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    ‘Christina Stead has long needed a good biographer, and here she is. Hazel Rowley is no pedant, boring the reader with a maze of footnotes, nor does she use her subject to focus her own needs, and the result is a fine and balanced book.’




    Doris Lessing, The Independent (London)




    ‘Hazel Rowley, in this splendidly detailed account, supplies the narrative that makes sense of the novels’ angry, many-voiced, impatient, digressive brilliance. Hazel Rowley, who is as patient and tactful as Stead was impatient and savage, has portrayed her “monster” with exemplary clarity (and charity).’




    Lorna Sage, Times Literary Supplement




    ‘Neither [Stead’s] life nor her art ran smoothly, and it is the measure of Hazel Rowley’s achievement in Christina Stead: A Biography that she dodges none of the difficulties, while managing to produce an exceptionally readable and enjoyable book.’




    Anne Chisholm, The Observer (London)




    ‘Hazel Rowley’s book can hardly be faulted for its sympathy and intelligence. It is unlikely to be bettered.’




    James Wood, The Guardian (London)




    ‘It’s a hell of a life that Hazel Rowley has on her hands. It is to the credit of the biographer that she makes the reading of Stead’s life, which has its pits of negativity, both willed and suffered, a profoundly moving experience. This is biography of the highest order, as finely organized as anything by Ellmann and with a command of narrative tempo that will put it on the shelf next to Marr’s Patrick White as one of the finest biographies ever written about an Australian.’




    Peter Craven, The Age (Melbourne)




    ‘Christina Stead: A Biography will, I’m sure, in time become one of those stories from Australian literary life, which simply have to be read by anyone interested in Australia’s intellectual and social history, in the literature of the English-speaking world, and in the biographer’s art at its most consummate.’




    Robert Dessaix, 24 Hours (Sydney)
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    Prologue




    IT WAS THE interviews Christina Stead gave late in life that first aroused my curiosity. ‘I’m a good-natured person,’ she would insist. ‘I don’t expect anything, because I don’t care. I take everything as it comes.’ The façade she displays is brusque and pragmatic. Her rhetoric is scientific—influenced, she would always say, by her naturalist father. ‘When you’re a little girl and you look in an aquarium and you see fish doing this and that … you don’t criticise and say they should do something else. And that’s the way in which I was brought up.’




    This detached persona seems scarcely reconcilable with Stead’s fiction, repeatedly described by critics as ‘savage’ and ‘furious’. In her two autobiographical novels, The Man Who Loved Children and For Love Alone, Stead’s fictional counterparts plan murder and suicide. And Stead often said she invented nothing in her fiction—neither characters nor plots. I found myself wondering about the person behind the mask.




    Virtually the whole of Stead’s writing life—forty-six years in all—was spent in the northern hemisphere. She left Sydney as a young woman of twenty-six; she returned aged seventy-two, a figure of international repute, rivalling Patrick White as the finest writer Australia has produced.




    No major writer of any nationality has been more cosmopolitan than Christina Stead, with her genius for portraying disparate locales, voices and expressions. Joyce in exile remained quintessentially Irish; D. H. Lawrence abroad, grumble as he might about his homeland, remained unmistakeably English. Stead was Australian in the sense that restlessness and travel are an Australian tradition. Culturally, she was as adaptable as a chameleon.




    A child of the Edwardian era, she came to maturity during that period of cataclysmic change straight after the Great War, before radio and jet travel transformed communications. She arrived in England in 1928, and Wall Street crashed the following year. The movements of Stead and her companion Bill Blake would reflect those of a tide of expatriates. They were in Paris at the same time as James Joyce and Gertrude Stein, the doyens of ‘modernism’. They were in the United States when John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath was celebrated as the great proletarian novel. When leftwing solidarity gave way to the Second World War and its tragic aftermath, the Cold War, Stead and Blake fled McCarthyist America for Europe.




    Wherever she was, Stead’s internal baggage went with her, but its dead weight was something she hid from others. ‘Why does anyone want to know about the life of a writer?’ she once asked. ‘The writer is usually engaged in telling the story of other people’s lives.’1 Her curiosity about other people was unquenchable. She was fascinated by ordinary lives and the extraordinary passions that propelled them along. But she was the least reliable of sources when it came to her own life. In later life, she destroyed all the drafts of her manuscripts and most of her private papers, diaries and intimate correspondence.




    Stead would sometimes say she had no need to write an autobiography; she had already written it in her books. But her fiction is reality transmuted. Her fictional alter egos, Louisa, Teresa, Lydia, Persia, Laura—all with names ending in a, like Christina—are idealised Christinas. None of them is hanging in Stead’s gallery of monsters. Those were modelled on her family and friends. But just like Victor Frankenstein’s creation, Stead’s monsters partly represent her own shadow side.




    No one knew better than Stead that life itself is a narrative. She was happiest when she was turning life into story. As she once wrote: ‘The true portrait of a person should be built up as a painter builds it, with hints from everyone, brush-strokes, thousands of little touches.’2


  




  

    
1


    


    Ocean of Story
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    JULY 1902 – AUGUST 1917




    IN CHRISTINA STEAD’S memory, her mother was a dim vision of pale skin, dark eyes and long dark hair lying across a pillow on a high brass and lacquer bed. She herself, dressed in a red twill dress, was swinging on the bedpost, singing to her mother, who had always liked her singing. It must have been morning, for the sunlight filtered through the front window of their whitewashed cottage. Suddenly the nurse, an ugly old woman, told her to go away and stop annoying her mother. The little girl looked at her mother, who said: ‘Yes, go, Chrissie.’1




    Filled with a sense of betrayal, the child left the room. She was fingering the panelling of the door, not knowing why she had been sent out, when her aunt came along: ‘What are you doing there—spying?’ Although she was only two and a half, the child knew what was meant. Her aunt shooed her away. Seventy-seven years later, Christina Stead was still angry.




    Christina Stead never made much consciously of the loss of her mother, though she did once say, comparing herself to a guttercat, that she had not trusted anyone since she was two.




    After her mother’s death, she became her father’s special girl. David George Stead was a zoologist, brimming with stories about the marvels of the natural world and its strange inhabitants. In the evenings, with the light falling from the streetlamp through the open slats of the venetian blind and his foot on the packing case on which his daughter slept, he would tell his tales. ‘And it went on and on, night after night, for more than two years.’




    Among the last things Stead wrote was a tender piece reconciling her to the ‘unusually gifted man’ whom she had reviled in her most famous novel, The Man Who Loved Children. It was her father, she acknowledged, who had taught her to swim in the ‘ocean of story’.2
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    Christina Ellen Stead was third-generation Australian. She liked to think her family history was shaped by literature. In Great Expectations, published in 1861, the convict Magwitch is transported to Australia, where he makes his fortune in sheep. In 1862, Stead’s paternal grandfather, an avid reader of Dickens, packed his bags, farewelled his family in Kent and boarded the Hotspur for the three-and-a-half-month voyage to Sydney. He was sixteen years old. Whether or not fiction played so decisive a role in Samuel Stead’s destiny, Australia did offer an opportunity for hardworking tradesmen to break out of the English class system. By the time Samuel Stead came to Sydney, gold had paved the way for a boom in the Australian economy that was to last for thirty years. Samuel did not make his fortune, but he was enterprising and found employment with a firm of building contractors, later setting up his own business in North Sydney. Late in life he joined the Dickens Society, and as a child, Christina was occasionally taken to see her grandfather perform at socials, where he would recite from the novels, joyfully impersonating Scrooge, Nicholas Nickleby, Quilp and Fagin.




    At the age of twenty-two, Samuel Stead married 19-year-old Christina McLaren. Scottish born, she had come to Australia as a baby with her newly widowed mother. Samuel purchased a small plot of land on Walker Street, a winding street not far from the harbour in St Leonards (now North Sydney), where he built a two-storey weatherboard house. There Christina produced seven children by the time she was thirty-two. One daughter, May, died in infancy, leaving three boys and three girls: Sydney, Samuel, Christina, Jessie, David and Florence.




    Grandfather Samuel—with twinkling eyes, moustache and a dashing dark red handkerchief—was a ‘freethinker’, as atheists were then called, who occasionally took snuff and enjoyed a glass of port. He belonged to the Order of Odd Fellows, the oldest of the several orders of British lodges transplanted to Australia, committed to ideals of brotherhood, democratic sharing of responsibility and mutual financial assistance.




    His wife, Christina, by contrast, was a kind-faced but plain woman, with an austere, world-renouncing piety. As a member of the Plymouth Brethren, a nonconformist Protestant sect, she regarded smoking, alcohol, dancing, gambling and the theatre as vices.




    David George was born on 6 March 1877. He was a handsome boy, with thick yellow hair, soft blue eyes and a happy nature. According to his daughter Christina he actually shone: his ‘pale blaze’ dazzled people. If his older siblings still entertained sentimental ideas about ‘Old England’, David responded to the country of his birth like Adam in Eden: ‘Australia was his prolific and innocent garden.’




    Despite their mother’s puritanism, the Stead household was cheerful and musical, with frequent family singsongs around the piano. When they sang in the evenings in the front room with the lights on and the blinds up, passers-by would stop in the street to listen.




    One terrible night in the winter of 1893, Christina, their mother, died of an angina attack. She was forty-four. David, who was sixteen years old and particularly close to his mother, was devastated. He vowed to keep her rules of life.




    

      He never went to the theatre or to concerts; he abhorred dancing, because of the contact of bodies; he did not allow kissing or embracing in the home, nor endearments, nor cajoling, which he thought led to degrading habits of mind.


    




    David George held a strange mixture of both parents’ views, with passionate fervour. He was an atheist, like his father, and so committed to atheism that he refused to enter a church. Yet he was a puritan, like his mother, and just as firm about never letting a drop of alcohol pass his lips.




    All three boys left school at the age of twelve. David was apprenticed to the Sydney rubber-stamp maker Karl Faulk, where he learnt to pride himself on his decorative lettering. But his passion had always been nature. In his late teens he attended a zoology course at Sydney Technical College, where he boiled down and mounted a cat and a dog that would stare at his children from glass cases. And he became an active member of the New South Wales Naturalists’ Society, a group of committed amateurs. In 1898, at twenty-one, he joined the Linnean Society of New South Wales, the professional naturalists’ body. By 1900 he had several short articles published by the prestigious British Linnean Society.
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    David’s lively younger sister Florence—who had her father’s beautiful voice and taste for acting—went to work at fourteen as a seamstress in the workrooms of David Jones, the fashionable department store. It was through Florence that David met Ellen Butters, an embroideress, whom he married on 17 August 1901, the year Australia was formally declared an independent nation.




    Twenty-five-year-old Ellen Stead came from an ardently devout family, but her wedding was not a religious service: the 24-year-old groom was adamant about that. He even tried to forbid his wife to pray. Ellen’s father, equally headstrong, banished his daughter and her new husband from the family home. Ellen’s brother Duncan later claimed that she visited her mother and siblings secretly, and was bewildered by the strange world into which she had married: ‘snakes in the copper and creatures everywhere and she not allowed to pray’.3




    Two months after her marriage Ellen was pregnant, and it was in their two-roomed cabin on Kimpton Street, Rockdale, south of the city, that Christina Ellen Stead was born on 17 July 1902, the year that Australian women gained the right to vote in federal elections. Grandfather Butters refused to speak to his daughter or look at his grandchild.




    In the next year or so, the family moved to Oakleigh Villa, a whitewashed house with a stone verandah and picket fence, standing alone on a rutty road leading to Rockdale station. David Stead set up his menagerie in the back garden. He kept venomous black snakes, and a diamond snake, whose erratic eating habits he noted with interest. But his special interest was fish. David Stead’s expertise in this area was acknowledged by the NSW Fisheries Commission, who gave him a job in May 1902, despite his lack of formal qualifications.




    Christina Stead liked to think she looked like her mother, but the one surviving photograph of Ellen Butters shows little resemblance. In the solemn studio photograph, Ellen is in her early teens: a comely adolescent with docile brown eyes, full lips, a long dark plait and a white communion book in her lap. She is wearing a prim dress with a high neck, leg-of-mutton sleeves and a fur collar clasped by a large, ornate brooch. She looks timid, submissive—the daughter of an authoritarian Victorian father.




    As a child, Christina was very fair and had several of her father’s features, though in her, unfortunately, they did not form the same harmonious blend. Her father was tall and strongly built. In photographs he has the air of a man who knows he is handsome. His large forehead, prominent nose and resolute chin give him a proud, self-confident bearing. His daughter had the same imperious presence.




    In the family it was said that Christina looked like her father’s sister Jessica—something she hated to hear, not because Jessica’s appearance was unpleasing, but because she had remained an ‘old maid’, a fate Christina regarded with horror.
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    Christina was two and a half when Ellen was rushed to Prince Alfred Hospital, Camperdown, with acute appendicitis. It is likely, given Stead’s vague picture of her mother ill in the front bedroom, that she had been ill for some time. Was she pregnant again? Did she wonder whether she was being punished for ceasing to pray? After eighteen days in hospital, Ellen Stead died on 9 December 1904, and was buried in the General Cemetery at Rookwood. She was twenty-eight.




    After Ellen’s death, David’s younger sister Florence moved into Oakleigh Villa with her 18-month-old daughter Gwendolin. In some unpublished notes, Christina Stead writes:




    

      When my mother died I was so young that I did not miss her; I lived with a sprightly goodlooking pair of young people, a loving brother and sister, my father David and my aunt Flo, and I had a little girl to play with, my aunt’s baby daughter. The house was gay and full of music. My father whistled, imitated birds, hammered, sawed and took photographs; my aunt sang, ran the sewing machine; they told us innumerable stories about real and imaginary people.


    




    The arrangement suited everyone. The previous year Florence had married a doctor, Hugh Walker-Smith, whom she had met in an amateur repertory company, but it was a marriage on paper only. For the time being, she was only too pleased to be housekeeper to the brother she so admired. David Stead provided the financial support, enabling Florence to stay at home and look after the two girls. Years later, Christina Stead would fondly inscribe books to her ‘sister-cousin’.




    In Stead’s overtly autobiographical novel The Man Who Loved Children, good-hearted Aunt Bonnie, stage-struck and always bursting into song as she goes about her housework, creates a scandal within the self-righteous Pollit family by becoming pregnant outside marriage. Florence Walker- Smith was certainly pained by these revelations.




    Christina was to have a lifelong respect for kind, open-minded ‘Auntie Florrie’, who knew ‘it took all sorts to make a world’. Her talents as a mimic, pianist and singer brought her occasional small parts in musicals, but she had no opportunity to develop her gifts and, as a deserted wife, she was to lead a life of drudgery as a seamstress and domestic servant. But she cultivated a sweet fortitude: ‘Well, it is Kismet, isn’t it? A merry heart goes all the way.’




    As a father, David Stead was in his element. He saw himself as an educator of the masses, particularly children. Before breakfast, he would carry his daughter around his study and ask her to name in turn the various solemn faces whose photographs hung around the room: James Cook, Cuvier, Buffon, Darwin, Huxley. After this came the photographs of fish. Christina was expected to know the Latin names for their body parts and the botanical names of plants. Later, she would find foreign languages comparatively easy. And her memory was exceptionally good.




    The menagerie in the backyard grew bigger: the tortoise was obliged to bear the weight of small passengers; there were guinea-pigs, mice, rabbits, a duck, an echidna and, of course, the snakes. David and Florence read the girls the children’s classics: Alice in Wonderland, The Water Babies, Hawthorne’s Tanglewood Tales. The supreme moment for Christina was bedtime, when she had her father all to herself. Gwen had a cot in her mother’s room; Christina slept in her father’s room on a packing case containing treasures, real and imagined, that he had collected: a ‘crocodile head with a bullet hole over the left eye’, an ivory whale tooth, a giant Japanese spider-crab, dried human heads, a snake’s skeleton and ‘the kneecap of some monster extinct millions of years before’.




    Her father told her stories of the outback, about the first Australians and their corroborees, about ‘brave canoe-sailors, men washed away by wind and current’, tales of Krakatoa and Mauna Loa, volcanoes that blew people’s heads off, convict ships, Captain Cook’s travels, Charles Darwin’s voyages in the Beagle and extinct monsters—triceratops, mastodons and giant kangaroos—that used to roam the mud swamps among the cycads. Infused with her father’s passion for the Australian continent, she was filled with a ‘curious feeling … of terrestrial eternity, a sun that never set’. Although her mother was dead, she did not think of death as a horrible personal doom. She knew it was necessary for evolution to take place.




    When her father left her, to talk to his sister in the kitchen, the room was still alive with voices. The little girl’s head was filled with a clamour of ‘interminable, stupid conversations’. The pieces of furniture—her father’s double bed, the rug, the fireplace—talked to each other. The chest of drawers would say: ‘I am so heavy, full of old clothes, the drawers squeak in and out’, and the floorboards would chime in: ‘What about us? We have your weight, you’re crushing us.’ She went to sleep amid these dialogues.




    Looking back, Stead later thought it strange that the pieces of furniture were so ‘morose’ and ‘grumpy’. Since she could not remember her father or her aunt ever voicing discontent, she surmised that the complaints of the furniture reflected her own dissatisfactions.
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    An unpublished draft by Christina Stead describes a little boy who in every way resembles her, confronting a recurring morning drama. He is placed on a high chair in front of a plate of lumpy oatmeal that he stubbornly refuses to eat.




    

      ‘He must sit there till it’s eaten,’ his father would say gaily but firmly as he ran for the tram … In the evening, an enquiry was made. ‘If he won’t eat it for breakfast it must be given to him for lunch. We must break his will.’


    




    Christina Stead’s early memories were all associated with a sense of rejection, which she attributed to her physical unattractiveness. In all her stories about her childhood, she is acutely conscious of personal appearance. Her father, she writes, was an ‘extremely handsome man’. Her mother, her Aunt Florence and Gwen were pretty. She was not.




    This burning sense of her own plainness was reinforced by her father. That his eldest daughter was not endowed with good looks was a source of chagrin he made no attempt to conceal. He was obsessed with appearance himself. Worse, he expounded the theory, flattering to himself, that appearance reflected character: his own handsomeness and fairness were the outward signs of his goodness and innocence.




    In The Man Who Loved Children, Stead says of Sam Pollit: ‘Like many a handsome body, Sam was not only revolted by deformity and plainness but actually saw essential evil in it.’ To David Stead, plainness was a kind of deformity.




    [image: ]




    Then came the catastrophe that was permanently to undermine Christina’s security. By 1906, her father was becoming well known in scientific circles. An extraordinarily energetic man, he gave lectures, wrote scientific articles and newspaper columns on a vast number of nature subjects. He had published two monographs, Crustaceans, Ancient, Modern and Mythical and Fishes of Australia, each with splendid photographs, and was already at work on a third, Edible Fishes of New South Wales. His work entailed quite a bit of travelling: he was often away for a few days, inspecting oyster leases and the stocking of rivers and dams, checking the position of sewage farms. But then he took to being away on Saturday afternoons and not coming home until long after Christina had gone to bed.




    He had met Ada Gibbins through her father. Frederick John Gibbins was known as ‘the Oyster King’ of the northern rivers, where he owned dozens of leases. He also owned pearling luggers in Torres Strait, timber mills at Terrigal and a wharf at the foot of Market Street, where the timber from the family mills was shipped for storage in his Sussex Street warehouse. Gibbins warmed to David Stead and invited him to meet the family. While Stead had no personal fortune, his future did seem promising. Whether or not Frederick Gibbins encouraged the unlikely courtship between David Stead and his youngest daughter, known in the family as ‘Tott’, he did nothing to deter it.




    One Friday evening, when Christina was four, her long fair hair was put in rag curls that she had to sleep on all night. The next afternoon, wearing her best dress and hat, she went with her father by tram to the neighbouring district of Arncliffe, from where they took a pony trap along the old, convict-built Wollongong Road to a handsome two-storey mansion on the hill. They were visiting a lady whom Christina was told to call ‘Auntie Tott’.




    The lady had black hair, olive skin, dark eyes and long fingers. Her skirt was very full, her waist quite tiny. Next to the house was a small orchard. ‘You can run about and stay here till I call you,’ her father told Christina. Later, they had tea and cakes in the house, served by the maid. French windows opened onto the tessellated verandah, where an ancient Mexican parrot sat on its perch and shrieked.
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    Ada Gibbins, the youngest of eight surviving children, had been born in 1879 at the family home in Kent Street in the heart of the city. Six years later, the family had moved to Dappeto, the mansion on the hill.




    Frederick Gibbins, born in 1841, was the only son of a convict called John Gibbins, who arrived from England in 1829, at the age of eighteen, sentenced to fourteen years’ transportation for theft. It was John Gibbins, more than anyone in Christina Stead’s own family, who, like Magwitch, transformed himself from felon to successful businessman. His son Frederick had further increased the family fortune.




    Ada was greatly attached to her indulgent father. ‘Old Dad’, as his numerous grandchildren were to call him, was a handsome, lively man, very much in the Edwardian mould. Ada’s mother, Catherine (‘Old Mum’), was a strongly built woman with snowy hair pulled back in a bun, and blunt, no-nonsense speech that shocked Christina when she was a little girl.




    Ada had her mother’s fine eyes but none of her practicality. At a small private finishing school in the Blue Mountains, she had learnt the ladylike accomplishments she would need in a world of visiting cards and ‘At Homes’. She also painted watercolours, sang in a thin quavery voice, played the piano weakly and prided herself on delicate embroidery—something she was to teach Christina.




    By 1906, the year she met David Stead, Ada was twenty-seven, stuck at home with her parents and an older brother who drank too much. There was nothing to do: housework and cooking were done by servants.




    David Stead wanted a wife. And, by the time she met David, Ada must have been seriously worried about her marriage prospects. It seems, from the beginning, to have been a marriage more of convenience than of love. David Stead was probably charmed, initially, by Ada’s dark eyes and society girl coquetry; he certainly liked and admired her father. Ada was doubtless attracted by David’s looks, and perhaps his energy and enthusiasm seemed to offer a remedy for her own boredom.




    In an unpublished sketch based on her stepmother, Christina Stead refers to an earlier engagement that had been broken off, leaving ‘Pitti’ heartbroken and close to a nervous breakdown. When ‘Ewan’, a young naturalist, proposes to her, she is at first relieved. She accompanies him on several naturalists’ expeditions and although too prettily dressed for that group, she charms people. Ewan, however, is astonished by her ignorance: she does not even know what stamens and pistils are. Quite soon Pitti begins to find Ewan’s unbending ways oppressive: he disapproves of the novels she devours, disapproves of alcohol, disapproves of God himself. She runs away to relatives. When she tells her aunt she does not love her fiancé, the aunt retorts: ‘Do you want to be left on the shelf?’ Christina would always claim that her stepmother was married off by her father, Frederick Gibbins, against her will.




    The wedding was held on New Year’s Day, 1907. The Gibbins family would have liked a large church wedding. This time, David Stead was prepared to compromise to the extent of agreeing to a religious service—but no church. The Anglican rites were performed in the drawing room at Dappeto. It was pouring with rain. Christina sat near the temporary altar in a Swiss muslin dress and a large white hat. Her father wore a new suit and the bride a dress of cream brocaded satin, with a veil of Brussels lace. After the ceremony they adjourned to the dining room, where a feast was spread out on the long oak table. That afternoon, Christina acquired her third mother in four and a half years.
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    David Stead’s second marriage brought about a dramatic change in his circumstances. The benevolent Frederick Gibbins made available to the couple a substantial colonial mansion, a mile away from Dappeto, which he had bought in 1890 and rented out. For the next ten years, David and Ada Stead were to live there rent free, with their ever-expanding family.




    The district was still almost rural. Lydham Hill, as the Steads called their home on the knoll, was one of the original houses, dating from the 1850s.4 Built of local sandstone, it comprised four large rooms, each with pink and black Italian marble fireplaces, and two sloping attic rooms upstairs. The kitchen and washrooms lay across a flagstoned yard. The front of the house looked out to the Pacific through the headlands of Botany Bay, Cape Banks and Cape Solander.




    It was a fine life for children. In the mornings, the front windows of Lydham Hill were drenched in sunlight; in the evenings, playing at the back of the house, the children would watch the sun disappear behind the Blue Mountains in a crimson and orange blaze. Cool sea breezes tempered the humidity of summer, though in winter the coal fires never quite warmed the large rooms.




    The house was on three-and-a-half acres of land, which included two paddocks, an old orchard and a belt of pines and camphor laurels. It was an idyllic playground for children, and the outbuildings—the former stables, coach house and servants’ quarters—were ideal for David Stead’s collection of stuffed animals, bones and artefacts. Two large Japanese turtles lived in a well in the courtyard; cages contained snakes, possums and injured birds; a tall aviary housed a boobook owl and kookaburra, finches and budgerigars. Two emus, Dinnawan and Mundoey, acquired as striped chicks, ran around in one of the paddocks. Occasionally they would escape, stalk along the gravel drive and swallow whatever lay on the kitchen windowsill.




    In later years, in Paris, London and New York, some small thing would trigger Christina Stead’s memory of this house and the ‘whole landscape of childhood’ would rise up before her, leaving her almost breathless with nostalgia. She would ‘hear the eucalypts rustling at old Lydham’ and smell the pungent smell of ‘the cockchafer beetles, burnished gold, falling from the boughs’.5 From Paris she told a friend:




    

      You know those nights when for some reason all you did when a little child rushes back over you: I did not get a wink of sleep, thinking of the time we built nests in the pine-needles and flapped round pretending to be starlings … or hid in the kangaroo grass pretending to be prince and princess.6
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    ‘My stepmother was kind to me until her first child was born, and then I was the outsider.’7 Christina was always acutely conscious that she was different from the other children, a semi-orphan. Within ten years Ada had six of her own children. The four boys were named after famous scientists; the girls, more modestly, after the women in the family. David Darwin arrived on 4 October 1907, Catherine Ada on Christmas Day 1908, Frederick Huxley in June 1911, Doris Weeta (an Aboriginal name for a spotted bower-bird) in October 1913, Samuel Kelvin in February 1915 and Gilbert Jordan in October 1917.




    Christina now called Ada ‘mother’, but Ada never let her forget that she was the daughter of another woman. Gwen Walker-Smith remembers her cousin as a difficult, stubborn child, often sullen; Ada tried to impose her ideas, and Christina resented her from the beginning. Ada was short-tempered, often sarcastic, with a dry sense of humour and a tendency to exaggerate. Although she could be very amusing when she was relaxed, she was anything but easygoing. Caught in the crossfire of allegiances, David Stead found it more comfortable to appease his wife. (In The Man Who Loved Children Sam Pollit tells Henny, Louisa’s stepmother, reproachfully: ‘I taught her not to coax me or kiss me, or climb on my lap as the others do because in the beginning it made you so angry.’)




    Christina thought it ‘very natural’ that her stepmother did not like her—let alone love her. She saw the fault as her own: even a real mother would find it hard to love her. Unconsciously she may have believed that her own mother had left her because she was bad: such feelings are not unusual in children whose parents have died. At another level, she was angry about being deserted. It is a small step from being unloved to believing oneself unlovable. And those who feel rejected have an uncomfortable way of making sure they really are. As a writer, Christina was to become an observer, a professional outsider.
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    Stead had a vague memory of Ada as she was one year after her marriage: ‘a beautiful dark, thin young lady in a ruffled silk dressing gown, mother of a very large red infant in a ruffled bassinet, receiving in state a company of very beautiful young ladies, all in their best dresses’.8 But Ada Stead’s pampered upbringing in no way equipped her for the life she would lead. She was pregnant, on average, every second year, and although in the Lydham Hill years they usually had a servant to help, there was too much for one servant to do. There were clothes and sheets to be turned in the copper and squeezed through the mangle. There was ironing, done with heavy flatirons; there was mopping and sweeping, polishing and darning. There were beds to make, the wood stove to stoke, meals to cook.




    Florence Walker-Smith lived with them on and off, between paid domestic positions, and she and Gwen visited often. If she was able to, Florence would come and help when Ada was ill or about to give birth. The other helper was Christina, whom everyone called ‘Peg’. Her father, who gave all children nicknames, had decided that his ruddy-skinned daughter was ‘Pig Face’ or ‘Piggy’. Kindly Aunt Florence, horrified, had insisted on changing this to ‘Peg’ or ‘Peggy’.




    Since her father saw no need for it, Peg did not make an appearance at school until the unusually late age of seven. At Bexley Public School the teachers were shocked to discover that Christina, a big girl for her age, was still ‘unlettered’. The dilapidated primary schoolhouse, down the hill from the Steads’ house, gathered in boys and girls from dwellings scattered around the district. Looking back, it pained Stead to remember how the poorer children were ostracised and humiliated.




    After school, Peg would be sent to fetch milk from Dappeto. This meant crossing pastures, jumping over foul gutters, trying not to slip on the muddy, unpaved streets. She was terrified by a boy from one of the farmhouses who often waylaid her, and she dreaded spilling the milk on the way back. In the family she already had a reputation for being clumsy—‘always in the wars’.9




    Once she learnt to read, Christina could escape alone into another world. Every Saturday, she walked a mile and a half into Bexley and spent her pocket money on books, which cost a penny each. Her favourites were the Brothers Grimm and Hans Christian Andersen. Later, she would read these to the children at bedtime.
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    David Stead liked nothing better than to entertain young children. His own favourite book as a child had been Joel Chandler Harris’ tales of Uncle Remus, Tar-Baby and Br’er Rabbit, and he was an adept at Uncle Remusspeak. A letter he wrote to his children in 1922 ended: ‘Luv to evryboddie and all be goode. Thoes who duz thare dutie ar luvly wuns thay will get some frottie and some kurren bunz. From DadPad the Boald.’ David Stead’s other linguistic model was the American comic writer Artemus Ward. Though this endless wordplay could be tiresome at times, it was at least an imaginative lexical system David Stead taught his children to explore.




    Sunday, he decreed, was ‘Funday’. (Study on that day was outlawed, to the bitter resentment of his eldest son, David Darwin.) ‘Funday’ was organised by David Stead, King of the Kids. For his own children, and any of the neighbourhood children he could enlist, David Stead invented stories, thought up exuberant games, initiated magnificent adventures.




    He was a great walker, and liked to take Christina on long walks, saying it would make her grow. She would always remember and resent her father for one fifteen-mile walk along the coast from Rockdale to Cronulla—‘nearly killing me’.10




    At weekends, there were visits to Dappeto. Stead, who would read ‘shoals of detective novels’ in her life, was grateful when these authors left the scene of the crime to the reader’s imagination, for Dappeto would always be the setting she imagined. The house had all the appurtenances of a detective novel: French windows giving on to lawns, flowerbeds, windows with drainpipes, numerous stairs, rooms contiguous and adjoining, balconies.




    She would spend hours examining the bibelots and pictures at Dappeto. Over the chimney, opposite her place at the table, was an oil painting in a heavy gilt frame. It showed a table on which were arranged ‘globulous heavy grapes’, fruits and flowers, and plumy, bloody, disembowelled birds and fish with a knife stuck in them. Even its name was mysterious: did Still Life mean there was still life in the fish and birds?
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    A dominating character, charming, energetic and imaginative, David Stead was the major influence in Christina’s life. He was her father, her own blood; unlike Ada, he loved her. Indeed, he talked a great deal about love, in an abstract sort of way. At times they were close companions: both were bursting with ambition, both shared a lively curiosity about the world, a vivid imagination, an interest in language, a love of story and jokes. By the time she was in her early teens, it was his daughter who was David Stead’s confidante, not his wife.




    Committed to imparting to the community a love of nature and through that, a belief in goodness and justice, David Stead’s substitute for religion was Nature. He saw himself as an apostle of ‘Right, Justice and Truth’ (his words) and he wanted his children to follow in his path. He was always saying that he loved ‘humanity and the mass more than anything else’. People were fundamentally good; the wicked were merely insufficiently educated. As an adult, Christina Stead realised he would have made a good minister among puritanical, earnest New World dissenters.11




    One of the early and most outspoken conservationists in the country, David Stead co-founded the Wildlife Preservation Society of Australia—the precursor of the Australian Conservation Foundation. In 1910, on the strength of his books and articles, he became one of the youngest Fellows ever elected to the British Linnean Society. The same year, at thirty-three, he was promoted within the Board of Fisheries to Superintendent of Fishery Investigation—all without high school education.




    A born teacher, he was a willing and popular speaker, illustrating his talks with lantern slides. A favourite with audiences, one that Christina came to know well, was ‘Giants and Pygmies of the Deep’. He often took her to lectures and naturalist expeditions, hoping to encourage her interest in science. She would meet entomologists, geologists, botanists. ‘They bored me to death,’ she said later. ‘Unbearably prosy’ characters, they were ‘always correcting each other about some trivial matter, like the name of a beetle’.12
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    Though he gave so much time and energy to children, David Stead was not a loving or supportive father. He would romp and tease and call the children affectionate names, but they could never quite please him. When David Darwin came second in French one year, his father’s only comment was, ‘Why not first?’ The following year, when he did come first, his father merely shrugged and said, ‘Of course, from a son of mine!’13




    What ‘the man who loved children’ really loved—more than the children as individuals—was the power to form young minds. He was against compulsory schooling: he would have preferred to educate his children himself. He had very definite ideas, on which his children endured endless diatribes. There was no God. Cats and dogs carried disease. Alcohol was evil. Doctors were fools. Make-up was vulgar. Ada accepted the taboo on alcohol, keeping only a bottle of medicinal brandy in the house. Doctors came to the house for births, and Ada called the doctor when the children were seriously ill, but sometimes at the cost of a domestic row. If the children ventured a different viewpoint, their father would retort, ‘Under my roof you do as I say.’ The children made a joke of his horror of hydatids (larval tapeworms), which he told them were carried by cats and dogs. It became a comic danger cry in their games: ‘Watch out, hydatids!’14




    In Christina Stead’s ironic terms, her father was ‘part of the Huxley-Darwin reasonable-rational nature-agnostic mother-of-all-things-fresh-air-panacea eclectic-socialist universal-peace-manhood-suffrage-and-vegetarianism of the English breed, inheriting from the eighteenth century age of light and Jean-Jacques …’15




    But all this was based on prejudice as much as reason. He objected to his Australian-born children learning subjects like French and history, steeped as it was in the dubious legends, class divisions and ‘bloodstained scroll’ of ‘wicked old Europe’.16 He proclaimed the equality of all peoples, but disliked Jews (whom he called moneylenders) and did not think much of the French, despite the benefits of the Enlightenment. Publicly, he espoused the rights of women, but his letters to the family were spiked with misogynist remarks. (Women, he believed, should be pretty, wholesome and domesticated; too often they were conniving and manipulative.17) He wanted his children to do well at school, yet he was jealous when they did. ‘He was conscious of the fact that he didn’t have any academic qualifications whatsoever,’ said Thistle Harris, his third wife, ‘and it acted as a frustration to him all his life. I think it affected his whole personality.’18




    Conflict between David Stead and his children began when the children reached the age of dissent, and Christina was the first to do so. During her adolescence, alongside her love and admiration for her father went an anger that verged on hatred. It would not have helped, her brother David comments, that her father regularly called her ‘a lazy fat lump’. (She was big-boned, but never fat.) In The Man Who Loved Children, Louisa Pollit, a young adolescent, has to endure constant jibes about her size. ‘When she walks she wobbles,’ says her father observing her. ‘Take your fat belly out of the sink,’ says her stepmother, seeing Louisa slop dishes about, wetting her dress. Whether or not everyone called Christina a ‘barrel of lard’ as they do Louisa, Stead once wrote to friends: ‘Always I felt like a cripple. Do we all? Why is it? I have never been a cripple—and I thought it was because my father thought I was ugly.’19




    The David Stead counterparts in Christina Stead’s fiction have a sadistic streak. In the short story ‘Uncle Morgan at the Nats’, Uncle Morgan, Chairman of the Naturalists, goads his 3-year-old niece to put her hand in the fire. He is ‘training the child to obey’. The story was essentially true: David Stead had apparently tried to persuade 3-year-old Gwen to do just that. In The Man Who Loved Children, Louisa Pollit, at eleven, has started to have doubts about her father and to resist him. Sam Pollit is bewildered and disturbed by this new turn of events: ‘I’ll break that miserable dogged spirit of yours,’ he tells her. He boasts that he knows her inside out: ‘You are myself.’ In fact, though he pries into his daughter’s private diary and tries to prod her inner thoughts, he is far from understanding her. In his frustration, he attempts to colonise not only her mind but her body. Playing with the children one day, he joins mouths with his baby son and pushes chewed food into his mouth, explaining to the others that parent birds do this to their nestlings. He then calls over his adolescent daughter.




    

      She got up and came to his side, rather shyly. ‘Right here!’ Surprised, she came closer. Mottled with contained laughter, he stretched his mouth to hers, trying to force the banana into her mouth with his tongue, but she broke away, scattering the food on the floor and down the front of her much spotted smock, while everyone clamoured and laughed. Sam himself let out a bellow of laughter, but managed to say, ‘Get a floor cloth, Looloo-girl: you ought to do what I say!’


    




    Christina Stead claimed this was also based on fact.20




    The Stead children learnt from an early age that their father was not someone you could trust. With him you had to be on your guard: he set you up, challenged you, humiliated you when you least expected it. Games often ended in tears.
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    When Christina was twelve years old, her father submitted a scheme for a deep-sea trawling industry to be run by the state government. There was a severe shortage of fish in the Sydney shops, and David Stead drew the government’s attention to the huge variety of edible fish in the coastal waters off New South Wales.




    Trawling at that time was virtually unknown in New South Wales. Labor Premier William Arthur Holman was enthusiastic: he was eager to establish government-owned industries. In June 1914, David Stead was sent by the Department of Fisheries to Britain, Europe and the United States to purchase and equip three modern steam trawlers and to enquire into methods of fish distribution and canning. He took with him a collection of 131 specimens of New South Wales fish as a present to the British Museum.




    He sailed at the end of June 1914, and was in France when war broke out in August. His letters to his children from France and Norway reveal the extent of his obsession with female beauty:




    

      The Parisienne is splendid—she is lithe, she is supple, most graceful and beautifully formed. If a man never noticed women anywhere else he would notice them in France and specially in Paris … So many of the faces are so beautiful too—without make-up, of course—and, in very many cases, even where there is make-up, in the fashionably dressed women, it is done so artistically, as to reduce its offensiveness to a minimum.


    




    In Stavanger, David Stead was arrested by the beauty of Norwegian women:




    

      Many of the girls are so pretty, with lovely flaxen hair (the real thing) and blue eyes and loveliest of complexions, with mostly ‘peach’ and, sometimes, ‘apple’ cheeks. And this is very wonderful: there are hardly any really plain girls in Bergen, Hangesund or Stavanger … . Sunny dispositions are everywhere apparent in nice clean honest faces of both sexes … I hope our Australian governments will do all they can to attract suitable people from among these splendid industrious coastal Scandinavians to our continent … The infusion of such splendid blood into Australia can only bring benefit to our posterity and present population.


    




    Not only did David Stead worship beauty: he would have liked to rid the world of ugliness. How could he expect his eugenic enthusiasms to be shared by his 12-year-old daughter, to whom this letter was principally addressed, painfully conscious as she was of her plainness?




    David Stead’s attitude reflected the period, in which there was much theorising about the ‘racial’ superiority of the Nordic peoples. A personal friend and self-made man whom he greatly admired was David Starr Jordan (1851–1931), the world’s leading ichthyologist, the first President of Stanford University, who openly advocated eugenic practices. As Director of the World Peace Organisation, he was the foremost exponent of the dysgenic significance of the Great War: it violated the process of natural selection by killing vast numbers of the able-bodied male population, leaving the physically or mentally unfit at home to perpetuate the race. His ideas were elaborated in his book The Blood of the Nation, A Study of the Decay of Races through the Survival of the Unfit (1920).




    Starr Jordan visited Sydney a couple of times. Christina remembered him well, as one of the few visitors to the house at Bexley—‘a tall imposing man with a broadbrimmed hat and dark clothes’.21 In David Stead’s autograph book, he wrote a maxim from Emerson that impressed Christina: ‘The world stands aside to let pass the man who knows whither he is going.’




    David Stead was away from Sydney for almost the whole duration of his wife’s fifth pregnancy. One postcard to Ada has survived. Written in late February 1915 from Boston, the message was a few dull lines about the picture on the other side; there was no ‘dear Ada’ and no ‘love David’, no concern about her health. Yet earlier that same month she had given birth to Samuel Kelvin.
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    The Man Who Loved Children contains a violent Oedipal melodrama written by 13-year-old Louisa for the occasion of her father’s fortieth birthday. There are just two characters in Tragedy of the Snake-Man: Anteios and his young daughter, Megara.22




    Megara tells her father that in his company she feels guilty, yet she knows she is innocent. He, with his ‘rascally wiles’, ravishes her peace of mind, her solitude. Now she shares her solitude with a stranger called hate. ‘If I could, I would hunt you out like the daughters of King Lear.’




    ‘Horrible,’ cries Anteios. ‘What a she-devil!’




    The daughter begins to choke; she feels herself being strangled. The stranger is a snake and he has turned, she realises, not on her father but on her.




    

      MEGARA: (Shrieking) I am dying. You are the stranger. You are killing me. Murderer! Murderer! Mother!




      ANTEIOS: I am only embracing you. My beloved daughter. (But he hisses.)




      MEGARA: Mother, father is strangling me. Murderer! (She dies.)


    




    Stead was thirty-six when she wrote this in her dingy New York apartment, and though it is presented as a piece of Louisa’s juvenilia, Stead knew she was plunging into her own unconscious.
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    In The Man Who Loved Children, Henrietta Pollit screams that she has had enough of having babies, scrubbing floors, putting up with her husband’s ‘vile animals’ and his ‘everlasting talk, talk, talk, talk, talk’. On another occasion, Sam Pollit, expatiating upon love and goodness, tells Louie that he has sacrificed his whole life to nature and mankind. She starts to scribble something down, and he imagines she is taking notes. When he bends over her shoulder to look, he reads: ‘Shut up, shut up, shut up, shut up, shut up. I can’t stand your gassing, oh, what a windbag, what will shut you up, shut up, shut up.’




    Sam Pollit, of course, is ‘terribly hurt’, and instead of reflecting even for a moment on his own behaviour, the all-loving Sam flings at her:




    

      What is the matter with you? You’re mean and full of hate … I think of love and you are all hate. Sitting there you look like some mean cur in the street, whining and snivelling … What can I do with a girl like you? You have no looks … I don’t understand you.


    




    The Man Who Loved Children recreates the fierce tension in Christina Stead’s relationship with her father: the admiration, disappointment and anger on her side; the double binds and contradictions on his. With her stepmother it was easier: Christina never expected anything from her, and was surprised by their brief interludes of mutual sympathy. ‘They … made an etching out of me,’ she wrote later, explaining the bitterness that marks the novel. ‘I am deep-bitten.’23
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    Brolga, Kooraga and Gunundaal, the three trawlers that David Stead had bought in Hull and christened with Aboriginal names, arrived at Port Jackson in April and May 1915. The State Trawling Industry was officially established in June, with David Stead as General Manager. ‘For five lively years,’ writes his daughter, ‘we had nothing but trawling and fishing talk.’




    For David Stead, who called himself ‘a state socialist’, this was the ideal opportunity to bring together his scientific expertise and his social idealism. Brandishing the slogan ‘Fresh food for the people’, he set out to provide cheap and wholesome food for the less wealthy. His was a grandiose vision: he assured the government of a regular, cheap fish supply and a profit within the first twelve months. The Municipal Fish Market and the state-owned fish shops would eradicate the ‘grasping middlemen’, he claimed. His lack of diplomacy soon created enemies.




    His dream was quite realistic. Wartime Australia suffered from low wages and a high cost of living, and the waters off Botany Heads were in fact an untapped source of nourishing food. He was right: the coast of NSW proved to be among the best fishing grounds in the world. Out of the trawling nets came John Dory, snapper, whiting, flathead, leatherjackets, barracouta, ling, silver dory, skate—many of which the public had never seen. Premier Holman recalled later: ‘The newly obtained catches appealed to the public imagination like miraculous draughts, and people came literally in their thousands.’24 By 1917, four more trawlers, built in the Sydney dockyards, were added to the fleet.




    But trouble was brewing. The fishermen, out for days at a time, went on strike for Sundays in port. David Stead was caught between being a strikebreaker and supplying fish for the people. Stead wrote:




    

      My father, a staunch Labour man, who believed in the people, in the good of man, attempted to break the strike by getting helpers from the office and shops, from our family and among friends, to scale and gut, to save the fish which lay then at the docks. There was great enthusiasm I remember: he was satisfied with this activity and everyone ‘pitching in’, ‘lending a hand’ (one of his favourite jolly ideas).25


    




    War conditions made it difficult to import machinery: the launching of the other trawlers was delayed and the Australian-built vessels ended up costing far more than the imported ones. But the fundamental problem was political: the State Trawling Industry posed a threat to private interests. Although David Stead argued that a young socialist industry was not supposed to make a profit, that it was for the people, his enemies made much of the alleged financial losses, using them as an excuse for what Christina Stead later described as ‘shocking crass attacks, both on the government, its ministers and on him personally’.26
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    By her early adolescence, Christina knew she was going to be a writer. Writing was something she was good at, something she loved to do; it was a means of shining, of feeling better about herself. When she was eleven, she won the district essay competition for a piece on the life cycle of a frog, thus spawning her writing career very much in the shadow of her father.




    At twelve and a half, she had been sent to Kogarah Intermediate School, something between a vocational school and an academic high school for girls. She was there only a year before St George Girls’ High was opened, in February 1916, and the girls were transferred to the new school, a rambling old villa beside an orchard. The institution’s small size made it seem like a private school. Nine teachers, all with university degrees, taught 143 students.




    Christina liked to stand out, and made an ostentatious display of her writing. In a world in which David Stead made everyone into his satellite, it was a useful defence to act the same way by writing fiction, playing God in creation. She achieved notoriety with a poem called ‘Green Apricots’, which made mock of a new teacher who rebuked the girls for stealing unripe apricots from the orchard. The final stanza read:




    

      Who is it, on the hanging bough




      Green apricots once saw, and now




      Finds them scattered, lying low,




      And goes at once, to make a row?




      Green apricots!


    




    In later years, Christina Stead greatly regretted her ‘malicious poem’. She would never forget that the teacher was almost driven from the school by the hostility of the girls, without anyone quite knowing why she was so disliked.27




    By contrast, the poems she wrote to her English teacher were without the cruelty—though just as public. Everyone in the class knew that Peggy Stead had a crush on Miss Paradise, and was writing what she grandiosely referred to as her ‘Paradise Cycle’. Wildly ambitious, she intended the cycle to comprise hundreds of poems in every conceivable form and metre. Angela Carter was later to comment that Stead ‘was, from the very beginning … a writer of almost megalomaniac ambition’.28




    Writing had become a means of attaining power over others, and resisting their power over her. By writing—and showing her writing to others—Christina could reduce people by ridicule or raise them to great heights. It was an important and lasting discovery.
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    Within the ten years they lived at Lydham Hill, Ada Stead was transformed from an elegant young spitfire into a querulous, frazzled and embittered shrew, who took out her frustration on the children—particularly her stepdaughter. Her fictional counterpart Henrietta Pollit (‘Henny’) undergoes the same drastic metamorphosis: ‘The dark lady of the ruffles had disappeared and in her place was a grubby, angry Henny, who, after screeching, and crying at them all, would fall in a faint on the floor.’




    Gwen Walker-Smith and David Darwin well remember the fainting fits. Without any warning, Ada would fall straight down in a rather shocking way—on her face, side or back. Somehow, miraculously, she never broke a bone. Christina, horrified at first, gradually became used to it and would run for a pillow and let her stepmother lie there, very pale, until she came to herself.




    Ada had had these momentary seizures since childhood: she may well have suffered from petit mal epilepsy, which was hard to diagnose. But over the years, David Stead came to regard her fainting spells, fairly or not, as a spoiled woman’s trick. The rest of the family also came to suspect they were at least partly self-induced. ‘Sometimes she would get into a state and throw herself on the floor,’ says Gwen Walker-Smith, who conjectures that it was probably her aunt’s way of ‘getting away from things’.29 (Ada used to say as much herself.) ‘She was an emotional woman, very unhappy, and under great strain with all those kids.’




    As a child, Gwen Walker-Smith was aware of the tension in the air when David and Ada were together. Her aunt, she recalls, ‘had no idea how to manage on a limited budget. To get away from the children she would go to town and buy things the family could ill afford.’ David Stead’s Public Service income did not go far among six children, and they relied on ‘Old Dad’ not only for the free house, but also for extras, such as wages for the servant. Ada’s visits home—she found gracious Dappeto and conversations with her earthy mother a welcome retreat these days—invariably resulted in a small handout. Back at Lydham Hill, looking tired and worn, she would console herself with endless cups of tea and games of patience. The piano was rarely touched, except when Florence Walker-Smith came to stay.




    Later in life Christina Stead was not without sympathy for her stepmother. ‘She married the wrong man, that’s all,’ she would say, ‘and that’s extraordinarily difficult.’30 In The Man Who Loved Children, Henny, mad with frustration, talks of going back to her family and taking the children with her. Ada Gibbins no doubt made the same threats. But the reality was that a wife’s situation completely lacked legal protection. A husband was not legally bound to provide for her future or for their children’s; wives had no rights either in the guardianship of the children or in the distribution of the family’s accumulated wealth. Ada was virtually a prisoner in her own house—a situation her stepdaughter saw very clearly in later years: ‘Cells are covered with the rhymes of the condemned, so was this house with Henny’s life sentence, invisible but thick as woven fabric.’
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    David Stead’s scientific ambitions for Christina were more typical of a father’s for a son; he certainly did not have the same aspirations for his other daughters. She was good at science at school, eager to impress her father. But since she was a daughter and not a son, David Stead was dismayed that she was not prettier. His deep ambivalence, transmitted to Christina, meant that the scientific meetings did not at all achieve the desired effect.




    

      What repelled me, it’s shameful of me, but it’s true, is the women used to dress very plain: long plain skirts, hair way back, in a bun, and I couldn’t stand it. Not for me!




      … I made up my mind at the very earliest age that I would not be a scientist: I intended to have nice dresses and to get married, and I very soon observed that these earnest women were either not married, or were married to men that seemed to me very old and very homely.31


    




    ‘If women are to cultivate the sciences they must remain celibates for life,’ opined the Bulletin, the radical, republican journal, in 1888. This view of professional women was just as prevalent two decades later, and the social stigma attached to unmarried women was as strong in the Stead household as anywhere else. David Stead’s sister Jessica—the aunt whom Christina was said to resemble—was an unmarried ‘pupil teacher’ (as infant teachers without formal training were called), and an object of pity and disdain within the family.32 Older schoolmistresses belonged in a grievous category of ‘old maids’ and ‘dessicated virgins’—for those who married were obliged to leave the service. It did not warm Christina to the teaching profession.
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      INTERVIEWER: ‘It has been said that [The Man Who Loved Children] is perhaps the greatest book about family life that’s ever been written. It is certainly the most powerful evocation of what it’s like to live in a family that I’ve ever read.’




      CHRISTINA STEAD: ‘That’s a terrible criticism, isn’t it?’




      INTERVIEWER: ‘Terrible criticism?’




      STEAD: ‘Of family life.’33


    




    Written in New York when Christina was in her thirties, the novel for which she is now best known was no hymn to her father, nor to family life. On the latter, Stead agreed wholeheartedly with the pessimistic Strindberg. In later life, she freely acknowledged the fact that the Pollit family was based on her own family. She even admitted—though she was always cagey about her feelings—that writing the book caused her intense emotional distress. She would then revert quickly to a pragmatic stance that disclaimed the singularity of her own case: ‘Most children live through great tragedies and they grow up and they’re just normal and ordinary … It strengthens their character.’34




    Stead’s public matter-of-factness contrasts starkly with the cauldron of seething emotions in the novel itself. At the time of its publication, in 1940, critics would complain that the novel was overwhelming. Mary McCarthy protested: ‘The reader is put in the position of the awestruck children listening in their beds to a nightlong family quarrel.’35 Clifton Fadiman found Sam Pollit nerve-shattering: ‘You’re ready to scream at him as if he were not a character in a book but a man in your living room.’36 New York Times critic Charles Poore exclaimed: ‘In the end one is not so much inclined to ask mercy for the family but mercy for the reader.’37




    Randall Jarrell was one of the few to find the novel’s overbearing quality a strength:




    

      The Man Who Loved Children makes you a part of one family’s immediate existence as no other book quite does. When you have read it you have been, for a few hours, a Pollit; it will take you many years to get the sound of the Pollits out of your ears, the sight of the Pollits out of your eyes, the smell of the Pollits out of your nostrils.38
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    At the time of writing, Stead commented that the novel had ‘a plot derived from, although not exactly mirroring, our home in the early days, not the procès-verbal, but the dramatic truth’.39 In other words, it represented the emotional truth—her own. She was conscious then that her novel was both ‘true to life’ and an artistic construction, that it was not just a matter of what she put in: it was also a matter of what she left out.




    In later life, Stead would deny the gap between the ‘dramatic truth’ and reality. ‘I was brought up by a naturalist, and I am a naturalist,’ she would say, implying (in the tradition of nineteenth-century realist writers) that hers was the impartial, objective gaze of the empirical scientist. For her, she made clear, there was no difference between snakes and people: she observed life, she took notes, and she wrote about what she saw. She went so far as to insist that she had recreated her family life exactly, once claiming she had written the truth ‘word for word’. It was a bizarre stance for a creative writer to take, one which disowned the complex process of fictional transformation.




    What her claim does indicate is a desire for control altogether reminiscent of her father’s. David Stead was always saying that he worshipped ‘truth’. He meant his truth: he interpreted the world largely according to his own needs. His daughter made the same claim about The Man Who Loved Children: it told the truth. ‘They were so much alike,’ says Gwen Walker-Smith of Christina and her father. ‘That was the clash.’40
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    Like the fictional alter egos she would later create (Louisa in The Man Who Loved Children and Teresa in For Love Alone), Christina as an adolescent was full of passionate, romantic yearnings intensified by a sense of outrage. Books were her solace, her refuge and her companions. They nourished a sense of self-worth that her daily existence could not provide. As a reader she could identify with both the heroes in fiction and the writers who created them. She read voraciously, re-reading favourite authors constantly and learning lengthy passages by heart.




    She had a marked penchant for the fantastic, the ghostly, gothic and grotesque. The sumptuous and erotic mediaeval world of Arabian Nights, which she read in Richard Burton’s famous translation, coloured her imagination for life. In her own fiction, she would not be able to resist occasional images of genies bowing their way out of snuff jars in smoky spirals.




    She liked old tales and legends. The stories in her mother’s King James Bible (which her father had kept, despite his hostility to religion) were wonderful. And the scientific books in her father’s library were full of true adventure. She would always admire the writing in Darwin’s Origin of the Species and Voyage of HMS Beagle. One book that particularly haunted her was on venereal disease, with poems by the insane and stories about nuns who dreamt that the Devil jumped over the wall into the convent. She also read the bush ballads and stories of Henry Lawson, Banjo Paterson, Steele Rudd, members of the 1890s ‘stockwhip and wattle-blossom school’.41




    The family was ‘full of Dickens’, and Christina read every one of his novels, even though for the most part her own father disapproved of novels. When she changed the children’s sheets, Christina would find concealed in the linen cupboard romantic novels from the local library. They did not interest her, but she was amused that Ada took no more notice of David’s puritanical prejudices than she did. Books, in his view, should not treat ‘unsavoury subjects’. He would have thoroughly disapproved of Strindberg’s bitter short stories about marriage, yet they enthralled his daughter, who saw Strindberg as the only writer to tell the truth about families. In time, her filial revolt would go much further. Not only did she read novels with ‘bad subjects’: she was to spend her life writing them.




    She treasured Peer Gynt, Ibsen’s drama about a dreamer and wanderer, and learnt long passages from the William Archer translation by heart. And it was with something akin to rapture that she discovered Milton, Byron, Tennyson and Keats: her early poetry shows the influence of English Romanticism. For her fifteenth birthday her father gave her the complete works of Shelley. She loved The Cenci, and her alter ego Louisa vigorously identified with Beatrice:




    

      ... I, alas!




      Have lived but on this earth a few sad years,




      And so my lot was ordered, that a father




      First turned the moments of awakening life




      To drops, each poisoning youth’s sweet hope.


    




    But her great love was Shakespeare. Later she would claim (doubtless an exaggeration) that as an adolescent she read the family’s battered tome of his Complete Works from beginning to end every year.




    By this time the family assumed that their dreamer would be a writer, though they were too preoccupied with their own struggles to pay her scribblings much attention. As an adult, Christina Stead was grateful that she had been left alone to develop in her own way. When she saw precocious American children being ‘prodded and puffed’ by their parents, she thought the result disastrous.42




    At school Christina was not an outstanding student. Her ambition lay elsewhere. In the NSW Intermediate Certificate examination for which students sat after two years of high school, her results were an A for art and Bs for English, History, French, Botany and Maths. It was November 1916; she was fourteen and a half, the legal age for entering the work force, and the age at which most pupils, especially girls, left school.




    That summer, in January 1917, ‘Old Dad’ died. The Gibbins family vaguely knew that Frederick Gibbins’ investments in the Lake George Gold Mine had failed, but only now did they learn of the extent of his debts. Dappeto and Lydham Hill, the genteel family homes, would have to go under the hammer.43 It was a shattering blow to David and Ada Stead. The last thread to fine bourgeois living had snapped. Ada had not only lost the father she loved; she had lost all connection to the life for which she had been brought up.




    It was probably their bleak financial prospects that made David Stead suggest to Christina that she take up an apprenticeship in journalism. She was aghast: she wanted to be a writer, not a journalist—especially not a female journalist, confined to the women’s pages. Her father must have been halfhearted about the idea himself, for he soon agreed to her staying on for the two years it would take to finish school.




    To her dismay, Ada found herself pregnant once again. David Stead had to look for a new house at the same time as an embarrassing public inquiry was being held into the State Trawling Industry. Premier Holman supported him, but Holman too was under a political cloud, and partly for the same reasons: he was a threat to private industry. According to H. V. Evatt, Holman’s biographer in 1942, Holman was principally destroyed by a ‘systematic campaign of political vilification’.44 This was to apply equally to the State Trawling venture.




    David Stead found a house at Watson’s Bay. Today the area is prime Sydney real estate; in 1917, it was a sleepy little village with fishermen’s shanties, boatsheds and fish nets drying in the sun. Still surrounded by large areas of bushland, it was a favourite Sunday picnic spot for city dwellers. Not until the 1920s, with the advent of the family car, did the farther eastern suburbs become popular residential districts.




    The weatherboard house at No. 10 Pacific Street, one of the few two-storey houses in the area, was dilapidated. In parts its external walls and wooden floors were quite rotten. It had been built by ‘Captain Jack’, a retired master mariner, in the mid 1880s. David Stead, a good handyman, would be fixing it up, with the help of his boys, for years to come. They moved on 31 August 1917, just six weeks before Gilbert Jordan (named after Starr Jordan) came into the world.




    The children loved the sprawling ramshackle house that fronted straight on to the harbour and was within a short walk of the Heads. Standing on the sandstone boulders at the edge of the natural swimming pool at the end of the garden, they saw fish glide past. Looking up, they saw a wooden jetty, yachts, a dredge, motorboats. They were in their element. So was their father. For Ada, who disliked the sea and detested the smell of fish and seaweed, it was a terrible wrench. From elegant Lydham Hill to this unpretentious, reeking bay!




    Christina had just turned fifteen. When she was not reading or writing, she was composing in her head. Wonderful, solitary hours were spent describing things to herself, and improving upon the description. She was training herself to see small details, to hear the exact rhythm and cadence of dialogue, to observe the external world, to be aware of internal conflict. ‘How blunt our senses are,’ one of her characters would exclaim, ‘how many thick veils hang between us and the world. How will we ever refine our eyes to see atoms and our ears to hear the messages of ants?’45




    Twenty-one years later, in The Man Who Loved Children, Christina Stead would re-create the atmosphere of the day they moved to Watson’s Bay:




    

      Henny heard the men moving in some heavy thing, and heard her husband say wearily, ‘Looloo-dirl, make some cawf!’ The reek of weeds forever damp and of the brackish water came up to her and the smell of the ground under the veranda. It had rained slightly in the night. Louie, who pretended not to hear Sam’s call, came in a dawdle round the house and leaned against the veranda post behind the vines, chewing a grass stalk. She was droning to herself and presently she droned clearly, ‘Oh the waterskin crawls shorewards; and the leprous sky scales earthwards, from the musical moaning channel, to the dirty margin. It was halfwater; the surface was dull, and the sky was windy.’




      At that particular moment, Henny awoke from a sort of sullen absence and knew what was happening; her heart was breaking. That moment, it broke for good and all.




      ‘Stop that rot,’ she cried madly to Louie, startling her out of her wits, ‘I never heard such damnfool tommyrot. Go and get the coffee. A big lumbering sheep, and on a day like this, she holds up the veranda post.’ Louie, with tactful soft-footing, disappeared from behind the vines, and presently Henny heard her saying,




      ‘I say, Dad, this gas won’t turn on; it’s jammed.’




      The men trundled backwards and forward and puffed. Louie soon came to the veranda with a cup of tea for her mother (Henny’s heart would not stand coffee), ‘Mother, Daddy says, Where do you want things put?’




      ‘What the devil do I care? Put them on the orchard and make a bonfire of them. Put them where you like,’ she ended, less ungraciously. ‘Is it my home? It’s your father’s idea. Do what you like; all I want is a place to lie down, and get me a bed for Baby. Tell him I am not going to lift a finger to fix up his stinking tenement: the animals have better cages. Go on now, don’t stand there staring.’




      Louie, not at all offended, and now observing more closely the many defects of the old house, the hanging window cords, unlatchable latches, and sunken floors, went in to say, ‘Mother says put everything where you like.’




      Sam, only too pleased, at once hallooed and whistled for the gang of children and consulted their tastes. It was not hard to suit most of them.


    




    Calling her fiction the ‘truth’ was the adult Christina Stead’s way of controlling her universe, then and there as well as for posterity. After she had written The Man Who Loved Children, either out of revenge or through a fusion in her imagination, she used to refer to her father in letters and conversation as ‘Sam’.




    When she sat at her typewriter at the age of thirty-six to write about her family, it was she at last—not her father—who had the whip hand over her childhood.


  




  

    
2


    


    Embarkation for Cythera
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    September 1917 – April 1928




    A few metres from their tall, weatherboard house, which David Stead named Boongarre, after an Aboriginal chief who had lived in the area, ocean liners from all over the world—Shanghai, Naples, San Francisco, London—anchored in the harbour awaiting quarantine inspection. Christina’s bedroom was upstairs at the back of the house; from her window she could see the ships in the harbour ‘lighted like a Christmas tree’, and the ‘great subtropical moon’ that hung over the water like a lantern.1 She liked to lie in bed listening to the boom of ocean rollers against the cliffs. Even though Boongarre was protected under the hill, the spray from the surf would reach their roof.




    The children swam for nine months of the year. To Ada’s dismay, the house was always full of sand brought in by the children. There were mice too, and occasionally rats would come up from the waterfront. On summer evenings, large black cockroaches scurried along the footpaths and the kitchen benches. In front of the house, the garden ran down to the harbour; at the water’s edge, several sandstone boulders formed a natural pool. When the young children were playing in the water, someone would always have to stand on ‘Pegler Rock’—the biggest of the boulders—and watch out for sharks. As young boys, David and Fred scoured the rockpools for crabs and little oysters, which their father made them boil because of typhoid. In the early years, they paddled around in an old rowboat; when they were older, they would sometimes go out with the fishermen, coming back with fish that Ada then had to cook, though the smell made her feel queasy. Once they caught a twelve-foot blue pointer shark, lurking in shallow water within fi fty feet of the house. This caused considerable excitement, and their father, enthusiastically discoursing on the many virtues of fish oil, got them to boil down its liver in the laundry copper. It was one of his madcap ideas: after several hours, the shark’s liver had yielded four gallons of oil, but the terrible stench pervaded the whole neighbourhood and the copper would never be the same again.2
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    Christina had lost her childhood fairness: her long hair was light brown now, and usually tied back in a ribbon. A tall, big-boned adolescent, with keen grey-blue eyes, she had developed womanly curves early. But she had a rather ruddy complexion, a stubborn-looking jaw and buck teeth. She was definitely no beauty.




    She was happiest in her own world, where her imagination had free rein. She liked to walk up the hill and sit among the boulders and pines at the cliff top, describing to herself a view that never failed to delight her—a scene she would later portray lyrically in her two Australian novels, Seven Poor Men of Sydney and For Love Alone. Her first publication, a sonnet called ‘The Hill’, appeared in the school magazine when she was sixteen, and begins:




    

      I stand upon a hill—on either hand




      Lie darkening waters. At my feet, the sea




      Clothed with faint mists that steal upon the land,




      E’re yet the moon has risen, roars sullenly.3


    




    Along the clifftops, the place known as ‘The Gap’, an indentation in the cliffs where the sea pounds the rocks with hellish ferocity, was the city’s favoured suicide spot. Christina used to contemplate the desperation of those who threw themselves over the cliff and worry that the bodies would be dashed open on the shale platform below instead of finding a more gentle death in the foaming ocean. Michael Bagenault, in Seven Poor Men of Sydney, taking a last determined step towards the edge of the cliff, is stricken (too late) by the same thought: ‘What if I should fall upon a rock?’




    Christina knew that women threw themselves over The Gap because they were pregnant outside wedlock. On summer evenings, when she walked home down the hill and through the park, she would hear groans and strange cries emanating from the bushes and tangled scrub. She was fascinated, curious and vaguely repelled. Her fictional counterpart Teresa, in For Love Alone, imagines herself walking through ‘a strange battlefield … with sounds of the dying under the fierce high moon’.
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    Despite the beauty of the bay, life at home had become ‘atrociously wretched’.4 They were poor these days: it was a struggle to clothe the family and maintain the house at a respectable standard, and to a certain extent Ada had given up. At thirty-eight, she had six children under ten and a difficult adolescent stepdaughter. There was no longer any money for domestic help. And Florence Walker-Smith had found employment in a home in the bush, which to her dismay, meant that Gwen had had to be sent to relatives.




    Ada, bitter about the wretchedness of her situation, rarely even spoke to her husband. When they did talk, there were sharp words, and sometimes dramatic rows. David Darwin recalls his mother hitting his father with rage on more than one occasion; he never saw his father hit back.




    David Stead had no idea how to deal with wilful adolescents. Christina was fifteen now, and seeing his authority slipping, David resorted to taunting and belittling her, making invidious comparisons with other girls, pretty girls, nice young ladies. Gwen Walker-Smith remembers her cousin’s frequent ‘withdrawn almost sullen silence’.




    But there were good moments, happy times, and these made Christina feel guilty for feeling so often resentful and angry. She was at her best with the younger children, inventing stories and games, taking them on walks, mothering them. At Christmas time, she devoted hours to making presents and preparing surprises for them. More than sixty years later, her sister Weeta, recalling this distant past, declared Christina ‘the most wonderful sister any young girl could have wished for’.5
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    Three days after moving to Watson’s Bay, in September 1917, Christina began at Sydney Girls’ High School, the oldest and most prestigious state girls’ high school in New South Wales. The 45-minute ferry-steamer trip via Parsley Bay, Neilsen Park and Garden Island, past hills covered in red roofs and the grey towers of the Rose Bay convent in the distance delighted her. On summer mornings, she would gaze across the glaze of the water and imagine the heat smoking on the distant hills. The task she had set herself as a future writer was to describe the smallest details with the accuracy of a miniature painter. Observation was a challenge she took seriously.




    From Circular Quay, she walked past the shipping offices and warehouses, up a mild incline, past the colonial government buildings on Macquarie Street, to the red brick school on the corner of Elizabeth and Market Streets. The austere schoolhouse, previously St James’s School, had been designed by the famous convict architect Francis Greenway and built by convicts in the 1820s. A dingy and cramped two-storey building, with a small asphalted yard shaded by two large Moreton Bay fig trees, it was enclosed by a high stone wall that added to the impression of a prison; but the girls developed a strong affection for the old building, in which lessons were punctuated by the clattering of trams and honking of motorcars.




    Christina Stead was one of the first pupils to record ‘no church’ under ‘Religion’ in the Admissions Register.6 She liked to be different. One of her classmates recalls an incident that occurred the following year, in November 1918, when the girls were about to attend thanksgiving services for the end of the war:




    

      We stood in groups according to denominations and the Church of England group was nearest the foot of the stairs. We were waiting for Miss Garvin to lead us over to St James. She came down the old stairs, … buttoning her gloves, passed a severely scrutinising glance over us and finally to the tall girl standing aside said, ‘Why are you not with one of the groups?’ In a deep hoarse voice Peggy Stead answered, ‘I am an atheist.’ Miss Garvin looked at her for two seconds and then said, ‘Oh? Well, just get over here with the Church of England group and come along.’7
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    The atheism came, of course, from David Stead; so did Christina’s political sympathies. With a father who called himself a ‘state socialist’, Christina had grown up proud of Australia’s working-class heritage and labour tradition. Australia, with its old-age and invalid pensions, maternity allowances and female suffrage, enjoyed an international reputation for social reform. However, the Great War was producing a new conservatism. The tide of loyalty to the Empire meant that labour organisations, which opposed conscription, were regarded as traitors. The Bolshevik Revolution in 1917 would further polarise Left and Right: it gave conservative newspapers a new menace: the Reds. Christina Stead had great respect for her progressive history teacher, Miss Barnes, who had the girls discussing the Communist Manifesto.




    It was the era of patriotism. At the cinema, silent newsreels of ‘battleships loaded to the gunwales with cheering soldiers dipping victoriously through freshening seas’ were accompanied by rousing nationalist music.8 ‘Anzac’ and ‘Gallipoli’ had become emotionally charged additions to every Australian schoolchild’s vocabulary. At Sydney Girls’ High, the girls knitted socks for the men fighting on the Belgian front and filled boxes with Christmas comforts for ‘our men in France’. They brought things from home and set up stalls in town to raise money. The school magazines of 1917 and 1918 were filled with rhetoric about the ‘noble deeds’ of the ‘glorious Allies’, and included a Roll of Honour—names of fathers, brothers and sons who were serving the Empire.




    Christina Stead was sub-editor, then editor, of those patriotic issues of the school magazine, yet she herself was no war patriot. Her father was a committed pacifist: so was she. Thirty-seven when war broke out, David Stead condemned it as mass murder: he was hardly likely to join the 40 per cent of Australian males aged between seventeen and forty who volunteered for the Imperial Forces. To the family’s horror, his sister Jessica sometimes stood on Macquarie Street handing out white feathers to able-bodied men passing by.




    More than 60 000 Australians died in the war. No army in the Empire suffered losses in greater proportion. War memorials commemorating the dead sprang up in every small town. Christina’s age group was too young to lose fiancés, but the girls were well aware that the pool of potential husbands had shrunk.
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    Christina was in the third-year tug-of-war team in 1918, but she was not much interested in sport, absorbed as she was by her studies, her reading and writing. She enjoyed all her classes, and did well. English, with Miss Ethel Gretton, was her favourite subject. She prided herself on being good at French, too, and she would be grateful for those school dictées when called upon, as a secretary in London and Paris in the late 1920s, to write letters in French. Later she claimed that her whole view of life was formed by Guy de Maupassant, the profoundly pessimistic nineteenth-century naturalist writer whom they studied at school. Inspired by the sobriety and simplicity of Maupassant’s writing, Christina borrowed all the French books she could lay her hands on from the Sydney Municipal Library: from Rabelais to Chateaubriand, Hugo and Zola. The naturalism of Zola, who claimed that writers should develop the meticulous observation of scientists, would be an important influence on her own writing. And she ‘fell overboard’ for Balzac, a lifelong passion.9




    George Henry Lewes’ two-volume biography of Goethe affected her profoundly. Goethe, like Balzac, was more than a literary genius: his wide-ranging interests included morphology, genetics and foreign languages. The wartime mood was venomously anti-German, and German was not taught at her school; nevertheless, Teutonic culture, with its Sturm und Drang and High Romanticism, had great appeal for a passionate, rebellious adolescent.




    Since the school did not have its own library, the girls were regularly issued with two library tickets from the Sydney Municipal Library. Christina collected them from girls who did not want theirs and would call in at the library after school with ten or more tickets. Classmates remember her as ‘literature mad’. In the evenings, she would sit in her room with a pile of books on each side of her: to the right the books to be read, to the left those already consumed. Her brother David recalls her reciting lengthy tracts of Byron’s ‘Battle of Waterloo’.




    Christina was intensely interested in the major and minor passions ‘running in the undergrowth of poor lives’. While still at school, she decided that her first book would be called something like The Lives of Obscure Men. The idea would grow on her: the title of her first novel would be Seven Poor Men of Sydney. In the late 1940s, she briefly toyed with the idea of compiling an Encyclopaedia of Obscure People, a subversive Who’s Who.10




    Stead’s last year at school, 1919, was one her generation would never forget: the terrible Spanish influenza, which raged worldwide, took 10 000 Australian lives in eight months—a death rate as high as for an equal period in the war. New South Wales schools closed for several weeks.




    That year, Peggy Stead was sole editor of the school magazine (though modesty, it seems, prevented her from including any of her own writing) and one of seven senior prefects elected by the staff. She was happy at Sydney Girls’ High, and developed a certain confidence, though she did not have a close friend and ate lunch by herself. But everybody in the class knew about her crush on Tempe Datson. Blonde and blue-eyed, outstanding at schoolwork and athletics, Tempe was extremely popular. Peggy was always scribbling sonnets for Tempe. At the time, Tempe laughed at them and privately tore them up, embarrassed. It was something she would come to regret.




    Tempe remembers her admirer as ‘plain looking’, with no interest in clothes. ‘Peggy was rather odd. You wouldn’t want to make friends with her.’ Because Tempe lived nearby, in Double Bay, she was sometimes invited to Boongarre for a meal, but her relationship with Christina remained distant. Tempe’s impression was that the Steads had a ‘happy home life’, though Peggy did not seem to like her stepmother much. To Tempe, Mrs Stead seemed ‘pleasant’ and Mr Stead ‘an interesting man, with a fine build’. Peggy was evidently very proud of him.11 David Stead, for his part, was charmed by the polite and smiling Tempe Datson. When she left on a trip for Europe in 1935, aged thirty-three, he was at the quay to see her off.




    It was less easy to be proud of his own plain and sullen daughter who somehow had a knack of arousing hostility in people. Was it the strong jaw and contemptuous air? Was it the clumsy, attention-seeking behaviour? The poet and community activist Mary Gilmore met Christina through David Stead when Christina was in her late teens, and would remember her later as a ‘lank-haired pallid-faced anyhow-dressed girl’. In 1936, when Gilmore read The Salzburg Tales and was struck by its ‘genius’, she mused that she would never have thought ‘that girl’ would have attained such heights.12




    There were only four years of high school in those days with the Leaving Certificate, a state examination, at the end. Stead sat the exam in November 1919 and did well: Honours in English, A for Botany and Bs in French, Maths I and II and Modern History. Her results won her an Exhibition to the university, a scholarship that paid her fees and an allowance for books, but Latin was a prerequisite for a Bachelor of Arts, and so Stead was officially ‘unmatriculated’. Kogarah High had probably not offered Latin, but it is surprising that she was not encouraged to take it up at Sydney Girls’ High. It seems that Stead had not thought of going to university until her third year of high school: she took Latin in her last year, hoping to pass the supplementary examination early in 1920, but she was unable to catch up four years’ work in one. She would have been accepted for a science degree, but she had no desire to become one of those dreaded creatures with a long black serge skirt and bun. There were two options left to her: a year’s scholarship for secretarial training at a business college, or a two-year Teachers’ Training Scholarship. She opted for Teachers’ College. She hated the idea of being any kind of schoolmistress, but teachers’ training at least meant she would be paid £50 a year to study for two more years, though afterwards she would be bonded to the Education Department for a minimum of five years. The year Stead began at Teachers’ College, 1920, the pay for female teachers was increased to four-fifths of the male salary.




    Along with the other young female teachers-to-be, Christina Stead, at seventeen, had to sign a contract with the Department of Education, stating that she had no intention of marrying until her bond was either paid back or worked off. No wonder the teaching profession was irrevocably connected in Christina Stead’s mind with being unmarried. ‘It was a rather terrible prospect,’ she admitted.13
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    The striking figure—half Jesus, half Samson—who straddles the opening of For Love Alone is Andrew Hawkins, modelled once again on David Stead.




    

      Naked, except for a white towel rolled into a loincloth, he stood in the door-way, laughing and shouting, a tall man with powerful chest and thick hair of burning gold and a skin still pale under many summers’ tan. He seemed to thrust back the walls with his muscular arms; thick tufts of red hair stood out from his armpits.


    




    He is complacently boasting to his two adolescent daughters that his beauty has attracted many a woman. ‘Inward and outward beauty’, he explains, ‘strike one chord.’ Looking at them, he muses aloud: ‘What a strange thing that I didn’t have lovely daughters. I who worship beauty so much!’ When 19-year-old Teresa explodes with anger, his taunts ring out:




    

      Look at her! Pale, haggard, a regular witch. She looks like a beggar. Who would want her! What pride! Pride in rags! Plain Jane on the high horse! When she is an old maid, she’ll still be proud, and noble. No one else will count!


    




    Such taunts were a constant refrain in Christina Stead’s own adolescence. Like Teresa, she appeared cold and indifferent, but in fact her father’s poisoned arrows hit their mark.




    

      There was a glass pane in the breast of each girl; there every other girl could see the rat gnawing at her, the fear of being on the shelf. Beside the solitary girl, three hooded madmen walk, desire, fear, ridicule.


    




    Christina was made to understand that finding a man was something to which she could scarcely hope to aspire. As she said later: ‘We were brought up to be pretty and catch men. I wasn’t pretty and they didn’t think I’d catch one.’14




    Stead’s relationship with her disapproving, coaxing father ebbed and flowed. She hated him, she loved him; she resented him, she pitied him. For years she was his confidante. The Oedipal tensions were further intensified when David Stead told her, in 1919, that he had fallen in love with a schoolgirl her own age.




    Sixteen-year-old Thistle Harris had recently joined the New South Wales Naturalists. Thistle was pretty, passionate about botany, sweet-natured and full of admiration for David Stead, who at forty-two was in his prime. Christina, who often went on the Naturalists’ excursions and knew Thistle, was shocked. It seems that David Stead decided the romance was too outrageous to pursue, though he continued to hanker after his young friend. The following year, Thistle Harris, who was studying botany and zoology, bumped into Christina in the university grounds. Thistle said ‘Hello Peg’. The response, she recalls, was a frosty ‘Good afternoon, Miss Harris’.




    Christina’s feelings toward her father were further complicated when he lost his job early in 1920. For several years, as Manager of the State Trawling Industry, he had been the target of calumnious attacks by the conservative Opposition in Parliament. He was accused, quite unfairly, of ‘fishing out’ the waters, of gross mismanagement. There were vicious notices in the newspapers, blackmail, public and private pressure. Christina Stead recalled:




    

      He would sit at the table when the morning papers came containing attacks upon him and he would in detail explain what was wrong, what the lies and fables were … ‘Write to them,’ we would cry, the young ones, too, ‘write to the papers, tell them.’ … Then he would sit back, saying nothing, looking exhausted and defeated.15


    




    Early in 1920, the Royal Commission into the State Trawling Industry praised David Stead’s hard work, scientific knowledge and enthusiasm, but came up with the verdict that David Stead was ‘first and foremost a scientific man’, not a business manager. He was relieved of his post. In time it was decided that he would lose all claims to superannuation. It was a bitter turning point in his life.




    He was not to have regular work for almost two years. In September 1921, under the pseudonym ‘Dinnawan, the emu, the king of the plains’, he began a weekly series called ‘The Great Outdoors’ for the children’s section of the Sunday Times. The jauntily written articles—featuring Nundaba the Snake and Mi’ Poo’ Yoo the mullet—were addressed to a character called Every-boy.16 In David Stead’s universe, girls had a secondary place.
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    Christina Stead started at Sydney Teachers’ College in February 1920. The new redbrick building had been opened that month in the grounds of Sydney University, but the two institutions were quite separate and different worlds. The 850 trainee teachers at the college were mostly women, and the lecturers mostly men. In university circles it was generally accepted that Teachers’ College Scholarship holders were a class below university Exhibition holders.




    In her second year, 1921, Stead scored distinctions in two subjects, Education & Logic and Ethics Psychology, and credits or passes for the rest. Her execrable handwriting was considered a problem for a teacher. Another was her weak speaking voice, and the following year she would be given special tuition in voice production. Her final mark, at the end of the two-year primary teaching diploma, was a 2A.




    Stead co-edited the college magazine, The Kookaburra, and a poem of hers, ‘The Gentle Supervisor’, published in the college magazine of 1921, shows she had not given up the habit of adulatory poems. This one was humorous and aimed at a male lecturer. The same issue contained a second poem by Christina E. Stead, as she now signed herself, various humorous columns that suggest she projected herself as something of a college wit and a four-page short story, ‘The Key of the House of Shadows’. Evidently she no longer suffered from undue modesty as an editor.




    Only the story, ‘The Key of the House of Shadows’, indicates unusual talent. Set in an old French town, it is told by a first-person narrator in a confidential, anecdotal style reminiscent of Edgar Allan Poe. Like his stories, the narrative moves quickly from the everyday world into the realm of the fantastic and horrific, juxtaposing naturalistic and supernatural elements.




    It was possibly after reading this story that Stead’s art teacher, a young woman engaged to be married, suggested that Stead write a book of short stories that she would then illustrate. Stead was enthusiastic, and took the idea seriously. She rose at dawn to write, before leaving for college on the ferry.




    The following year (she was still attached to the Teachers’ College), she won a small Teachers’ College prize for her poem ‘In the Great Hall’, which paid lyrical tribute to the university’s ‘hushed hall’ with its ‘tendrilled arches’.
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    At the end of Stead’s second year at Teachers’ College, in December 1921, David Stead left for Singapore to take up a year’s appointment as Special Fisheries Commissioner in British Malaya. He needed the salary badly, but he also liked to think he would be contributing to ‘the great international work’ that was ‘some day, going to make all men brothers’.17




    He wrote to the family once every month or two, whenever a boat was about to depart for Australia, and several of his letters have survived. They give an interesting insight into his relationship with Christina at the time—a relationship that was likely to have been improved by distance. It was to ‘Pegler’, now nineteen, that David Stead wrote most fulsomely, and it was to her letters that he most looked forward.




    David Stead’s health suffered from the tropical climate. Normally such an energetic man, in Asia he struggled with headaches, insomnia, fever and terrible lethargy. He was lonely and homesick and at times felt close to physical breakdown. Unlike most of his white associates, he never allowed himself the relief of alcohol. He wrote to Christina:




    

      You see a lovely vista of palms and wonderful trees—and it is too hot to go for a walk … Then you see a lovely sheet of water; but it is too hot to go out on it. Because it is TOO HOT everywhere. The heat wilts you like a soft leaf—just like a pumpkin leaf goes in our place on a very hot day in Sydney.18


    




    In The Man Who Loved Children, two letters from Sam Pollit in Malaya are taken almost word for word from a long, humorous letter David Stead wrote to Christina from Singapore in July 1922. He had just visited a Chinese Buddhist Temple. The ‘burning of joss sticks and firing off of crackers’ was ‘a great way of worshipping’, he told her with joyful irreverence. ‘You get something for your money.’ He described the torture scenes on the walls of the temple (‘terrible pictures showing what will befall the unbeliever who fl outs the gods’) with great relish, admitting that he had originally intended the letter for Weeta, but ‘I know you love blood-and-thunder’.




    Other letters reveal David Stead’s hortatory, messianic side, and he was generous with praise when it came to himself:




    

      Most … people are extraordinarily unobservant. It is the same in Australia, and it is the same everywhere in the world that I have travelled in. Is it any wonder then that I am solitary. I do all my rambles in the cities of the world exactly as I did my rambles up and down the coast and in the fastnesses of mountains and gullies in my beloved Australia—alone.


    




    David Stead believed passionately in social justice and rights for native peoples (he felt especially strongly about Australian Aborigines): in Singapore he once refused to sit on an official platform where there were no native representatives. It is striking that he teased the natives in the same paternalistic sort of way he used for his children. From Pagi Pagi he wrote to ‘Pedler’:




    

      You should see my Indian stenographer laugh when I joke about his ‘color’. Sometimes I tell him I can’t see him he’s too dark. The other day I stopt [sic] suddenly in the middle of dictation to say that I thought I saw his soul, notwithstanding the pigmentation (rather ‘heavy’) of his skin. And yet he says that my presence ennobles him & has given him a new view of honor and right. They are not used to human feeling from ‘superiors’.


    




    For all his ‘Pedler dear’, there is, in David Stead’s letters, a peculiar lack of tenderness and empathy. In his solipsistic world, his dreams for his children were mere extensions of his dreams for himself. He seemed to have no sense of his eldest daughter as a different person, with her own anxieties, emotional needs and torments. This made it very difficult for her (especially as she had no recourse to a loving mother or even close friends) to establish a healthy sense of her own, separate identity.




    When Sam Pollit, in The Man Who Loved Children, outlines to the children his hopes for the unity of mankind, a system that he says could be called ‘Monoman’ or ‘Manunity’, Louisa says drily, ‘You mean Monomania’.
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    Christina’s letters to her father have not survived, but it is clear that she had her own excitements and turmoils that year. She was to have gone out teaching, but was saved from this dreadful prospect by her psychology lecturer, Gilbert Phillips, who had observed her interest in the subject and arranged for her to be his research assistant.




    Intelligence testing was then attracting intense interest and was being used internationally to determine differences between women and men, whites and blacks, and social classes. The French psychologists Binet and Simon had devised tests intended to single out ‘dull’ children. Stead’s job was to go round to various government schools testing children individually. She had to present them with a set of problems, verbal and pictorial, and determine their intelligence quotient by calculating their alleged mental age against their actual age.




    Several years later, Stead would have a character in Seven Poor Men of Sydney criticise the Binet-Simon tests on the grounds that they appeared to demonstrate that poor children were ‘ten per cent, below the average, middle-class children at par, and rich children ten per cent, above the average’.




    Christina had enrolled for Psychology II at the university that year, as a non-matriculated student, taking it as a non-degree subject. This course in experimental and abnormal psychology complemented her research. Professor Tasman Lovell even gave lectures on Freud, which were very popular with the students. Stead scored a bare pass, but it at least afforded her the opportunity to mix with university students.




    Lucy Firth also studied Psychology II that year, and by September Christina was occasionally staying over at her house—presumably to save herself the trip to Watson’s Bay after lectures or union debates in the evening. Lucy was twenty-nine, almost ten years older than her fellow students. Coming from a poor background, she had worked for some years before enrolling at the university. Christina was embarrassed by Lucy’s primly dressed, old-maidish style, but Lucy was a serious student and an interesting woman. She was taking history, philosophy and psychology, and nearly every year she would come equal first. That year, once again, she shared the Psychology II prize with her friend Walter George Keith Duncan.




    Lucy Firth would be ‘Miss Haviland’ in For Love Alone, an admirable but pitiful figure: a young old-maid. Her name has cruel echoes of Miss Havisham in Great Expectations. Keith Duncan (as he called himself) was to be the model for Jonathan Crow, the young man in For Love Alone with whom Teresa fell in love.




    Keith Duncan (whom his friends, with the Australian passion for abbreviation, called ‘Dunc’) was nineteen, a year younger than Christina, when she first set eyes on him in 1922. Goodlooking in an intense, nervous sort of way, he was dark-haired and lean, with a narrow face, a broad, agile mouth and brown eyes that would fl ash behind his glasses with righteous conviction.19 Yet photographs from the time betray an uneasy, anxious look behind his casual boyish poses.




    As a second-year undergraduate, Duncan was just beginning to take part in the university debates that—along with his consistently outstanding marks—would make him a well-known campus figure. The university newspaper, the Union Recorder, frequently refers to his eloquent, melodramatic rhetoric. But the debates’ secretary was not uncritical. After one performance came this note on Duncan: ‘The speaker should try to overcome his incoherency of thought, and also realise that sarcasm is a dangerous weapon, which needs skilful handling.’
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    For Love Alone, which depicts this period in Stead’s life, is a powerful evocation of a young woman in a permanent state of sexual desire. It is made to seem only too natural in this ‘fruitful island of the sea-world’; everyone suffers ‘the torments of the southern sun’. Girls ripen early in the Antipodes. The sun, violent and relentless, has a sexual force. Teresa, half-maddened by the noon heat, would experience a ‘torment of desire … as the sun mounted’.




    The novel conveys a lasting impression of the sheer sensuality of summer in Sydney. Nature dominates; the physical aspect of life cannot quite be contained. In the scorching heat, people smell like foxes; young women’s new-washed hair gives off a ‘scent of little woodland beasts’. When Teresa, ‘a powerful, full-blooded young woman’, walks home late one evening, past the murmurs of lovers in the park, it is full moon and high tide, the sound of cicadas fills the bay, and people are sitting ‘in their moist warm gardens, talking and hitting out at the mosquitoes’. At the house, Teresa drags on a black bathing suit she has grown out of (‘sleek and fishy to swim in’) and splashes around in the water, dreaming about gently drowning.




    This is no fog-bound London adolescence, yet this upside-down society (‘winter is in July, spring brides marry in September, and Christmas is consummated with roast beef, suckling pig, and brandy-laced plum pudding at 100 degrees in the shade’) had adopted the straitlaced Victorian morality of the Old Country. Australian schoolgirls had to wear thick cotton stockings and gloves even in blistering heat. And though it was tacitly acknowledged that young men experience sexual desires, a nice young lady was not supposed to feel lust as long as she remained unmarried.




    The young women in Stead’s fiction toss in bed from the age of fourteen. In The Beauties and Furies, Oliver calculates how many ‘loving-nights’ Elvira, married at twenty-one, missed out on from the age of fourteen. One senses that it was a calculation Stead had made about herself. Fourteen when she first experienced the ‘torment of desire’, Stead had to wait until she was twenty-six before she gratefully surrendered the burden of her virginity. It meant that she had twelve and a half years in which to imagine, fantasise and fear the ‘night of the senses’. ‘Hunger of the stomach can be confessed,’ she would write later, ‘but not sexual hunger.’ The need to conceal it made it ‘fiercer, madder’.20




    Stead’s wide reading gave her insights, albeit confused, into the ways of the flesh; as a young girl she had been aroused by the enchantments of Arabian Nights; at school her imagination was further piqued by Zola, Swinburne, Thomas Hardy, Stendhal’s essay On Love. Like the fictional Teresa, Christina knew ‘the disorderly loves of Ovid, the cruel luxury of Petronius, the exorbitance of Aretino, the meaning of the witches’ Sabbaths, the experiments of Sade, the unimaginable horrors of the Inquisition, the bestiality in the Bible, the bitter jokes of Aristophanes and what the sex-psychologists had written’. At university, she read Havelock Ellis, Adler, Freud, Krafft-Ebing. All this produced a potent mix in her imagination. Jottings Stead made when she was planning For Love Alone in the early 1940s describe the febrile, masochistic fantasies of a young woman:




    

      Virgin after being excited is torn by bayonets in her womb: animals trained to flesh-eating, but only the lower parts: woman exposed to lusts of deer, horse, bull, and thus torn to pieces … women in gaol visited foully by gaoler and greatest criminals … wasteful man keeps beautiful girl for year or more, letting her see all obscene plays and his acts with other slaves, but she must not taste it, he likes to see her suffer … girl is tormented by men who do the act coitus interruptus, until she is so wild that she flings herself at their feet, is trampled on, begging for love.


    




    All her life, Stead firmly believed in a link between sexual deprivation and madness: in those virginal years she sometimes feared she was going mad. It was not just the seemingly interminable period of sexual frustration: there was also the dreadful marriage panic. Young women lived with fear and ridicule. What if they were not married at twenty-five or thirty?




    

      Teresa suffered for herself and the other girls; each year now counted against them; nineteen, and has she a boy-friend? Twenty, and does she like anyone particularly? Twenty-one, now she has the key of the door; she ought to be looking round! Twenty-two already! Twenty-three and not engaged yet? Twenty-four and not even a nibble?


    




    The unmarried woman stood to miss out on everything: sex, love, motherhood and social respectability. For many—certainly for Christina Stead—it seemed a fate far worse than death.
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    In January 1923, Christina Stead could put it off no longer: she was obliged to take up her first teaching appointment. She was twenty when she began her teaching career at Darlinghurst Girls’ School, in the middle of Sydney’s inner-city slums, on a salary of £143 per year. (The Public Service Basic Wage for males was set at £193 per annum in September 1923.) After one week teaching a large class, her voice gave way. The headmistress expressed concern about the progress of the class. Christina consulted a doctor, who diagnosed chronic pharyngitis and recommended having her tonsils out. At the end of February, tonsils still intact, she wrote to the Education Department asking to be transferred to a position that would relieve the strain on her voice, suggesting ‘work with small groups of subnormals, or experimental work in psychology’.21 She was granted a week’s sick leave without pay, and then transferred to Blackfriars Correspondence School, in the hope that the largely clerical work associated with teaching children in the outback would suit her better. She remained at Blackfriars until the end of the year, but her voice was merely a symptom of the real problem, which was that she detested teaching.




    The following year, 1924, Gilbert Phillips came to the rescue again, and employed Christina at the Teachers’ College as a Junior Lecturer in Psychology, on a salary of £175 per annum.




    In July and August 1924, her father was in Honolulu, as part of a New South Wales government delegation attending the Pan-Pacific Food Preservation Conference. He came back very excited. After the conference, he had been in an aeroplane for the first time—US airmen had flown him right into the crater of the Kilauea volcano. His scientific and eugenicist friend David Starr Jordan had been at the conference and the two men had talked about international progress, the future of the Pacific area and brotherhood between America and Australia. It must have made Christina more determined than ever to travel herself.
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    The crisis came in 1925. The Junior Lectureship at the Teachers’ College had been for one year only, and in January 1925 Christina Stead had to return to primary teaching. She spent part of the week at Glenmore Road Public School and part of the week at Darlinghurst Public School. By February, her voice had given out again and she was back at the Correspondence School. In May, the Education Department established a ‘Special Class’ at William Street Public School: a class of ‘feeble-minded’ children who had been culled out of nearby schools. It was thought that this work might interest Miss Stead, who had previously expressed interest in subnormal children and had special training in intelligence testing and abnormal psychology.




    She lasted scarcely five weeks at William Street. It was not that she did not like the children; she did. Two of them, born to syphilitic parents, were deaf and dumb; she thought them ‘utterly sweet’. There was a ‘wild boy’, with whom she tried the standard ploys she had learnt in educational psychology, and a nice adolescent boy who tried terribly hard (‘like the clerk in Russian literature’) but was no good at anything and he knew it. And there was a beautifully dressed little girl (‘like something from a German opera’) who looked ‘absolutely pure and sweet’ but had no brain at all. There was nothing Stead could do to help them; they never made any progress, and she found it unbearably sad. In truth, she found teaching—any sort of teaching—so depressing that she was close to a nervous breakdown. Years later, she would say, ‘I didn’t have the nervous strength. I have plenty of nervous strength for books. But all those little shrimps, no … I couldn’t do it’.22




    The problem was not the demands on her time, the preparation, the unruly children or her weak voice. It was more that she had a complete psychological block. From the day she had signed up with the Education Department and assured the administrator that she was not thinking of getting married, Christina had been terrified by the spectre of becoming ‘an old maid of a school-ma’am’.23 As she walked through the school gates in the mornings, every fibre in her body rebelled. She had taught for only eighteen months but she had reached breaking point.




    In For Love Alone, the teaching treadmill appalls Teresa, who sees female teachers as ‘being condemned to servitude for life’. The unmarried ones, she observes, seemed to ‘go queer’. Her panic and desperation have reached the point of physical nausea.




    

      As soon as she caught sight of the school buildings in the morning, their dirty yellow, and heard the bell, the shrieks, the boots rushing across the asphalt; as soon as she smelled that thick oily and dusty scent which school buildings alone give out, human grease and neglected corners, old varnish and urinals in the heat, the little oils from lunches in paper and boot polish, old stuffs ironed at home with the soap still in them, the dirty heads; that huge, fat, sickening smell that poured down the street, on every side, and seeped from outside into the purer dust of the closed schoolroom—as soon as she saw it and smelled it, that illness to which she was condemned for life, until she was sixty, when a woman is not a woman, she began to fl oat in her misery, not to walk. She forgot her feet and yielded herself to a kind of delirium of horror.


    




    That year Christina, determined to get out of teaching as soon as she could, had been going to an evening class in stenography. She was now quite determined to travel abroad, and she had been told that a secretary could find work overseas, whereas a teacher could not. To be a secretary in the city, in an office surrounded by men doing business, seemed bliss compared with being stuck in a classroom surrounded by female teachers jaded with ‘kid-whacking’. But she was trapped—under bond to remain in the teaching service until 31 December 1927.




    By mid June 1925, Christina could take it no more. She had had enough of being ‘Miss Stead’ at the front of the room, chalk in hand. On the morning of Thursday 18 June, instead of going to William Street, she went to Central Station and took a train to Gosford, up the coast. She was fleeing to her kindly Aunt Eva and Uncle Charles, her dead mother’s relatives who had a citrus orchard in Narara.




    Teresa does the same in For Love Alone. She flees to Narara. And in the train she feels a surge of elation: she has broken away from the treadmill, done something for herself, something daring and courageous, for the first time. ‘She had never felt so well in her life. She could hear laughter, from the hills shouldering off their forests, from the rivers slipping away down.’ She tells herself this is only the first stage of a larger, grander, more perilous journey.




    A few days later, David Stead arrived in Narara and persuaded Christina to come home. But Christina had made her point: by running away, risking a humiliating dismissal from the Education Department, she had made her father and stepmother understand that her antipathy to teaching was serious, that her mental health was in jeopardy. On 25 June 1925 she applied for two weeks’ sick leave. On the medical certificate her doctor wrote that she was suffering from neurasthenia.24 In a memorandum accompanying it, Gilbert Phillips, her official teaching supervisor, commented ‘Miss Stead is at present quite unable to continue teaching. In my opinion she is temperamentally unfitted for ordinary class teaching.’ The Education Department granted her a month’s leave without pay.




    No longer was Stead’s voice the problem; now it was her ‘temperament’. On 13 July, with only four days of her sick leave remaining, Christina, unable to face the prospect of returning to the classroom, applied for a month’s extension. This time, her doctor wrote on the medical certificate that he was strongly urging Miss Stead to give up teaching altogether, that she was ‘temperamentally quite unfitted for such an occupation’. Gilbert Phillips used the same phrase: ‘temperamentally unfitted for teaching’.




    But the leave was not extended, and Stead’s time off expired on Friday 17 July. It was her birthday, the day she turned twenty-three. She had fulfilled only two and a half years of her five-year bonded service, and still had to pay back £68. But that day she made a momentous decision. Never again would she stand in front of a class. Never again would she pace the playground on supervision duty; never again would she be found in a teachers’ room that smelt of ‘hot face powder and sweet tea’.25




    That very day she wrote to the Director of Education—in scarcely legible handwriting that suggested (whether deliberately or not) a degree of mental derangement—that the Registrar had recommended she ask for permission to resign from the service. Gilbert Phillips, a loyal mentor to the end, supported this: ‘In my opinion Miss Stead has genuinely tried to serve the Dept. but her temperament is such that she will never be of use as a class teacher.’




    Having faced the ignominy of being seen to have failed, there was the bond to pay back: a debt that would delay her travel plans by at least two years. (The third-class boat fare to England was about £45.) That she was prepared to do this shows the measure of her desperation.




    Christina’s bond guarantors were Ada Stead and Emma Pattison, Ada’s older sister. On 7 October, Ada Stead wrote to the Department, in her elegant, rounded hand: ‘As bondsman in the case of Miss Christina Stead, I beg to apply for release from payment of my obligation in view of the fact that Miss Stead resigned solely on account of ill health. A Medical Certificate to that effect is enclosed.’ This time the accompanying medical Certificate claimed that Christina’s neurasthenia made her ‘permanently incapacitated’ for teaching.26




    Within a week, the Director of Education, Mr S. H. Smith, wrote back. In view of the evidence of the medical certificates, the resignation of Miss Stead would be accepted without the enforcement of the conditions of her bond.27
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    Christina was not the only member of the family to act impetuously that year. Her father, now forty-eight, had been approached by the New South Wales government to investigate methods of controlling and exterminating the rabbits that were ravaging the New South Wales countryside. Soon after he had been appointed Rabbit Menace Enquiry Commissioner for New South Wales, work took him to Brisbane. On the Friday evening he boarded the train south to visit a 23-year-old friend who was teaching botany (her first appointment) at a high school in Murwillumbah, near the border of New South Wales and Queensland.




    Thistle Harris was at home that evening, miserable because it was a long weekend and her fellow teachers had left town, when her landlady came to tell her there was a man to see her. David Stead took her to the pictures. The next day they went camping with friends. It poured with rain and she slept in his arms. On Monday he returned to Brisbane. On Tuesday afternoon, one of the children in Miss Harris’ class glanced through the window and said, ‘There’s a man out there.’ He had a big grin on his face.




    When Thistle returned to Sydney for the September vacation, the romance became an affair. Her parents were about to separate and she was staying with friends, in freer circumstances than usual. But her father somehow got wind of his daughter’s affair with a married man his own age, and before Thistle returned to the north, he ‘gave David an earful’. And Ada Stead wrote a couple of letters to Thistle, pointing out ‘a few things’.28 Thistle was persuaded she must have nothing more to do with a married man whose eldest child was her own age, and whose youngest was only eight. She was quite miserable about the decision, but when David sent her letters and parcels she resolutely sent them back. The romance was called off a second time.




    David Stead, also much in love, told Christina everything. Some vaguely fictionalised drafts, perhaps intended for a story, suggest that Christina reacted calmly this time. She may have secretly admired her father for throwing himself into his passion, just as she would have liked to do.
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    By the middle of that year, Christina had a passion of her own to occupy her thoughts. From June 1925, she attended an extramural tutorial class in psychology, held on Monday evenings at the university. The tutor was Keith Duncan. Known for his controversial and outspoken ideas, he had attracted an interesting group of people. Lucy Firth went along. Herman Black, an economics student (later Chancellor of Sydney University) was there. Marie Byles had graduated in law the previous year and was the first woman to be registered as a solicitor in New South Wales. Florence James was a vivacious New Zealander who had come to Sydney five years before and studied at the Conservatorium of Music for two years before deciding to take an arts degree instead. The same age as Christina, she was in her final undergraduate year and active in the Sydney University Drama Society.




    Class discussions ranged widely over social and philosophical questions. The object, Herman Black recalls, was nothing less than ‘the Reform of the Universe’.29 At twenty-three, Duncan had the brash confidence of a postgraduate who had topped virtually every subject in his first degree. The previous year he had graduated with First Class Honours and the University Medals in History and Philosophy and now he was doing an MA in philosophy, hoping to win a scholarship to London to do his doctorate there. Stead was very impressed. From a working-class family, brought up in the slums, Duncan’s success was due to his own hard work and determination. She felt lazy and undeserving by contrast.




    An eloquent lecturer, Duncan liked nothing better than to challenge accepted beliefs and stir up a good argument. He saw himself as a leftwing liberal, not a communist; but like most of the group, he believed at that time that Russia was the hope of the world. In cavalier fashion he blamed imperialism and capitalism for most of the world’s ills: the modern wage slave was in a far worse position than the ordinary slave, he would claim.30 Religion and morality were merely repressive impediments to clear thought. The world’s only chance of salvation lay in eugenics, education and ‘the scientific spirit’. Unrestricted migration of white races to Australia ‘would militate against the solidarity of labour’.31




    Dora Russell’s controversial book Hypatia, published that year, proclaimed women’s right to sexual freedom and pleasure, attacked marriage and advocated ‘free love’. Duncan approved of these ideas, which the group discussed with vigour. Dora Russell’s basic tenet was that the true force of creation was love between men and women. Stead wholeheartedly agreed.




    Herman Black would later recall Christina Stead in that group as ‘a striking, not-very-communicative young girl’.32 Florence James’ first impression was of a ‘rather beaky profile and prominent upper teeth, and her characteristic way of speaking—airing strong opinions, yet speaking with diffidence’.33




    In For Love Alone, Teresa goes to Jonathan Crow’s discussion group and finds his ‘hunger for learning’ and world-weary cynicism immensely appealing. She is not the only young woman to find him attractive. His provocative manner, his slum background and academic successes make him ‘the gadfly of desire’. Keith Duncan, too, was popular with women: this doubtless became part of his appeal for Christina. In later life, however, she would make caustic comments about this aspect of his personality:




    

      He had a certain number of girls he kept on a string. Quite different types too … And he led off with this ‘Pity me’ routine. You know, ‘I come from the slums’ and all that kind of thing, and ‘I had to struggle hard to get here’ … He was very rich in detail of his struggles. Motherly hearted women—which I regret to say … we all are—naturally bleed for this kind of struggle.34


    




    Apart from Stead’s occasional comments, which all reinforce the picture of the tortured relationship painted in For Love Alone, we have to rely on the novel for any real insight into the nature of Stead’s relationship with Keith Duncan. What is clear is that her passion for Duncan was, from the very beginning, as frustrating as it was nourishing.




    In For Love Alone, Teresa Hawkins and Jonathan Crow sometimes walk part of the way home together. They arrange occasional outings, and both hope that the other will make some sort of physical move, but Teresa is shy and awkward, and Crow is passive, wary of emotional involvement. His brief moments of warmth are followed by long stretches of coolness. Teresa’s emotions are tossed hither and thither, and she believes herself in love.
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    Around the time that she resigned from the teaching service, July 1925, Stead finished the book of children’s stories she had been writing for the past four years. Several were elaborations of stories she had invented as bedtime stories for her siblings—exotic fantasies, probably inspired by the Arabian Nights. Her art teacher at the Teachers’ College had produced half a dozen illustrations, as promised.




    Strangely, Christina was not particularly ambitious about publication; it was her father who submitted the manuscript to George Robertson of the firm Angus & Robertson, Publishers. The reply came on 21 July 1925:




    

      Dear Mr. Stead,




      I read and enjoyed Peg’s stories. They are remarkable for their language and imagery—in fact they are charming. The trouble is that poetical fantasies like these are too old for young children, and older boys and girls who could, and ought to, appreciate them mostly prefer books of adventure, stories of school life, and so on. I am writing as a Sydney publisher; a London publisher with forty million constituents—or, better still, a New York one with a hundred million—might be glad to have them. Besides, they would have no difficulty in finding an illustrator capable of drawing beautiful princesses, etc.




      From your letter, I gather that Peg is quite young, and have no hesitation in saying that she will be heard of in the world of letters one day.35
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    David Stead called in several times to Angus & Robertson’s offices seeking further advice, but the publisher was always busy. In October 1925, David Stead wrote again, asking if Robertson would suggest some publishing houses in New York or London. He explained that he was ‘the more keen on this because it seems to be really the only thing (this story writing) that Peg is thoroughly interested in’.




    

      The curious thing is that she does not seem to value very highly the actual publication of them; yet I feel sure that if some of her stories were published it would give her a tremendously added interest—not only in such work, but in life generally.36


    




    Robertson suggested asking a friend in London or New York to run the gauntlet of publishers, adding that Angus & Robertson would take 200 copies if the book was published in England at six shillings or less.




    Angus & Robertson were cutting down their local publications during the 1920s, preferring to reprint English or American bestsellers instead. In 1929, they would reject the joint winners of the Bulletin prize: Katharine Susannah Prichard’s Coonardoo and M. Barnard Eldershaw’s A House is Built. If Australian writers were lucky, they found an English publisher, since English and American publishers did not republish books published first in Australia. But it was called a ‘colonial edition’, and they were paid lower royalties, which were nevertheless subject to heavy English income tax.




    Angus & Robertson, Australia’s only major publishing house, would not publish Christina Stead until 1966—more than thirty years after she had made her name abroad. It was, she would tell Nettie Palmer in 1951, ‘disgraceful’.37 Her first volume of stories was destined never to be published. The manuscript would be lost in France.
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    Soon after giving up teaching, Stead landed her first secretarial job, with the Sydney architect Mr Weeks. Later she would reflect how kind he was to her, considering the poor standard of her typing.




    She had lunch sometimes with Marie Byles and Florence James in the Botanical Gardens, close to their various offices. All three women had a fierce determination to travel, and would spur each other on with their talk of ‘getting away’. Each of them had studied the shipping schedules and worked out when she would be able to afford to sail. The venturesome Byles, one of the first women to walk the city streets in trousers, was a keen bushwalker and camper, and had exotic plans to climb mountains in Asia and Europe and to see the world on freighters and cattle-boats. (Later she would write books about these experiences.) Florence James had graduated and was working as a secretary in her father’s engineering firm. Not obliged to pay board at home, she was saving money fast and intended to sail in 1927. She was engaged to a Dutchman from Java, a lawyer, but intended to travel around Europe and see something of the world before she settled down. Beautiful and theatrical, Florence could hardly have been more different from Christina, yet they were destined to become the closest of friends.




    In May 1926, Keith Duncan, who had just been awarded a Master of Arts degree and the University Medal for Philosophy, was one of four Sydney graduates to win a travelling scholarship to Europe. It paid the first-class return steamship passage and a living allowance of £200 per annum for two years. Duncan was going to study political science at the London School of Economics.




    He left Sydney aboard the Osterley on 26 August 1926. With him were the three other young men, Ian Henning (going to Paris), Raymond McGrath (heading for Oxford) and John Beaglehole, an historian from Wellington, New Zealand, also going to London. They played quoit tennis, enjoyed the first-class food and occasionally treated themselves to a liqueur at sixpence a head. Four days after leaving Sydney, Beaglehole wrote to his parents: ‘We do a good deal of arguing … The Sydney lads are right willing controversialists.’ He added that Keith Duncan knew ‘a whole lot about social problems’ and had a good sense of humour.




    

      He is mad on Bertrand Russell at present. Henning says one day ‘Who is this Bertrand Russell, anyhow?’ Duncan looks at him wonderingly for a moment & then bursts out ‘Good God, have you ever heard of Jesus Christ?’ He is going to London too which is cheerful.38


    




    Christina had to go abroad the hard way—with neither a scholarship nor help from her parents. She told herself reproachfully that she had been lazy at university: as a consequence, she would have to save up and offer herself her own travelling scholarship.39




    Florence James sailed in August 1927. Shortly beforehand, Marie Byles invited a group of young female friends, including Christina Stead, for a weekend at her parents’ cottage at Palm Beach, north of Sydney. Florence James, in high spirits, sprawled on the kitchen table and sang ‘O, Shenandoah, I love your daughter’. That weekend would be the inspiration for the opening scene of Miss Herbert, written some thirty years later.




    [image: ]




    Once in England, Keith Duncan wrote to Christina, and for twenty-one months, until Stead’s own arrival in London, they corresponded. It is likely that Duncan’s letters reflected his behaviour in person: certainly, in For Love Alone, Crow’s letters contain occasional bursts of warmth that build up Teresa’s hopes, followed by messages designed to hurt or humiliate.40 The fact that letters took six weeks to arrive by boat further added to the ambiguity of their relationship.




    The family noticed the blue envelopes on the mantelpiece, waiting for Christina when she got home late in the evening; they were vaguely aware that there was a young man in her life who had gone to England. Christina talked about Duncan a great deal to her cousin Gwen; at weekends they sometimes went on long walks together and Christina would stride along, ‘shaking back her unruly hair’ and talking in ‘high pitched nervous tones’ about getting away.41




    Duncan had headed for the cultural centre of the English-speaking world. To be educated at the London School of Economics by the best minds in England was the aspiration of every budding political economist in Australia. But why did Christina Stead feel she had to leave Australia? She had no place awaiting her in a famous institution. Was it really because of Duncan that she was so obsessed with getting to Europe?




    In later life Stead would vehemently protest if anyone suggested she had left Australia because of its cultural inferiority. When the term ‘cultural cringe’ (meaning Australia’s obsequious attitude to England’s cultural heritage) was introduced by A. A. Phillips in the 1950s, Stead would insist that the phenomenon had not existed in her day. But it did, and she must have known it. She had already experienced it at the hands of the publishers Angus & Robertson.




    It took more than three months for return mail from Europe. In 1920 an Australian crew had broken all records by flying from England to Australia in fewer than thirty days (without radio or weather reports), but regular commercial flights were still decades off. In 1928 the population of Australia was a mere six million and fragmented by the distance and rivalry between the major cities. Australian writers were isolated from one another, as well as from the rest of the world.




    Australian literary culture was still far too dependent. Nearly all books and magazines were from England; even American books arrived in English editions—usually several years later. The few good Australian novels were usually out of print in Australia. The only magazine with literary interests, the Bulletin, had lost its influence.




    The greatest Australian female writer at the time, 58-year-old Henry Handel Richardson, had been living in Europe since 1887: her 1908 novel Maurice Guest was set in Leipzig. Miles Franklin, author of My Brilliant Career (1901) had gone to America in 1906 and was still living abroad. Katharine Susannah Prichard, author of The Pioneers, Black Opal and Working Bullocks, had left for London at twenty-five and spent several years in England before returning to Australia.




    Christina Stead did not know what to expect abroad; she scarcely knew enough about the world to articulate her fuzzy ambitions. But Duncan had left for London; the brilliant students all headed for Europe. With a vague but powerful belief that she had a great destiny, she knew she had to go to see for herself.




    It was not ‘for love alone’ that Christina wanted to follow Duncan to England: she was far more in love with what he represented: wider horizons, the experience of European culture, the flight from a world she instinctively knew to be narrow and parochial. She did want love—she wanted it desperately—but if it was only love she was after, she could have found it at home. The proof? Colin Lawson.




    She was now working as a secretary in a large hat factory, Henderson’s, just behind Central Railway Station. The hats were made on the premises: there were showrooms and an office in which Christina worked. One of the salesmen, Colin Lawson, a lively young man who was passionate about music and opera, was intrigued by the romantically thin and pale new secretary, and he began to pay her court. She seemed to care only about literature and love: he nicknamed her Tosca. On Fridays he sometimes brought her flowers. Christina found his attentions a great solace, but resisted his overtures. In For Love Alone, the young salesman Erskine calls Teresa ‘La Traviata’ and she, parched as she is for affection, is dangerously drawn to this man who seems genuinely to desire her. But Teresa tells herself:
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