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INTRODUCTION A New Dispensation?




    ON AN EARLY SPRING EVENING in March 1848 John Fox, a farmer, and his wife Margaret prepared to retire early after putting their two young daughters to bed. As this prosaic scene unfolded this simple, God-fearing couple residing in rustic Hydesville, an isolated community in the upstate New York township of Arcadia, could not have suspected that the events transpiring around them would soon catapult their family to a sudden and unexpected notoriety, and eventually give rise to a new religion.




    The nocturnal bangs and raps emanating from various parts of the small cottage that had interrupted their slumber regularly over the three months since they moved in, ceased to be merely frightening annoyances when 12-year-old Kate, the younger of the soon-to-be celebrated Fox sisters, hit upon the idea of attempting to communicate with the author of these disturbances. She snapped her fingers, whereupon the raps imitated her; later she held up her fingers, and an equal number of raps was given. To everyone’s great surprise, they began to communicate via a code of ‘one rap for yes, and two for no’, and in a later extension of this method, words would be spelled out by raps being sounded at the appropriate letter as the alphabet was recited aloud. Thus the alleged intelligence not only responded to questions, but now also volunteered information purporting to be about himself and the manner in which he had met his death. The entity claiming responsibility for the raps declared that he was the spirit of one Charles B. Roena, a pedlar who had been murdered in the house some four or five years earlier. He stated that his body was buried underneath the floorboards of the house.1




    Neighbours were called in, and soon news about these strange phenomena began circulating throughout the region. A preliminary digging was abandoned when flooding occurred, and later investigations proved inconclusive. No less than three committees of inquiry were formed by responsible citizens in nearby Rochester.2 The first meeting, held on 14 November 1849 at the Corinthian Hall, featured the principal speaker, Mr Capron of Auburn, one of the witnesses to the original rappings, who gave an exposition of the facts. A committee of citizens, charged with examining the girls, was then selected. Their examination was thorough, if somewhat humiliating.




    The committee of ladies, appointed without notice, disrobed the frightened girls, ‘who wept bitterly under their afflictions’, insisting that neither of them should leave the room. Their dresses were tied tightly round their ankles as they stood upon pillows surmounting a glass surface concealed under the carpet, in order to interrupt ‘electric vibrations’. The committee was forced to report, much to the disgust of local sceptics, that they could find no trace of imposture in these happenings: ‘when they were standing on pillows with a handkerchief tied round the bottom of their dresses, tight to the ankles, we all heard the rapping on the wall and floor distinctly’.3




    The Foxes were censured by their local Methodist Church. Another inquiry was held in December 1850 by Professors Flint, Lee and Coventry of Buffalo University. Their conclusion, that the raps were fraudulent and were caused by ‘cracking’ of the girls’ knee-joints, soon brought much controversial publicity to the new movement beginning to emerge throughout western New York from these isolated phenomena. Horace Greeley, following a series of séances with the Fox sisters held in his home, wrote in his New York Tribune:




    

      Our own dwelling was among those . . . visited; [the Foxes] not only submitting to, but courting, the fullest and keenest inquiry with regard to the alleged ‘manifestations’ from the spirit-world, by which they were attended . . . it would be the basest cowardice not to say that we are convinced beyond a doubt of their perfect integrity and good faith in the premises. Whatever may be the origin or cause of the ‘rappings,’ the ladies in whose presence they occur do not make them. We tested this thoroughly and to our entire satisfaction.4


    




    Thus two related trends were developing: the startling claim of an ability to communicate across the veil of death, and perhaps more startling yet, the introduction of a new yet ancient office of mediator between gods and men, formerly filled by the pythonesses and the vestal virgins of the Ancient world, but now through two adolescent girls with no discernible training or even inclination to matters supernatural. It was, in effect, the advent of a popularization and secularization of the role of mediator between the human world and a putative greater Reality.




    

      [image: ]



      The Fox sisters: Maggie (Margaretta) Fox, Kate (Catharine) Fox and Leah (Ann Leah) Fox Fish. The date of 31 March, when in 1848 the ‘rappings’ began at the Fox home, is regarded by many Spiritualists as the beginning of the new spirit Dispensation.


    




    The growth of Spiritualism in western New York and the New England states had been preceded by waves of Revivalism, where also emanated the Mormon religion and the apocalyptic but ultimately mistaken millenarian prophecies of William Miller in the 1840s.5 This religious enthusiasm was occurring within the context of a rustic but highly literate frontier society, whose appetite for wonders was large. The latest wave came with a host of phrenological manipulators and mesmerist lecturers who toured the ‘burned-over’ district from the 1820s, so named because of the waves of revivals that swept through the region from colonial times; they further prepared the ground already broken by the Shakers and the succeeding waves of ‘awakenings’, from Jonathan Edwards to Charles Finney, that rumbled throughout the region from the mid-1730s. These varied influences combined, somewhat incongruously, both the empirical temper and the salvational yearnings that would ultimately give rise to the new and ‘scientific’ religion of Spiritualism.




    Through the early conversion to its ranks of influential men like Horace Greeley, editor of the New York Tribune, the novelist James Fenimore Cooper, and Judge J. W. Edmonds, who became a prolific writer for the new movement, interest in Spiritualism (as it came to be called) spread rapidly throughout western New York and far beyond. One New York séance held in 1850 included, among others, Fenimore Cooper, the historian George Bancroft, the poet William Cullen Bryant, and Bigelow of the Evening Post. Leah Underhill, the third and eldest Fox sister, held frequent receptions at her 37th Street home whose regular participants included notables like Greeley, R. D. Owen, Washington Irving, and the poets Longfellow and Whittier.6




    John Worth Edmonds was typical of the cultured adherents who were attracted to Spiritualism in its early days. A judge of the New York State Supreme Court who had witnessed the Rochester knockings, Edmonds was especially impressed by responses given to his mental questions. In 1853 he made a public profession of his new faith, and wrote a book that had enormous sales, based upon teachings derived from spirit visitors to his little circle, whose chief communicators were allegedly Emanuel Swedenborg and Francis Bacon. He became the first martyr for the movement when he lost his judicial post because of his beliefs.




    The reception amongst the clergy on the whole seems to have been towards belief in the phenomena as being actually of spiritual origin. The Rev. Charles Beecher, of the famous Evangelical family, suspected diabolism in their operation, while the Congregationalist theologian Horace Bushnell contemptuously described Spiritualism as ‘our new-discovered, scientific necromancy’.7 Kate Fox and the Davenport brothers appeared before a group of Harvard professors, including Louis Agassiz, who investigated the phenomena in 1857. The professors were not impressed, and in that same year Frederick L. H. Willis, a Divinity student, was expelled from Harvard for practising mediumship.8




    Whether despite or because of its early notoriety, Spiritualism spread rapidly. By the mid-1850s table-rapping was being practised in fashionable Philadelphia homes no less than in remote frontier settlements, and ‘sensitives’ were being discovered around many hearths. The movement grew rapidly within an environment of a strongly individualistic and westward-moving society, open to innovations of all kinds. During the 1840s mesmerism, Sweden-borgianism and Fourierism (the communistic system based on Associationism), along with phrenology and homeopathy, flourished in turn, and all had their influences on the Spiritualist movement and on the wider American society. Perhaps the most significant of these trends for the purposes of this study was the ‘magnetic sleep’ practised on locals by itinerant lecturers, becoming manifest especially in the ‘burned-over’ district of New York State.9




    Andrew Jackson Davis was an uneducated youth of small attainments living in Poughkeepsie, New York. Born in 1826, this shoemaker’s assistant was transformed into the ‘Poughkeepsie Seer’ when in 1843 he was ‘discovered’ to possess somnambulistic powers when placed into a hypnotic trance condition by a Professor Grimes, one of the touring mesmeric lecturers. In this state, and to the amazement of his auditors, he delivered long and complex discourses on cosmology, metaphysics and other esoteric subjects which he claimed originated not from his own mind, but from the spirit world. The turning point for Davis came in March 1844, when he received a strong impression that he should ‘wander away to the country’. In a mountain fastness Davis fell into a spontaneous trance, and received visions from the shades of Galen and Swedenborg, who appeared and instructed him in an intimate and elevating communion, the one upon medicine and the other upon morals, concerning his mission to humankind.10 Thereafter he met Dr S. S. Lyon and the Rev. William Fishbough, a former Universalist minister, who served respectively as magnetizer and scribe for the lectures on philosophy that Davis gave in clairvoyant trance over some fifteen months from November 1845. These were published in 1847 as The Principles of Nature, Her Divine Revelations, and A Voice to Mankind. The Rev. George Bush, a prominent Swedenborgian and Professor of Hebrew and Oriental literature at New York University, also attended the circle, and confirmed the accuracy of ancient languages given through the instrumentality of Davis.11




    A. J. Davis became a prime propagandist for the movement, and his theology has the unmistakable impress of Swedenborg’s own more systematic exposition. Of the multitude of books penned ‘through’ him from the spiritual world, the most famous was this first production The Principles of Nature . . ., which quickly became the virtual Bible of nineteenth-century Spiritualism. Before retiring to a private life of healing work—he took a medical degree and ran a practice and herbal emporium in Boston for some years—Davis was also involved in social reform. He campaigned for women’s rights, devised a Lyceum for the education of young persons, and inaugurated the Spiritualist commune ‘Aurelia’ in New York State, whose title derived from Jacob Boehme’s mystical tract of the same name, which he also claimed to have been dictated by ‘automatic’ means.




    Communitarian ideas blended with a cultic spiritism in the 1850s to produce Spiritualist communities like Adin Ballou’s ‘Hopedale’ and Davis and Tuttle’s ‘Aurelia’, illustrating how Fourier’s ideas of phalanxes—the organization of workers into ‘groups’ and ‘series’—had also penetrated the minds of heterodox thinkers and reformers of the era. Spiritualism as an evolving religious movement also drew upon the experience of the Shakers, who had a significant part in the second Great Awakening in the 1790s. From around 1837, they were also practising a type of magnetic trance which they called ‘Mother Ann’s work’, after their founder Ann Lee, whom they believed had established communications with them from the beyond.12




    Among the special conditions that induced the facile acceptance and rapid spread of these new marvels in the young and rapidly westward-expanding nation, the most important were the general diffusion of education, combined with an absence of authoritative standards in religion, and the values of a democratic spirit and a rugged individualism. The most potent factor according to one writer was ‘electricity’, and:




    

      the still recent growth of popular interest in Mesmerism . . . No doubt, too, the introduction throughout the continent of the electric telegraph . . . helped to quicken expectation and generally to induce a mental condition favourable to belief in other phenomena, which after all were to the uninstructed not more mysterious . . . it was in electricity that Spiritualists sought the physical basis of their phenomena.13


    




    From a rapid diffusion in the United States, Spiritualism was introduced within four years to England when the medium Mrs W. Hayden, wife of the editor of the Star-Spangled Banner, was brought over in October 1852 by an ‘electro-biologist’ named Stone. She was a great social success, catering to the higher reaches of British society, to whom she charged half a guinea each. Spreading to the European continent Spiritualism gained important supporters like Napoleon III, largely through the remarkable phenomenal séances given by the Scots medium Daniel Dunglas Home, who also performed in the Royal courts of Europe, including the court of the Russian Tsar.14 Through the writings of Frenchman Hyppolite Rivail, under the pseudonym Allan Kardec, the movement spread within the Francophone world and to South America. There it merged with African cults brought over with slavery, especially in Brazil, and adopting a belief in Reincarnation rejected by mainstream Spiritualism, it became known as Spiritism.




    It was in Britain, however, that the Spiritualist movement gained the greatest stature among the intelligentsia, including many well-respected scientists; the most eminent were the physicist Sir William Crookes, discoverer of the element thallium, Edmund Varley the ‘electrician’ who had worked on the transatlantic cable, the brilliant mathematician Professor DeMorgan, and the chemist Professor Hare. Most British scientists were tied to a rigid scientific naturalism, and powerful detractors such as Michael Faraday and Darwin’s voluble ‘bulldog’, Thomas Huxley, denounced the phenomena. Within a period of four or five years, Spiritualist beliefs reached Australia, mainly through the gold rush migration of the 1850s.




    As Spiritualism spread throughout the Western world, there was a great flurry of active interest in its phenomena, which in some quarters approached epidemic proportions. Mediums and ‘magnetizers’ seemed to be springing up practically everywhere, and even Queen Victoria and Albert had a successful turn at table-tilting, the new phenomenon that was replacing bangs and raps in the drawing-rooms of Europe and the United States.15 In keeping with the vagaries of human nature, especially where money is involved, this sometimes resulted in ridiculous excesses, in chicanery, fraud, and puerile or debasing missives purporting to be received from the ‘dead’. But for all the nonsense and the drawing-room entertainments thus generated by the massive popular interest in these ‘strange things’, there also emerged a group of sober-minded investigators, convinced of the possibility of contacting the ‘other world’ and the reality of certain unique phenomena, which neither the scientists’ cries of humbug nor the clergy’s anathemas could explain away. This gave rise to the Spiritualist religion. The rapidly augmenting numbers of adherents to the new faith began to regard the phenomena as the basis of the ‘signs and wonders’ foretold in religious literature, whose appearance at this time moreover, heralded a new Dispensation. In essence, this view sought to lend scriptural authority to their practices, by identifying the phenomena produced in their séances with the miraculous events recounted in the Christian Bible and other religious writings.




    Unlike the biblical Dispensation, they maintained, this Dispensation revealed in all its starkness the spiritual life, while confirming, in accordance with sound ‘scientific’ standards, the intimate and continuing relationship between the inhabitants of this world and the next; this gave believers both an assurance of immortality and ‘proof’ of guidance from beings intermediate between God and humans. The influence of Paley, together with an anti-clerical sentiment which was to become a distinguishing feature of the movement, are implicit in the definition of Spiritualism offered by William H. Terry, one of its leading lights in Australia:




    

      Spiritualism means simply a knowledge of Nature’s laws, and an understanding of where we came from, why we are here, and whither we are going. It also aims to teach mankind the folly and emptiness of religious worship, in the hundred ridiculous and preposterous forms in which it is carried on throughout what we call civilized society.16


    




    Paley’s ‘argument from design’, that the clear evidence of intelligent purpose in the design and relation of things proved the existence of God, was based upon the ‘Great Chain of Being’; it was invoked from the early nineteenth century both by religion’s supporters and by those who sought to maintain the social status quo, for instance, in arguing that child labour and poverty were static and divinely ordained. His View of the Evidences of Christianity (1794) had a great influence on Victorian attitudes to Nature as ‘God’s handiwork’, and especially on Wordsworth’s poetry.17 The ‘Laws’ referred to are those of evolutionary and moral progress that Spiritualists, along with the bulk of mid-Victorians in the West, held as concrete axioms for living. From the 1830s Lyell’s geological proofs of the antiquity of the earth were contradicting the creation stories in the Bible, thus elevating the status of science, which was becoming an alternative method for understanding the world, not only in regard to its processes, but to its ultimate meanings; scientific naturalism was born as an ideology.




    In addition to the theory of natural selection, which descended upon a stunned world in 1859 through the writings of Darwin and Wallace, weapons in the anti-religious arsenal were provided by what we now call the ‘mechanistic world view’ to which many Victorian scientists were committed. This term refers primarily to an embellishment of Newtonian physics, among whose main triumphs were Maxwell’s discovery of electromagnetic radiation, Lord Kelvin’s work on heat, and in particular, Dalton’s formulation of the atomic theory of matter. On the basis of these advances, many scientists claimed that the total human physical and natural environment could be explained without recourse to Genesis or any other religious account.




    Indeed, from the 1860s there was in England a highly vocal cadre of scientific publicists promoting scientific naturalism. Prominent among these were Thomas Huxley, John Tyndall, the mathematician W. K. Clifford, who maintained that ‘no intelligences except those of men and animals have been at work in the solar system’, and Charles Darwin’s nephew, the eugenicist Sir Francis Galton, who wrote a controversial essay on the statistical efficacy of prayer. G. H. Lewes, consort of George Eliot, the biologist E. Ray-Lankester and Herbert Spencer the positivist philosopher were also effective promoters of the new materialism, along with Dr W. D. Carpenter, a physiologist who was especially hard on the spiritistic phenomena, regarding them as a dangerous delusion. Along with many others, these men actively proselytized for the scientific view, affirming that life ‘is made of ether and atoms, and there is no room for ghosts’. Their world was one in which religious cosmologies and ‘metaphysical’ considerations simply played no part.18




    Another important and related aspect of the English and continental debates was the growth of Freethought, a vague term with a potent meaning for the period, that can be traced back at least to Thomas Paine’s diatribes against religion and the institution of the Monarchy. It connotes a range of attitudes opposed to formalism and especially to authority structures, and places a high premium on the individual reason. All Freethinkers were united at least against organized religion. Freethought met fertile ground in the colonies. As F. B. Smith notes, the great debates then being waged over religion and science in Britain, of which the intellectual life of the colonies was a part, acquired an early intensity in Australia, where the churches had lost something of the continuity of tradition and established position in the community they enjoyed at Home.19




    As Freethinkers, believers in Spiritualism had an abhorrence for priesthoods and creeds and eschewed formal structures and articles of faith. Spiritualism developed into a fully-fledged religion and philosophy of life for thousands of adherents. By 1853 ten Spiritualist periodicals were established in the United States. In the middle of that decade, one enthusiast claimed that there were two and a half million Spiritualists in the country; and in 1859 an alarmed Catholic Convention put the number at eleven million.20




    Although Spiritualism came to be identified with the working class, this was not the case in the early days of the movement. In its first decade educated men like William Howitt, Epes Sargent and the former Universalist minister S. B. Brittan pondered the implications of the spiritistic phenomena for philosophy and religion.




    The intellectual influences on the new religion were complex and varied. From the United States, along with mesmerism came German idealism as channelled through R. W. Emerson and his Transcendentalist followers. Emerson was also a conduit for Swedenborgian ideas, and wrote glowingly about the Swedish seer as archetype in Representative Men; but he was not enamoured with Spiritualism, especially when he discovered that many of his neighbours in Concord had become thoroughly infected with the new religion. His 1859 lecture ‘Success’ used Spiritualism to exemplify what he saw as the immoral trend of American society: ‘I hate this shallow Americanism which hopes . . . to get knowledge by raps on midnight tables . . .’. Although they did not return the compliment, Spiritualists were beholden to Emerson, Thoreau and their immediate circle. From Transcendentalist philosophy the Spiritualists borrowed a trust in intuition, a belief in an immanent God abiding in the divine spark within each person, from which they concluded that certain truths were written in the human soul.21 Brittan, Fishbough and other Universalists also imported the complementary notion of the universal salvation of souls.




    In England there was a more direct connection to German idealism, largely due to the influence of the German magnetists, who had flourished in the first half of the nineteenth century. It was from this source, after Swedenborg, that the Howitts, Shorter, Sophia DeMorgan and others among the leading early English Spiritualists derived much of their philosophy, and that the foundations of the movement of modern Spiritualism were laid.22




    In London this loose grouping of middle-class intellectuals and professionals was gathered around the Howitts. They professed an elitist, arcane, mystically inclined Spiritualism, strongly leavened with Universalist, Swedenborgian and Transcendentalist influences. Along with the Howitts, its key exponents included the ‘electro-biologist’ (a compound term for practitioners of mesmerism and phrenology) Dr Ashburner, Mrs Sophia DeMorgan, wife of the gifted mathematician and author of From Matter to Spirit (1863), a work rich in symbolism and concerned with the adaptation of Swedenborgian philosophy to modern Spiritualism; and W. M. Wilkinson, brother of the homeopath J. J. G. Wilkinson, a translator of some of Swedenborg’s works who, as a friend of Henry James Sr, provided a link between the Swedenborgians and Spiritualists in England and the United States. Influenced by European mysticism, and having a familiarity with Swedenborg’s writings—Mary Howitt could read him in the original Latin—they produced between them a fair proportion of early Spiritualist works. Together with the proletarian element of Davis’ writings, it was this influence, more than any other, which left the indelible mark of Swedenborg on Spiritualist theology.




    These transatlantic connections were to have broader results. By their exposure to American Spiritualism, British believers gained progressive ideas on marriage and gender relations. As Alex Owen notes, the American impulse ‘which had prompted waves of religious enthusiasm, socialism, abolitionism, a critique of marriage and the divorce laws, and a wide variety of ideas with a bearing on a “new life” culture, also proved conducive to the growth of Spiritualist beliefs’.23




    Nurtured by the teachings being received through the new ‘magnetic channel’, they adopted a dualistic ontology, whereby humans were believed to possess both a material being and a divine immortal essence. In this regard Spiritualism did not depart significantly from other Western religious traditions. It was rather in its cosmology, the conception of a multi-dimensional universe whose varied spheres interpenetrate our own world, and in a view of the moral progress of the soul strongly influenced by current evolutionist thought, that Spiritualism differed radically from the Christian churches. Most of these ideas were appropriated from Swedenborg, and many of them via Davis.




    Spiritualist eschatology was direct and immediate: the dead survive, and can be communicated with. Not only this, but the opening of this channel was itself a gift from higher spheres, for in sufficiently prepared and faithful persons mediumship would blossom, enabling higher beings residing within sublime spheres to communicate esoteric teachings concerning human existence, its purposes and relationship with the supernal worlds. The closest Christian parallel to their conception is the Catholic doctrine of the Communion of Saints, with the important difference that in the Spiritualist view such communing with our world is effected not only by great souls, but also by many other classes of spiritual beings. Nor does this communion depend upon Grace, but is rather a function of what Spiritualists termed ‘the outworking of Nature’.




    It is a bizarre world of imponderables that we encounter in attempting to understand the Spiritualist mentalité. The seeming abrogation of physical laws, and the alleged connection between this and another world which these Victorian seekers took in their stride, are not easily susceptible of historical verification. The relevant questions are: how and why were this contact and these curious phenomena deemed possible or even necessary, and how did they come to assume a religious, and as I shall argue, a deeply ritual, significance for believers? The seemingly paradoxical idea that these experiences were, for believers, evidences of an empirical kind, that is, phenomena susceptible of objective proof, must also be borne in mind.




    To interpret how men and women of a particular era perceived their existence in relation to the cosmos, we must ‘surrender’ ourselves to some extent to their world view and ethos. Religious or transcendental phenomena, especially those that assault our consensus reality, should be treated with particular care. Spiritualism is replete with strange occurrences, but they are in essence no more alien to our present-day understanding than say, the brutal propitiatory sacrifices of the Aztecs, or for that matter, the cultural force once exercised over the minds of men by doctrines like the divine right of kings.




    Although historians make tacit statements in the choices and emphases of their work, their main endeavour should be to sort out the major structures of signification, the ensemble of meanings that together constitute any system of thought and belief, and to determine their social ground and import.24 By reflection on the sources we may gain entry at some point into the hermeneutical circle of Spiritualist believers. Our point of entry, once we have sketched the historical context, will be that unique phenomenon of Spiritualism, the séance.




    During the 1870s and early 1880s, three events in particular, inaugurated by a small coterie of committed believers, would be important to the growth of the Spiritualist movement in Australia: the founding of the Victorian Association of Progressive Spiritualists (VAPS, later the VAS) and of the Progressive Lyceum, a Spiritualist Sunday School, and the launching of the monthly journal the Harbinger of Light. Each of these developments helped to further establish Spiritualism, first in Melbourne, then in other parts of Victoria and in the other colonies. Melbourne, and especially the VAS, remained the hub of Spiritualism for several decades, exerting an influence at least until after World War I that was disproportionate to its numbers, on the religious and intellectual life of the burgeoning metropolis now flushed with the wealth of the gold rushes.


  




  

    
CHAPTER ONE The Organization of the Cause




    

      Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting:




      The Soul that rises with us, our life’s Star,




      Hath had elsewhere its setting,




      And cometh from afar;




      Not in entire forgetfulness,




      And not in utter nakedness,




      But trailing clouds of glory do we come




      From God, who is our home.




      William Wordsworth, Ode: ‘Intimations of Immortality’


    




    William TERRY, LIKE MOST early Spiritualists in Victoria, emigrated from Great Britain where Freethought and deviations from orthodoxy such as Liberal Unitarianism were having great impact, particularly on the type of independently minded men who flocked to the Antipodes during the gold rushes of the 1850s. Freethinkers in the home country resolutely rejected the Protestant exhortation to cultivate faith instead of works, no less than the Catholic preoccupation with ritual and external authority. In 1859, the same year that Darwin’s controversial Origin of Species was published, Charles Bradlaugh declared his position as an atheist; he did not deny the existence of God, because ‘to deny that which is unknown is as absurd as to affirm it’. It was not belief in God so much as the prevailing superstitious reverence for the Bible that Bradlaugh was keen to attack, and he refused to take the oath of office on this basis and was thus repeatedly denied his seat in the House of Commons.1




    Spiritualists brooked no disagreement with Bradlaugh’s expressed sentiment that the Bible (or the Qu’ran, or the Vedas) ‘is that great cord with which the people are bound; cut this, and the mass will be more free to appreciate facts instead of faiths’. It was rather over the nature of those ‘facts’ that they disagreed, for the Secularism that grew out of views like Bradlaugh’s among those ‘brave witnesses to unbelief’ rejected the supernatural absolutely.2




    The rise of Spiritualism and other Freethought movements may be understood as various reactions among significant numbers of people to the protracted dissolution of the world-view known as ‘the Great Chain of Being’. As the static universe on which it was posited gave way to a dominant belief in dynamic evolution, Spiritualism became only one of numerous attempts to assimilate the objections to this view, and to reinstate it in a new form which would be compatible with the findings of modern science.




    Alfred Russell Wallace, co-discoverer with Charles Darwin of the theory of Natural Selection, was an avowed Spiritualist. He held that Darwin’s theory is sound as far as it goes, in dealing with the material existence and the biology of species.3 But Wallace boldly extended this concept of Evolution beyond the earthly sphere. He insisted in his numerous books and articles on the subject that, by virtue of its divine origin, humankind is assured of Salvation. This would be achieved not through the vicarious suffering of a Mediator, but by the perfection of our own being, and its ascension through the supernal spheres and back to the Source.4 Thus the moral quality of human life has a direct bearing upon the place on the evolutionary train one assumes at the time of death. This vision of spheres and a Summerland, along with many other features of Spiritualist belief, owes much to Swedenborg. Invoking the Swedenborgian doctrine of ‘uses’, Wallace averred that the world, and the whole material universe ‘exist for the purpose of developing spiritual beings . . . death is simply a transition from material existence to the first grade of spirit life-and . . . the happiness and the degree of our progress will be wholly dependent upon the use we have made of our faculties and opportunities here’.5




    The intellectual life in the colony was vastly augmented by the gold rushes. There were rapid changes in population, with some six hundred thousand persons arriving in Victoria during the hectic 1850s. Living standards improved, and by the close of the decade these efforts to ‘rush to brave the perils of the deep, the hazard of the venture, and the changes of fortune’ were assuming, according to one contemporary observer, ‘the features and magnitude of a mania’.6 The diverse flow of migrants, from lords and county gentlemen to costermongers, also created great wealth in the colony and produced an environment welcoming innovation, characteristic of frontier societies with sparse resources.




    The last link of the submarine cable was completed in 1871, enabling Britain and Australia to communicate within a matter of hours, and forever alleviating the sense of isolation felt by the early colonists.7 By that date Melbourne could boast its own University, Art Gallery and Public Library, and in 1880, the year of the Great Exhibition, it ranked in area and population among the large cities in the world.8 Many English, Scots, Irish and German migrants were attracted to the Antipodes by gold, along with American adventurers who continued to the Australian colonies after trying their luck in the earlier California rush. These rugged adventurers, after a frenetic and frequently disappointing search for gold, often settled in the colonies to more usual pursuits like farming and shop-keeping. There was also a small group of university and medical graduates who, once their dreams of quick riches had evaporated, set up in business and the professions. These men came to wield great influence, by virtue of their status as a minority of educated men in the new land.




    From the ranks of this intelligentsia who came into prominence during the 1850s and 1860s, intense and wide-ranging discussions arose on the religious, political and social questions of the day. They built the great metropolis of Melbourne, in truth a transplanted English city, within two generations. Eventually, and in characteristic Victorian style, they established societies to debate and promote their opinions. Among the earliest of these propagandizing societies was the Victorian Association of Progressive Spiritualists (hereafter referred to as ‘the Association’), founded in October 1870. Melbourne, the ‘Queen of the South’, produced the only strong Spiritualist and Secularist Associations and enduring newspapers in the colonies.9




    Myriads of honest doubters in the later nineteenth century, those who had rejected orthodox religion, were still intensely concerned to live according to what they perceived as the true and the good. The debates surrounding Darwin’s theories had exacerbated an already present crisis of faith in the Christian West, by substituting accident and brutality for the intelligent purposes of God. For many doubters, the Origin of Species was immediately persuasive; the engaging exposition, the explanatory power of its central concept of the ‘survival of the fittest’, by which Darwin believed he had discovered the mechanism of evolution, supported by massive evidence from the natural world that was both systematic and strangely familiar, yielded for many a natural revelation, and confirmed the primacy of scientific explanations.10




    For Darwin and his followers, the process of adaptation and differentiation in nature was explicable in terms of nature itself, through an evolution resulting from an unending, cruel and amoral struggle for survival. The ‘chain’ was collapsing, even as at Tübingen the scholars of the Higher Criticism were demonstrating immense difficulties in text, style and exegesis in the Bible.11 As a result its absolute authority was again assailed, following the initial blow of Lyell’s geological researches that had cast doubt on Bishop Ussher’s estimates on the earth’s antiquity. In calling into question the Bible’s divine status, now shown to be a composite work, doubt was produced among a significant portion of the community, even as the stupendous advances in scientific thought were making the biblical accounts of Creation increasingly difficult to accept. For the Melbourne scene Marcus Clarke, in characteristically ironic fashion, captured the mood of the moment when he wrote: ‘Among the best intellects of our time, how few are there who freely accept the dogmas of the priesthood . . . They would fain believe, despite their reason; they are compelled to reason, despite their belief’.12




    Morality and progress were inextricably linked in Victorian minds of all classes. A preoccupation with moral betterment and the unending search for absolute standards of truth, led those who discovered contradictions they could no longer sustain between orthodox dogma and their core beliefs to look to one of three paths out of this dilemma: to the deists and Unitarians; to atheism and agnosticism; or to Spiritualism. Many trod each of these paths in turn. One English example among many was the Rev. Joseph Barker, a Unitarian who then successively became a Secularist, assisting Bradlaugh in founding the National Reformer in 1860, and who then turned to Spiritualism.13




    Spiritualism was not unique in what might be termed its strictly religious tenets. The Unitarians who opened their Greek Temple-style church in Cathedral Place, Melbourne, in 1854, espoused a rationalistic and humanistic theism concerned with human conduct and well-being in this life, while rejecting the dogma and ritual trappings of orthodoxy. It is not surprising therefore that many future Spiritualists like William Terry and Dr James Motherwell had a previous association with Unitarianism, or that Unitarianism was accused by its critics of being a ‘halfway house to infidelity’.14 Unitarians and Spiritualists could agree on the ideal of an universal religion ‘without creed, promises, or pledges’, whose principal aim would be ‘practical righteousness, the Fatherhood of God, and the Brotherhood of man’.15 Differences arose over the Spiritualists’ claims, resulting from their phenomenal investigations, that they were in communication with a spiritual world where the departed reside in glory, and that yet higher beings were using the new Dispensation of spirit power and spirit wisdom at this epoch to pour into this world valuable teachings, through the new channel of spirit mediumship.




    Public debates were important social occasions, and lectures were generally well attended, providing both ‘improvement’ and entertainment. Along with the assumption that knowledge produces virtue, leading to happiness, the ‘self-help’, autodidact mentality was especially strong in the colonies once the shackles of convictism had been cast aside. Associations of all kinds sprang up during the 1860s, some decades after the Reform and Hampden clubs at Home, to discuss religious, political and social issues, from temperance and anti-vaccination to cremation, women’s rights and dress reform.




    People in the Victorian era were keen on formal organizations, and Melbourne was no exception. Clubs and societies arose as soon as people had the leisure to participate in them. The Athenaeum Club, formed in 1868, was designed as an alternative to the Melbourne Club, which remained exclusive. It provided a suitable refuge for gentlemen connected with the various professions, the civil service and commerce. Among its members were the surgeon J. E. Neild, Marcus Clarke the journalist and the banker H. G. Turner. The Yorick Club was another popular meeting place, also formed in 1868 by a group of journalists that included F. W. Haddon, editor of the Argus, and Marcus Clarke, then a member of his staff. Many of its members were connected with the press in some way; others followed different occupations or professions.16




    The most popular forum for debates on religion and philosophy was the Eclectic Society, founded in 1867 by the atheist (that is, agnostic) H. K. Rusden, brother of the historian and educator G. W. Rusden. Its first President was H. G. Turner. Its committee included W. H. Gresham, a friend of J. S. Mill, and G. S. Manns, John Ross, and Charles Bright, all of whom were involved with the VAPS. It began with eighty members, among them familiar clubbers like Turner, Marcus Clarke and Dr Neild, along with bankers, public servants and journalists like A. P. Martin and Theodore Fink, the politician W. A. à’Beckett and G. B. Halford, Professor of Anatomy. There were only two ladies, Miss Armstrong, a prominent local trance medium, and Mrs Bate. The topics debated at the Eclectic included the subjection of women, astronomy, cremation, land tenure reform, Malthusianism and, most controversial of all, Spiritualism. Along with the bookseller E. W. Cole who became its librarian, other Eclectic members who helped to form the VAPS or joined soon after were William Terry, Alfred Deakin, William Bowley and B. S. Naylor.17




    In 1870 Rusden together with Robert Service, father of the politician James Service, also founded the Sunday Free Discussion Society (SFDS), for the thirty-odd years of its existence a familiar feature of Sunday night life in Melbourne.18 Smaller organizations existed in the suburbs, like the Collingwood Debating and Literary Institute and the Truth Seekers Free Debating Society, where as early as 1863 Dr Thomas Berigny, a Collins Street homeopath and spirit medium, regularly lectured. It was at Berigny’s circle that William Terry would develop his own mediumistic powers. The Sunday Free Discussion Society, like the radical Democratic Association inaugurated in the same year by John Ross and George S. Manns, focused its debates on secular and political subjects. The membership was fluid, and more or less interchangeable, with some members like Ross participating in the active leadership of a number of these societies.19




    The fledgling Spiritualist movement drew many severe critics, none more scathing than Henry Gyles Turner. A leading banker and prolific writer on historical and literary topics, Turner produced an early history of Victoria and was later co-editor with Alexander Sutherland and A. P. Martin of the Victorian Review. He was also a devout and influential member of the Melbourne Unitarian Church, which his sister Martha served as minister. Turner regarded Spiritualism as a noxious syncretism, a ‘strange metaphysical jumble of Swedenborgianism, Fourierism, and Rationalism, borrowing and adapting most of the views of leading radical reformers’.20 He was right, in so far as much of what passed for theology, and almost the whole of their cosmology of interpenetrating spheres, were adapted from the Writings of Emanuel Swedenborg via ‘trance’ mediums like A. J. Davis. Moreover the short-lived communitarian experiments of the 1840s in the United States, inspired by Fourier’s schemes, along with the earlier Owenite communities, led in the next decade to the establishment of similar communities among the first Spiritualists like those of the Rev. Adin Ballou and Thomas Lake Harris.21 As we shall see, they inspired at least one experiment, modest and short-lived, among Victorian Spiritualists; the ‘Aurelia’ community was to be colonial Australia’s rare experiment in communitarianism.




    Turner’s bête noire was the séance and its alleged manifestations. A master of sarcasm, with a strong aversion for the phenomena, Turner was ‘scandalized’ by the apparent degeneracy of the master minds of former ages, now engaging in puerile communications through Spiritualist circles. It was beyond his comprehension why ‘the spirit of Lord Bacon should be dodging about with electric speed between London, New York and Melbourne to enliven little table-turning parties with his poor twaddle’.22 He was alluding here to cosmopolitan séances throughout the West where communications were received not only from Bacon, but also from Newton, Franklin, Napoleon, Jefferson and a host of others among the prominent deceased. Ironically, Turner would inadvertently increase interest in the loathsome aberration through his participation in a celebrated 1869 debate on the matter, which received wide publicity and increased the impetus to form a Spiritualist society in Melbourne.




    In Spiritualist, as in other matters, colonial forms of association and even the terms of debates, were highly derivative of current trends at Home. The Eclectic Society debate in 1869 between H. G. Turner, recently elected its first President, and the prime mover of Melbourne Spiritualism, William H. Terry, was itself sparked by the publication of a report earlier that year by the distinguished London Dialectical Society, whose investigations had generated considerable controversy throughout the Western world.




    Among other esotérica, the London committee had examined evidences of ‘trance-speaking, of healing, of automatic writing, of the introduction of flowers and fruits into closed rooms, of voices in the air, of visions in crystals and glasses, and of the elongation of the human body’, concluding that these curious phenomena merited further consideration. The London press was trenchant in its criticisms. The Times reviewer considered it ‘nothing more than a farrago of impotent conclusions, garnished by a mass of the most monstrous rubbish’, while the Saturday Review hoped that the report would lead to discrediting ‘one of the most unequivocally degrading superstitions that have ever found currency among reasonable beings.’23 The attitude of the scientific publicists is apparent in G. H. Lewes and Thomas Huxley declining an invitation to serve on the committee of investigation, and in the latter’s flippant reply, showing a true scientific temper:




    

      I regret that I am unable to accept the invitation of the Committee . . . supposing the phenomena to be genuine- they do not interest me. If anybody would endow me with the faculty of listening to the chatter of old women and curates in the nearest provincial town, I should decline the privilege, having better things to do . . ,24


    




    Charles Bradlaugh did accept, but he demurred from the majority decision, disagreeing with their opinion that the matter deserved further investigation.




    In a witty and sarcastic address given before the Society on 2 September 1869, Turner followed The Times reviewer in judging the works of Andrew Jackson Davis ‘a farrago of pretentious humbug’. He asserted that the teachings of Spiritualism were unreliable since ‘every man’s view of the great tenets are warped and twisted by his own mental peculiarities’, citing as proof that ‘the spirits who revealed the future state to Owen described a heaven organised on his own social theory’.25 Robert Owen, the great social reformer, made industrial history with his enlightened concepts of organization applied profitably to his factory at New Lanark, Scotland. Later he went to America where he founded the ill-starred New Harmony community in Indiana. In his dotage he abandoned a steadfastly secular outlook, much to the chagrin and shock of the various secular communities he had inspired.




    In 1853 Owen, aged eighty-two, after sittings with Mrs Hayden wrote a formal profession of his new faith in his Rationalist Quarterly Review. In Spiritualism he now believed he could see a new millennium, the advent of a spiritual kingdom based on justice and brotherhood, for which he had searched all his life.26 This gained him a new readership, and the undying support of Spiritualists throughout the West, who constantly referred to his open advocacy, along with that of other notables, to demonstrate the respectability accorded to their beliefs by eminent and learned persons in England, the United States and elsewhere.
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      William H. Terry. A workhorse for the Cause: healing medium, editor of the Harbinger of Light and founder of the VAPS and the Progressive Lyceum.


    




    In his reply, which was mostly a rebuttal of Turner, William H. Terry, a slim, compact, bearded man of middle age with intense pale blue eyes, argued for ‘The reality of spirit communion with man’. He appealed with transparent conviction to the inexplicable phenomena whose occurrence even some of the enemies of Spiritualism acknowledged, referring, for instance, to mediums speaking in languages unknown to them in the waking state, and to marked differences in the orthography of spirit-writing to the medium’s own. Predictably, he invoked the names of respectable supporters of the phenomena like Sir William Crookes and Dr Robert Hare, and of leading lights of the movement in the United States such as A. J. Davis and Hudson Turtle.27 Christian notions of heaven, which he considered ‘old-fashioned and puerile . . . a place of endless idleness or constant round of religious exercises’, were contrasted against the Spiritualist teaching ‘that the grand object of man’s existence is progress’.




    Arguing for the reasonableness of the Spiritualist hypothesis and the possibility of empirical verification, Terry asserted blithely that ‘if evidence is of any value or necessity for the substantiation of a fact, then spiritual intercourse can be proved as conclusively as telegraphic communication, postal delivery, or any other fact known to one section of the world’s inhabitants, and not to others’. Turner had stated that the phenomena were discredited because some mediums used their gifts for mercenary purposes; Terry riposted, with impeccable logic, that this ‘no more disproves its propositions, than simony and plurality in the church disprove the truths of Christianity’.28




    Referring to the researches of Baron Reichenbach, Terry explained that when sitters are in harmony ‘they accumulate the odyllic sphere, which is the connecting link through which spirits communicate’. Scientific sceptics, in consequence of their disbelief, impaired this essential channel of communication, and thus could get no credible proof of its manifestations. As to Turner’s charge of ‘degeneracy’ of the master minds of past ages, Terry insisted that the responsibility for puerile communications lay to some extent with the zealots of the movement, since the ‘novelty and extraordinary nature of the subject’ had caused ‘many foolish and unreasoning persons to take for granted everything that they receive as good, and often give it to the world, unthinking how much mischief they may do’. While making no claims to infallibility for the spirits, he urged his listeners ‘to receive what is presented or communicated at the bar of reason, and to accept or reject it according to the decision of that tribunal, and taking St Paul’s advice, “Try the spirits whether they be of God’”.29




    Committed to the new Dispensation, Terry had no wish to substitute one form of authority for another, through an uncritical acceptance of the spirits’ dicta. He warned that ‘it is only from the higher spirits of the wisdom spheres that entirely reliable knowledge can be got. . . All are not fitted for mediums for the higher spheres; it is a privilege accorded to few, as few have capabilities to become painters, poets, orators, or mathematicians’. Finally, Terry summarized the benefits of Spiritualism, which:




    

      elevates the intellect of its votaries, and enlarges and enhances the idea of a future state, and of the nature and goodness of God. It offers solutions of the social evils that oppress mankind, it gives a formula for an improved organisation of society, it offers suggestions for the amelioration of poverty, and conveys to us valuable information on the paramount questions of health and happiness, disease and death.30


    




    Terry did not expand further on the intriguing possibilities of a regenerated society that Spiritualism offered. He was probably alluding to the early Spiritualist communitarian experiments of the 1850s. Needless to say, he swayed neither Turner nor atheists like H. K. Rusden, although the latter admitted that no rational explanations could be offered at this time for these ‘psychological mysteries’. This exchange did, however, draw several members of the Eclectic Society into the debate, and served to intensify interest in the formation of a Spiritualistic organization in Melbourne. Both lectures were published as pamphlets and widely distributed. ‘The reality of spirit communion with man—a reply to H. G. Turner’, Terry’s first literary effort, sold over a thousand copies. When the topic was raised for a second time in 1871, the report of the subcommittee charged with the investigation was debated for over six months. The Eclectic reached its height with 155 members in 1872, but like most other associations it was savaged by the Depression; by 1893 there remained only eighteen members, and it was wound up the next year.31




    As a result of such debates the Spiritualist movement in Melbourne gained adherents, especially among the ‘select and semi-autocratic’ coterie at the Eclectic Society, and garnered a good deal of publicity. Debates were an important preliminary, but there was an experiential imperative to becoming a believer: participation at séances. There was a wide variety of mediumship exhibited on public platforms and in private circles. The early political career of Alfred Deakin was permeated with frequent visits to local mediums, who advised him on a multitude of topics, including his electoral chances.




    The late 1870s were an especially turbulent time in Victorian politics. Then at the height of his Spiritualist enthusiasm, Deakin was spending most of his time composing a Ruskinite treatise on ‘Poets and poetry’. Through his mentor David Syme, the novice barrister was put forward in 1878 for election as one of Graham Berry’s Liberals. Two of these pivotal mediums, who served as conduits from what he called the ‘invisible’ for important prophecies given to the young aspirant, advertised in the Harbinger of Light: Mrs Stirling was a ‘Trance Medium & Clairvoyant’, residing at Crayke Cottage, Richmond; while Eclectic member Miss Elizabeth Armstrong, ‘Clairvoyant for Diagnosing Disease’, was located on Russell Street, adding helpfully ‘Next [to the] Detective Office’.32




    It could be argued that these decorous and passive instruments of the spirits exercised a significant if indirect influence on Australia’s political future. The young aspirant, like ‘Restless’ who becomes ‘Redeemer’ in A New Pilgrim’s Progress, for which Deakin was then serving as amanuensis, believed himself to be destined for a grand public career that would be important to Australia’s future. The culmination of a series of elevated prophecies was the ‘Grand Prophecy’ received in 1881 and actualized in 1887, which Deakin marked out as the true beginning of Australia’s march toward Federation. While for most colonial adherents matters did not assume such cosmic proportions, their spiritualistic experiences set many individual lives on a new course, giving solace to the grieving and inspiration to the bewildered. For them, Spiritualism became a movement for social reform as well as a religion.




    Those who later became committed to the cause first attained a strong conviction as to the reality of the phenomena. With great faith in their powers of observation and analysis, these men from business, letters and the professions participated in exhaustive rounds of ‘test’ séances, employing planchette boards or mediums in a ‘psychological’ condition, and also occasionally cabinets for materialization. From such gatherings came what were regarded as evidences for the ‘survival’ (in Spiritualist parlance) of loved ones and friends after death—facts about their former lives, known only to family or other intimates, were proffered in this manner. Along with messages, other forms of ‘mental’ mediumship evolved, such as the diagnosis and treatment of illness through spiritual means, and the foretelling and ‘travelling’ clairvoyance, where it was alleged places not previously visited by the medium but known to the recipient, were described in detail. Prophecy was also added to the body of proof.




    How did conviction arrive for the inquirer into Spiritualism? A not untypical pattern is provided by the experiences of Deakin’s future father-in-law, Hugh Junor Browne: a visit to a medium, the incontrovertible identification of deceased loved ones, in his case his father, followed by the establishment of a family séance circle. He was born in Scotland, son of the Rev. Archibald Browne of Edinburgh, a clergyman of the Established Church of Scotland, who died when Hugh was in his teens. Thereafter Browne left for Natal, where he ran a cattle station, and became a captain in the local Defence Forces. Finding his pastoral venture unprofitable, he again emigrated in 1852 to the newly discovered Victorian gold-fields. He invested in a ship and its cargo of sugar, both of which he sold at a great profit on landing. Browne bought an estate near Broadmeadows, where he lived for five years. Eventually returning to Melbourne for the education of his children, he entered into business as a distiller at which he prospered for over twenty years, retiring in the early 1880s to devote himself to the propagation of his new-found faith of Spiritualism.
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      Hugh Junor Browne. Prominent Spiritualist and father-in-law of Alfred Deakin, this wealthy owner of a distillery wrote numerous books and articles on the movement.


    




    The conditions of his conversion are of interest chiefly for their typicality. In 1868 Browne learned by chance of the arrival in the colony of the celebrated American medium, Charles Foster. He was curious, and visited him in his rooms. At this time he was having doubts concerning the authority of the Bible, which he was reading again carefully, and this was causing him to re-evaluate his Christian faith. Foster asked if he knew anything of Spiritualism, to which Browne replied that he had read books on the subject, but was now looking for demonstrable proof of its reality:




    

      . . . Foster said he could give me this proof, and handing me a slip of paper and a pencil, requested me to write the name of any friend in spirit life with whom I would like to communicate while he was out of the room; . . . not to show it to him, but to fold the paper up with the name inside, and to hand it to him on his return.33


    




    As soon as Foster left the room, Browne looked around for suspicious apparatus like mirrors, or wires to act as conductors. Finding none, he wrote the name of his deceased father, and folded the paper up as directed. When Foster returned he was handed the still folded paper which he grasped in his left hand, saying ‘the spirit whose name you have written will manifest his presence by causing his initials to appear on the back of my hand, the one in which I hold the paper’. Sitting on the medium’s left side, and keeping the hand with the paper firmly in his sight, Browne was astonished as he discerned his father’s initials, ‘A. B.’ begin to appear, at first in a pale pink colour, then gradually darkening to a deep red, on the back of Foster’s left hand. After a few seconds the initials gradually grew lighter until they faded away. Of course, earnest and naive inquirers like Browne were easy meat for expert conjurers, who could effect a switch of folded pieces of paper more quickly than the eye could detect.




    While Browne was pondering this strange occurrence Foster, still with the folded paper grasped in his left hand, suddenly went into a trance, a state Browne had never before witnessed, and addressed him thus: ‘My dear son, I am your father . . .’. Browne recalled that ‘I here interrupted by observing that my father did not speak with an American accent’, to which came the reply that the voice was merely making use of this man’s vocal organs to express himself. Presently another spirit came, speaking a curious language, and claiming to be one of Browne’s servants from Natal; the language was Kaffir, and Browne was deeply impressed that the spirit, when asked, correctly gave the nickname he had been known by.34 Thereafter Browne embarked on an intense investigation, and during a trip Home and to the United States he witnessed many wonderful phenomena at sittings with famous mediums, including the full materialization of spirit forms. On his return he formed a home circle, and it was here that he received the most convincing phenomena.




    A vivid narrative is given in his book Holy Truth of an experience which involved members of his own family, including his teenage daughter Pattie, future first lady of Australia. As he recounts the event, one evening when the family was conducting a circle, Pattie quietly remarked that she saw and spoke with a spirit claiming to have been a Persian prince while on earth, who stood behind and was influencing her brother’s hand to write in Persian. Some sheets of this communication were submitted to a Professor of Eastern Languages at Cambridge, who declared that it was ‘no language at all, but simply the figures placed upside down and in every conceivable position’.




    Undaunted, Browne then entrusted the sheets to his Spiritualist friend Mr Carson, who was returning to England for a visit, to show the authorities at the British Museum. There the person in charge of ancient manuscripts, after careful scrutiny of the pages, announced that the Museum held similar characters written on a stone tablet some 7000 years old, that the language was ‘Tartar Persian’, and that he had the alphabet in his possession, from which he would translate a portion of the sheets for their owner. This he did, and according to Browne, the writing proved to be an elaborated account of what had been told through the mediumship of his daughter by the Persian spirit.




    Less typical was the extent to which Browne plunged into his new found faith. He wrote several books, with grandiloquent titles like Rational Christianity: The Religion of Humanity, The Grand Reality and Holy Truth. He was also a frequent, if wordy, contributor to the Harbinger of Light, with whose readers he shared the teachings received at his weekly séances from Shakespeare, Swedenborg and others, along with his lengthy speculations on them. Hugh Junor Browne became a stalwart of the Association, serving on the committee and as its President at various times. ‘I discovered’, he writes in Holy Truth ‘that the heavens are opened and the angels of God are ascending and descending’. His fervent conviction was that ‘we should see that from the lowest to the highest, according to our capacity and mental development, we are all instruments of Higher Powers—that every great poem, work of art, invention, or Christ-like act of self-surrender receives its impulse and direction from the great spiritual World of Causes’. Though not a medium, he claimed to have once experienced clairvoyance in his own person, at a time of great personal anguish. It was during a trip to England in 1891, while staying in an hotel in London. His youngest daughter aged sixteen had just died of typhoid fever, and as he was lying in bed one night:




    

      Presently, I saw a group of spirits advancing as if through the air, one leading, like a flock of birds travel. As they came nearer I could distinguish my daughter as the first spirit, and presently she advanced closer and stood materialised at the foot of the bed, smiling and apparently happy, though evidently unable to speak . . ,35


    




    Whatever may be made of this fascinating narrative of truth revealed, there can be no doubt as to the sincerity of Browne’s belief, nor his dedication to the cause. At least the subjective force of the experience is confirmed in a letter he wrote to his son-in-law Alfred Deakin shortly thereafter.36




    Of broader interest to students of history is the status as ‘medium’ of his daughter Pattie Browne, the future first lady of the Commonwealth. Probably one of the best kept secrets of Australian history, it was well known in the inner circle of Melbourne Spiritualists that Pattie was the family’s most powerful medium.37 Pattie met her husband Alfred Deakin in the mid-1870s, when he was conductor of the Lyceum where she was a Sunday scholar. It was around this time that Alfred, together with his sister Catherine, A. P. Martin and others started up a home séance experiment. Martin and his friend Edward Mickle soon left, disgusted with the way the Deakins were taking the alleged intelligence seriously, and Martin later associated with H. G. Turner, and co-edited the mainstream journal the Victorian Review. Pattie did not participate in these events because she was too young, but encouraged by predictions from various mediums, Alfred was already nursing the hope that the beautiful 14-year-old Pattie was his ‘affinity’, destined to become his wife.




    By all accounts, in her early years Pattie was an accomplished clairvoyant and clairaudient, that is, she could see as well as hear the spirits, and she was used as the family’s resident medium. It is clear that among the family at least, her mediumship was almost taken for granted. In one letter to her sister-in-law Catherine Deakin, Pattie made the casual remark: ‘That reminds me little Ada came to me Friday evening 13 th said you were not well but that it was not serious and that you were feeling miserable; I hope you did not continue to be so for long’.38 Ada was a sister of Pattie’s who had died in infancy, and subsequently was attracted to her as ‘guide’.




    For some time after she married Alfred Deakin, Pattie continued with these Spiritualist interests. When Professor Denton came to Australia on his last visit in 1882, just before his ill-fated trip to New Guinea, he conducted psychometric experiments with the newly married Deakins. Giving them an unidentified piece of rock, he asked for their impressions. On 21 September 1882 he wrote: ‘I think Mrs D. did uncommonly well . . . I wish you wd induce her to go back in time to see the country, when the igneous activity was at its greatest. . . the people she saw were in all probability the Maori Ori . . .’. John Rickard outlines how in later years, a combination of poor health and a growing sensitivity about public image contributed to a gradual downplaying of this aspect of Pattie’s life.39
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