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    Preface




    Twenty-five years have passed since the death in 1962 of Dame Mary Gilmore; her biography is, thus, long overdue. During her lifetime she resisted many suggestions by writers and friends that she authorize them to write the story of her life; three who come to mind are Rene Foster, Dorothy Catts and Tom Inglis Moore. She usually responded to such suggestions by saying that the proper time to tell it all would be after she had gone. In her will Dame Mary nominated George Ferguson, grandson of George Robertson of the original firm of Angus & Robertson, as the overall literary adviser of her estate, together with R. D. FitzGerald, Douglas Stewart, Tom Inglis Moore and Hugh McCrae as a group of literary executors. A year or so after her death it was their decision (McCrae had died in 1959) that Tom Inglis Moore should be her official biographer with sole access to the confidential material (chiefly diaries) held in the Mary Gilmore Collection at the Mitchell Library, Sydney. In 1965 Inglis Moore collaborated with Dymphna Cusack, Barrie Ovenden and Walter Stone to produce, for that centenary of her birth, Dame Mary Gilmore: A Tribute. In 1968 I indicated to Tom Inglis Moore my own interest in writing on Dame Mary but he was, at that stage, still investigating the possibility of writing the biography himself. A year or so later he contacted me with the suggestion that we collaborate in publishing a volume of Dame Mary’s letters as a preliminary to a possible further collaboration on the biography. Letters of Mary Gilmore turned into a long, protracted affair, delayed by the natural difficulties of collaboration and by the sheer physical problem of gathering together Dame Mary’s far-flung correspondence. Unfortunately, Tom Inglis Moore died in 1979, about a year and a half before the Letters were published in 1980. After his death the surviving literary executors (George Ferguson, Douglas Stewart and R. D. FitzGerald) and the Public Trustee of New South Wales, which was administering Dame Mary’s estate, agreed that I should replace Inglis Moore as official biographer. At about the same time I was commissioned, with colleagues Joy Hooton and Barry Andrews, to produce the inaugural Oxford Companion to Australian Literature, a large project which took some five years of concentrated research and writing. In that period I was able to give only limited time to preparing the biography. It was not until after the publication of the Companion in November 1985 that I was able to turn my full attention to Dame Mary. So, more by misadventure (delays, deaths, the intervention of other tasks) than design, her biography is scheduled to appear in 1988, Australia’s bicentenary year. Although her spirit, sojourning elsewhere, has undoubtedly borne this long delay with considerable frustration and impatience, she, herself, would certainly recognize the fitness of her biography’s appearance in this major milestone year of her country’s history.




    In a work like this that has been taken up and put down by several hands over many years, it is inevitable that some people who have made a contribution to it will have been overlooked in my list of acknowledgements. To those people I deeply apologize. To the Public Trustee of New South Wales and its several officers who have been directly concerned with Dame Mary’s estate, including in recent years, Messrs Hine, Gamoty, Hunter, Wilkins, Webb, Walker, Porter and Bernhardt, and to the literary executors and advisers of whom only George Ferguson is now alive, I extend my personal thanks for their assistance. The Public Trustee combined with the Literature Board of the Australia Council, then under the chairmanship of R. F. Brissenden, to have copies made of the Gilmore diaries so that Tom Inglis Moore and I could work on them more conveniently. It was a generous gesture which greatly assisted the writing of this biography. The Australian Research Grants Committee (as it was then known) provided funds in 1979–80 for a research assistant to be employed at the Mitchell Library to organize and catalogue a large amount of unsorted Gilmore material. That work was done, effectively and expeditiously, by Mrs Cherry Weaver and my work has been much indebted to her and to the then A.R.G.C. for their assistance. Many members of the Mitchell Library have provided willing and valuable assistance to me in my forays into the Gilmore Collection. Among them were G. D. Richardson, Suzanne Mourot, Baiba Berzins, Shirley Humphries, Anne Robertson, Martin Beckett, Pat Jackson, Jenny Broomhead and Paul Brunton.




    The gathering and organizing of the research material used in this biography has been (in addition to my own efforts) largely the work of Ann-Mari Jordens and Sandra Burchill. Their meticulous attention to their task made the ultimate writing of the biography an enjoyable and remarkably trouble-free venture. To them goes a great deal of the credit for the mass of material which this book contains. The Head of the Department of English at Duntroon, and, more recently, at the Australian Defence Force Academy, Professor Harry Heseltine has, by his generous gesture of proposing me as an Honorary Visiting Fellow in the Department, and by his own personal encouragement, considerably facilitated the progress of the biography. Other academic colleagues who have supported my endeavours have included the late Grahame Johnston, the late Tom Inglis Moore, the late Barry Andrews, Joy Hooton, John Laird, Ridley Bryan, Paul Eggert, Jeff Doyle and Dorothy Green. Dorothy deserves much more than a passing mention. But for her forthright dismissal of some of my initial reservations about writing the biography I might well have given up before I had even begun. An enormous vote of thanks must go to Margaret McNally of the Department of English at the Australian Defence Force Academy. She has borne the total burden of transforming, month by month, the battered and barely decipherable manuscript that came from my hands into the splendid finished product that went to Melbourne University Press.




    I also owe a great deal to various relatives, friends and contemporaries of Dame Mary. Her grandson, Bill Gilmore, of Longford and Greenwood stations near Cloncurry in Queensland, and his gracious and helpful wife, Robyn, have had to listen to my queries on many occasions and I am deeply grateful to them for being so understanding when sensitive areas of family history were being explored by an outsider such as I. I hope that they and their children, Gillian Jane, Kelda Elizabeth and Rowena Leigh (Dame Mary’s great-granddaughters), will, in the years to come, value this tribute to their illustrious grandmother and great-grandmother. I would also like to thank Dame Mary’s grandniece, Barbara Powell, who was indefatigable in her attempts to fill in my knowledge of the Gilmore–Cameron family histories. Marjorie Gallagher, daughter of Dame Mary’s brother, Hugh, and Marjorie Innes, Dame Mary’s cousin, also receive my gratitude for their help. The John Farrell family (lifetime friends and devotees of Dame Mary), represented by Ann Cuddy, provided me with valuable assistance in dealing with certain obscure periods of Dame Mary’s life. Don Campbell, a protege of Mary in those far-off days of the Second World War, kindly gave me the benefit of his personal memories, some of which are included in this biography. I can see why Dame Mary found him such an engaging personality. I should also like to thank Mr David Paterson of the Audio Visual Centre of the Australian Defence Force Academy for assistance with some of the illustrative material used in the book; and thanks are also due to Louis Kahan for permission to reproduce the portrait on the jacket. Among a host of other people I would particularly like to thank Trish Middleton for her long encouragement and active assistance in the biography; others include Beverley Dunn, whose own celebration of Dame Mary, To Botany Bay on a Bondi Tram’, is now itself a very important part of the Mary Gilmore legend, Pacita Alexander (daughter of Tom Inglis Moore), Father Paul Stenhouse, Emeritus Professor Colin Roderick, C.B.E., Douglas Webster (whose forebears had a close connection with the Crookwell–Goulburn area), Barbara Carmichael (descendant of the Stinson pioneers with whom Dame Mary’s Cameron family were connected), and Beryl Quirk, another grandniece of Dame Mary. Finally I should like to thank my own family, Ross and Lee, Margaret and Terry, and especially my wife, Ena, who gave me the totality of support that alone made this book possible. A great admirer of Dame Mary and all the values she stood for, Ena Wilde is as much responsible for this biography as I am. So convinced was she that there should be a heartfelt recognition of the great achievements of Mary Gilmore that I had only to draw from her limitless enthusiasm when my own was occasionally depleted. I dedicate this book to her.




    W. H. (Bill) Wilde




    Canberra, 1987
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  — 1 —


  The End and the Beginning




  Shortly before nine o’clock on the morning of Thursday 6 December 1962 traffic barricades went up in Macquarie Street, Sydney, turning that busy thoroughfare between Martin Place and Hunter Street into a small island of calm in the midst of the city’s strident morning rush. On that day of the State funeral of Dame Mary Gilmore, who had died on Monday 3 December (the anniversary of Eureka), Sydney was to witness the first full ceremonial funeral accorded to an Australian writer since the death of Henry Lawson in 1922. From early morning flowers had begun to arrive at St Stephen’s Presbyterian Church in Macquarie Street; an hour before the scheduled commencement of the funeral service at 9.30 a.m. the floral tributes were already so numerous that the church attendants had given up any attempt at their aesthetic and dignified arrangement. By the time the service began the vestibule of St Stephen’s was piled high with flowers, tokens of affection and respect from organizations, groups and individuals, as diverse as the Waterside Workers’ Federation and the Clan Cameron in Australia; the all-women Lyceum Club of Sydney and the all-men Bread and Cheese Club of Melbourne; the Building Workers’ Industrial Union and the Sydney Chamber of Commerce; the Russian Ambassador in Australia and the Roman Catholic Archbishop of Sydney; the Prime Minister, R. G. Menzies, and the Leader of the Opposition, A. A. Calwell; old age pensioners and school children; loving friends and total strangers. At the completion of the service a utility truck from a nearby building site was pressed into service to follow the cortege with the overflow of wreaths that could not be fitted into the hearse.




  When the Reverend Gordon Powell, minister of St Stephen’s, began the funeral service some minutes after 9.30 a.m. the church was packed with more than six hundred dignitaries, relatives and friends. On both sides of Macquarie Street adjacent to St Stephen’s hundreds of people had gathered in quiet groups. Some had taken up their positions several hours earlier; others, casual passers-by, unaware of the nature of the occasion, had drifted into the scene, drawn there by curiosity. As the hour-long service inside St Stephen’s progressed, outside, in spite of a gentle summer shower, the crowd gradually thickened, spreading down Macquarie Street as far as Hunter Street, and in the opposite direction from Parliament House up as far as Sydney Hospital. Gathered in the church were representatives of the Administrator of the Commonwealth, Sir Dallas Brooks, the Governor of New South Wales, Sir Eric Woodward, and the Prime Minister. Attending in person were the Lieutenant-Governor of New South Wales, Sir Kenneth Street, whose wife, Lady Jessica Street, had been for years a fellow feminist and close friend of Dame Mary; Chief Justice Herron of New South Wales; the Premier of New South Wales, R. G. Heffron and Mrs Heffron; the leader of the State Opposition, Mr (later Sir) Robert Askin; and the entire State Cabinet of New South Wales. Representing A. A. Calwell was Leslie Haylen, M.P., editor of the Australian Women’s Weekly during the war years when Dame Mary’s patriotic poems, ‘No Foe Shall Gather Our Harvest’ and ‘Singapore’, had been published therein. Represented also were the President of the Senate, the Speaker of the House of Representatives and the Chiefs of the three armed services; present also were leaders of trade unions, and representatives of literary organizations, art societies, journalists’ and women’s groups, newspapers, magazines, hospitals, schools and colleges. Family mourners were headed by Dame Mary’s grandson, William Wallace Gilmore, who had flown from his property, Greenwood Station, at Oorindi near Cloncurry in Queensland, and five of Mary’s nieces—Noel Morrison, Jean Powell, Frances Helyar, Dorothy Gilmore and Marjorie Gallagher, together with numerous cousins, grandnieces and nephews. Following the hymn, ‘Praise my Soul, the King of Heaven’, the words of Mary’s favourite Psalm XXIII (‘The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want’) were read by the Reverend A. W. E. Seal, together with selected verses from the Revelation of St John the Divine (XXI, XXII) and the Gospel according to St John (XIV).




  

    And I saw a new heaven and a new earth...And I John saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down from God out of heaven...And I heard a great voice out of heaven saying, Behold, the tabernacle of God is with men and he will dwell with them and they shall be his people...He that overcometh shall inherit all things.




    In my Father’s house there are many mansions...I go to prepare a place for you. And if I go and prepare a place for you I will come again and receive you unto myself; that where I am, there ye may be also. And whither I go ye know, and the way ye know... I am the way, the truth and the life: no man cometh unto the Father but by me.


  




  With their emphasis on the Commandments (always seen by Dame Mary as mankind’s greatest shield) no other words in the New Testament would have been more likely to have given comfort to her departed soul than those of John XIV, 21.




  

    He that hath my commandments, and keepeth them, he it is that loveth me: and he that loveth me, shall be loved of my Father, and I will love him, and will manifest myself to him.


  




  Panegyrist, Dr Colin Roderick, noted critic and literary historian, paid eloquent tribute to Dame Mary.




  

    Forty years ago, under circumstances identical with those that bring the people and their elected leaders of State and Commonwealth together today, a representative gathering of Australians met to honour a great literary artist whose verse and prose had made him a legend in his lifetime. And I have no doubt that among those present here are some who on that September day in 1922 stood in St Andrew’s Cathedral to bid farewell to the mortal remains of Henry Lawson. Among the people who bent the head in tribute then was the woman we honour today. These two children of light were of an age. They were friends in youth, and together, as far back as 1890, they dreamed their dreams of a better Australia. The same profound pity for humanity, the same essential charity, leavened their lives and worked upon their spirits. In this old Sydney they roamed the streets together, two children of the bush, lamenting the poverty of body and mind that manifested itself in the unlovely slums of the Rocks.




    The queues of men, women and children waiting at the gate of the Benevolent Asylum for a dole of food moved Mary Gilmore deeply. ‘It worked on me,’ she told me once, ‘till I became frantic with pity and wild for reform.’




    Here in the Sydney of our forefathers, at the age of 25, she began to measure man’s love of God by his love of man, and this remained her yardstick of human love. For her love that was not charity was less than love.




    In those opening years of the ‘90s Mary Cameron, as she then was, met the men and women whose idealism nurtured her own: John Farrell, the leading figure in the militant literary circle of Sydney; Henry George, the visiting American who offered her some ray of hope for social justice; William Lane, the visionary who captured her mind with his Utopian ideal of the national wealth shared equitably by the people. To the end Mary Gilmore held the idealism of William Lane in high regard. From the failure of Lane’s vision of the co-operative settlement of his New Australia in Paraguay she drew a universal truth:




    

      Truly a spirit dwells in man,




      A will beyond his will,




      That bids him, where sense fails in span,




      Climb by a vision still.


    




    Like her mentor William Lane, Dame Mary did not subscribe to a materialistic view of the universe.




    ‘The universe,’ she said once, ‘rests on an indefinable Unity, not material in character, and of which we are a part. We are like the waves that leap on the sea. We are a part of the spiritual All, just as the waves are a part of the ocean and lift and move in obedience to a force within.’




    She said to me one day in 1958, ‘I believe in the power of religion to uplift the human race. I approve of any religion that helps people to live in accordance with the moral law.’




    She summed up her experience as a human being in a few short lines:




    

      I have known bread hunger




      Yet have I strength;




      I have known heart hunger,




      Yet do I live;




      I have known soul hunger,




      And faith is not dead.


    




    ...Here in the bosom of our love she lies. Compassionate and charitable, of motive pure, indomitable in will, in moral fibre strong, Dame Mary Gilmore set a noble example. Lightning-swift in creative thought, she too, like her old friend Henry Lawson, became a legend in her lifetime. Like his, her work is assured of a life beyond life, and generations of our people yet unborn will undoubtedly turn to the epic of her life for enrichment and inspiration.


  




  After the eulogy the congregation sang ‘Nearer My God to Thee’. Then followed ‘The Flowers of the Forest’, the lament for the Battle of Flodden in September 1513 when a Scottish force was defeated at Flodden Field in one of the bloodiest battles fought on English soil. The pain of loss expressed in Jane Elliot’s mournful words echoed the emotions being experienced at that moment in St Stephen’s and across the nation.




  

    The Flowers of the Forest are a’ wede away,




    The Flowers of the Forest that focht aye the foremaist,




    The prime o’ our land, are cauld in the clay.


  




  The Benediction, given by the Moderator of the Presbyterian Church in New South Wales, the Right Reverend A. A. Adam, was followed by ‘The Dead March’ during which the coffin was borne to the door of St Stephen’s. As the escort of police motor cyclists led the grey, flower-laden hearse and its stately procession along Macquarie Street, a small boy, standing by his mother’s side in the crowd, tugged at her sleeve, and in clear tones that carried to the people around him, summed up his sense of wonder at the whole solemn spectacle with the question, ‘Was she a Queen, or something?’1




  Such pomp and circumstance was not the farewell that Mary herself had sought. She had earlier given Bill Wood, her good friend and associate editor of Tribune, some lines which she asked him to publish after her death.




  

    When I am gone I ask




    No mighty ones to follow me;




    No lions, tigers, elephants or tall giraffes,




    But just the little ants—




    The little folk




    Who, day and night,




    Carry the burden of the small,




    And save the world—




    These were my friends in life;




    In death they will remember me.


  




  Yet, paradoxically, it is not difficult to believe that Dame Mary would have cherished this last honour accorded her jointly by the Commonwealth and New South Wales State governments. Even while it continually astonished her, she had gloried in the recognition, esteem and affection extended to her over many years by the people of Australia, ‘mighty ones’ and ‘little ants’ alike. She had certainly been, in the eyes of her countrymen and women, ‘a Queen, or something’, for at least two generations, one whom the headlines had come to describe in terms of respect and endearment—‘Crusader and poet’, ‘Our Great National Poet’, ‘Poet and Great Australian’ and ‘Australia’s Best-Loved Writer’. Prime Minister Menzies saw in her State funeral ‘a recognition of Dame Mary’s contribution to Australian life and literature’. New South Wales Premier Heffron believed she had been ‘one of our truly great women’ whose writings had been ‘of immense national importance and inspiration’ and ‘a mighty social influence’. G. A. Wilkes, who occupied the first Chair of Australian Literature at the University of Sydney, the establishment of which had always been one of Dame Mary’s fondest dreams, felt that, because she had been ‘the champion of so many causes and given such help and encouragement to others’, she had won a place in Australian life and literature that extended far beyond her own writing. The eminent poet and journalist, Kenneth Slessor, admired Dame Mary’s constancy; she had maintained throughout her life, he said, ‘her burning championship’ of a particular set of ideals—‘justice for the underdogs, the defence of freedom and democracy, a better world for women and children and a clear road of progress in all things’. ‘There are those amongst us’, claimed poet R. D. FitzGerald, ‘who find her image in the mind closely allied to our profoundest thoughts and ideas of our country’. The poet and academic, Tom Inglis Moore, believed that through ‘her life, her work in a thousand causes and her strong, warm and dynamic personality’ she had built a shrine to which, throughout its future history, this country would always bring grateful offerings.




  For the ordinary Australian men and women who had shared with Dame Mary those turbulent generations of world wars and depressions, boom times and bust, such lofty tributes, sincere as they were, would have been scarcely necessary. For them the true testament of Mary Gilmore lay in her long-sustained autobiography—her own words and deeds; in her participation in William Lane’s Utopian dream of New Australia; in her crusade for twenty-three years in the Women’s Page of the Worker against injustice and inequality; in her insistence on the responsibility of the community and of governments for the welfare of women, children, the old, the helpless and the needy; in her belief in the moral obligation of the whole nation to atone for generations of inhumanity to the Aborigines; in her nine major books of verse and three of prose; and, in spite of her abhorrence of war, in her defiant and aggressive patriotism in the perilous days of 1942. They delighted, too, in her enthusiasm in gathering, and her skill in recording, the folklore and history of our pioneer past, a past that has, in no small measure through her efforts, become firmly fixed as the Australian Legend. For those ordinary Australians Dame Mary Gilmore is herself of the Legend and in it she shares the goodly company of figures such as Henry Lawson, ‘Banjo’ Paterson, Nellie Melba, Charles Kingsford-Smith, Don Bradman, the Anzacs, the Rats of Tobruk and countless others.




  Mary Gilmore was, from the beginning, a passionate admirer of the toilers of the world; they were, in her eyes, the real people, to be valued and cherished above the impractical visionaries. As a child of eight when she first heard the biblical story of Martha and Mary she made her judgement, in defiance of biblical and parental authority, in favour of the utilitarian Martha over the visionary Mary. The story is in Luke X, 38–42.




  

    Now it came to pass, as they went that he [Jesus] entered into a certain village; and a certain woman named Martha received him into her house. And she had a sister called Mary which also sat at Jesus’ feet, and heard his word. But Martha was cumbered about much serving, and came to him and said, Lord dost thou not care that my sister hath left me to serve alone? bid her therefore that she help me. And Jesus answered and said unto her, Martha, Martha, thou art careful and troubled about many things: But one thing is needful: and Mary hath chosen that good part, which shall not be taken away from her.


  




  When her child’s mind refused to accept that Martha deserved the rebuke of Jesus and Mary His praise, she questioned her grandmother (Mary Beattie) and her mother (Mary Ann Cameron) who both assured her that Mary was indeed the heroine of the New Testament incident. Still unconvinced, she went off to ponder how it could be that the toiling, harassed Martha, who tidied the rooms for her guests, set out the water for them to bathe their tired feet, and prepared their meals, could be less worthy than Mary who merely sat at the feet of Jesus and listened to His talk. Thereafter, throughout her life, Dame Mary believed that it was the Marthas of the world that deserved to be cherished, for, as she saw and understood life through her own long experience, it was more often than not a difficult road along which passed many dusty and tired feet that needed washing, hungry mouths that needed feeding, and heartaches that needed soothing. Her unorthodox view of Martha (so typical of her) is a defence also of herself and all the men and women (‘the little ants’) who never permitted themselves the luxury of idly spinning wonderful daydreams while the mundane duties, necessary for ail orderly and caring existence, were left neglected. For Mary, as for so many women of her era and condition, emotional self-indulgence in time of sorrow was another luxury never contemplated. Her self-discipline compelled life to continue with proper personal dignity and decency, denying capitulation to grief when the fist of fate struck. Mary’s brand of stoicism was not, however, that barren philosophy that sees suffering as a matter of indifference; grief and sorrow could be and should be experienced deeply and painfully but they could ultimately be sublimated by commitment to life through the ethic of renewed spiritual and intellectual endeavour, as her two simple poems from The Wild Swan (1930), ‘Never Admit the Pain’ and ‘Nurse No Long Grief’, taken together, illustrate.




  

    Never admit the pain




    Bury it deep;




    Only the weak complain,




    Complaint is cheap.


  




  

    Cover thy wound; fold down




    Its curtained place;




    Silence is still a crown,




    Courage a grace.2


  




  

    O could we weep,




    And weeping bring relief!




    But life asks more than tears




    And falling leaf.


  




  

    Though year by year




    Tears fall and leaves are shed,




    Spring bids new sap arise




    And blood run red.


  




  

    Nurse no long grief,




    Lest thy heart flower no more;




    Grief builds no barns; its plough




    Rusts at the door.3


  




  From her affirmation of life in those verses Mary turns, in one of her most treasured poems, ‘Old Botany Bay’, from The Passionate Heart (1918), to her affirmation of her country and her pride in its heritage. Out of what many have seen as a badge of national shame—Australia’s convict past—she fashioned a symbol of glory and worth. For ‘Old Botany Bay’ alone, a grateful nation had very early taken her to its heart.




  

    I’m old




    Botany Bay;




    Stiff in the joints,




    Little to say.




    I am he




    Who paved the way,




    That you might walk




    At your ease to-day;




    I was the conscript




    Sent to hell,




    To make in the desert




    The living well;




    I bore the heat




    I blazed the track




    Furrowed and bloody




    Upon my back.




    I split the rock;




    I felled the tree:




    The nation was—




    Because of me






    Old Botany Bay




    Taking the sun




    From day to day...




    Shame on the mouth




    That would deny




    The knotted hands




    That set us high.4


  




  All that, however, is too sombre a eulogy of Dame Mary Gilmore in whom, for most of her life, there was an ebullience and sense of joy that delighted all who came close to her. Nothing has so well captured her incredibly busy, bossy vitality and enthusiasm for life as Bill Wood’s ‘Mary Gilmore’s Heaven’, published in the Realist in 1965 as part of the centenary tribute to her. With wry humour he visualizes Mary’s considerable impact on the administrators of the two rival establishments of the next world.




  

    I found myself wondering, during the funeral oration, whether the minister really knew what Mary Gilmore would expect of the New Jerusalem before she would acknowledge it as a tolerable place to live, let alone recognize it as heaven. It would need to have a first-floor flat on a busy street—slightly elevated above the masses but in close touch with them...Vital to her peace and happiness of mind would be the sort of company which the new location would provide. Bright and lively conversation was to her the essence of life. The first archangel to call on her with a decree from the Throne might get a shock. There would be no mere genuflection and dutiful magnificat...Instead the visitant would find himself vigorously shaken by the hand and firmly though kindly sat down in a deep armchair. When tea had been served the subject of his visit would be dealt with in a spirit of toleration not unmixed with critical enquiry. Producing a copy of Soviet Weekly, heavily underlined, she would want to know whether the authorities, before reaching their decision, had noted how the same matter was dealt with in Ust-Kamenogosk. Her own experiences relating to the same topic when she was with William Lane in New Australia might also be brought into the conversation and also the views of the Wagga District Aborigines among whom she lived as a child. Before the newcomer was allowed to flap off the talk might very well turn on Mary Gilmore’s theory that Ayers Rock fell out of the moon, the question of what would happen if an atomic bomb were exploded at the North Pole, the British Law of Eminent Domain and the theological consequences of the Church of England giving diplomatic recognition to the Devil.5


  




  Should Mary, perchance, be taking a first-floor flat in more nether regions (and Bill Wood thought she might find those regions a more comfortable and less stuffy billet) it was quite unlikely that the Devil would get any solace from her presence.




  

    What scope, she will probably want to know, is, or will be, given to women to show their executive capacity in his realm? Will she have an opportunity of seeing women technicians displaying their skill on the latest batch of arrivals, among whom she is pleased to note a number of particularly ferocious militarists, opponents of trades unionism, American investors in Australian industries and ministers of religion who omitted to take a firm stand for the banning of nuclear weapons?...However, as I see it, her interest and sympathy will quickly move on from the staff to the inmates and it is in sharing and responding to their tribulations that the soul of Mary Gilmore will have found its real heaven. We can be sure that wherever the flames are hottest and the work hardest—more especially, wherever there may be found some damned but yet daring souls who find comfort from hope or resolution from despair—there, in the midst of them, will Mary Gilmore be. No need to guess what she will be doing. She will be comforting them with some of those sentimental little poems that seemed to speak straight to the heart of simple people. She will be exhorting them forward with rousing hymns like ‘No Foe Shall Gather Our Harvest’ and guiding them with the wisdom derived from Soviet Weekly or the Latin American Indians or the Wagga District Aborigines whose lore (her father used to say) was at least equal to the myths of ancient Greece.6


  




  The foregoing comments represent, in the main, the fulsome opinions of Dame Mary’s contemporaries but there would be few young people today who would know her and her writing well enough to share those opinions. After her death interest in her remained high until 1965, the centenary of her birth. A Mary Gilmore Centenary Committee, organized under the patronage of her old friend, the Lord Mayor of Sydney, Harry Jensen, with Dymphna Cusack as President and Barrie Ovenden as Secretary, arranged celebrations at the Trocadero in Sydney on 16 August 1965, which would have been her one hundredth birthday. There was a display of Mary Gilmore memorabilia and tributes were paid to her memory by Arthur Calwell, Nancy Keesing, Tom Inglis Moore, Archbishop Eris O’Brien and Edgar Ross. The memorial volume, Mary Gilmore: A Tribute, jointly authored by Dymphna Cusack, Tom Inglis Moore and Barrie Ovenden with Walter Stone as bibliographer, was launched. Later works about her included Sylvia Lawson’s small volume in Oxford University Press’s Great Australians series in 1966 and she was bracketed in 1969 with Bernard O’Dowd and Frank Wilmot in W. H. Wilde’s Three Radicals in the Australian Writers and Their Work series. Letters of Mary Gilmore, selected and edited by Wilde and T. Inglis Moore, was published in 1980. A one-woman interpretation of her life and work, ‘When Butter was Sixpence a Pound’, was given by Joan Murray in Canberra in 1983 and a highly-successful, long-running celebration of her by Beverley Dunn, ‘To Botany Bay on a Bondi Tram’, was given in Melbourne in 1984, throughout Victoria in 1985, in Boston in 1986 and in Sydney in 1987. During 1988 it will be seen in New Zealand and the United Kingdom. In general, however, it would be true to say that in the quarter century that has elapsed since her death she has gradually slid into the trough of oblivion that engulfs so many who were significant national figures only during their lifetimes, history having repeatedly shown that the legends precious to one generation do not necessarily have significance or relevance for the next. It is difficult to predict the future’s assessment of Dame Mary Gilmore, but her right to be regarded as the most widely-known and best-loved woman in the first two centuries of Australia’s history is hard to deny. Her place in the history of the labour movement in Australia is certainly secure and her recognition as a radical and deeply-committed social reformer guaranteed. The Feminist Movement’s assessment of her role in the amelioration of the lot of women in Australia appears, as yet, indecisive, but there are recent signs of a considerable and well-deserved rise in feminist interest in her. Her literary status was authenticated by, among many others, four important writer-critics of the 1940s and 1950s—R. D. FitzGerald, T. Inglis Moore, Douglas Stewart and Kenneth Slessor. Since her death, however, there have been few expressions of interest in her writing. The last twenty-five years have seen nothing more recent in the republication of her poetry than a second and enlarged edition of Selected Verse in 1969 (originally published in 1948) and Mary Gilmore, a selection by R. D. FitzGerald in the Angus & Robertson Australian Poets series in 1963. While her poetry remains largely unavailable to modern readers the likelihood of a resurgence of interest in it is remote. An attractive, illustrated edition of her book of prose recollections, Old Days: Old Ways, in 1986 has, however, proved remarkably popular. But, as her poem ‘In Testament’ from Fourteen Men (1954) reveals, her own hopes for the benevolent regard of future critics and biographers was less than sanguine.




  

    To earth I leave my bones, to friends my name,




    To bury or to keep as they may choose,




    Uncaring what remembrance I may lose




    Where the world’s hucksters scatter noise as fame!




    Slow for the good deed done, but quick to blame,




    Those body-snatchers of post-mortem news,




    I see them wait—ghouls of the lesser muse—




    Poor penny-a-liners paid per inch of shame.




    Dead, to be sport of such as these? The meat




    They tear? My very bones held up to view




    Lest some last shred of being yet remain




    Untorn? Ah, friends, when in the narrow sheet




    Of death I lie, should one kind heart and true




    Remember me, these wolves would wait in vain.7


  




  The Beginning




  Dame Mary Gilmore was born on 16 August 1865 at Mary Vale (later known as Merry Vale), the property of her maternal grandparents, Hugh and Mary Beattie, in the then postal district of Woodhouselee in the Goulburn area of New South Wales. Dame Mary, who usually gave her birthplace as the nearby area of Cotta Walla, was registered at birth as Mary Cameron but was later baptized Mary Jean. She was the first child of Donald Cameron (born on 15 September 1835 at Inverness, Scotland, the youngest son of Hugh and Mary Cameron) and of Mary Ann Beattie (born on 25 May 1846 near Richmond, New South Wales, the fourth child of Hugh and Mary Beattie). On the paternal side she was descended from the Camerons, the legendary Scottish clan; on the maternal side her forebears were Ulster immigrants, whose ancestors had crossed from Scotland to live in Ireland in the seventeenth century.




  The Camerons




  Since the late fifteenth century the district of Lochaber, which lies in the south of Inverness-shire astride the south-western end of the Great Glen of Scotland, has been the land of the Clan Cameron; it was from Lochaber that the exodus of Camerons to North America and Australia began in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. The origins of the Clan remain obscure, even today. John Stewart of Ardvorlich in his The Camerons: A History of Clan Cameron (1974) sees the Camerons as descended from the Macgillonies, one of the three main tribes comprising the Mael-anfaidh (the other two were the MacMartins of Letterfinlay and the MacSorlies of Glennevis), who occupied part of Lochaber during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Stewart sees the Macgillonies tracing through twenty-one generations down to Donald Dubh, the first authentic captain of the Clan Cameron. Another theory believes the Camerons originated from the medieval family of Cameron of Ballegarno which was present in Fife, Angus and Aberdeenshire in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Alexander Mackenzie in The History of the Camerons (1884) links the Ballegarno Camerons to the Clan Cameron, the descent passing in time to John de Cameron, called John Octhery. It was John Octhery who established the original Cameron seat on Eilean na Craobhe (the Tree Island) in Loch Eil about 1335, and it was his grandson, Donald Dubh, who was, as John Stewart agrees, the first acknowledged leader of the Clan.




  After Donald Dubh (c. 1400–60) the picture of the Clan Cameron emerges more clearly. The first known charter of the lands on Locheilside to the Camerons was given to Ewen MacAllan (c. 1480–1540), grandson of Donald Dubh, in 1492 by Alexander Lochalsh, Lord of the Isles. The charter was confirmed by King James IV in 1495; his successor, James V, in 1527–28 granted Ewen MacAllan a charter of the lands of Glenloy and Locharkaig, the first time the Camerons had legal possession of those lands. Soon the free barony of Locheil was formed, uniting the lands of Locheil, the Ross-shire lands of Kishorn, Lochalsh and Lochcarron, and the lands of Inverlochy, Torlundy, Invergarry, Laggan and Achadron. By the time of Ewen Mac Allan’s death in 1546 the Clan Cameron, whose captain was then known as ‘of Lochiell’, and whose cadet families and branches were rapidly developing, was a well-recognized and influential organization in Lochaber.




  The two hundred years between the death of Ewen MacAllan and the 1745 Uprising were troubled times for the Camerons. The Civil War in England, the attacks on Scotland by Cromwell, the Restoration of the Stuarts and the Revolution of 1689 added additional turbulence to a Highland scene that was already characterized by incessant feuding and strife. That the Clan Cameron survived and even increased its territory (the seventeenth century saw it spread into Morven, Ardnamurchan and Sunart) while other clan groups disintegrated, can be largely attributed to the tenacity and acumen of its chiefs. Of these, Sir Ewen Cameron (1629–1719), the seventeenth chief (the ‘Ulysses of the Highlands’), who built the first castle at Achnacarry about 1650, was paramount. The first man to give his life for Bonnie Prince Charlie in the 1745 Rising was John MacEwen Cameron, who was killed in the skirmish immediately after the Prince landed; the last casualty of the Rising was Dr Archibald Cameron (brother of Donald, the ‘Gentle Lochiel’), who was hanged at Tyburn in 1753.




  After their victory at Culloden the English, anxious to prevent further similar uprisings, decided, amongst other measures, ‘to Civilize the Rebellious Countreys of the Clan Cameron’. The whole of the Locheil estate was forfeited to the Crown and the carrying of arms and the wearing of Highland garb was banned. By the time the Locheil estate had been returned some forty years later (1785) the destruction of the traditional Highland way of life had been much more spectacularly advanced by social, agrarian and economic developments than by the coercion of English bayonets. The Highlands, with their rugged and unproductive terrain and harsh climate, were able to support only a limited population yet between the end of the 1745 Rising and 1820 that population increased by almost a third. The parish of Kilmallie, the centre of the Clan Cameron territory, almost doubled its population in that period. The traditional Highland subdivision of farming land—from Chief to tacksmen to crofters and cottars—was stretched beyond its limits by the larger families and the much-expanded rural population. This continued subdivision of the land to allow for the greater rural numbers was often put forward as a major cause of destitution in the Highlands.8 In the middle of this population explosion and the resultant overcrowding and uneconomical subdivision of the land came the devastating spread of sheep farming in the Highlands. It had been found that the hardy Cheviot breed of sheep from the Borders thrived on the thin pastures of the Highland hills and comfortably withstood the severe winter climate. Estates were cleared of small tenant farmers and cottars to make way for the more profitable sheep, in some parts of the Highlands whole areas being cleared of their traditional tenants in a matter of months. On the Locheil estates many Cameron tenants were removed from the outlying areas and resettled in crofting townships such as Corpach and Banavie. Some of the Clan left the Highlands of their own choice (three hundred MacMillans left Locharkaig in 1802 for Canada), seeking better opportunities in the south or overseas, where they joined friends and relatives. But in Lochaber, as elsewhere in the Highlands, eviction and resettlement or emigration were bitterly resented by the clansmen. The Cameron clansmen, who had always been noted for their loyalty and devotion to the chief, found it difficult to accept that their traditional patriarchal milieu was being destroyed by what appeared to them to be the greed of the lairds, among them Lochiel himself. History has shown, however, that the fault was not solely Lochiel’s; the inexorable march of nineteenth-century economics was overwhelming both chief and clansman.




  During the 1830s, when Mary Gilmore’s Cameron grandparents were contemplating immigration, the economic situation in the Highlands was exacerbated by a general depression largely caused by lack of employment and poor agricultural seasons. From 1835 onwards the potato crop consistently failed and the fishing industry languished. Destitution, especially in the Western Highlands, was worse than it had ever been. Contemporary public alarm about that destitution was widely voiced. The Scotsman of 15 March 1837 reported a public meeting convened by the Lord Mayor of London to receive a report by the Reverend Dr McLeod on the state of the Highlands. McLeod said that many parishes were without meal and had only sufficient potatoes for a few weeks; people, without peat for cooking and heating or blankets for bed clothes, were forced to huddle together for warmth under dried ferns or rushes. There was little seed for potatoes or corn for the coming season. The meeting supported the motion of Lord Teignmouth that, in view of the ‘incontestable evidence...of the most appalling destitution great exertions are imperiously called for to meet the extreme urgency and necessity of the case’. A subscription list was headed by the Duchess of Kent, the Princess Victoria, Sir James Shaw and Sir Robert Peel with donations of £50 each. In suggesting that, with all due respect to these charitable gestures, the only long-term remedy was large-scale emigration, the Scotsman (3 June 1837) offered the depressing statistics that the United Kingdom population was increasing by 1150 each day and emigration was daily carrying off only two hundred of these additional people.




  Before the 1830s Australia had not been a popular destination for Highland emigrants. Most had chosen to go to the non-penal colony of Canada and to North America, the shorter distance from Scotland meaning much cheaper fares to Canada (£5) than to Australia (£40 steerage) and more hope of a quick return to Scotland if the venture proved unsuccessful. But, for the destitute emigrants of the 1830s, even the smaller sum required to reach North America was beyond their means. When emigration to Australia became entirely free in the 1830s through both the private and government bounty schemes and numerous glowing reports of the prospects of advancement in the Antipodes began to appear in Scottish newspapers (for example, the review of Three Years’ Practical Experience of a Settler in New South Wales in the Scotsman, 11 April 1838) the distant penal colony began to seem more desirable. Influential colonials also added their encouragement to the hesitant Highlanders. Reverend John Dunmore Lang went to England in 1836–37 to stress the suitability of the Australian colony for the destitute clansmen. James Macarthur in his New South Wales: Its Present State and Future Prospects (1837), commending the Scots’ religious disposition, good sense and orderly habits, publicly expressed his confidence that the Highlanders would have a successful future in the colony.




  In 1835 the private bounty system began, whereby the Australian colonists themselves or their agents in the United Kingdom chose emigrants and brought them to the Colony, receiving from the colonial government a bounty equal to the cost of the passage. Immediately successful, the system brought some 3500 Scots to Australia in the period to 1842. Augmenting the private bounty scheme was the government system. It brought out emigrants who were chosen, not by the colonists but by government emigration agents at various ports in the United Kingdom. In February 1836 Governor Richard Bourke appointed Dr David Boyter to select emigrants from Scotland, and Dr Alick Osborne, emigrants from Ireland—both men were former naval surgeons who had superintended convict ships to the colony. Boyter’s energetic performance of his duties was a major factor in the success of the government emigration programme from the Highlands 1837–40. The Scottish exodus to Australia under that programme began in earnest in March 1837 with the departure of the John Barry from Dundee with 323 of Boyter’s emigrants. In the following three years twenty government ships left Scotland with more than five thousand emigrants, most of them dispossessed crofters, unemployed shepherds, artisans and craftsmen. In spite of their eagerness to alleviate Highland destitution by emigration, Scottish authorities did not wholly approve of Boyter’s stringently-selective methods, as a letter from C. Munro, banker and sheep-farmer of Ross-shire, to the Sydney Herald, 22 May 1839, indicates. Munro complained that ‘if Boyter were ridding the country of its scum we should be obliged to him but he is depriving us of the very flower of the land. I don’t know of one bad man he has taken from this country’. A year earlier (10 May 1838) William Macarthur had been similarly apprised of the fine quality of Highland emigrants in a letter from Colonel D. McPherson of Kingussie:




  

    I may probably judge more favourably of my own countrymen than they deserve but such is my opinion of them [Highland emigrants who had left Oban for Sydney in the St George, 4 July 1838] that I will be much disappointed and mortified if they are not found to be the best collection of emigrants that ever landed on the shores of Australia. They are general persons not brought up with idle or expensive notions and perhaps of a more steady and sober occupation of people than those of the same class in any country. There are amongst them many who have been in the habit of attending to sheep and cattle and tho’ such cannot properly be called shepherd they will be very soon brought to answer that purpose. They have all been in the habit of working in the farming way either for themselves or for others, so that as far as I can judge they are people who will make themselves useful at whatever they may be employed about. Dr. Boyter has got the names of about 240 men, women and children, in and near this village, to embark in June and could have got as many more if he had room for them. Thinking you might wish to have some Highlanders on your estates I wrote to your brother the Major who requested me to send him the names of such as I could recommend.9


  




  Only a few weeks after selecting the emigrants for the St George (so much praised by Colonel McPherson) Agent Boyter arrived at Fort William (18 May 1838) to commence the process which brought Mary Gilmore’s Cameron grandparents and her Cameron father to Australia. The Inverness Courier of 30 May 1838 reported the events associated with Dr Boyter’s visit to Fort William thus:




  

    After some months of expectation and anxiety, Dr. Boyter, the Government Emigration Agent for Australia, arrived at Fort William on Friday the 18th current, and intimated his intention of meeting with intending emigrants on Monday the 21st. The news of his arrival, like the fiery cross of old, soon spread through every glen of the district; and at an early hour on Monday thousands of enterprising Gaels might be seen ranked around the Caledonian Hotel anxious to quit the land of their forefathers, and to go and possess the unbounded pastures of Australia. Dr. Boyter enrolled upwards of 300, who are to embark from Oban in the month of July, and he certainly seems to be no apprentice at his business. His appearance is very commanding, his manner prepossessing, and his business habits evidently first-rate, so that with his coolness of temper, and his acting impartially, he gave great satisfaction, notwithstanding the circumstances of three fourths of the applicants being disappointed, there being only one vessel allowed for this district at present; however he consoled the people by saying that in future years he would endeavour to make Fort William a principal place for Australian emigration. He was highly pleased with the robust appearance of the Lochaber men; and from the obliging manner in which he acted to them, he has left them all with an equally high opinion of himself, and with a longing desire to welcome his return. He spent Tuesday in giving information and instruction to such emigrants as called on him and this part of the business he certainly does in the most condescending and intelligent manner imaginable. On Wednesday he relaxed his labours and visited the fine romantic scenery of Locharkaig, Achnacarry, and the woody ravines of the dark Mill which once sheltered the Royal wanderer, and after spending the night at Clunes he joined the steamer for the North where he was to resume his labours.




    While we regret that so many active men feel it necessary to leave their own country for one so distant we congratulate the Colony on getting such an acquisition, and hope that by a few such repetitions, the Highlands will be considerably relieved from its overplus population—that the circumstances both of those who remain and those who depart, will be greatly improved—and that the moral character of the Colony will be much improved by the infusion of so many good members into it.
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    Hugh Beattie, Mary’s maternal grandfather, about 1886
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    Grandma Beattie of Brooklyn
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    Merry Vale, near Goulburn—where Dame Mary was born—as it looks today.
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    Jane Lockett, Mary’s mother’s sister
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    Mary as a young girl


  




  A month later (16 June 1838) and regularly thereafter in the Inverness Courier Boyter announced embarkation plans to the impatient Lochaber emigrants.




  

    Emigration to New South Wales. This is to give notice to those engaged to proceed from the Fort-William District that the ship Boyne has been chartered by the Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty for their conveyance to New South Wales, and is expected to arrive at Cromarty about the 1st of August. The previous arrangement of embarking at Oban was found impracticable, as no ship of a suitable description could be provided either at Liverpool or in any of the Western Ports of Scotland. It will therefore be necessary for those concerned to make such arrangements as are best calculated for their appearance on board at Cromarty on a day that will be appointed hereafter and advertised in the Inverness Courier...




    D. Boyter M.D.




    P.S. Dr. Cameron at Achdalieu near Fort-William proceeds in the Boyne in medical charge…


  




  It is easy to imagine the inconvenience for the Lochaber families caused by the change of embarkation point from Oban to Cromarty. Although it was late summer, their progress along the side of the Great Glen from Loch Eil to Inverness and on to Cromarty would have been costly and laborious. On 15 August 1838 Boyter announced in the Courier that




  

    the Emigrant ship Boyne, having arrived at Cromarty, this is to give notice to all those engaged to proceed in her, that on Monday the 20th instant, that Vessel will be ready for their reception.


  




  Two weeks later the Courier announced that ‘the Boyne Emigrant Ship proceeds to sea on the morning of the 29th’. But the Boyne of 619 tons, with its owner/master G. W. Richardson, 284 Highland emigrants, and one paying passenger, the Reverend Colin Stewart, had a delayed and miserable beginning to its odyssey. North Sea gales prevented its departure until 1 September and it made slow, uncomfortable progress from Cromarty north along the Scottish coast. From Sunday 2 September to Tuesday 4 September it sheltered in Scrabster Roads near Thurso where it rode out another gale and took on fresh water before proceeding. In late November the Boyne reached the Cape of Good Hope and arrived at Sydney on 2 January 1839, the new year seeming to the expectant immigrants an auspicious time to begin their new life in Australia. The Sydney Gazette of 10 January 1839 carried the following grateful letter which, both by its tone and contents, indicated that the voyage had been quite successfully negotiated.




  

    Editor of the Sydney Gazette




    Sir,




    Although utter strangers to the Colony we shall feel much obliged to you if you will be so kind as to give the following testimony to Captain Richardson of the ship Boyne, publicly through the medium of your useful journal. I am, Sir, on behalf of all the Emigrants in the ship Boyne, your most obedient and humble servant.




    Charles McGregor. Passenger.




    The Emigrants just arrived from the Highlands of Scotland ... [offer] their unfeigned gratitude to Captain Richardson, first officer Mr. Daniel, Ewen Cameron, Surgeon, Rev. Colin Stewart who acted as Chaplain on Board [and] Mr. Duncan Cameron who acted as Schoolmaster.


  




  The dispersal of the new arrivals proceeded quickly. Three of the Cameron families were offered employment at £22 a year with rations by William and James Macarthur, sons of John Macarthur, who had established the first major rural estate in the Colony at Camden. One of those families was that of Mary Gilmore’s paternal grandparents, Hugh Cameron (born 1803), designated on the shipping roll as ‘shepherd of Kilmaly, Argyle’, and his wife, Mary (born 1808 as Mary McColl in Ardnamurchan). The Ardnamurchan Parochial Register shows that on 12 December 1826 a marriage took place between Ewen [Hugh] Cameron, shepherd of Ockle, and Mary McColl of Swordalechaol. Both place names still exist on the northern shore of the Ardnamurchan peninsula. With Hugh and Mary Cameron in the Boyne were their children: James (b. 1827), Alexander (1828), Isabel (?1831), Donald (1835) and Marjorie (1838). Their fourth child Donald, born at Inverness, Scotland, 15 September 1835, was to become Dame Mary Gilmore’s father. The second Cameron family taken up by the Macarthurs was that of Hugh’s older brother, George (b. 1799), his wife, Margaret (1804), and their nine children. Both Hugh and George were sons of Donald Cameron and his wife, Marjorie (Cumming). Shown in the Kilmallie Parish Register as ‘of Achdaliew’, Donald and Marjorie were probably designated in that fashion primarily to distinguish them from the many other Donald Cameron families in Lochaber. Further back than that Donald Cameron (Dame Mary’s great grandfather), born about 1750 in the aftermath of the 1745 Rising and the Battle of Culloden, it is impossible to trace the line with certainty. A frequently-quoted Dame Mary Gilmore family tree on the Cameron side is that published in The Australian Genealogist (April 1941) and prepared by Mary E. J. Yeo. Under the title, ‘Dame Mary Gilmore, D.B.E. Her Scottish Ancestry’, Mary Yeo lists the following stages of Dame Mary’s Cameron descent:




  

    	Allan Cameron, married McLachlan (whose mother was a Cameron, of Erracht)




    	Issue: John, who married... McLean, of Duart, and had issue



      

        	Donald, of whom presently




        	John




        	John Doun




        	Alexander, and three daughters: Kate, Margaret, and Elizabeth, of Glenphean.


      


    




    	Donald (known as Donald Dhu), married Marcella Cumin (Margera Commin), daughter of George Cumin of Artlawn, and had eight sons and two daughters.



      

        	Ewen, married Miss Laidley, went to U.S.A...




        	John...




        	George Cameron, married Margaret McLean of Carna, daughter of James McLean, of the Duart Castle McLeans. He came to Australia in 1839 with his family in the Boyne and had two sons, John and James and seven daughters




        	Alexander




        	Hugh Cameron...married Mary Jane McColl. Hugh had issue:—



          

            	Alexander...




            	Isabella...




            	Donald Cameron, married Mary Ann Beattie ... and had issue



              

                	Mary Jean (or Jane) (Dame Mary Gilmore D.B.E.)




                	Hugh James




                	John Alexander




                	Isobel Rose




                	Charles Stuart, and three others d.s.p.


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  It is impossible to authenticate this family tree from any published Cameron genealogical line. There are inaccuracies and omissions in Mary Yeo’s line (e.g. Hugh’s first child was James not Alexander) but its major fault is the vagueness of its information relating to A Allan and B John (no birth or death dates or other identifying facts). They cannot be identified with certainty in the main Lochiel line or in any of the cadet Cameron families set out in John Stewart’s The Camerons. The difficulty of tracing a minor individual family among the many branches of the Clan Cameron is recognized by all Highland historians. For the benefit of this biography the present Lochiel, 26th Chief of the Clan, Donald Hamish Cameron of Lochiel, instigated an attempt by well-known Ardnamurchan historian, Iain Thornber, to identify Dame Mary Gilmore’s Cameron ancestry. After painstaking and largely fruitless investigations Thornber concluded that perhaps Dame Mary Gilmore was of the Camerons of Glenpean, an offshoot of the Camerons of Strone (the Camerons of Strone sprang from the original MacGillonies, one of the ancient tribes of Lochaber). Among the various opinions of Cameron family historians in Australia, including Dame Mary herself, are suggestions of a descent from an early, younger, Lochiel son; from the Cameron of Erracht line; from the Callart or Lundavra line; or even from the Fassifern line. It is clear that, in spite of Dame Mary’s somewhat fanciful suggestions of lofty connections,10 descent through the main Lochiel line must be ruled out, although a younger son of an earlier Lochiel could be a possibility. The straitened family circumstances that led to the decision to emigrate and Hugh’s status (an impoverished shepherd with five children) compel the belief that the family’s origins are reasonably humble and lie hidden among the multitudinous minor branches of the Clan. Thornber’s research produced one interesting fact—that Dame Mary Gilmore’s paternal grandmother, Mary McColl, was closely related to the bard, Donald McColl of Acharacle, whose poems and songs have recently been published in Scotland. It may well be then that the Australian poet’s literary talent had some of its origins in the McColl of Ardnamurchan background—not a suggestion that was ever canvassed by Dame Mary herself. The Mary Yeo family tree shows Mary Jane McColl as the ‘sister of Mr. McColl of Mount Werong Station, relative of Hugh McColl, M.P., father of irrigation in Australia. He and his son James represented the Mandurang electorate for twenty seven years’.




  The three Cameron families (the third was that of Allan Cameron, brother of George and Hugh) were taken first to the Macarthur estate at Camden, and then on to Richlands, the newly-established Macarthur property in the Taralga district in the County of Argyle, named by Governor Lachlan Macquarie in remembrance of his own native county in Scotland. In November 1822 James Macarthur, who had a station at Sutton Forest, explored the Taralga district for new grazing runs. In 1824 he and his brother, William, each took up 2500 acres in the area; in 1826 12000 acres were purchased by the family for another brother, Edward Macarthur, and James and William each received a further grant of 5000 acres in recognition of their services to the Colony. The extensive Richlands thus became the chief Macarthur grazing property. Typical of the arrangements that would have been made between the Macarthurs and the Camerons was that made between them and the emigrants who had arrived in the ship Brothers in 1837:




  

    That we will give you during good behaviour for three years that you may be in our service fifteen pounds [twenty-two for the Camerons] per annum, a cottage rent free and a plot for a garden, 7 lbs of meat and 11 lbs of flour per week, also the privilege of keeping a cow with pigs and poultry on condition of their not getting into mischief and being solely for your own use and after five years should you continue that time in our service we will establish each of you as a tenant on fertile land taking the rent either in labour or in produce. And during the first six months in our service to your wife one half of the above allowance of provisions.11


  




  Tragedy soon struck Hugh Cameron’s family at Richlands, where he, George and Allan were shepherds, George later becoming the property’s manager. Hugh’s eldest son James, aged twelve years and classed as a shepherd, died about 18 March (buried 20 March) 1839, some eleven weeks after arriving in Australia. Hugh’s wife, Mary, designated as ‘shepherd’s wife’, died about 2 May (buried 4 May) 1839, some six weeks after the death of her son. The burial records from the time do not specify the cause of death but within Dame Mary Gilmore’s family the two deaths have always been attributed to the lingering effects of ‘ship’s fever’. The blow to the newly-arrived Cameron family can be imagined; such tragic events must have soured their reaction to their new environment and led them to regret their seemingly ill-fated decision to leave Scotland. With a young family to raise, Hugh Cameron soon took another wife, Janet McLean, a widow on Lachlan McAlister’s nearby Strathaird property. The marriage was celebrated at Goulburn on 27 October 1840, some eighteen months after Hugh’s first wife’s death. Hugh left the Macarthur employ at the end of his contract; the 1856 Electoral Rolls reveal him as a freehold landowner in the then nearby Cotton Valley area. The property, later called Roslyn, became the Cameron family home. In 1863 Hugh Beattie, an Ulster immigrant, brought his large family to the adjoining property which he called Mary Vale (after his wife Mary). Among his children was Mary Ann, born near Richmond, New South Wales, on 25 May 1846. When Mary Ann Beattie first made the acquaintance of neighbour, Donald Cameron, a bachelor of twenty-eight, she was seventeen.




  The Beatties




  Hugh and Mary Beattie, Dame Mary Gilmore’s maternal grandparents, who arrived in Australia on 12 February 1842 in the Champion, participated in one of history’s best-known population movements—the emigration from nineteenth-century Ireland. The situation that confronted twenty-three-year-old Wesleyan carpenter, Hugh Beattie, and his twenty-year-old dairymaid wife, Mary, when they married on 20 July 1840 at Clonfeacle, County Armagh, was identical with that facing Hugh and Mary Cameron in the Highlands two years earlier. Ireland was overcrowded and most of its surplus population destitute. The prospects of a worthwhile future for the Beatties in their own homeland were meagre. In the sixty years between 1780 and 1840 the population of Ireland had almost trebled; the 1841 census figure of eight and a quarter million (believed to be a significant under-estimate) confirmed Ireland as the most densely populated country in Europe at that time. Over-population inevitably brought poverty, especially in rural areas. The Irish Poor Enquiry of 1835 showed that three-quarters of the Irish rural labourers existed without regular employment because some 90 per cent of Irish farms, being less than thirty-five acres, required virtually no hired labour. As in the Scottish Highlands the land holdings had been fragmented over many years among the peasant farmers until, by the early nineteenth century, families were attempting to exist on plots as small as a half acre. The ability of the rural poor to survive had for several generations depended on the success of the erratic potato crop; its periodic failures led to frequent spells of near famine conditions and an overflow of the Irish poor to England (where they were unwelcome), Canada and North America. As with Scottish emigration, the additional cost of getting to the more distant Australian colony had long militated against an Irish exodus to New South Wales. Again, as with Scotland, the bounty immigration systems of the 1830s and the widely-reported prospects of secure employment and high wages in the Antipodes brought a changed attitude. The number of free Irish immigrants in Australia totalled a mere 407 in 1831 but had risen to 22483 by 1841, the input of almost 20000 immigrants in the three-year period 1839–41 coinciding with the peak years of the bounty systems.




  Although Ulster was not generally as poverty-stricken as Southern Ireland (Belfast, for example, was thriving industrially while Dublin was stagnating), in some parts, especially of County Armagh, where the Beatties lived, the standard of living was as low as anywhere in the country. Ulster’s population profile had been significantly changed in the seventeenth century when Scottish Protestants, including the ancestors of Hugh and Mary Beattie, were brought in to displace the original Irish landholders. From Dame Mary Gilmore comes this version of the Beattie background.




  

    In Ireland the first progenitor of the family was a Knight in the train of James I, who came with the King from Scotland to England. He was granted for a retainer 1000 acres of ‘arable land’ in Armagh, Ireland. In Armagh, English spelling not at that time having been definitely fixed, the name became Beatty. When my grandfather came to Australia he allowed our unfixed spelling to make it permanently Beattie, at least as far as he was concerned. He was Hugh, one of three brothers, the other two being Alexander and James. Alexander was appointed by Sir Robert Peel to establish the New Arm of the Law, the police, in Wales.12


  




  Some years later she gave additional details:




  

    My mother was the daughter of Hugh Beatty (changed to Beattie in Australia) direct descendant of Sir William Beatty, a Knight in the train of James VI & I (of Great Britain). He was granted the Barony of Armagh, & his tomb is in Dublin C. of E. Cathedral. Earl Beatty is a relative. My mother’s mother was Mary (Ralston), descendant of Ralph the Rover who took the bell from the Inchcape Rock (‘The Abbot of Aberbrothock’ etc.) & was himself wrecked there as a result.13


  




  Mary Beattie was indeed originally Mary Rolston (Rolleston) but the suggested link with the famous Inchcape Rock, delightful though it is, is neither confirmed nor confirmable. Nor is the link with Sir William Beatty; as with the Cameron ancestry in Scotland, the Beatty family in Ulster became greatly extended over the two centuries between their original arrival in the time of James I and the emigration of Hugh and Mary to Australia. The Beatty/Beattie name is widespread in both County Tyrone and County Armagh, adjoining inland counties of Ulster. Although that fact lends some credence to Dame Mary Gilmore’s belief in the original Beatty connection it also makes the placement of this one minor particular family within the overall Beatty clan virtually impossible.




  Fifteen months after their marriage Hugh Beattie and his pregnant wife travelled, as many other Irish emigrants had done before them, from Belfast to Liverpool, where, on 27 October 1841 in the Champion, they left for Sydney as part of a complement of 290 private bounty immigrants. The barque Champion of 795 tons, a veteran of several earlier voyages to the Colony of New South Wales, had, on this occasion, James Cochrane as her master, and the passage, reasonably uneventful (some twelve deaths and three births), occupied 107 days. Given into Hugh Beattie’s care at Liverpool (a common practice to preserve the respectability of young emigrant women not accompanied by their parents) were Anna Jane Coates and Sophia Houston, teenage girls seeking domestic employment in the Colony. The emigrants, who were described in the ship’s report of the voyage as ‘quiet, decent and on the whole well behaved and respectable’ existed on the adequate if unexciting diet of three-quarters of a pound of beef, mutton or fish daily, supplemented by bread, butter, coffee, tea, flour, sugar and ample water. Conditions on the bounty ships were closely supervised; there were lessons for the children and church services on the Sabbath, weather permitting.




  Many of the Champion immigrants, had, like the Beatties, been sponsored by prominent colonist, George Townshend, either on his own behalf or on behalf of the Australian Immigration Association on whose District Committee for Immigration in the Paterson and Williams District he was a leading figure. Townshend, born in Darland, Denbighshire, North Wales, in 1797, had come as a free settler to the colony in 1826 in the Prince Regent, a ship regularly used to transport convicts. Earl Bathurst had recommended a grant of land to him in a despatch to Governor Darling in October 182514 and he also brought with him to the Colony a letter of introduction from Under Secretary R. W. Hay of the Colonial Office to the Governor. His good connections and apparent affluence (his stated capital was £2000) led Darling to give him in October 1826 the maximum grant then available (2560 acres) at Paterson’s Plains in the Hunter River district. Governor Lachlan Macquarie had permitted settlers to occupy land at Paterson’s Plains in the County of Durham some 200 kilometres north of Sydney, as early as 1812. By the late 1820s when Townshend took up his grant, the district, which had been named after William Paterson, who had surveyed it in 1801, had become recognized as a remote but excellent agricultural area and a network of substantial rural properties had begun to develop there. Townshend’s own property, Trevallyn, was to become one of the district’s finest estates. Throughout the 1830s Townshend cut a considerable figure in the Colony. He accumulated further large holdings at Paterson’s Plains, was made a J.P. and a member of the Bench of Magistrates at Paterson’s Plains, became Chairman of the Paterson River Stock Protection Association, married well and kept a residence in Sydney, raced horses, attended levees at Government House, was a shareholder in the India Steamship Company, a committee member of the Brisbane Water Steamship Company, and was co-opted to the committee of the Australian Immigration Association. By the time the bounty immigrants of the Champion, sponsored in his name, arrived in Sydney in February 1842, however, Townshend had apparently overreached himself and his affairs were in decline. The Australian of 28 December 1841 carried a description of the Townshend properties on the Paterson and Alleyn Rivers that were to be sold to satisfy his creditors. The ten farms, mostly located in the vicinity of the present township of Gresford, comprised almost 4000 acres; they were described as




  

    admirably adapted for homesteads, especially for families, for dairying, breeding of horses and fine cattle, and for cultivation of all kinds, the soil of the flats being of the richest description...For vineyards and orchards, no part of the colony surpasses it. There is plenty of stone, brick earth, limestone, cedar and every other description of building material on the farms and in the neighbourhood. The two beautiful streams [the Paterson and the Alleyn Rivers] on which these farms are situated, abound in fish.


  




  The list of effects of the Trevallyn estate to be sold by order of the Trustees on 12 April 1842 appeared in the Australian on 31 March and 5 April 1842. Although the Beatties were fated, then, never to share in Townshend’s Trevallyn paradise, they went on as planned to the Hunter Valley. No definite information survives concerning their experiences there although Dame Mary claims that Hugh’s humane treatment of the Aborigines of the area led to friction with other white settlers and ultimately caused their departure from the region. Joshua, the first of the Beatties’ thirteen children (eleven survived), was born in the Hunter district on 29 May 1842. By the time the fourth child, Mary Ann (mother of Dame Mary) was born (25 May 1846), the family was living at Richmond and Hugh’s profession was given as carpenter. The Beatties remained in the Windsor-Penrith district for more than a decade. The 1856 electoral roll gives Hugh’s address as ‘Nepean, 5 miles from Penrith’. Dame Mary refers to the Beattie home in this period as Kerry Lodge, which, she says, her grandfather built. It was ‘on the old Castlereagh Road from Penrith...where my mother was born two doors past the little [first] Wesleyan Church’.15 Kerry Lodge, which stood, according to Dame Mary, on some 300 acres, replaced the existing rambling, old, white-anted, wooden house in which the Beatties lived while waiting for the new house to be built.16 In the ten years after Mary Ann’s birth they had seven more children, one of whom, Caroline (26 January 1854), died in infancy. Their last child was born 3 October 1860 at Little Hartley in the Blue Mountains area of New South Wales, Hugh being described at the time as ‘farmer and carrier’. Although the 1863 electoral rolls do not show the Beatties in Argyle they probably moved to the property, Mary Vale, late that year. The marriage of Donald Cameron and Mary Ann Beattie was celebrated at Mary Vale on 21 June 1864. Their first child, Mary Cameron, who became Dame Mary Gilmore, was born at Mary Vale on 16 August 1865. To celebrate the birth of his granddaughter, Hugh Beattie planted a poplar tree which had been struck from the first poplars grown in the Colony at the Botanical Gardens in Sydney. The remains of that poplar, ancient and badly scarred by the years, still stands at Merry Vale today.




  

    1 This incident was related to the author by a close friend of Dame Mary’s, the late Tom Inglis Moore, in one of the many discussions we had, over the years, about her.
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    8 Alexander McGregor, licentiate of the Church of Scotland at Kilmur, Skye, explained the pressure on the lotting system thus: The common custom is that when the son or daughter of a lotter or crofter marries, the newly-married couples are received by the parents of either party, with whom they live for some time as one family; but eventually the said parents cut off a portion from their own little possession for the young people...the old people generally portion off their lands in as many shares as they have of sons and daughters...the original occupier [is] ultimately left with a share no larger than any of those given away to his children...All this takes place on a tenure of land too small for the comfortable support of the original occupier. On many farms by means of this baneful system the population has been doubled in the last sixteen years.’ Scotsman, 8 September 1838.
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    16 Mary wrote often of Kerry Lodge in letters to friends and in her reminiscences. In her diary, 12 February 1938, she recalled a visit to the old place with Mr and Mrs George Watkins. ‘Stopped at Kerry Lodge which grandfather Beattie had built in 184– and where five or six of his children had been born, my mother among them. Saw the old peppercorns he had planted and the fig tree (loaded) in which my mother used to hide to read. There is still on the old well the windlass grandfather put there.’ Her last visit was in1952 when she was eighty-seven.
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  Childhood and Adolescence


  1865–1882




  Known usually as Jeannie or Jennie1 by her family, Mary Cameron was less than a year old when her Beattie grandparents sold Mary Vale to the Nixon family, who were to live there for most of the next century. Early in 1866 the Beatties moved about 200 kilometres westward to Wagga Wagga, a rapidly-developing township on the banks of the Murrumbidgee and the centre of a fine pastoral district. There they rented a property, Brooklyn, which Mary often referred to as ‘The Old Vineyard’, just north of the township, on what was known then as the Brucedale Road, later the Junee Road, and is now part of the Olympic Way. A delightful place with a well-established garden, orchard and vineyard, Brooklyn became a source of many fond memories for Dame Mary in her later years.




  Although Wagga Wagga had been declared a township as early as 1847, it grew rapidly after the 1861 Selection Acts caused a rush of selectors to the surrounding Murrumbidgee plains. The town’s strange name is sometimes said to be a corruption of the words, ‘woggo woggo’, an Aboriginal imitation of the cry of crows on the wing. It has also been suggested that the words mean, in Aboriginal dialect, ‘place of many crows’. The exasperating presence of the ubiquitous crow in the district is reflected in the armorial bearings of the city of Wagga Wagga, where two crows stand sentinel on each side of the coat of arms. When the Beatties arrived in 1866 Wagga Wagga was thriving. With a population of about seven hundred, it possessed a hospital, a post office, a Cobb & Co. coach office, several fine stores and branch offices of the more important banks. It also had a court house, a racecourse, three hotels and a lively newspaper, the Wagga Wagga Express.




  For about a year after his marriage Donald Cameron worked on the mail run between Goulburn and Queanbeyan. That job required him to be away from home for three days each week and his young bride and infant daughter were left to face the isolation of the bush in a two-room slab hut at a place called Red Bank, near the then village of Crookwell. That unsatisfactory situation was resolved by Donald taking his family to Wagga Wagga with the Beatties. He took a job on Cowabbie (Cowaby) station, a sheep run of some 12 000 hectares in the Lachlan district, about 100 kilometres north of Wagga Wagga. His family lived with him on a part of Cowabbie known as Ocean Plain but his wife returned frequently with the children to Brooklyn for short visits. Two sons were born in the Cowabbie period, Hugh James, on 23 November 1866, and John Alexander, on 21 March 1869.2 Mary’s particular memories of Cowabbie were of the trees that stood like a wall on the horizon. Waiting in the evenings for her father to return from his work on outlying parts of the station, the small child would expect to see him coming over the tops of the trees but, to her surprise, the tiny figure of the lone horseman would always emerge on the plain, inside the wall of trees. It was while they were at Cowabbie, probably early in 1867, that the Camerons were held up by the bushranger, Blue Cap (Robert Cotterall), and his gang. The station men were away mustering; Blue Cap nursed the two-year-old Mary on his knee and played games with her while his men helped themselves to provisions and the gang then rode off. The hold-up at Cowabbie was one of many similar minor depredations by the gang in the area in 1867. Blue Cap was wounded and captured by police early in 1868. A rather harmless young tearaway of the time, he was sentenced at Wagga Wagga on 29 April 1868 to ten years gaol, of which he served some six years.




  After a difference of opinion with the station manager, Donald left Cowabbie late in 1869, vowing never to work for a boss again. Although only self-taught, he was a useful carpenter and he spent most of the next decade moving about the countryside building homesteads on stations in the Wagga Wagga, Coolamon, Junee, Temora and West Wyalong districts. His first venture was to build a house on the 20 000-hectare Tooyal station, north of Wagga Wagga, in 1871, and it was while they were at Tooyal, when she was five years old, that Mary had her first few months of formal schooling. Isabella Rose (Rosie), Mary’s only sister to survive infancy, was born on 28 October 1870 and her third brother, Donald George, was born on 13 October 1872. In 1873 Donald was building on Kindra Station near Coolamon for John Stinson, son of Samuel Stinson, who had arrived from Londonderry, Northern Ireland, with his wife, in 1836 and had taken up Kindra (Keandra) Creek, a run of about 8000 hectares in 1866. John Stinson married Emma Meurant, daughter of the well-known pioneer of the Parramatta district, Ferdinand Napoleon Meurant. Mary’s uncle, William Hugh Beattie, also married a Meurant, the niece of Emma, so Mary always felt a sense of relationship with the Stinson family. At Kindra Mary shared lessons sometimes with John Stinson’s children under their tutor, Mr Arthur.




  When not in temporary occupation of some makeshift dwelling on the particular station where Donald was building, the Camerons moved back to stay with the Beatties at Brooklyn or in rented houses in Wagga Wagga. While this nomadic existence was exciting for the children, it was unsatisfactory for the parents, especially the wife and mother, Mary Ann, who had had no opportunity to establish a proper home and who could foresee, in this lifestyle, schooling difficulties for the children. In one of the periods in between station jobs (for about three or four months in 1873) Mary, then not quite eight, attended the Brucedale school, which was under the charge of Miss Hughena Daley. It was at this time that she ecstatically discovered composition—the transference of ideas and thoughts into writing. Of that time she later recalled:




  

    I learned to compose sentences and write. Instead of going out to play in the dinner hour I would stay in school writing stories and descriptions of things filling both sides of my slate as fast as I could go...in an absolute fury of composition.3


  




  Early in the next year Donald bought land on the Brucedale road not far from the grandparents and built a cottage of four rooms and a kitchen, the first real home that he and Mary Ann had known in the ten years of their marriage. Mary was sent briefly to Mr Colin Pentland’s Academy, a small private school (a common practice at the time) which operated at North Wagga Wagga between 1872 and 1878. The Pentland Academy became a casualty of the Murrumbidgee flooding and was closed down. When nine years old, and considered big enough to walk the five kilometres to school, she went with her brother, Hugh (eight), to the new Wagga Wagga Public School, which had replaced the old one in 1872. Peter Durie, a young and vigorous Scot, was the headmaster (later a school inspector) and a Miss Galloway the girls’ mistress. Mary was initially at a disadvantage in arithmetic and algebra because of the little formal schooling she had had but her flair for language and composition and her natural keenness helped her to make rapid progress. Her imaginative written work was frequently held up as an example to her classmates and older pupils. Among the memorabilia treasured by Dame Mary down the years and held in her collection at the Mitchell Library, Sydney, are several certificates from the Wagga Wagga Public School stating that ‘Miss Mary J. Cameron has merited the approbation of her teacher during the month of...’. Surviving certificates include January to October 1876, March and April 1877 and February 1878. The ‘free, secular and compulsory’ education enshrined in Sir Henry Parkes’s Public Instruction Act of 1880 was not then available; Mary recalled that the school fees were one shilling a week for the first child, ninepence for the second, sixpence for the third and threepence for the fourth. The educational authorities exacted no charge for the fifth or subsequent children of large families. Since boys in such families usually left school at eleven or twelve to take on labouring work and girls of similar age to help with domestic tasks at home, Mary wryly questioned whether the authorities missed much revenue in their dispensation for ‘subsequent’ children.




  Her schooling at Wagga Wagga Public School occupied about two and a half years and when Donald took up a selection on Houlaghan’s Creek late in 1877 near the present village of Downside, she spent a few months of 1878 as a pupil at Downside school, which had just been established. In July 1878, a month before her thirteenth birthday, Mary left the extraordinarily brief world of her childhood behind her and went off as an unpaid school monitor (attendant to the teacher) to her schoolteacher uncle, George Gray, at Cootamundra. Gray, who had married Mary’s twenty-year-old aunt, Emily Isobel Beattie, was to train Mary to become a pupil-teacher, the customary method at the time of entering the teaching profession. In the same unpaid capacity she accompanied the Grays to a school at Woomargama near Albury in 1879. The small country school, set among farms, had no spare room in its residence so a bed was made up for Mary in the school, which stood at some distance from the house. She tells of lying awake at night trembling and cold with nervous fear, listening to the cry of the mopoke and the melancholy wail of the curlew and nearly bursting with fright at the rustle of the mice in the schoolroom. At the end of 1879, thin, run-down and nervous, the fourteen-year-old returned home to her family, but in a large family beset by the usual economic difficulties of the time, respite was brief. After six months she resumed her preparation to become a teacher by joining John Beattie (‘a good, kind uncle’) at his school at Yerong Creek, a village about thirty kilometres south-east of Wagga Wagga. For eighteen months John Beattie prepared her to take the pupil-teacher examination of New South Wales—which she did successfully in June 1882. On 16 November 1882 D. S. Hicks, District School Inspector at Wagga Wagga, sent a letter to Donald Cameron, then proprietor of a small hotel or ‘shanty’ at Broken Dam, Merool (now Mirrool) Creek, a few kilometres north of the present town of Ariah Park in the Temora district.




  

    Will you be good enough to inform me as to the towns or places you would be willing for your daughter, Mary Jane, to be appointed as pupil-teacher in? You might consider the following places amongst others:—Narandera [sic], Junee Junction, Balranald, Hay, Wilcannia, Wentworth, Wagga Wagga, Frogmoor (near Buroowa).


  




  From this cluster of remote and uninviting outback villages and small towns which would have offered few amenities in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, Donald (presumably at Mary’s behest) chose Wagga Wagga. On 13 December 1882 she was informed by a letter sent to her at Broken Dam from the Department of Public Instruction in Sydney that she was provisionally appointed for three months ‘to the office of Pupil-Teacher’ at the Wagga Wagga Public School. Taking up duty at the beginning of the 1883 school year, Mary entered on a teaching career that continued, apart from minor interruptions, until her resignation at the end of October 1895 to leave Australia to join William Lane’s Cosme settlement in Paraguay.




  Most of what can be discovered about the child, Mary Cameron, who became Dame Mary Gilmore, comes from the personal memories and recollections contained in her numerous books and autobiographical articles, from the many letters that passed between her and her friends and family, from the memorabilia that she collected and annotated in the course of her long life and hoarded for the Mitchell Library collection, and from one definitive attempt, made in the last decade of her life (1955), to write the story of her childhood. Valuable external accounts of her as a child come from her uncle, Alfred Beattie (1860–1933), and from two of her Wagga Wagga school contemporaries, William P. (Billy) Bluett (1871–1968) and his sister, Ida Tingcombe, who was a year or two older than Mary. The portrait that emerges from the combination of all sources is that of a sensitive, talented girl, whose passionate interests lay equally in the day-to-day world about her and in the limitless world of the imagination.




  There was in her, from the beginning, a loving awareness of her natural environment.




  

    She loved all things; the sheen




    Of leaves, the grass




    Whose tussocks gleamed like




    Palaces of glass




    While deeps within her welled




    If but a mote




    Riding a sunbeam, set




    Its gold afloat.4


  




  Her earliest memories were, she says, of sunshine, wind, rain, sky, earth, animals, birds and insects. Like most bush children, the freedom of the bush was hers and she and her brothers were able to roam almost at will, limited only by such parental demands as presence at meal times and the satisfactory completion of minor domestic chores such as setting the table, drying the dishes, collecting the eggs, ‘beetling’ (i.e. softening by pounding) the linen, and carrying in wood for the kitchen fire. Unlike some fictional bush characters, the Cameron children never became lost; their sense of direction was acute and their calculation of time, by the sun and other portents of the bush, equally so. In the Bookfellow of 1 August 1907 she recalled those golden childhood hours in the bush:




  

    ...we wandered miles and miles from home, through scrub and box and stringy bark, setting out early with our ‘dinners’ and only coming home when hunger drove us, or the slanting sun warned us, and yet never got lost and never failed to locate home-direction (which usually was exactly home)... Children of the bush and in the bush, we rarely set out for anywhere. We simply set our faces outward and went; when it was time to come home we ceased ‘wenting’ (or wending) and turned our faces eastward, westward, south’ard, or nor’ard, and ‘home’ was where we knew it was, but never thought about.


  




  She attributed to her father much of her knowledge of the bush and her love for the things of nature.




  

    Whenever father took us for a drive [in the sulky] or a walk he would tell us to notice what we passed, what we saw and what we heard. Sometimes when we came home he would ask us to recapitulate what we had seen. In this way we learned to know every tree in the bush, every animal and reptile that we saw and every bird that we heard.5


  




  

    I was taught that the earth was the Hand of God in relation to the innocent things of lower creation, and that when man came between these and that Hand it was his place to remember that he had taken, and his part to make a recognizing return.6


  




  The only things to which she gave a wide berth were snakes. She would nurse frogs, spiders and caterpillars in her hands while they remained still. She knew every type of bush spider and stood enraptured whenever she came across one spinning its web. She had a Noah’s Ark in which she kept insects of all kinds; it was her favourite plaything until she was given a birthday box of paints and fell in love with colour. The colours of flowers especially attracted her but she preferred the wild bush flowers to the home garden varieties. Her favourites were the wild buttercups; she never tired of bringing them home so that her mother or father could hold them under her chin to see if their bright yellow colour would light up her face. If it did (and it always did if the sun was shining) she stood delightedly confirmed as a ‘butter-lover’. The bush buttercups grew profusely in the Murrumbidgee grasslands and her brothers and she made crowns of them by plaiting the stems together and turning the flower heads outwards. They varied their headdress by doing the same with the bush bluebells and in the spring they collected the ground orchids, especially the beautiful spider orchid, which was prized above all others. At eight, while at Kindra station, she found her first flannel flower, an event remembered long after more material occasions were forgotten. Her lifetime of loving Australian wildflowers is given magnificent expression in ‘She was a Scented Land’ in Old Days: Old Ways (1934).




  Trees she loved even more than the bush flowers. She had a special affection for the yarran, the tree which sings when the wind blows through its leaves. The restless sound of the wind in the yarran tree stayed with her all her life, stirring the restlessness of her own nature. In her poem, ‘Jindra’, she links the yarran’s song to other natural auguries at her birth.




  

    My father heard a plover cry




    The night that I was born, and thistle-seed had wings




    The day they christened me.




    How then shall I sit in quiet by a hearth




    And never hear the wind blow through the yarran till it sings.7


  




  The sounds of the bush were familiar and reassuring; she said that she recognized birds as readily by their calls as by their colours. Of her childhood memories of the cranes, the long-legged waterbirds that abounded in Australian rural areas and that ought more correctly to be called herons, she wrote:




  

    I used to love to hear the crunk, or, as we called it, the cronk, of the crane. Even to this day the sound comes back. The rushy-edged pools are shining in the sun; above them the boree trees stand like sentinels and in every one there is a crane, silent as he broods...but cronking as he rises in flight, and cronking again as he sinks to settle again somewhere in the distance.8


  




  As a child she listened and watched as the wild swans left the swamps and billabongs of the Murrumbidgee on their seasonal migration. Young as she was, she came to recognize in that mass movement of the swans the insignificance of the individual in the face of the totality of existence.




  

    I never knew how vast the sky,




    I never knew how small was I




    Until I heard, remote and high,




    The distant swans’ far floated cry.9


  




  Important as the bush and its teeming life was to her, Mary’s deepest response as a child was to her immediate family—father, mother, siblings.




  

    If my mother was away for a day, one of my brothers or my sister, I felt as if the house had walls that stretched wide in emptiness because of that absence. Father was often away and I was used to that after the first day. But when he would come home I would feel that the world was full again.10


  




  The ties of flesh and blood made claims that she was to answer all her life. Her later writings are filled with delight in her Cameron ancestry, her respect for the moral fibre of the Beatties, her pride in her brother John’s career, her satisfaction when any of the extended family, such as novelist Jeannie Lockett, were applauded for their achievements, and her consuming maternal passion for her son, Billy, to whose childhood she was so selflessly dedicated.




  For her father, whose pet childhood name for her was ‘Sunshine’, she had an intense hero-worship that remained undiminished all her life. Of him she later wrote much; of her mother, much less. Six feet two and a half inches tall (a few centimetres short of two metres), and one of the strongest and most athletic of men, Donald Cameron could turn his hand to almost anything—house-building, fencing, mining, bore-sinking, farming, inn-keeping, driving a team, cooking, and even delicate sewing. Uneducated in a formal sense, he had a breadth of accumulated knowledge that ranged over religion, history, the classics and mathematics. Of his historical sense and talent as a raconteur, Mary wrote:




  

    He had the histories of the whole period, tales reaching from Goulburn to Hay. He had the faculty of catching a point, and he had the historical sense in a greater degree than any of his children. I remember when he had old friends come to stay and they would talk all night, how I, sitting on his or someone else’s knee as a child, would nearly cry with misery because I could not stay awake to hear them, it was so interesting. He had a way of making history seem history, even if it were only a bullock-wagon that he spoke of. He made things take their place in memory that otherwise would have been forgotten or seen as mere passing events. It is through him that I remember as much.11


  




  Passionate, impulsive and ruled by an irresistible urge to wander and to savour every new experience that life might offer, he was an affable acquaintance, an affectionate friend, a doting father and, at times, an exasperating, even impossible, husband. With him, his first child, Mary, cut to much the same pattern in some ways, had a remarkable empathy. As a girl growing up, Mary appears to have had less empathy with her mother, who, like her, was gifted in music, song and language, but whose personality was overwhelmed by being married when just eighteen to the dominant older Donald, by their years of nomadic existence, by bearing eight children of whom she lost two, and by the constant struggle against poverty. In a rapidly-growing and poor family, the eldest child, often only a baby itself, is soon pushed into the background by the regular arrival of other babies. When the eldest child is a girl (as in Mary’s case) she usually becomes a diminished version of the mother—the minder of babies, the guardian of the younger children, the patient, reliable workhorse faced with an eternal round of minor domestic chores. All this is bearable if the close bond between mother and eldest child is nurtured by the parent, if the mother ensures that her first-born knows that she has a special place that no later child can usurp. But in the pressure of the daily domestic round in a large and struggling family it is the loving gesture that is often the first casualty, the kind word that is most often neglected. As her childhood memoirs reveal, Mary clearly felt that she suffered that neglect, especially from her mother. She tells of the other children getting the kisses and embraces while she stood neglected in the background and her poetry often reflects ruefully on the heartache of the child who does not sue for affection, who refuses to wear her heart on her sleeve. She is explicit in her criticism of her mother’s perception of the eldest daughter’s role.




  

    I had to help the family as I grew older. Mother would not have the boys asked to help. Their careers had to be considered. Father thought the opposite way. He thought a girl needed help, education and freedom in order to develop, more than boys. Girls had less choice, they were more circumscribed and more open to derision and offending hurt more than boys. In any case boys, if their chosen career failed, had a wider choice even of satisfactions than a girl and more avenues of expressing themselves. However mother was insistent. And, as he thought that because the mother bore the child, she had a deeper and fuller right to decide for and about it than the father, he gave way...I think of those dumb years with a sense of loss—the young, quick imagination never comes back...So much for childhood—ardent, eager, sensitive, suffering. How I suffered being the odd one and the ugly duckling.12


  




  In a letter to W. A. Woods (her associate of the New Australia journal days) of 11 June 1903 she wrote:




  

    I was a child that constantly craved the affection of its nearest, or the signs of it, and because I would not sue I got, or fancied I got, least of it. It is the child that leaps on your lap and kisses you that gets the kiss, not the one that sits in the corner and longs for it.


  




  Her mother, whom she described in the same letter as a ‘highly-strung, nervous, bright woman without either fads or superstitions’, was intent, in keeping with her Wesleyan upbringing, that Mary would not become the slave of vanity and self-indulgence. A portrait of Mary aged about five was so much admired by all that she destroyed it, saying that it was making the child vain. Mary said of the affair: ‘In those days vanity was one of the seven deadly sins and my soul being in danger, had to be protected’.13 On her seventh birthday, when she was expecting to receive presents from her parents and brothers, she was set to work to copy on to cards some of the moralistic religious verses typical of the time. The copied verses were to be given as presents by her to the family. Complaining that she would prefer, on her birthday, to be outside playing with her brothers, she was told by her mother that it was an opportunity for her to exhibit exceptional unselfishness. With some wonder as to why the need for sacrifice should fall on her, the child obediently began to write. Looking back on the occasion many years later, Dame Mary was led to comment: ‘I was expected to be a saint who had not yet learned to be a sinner’. In the Mitchell Library collection are several faded note cards with the verses transcribed on them on that far-off birthday on 16 August 1872.




  

    How blest is he who ne’er consents


By ill advice to walk




    Nor stand in sinners ways nor sits


Where men profanely talk


  




  

    To my dear papa from his daughter Jeannie Cameron


  




  and




  

    Little deeds of kindness




    Little words of love




    Make our earth an Eden




    Like the Heaven above


  




  

    To Hugh James Cameron aged 6 years from his sister




    Jeannie on her 7th birthday.


  




  Her mother’s conviction that the eldest girl should shoulder the traditional share of responsibility is seen in a letter from her to Mary, aged eleven. Mary had been taken away from school (school not then being compulsory) and sent to help one of her aunts who was recuperating after an illness.




  Junee Road




  Dec. 6th ’76.




  

    My dear Jeannie,




    This is my first letter to you so you must take care of it and put it with the rest of your old relics and keepsakes when you come home...You mustn’t be lonely or mopish you know but you must be lively and sing and skip about...You and Hughie are not going to school until after the Christmas holidays...Dear Jeannie I miss you for nursing as baby is so roguish [Mary’s fourth brother Charles Stuart Cameron had been born eight months earlier, 8 April 1876]. He will not stay with the little ones but cries to come to me allways [sic], I hope your Auntie is quite well again. You must be kind to her and attentive and do all you can to help her and amuse the children. You ought to learn to milk too. Hughie is writing to you to tell you about his affairs. So I conclude with kindest love to you—and Auntie and the rest from your




    Mama.


  




  Hughie’s accompanying letter of the same date is affectionate in a brotherly, matter-of-fact fashion and has a consolatory undertone for his sister ‘on duty’ away from home.




  

    My dear sister Jennie,




    how are you? I hope you are quite well? are you taking your cold bath every morning? I hope you are not lonesome out there, we miss you very much. Although we youst to quarrel so very much I am sorry you are away.


  




  Mary was not an indolent child and only resented those household tasks which isolated her from the rest of the family. She would work happily at the most uninteresting chores provided she had company. Paradoxically, she enjoyed the tranquillity of sewing and when she graduated from the boring task of hemming tea towels and learned to crochet, she enjoyed the creativity of the work.




  Singing, reciting, dancing and music all played an important part in her childhood. Her mother sang beautifully the plaintive Scottish and Irish ballads that were part of the family’s background. As a child, Mary would become so anguished with emotion by ‘The Bonnie Hills of Scotland’ or ‘The Irish Emigrant’ that she would creep out of the room as her mother sang, to weep unseen. She recalls being chastised for having asked for the song and then not bothering to listen to it. From the age of seven she was an accomplished reciter of children’s poems and old Scottish ballads. She became adept, too, at Irish jigs and hornpipes and at Scottish dances; when visitors such as her Beattie uncles, aunts and cousins arrived she was an important part of the family entertainment that followed. A letter from her brother Jack (John Alexander) written to Mary from Czernowitz on 1 July 1923 recalls such an occasion:




  

    Do you remember a party at our place at Houlaghan’s Creek when we lived over the hill? Father sat on a bank playing the fiddle. Mother danced with Henry Jarvis, Uncle Willie with Cottie Montgomery who wore a red dress, Bob Montgomery with Aunt Emily and you with Uncle John. Finally you sang ‘Down in a green and shady bed’ and Hughie, ‘St Patrick was a Gentleman.’ Rosie and I sat beside Father and took it all in.


  




  From the beginning she loved words and reading. It was on her grandfather Beattie’s knee that she had her first reading lesson, her finger following his as he spelt out the opening words of the Gospel of John: ‘In the Beginning Was the Word’. When she did go to school on a regular basis her love of language was already well developed; among her early treasured possessions was a small family dictionary that she said she always carried around in the pocket of her dress. Although her first fascination was with fairy stories (‘The Princess with the Pea-Green Nose’), by the time she could read fluently (at about seven) she had a well-entrenched list of favourite books—Robinson Crusoe, The Pilgrim’s Progress, Uncle Tom’s Cabin—and Bible stories, Streaks of Light, Line upon Line and Precept upon Precept. Anything that she read became real to her; she lived the characters in the books, especially those who suffered. She was particularly at one with Crusoe.




  

    [My] imagination sailed with him [Crusoe], suffered with him, rejoiced with him, escaped with him—sweated with terror in the cave of the billy-goat, shook with horror at the print of the naked foot, sickened at the cannibal feast and praised God for the parched ears of corn.14


  




  Her books were treated with total care. Although they were read and re-read until they were almost falling apart, not a page was lost or a corner turned down. By seven she was an excellent speller (a gift that never deserted her), having been three times through Mavor’s Spelling Book which had been brought from Ireland by her Beattie grandparents and used in the education of her mother, aunts and uncles. A particular appeal of The Pilgrim’s Progress for her was its biblical-style language which she carried into her own conversation, much to the consternation of her schoolmates, who were confronted by phrases such as ‘verily verily’, ‘peradventure’, ‘by my halidom’, ‘odds bodkins’ and a liberal sprinkling of ‘thees’ and ‘thous’. Her reading also provided classmates with a fund of stories for she frequently spent the lunch hour entertaining a group of them in a quiet corner of the school yard. The ‘tomboy’ streak in her, however, was never far below the surface and she introduced to the segregated girls’ section of the playground many of the energetic games that she usually played with her brothers—foot-races, hop, step and jump, tossing the caber (a paling from a nearby fence) and tug-o’-war. In the classroom itself she established a reputation for skill in composition, reading and recitation. That reputation carried her through at least one awkward schoolroom moment. When her turn came to recite the poem, ‘The Sluggard’ (the previous evening’s homework), her memory, usually so reliable, suddenly deserted her. Dame Mary recalled the incident brilliantly in her childhood memoirs:




  

    However I made a dash at it and began brightly ‘Tis the voice of the Sluggard, I heard him complain You have waked me too soon, let me slumber again.’ I carried those two lines through so well that Miss Galloway stopped me and said, ‘You needn’t say any more. I see you know it’. I sat down with perspiration running down my knees. It was the solitary occasion when an air of dash carried me through.15


  




  In a family with Presbyterian and Wesleyan affiliations, Mary grew up with religious observance playing a major role in her daily life. Family prayers and Bible readings went hand in hand with such injunctions to moral behaviour as were exhibited in the seventh birthday cards. By the time she was eight she had become aware of death and eternity. In her youthful attempts to grapple with the idea of death she would stand erect, close her eyes, fall over backwards, lie still for several seconds and tell herself that she was ‘dead’. When several repetitions of this procedure failed to bring any satisfactory awareness of death, she would give up and return to skipping or playing. At twelve she had her first real religious crisis, getting out of bed on cold nights to pray to God to send her to Hell in order to save some other soul from damnation. On her frozen knees she would say to herself to test her sincerity, ‘Hell’s a million times colder than this’. When ironing she would touch the hot iron and say to herself, ‘Hell’s hotter than that—millions hotter—now do you mean it?’ Afraid to be afraid, she would tremble, say emphatically ‘I mean it’ and begin her prayers again. In the midst of all her anguish she said that she suddenly ‘realized God...God was God and that was enough. I never asked for more again and could never again believe less’.16 Chief among the Protestant ethics absorbed by her was that of ‘duty’. In ‘My Childhood’ she tells of Dolly, a little girl who caught diphtheria but who seemed to be gradually getting over it when her mother and baby sister became ill. The still-sick little girl had to get out of bed to see to the baby and would sit for hours gently rocking the cradle in which the fretful infant lay. One day the mother, hearing the baby cry, struggled out of bed to find the little girl sitting dead in the chair by the cradle. Mary said that her father’s comforting comment about Dolly was that ‘She died on duty’.17 The seven-year-old, often called to rock her baby brother Donald George’s cradle, would sit the straighter in the chair at the noble thought of dying ‘on duty’.




  The narrowness of the formal religious attitudes of the day are illustrated in several incidents in which her family was involved. It was once fleetingly suggested that carpenter Donald Cameron be asked to erect a bell which would be rung to summon people to the church services—a suggestion summarily dismissed when someone asked whether things had come to such a pass that Presbyterians needed a bell to remind them of their religious duty. On one occasion, when Mary was about ten, her Aunt Sarah (Beattie), wife of Charles White, editor of the Bathurst Free Press, who was visiting them, accompanied the Camerons to the Presbyterian service. Sarah, who had a fine contralto voice, led the congregation in singing the psalm. In Mary’s words:




  

    Gradually the congregation ceased till we were the only two left to carry on. The next Sunday she [Aunt Sarah] came again with us and when the organ began to play the minister said ‘I shall read the psalm because I’m not going to have the House of God turned into a play house.18


  




  Her Wesleyan grandfather, Hugh Beattie, displayed similar attitudes. Mary had been put by her parents into the Band of Hope, a temperance organization formed by the Methodists. She was asked to sing and dance in a Band of Hope concert that was to be held in the Sunday School room of the Wagga Wagga Wesleyan church. She duly danced Irish and Scottish jigs and sang, with others, Irish and Scottish songs. Grandfather Beattie was so angry that he stalked out of the room taking his family with him. It was, he said, turning God’s chapel into a theatre and neither he nor his would have any part of it. Of Hugh Beattie she later said:




  

    It was simply accident that called my grandfather anything so mild as Wesleyan. No weekly newspaper was read inside his doors on Sundays and no wicked secular music was ever heard inside his gates. One of my uncles learned in secret to play two hymn tunes on that instrument of evil—the fiddle. As a surprise he played them to his father but the old man never spoke, indeed from the setness of his look one would not think he heard. Yet he was one of the best men I ever knew. He had the sense of contract which meant so much and is so sure an indication of character. He served his Lord even in his smallest actions, but he held his head on a level with the throne.19


  




  As with the concept of ‘duty’, that of ‘contract’ was always of prime importance in Mary’s life. In her diary (4 October 1918) she wrote:




  

    To me the word ‘contract’ is the most beautiful word in the language because of what it means. The world leans on ‘contract’, expressed or implied. It holds all honours and all fidelities. Life moves in stability because of it. I contract with life to do this or do that and in that I am Atlas to life shaped and shaping to that doing. Take me away and that structuring is broken even if I am (only) as frail or my action as unimportant as the fallen wing of a gnat. Fidelity to contract is the essential duty of life. The volunteer for the listening post [a familiar role for the soldiers in the trenches of 1914–18] bears the might of the whole army on his fidelity to his contract...


  




  Religion was not, however, always as grim-faced as the preceding incidents might suggest. Copely Elliott’s story, recounted by Mary, reveals an ability to see the lighter side of the never-ending struggle between human frailty and temptation. Copely, the seven-year-old son of an early Wagga Wagga butcher, had had it firmly impressed upon him that the path to salvation lay with Sunday School. If, on hot Sunday mornings, he was tempted to a cool Murrumbidgee pool on his way to Sunday School, he was to pin his faith in the exorcising words, ‘Get thee behind me Satan!’ Returning home dripping wet one Sunday morning, he was asked if he had remembered to say those words to Satan as he stood on the river bank, torn between the inviting water and the hot tedium of the approaching Sunday School session. Copely’s reply is said to have melted even the upright Wesleyan hearts of the day: ‘Yes I did— but he did [i.e. got behind me]—and he pushed me in’.20




  Mary had two severe childhood mishaps, one an accident, the other an illness. From each she made only a slow recovery. In view of her longevity they could scarcely be said to have had a detrimental effect on her later health but they left mental, if not physical, scars. As an infant, she hurt her back in a fall and, when she was six, had a similar accident, which aggravated the original injury and caused some partial and temporary paralysis of her left side. For a year or so she had to wear an iron frame, made by a Wagga Wagga blacksmith, which supported her back by enclosing her from shoulder to hip. Later, she used crutches made by her father on which she became so adept that she could keep up with her brothers. When she was twelve, and a tallish spindly girl, she developed a severe chest infection, which was thought to be incipient tuberculosis. It caused some anxiety in the family at the time and in the next few years it intermittently reappeared. It did not trouble her again after her two years in the hot dry climate of Silverton near Broken Hill, 1888–89, but her extreme discomfort in later years in periods of heat and humidity was always attributed by her to that childhood illness.




  The Mitchell Library collection contains a document that purports to be an ‘expert’ assessment of Mary’s character as a girl but its origin is obscure. It is (in her mother’s handwriting but presented as though Mary had written it herself) an assessment by a certain ‘Professor’ Hamilton in 1877. Such character diagnoses by vaguely-credentialled experts were popular in those times. In their most primitive form they emanated from a person ‘skilled in the psychological sciences’ who set himself up under that label in a tent at the local country show or fair, or who guaranteed, usually in handbills or in local newspaper advertisments, an accurate character portrait to anyone who submitted (together with an appropriate fee) a sample of handwriting and a completed questionnaire. A more sophisticated process was followed in larger towns and cities where the ‘expert’, using the quasi-medical environment of a consulting room, interviewed parents and child and elicited, by apparently artless questioning and conversation, all the information necessary for him to complete his report. If ‘Professor’ Hamilton’s document is valuable it is because it probably reflects Mary’s parents’ assessment of her as a child. Titled ‘The Character given by Professor Hamilton to M. J. Cameron’, it reads:




  

    I have excellent ‘Hope’, a fair share of ‘Benevolence’ and enough ‘Veneration’ without being superstitious. ‘Self esteem’ pretty high as I had a quiet independent spirit, and could stand on my dignity, was not bad-tempered, was sympathetic and affectionate, sociable and companiable [sic], large ‘Adhesiveness’, just getting nicely domesticated. I would not excel in music but would become a passable performer if I had plenty of practice but I would excel in Drawing and Painting. ‘Memory’ fair; ‘individuality’ and ‘Ideality’ fair. Would have good conversational powers in a few years time. ‘Love of Aprobation [sic]’ high. Caution and ‘Love of Aprobation’ should be restrained as it made me too sensitive. Should learn to make my own dresses but would not do for a dressmaker as it would be too sedentary an occupation. Although getting a good size and age I liked to be petted as much as any one. Would be a good driver and rider as I had good courage. Was pretty orderly and cleanly and what I laid my mind to I did well. I was polite and respectful to my teachers and superiors, would get on well at school, was good at arithmetic and was dutiful and would not run away from home. That although I was straight now, if I had to pass an examination it would make me lose that erect carriage. There is not a vicious or bad trait in my character. Was of a happy disposition and healthy temperament. Would be best suited for a teacher.


  




  Other accounts of Mary at the time are, as indicated earlier, given by several of her contemporaries. Ida Tingcombe, sister of William Bluett, was a pupil at Wagga Wagga Public School in the 1870s. She wrote to Mary, on 26 November 1938.




  

    Dearest of Marys,




    Your dear letter made me smile for I saw the impulsive dear child of 65 years ago was still there when I read of the ‘unmade beds and unwashed dishes,’ and it gave me a nice warm feeling of love for her. I once saw you put down on the floor, slate and books, while you flew off to tell Harriet Spalding some wonder of the bush you had seen that morning—arms, eyes, legs and hair were necessary to illustrate the wonder hence the neglected slate etc. Do such children live now or is the price of tamed civilization a loss of energy and feelings...Much love, wild child of our youth,




    Ida.


  




  Ida was moved to further comment by the poem, ‘A Memory’, published by Dame Mary in the Sydney Morning Herald on 16 March 1940.




  

    All wounded things were hers




    There was no need of plan or chart,




    For these to find




    That mother hungry heart.


  




  

    Once as she played she found




    A tiny frozen bird, and wept




    In dreams its pain




    Still hers, although she slept.


  




  

    And once, a child not seven




    The Sunday Shepherd of the flock




    She stood between her brothers and




    A pawing bull.


  




  

    So through the years I see her stand




    Trembling and small




    There in her little pink sprigged frock.


  




  On 19 March 1940 Ida wrote:




  

    I knew that child. I still see her, sitting in the alcove of the old Wagga school, a circle of admiring school girls around her listening to her wonder tales. I did not realize then it was the mother light in her eyes and voice but I did know it was love, perhaps the same thing after all.


  




  Alfred Beattie, last-born of the Beattie children and only five years older than his niece Mary, set down his recollections of her in a letter of 2 September 1931 to Rene Foster, friend and admirer of Dame Mary in her later years.




  

    Jenny was a keen lover of flowers and all that the earth produced. Animals were her pets particularly horses. As a young girl her knowledge of the world of eminent men and women, of heroes and heroines and history in general when only one might say a child was truly wonderful. I remember her at several gatherings reciting lengthy poems or prose pieces with a dramatic excellence admired by all who heard her...She had wisdom with innocence combined, a mind fleeter than the wind, and seemed at all times to enjoy the best of all kinds of happiness, contentment and restraint of mind. She could rejoice with all in their rejoicings and to the very depths of her generous soul she could sorrow with the sorrowing. I can never forget when Jenny’s baby sister died [Emily Maye, born 23 Dec. 1878, died 9 July 1879] we were all deeply touched with grief through this event but Jenny most of all who stood round that bed where lay the dear departed little babe, showed the effects of the great grief and sorrow which had almost broken her young generous heart...


  




  Mary’s final comment on her childhood, at the age of ninety, includes not only an old woman’s wistful nostalgia for that far-off innocence but also her sad reflection on the predicament of those who have had to endure, in modern times, a childhood bereft of much of the wonder and joy that she had experienced in hers: ‘I am stricken as with a blow at what has been lost’.21




  

    1 Dame Mary explained in her diary (11 July 1950) that ‘Jenny’ came from the well-known ‘Jenny Cameron of the 45’, the daughter of Allan of Glendessary, ‘who put her belt and hanger on and went out to fight for the Young Pretender’. Jean, which was a common name for Cameron women, was, she said, from Jean Barlass, but Mary was confusing Jean Barlass with ‘Kate Barlass’ (Catherine Douglas) who, in Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s poem, ‘The King’s Tragedy’, attempted to save the life of James I of Scotland by using her arm to bar the door against the King’s assassins.




    2 John Alexander Cameron’s birth certificate shows 21 April 1869 but Mary was always adamant that the correct date was 21 March.




    3 ‘My Childhood’, p. 18. The unpublished manuscript by Dame Mary Gilmore was written in 1955. It contains some 140 pages, typed by Dorothy Catts (1898–1961) who was a friend of Dame Mary’s and the wife of James Howard Catts, M.H.R. ‘My Childhood’ exists in several disjointed versions (one titled ‘Early Recollections’) in the Gilmore Collection at the Mitchell Library, Sydney. The pagination is erratic in the various versions. Pages quoted in these notes are taken from the most complete of the versions.




    4 They Called Her Sunshine’, Fourteen Men, p. 41.




    5‘My Childhood’, p. 75.




    6 ‘When Water "Sprang"’, Old Days: Old Ways, p. 54.




    7 Fourteen Men, p. 54.




    8 Mary Gilmore Collection, Set 541, Item 20.




    9 ‘Swans at Night’, The Wild Swan, p. 13.




    10’My Childhood’, p. 63.




    11 ‘When Capes were Gentlemen’s Wear’, Old Days: Old Ways, pp. 40–1.




    12 ‘Notes on my own life’, undated (?1955), handwritten note by Mary Gilmore—not included in ‘My Childhood’.




    13‘My Childhood’, p. 9.




    14 Ibid., p. 62.




    15 Ibid., p. 56.




    16 Untitled handwritten noted dated 15 June 1919.




    17 My Childhood’, p. 100.




    18 Ibid., p. 23.




    19 Letter to W. A. Woods, 11 June 1903.




    20 ‘My Childhood’, p. 109.
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  Teaching


  1882–1895




  When Mary Cameron, aged seventeen years and five months, reported in January 1883 to the girls’ mistress, Miss Everitt, at Wagga Wagga Public School to begin her three months probation as a pupil-teacher, she was as shy and lacking in self-confidence as an unsophisticated country girl of the time would be. But she was determined to make the most of this opportunity for independence that she had waited and worked for. It was true, as her mother had said when trying to discourage her daughter’s childhood ambitions to be an actress, that she was not beautiful. But she possessed, even as a young woman, a remarkably striking presence. Tall and slim, she had a graceful erect carriage. Her thick, brown, wavy hair, cut back in later years to short curls, was at that time still decorously long, parted in the centre and pulled back from her face to be ribboned at the nape of the neck. Her face itself, stamped by her Cameron ancestry, had a strong forehead, emphatic eyebrows above alert, friendly, brown eyes, and firm, full lips, suggestive of commitment and tenacity. She arrived in Wagga Wagga by coach from Broken Dam, a journey of some 120 kilometres, and found board in Tarcutta Street near where the original school had been. She approached her first morning in her new career with natural trepidation:




  

    I was only a gawky country girl dressed in a home made frock when I entered the school to begin work, and when I went eagerly up to an old school-fellow (she wore a watch and her skirt was weighted down with pennies instead of shot, and who afterwards married a clergyman and wore glasses) she coldly gave me the tips of her fingers and turned away to another girl whose dress had six pearl buttons where mine had one.1


  




  Sensitive to the snub, she had her revenge in due course when the same girl came to her for help with lessons that she found difficult.




  In her fervour to succeed, Mary read widely and studied diligently.




  

    At this time I devoured Carlyle and Victor Hugo...I used to often read novels till midnight and then study till daylight. I couldn ‘t help reading. I read everything, Jack Harkaways [boy’s adventure stories], Proctor’s Astronom. works, Jevons’s Logic, Family Heralds, Gordon’s Poems, Kendall, The Koran, fragments of newspaper stories, even if only a few inches long—anything and everything I could get.2


  




  Her rewards were mixed—enthusiastic teaching reports and a steady deterioration in her none-too-robust constitution. Her landlady, she said, often feared to knock on her door to call her to breakfast, in case, getting no response, she might go in to find her dead at her desk. On 4 June 1883 she was notified of the end of her probation and the confirmation of her position as pupil-teacher. The District Inspector’s office at Gundagai informed her on 24 November 1883 that she could sit for the Pupil-Teacher examination to be held on 17 December at her school. Her success in that examination saw her promoted to Pupil-Teacher Class III as from 1 January 1884 which meant that her salary was raised from £24 to £30 per year. Throughout 1884 she maintained her regime of nightly study and devoted application to her teaching responsibilities but her health continued to concern her family and friends. Towards the end of the 1884 school year she was informed that at the beginning of 1885 she would be transferred to the Infants section of the school. In December 1884 she sat for the examination for promotion to Pupil-Teacher Class II but inexplicably failed. During the Christmas vacation of 1884–85 she returned home to Broken Dam to reassess her situation. Among the Christmas presents she received was an autograph book and in it, under the heading, ‘My Confession’, she answered a series of questions that provide some insight into her character at nineteen.
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  Her choice of heroines and heroes is revealing. Septimia Zenobia was the widow of Odenathus, ruler of Palmyra, a city state in Syria during the third century A.D. Although Palmyra had for some time enjoyed the protection of Rome, Zenobia, who succeeded her husband and was an ambitious woman, attacked Asia Minor and Egypt in defiance of Rome and in an attempt to increase Palmyra’s power. With her inevitable failure, Palmyra was destroyed. Both in Zenobia and in Shakespeare’s Portia, the young Mary Cameron saw women breaking through into the male-dominated world of power and prestige. Zenobia failed but the attempt was magnificent—a tiny state confronting the might of Rome. Portia succeeded, her intelligence and wit triumphing where the ranting rage and hand-wringing futility of his male friends had failed to save Antonio from Shylock’s knife. Ambition and drive, intelligence and wit, were seen by Mary, even at nineteen, as essential attributes in women. Her ideal woman was one not only endowed with fine physical qualities, such as beauty, but possessed also of strong intellectual capacity—hence her choice of ‘a thoughtful woman’. Her men were charismatic and romantic heroes—Napoleon, with his brooding magnetism and his dream of the world at his feet; Lancelot, with his grace and charm and his sacrifice of all the world for love. Adam Lindsay Gordon’s Lancelot in The Rhyme of Joyous Garde’ is, as Mary perceptively suggests, an appealing characterization. In Tennyson’s Idylls of the King the two lovers, Lancelot and Guinevere, are seen as the cause of the slow corruption that spread through Arthur’s kingdom, destroying the ‘goodly fellowship of famous knights’. Gordon, by showing the lovers’ intense struggle between shame and ecstasy, elicits the deeply human and completely understandable nature of their dilemma. In Gordon’s powerful portrait Lancelot is a virile character (Mary’s ‘a manly man’), loving with abandon and suffering accordingly. The Rhyme of Joyous Garde’ is not one of Gordon’s traditionally popular poems; Mary’s choice of its hero reveals the strong romantic strain in her. In the twenty years or so after her ‘Confession’ in her 1884 autograph book she had many times to contend with the duality of her own nature—her ambitious desire for the world itself where ‘success’ was indeed the greatest virtue and ‘failure’ the greatest misery, and her romantic desire for the one in whom all the world, all her world, might lie.




  She taught throughout 1885 in the Infants section at Wagga Wagga school. Her mother, worried about her persistent ill health, came to live in Wagga Wagga with the children and was joined later in the year by Donald. Mary resigned as a pupil-teacher in December 1885, a decision which is not adequately explained in her memoirs. Her own comments indicate that she felt her health was not good enough for the rigours of the demanding teaching profession but her absence from the classroom for only six months fails to substantiate that argument. She did express a dislike of following the normal pupil-teacher path into a training college, although she gave no real reason for her reluctance to engage in that type of formal training. She would, of course, have had to sit again for the examination she had failed but it is unlikely that she would have been unsuccessful at the second attempt. One possible explanation lies in the introduction of new salary regulations in November 1885 whereby ‘accredited’ but not classified teachers who taught in Provisional Schools, usually small schools in isolated areas, received salaries considerably in excess of the normal pupil-teacher rate. Mary’s salary as a pupil-teacher Class III in 1885 had been £30 less £1 4s superannuation deductions, i.e. £28 16s. Her salary for seven months at a Provisional School in 1886 was £43 14s—an annual rate of about £80 and thus a most significant increase. Accrediting for a Provisional School also permitted direct entry to the teaching service through classification examinations without attendance at the training college, a path she seemed to prefer.




  Early in 1886 she spent a holiday with her aunt, Jeannie (Jane) Lockett, who was living at Camperdown in Sydney. Born 27 August 1847, Jane (Beattie) was fifteen months younger than Mary’s mother. She married Thomas Lockett of Wagga Wagga and later became a well-known teacher, novelist and feminist. One of her novels, Judith Grant (1893) came to be well regarded and she also wrote several substantial tracts on social themes for influential journals, including ‘Female Labour in Australia. An Appeal for Help’, Nineteenth Century, 1885, and ‘The Labour Question in Australia from an Australian Point of View’, Westminster Review, 1889. Jeannie Lockett became for Mary, in the next few years, a fountain of advice and wisdom and a model for her own ambitions. To her Mary later attributed many of the improved conditions for married women in the New South Wales teaching service that came about towards the end of the century and, especially, the relaxation of the Departmental rule that teachers not be allowed to publish material in newspapers and magazines. Writing to H. M. Green, the pioneer scholar and critic of Australian literature, on 23 April 1930, soon after the publication of his An Outline of Australian Literature, Mary reproved him for not recognizing the achievements of Jeannie Lockett.
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    Mary, seated at left, at Wagga Wagga Public School in 1881
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    Mary in her early twenties
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    Henry Lawson
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    John Farrell
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    A. G. Stephens, from the Bookfellow, 16 December 1919


  




  As early as 9 February 1886 (lending weight to the suggestion above that her resignation had been largely a ploy) she wrote to the New South Wales Department of Public Instruction requesting that she be considered eligible for employment as a ‘Teacher of a Small School’. A month later she was informed by letter to her home in Thompson (now Tompson) Street, Wagga Wagga, that her eligibility had been established and that District Inspector Gerald O’Byrne had been requested to arrange her employment. On 31 May 1886 she was told to proceed to Beaconsfield (now Beckom) in the familiar Merool Creek area to take charge of the Provisional School ‘thereat’, which she did on 1 June 1886. She enjoyed the Beaconsfield school in the sparsely-settled farming community and where the average weekly attendance was only ten to twelve pupils. Her one-room school measured fourteen feet by twelve and was meant to accommodate eighteen scholars, the minimum required for the school’s continued existence—hence the title ‘Provisional School’. In attempting to explain the disparity between the actual and the potential attendance, Mary listed on the school’s quarterly return to the Department (2 April 1887) some possible reasons for her scholars’ persistent absences:




  

    	The wet weather




    	The school having been built on the opposite side of the creek from that on which the children (one family excepted) dwell, the said creek running whenever any quantity of rain falls.




    	An eruptive disorder having broken out in some of the families.


  




  Her final statement of the obvious about the Beaconsfield attendance problem was that which applied to farming communities in general where children were a valuable source of labour: ‘the people in this district are not to be depended upon to send their children regularly’. The quarterly return supplies some curious and interesting minutiae: the school’s textbook complement, for example, included eleven English History texts and one Australian (a fact that the later Dame Mary Gilmore would have greatly deplored); for the modest education of their offspring the Beaconsfield families contributed (in toto) the even more modest sum of two shillings and threepence per week; there was a remarkable (and unexplained) economic surge in the week of 11 March 1886 which produced fees payments of five shillings and threepence, an effort that undoubtedly drained the Beaconsfield coffers for the following week brought only one shilling and ninepence. In that week’s meagre total probably lies the story of the flooded ‘said creek’ or the ‘eruptive disorder’ that suddenly came to a head! The Church of England held a comfortable working majority at Beaconsfield Provisional School with ten scholars; the Roman Catholic and Presbyterian opposition ‘rumps’ numbered four scholars each.




  Mary continued to be a diligent and conscientious teacher. Her only absence during her three years as pupil-teacher was for one day in 1885 when her mother, father and sister had ‘Spanish Influenza’. While she was at Beaconsfield the Department decided to extend the tiny schoolroom. The twenty-one-year-old was asked to draw up the plans and specifications for the extension, including measurements of flooring, window-frames and doors—all in a day’s work for a small-school teacher of the 1880s, male or female.




  After almost nine months at Beaconsfield Mary left (March 1887) to take ‘temporary charge’ of the Public School at Illabo, a small settlement about midway between Junee and Bethungra. Situated close to Billabong Creek, which feeds into the Murrumbidgee River, Illabo is a diminutive of the word ‘billabong’ and was so named in order to avoid confusion with the well-known nearby creek. She did not relish the change from the ‘clean farm district’ of Beaconsfield (in spite of its floodings and eruptive disorders) and she described Illabo as a ‘place of drunkenness and immorality’.




  

    I lived here in a constant state of shock and horror. Once saved a woman from getting her head smashed open when her lunatic husband got his gun to shoot me. I looked him down.3


  




  Her salary at Illabo was at the rate of of £96 a year but she was informed that she would not be eligible for any higher salary until she passed an examination for classification as a teacher. She taught during school hours and again took to her books throughout the night, spurred or both by the desire to get away from Illabo and by the imminent achievement of her classification. She went home to Wagga Wagga (her parents then living in Traill Street) for the examination which was held on 13 June 1887. She gained a pass at the IIIA level, a very satisfactory result, and became a provisionally-classified teacher from 1 July 1887 On 22 September 1887 she was directed to proceed forthwith tc Silver ton as an assistant teacher at a salary of £114 per year with a £24 special allowance. Taking into account the remoteness of Silverton and the methods of transportation in the 1880s there could have been little possibility of proceeding ‘forthwith’ to Silverton, as Mary was soon tc demonstrate to the somewhat parsimonious Departmental authorities Having temporized by asking for and receiving £10 in advance to defray the cost of her journey, she finally set out. By 15 October 1887 she was on duty at Silverton Public School and on 2 Novembei accounted to the Department for the £10 advance as well as requesting an additional £3 19s 2d to cover her full expenses. Her itemized list of expenditure tells its own story of her odyssey over much of southern and eastern Australia to get to her destination.
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What is your favourite animal? The reasoning animal.

What is your favourite proverb? It’s no use crying over
spilt milk.
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What is your idea of the greatest earthly misery?
What vice do you most detest?

What peculiarity can you most tolerate?

What is your favourite amusement?

What is your favourite study?
Who is your favourite historical hero?
Who is your favourite historical heroine?
Who is your favourite hero in fiction?
Who is your favourite heroine in fiction?
Who is your favourite novelist, poet?

What is your favourite piece of poetry?

What is your favourite opera?
What is your favourite musical instrument?
Who is your favourite composer?

What is your opinion of the young girl of the
period?

What is your opinion of the young man of the
period?

At what age should a man marry?

At what age should a woman marry?
Isa lady justified in concealing her age?

Should it be a lady’s prerogative to ‘pop the
question?”

Do you believe in love at first sight?
Were you ever in love and how often?

What colour of hair and eyes do you most
admire?

What is your favourite colour?

Failure.
Opium-eating.

Wealth.
(Impatience).

That which most
amuses me is Flirting
Conversation.

Mankind.

Napoleon.

Zenobia.

Gordon’s Lancelot.
Portia.

Marcus Clark, Gordon.

“The Cry of the
Children’ and ‘The
Road to Avernus’
(Gordon).

Faust.

Violin.
Mozart.

That she needs

stamina.

That he needs mind.

When he can support a
wife.

While she may choose.
Certainly.

Depends on
circumstances.

No.
Yes. Ah!

Brown. Brown.

Green.





OEBPS/Images/fig3-3.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig1-4.jpg





OEBPS/Images/tab3a.jpg
Question
What do you most esteem?
Describe briefly your ideal man.
Describe briefly your ideal woman.
What is the most beautiful thing in nature?

What is your idea of the greatest earthly
happiness?

Answer
Mercy.
A manly man.
A thoughtful woman.
Youth.

Success.





