunday night, walking on Wickham Terrace, we came to a point equidistant between the Church of England and the Presbyterian Church. Hymns were blaring out of both. My father put his arms around me, begging me with great tenderness to promise him that I would be a poet when I grew up. I gave him my word, and when my first set of verses was printed . . . I signed them ‘Wickham’ in memory of that curious and very emotional pact.46



Geoffrey had mailed her poems to one of Australia’s famous “Bush School” poets, A. B. (Banjo) Paterson. Not deterred by the absence of an answer, Geoffrey went to the Scottish-born poet, novelist, and humorist, James Brunton Stephens, and asked him if Anna “would fulfill her [poetic] promise.” Stephens replied, “She will be a poet on a condition you can hardly wish her since you are her father: she will be a poet if she has pain enough.”47 This assessment Anna would never forget.

When Alice took her road show all the way to Charter Towers, Harper family life changed again. Perhaps to socialize Anna to a wider circle, or perhaps out of necessity and propriety since Alice was leaving the area, Anna on October 13, 1894, became a boarder at the stately white stone All Hallows’ School, a convent school known then as the “best academy for young ladies” in Brisbane.

This recommendation alone should have been enough to predict the fit between All Hallows’ and Anna Wickham. In a way, Anna was not a “young lady.” She was a complicated child eleven years old. She reveled in personal freedom, she was a voracious reader on her own, and she needed and wanted the company of her parents, not 130 other students. The fortress-like building with its towers dominating the Brisbane skyline was a far cry from the house and wild garden she had enjoyed with her family. Once through the massive gateway inscribed A.M.D.G., the abbreviation for Ad Maiorem Dei Gloriam (to the greater glory of God), she joined the twenty-one other boarders in a strict and steady routine of supervision from six in the morning until nine-thirty at night.48 The weekends were quiet without the day students, but even those hours were scheduled, with Sunday afternoons set aside for writing letters home, which had to be read and approved by the sister in attendance. The whole and stated point of the education was to impart to the attending daughters of school inspectors, government officials, doctors, bank managers, journalists, contractors, and squatters “a form of education in which God is the centre around whom and in whom all life finds its meaning.”49 Admittance into the school was also an entree into respectability, since the fees were high enough to keep most out. Physiognomist Alice, for her part, was probably proud of paying the high tuition (somewhat less than £40 per year) though she cautiously reported her profession only as “a teacher, Charter Towers.”50

Geoffrey, perhaps realizing the shock that sensitive Anna would feel at the change, requested that she be allowed to have an hour’s quiet reading each day. The accommodation, however, made her feel isolated. She was also slightly embarrassed by how the flamboyant Alice, with her hair now dyed blonde and worn with a “fringe,” differed from any run-of-the-mill mother. Anna was bored at the school’s monotony, and taken aback both by the nuns’ over-insistence on modesty and the curious girls’ discussions of boys and nakedness. Other students had fun together and remembered their days at All Hallows’ with deep and abiding affection. But Anna was lonely and she felt a misfit. She was able to confide in “the wise old reverent mother, Mother Mary Patrick,” whose name would become synonymous both with All Hallows’ and with a spirit of compassion, intelligence, and good humor. But even these private conversations in Mother Patrick’s rooms could not assuage Anna’s sense of loss and difference. The halcyon days of the ten-year-old passed into the more turbulent times of the preadolescent.

Despite the efforts of the nuns to instill Christian virtues, the girls at school were snobs. They constantly judged the quality of each other’s dress, personal belongings, and community stature. Feeling outcast by this group she scornfully called daughters of “Irish publicans,” Anna found one friend in Tickie Curr, a slightly older girl with religious inclinations who had come in with her sisters from an isolated sheep station. Anna fell “emotionally in love” with this social savior and good example.51 During Lent they would “kiss the five wounds on the crucifix happily together.”52 Anna continued to experiment with verse and fill the chapel with her strong young voice, but she longed for vacation days and welcomed almost any interruption of the routine.

The school year’s rhythm was broken once, however, by a visit to the side of what was fully expected to be Geoffrey’s deathbed. Stricken with typhoid, he recovered only after Alice, summoned off the stage during an appearance at Charter Towers, was able to calm his agitation and hypnotize him into sleep.53 (The Harper relatives were angry at Alice for being away and angry that her appearance at his bedside helped him turn the corner.) Afterwards Geoffrey went to Charter Towers with Alice to recuperate. When the holidays came, eleven-year-old Anna, unaccompanied but fearless, went north into the tropics to join them, holding her own in conversation with an attentive fellow passenger, Judge Paul, as the boat passed along the Great Barrier Reef.

When Anna was twelve, they had a seaside holiday, “in splendour at the best hotel” at Sandgate on Moreton Bay, fourteen miles from Brisbane.54 Geoffrey and Alice together were not a “happy pair” on this trip, quarreling so bitterly and violently that Anna trudged a whole day in the heat back to Brisbane in search of her mother whom she feared had left.

Yet despite her parents’ arguments, back at the convent school Anna missed both of them and pined for family life. All Hallows’ was no substitute. Tickie Curr understood Anna’s passionate nature; Mother Patrick understood the poet in her. But apart from these two exceptions, boarding school reinforced her feeling that she was different from other people. They did not understand her, nor she them.

After Geoffrey’s convalescence he and Alice decided to try their luck together again, this time in New South Wales. They would move south to Sydney and join Geoffrey’s siblings Mary, Charlie, and Beatrice who had settled there earlier. The climate would be less demanding than Queensland’s extremes, and the beautiful city curving around the deep blue harbor was vibrant. Anna’s one good friend, Tickie Curr, had left the convent school to return to the sheep ranch and Anna looked forward to being in Sydney with her parents, saying, “I left the convent regretting nobody and feeling that nobody regretted me.”55 Her final entry in the All Hallows’ register is May 15, 1896.56

Brisbane itself, where Anna and her parents had at least for a time lived together in a cozy house with a “jungle of a fruit garden,” would become a place of remembered happiness.57 The rest of Queensland is discussed in her poem, “Old Faith,” one of the few poems the adult Anna wrote about Australia.


OLD FAITH

I’ll make a bond with Bundaberg

And dedicate my powers

To a young dream

By Flinders stream

And strength of Charter Towers.

Then I will ask austerity

From God—that prudent giver—

Proud as a ring-barked blue gum tree

I saw by Mary River.58



This poem is a shorthand version of the challenges of Anna’s Queensland. “Bundaberg” was one of the towns where her father’s music shop branches had failed. “Flinders River” was dry as a bone when she first saw it in Hughenden. Tropical “Charter Towers” was her destination when as a preadolescent she set out, unaccompanied, to join her parents. A “ring-barked blue gum tree” is a dead one, though one still standing with its bare branches raised. The most upbeat interpretation of these lines would be that Anna learned the value of perseverance, commitment, and austerity from her Queensland years. The darkest reading would be one that sees an innocent’s potential constantly challenged by hazard and circumstance in a harsh land.


[image: image]

THREE           

Life in Sydney (1897–1904)

This time Geoffrey was on the road. Alice gave up lectures for a time. Thirteen-year-old Anna attended school and lived at home. Her father, who had fully recovered from typhoid, worked as a business representative for W. H. Paling & Co., Ltd., importer of English and German instruments and the most prestigious piano and pianola company in New South Wales.1 Her mother again was testing her mettle as a pioneer in a new line of work, selling policies for the Equitable Assurance Company of New York.

In an initial burst of fellow-feeling the family chose the same boarding house as Aunt Mary Harper. Mary, thirty-nine years old now, never married, had collected a few fine furnishings and counted influential people such as the Archbishop and the government astronomer among her friends. But cautious as always, she economized with a small and dark room at the back of the house. Alice and Anna lived in the expensive light-filled front room, irritating Mary with their excesses and their pet parrot who chewed the woodwork.

For a family who had been seven years in Queensland, metropolitan Sydney was an eye-opener.2 All of Queensland had less than 475,000 people; Sydney and its suburbs alone totaled 410,000.3 And Sydney society, to a much greater extent than Brisbane, was on the verge of closing itself off to newcomers in an attempt to conserve every bit of respectability and accumulated wealth hard won from an immigrant past. Michael Cannon, historian, notes that though in an earlier time the self-made man could become “somebody,” after the 1880s Sydney “society” suddenly froze.


The inheritors of the wealth built up by their ancestral convicts, roughneck squatters, gold diggers, smart traders, harsh manufacturers and crooked land speculators, settled down to the task of obliterating the past, repressing the present, and perfecting a new social image in which wealth, education at a church school, and embracement of a British-Australian imperialist outlook were the only acceptable qualifications for entry.4
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