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    INTRODUCTION




    Although Francis Adams (1862–1893) lived at the end of the Victorian period, he was a self-styled modern, whose writings and passions were committed to finding new ways of living and of applying the new ideas of his time. He himself thought of a modern poet as bringing together three important strands of late nineteenth-century life—socialism, science and art—and much of his work was engaged in reconciling the contradictions implied by the simultaneous commitment to socialist ideals and those of high culture.




    A restless, intelligent, articulate and charismatic young man, Francis Adams left the aesthetic and social milieu of London and Paris in the 1880s to make a place for himself in the literary and social history of Australia, as the various colonies contemplated their relationships with England and each other. Despite the fact that he returned to England in 1890 and died only three years later, Adams represents a strain in Australian nationalistic writing that is usually associated with the ‘Legend of the Nineties’.




    That Adams should appear to have been ahead of his time is hardly surprising. Apart from the tendency of ‘golden decades’ such as the 1890s to present a coalescence of trends already discernible in earlier years, there is the fact that Adams was a very young writer. His output was prodigious—fifteen books, and regular contributions to a range of Australian and English newspapers and journals—before his death in 1893 at the age of thirty. He was, moreover, a self-taught intellectual, keen to keep abreast of ideas and movements in Europe and America. When he arrived in Australia late in 1884 he said that he had no idea of writing for newspapers. When he left in 1890 he was regarded by many as one of the most acute analysts of Australian society and politics in the Australian press. He certainly presents, for the contemporary reader and scholar, a link between the worlds of Matthew Arnold and Henry Lawson, Heinrich Heine and Adam Lindsay Gordon, Balzac and William Lane, Charles Baudelaire and Marcus Clarke—and his work looks simultaneously to the cultural centre and the frontiers of democracy in a way that is seldom found in advocates of Australian nationalism at the beginning of the 1890s.




    The scanty record of Francis Adams’s life is one of intense activity and constant travelling—travelling which provided a wealth of experience, but which also represented a desperate search for a healthy climate. In the grand narratives of literary and social tradition that shape our reading of the nineteenth century, his pulmonary tuberculosis associates him with other artistic sufferers, not only in aesthetic/bohemian circles of his own day, but also earlier consumptive artists such as John Keats and Emily Brontë (to whom he had dedicated the opening poem of his first collection, Henry and Other Tales, in 1884). While he was quite conscious of the myths of glamour around the figure of the Romantic artist who lives intensely and dies young, the reality of his disease was not at all picturesque. For Adams, the pressure to write quickly was financial as well as artistic.




    Francis Adams’s death on 4 September 1893 was both premature and belated. He had been anticipating it for some time, through years of suffering culminating in tuberculosis and throat cancer, and the theme of suicide as a desirable alternative to life is one that comes up again and again in his poetry and fiction.




    A Textual Reincarnation?




    Less than a year before he died, Francis Adams made the following request of his good friend Sydney Jephcott:




    

      I have to ask that no one who in any way values my strong desire on the subject, will after my death, attempt to write any life or memoir of me which touches on private and personal relations. If a bare outline of the principal facts of my life is required, it can be given: the rest concerns no one but myself and a few others, the most of whom are now dead. I wish for no attempts to be made to reconstruct the inner history of my life, because such attempts could only result in distortion, equally false if founded either in idealisation or in a real purpose to give the necessarily partial truth. And my work is not important or significant enough to justify the production of yet another human caricature, whether of angel or devil or both.1


    




    As his biographer, should I simply dismiss this request as irrelevant, or should I argue a case for writing this book? Should I, in fact, restrict the biography to outward details and the literary career? To some extent, I have little choice in the matter, since very little remains of Adams’s personal papers, and there is no family to pass on domestic anecdotes or hearsay about his habits, relationships, and idiosyncracies. I have garnered what I can from the papers and publications of his friends and colleagues, and have been fortunate that his second wife did leave a stash of personal papers in the custody of a family with strong archival instincts, but this book is as much about the legend of Francis Adams as it is about his personal life and characteristics.




    In any case, even if I had tried to produce an account of Adams’s literary career with just enough biographical content to make up a dictionary entry, there is no fire-proof wall between texts and ‘real life’. Literary texts, whether fiction or non-fiction, are replete with personal experience, filtered through the creative process and liberated, especially in fiction, by the licence allowed the writer. Such experience is shaped by external forces, such as conventions of genre and style, as well as more personal considerations, such as loyalty or antipathy to individuals, fear of libel or desire of approval, and so on. The reasons for being interested in a writer’s life are almost as numerous as the reasons for being sceptical about biographical content in his/her writings.




    Conversely, any life may be read as a text. This is true not only of the written texts of biography or memoir, but also in the broader, more subtle sense in which every meditation on the shape of a life, even one’s own, is guided by a sense of narrative. Since text and life are inextricable, I’d like to apply this thought to literary biography, which has traditionally been based more on the body of the work than the actual body of the author.




    There are at least two bodies left after the death of the subject/author: the physical corpse, and the textual corpus, the body of written work left behind. That nineteenth-century expression, ‘the literary remains’, is most appropriate. Just as death in real life doesn’t necessarily have to be seen as an ending, so in the textual life of a dead writer it seems that death, or the cessation of production, is an ending by convention rather than necessity. The breath may have left the body, the pen may have ceased to move, but the corpse, or corpus, remains, feeding into an ongoing cycle of textual decay and reincarnation. The trope of the literary biographer as bookworm takes on a whole new meaning, and the ‘casting’ of the biography into an appropriate shape becomes a complex process of providing satisfactory closure to both the story of a life and the text itself.




    A biography, however, constitutes a kind of textual reincarnation. Usually, it is one of several. A published biography is only a more visible (sometimes more authoritative because more encyclopaedic) example of the re-making, retelling and re-creation of the life that goes on in the letters, memoirs and other accounts provided by family, friends, colleagues and readers of the deceased.




    The whole process is, in fact, largely (but not wholly) textual. Even when writing about the body of Francis Adams, I am largely dealing with written accounts, medical records, official documents and the inscription on the gravestone. The stories about how it came to be erected or what people have felt on seeing it, and the symbolism of its appearance, are more important than the grave itself, which, so far as I know, is still sitting stolidly in a seaside town in England. This might be obvious, but it is as well to be explicit.




    Researching a biography is in many respects an effort to go beyond the textual. As Richard Holmes, that wonderful romantic biographer, describes his journey through the Cévennes in France, in the footsteps of Robert Louis Stevenson: ‘I set out to follow him as accurately as I could . . .’ One tries to recreate at least the places, sights and sounds in which the subject of the biography lived and moved, as a body, not just as a brain. But ultimately, of course, such efforts are only partially successful, and the truly romantic biographer who wants to step into the shoes and share the subject’s thoughts and feelings is bound to be disappointed. Holmes, whose essay on Stevenson has a poetic structure that is enormously seductive, takes the reader with him in this search, to the extent that you may share his disappointment when he realises that his dreams and fantasies of identification with Stevenson are turning into a hallucination, that his pursuit of Stevenson is ‘childish and literal-minded’. Places are not frozen in time, the spirits of the dead cannot so easily be summoned. The old bridge that Stevenson had crossed was now a ruin, crumbling and covered with ivy: ‘There was no way of following him, no way of meeting him. His bridge was down. It was beyond my reach over time, and this was the true sad sign . . .’2




    The way of the biographer, he realises, is not to re-create the past, but somehow to ‘produce the living effect, while remaining true to the dead fact’. But what is the living effect? It’s hard enough to find the dead facts, and the living effect that most biographers produce must be a combination of research and intuition, reconstruction and imagination. Contemporary biographers are faced with the challenge of acknowledging this fact, but I wonder whether we are really so different from biographers a few decades ago, who were apparently permitted/expected to write with more authority? Even if Holmes had maintained the fantasy of finding a way into Stevenson’s psyche, and you or I as readers had continued to enjoy his biographical narrative on those terms, would it matter? Fiction and non-fiction alike require an understanding, or relationship of trust, between the voice of the writer and the inner voice of the reader, which exists for the time of reading. If you had felt that Holmes had truly re-created the essential Robert Louis Stevenson in his biographical essay, would you then find it impossible to accept any other view of Stevenson, or would you be aware, really, that what you had absorbed was one view of a writer, beautifully written and persuasively constructed, but nonetheless just one view?




    Perhaps the difference between an authoritative biography and a more provisional one does not rest entirely with the biographer, but with the reader? Compare these two brief comments on David Marr’s biography of Patrick White, lifted out of context and used here only to make a point about how people read literary lives:




    

      His scholarship is scrupulous, his prose is beautiful, his generous intelligence is both incisive and benign, and he has absorbed White’s novels and plays through the pores of his skin. (K. G.)




      It does what only the truly great biography can: it brings its subject to life and engrosses us, and afterward imbues us with the certainty that we know not only who that man or woman was, and what they meant to the people around them, but what it was they feared, dreamed, loved and touched. Enriching knowledge, indeed, and the reason that this is not just a valuable book but an essential one as well. (N. C.)3


    




    Both critics have presumably read the same book, both reviews are laudatory, but the values and assumptions underlying these two assessments are very different. It is possible to read, as well as to write, a biography without claiming to have communed with the soul of the departed, and I would suggest that this is because the pleasures and knowledge made available through biography are to do with the search for meaning, rather than the search for literal truth. This is not to say that biography cannot be inspiring, but that we are generally interested in the lives of people past for what they mean to us, what they say to us, rather than what they meant to themselves.




    For a writer such as Adams, whose own literary criticism of Adam Lindsay Gordon, Marcus Clarke, Alfred Lord Tennyson, P. B. Shelley, D. G. Rossetti, and others, was so deeply coloured by his sense of each writer’s personality and life-path, to attempt to excise the personal from his own posthumous existence is not only paradoxical, it is futile. Accounts of his life by contemporaries dwell lovingly on his appearance, voice, mannerisms—all things which may be reported by an observer without presuming to understand the life within, of course. But obituaries and reminiscences did also pass opinions on his inner life (thoughts, passions, motivations): Fred J. Broomfield, Sydney W. Jephcott, H. S. Salt, W. M. Rossetti, Adams’s widow Edith and her friend Helen Rossetti Angeli. Later, those who knew Adams only through his work would also create portraits of him which evoke a strongly charismatic personality: Clive Turnbull, Stephen Murray-Smith. He is one of those writers whose personal impact is inextricable from his influence as a writer, and I can’t help feeling that the lack of a good biography has helped his critical reputation to become more obscure than it ought to be.




    Also, I have to say, it’s a bloody good story, whatever you think of his work. I’m sorry. This process of writing and publishing isn’t as objective and polite as we academics usually pretend it is. Yet even in a less academic genre such as biography, where one can lean back in the chair a bit, it’s important to maintain scholarly rigour and accountability. So you’ll find me butting in from time to time with off-the-record comments—but I can get away with it by using a different font, can’t I?




    Having said all that, I take heart from the following passage, which begins Adams’s 1885 article on Dante Gabriel Rossetti:




    

      It is, I think, very difficult to know quite what course to pursue in writing of a man like Rossetti. On the one hand, there are not enough materials for us to consider his life and work as we might consider that of Wordsworth, or Byron, or Keats, and on the other it seems a pity not to use the materials we have to help us to understand one who seems to have been well worth understanding.


    




    Precisely. Most readers are (even despite ourselves) interested in the lives of writers, and in the connections between their lives and texts. There are many caveats and warnings, theoretical and ethical, which may need to be placed at the entrance to any self-respecting modern biography, in case the limitations of the enterprise are not understood (or in case the reader needs to be reassured that the writer understands them)—but they have not been sufficient to deter this conscientious biographer from doing my best to tell the story of Francis Adams’s life, to share the pleasures of the research, and some of the problems of interpretation.




    ‘The production of yet another human caricature, whether of angel or devil or both’




    Francis Adams was nothing if not critical, both in his literary and social criticism of others and their ideas, values, writings, and in his own self-assessments over time. Indeed, according to Bernard O’Dowd, he was ‘an almost squeamish purist in art’.4 And yet when he found a writer, such as Adam Lindsay Gordon, who he thought had something interesting to say, he could recognise limitations and accommodate flaws as well as the best of us. I am not inclined to hail Adams as the greatest writer to land on these colonial shores in the 1880s, or indeed even as the first true sociological analyst of Australian life (which would be a more defensible claim), but I do believe he is a fascinating character whose life and work present a rare and valuable combination of qualities, knowledge and values from the old world and the new.




    Best known as a socialist agitator and poet, with a reputation as a ‘minor writer’ of the English fin de siècle, Adams was also an important critic of imperial politics and cultural domination. What is perhaps most valuable in his ideas, and the way he worked them out in his writing, is the clash between the cultural values of high art and ‘refined’ civilisation and the more urgent, basic issues of human justice that confronted him in post-industrial England, Europe and the outskirts of the British Empire. He struggled with this contradictory set of values and impulses, always insisting on the primacy of socialist reform but by no means blind to its problems, and he brought to his contemplation of these issues another important set of ideas to do with modernity and the evolution of society. Impatient of social Darwinism (he saw Herbert Spencer as a lackey of the privileged Establishment), he nonetheless passionately advocated a modern sensibility that synthesised Science, Socialism and Art, while seeking new forms that were not readily associated with the hierarchies and complacencies of middle-class British homogeny.




    The main problem that attracted me to this writer in the first place, the dilemma of the intellectual radical, is not resolved by Adams as comfortably as it was by more genteel reformers who believed in the renovation of society through the education and elevation of the lower orders. No, he argued, social change will never take a truly equitable form unless it is forced from below, by those who have nothing to lose. Such a radical doctrine, he realised, could entail the destruction of civilisation as he knew and loved it, and this produced what I see as the second major theme or idea that emerges in his work: the political death-wish of the middle-class activist. (And to those who have read any of his work, the connection between a political death-wish and his own ever-present sense of mortality will be clear.) There are many other topics of specific interest in Adams’s work, such as the treatment of Aboriginal issues in his Australian fiction, or how he may be read from a post-colonial perspective, and I would particularly like to explore his ideas about ‘advanced women’ further than I have been able to here, but I hope that this biographical account will at least give a general sense of what his writing is like, place it in its contemporary contexts, and give some idea of why he was such a charismatic and influential child of his age.
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      Bury me with clenched hands




      And eyes open wide




      For in storm and struggle I lived




      And in struggle and storm I died.


    




    The grave of Francis Adams (1862–1893), New Cemetery, Margate, Kent Drawing by Duncan Lannan, from photograph by M. Tasker


  




  

    
1 GRAVE BEGINNINGS




    

      ‘I’ll send you a last photo of Will, also of his little garden; where I’ve had a column put up, and planted the whole of it in yellow daffodils.’—Edith Adams to Sydney Jephcott, November 1893.1


    




    It was quite easy to identify Francis Adams’s grave, once we had located it on the cemetery map. Richard, my husband and research sherpa, was as excited as I was by the discovery of the memorial, intact and picturesque. The inscription was only faintly visible, and there were no daffodils. I thought it would be nice to replant the little garden beneath the column with bulbs, in memory of Edith as much as Francis, or Will, as she called him. I took photographs of the inscription, whose words I already knew from the literature about Adams, but I wanted to have a visual record, and to make sure the facts I had inherited were accurate. I wondered whether I should arrange for the renovation of the grave, or write to a local writers’ group or the city council to tell them whose distinguished bones lay in their cemetery, so that they could put up a plaque or something. I thought of Lucy Sussex, who had organised a memorial plaque for Ellen Davitt.




    Gravespotting is one of those skills a biographer acquires. You soon learn that a romantic stroll among grey stones and grassy mounds is unlikely to end with the discovery of the very name you were looking for, although it can be a pleasant pastime on a summer evening. It makes much more sense to visit the office or crematorium or local history library to obtain a plan of the cemetery, and check the records for a grave number. If you then find there is no stone to mark the grave, at least you know there is no stone. In this case, I found there was not only a stone, but a column under a tree, broken at the top but nonetheless impressive, and much more beautiful in its dappled shade than one of those intact obelisks pointing blandly at the sun. The column was more immediately significant to us because we had recently seen a chart of royal lives on the wall at Osborne House (Queen Victoria’s summer palace on the Isle of Wight), where a broken column was used to represent a reign without issue. Needless to say, Victoria’s own column was uncracked; it was also very large, to reflect the length of her reign, and it was decked with flowers. Made a note: check interpretation with a genealogist or heraldry expert.




    When Edith Adams buried her husband in the new cemetery at Margate in September 1893, she erected a broken column on the grave and planted around it his favourite flowers, daffodils. The symbolism of the scene is suggestive. It is tempting to connect the choice of yellow flowers with the decadence of modish young England in the 1890s, and it would fit nicely with Adams’s intellectual modernity to do so. The column itself represents both the broken promise of a writer whose career was just taking off, and the foreshortened life of a man who died just three weeks before his thirty-first birthday. While Adams had expected to die young, he hastened his own end by choosing to shoot himself rather than waiting to drown in a massive tubercular haemorrhage. The jury at his inquest gave a verdict of temporary insanity, but his wife (who was considered lucky not to be charged as an accessory) regarded his death as justified, self-administered euthanasia; she was sorry later that she had not been of more help to him in his final minutes.




    There is another meaning attached to the broken column, which is evident in, for instance, charts of royal lineage—the end of a family line. Francis did not leave any children to comfort Edith. His son by his first marriage had died within a few months of birth, as had the mother, Helen. Edith, his second wife, lost twins, and remained childless after she remarried. Not only was the Adams blood-line broken by his death (his only sibling, Harry, having also died young and childless), but there were no descendants to keep papers or family memories.




    The broken column on Will’s grave was indeed a monument to a broken life, and to a broken line. As a poet, novelist, social analyst and journalist, however, Francis William Lauderdale Adams made a significant place for himself in Australian literary and cultural history; he also, despite his early death, achieved a certain fame in England as a self-consciously modern writer of the fin de siècle. He was a charismatic figure, loved by many for the personal beauty, eloquence and insouciant charm which smoothed over the sharp edges of his political radicalism and intellectual arrogance, but his impact on Australian cultural history was larger than the merely personal. Mary Gilmore said that he influenced a whole generation of idealistic young socialists in Australia. Bernard O’Dowd claimed a leading role for Adams in the birth of the Australian labour movement, while his judgements on Australian literature in general, and Marcus Clarke and Adam Lindsay Gordon in particular, have been of considerable interest to literary scholars. His own fiction and poetry was patchy; very fine in places, ostentatiously innovative or hastily written and conventional in others, but always interesting.




    It is with the life rather than the work that this book is concerned, but of course his life would barely be remembered now if it had not been for the impact of his work as a writer both in England and Australia. Nor would the life story be as romantic without its sensational ending; how Adams found his way to the early grave under the broken column, and the effect it had on his widow and later readers, are stories in themselves. The grave, then, seems a fitting place to have started.




    The family line broken by Francis Adams’s death was quite distinguished on his father’s side. His grandfather, also Francis Adams (1796–1861), was a remarkable man, who studied and worked his way up from being the son of a probably illiterate Scottish farmer or builder named James Adam in the village of Lumphanan to achieve some eminence as one of Britain’s leading authorities on classical Greek medical texts. After taking his M.A. as a scholarship student at King’s College, Aberdeen, he studied medicine at the College of Surgeons in London, returned to Scotland and worked for the rest of his life as a doctor in the village of Banchory Ternan, Aberdeenshire. According to one twentieth-century medical historian, however, it is clear that his studies went well beyond his formal medical training: ‘Francis Adams stands towering and almost isolated as a medical Grecian, while among Greek scholars as a class, irrespective of special departments, he takes a very high place’.2 An obituary in the Medical Times and Gazette summarised his career thus:




    

      He was well known as the Translator of Hippocrates and Paulus Aegineta, and as the Editor of Aretaeus, and was universally regarded as one of the most learned men of the age. Yet he died as he had lived, one of our ‘Gideon Grays’, a country Doctor in a little village. He was a most excellent man, a scholar, and a gentleman.3


    




    A casual glance at the scope of the ‘translation’ of Paulus Aegineta helps to explain Adams’s reputation as one of the most learned men of the age; it would excite the envy of a Casaubon. The full title of the work is The Seven Books of Paulus Aegineta translated from the Greek with a commentary embracing a complete view of the knowledge possessed by the Greeks, Romans, and Arabians on all subjects connected with medicine and surgery, and the preface indicates that the edition published by the Sydenham Society in 1849 represents a pruned-down version of the self-published edition of 1834, which had extended the commentary beyond the period of the Arabian writers. A seven-volume encyclopaedia of classical medical knowledge, it is a tremendous work for a scholar in a small Scottish village to have achieved by the age of forty. His reputation was further enhanced by translations of Aretaeus and Hippocrates in which the translation is accompanied by ‘a considerable amount of illustration, in the form of Annotations, Arguments, and so forth’ to make the books useful to the nineteenth-century medical practitioner as well as the classical scholar. These were well regarded by Adams’s peers, and by later commentators, and are still used in medical libraries. As well as working on classical texts, Dr Francis Adams contributed articles and notes to British medical journals, and published at least one other book, On the Construction of the Placenta (1858). He was awarded the honorary title of M.D. from the University of Glasgow in 1847, and that of M.D. by the University of Aberdeen in 1856. According to tradition, he was also pressed to apply for a professorship in Greek at Aberdeen, but declined in order to stay in his country practice.




    Sources differ as to whether this position was at Edinburgh University or Marischal College at the University of Aberdeen; I have followed the more specific, earlier, and more modest account given by Mrs Rodger in her 1893 history, Aberdeen Doctors. Whether the position was in Edinburgh or Aberdeen, and whether or not there was also a suggestion of a knighthood, there is something in Dr Adams’s refusal, with its implied independence from the outward trappings of success and privilege, that is quite appealing; the doctor’s dedication to his patients is mentioned again and again in biographical accounts and obituaries.




    In the grounds of the house he built in Banchory Ternan there stands a red granite monument with the inscription:




    

      In memory of Francis Adams, M.D., LL.D., of all physicians whom Scotland has produced the most familiar with the treasures of literature and with the resources of science. Long in this sequestered vale, far from Court or University, a true votary to Apollo, he devoted himself faithfully to Medicine and the Muses.4


    




    The admiring medical historian, Charles Singer, also describes Adams as a devoted father to the six children he was left to bring up when his wife Elspet died at a relatively young age. He never remarried. According to Singer, Adams organised his days around an unusual routine of sleep and work:




    

      He slept little—only about five or six hours at most. When he returned home from his rounds in the late afternoon he would have his supper, collect such books as were specially interesting him and retire with them at once to bed. He fell asleep immediately and slept for about two hours. He would then awake and work right through the night, falling asleep again for about three or four hours before rising in the morning, not beginning to see patients till about ten.5


    




    I was impressed by this arrangement, and could imagine it suiting my own work methods extremely well. But how did he manage it with six children to bring up? The way middle-class Victorians managed, I suppose, with the children and the housework cared for by servants. He must have been the kind of devoted father who didn’t have to spend too many hours a day being devoted.




    An affectionate recollection of Dr Francis Adams by one of his daughters reflects his scholarship and concern for the education of his children:




    

      It was in the home circle we can speak most of our dear father, for there he was everything that a loving parent could be. Although so busy in his profession and at his literary work, he always found time to superintend my brothers with their Latin and Greek, and encourage us all to have tastes for improving studies. When we look back it is marvellous to think how much time he spent amongst us, getting us to commit to memory pieces he considered the finest in the English language, both in prose and verse. He encouraged my brothers to have a taste for natural history, and explained any wild plant he found in his rounds.6


    




    With only eulogistic memorials as source material, it is hard to really know what the elder Francis Adams was like as husband, father or even as the local doctor, although the very existence of such testimonies shows that his memory was tenderly held by many. His combination of intellectual curiosity and discipline was certainly formidable. Both his son Andrew and grandson Francis seem to have followed his example by pursuing knowledge outside the great institutions of learning. In their cases, however, there is more evidence that professional ambitions took precedence over domestic life, and that the drive to break new ground in their respective fields of endeavour was less comfortably earthed in a daily routine of work and family than was the case for the good old country doctor, who lived and worked all his life in a relatively small Scottish town.




    Andrew and Bertha




    Andrew Leith Adams was born in 1827, one of eight children born to Francis and Elspet, only six of whom survived infancy. Charles Singer notes that Francis Adams senior may not have had a surname in the modern sense at all, but that he was baptised ‘Francis son of Adam’ and added the ‘S’ later. Andrew later consolidated the new surname by adding his middle name and hyphenating it as Leith-Adams, although it does sometimes appear as Leith Adams, and he is indexed in some reference works as Adams, Andrew Leith. His son Francis would later drop the ‘Leith’ altogether, in what looks like a rejection of the genteel formula adopted by his socially ambitious parents. His records show a change from being enrolled at school as Francis William Lauderdale Leith-Adams, to the simpler F. W. L. Adams (the ‘L’ standing for Lauderdale rather than Leith), or just plain Francis Adams in adult life. At one stage he substituted Leith for Lauderdale, in memory of his father.7




    Andrew Leith-Adams, however, was not only hyphenated but decorated. The letters after his name include M.A. Marischal College Aberdeen (1846), M.B. (1848), F.R.S. (1872), LL.D. Aberdeen (1881). Disappointing his father, who had built up the Banchory practice and would have liked his son to join him, Andrew enlisted in the British Army. He began his career as Army Surgeon in 1848, serving in the East Indies, Scutari and Turkey before returning to England in 1856, and was awarded a Medal and Clasp for service on the North-west frontier of India in 1854. This battle seems to have been relatively one-sided, with Sikh infantry as well as the 22nd Regiment easily defeating a small group of rebel hillsmen and burning their villages. Regimental historian Bernard Rigby notes that ‘the whole operation appears to have been mounted on the principle of taking a sledge-hammer to crack a nut’.8




    Most of Leith-Adams’s service, including the North-west frontier battle, was with the ist Battalion, 22nd (Cheshire) Regiment. In 1871 he was appointed to the Recruiting Staff of the Horse Guards in London, where for a while the family lived close to the Chelsea Barracks and the Royal Chelsea Hospital before acquiring their permanent residence further north at 18 Clarendon Gardens, Maida Vale (close to the top of Edgeware Road). By the time he formally retired in 1875, he had achieved the honorary rank of Deputy Surgeon General in the army, had been elected a Fellow of the Geographical Society in 1870, and a Fellow of the Royal Society in 1872, and had taken up an appointment as Professor of Zoology in the College of Science, Dublin. In 1878, with the help of a letter of reference from Charles Darwin, he was appointed to a chair in Natural History in Queen’s College, Cork.9 His career, then, began with medicine but, thanks to the ample leisure he enjoyed as an Army Surgeon, took a decided turn towards the natural sciences.




    It is hard to resist the mental picture I have of ALA (as I prefer to call him), as a thin, moustachioed enthusiast in a pith helmet chasing birds through the jungles of India and poring over elephant fossils. There is something Pythonesque about his ardour for travelling the world, finding rare creatures, and shooting them. At least he acknowledged his tendency to trample: ‘I cannot here refrain from acknowledging the great obligations I owe to the simple, kind-hearted rustics of Malta, whose fences I so often broke down, and over whose wheat-fields and orchards I have walked in a most unceremonious manner’.10 I hope that he did wear a standard issue military pith helmet during the early years in India and Malta. In the two photographs provided by the Regimental archivist, he sports large hairy side whiskers, and in the Canadian one is wearing a huge overcoat and bulky fur gloves. My favourite of ALA’s published writings (although surely far from his worthiest contribution to the sum of human knowledge) would have to be an article entitled ‘Notes on certain Feigned Diseases of Soldiers, and on Crime and Desertion in the Army’, in which he suggests that the branding of malingerers would prevent them from imposing more than once on the credulity of doctors—his only real objection to the practice being that ‘superintending the infliction of ignominious marks on soldiers neither becomes the humanity or dignity of the medical profession; it is, in fine, a gaoler’s, not a surgeon’s duty’!




    After his Indian service in the 1850s, Leith-Adams spent four years stationed at Aldershot and Salford Barracks in Manchester, where he met and married a Manchester woman. Bertha Jane Grundy, ten years younger than Andrew, was the eldest daughter of Frederick Grundy, a Manchester solicitor, and his wife Jane (née Beardoe). There were several connections between the Grundy and Beardoe families. Not only was Frederick’s brother George Docker Grundy married to Jane’s sister Mary Beardoe, but their fathers, George Grundy, a Churchman of Cheetham Hill, and James Beardoe, owner of the great house Ardwick Green, were partners in the firm Grundy and Beardoe, Merchants and Calico Printers, Manchester. The Beardoe name was one to be proud of in Manchester, and in passing it on to her second son, Harry Beardoe Adams, Bertha may have hoped that he would use it in his surname, as her cousin James B. Beardoe-Grundy did. (Harry did use it in official documents, but not for his literary work.)




    Andrew and Bertha married in Manchester on 26 October 1859, by which time his regiment was posted to Dublin; there had been a possibility that the 22nd Regiment would be sent to South Africa earlier in that year, but instead it had been called in to deal with labour unrest in Coventry. Twenty-five years later, their son Francis might have been on the other side of the barricades. In August the regiment was sent to Ireland for several months before going on to Malta.




    When the 1st Battalion of the 22nd (Cheshire) Regiment was ordered to Malta in i860, it numbered about nine hundred men, with a further hundred women and children. Assistant-Surgeon ‘Sandy’ Leith-Adams is listed among those who embarked from Cork in May, accompanied on the troopship by his young wife. The itinerant nature of their married life was quite marked in this first year, although the Malta posting was to provide a six year period of relative stability.




    Andrew’s recollections, in Notes of a Naturalist in the Nile Valley and Malta, give us a less than idyllic view of some phases of life in Malta:




    

      The physical aspects of the Maltese islands in mid-summer are by no means inviting . . . not a blade of grass or plant of any sort is there to gladden the eye or relieve the glare of a semi-tropical sun. The great heat of the day rendering outdoor pursuits unpleasant from the want of tree and shade, I was compelled at this season to restrict my excursions to the early morning and afternoon.11


    




    He also observes that Malta had a bad reputation among the British military as being a boring post, but that he himself, thanks to his scientific interests, was never without employment in his leisure hours. He became known to the local children as ‘antiqua’, ‘the ancient’, because of his digging for fossils. Life had its pleasures, as well as its discomforts. The ‘sunshine, orange groves, and military pomp and glitter of life in Malta’ were remembered fondly by Bertha in later life, although she would also write about the cholera epidemic which decimated the community and provided her with experiences of ‘an intense and exceptional character’. All grist to the mill, for a writer, but she did not start writing until ten years later, back in England.




    A Medical Report: Following the cholera epidemic, Andrew Leith-Adams and his Assistant-Surgeon F. H. Welch prepared a meticulously detailed report, including an account of sanitary conditions on the island (which were appalling) and its geology; the history of previous epidemics and their patterns of appearance and transmission, with statistics from 1837 to 1864; the spread of the 1865 epidemic from Egypt to Malta; maps and charts; tables of cases and deaths in all the different regiments and areas of the islands; description of the disease ‘and its accompanying conditions’ backed up by careful observation and analysis of symptoms. They enlisted a doctor at the Civil Hospital in Floriana to carry out observations among native patients, examined the pathology of the disease closely, and carried out a few post-mortem examinations; they did know enough about the disease not to keep infected bodies lying around any longer than necessary. The importance of hygiene was evident, and Dr Leith-Adams’s practice of carefully monitoring and quickly isolating any new cases in the 22nd Regiment was an effective preventative measure.12




    Although Andrew Leith-Adams’s obituary records that ‘his report on the Maltese cholera epidemic of 1865, and his devotion to the sick, received warm praise’, the report also attracted appalled criticism of some of the more experimental treatments administered to the soldiers. A review in the British Medical Journal noted that strychnine was given in six cases of cholera, and that in one of these ‘death quickly followed, leaving no doubt as to the cause’; for the remaining patients, the strychnine did no good, and only one of the six recovered, ‘escaping both from the disease and the remedy’. But, the review continues, ‘it is not even suggested that the strychnia had any curative influence, and thenceforth the use of this dangerous agent was discontinued . . . We trust that experiments of this kind will never again be repeated either in the British army or out of it’.13




    While this story serves as a startling reminder of both the primitive state of medical knowledge of cholera in the mid-nineteenth century, and the urgency of medical researches attempting to redeem that ignorance, I should make it clear that Leith-Adams and his medical colleagues did not administer the strychnine in a reckless spirit of experimentation. In the middle of the epidemic, with soldiers and civilians falling by the dozen, the army surgeons were prepared to try almost anything (stimulants, narcotics, emetics, antispasmodics, astringents), even though, as they reported, ‘the general opinion was that attempts to cure were “heartrending”, and system after system failed’. What the army report mentions, but the review does not, is that the strychnine was given in accordance with an earlier report by one Dr Hensman of the 20th Regiment, in which the beneficial effects of strychnine in the treatment of cholera were ‘put forth in a very strong light’, with specific doses and instructions.14 After the disastrous consequences described above, the doctors at Malta reached the same conclusion as the British Medical Journal’s reviewer: ‘Such knowledge, so dearly bought, effectively put a stop to its further use among the military. What influence it might have if administered in smaller doses, and especially during the earlier periods of the disease, is doubtful as no one chose to hazard the experiment’. The causes of cholera were theorised in the report, but the cure remained a mystery, and this was candidly acknowledged: ‘Happily, where medicine is at such a deficiency in opposing the baneful effects of so virulent a disease sanitary service more than counter balances it’.




    Whatever we make of later official and literary reflections on the epidemic, and however much Leith-Adams contributed to contemporary knowledge of cholera, it did have a significant effect on the life of young Francis Adams, first-born child of Andrew and Bertha. Perhaps it set a pattern from which he would never be free; perhaps the arrival of the cholera epidemic was just one dramatic moment in a generally peripatetic life.




    Francis William Lauderdale Leith Adams was born on 27 September 1862 in Floriana, a suburb of Valletta, Malta. He was duly baptised in the Garrison Chapel, a fact recorded by the military which did not find its way into the usual civilian birth records. He was only there for the first two years of his life, however, as he was bundled off to his grandparents in Manchester as soon as the cholera epidemic struck in July 1865.




    A wise precaution, as none of the children of the 22nd who contracted cholera survived. When the schoolmistress died, her husband took their two daughters home to England. Their two boys were left ‘in the care of Mrs Adams before they entered the regiment as enlisted boys, at the age of 9 and 10’.15 With her own son on a ship to England, safe from the disease, she was able to care for those less fortunate.




    Francis Adams may not have been present, or indeed old enough to know what was going on during the cholera epidemic, but he would have heard and read about it later, in his mother’s stories if not in his father’s report. I can imagine that he would have appreciated the heroic dedication to duty exhibited by both his parents, Bertha with her organisation of the women into a nursing team and her fostering of children, Andrew with his tireless rounds and scientific pursuit of knowledge.




    Young Francis’s earliest memories of Malta are re-created in a poem written years later, and never published, which suggests that Malta became in his imagination a magical place of sunny skies and magnificent sunsets.




    

      Malta




      Through my brooding boyhood’s day-dreams,




      cold and cloudy English skies,




      snowy bright Canadian forests,—




      with a fresh divine surprise,




      heaven’s great vault of blue o’er-arching,




      eve’s vast orange-twilight place




      alternated, till I felt the




      scented sea-breeze on my face!




      All my youth I sickened for it,




      what my waking eyes first knew.




      South, sweet sunny South, O never,




      should I never reach to you?




      Now my manhood reaches to you;




      all their mystery is won,




      all the beaming constellations,




      all the magic of the sun!




      And the blue is pale and sickly,




      and the [eve] is whelmed with woe,




      and dismay and doubt are ever




      as I knew them long ago.16


    




    A pause, for speculation as to the poem’s biographical implications. The last two stanzas of this poem, in which the adult achieves his dream of sunny Malta, suggest that the dream was either a delusion or had been lost altogether with the vitality of childhood. The blue sky has turned pale and sickly as if in sympathy with the adult’s physical and mental malaise, and, lugubriously, the eve is ‘whelmed with woe’. Innocence, once inflected with experience, cannot be regained. The poem may be about an actual return to Malta, but it mourns the loss of innocence and health on a number of levels, even as it celebrates the power of the imagination to transform the material of memory in order to create its own reality: ‘I felt the scented sea-breeze on my face!’ It is hard not to read this poem in terms of those Romantic poets, Blake and Wordsworth, whose celebrations of the power of the young imagination are echoed in its lines. The very literary echoes that it creates, however, remind us that it is a work of art rather than a straightforward piece of autobiographical reflection. Malta may have meant these things to Adams in the writing of this poem, but then it could easily have meant quite other things, in other moods and other texts.




    Is it possible, then, to find traces of his personality and individual experiences in this poem, beyond noting that its places are the same as those in which he was born and spent his formative years: Malta, northern England, and Canada? Surely the nostalgia for sunshine and health expressed in this poem exceeds the nostalgia of literary convention—if not through conscious recollection, then through the child’s, as well as the poet’s, imaginative re-creation of very early memories: ‘All my youth I sickened for it’. What was Adams’s childhood like in those foreign climates—was it less secure, emotionally and intellectually as well as physically, than it might have been?




    After his exile to England, it seems that young Francis did not return to Malta. The Cheshire regiment moved on in March 1866, and he was to rejoin his parents in Canada, where they lived for three years before moving again to Ireland and then back to England. On 19 June 1867 a second son, Harry Beardoe Adams, was born and baptised in Fredericton, New Brunswick, which many years later would provide the setting for Bertha’s popular novel, Aunt Hepsy’s Foundling.




    The 22nd (Cheshire) was the last British Regiment to be quartered in Fredericton, in the period just after the American Civil War, during the amalgamation of Nova Scotia and New Brunswick with Canada. One of its chief duties was to prevent British soldiers from deserting across the border to join the Yankees, who were offering large incentives in an effort to recruit instructors for their own depleted army, but it can’t have been too difficult a mission. For the men, the New Brunswick station was an idyllic one: ‘Sport was cheap and plentiful for rod and gun and there was little or no military fussiness’.17




    This must have been a good time for Andrew to get on with his scientific work. He was publishing articles and books from the late 1860s onwards, with titles including Wanderings of a Naturalist in India, the Western Himalayas and Cashmere (1867), Notes of a Naturalist in the Nile Valley and Malta (1870), Field and Forest Rambles, with Notes and Observations on the Natural History of Eastern Canada (1873), and a Monograph on the British Fossil Elephant (1877). He also published many articles in Popular Science Review, on topics such as the mental powers of birds, the natural history and distribution of bears (clearly influenced by his time in North America, where everybody likes to discuss bears), and the ‘bone-caverns’ of Gibraltar, Malta, and Sicily. He was elected Fellow of the Geographical Society in 1870, the year before T. H. Huxley was elected President, and Fellow of the Royal Society in 1872. He appears not to have played any leading role in the Society, but was granted £30 in 1879 to finish his book on British Fossil Elephants.18




    A turning point in Leith-Adams’s career occurred during the next posting, in Ireland again, when in 1870 the Royal Army Medical Corps was established. The centralising of military medical services was just one of many changes in British health administration at this time. By 1870 there were over 700 authorities working under the public health and local government legislation. Further legislation between 1871 and 1875, following the report of a Royal Sanitary Commission set up in 1869, established the Local Government Board and a system of rural and urban sanitary authorities.19 While the centralisation of medical services in the army took place in a broader context of structural change and increasing regulation intended to improve health services, there would surely have been at least a sentimental cost involved in the separation of medical officers from their Regiments. Leith-Adams, after all, had served with the same regiment for twenty-two years; his wife, according to Ever Glonous: A History of the Cheshire Regiment, was an important chronicler of the 22nd Regiment, and ‘both were devoted to its welfare’.20 At the same time, they may well have been quite happy to give up the nomadic life of the regiment to return to England, which is what happened when Andrew Leith-Adams was detached from the 22nd and posted to the Recruiting Staff office in Chelsea.




    Whatever his feelings about being posted to London, Leith-Adams retired from the army three years later at the age of forty-four, to take up a Chair in Zoology at the College of Science in Dublin. Presumably he had made some contacts among natural historians during his army posting in Ireland, but his connection with Charles Darwin, whose work he admired greatly, helped him to secure his next academic position. The last years of his life were spent as Professor of Natural History in Cork, where he died in 1882 of pulmonary tuberculosis, a disease that would afflict both his sons.




    Mrs Leith-Adams, ‘literary lady’




    What about Bertha? What was she doing all this time, while following her husband around from post to post? In an interview she gave many years later, she said she had benefited greatly from having shared in her first husband’s professional, intellectual and social life, as well as having her own role in the life of the garrison. According to the regimental chronicle: ‘Mrs Leith Adams was the mainstay of concerts for the troops and various entertainments for the boys and for the married women and children’.21 In her second marriage, to the headmaster of a boarding school in Stratford-upon-Avon, she would also organise concerts and theatrical events. It may be no coincidence that her later career as a writer would include songs and plays, but long before she published any of these, she was to become well known as a writer of novels and short stories.




    One of the more enjoyable tasks of biographical research is travelling to interesting places in order to obtain information and, just as importantly in some people’s estimation, to ‘soak up’ the atmosphere. If I had done that while reading Bertha Leith-Adams’s novels in the Bodleian Library in Oxford, I might have either become tipsy or had my lungs preserved; the wonderful aroma of the reading room, with its high windows and unvarnished narrow wooden stairways, is still a strong sense memory. To my fevered academic imagination it smelt of port and suggested generations of gowned dons sipping fortified wine under the dreaming spires; more practically, Richard guessed the odour to be some kind of wood- or paper-preserving product. Perhaps some day we’ll find out. But to return to the task in hand, I was talking about Bertha’s life before she started writing, which introduced her to Society as well as the mixed experiences of literary life . . .




    According to Helen Black’s interview with Bertha, who was by then a well established novelist, the six months posting in Ireland after her marriage was a period of stimulation and experience which would later stand her in good stead. It is interesting to note the emphasis on what her son would later dismiss as ‘Sassiety’, both in Bertha’s memories of her life and in the interviewer’s account for the readers of the Ladies Pictorial:




    

      Her presentation at the Irish Vice-Regal Court, over which the scholarly Lord Carlisle then held sway, the brilliant festivities at the Castle, réunions at the house of Sir Henry and Lady Marsh, where she met all the men of letters in Dublin, the happy camaraderie of regimental life; all these things, so new to her, passed like a flash, and were exchanged for the troopship, and ultimately for lands and societies strangely differing the one from the other.22


    




    It would be a mistake, however, to dismiss Bertha Leith-Adams’s novels as mere ‘society romances’; at least one, Bonnie Kate (1891) deals with the ‘new woman’ and problems of modern marriage, while others are realistic in their portrayal of military life. The experience of actually living in Malta, New Brunswick and Ireland allowed her to satisfy a popular interest in ‘exotic’ locations with realistic attention to detail and some knowledge of the social milieux.




    Bertha Leith-Adams started writing in the 1870s, at least, possibly earlier. Her first book was Nancy’s Work, a Church Story published in 1876 under the name Β. L. Α., ‘the author of Keane Malcombe’s Pupil’, which had been published anonymously in Dickens’s All the Year Round earlier the same year. Her second novel, Winstowe (1877), was published in America as well as England, and the third, the sentimental romance Georgie’s Wooer, was published only in New York, in 1878, having first run as a serial in All the Year Round.




    This burst of publishing (four novels in two years) may suggest that a backlog of manuscripts was finding its way into print, but if so the burst lasted until 1883. During this seven-year period Bertha Leith-Adams published eight more books, some in North America as well as England, with several running into three or more editions: Madelon Lemoin, My Land of Beulah (short stories), Aunt Hepsy’s Foundling, Cosmo Gordon, Expiated and other stones, Lady Deane (short stories), My Brother Sol (short stories) and Geoffrey Stirling.




    Between late 1878 and 1880 she was also involved in literary journalism, particularly after she took on the editorship of The Pantiles Papers: A Monthly Literary Magazine and Review, the last issue of which she edited in 1878. With that issue, the magazine featured a new cover. By the next, it had changed its name and acquired a more local focus, as the Kensington: A Monthly Magazine of Fiction, Science, Art, and Poetry, with Mrs Leith Adams (no hyphen) as editor. From 1876 onwards, as we have already seen, she was also a regular contributor to All the Year Round, but it is difficult to identify any contributions apart from her serialised novels because of the journal’s editorial policy of anonymous publication. In her own magazine, on the other hand, almost all stories, poems and articles are signed, and it is quite interesting to trace not only her own serialised fiction but also the contributions of her husband, son and the family friend who was to become her second husband, Robert Stuart de Courcy Laffan.




    Most of her novels went into more than one edition (which is more than can be said for most of her son’s). On the whole, they received quite good reviews, with the usual patronising allowances made for a ‘lady novelist’. A Garrison Romance (1892), for instance, won grudging praise from the Athenaeum:




    

      It is rash for a lady to undertake a description of military life, for she can necessarily learn nothing about its details except by hearsay. Yet, though some of her characters are a trifle grotesque, Mrs Adams has not presented us with such caricatures as with Mrs Stannard stand for the representations of ‘soldier officers’; and some of them are very tolerably presented.23


    




    Would a male writer have had any better opportunity of observing military life by virtue of his gender, than Bertha Leith-Adams had as the wife of an officer who spent years living in garrison towns? The same reviewer, who fails to demonstrate the rashness of this particular lady author in describing military life, concludes that ‘the most attractive feature of the book is the writer’s delicate appreciation of the private soldier, whose good and kindly qualities ought to earn him more esteem than he generally receives’. This novel, like its successor Colour-Sergeant No. 1 Company (1894) and the short story ‘A Simple Hero’ (serialised by Dickens in 1876 and re-published twenty years later in the 22nd’s Regimental newsletter, the Oakleaf) drew heavily on the author’s firsthand experience of military life in Malta, Ireland and Canada for characters, incidents, and, of course, background settings.




    In addition to fifteen novels published between 1876 and 1902, Bertha Leith-Adams wrote a couple of books of poetry, nine collections of short stories, and a volume of essays and lectures on subjects including ‘Fictional Literature as a Calling for Women’ and ‘The Freedom of the Soul’. Her writing career spanned a variety of genres as broad as her son’s would, albeit with a difference. While Francis Adams was to work as a journalist in Australia, with a particular interest in politics and foreign policy, her extra-fictional interests had taken a more theatrical turn, with two volumes of plays and songs being published in 1904 and 1912. Her most famous song was ‘Good-bye, Daddy’ (1900), and her plays included both comedies and dramatisations of her own work, notably the popular Geoffrey Stirling (written in three acts, performed at the Fulham Theatre, 1905).




    The lecture on ‘Fictional Literature as a Calling for Women’ included the following practical advice:




    

      I may perhaps mention that from my own experience the best thing to aim at is to get upon the staff of a good magazine; run your own stories there as serials, get hold of a good publisher to bring out the work at six shillings (it used to be in 3 vols.), then aim at a series in cheaper form, paying you a fixed royalty. One thing, one unvarying rule, I would lay down—do nothing without being paid for it; you are wronging some unknown sister worker if you do.24


    




    The professional attitude insisted on here came out of thirty years of experience as a woman writing in a literary environment in which reviewers (of both sexes) persisted in patronising women, but which at the same time was full of successful women writers. These two things may be connected, of course— the more women were seen to be dominating the market for novels, for instance, the more urgent or tempting it may have been for hostile critics to dismiss their work in general as trivial and popular.




    After the publication in 1883 of Geoffrey Stirling, Bertha’s best known and most successful novel, there is a slowing down of her literary output for several years, understandable considering the death of Andrew Leith-Adams in August 1882 and her remarriage almost exactly a year later.




    While the emotional disruption of Andrew’s death was accompanied by growing anxiety about the health of her sons and Francis’s departure for Australia,25 the second marriage is likely to have made a greater practical difference to her lifestyle and methods of work, since she and Andrew had been separated a great deal in the years before his death. When he retired from the Army and took up his academic position in Ireland in the mid-i870s, she remained in London, pursuing her literary career (with considerable success, as we have seen)—and if her son’s Australian friends are to be believed, she may have had one or more extramarital affairs. As late as 1881, however, a census shows the whole family (father, mother and both sons) at 18 Clarendon Gardens, W., so Andrew evidently continued to use the family home as his London base. Whatever the precise inflections of the marriage relationship or the degree of separation after Andrew moved to Ireland, she continued to use the name Bertha Leith-Adams for her writing long after she had become the wife of the Rev. Robert Stuart de Courcy Laffan (1853-1927).




    Robert Laffan was considerably younger than Bertha, the son of a family friend in Malta, and an enthusiastic proponent of muscular Christianity and progressive educational reform. In later life he would be a Member of the International Olympic Committee, but in these early years of his career, between 1882 and 1895, he was headmaster of the Grammar School in Stratford-upon-Avon. Now known as the King Edward VI School, or the Guild School, it was first established on its present site by the Guild of the Holy Cross in 1269. Many of the buildings still in use date back to the fifteenth century, and its most famous past pupil is commemorated in its informal title, ‘Shakespeare’s School’.




    The older school buildings still have faded Tudor timbering on the outside, and internally the library building is much as Shakespeare would have known it, structurally at least. It was an interesting place to visit, not least because Robert Stuart de Courcy Laffan is well remembered in the school histories and records. Indeed, the School archivist wrote to me in 1995 that ‘Laffan could easily claim to be the most significant headmaster of the School almost from any time in its history’. As an innovative and highly energetic headmaster, he increased the number of students from less than forty to over a hundred within seven years, appointed several new well-qualified masters, improved the school’s academic offerings and thereby broadened opportunities for students.




    The interview by Helen Black in the Ladies Pictorial also describes Laffan in glowing terms: ‘He is a refined scholar, a most able preacher, and on his staff are men of high university degrees and much culture, so that, as Mrs Laffan, the author’s lines are still cast among intellectual surroundings’. Bertha is described as throwing herself into school life, particularly events such as speech day and the annual procession to celebrate Shakespeare’s birthday: ‘Mrs Laffan personally designs all the costumes of the play, Shakespearian or otherwise, and on the last occasion of this kind wrote the play for the junior boys and composed the music incidental to it’.




    At the Stratford-upon-Avon public records office we found, among other things, photographs of Robert and Bertha, the former looking like the suave and professional gentleman-headmaster he was, the latter adorned by a not-too-yappy-looking lap-dog. In both her new home and in her professional life, she seems to have kept quite a few decorative touches from her first marriage on display, ranging from the Maltese china jars to the string of letters after Andrew Leith-Adams’s name.




    Gossip: I am sorry to have to report that some of the anecdotal evidence suggests that Bertha was unpopular with the masters and townspeople in both Stratford and their next school. Responding to Stephen Murray-Smith’s advertisement in the Times Literary Supplement in 1968, F. C. Morgan recalled: ‘Mrs Laffan was most unpopular in Stratford-on-Avon, and was usually accompanied by a master when in the town . . .’; he tells a story about ‘a quarrel between her and the Vicar, the Rev. G. Arbuthnot. The latter was responsible for the building of a parish hall, where small amateur plays, etc took place. On one occasion, Mrs Laffan anonymously and severely criticised one of these in the local paper, the ‘Stratford-upon-Avon Herald’. In the next issue of the ‘Parish Magazine’ printed by my father which had a large issue, the Vicar criticised the anonymous writer of the critique, well knowing who she was. This raised a terrible storm in the teacup. Mrs Laffan sent her husband to my Father to say that if he printed any more issues of the magazine he would lose all the school custom’. As a result of this incident, Mr Morgan was removed from the Grammar School and sent to an inferior local school, which he regretted all his life.




    While Mr Morgan may have had personal reasons for resenting the headmaster’s wife, similar tales are told by former masters of both the King Edward VI School and Cheltenham College, Laffan’s next position, about how Mrs Laffan alienated the locals through her bossiness. The reasons for Laffan only lasting four years as headmaster were, according to the Cheltonian Society Secretary in 1953, C. H. Pigg:




    

      	Laffan succeeded a great man Dr H. A. James, a gruff and graceless creature. Laffan was felt to be too suave and rather an exhibitionist.




      	It was the staff who felt this and not Old Cheltonians. The staff ousted Laffan. (Laffan once preached a sermon on the text ‘Alexander the coppersmith wrought me much evil’ referring to his chief adversary on the staff). Those were stirring days.




      	The chief cause of all the trouble was Laffan’s wife who wrote as a novelist under the name Mrs Leith-Adams; she predeceased him and there were no children. She was conspicuous in the town and at the college for blabbing and interfering, and Wright says that she undoubtedly wrought his downfall here.


    




    The attributes that the 22nd Regiment had valued in Bertha Leith-Adams—her interest in the ‘lower orders’ and in ‘running things’, her ability to provide leadership in a time of crisis—clearly had less currency in the more genteel circle occupied by a headmaster’s wife. If only she had kept to organising schoolboys, and minded her own business . . .




    Francis Adams was clearly blessed with interesting parents. As a writer, and a thinker, it is easy to see ways in which he could be inspired by them, or react against them, and there are clues here and there throughout his work and in biographical accounts that suggest that his family was a significant influence. At the same time, however, his life was far from sheltered in the familial bosom. The separation from his parents at the age of two when he was sent to England to escape the cholera in Malta was just one of many. Throughout his life there were times of greater or lesser emotional as well as physical distance, eulminating in the six-year period of exile when he became, to all intents and purposes, Australian. After that first experience of being exiled from Malta, and after he rejoined the family in New Brunswick and spent three years or so with them, young Francis Adams underwent the most common of separation experiences for his class and generation, being sent away to boarding school.
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