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    Preface




    Scholars have been rather shy of writing about the Australian middle class, especially of its history during the twentieth century (has it been too close to home?); and yet it has been, and remains, so important. To be fair, the middle class is elusive and treasures its privacy—its problems and private life receive far less exposure than do those of the working class. So if one wants to write about the middle class, where does one start? Private schooling, especially in Victoria and South Australia, has always been an important part of being ‘middle-class’ in this country: it is not a necessary condition, but it is a widely desired and practised one. It seemed, therefore, a good idea to collect a middle-class generation from private schools and to follow them from childhood to old age as a way of exploring middle-class life and manners. Schools also have an intrinsic poignancy in the stories of young lives being moulded, innocent of the fates awaiting them. But this book is not a collection of school histories: it is a group biography of a generation which, while rooted in the particular, may illumine the general. Some may decide, therefore, that it is not about ‘their’ middle class—I hope they will forgive the vignette in place of the grand portrait.




    This book is about people, people who happen to share the experience of a particular private education. And I have written it first for the people it is about, because the practice of oral history imposes a special accountability on the historian: the people in this group biography are contributors and witnesses, historians of themselves and their times, not originators of texts to be deconstructed. They have contested, criticized and explicated my reconstructions of their experience; and they have remained in control of their contributions, for it is a fearful thing to expose one’s life and feelings to the outside world. And because this is a group biography, a collection of stories of actual lives, it needs to unfold in the way real lives do—which is that none of us knows what lies ahead. Perhaps one of the most important functions of fiction is to permit us to escape that existential plight—it is a rehearsal for life; in writing history, however, we need to feel life’s dreadful unpredictability, its untidiness, its ordinariness, its splendours. Art is under our control; history, like life, is not. And yet history is but our reconstructions, is but an artefact of the mind, conceived of differently by all of us, and differently by all of us at different times in our lives. It is individual, forever changing, never ‘definitive’. We are incorrigibly historical beings: our inner histories of ourselves—private history—constitute our ever-evolving senses of identity—we are our own stories. But in constructing histories—whether private or public—we are torn between what we would like the story to be and what the evidence insists that it really is. The novelist enjoys a licence; the historian a responsibility. This book is written in the conviction that historians have a place in the broad culture of society: that we are among the last remaining members of the academy who can write for the outside world and not just for each other. We practise a profession that borders— in its written form—on art. History is both a scholarly discipline and a literary genre: it is creative writing in which the author is not in control of the plot.




    The book is based on conventional archival research, oral history and the results of a detailed survey of six hundred and sixty-three people which was undertaken with the assistance of Dr Mark Peel. Eighty men and women from the four schools were interviewed and the extracts from those interviews quoted in the book have all been edited and approved by the contributors. Some have chosen to remain anonymous and they have pseudonyms in italics: any resemblance to the name of a former student of any of the schools is accidental and not intended. Those married women who have decided to use their names are in the book under their maiden names.




    Appendix II includes the long statistical tables from the survey and an account by Dr Peel of its nature and procedures. Short tables from the survey have been placed in footnotes and material quoted from individual respondents is referred to by the questionnaire number.




    Throughout the book ‘private school’ has been used to cover ‘church school’, ‘independent school’, ‘corporate school’ and ‘public school’.
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    Journeyers over consecutive seasons, over the years, the curious years each emerging from that which preceded it,




    Journeyers as with companions, namely their own diverse phases,




    Forth-steppers from the latent unrealized baby-days,




    Journeyers gayly with their own youth, journeyers with their bearded and well-grained manhood,




    Journeyers with their womanhood, ample, unsurpass’d, content,




    Journeyers with their own sublime old age of manhood or womanhood,




    Old age, calm, expanded, broad with the haughty breadth of the universe,




    Old age, flowing free, with the delicious near-by freedom of death.




    Walt Whitman




    ‘Song of the Open Road’
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    The Sixty-Nine Tram


    1934




    It’s the first day of school for 1934, and the 69 tram begins its long journey along the spine of Melbourne’s middle-class heartland, from St Kilda Beach to Cotham Road, Kew. This is a women’s and children’s tram, not a working-men’s, and as it stops along Carlisle Street, the first college boys and girls climb aboard. Many of them are Jewish and wearing the cardinal caps of Scotch College or the star of the Methodist Ladies’ College, for Jews are made welcome at these two schools at a time when many other private schools have a covert Jewish quota.1 One boy has walked down from Lambeth Place to catch the 69 and he’s early enough to secure his favourite seat—the middle place on the blind side. He begins to read, and to the fascination of his school mates, will not lift his head until he reaches Scotch’s tram stop. His routine never varies. He is to become a distinguished academic lawyer, a public figure of immense charm and cultivation, and a healing governor general.




    St Kilda has seen better days and its mansions have mostly declined into rooming houses or have been subdivided into flats. The Depression can still be felt in 1934, even if it has lost some of its sting, and it has hastened the erection of flats at the expense of villas on quarter-acre blocks. But as Carlisle Street becomes Balaclava Road the townscape is more recognizably surburban. George Johnston will later savage its ‘horrible flatness’ in his semi-autobiographical novel My Brother Jack; many others will recall Caulfield with less jaundice. It is a suburb much favoured by returned servicemen, and the Johnston family is only one of many where war-damaged men are distracted by their memories and nightmares.2 The college boys and girls begin to fill the tram as it swings around Balaclava Junction into Hawthorn Road. There are more than a dozen Protestant, Catholic and privately-owned schools on the 69 tram route and not one government high school. The nearest high schools are in South Yarra and Albert Park, Dandenong and Frankston, and it will be another twenty years before a government school will offer a full secondary education in the eastern suburbs. The middle class of Melbourne are ‘College People’ from both choice and necessity.3




    The Scotch boys on the 69 tram play a game—’having on the connies’. Some of the conductors enjoy it; others do not. The favourite with many is one afflicted with a crossed eye, who tips his head amusingly to one side so that he can focus his good eye on the ticket before clipping it. A certain deference to college boys and girls is expected and frequently paid. These are good young people, however, a credit to their parents and teachers, and they will soon be mature enough to display courtesy to all. At home and at school they largely do as they are told and with little complaint. Their books of tram concession tickets state that they must always offer their seat to an adult and they do. The MLC girls are a little different. They have a remarkable headmistress (although she is to be mysteriously and unforgiveably dismissed before the end of the year), who runs the school under the supervision of a Methodist minister principal. She is an old collegian, a scholarship girl, and the school’s most gifted scholar in its first half century.4 She is still faintly common in speech and she has a certain softness for battlers:




    

      Mrs Landen used to say that we were the lucky ones during the Depression—we were still at school, while there were many people who were as important as we were—probably more so—and probably more clever, who were denied education. We were the lucky ones and she wanted us to remember it. And she used to tell us that on the trams we should stand for a working girl of our own age.5


    




    Melbourne in 1934 is a sharply divided society, both in class and religion, and college people enjoy considerable prestige. The major events of the private school calendar are part of the civic culture in a way that will not survive the social upheavals of the 1960s. Adults as well as children flaunt school colours on Boat Race Day and the ‘Milky Way’ in Little Collins Street sells sundaes biliously concocted to match the colours of the six ‘Public Schools’—the Anglicans’ Melbourne and Geelong Grammars, the Presbyterians’ Scotch and Geelong Colleges, the Methodists’ Wesley College and the Jesuits’ Xavier College. The headmasters of these institutions are public figures whose Speech Day addresses are annually reported in the press. Even so, Protestants display a certain reserve towards Xavier in all things except sport. “Black and red are the devil’s colours’, some mutter, and the Jesuits they find the most alarming of all the Catholic religious orders because they are clever and can indoctrinate a child by the age of seven.6 But sport and the tram forge an unexpected alliance between Scotch and Xavier. They are the only two ‘Public Schools’ to travel on the 69, and they find common ground in their antagonism to Melbourne Grammar—if Scotch can’t beat Grammar this time, then let’s hope Xavier can.7 Grammar boys sneer at Scotch as ‘that high school’—an insult ‘that speaks volumes’—but Scotch is the school they fear: ‘They outnumber us, and there’s something flinty and determined about them which we find hard to put down’.8 It’s a rivalry that will last a life-time: ‘It’s incredible that you can be in a party of men and women, and you can pick a Grammar bloke—you only have to have a few sentences with him to realize he’s not a Scotch bloke’.9




    There is a certain factual base to Grammar’s hauteur towards Scotch, who are a more democratic bunch of boys. As the 69 tram moves up Hawthorn Road, it skirts other major subdivisions of the 1920s, where the grounds of great houses like Harleston, Labassa, Crotonhurst and Cantala have been sold off as building blocks.10 And the fathers of the Scotch boys and MLC girls who come from these streets are engineers and small businessmen, sales representatives and accountants. The majority are new members of the middle class.11 They are not poor, but neither do they have money to throw about. Those on government salaries have had to cope with a 10 per cent drop in their income as part of Victoria’s Depression economies. Some in business have cut their workforce, trimmed their overheads, put their cars up on wooden blocks for the duration, and asked their womenfolk to darn their stockings and make do with less.12 One of the few Scotch boys to come from Toorak has an unusual father—a brilliant musician and a Fabian Socialist, he is also a successful businessman and he has just taken advantage of the fall in property values to build a fine home in Melbourne’s best suburb. One day the son overhears his father ‘almost apologizing’ for sending his son to Scotch in preference to Melbourne Grammar: ‘It’s a good thing it’s so democratic’, he insists to his Toorak neighbour, ‘they come from everywhere there’.13




    The tram cuts diagonally across the vastness of Dandenong Road and commences its spectacular journey along Glenferrie Road, through the ridges and dales of Malvern and Hawthorn. It is now amidst the established middle class. Much of Malvern was built in the land boom of the 1880s, but it also boasts some of the finest Edwardian houses in Melbourne. The shopping centre is genteel and prosperous enough, given the economic times, and it is certainly looking better than its equivalents in Richmond or Prahran. There is a real, if subtle, sense of community in Malvern, born of longtime residence and busy church life. Young couples often seek their first home near their parents, and East Malvern offers cheaper houses which are still within walking distance for a young mother pushing a pram. East Malvern is popular too with returned servicemen. The Protestant churches are full for every service: at Epping Street Methodist Church you can wait months just for an audition for the choir, and the very keen are well advised to take singing lessons.14 Finch Street is perhaps Malvern’s finest street, but the well-off of Malvern are homely rather than social and the church is the centre of their social whirl also. But as the tram pushes along Glenferrie Road, past the Malvern Town Hall which Sir Robert Menzies will adopt as the spiritual capital of his ‘Forgotten People’ after the war, it collects fewer Scotch boys and MLC girls. This is the eastern border of Toorak and the navy blue of the boys’ and girls’ Grammars is more apparent. Suddenly the tram takes a marvellous plunge into the valley of Gardiner’s Creek at Kooyong. There are still Chinese market gardens on the flat, but there is also a new tennis stadium. It is, however, a flood plain and part of the Yarra’s system, and on 1 December, travellers on the 69 tram will be stopped by an inland sea—the last great Yarra flood to devastate the eastern suburbs. The river has already been straightened near Richmond; now the backing-up of tide and floodwaters further upstream will have to be dealt with. The Scotch rowing shed will be swept away, the floodwaters will lap the steps of the Memorial Hall, and boys will boast for years of their swimming feats in the flood of 1934: ‘I remember that flood very well. My cousin Mac swam from Tooronga Road, across the flats and right up to the chapel and back again’.15




    Rising up the escarpment to the left is Scotch College. It is a stunning site for a school. The playing fields are on the flats, and behind the school there is a frontage to the Yarra river itself Already there are established trees, including exotic species; fifty years later there will be leafy avenues and romantic vistas. The buildings themselves are apt for a Melbourne middle-class school; displaying various workings of red brick and white stucco, topped with soaring tiled roofs—dignified but not quite beautiful, and perfectly in tune with the houses the boys’ parents have been building for themselves in Camberwell and Caulfield since about 1910. For this is not Scotch’s original location. It is by now eighty-three years old—old enough to be creating legends—and very proud to be Victoria’s oldest Associated Public School: ‘In those early days, when the gold fever had entered into men’s blood, the Presbyterians of Melbourne, with all the Scotsman’s passion for education, desired that their children should have the advantages of a good secular and religious training’.16 The Presbyterian Church first built the school on two acres of land granted by the government in Eastern Hill. Under two great headmasters, both Scots, it has established itself as the leading private institution in Melbourne. It has been innovative, democratic and responsive to the modern world of science and technology, history and literature; but perhaps its most prized achievement has been to have ‘formed a public opinion amongst the boys, whereby they [are] enlisted on the side of orderliness, honour and truth’. Foreseeing the growth of the eastern suburbs, the school began the move to Hawthorn in 1915 and now claims to be One of the largest schools in the Empire’.17 The editor of the Scotch Collegian for 1934 will expound the meaning of ‘Scotch’ in his August issue:




    

      Cardinal, gold and blue, colours which are held in respect throughout the Empire, are your colours, a common link between you and countless Old Boys scattered throughout the world today. They set before you ideals which, when coupled with the lettering around the badge, mean a full life’s work living up to. Think of it—Beauty, Goodness and Truth. Cardinal, purity and richness of colour reflecting the depth and beauty of high ideals; gold, a symbol of goodness surviving fire and water, age, and even the very acid test of life; and blue, truth in everything, fidelity to all, the old British ‘true blue’ . . .




      ‘Deo, Patriae, Litteris’—for God, Country, Learning. You should bow down your heads before her with humility and, with bursting heart, receive these her most precious gifts, to guard them with your very life.




      Do you wonder now that our boys went away to shell-torn France singing ‘We’re fighting for the Cardinal, Gold and Blue’? Who wouldn’t fight for Scotch, for beauty, goodness and truth, the finest things in life?18


    




    The feelings of most of the boys walking through the gates of Scotch on this first day of school for 1934 are somewhat more prosaic, although most are very proud to be wearing the cardinal, gold and blue. They know they are privileged to be going to such a good school, and they are proud too for their parents, for this marks their going up in the world. There are 267 boys entering Senior School this year and only twenty of them are the sons of Old Boys. Almost three quarters of them come straight from state schools, and four-fifths will be at Scotch for four years or less.19 Their families cannot afford more than a ‘finishing’ at a private school. The fees are 11 guineas a term, so that a £50 legacy can comfortably buy a year at Scotch; and there are crude folk who boast that a year at Scotch or Grammar is all you need for the old school tie and a foot on the ladder. Grandparents and maiden aunts often help out financially; the prudent have invested in insurance policies; a cheeky few will send their boy for a year and never pay at all.20




    The 69 tram is bringing boys from the north as well—in fact as many come from the north as from the south—for while half the boys come from the heartland which extends from Caulfield to Kew, others are coming from all over Melbourne. There are six from Moonee Ponds and only five from nearby Toorak; there are four from Footscray and one from Kooyong; there’s a doctor’s son from Windsor and a bank manager’s son from Richmond; there’s a furrier’s son from Carlton and a hairdresser’s boy from Newmarket. The business of most Scotch fathers is business, but very few own big companies. The majority are men on salaries and the most common qualification is in accountancy. They are not an educated class overall, and there are only eight doctors, four lawyers, three clergymen and fourteen engineers. About one-fifth are in small business, from grocers and butchers, to garage proprietors and builders; from radio dealers and contractors to furriers and tailors. Just one-eighth are ‘senior managers’, and there’s a handful of investors, merchants, importers and senior bankers. And there are clerks and sales representatives, and a solitary ‘railway employee’. Twenty-one boys are the sons of farmers and graziers, but not all are boarding at the school, for the Depression has hit them hard and some can only afford to stay with city relatives and attend as day boys. Perhaps the most vulnerable are the fatherless, and they will have the shortest time at Scotch; only six of the twenty-seven lone mothers admit they are working, and two of those are shopkeepers and a third a Chinese herbalist.21




    As these boys start their education m the Senior School, they are also taking their first steps towards manhood and independence. The school is now as important as the family, and its task is to train the boys in the mental skills and moral habits which will enable them to join the middle class in their own right and remain there securely and honourably. But the school is also the guardian of middle-class culture and standards: is this boy worthy in mind and character of belonging to the world of Scotch? The school will judge the boys’ performances, and some, especially those whose families are new to the middle class and to booklearning, will not make the grade. Those who are good enough and who embrace the school, will find themselves embraced in return by a school family which can be theirs to the day they die, if they wish it. Ahead of these thirteen- and fourteen-year-olds lie great tests and trials. The war will claim the lives of twenty-eight of them, and fracture the health of many more. Most will lead steady lives as good citizens and conscientious providers; only a few are destined for fame, distinction or great wealth. But all of this is far from the minds of the boys as they make their way to the Memorial Hall for their first Senior School assembly.22




    Relieved of much of its load, the 69 tram crests ‘Scotch Hill’ and reaches the intersection of Riversdale Road. This corner is a flirt’s paradise and the cradle of many a marriage, as the college boys and girls of a dozen schools wait for their respective trams:




    

      One gradually developed one’s ‘Thrills’ and ‘Big Thrills’ among the travellers. It seldom got any further than ‘eye games’ (for which I was still too shy). These had special categories: you could ‘recognize’, that is smile and perhaps say ‘hello’; ‘cut dead’ (look away); and if they winked, it was permissible, if you were interested, to give the ‘glad eye’, a sideways come hither look like a slow wink.23


    




    Not a lot wink. Many a youthful heart is crushed by shyness and fear of disapproval. The girls from the Methodist Ladies’ College, especially, find flirting difficult, for most come from tight-knit church communities which frown on dancing and ‘fast’ behaviour. One MLC father, a Methodist of Northern Irish origin, will not allow his daughter to go out with Scotch boys, for even Presbyterians have their moral weaknesses.24 The MLC uniform is drab and unflattering, the black lisle stockings make their legs itch, and too many are plump—early victims to the English teetotaller’s compensatory addiction to cakes and pastries.25 The girls do try, however, to make something of themselves:




    

      I had a great crush on Miss Hill and Miss Dewhurst—they were young and they were pretty. Miss Dewhurst had a piece of floppy hair down her forehead, and all the girls cut their hair to be like her. I started putting a few bobby pins in the front of my hair, trying to curl it up, and one day it hadn’t turned out very well, and I was standing at the basin in North House with a comb and some water, trying to comb it out. Miss Luke came out and asked me what I was doing, and I said, Oh my hair’s awful’. And she said, ‘I’ve been thinking how nice your hair’s been looking lately my dear, and what trouble you’ve been taking with it’. It’s a simple remark, but I remember it, and that shows a kindliness that wasn’t evident in many of the other teachers.26


    




    Most teachers think poorly indeed of girls who make eyes at boys: ‘precocious’, ‘conceited, personal appearance, boys etc main joy’, ‘loiters in streets’, ‘self-satisfied’ they note on the girls’ record cards at the school. But most girls are still untroubled by the heats of their desires:




    

      It was not a very religious school, but it was a very moral one. We were terribly innocent really, but it was a nice wholesome innocence. As far as I know there was only one girl who lost her virginity all the time I was there. And she disappeared and they said, ‘She’s going to have a baby . . . she’s going to have a baby’. She was a boarder. We had one lass who liked boys, and we used to look at her with great awe really, to think that she had advanced to that stage. But nobody talked about marriage—they had other things on their minds.27


    




    If the MLC girls lack what the popular song calls ‘IT’, they are still very nice girls. They are not quite as snobbish as many other college girls, but then at least a quarter of their fathers are ‘in trade’, and there are girls’ schools which will not admit those in trade.28 The MLC families are not showy, for Nonconformists believe that beauty comes from within, and are mindful of what Christ had to say about the difficulties a rich man may encounter on attempting to enter the Kingdom of Heaven. Methodists can make money as well as anyone, but they cannot enter ‘society’ without imperilling their principles. They are scorned as ‘wowsers’ and disliked for their rigidity; while privately they cherish kindness and shrink from unpleasantness. And there are times when these careful and controlled people are flooded with the joy of faith as they sing in church:




    

      Visit then this soul of mine;




      Pierce the gloom of sin and grief;




      Fill me, Radiancy divine;




      Scatter all my unbelief;


    




    People notice now nice the MLC girls are. A constable at the Hawthorn Police Station has been watching them, and he has decided to send his daughter there—-just for a couple of terms—to be ‘finished’. She is to do ‘Home Training and Domestic Science’, music, commercial art and no examinations. Her mother can make the uniform (some mothers do, sometimes to their daughters’ embarrassment), she will need 18 shillings for her hat and tie, but only 1s 7d for books; and with the extra Home Science fees, the whole investment will cost the constable £35.29 Further down Glenferrie Road, a woman is renting the house behind her brother’s shop, so that she can care for her demented mother. Her husband manages a bookstall on Flinders Street Station:




    

      Gran was senile, and she didn’t know who she was, so we had to keep the door locked; and Mum lived through incredible sadness because this was her mother who didn’t know her own daughter—she called Mum ‘that woman’. I was thirteen at the time—I thought it was fun, because Gran thought that Sei, her son, was a man trying to marry her for her money, and my father was doing the same thing, so she’d nick behind doors and hide. We children were involved in everything. I got Gran up in the morning—I got her dressed. I coped with Gran while Mum coped with the whole family, cooking and washing. And I wouldn’t have dreamt of saying ‘I don’t want to’, because I was part of the family and this was my job. Fortunately Gran died before Mum had a nervous breakdown.30


    




    The mother watches the MLC girls also, as every day they pass the shop, and they look so nice in their uniform that she vows, ‘My daughter is going there if it kills me’.




    The tram reaches the intersection of Barkers Road, and the MLC girls swarm towards the side gate where the prefects check that their hats and gloves are in place. The school is just over half a century old. The front building, with its restrained tower, is suburban Gothic in stuccoed brick (the Anglicans, Presbyterians and Catholics built their first establishments in real stone). MLC was founded by prosperous Wesleyans at the dawn of the booming 1880s, to be a ‘modern school of the first order, a collegiate institution for girls, unsurpassed in the Colony’.31 The Presbyterian Ladies’ College is eight years older, and the two schools have always enjoyed a ladylike, but no less deadly, rivalry. Both ladies’ colleges were to provide an education as good as that offered in their brother colleges; and both now, in 1934, are the only two private girls’ schools accredited to conduct their own Intermediate and Leaving examinations. Their academic reputations are high, but their performance is equalled and sometimes surpassed by the government high schools. Both ladies’ colleges promote themselves as the first modern secondary church schools for girls in Victoria, and they forget the convent schools of the Mercy and Presentation orders, whose popularity with Protestant families was a not insignificant reason for their own foundation.32 The Methodists chose ‘Deo Domuique’—‘For God and for Home’—as their motto, but in 1934 the school sends the girls mixed messages about womanhood and the life of the mind: ‘the teachers were all feminists in their own way—a very controlled feminism, feminism within a system that was controlled by men’.33 The teachers are strict, but all schools are strict in 1934. MLC has its quota of chatterers and gigglers, who amass detentions and opprobrium, but serious-mindedness is encouraged because Methodists pride themselves on being ‘Christianity in Earnest’.




    The school is more Methodist and English than Scotch is Presbyterian and Scottish, and Cornish and north country names abound on the school register. The school’s founder, the Rev. Dr W. H. Fitchett, was one of the most eloquent champions of British grit, and his popular histories—Deeds that Won the Empire and Fights for the Flag—have made him a household name around the Empire (‘Old Bleeds’ the disenchanted call him). Methodists hold dear their English connections and their loyalty shapes their disapproval of Irish Catholicism and its political manifestations. Just last year (1933), the editor of MLC’s Silver and Green, blessed with a Celtic name of great antiquity, reflected on the glories and duties of British blood:




    

      We were born into an uneasy world. The war, which a history of innumerable wars calls ‘Great’ until the end of time, hands on its penalties and its new sense of values. So much depends on us, so much in this present struggle between sublime idealism and crude, giant facts. Because it is difficult, it is great, and because we have British blood strong in our veins it is not only great, it is inevitable.




      The force which we call ‘House Spirit’ is at the roots of patriotism. Are we to follow the small band of English students who have denied patriotism in its noblest sense, or shall we stand for the greatness of our race, its honours, its magnanimity, its tradition, its ideals? They are not ideals to dazzle, but to steady us. May we be worthy of our responsibility, and may we find fulfilment in ‘lives obscurely great’.34


    




    The school buildings are grey, the stucco walls around the school are grey, the girls’ uniform is soon to be changed to grey, relieved with dark green. The buildings are cold, and both girls and staff suffer miseries with chilblains. The front garden is coming to life, however, and soon a young landscape gardener called Edna Walling is to create a romantic ‘Crab-apple Walk’. While some vital and gifted girls are favoured with special interest from some remarkable teachers, the majority—as in all schools— are a little neglected: the slow, like the poor, will always be with us. ‘If Dorrie can’t do algebra, then she should leave the classroom’; if a girl ‘cries about school’, then she ‘needs a strict form mistress’.35 As everywhere, women teachers are paid a pittance, many are caring for frail elderly parents, too many know little of the arts of teaching and have forgotten what it is like to be fifteen:




    

      I’m sure that many of the teachers were unhappy women, and I wonder if they were those whose fiancés and boyfriends were killed in the war. And it was Depression time and people weren’t marrying. There seemed to be a lot of single ladies around everywhere—in the churches and in the schools. Probably most of them were sexually repressed, because there wasn’t the freedom there is now; and lonely and caught up in that atmosphere of being responsible for discipline—which perhaps went to their heads.36


    




    And yet the school has a magic which touches many. There are teachers filled with that ‘Radiancy divine’, and one in particular is a young singing mistress on the threshold of a career in school music that will win her international recognition. All of Methodism is contained in its hymn book, and music more than transcends the mundane and the ugly—it can even transfigure. Often they sing at school or in church:




    

      Finish then Thy new creation,




      Pure and spotless let us be;




      Let us see Thy great salvation,




      Perfectly restored in Thee,




      Changed from glory into glory,




      Till in heaven we take our place,




      Till we cast our crown before Thee,




      Lost in wonder, love and praise.


    




    As the 69 tram draws away from Barkers Road and MLC, its journey’s end at Cotham Road is in sight at the top of the hill. On the ridge which extends west to the Yarra perch noble houses, once graced by spacious grounds, but now built-in and obscured by more modest dwellings. And in every dale huddle workers’ cottages, erected amid the drainage run-off from the rich on the hills. If the immediate economic crisis is evident, so too is that of the terrible crash of the 1890s. The decaying mansions of ‘Marvellous Melbourne’ now seem incongruous— exuberant and sensuous, vulgar even, built by another race of men who had no misgivings about growing rich on other people’s money. They are immigrants’ palaces of dreams, where the adventurous, lured to Australia by the gold rush only to make fortunes in more conventional ways, played, ever so briefly, at being lords and ladies. Not many of these palaces are private homes now, for few can afford the army of servants needed to make them habitable—just keeping them warm in winter requires at least a brood of biddable sons who enjoy chopping wood.37 Some are boarding houses and flats, many are seminaries and training colleges, private hospitals and children’s homes. Private schools also have converted their vast formal rooms into classrooms, and splendid staircases and noble proportions charm new members of the middle class. Three such early great houses constitute the core of Trinity Grammar School in Wellington Street, Kew, two tram stops up from MLC.




    There are not many Trinity boys on the 69 tram for it is very much a local school, with two-thirds of the ordinary day boys coming from Kew and Hawthorn.38 Many can walk to school:




    

      Trinity boys living in the western part of Hawthorn would normally have had a long walk to school via Power Street and Wellington Street. A much shorter walk was through what we used to refer to as the ‘Xavier Park’—the quite sylvan paths parallel to the main drive-way, commencing at the Xavier College gates in Barkers Road—and permission was granted to do this. The main path emerged near Charles Street and was liberally covered by the overhanging branches of many trees—and wound its way through quite thick shrubs. It was really a lovely place to walk, and it abounded in bird life. At times one would encounter one of the Fathers of the College staff, usually immersed in reading from his breviary—and never at all surprised at seeing a ‘foreign’ school cap in the midst of these pleasant glades—now, alas, no longer in existence.




      What remains, never to be lost, is the memory of the melodious carolling of the magpies, . . . and, less frequently, but equally memorable, the quaint and haunting call of the pallid cuckoo.39


    




    The local Trinity boys live in the smaller villas which have filled the gaps left by the disasters of the 1890s, and their fathers do much the same things as the Scotch and MLC fathers. Few are well-off; most have to live carefully; some are in desperate straits. The boys wear their olive green caps correctly and behave well, but many are in shiny, second-hand suits which don’t quite fit. One boy arrives at school wearing sandshoes, because his only pair of leather shoes is being mended. The school offers many scholarships and its fees are lower than Melbourne Grammar’s, so most see Trinity as a ‘second best’ to the ‘Public Schools’. Almost a third of the boys who start at the school in the 1930s use it as a preparatory school for Scotch or Grammar, but its ‘inferiority’ in no way diminishes its commitment to ‘Public School spirit’.40




    The Depression has brought hardship to Trinity and its constituency. The school is still small—fewer than 300 boys will be on the roll this year—and many families are behind in their fees. The school is kept afloat by the energy and dedication of its headmaster, who has even been seen mowing the oval during the Christmas holidays.41 The headmaster has been in harness since 1917, and his personality and passions dominate the school. Trinity was founded in 1903 by the vestry of Holy Trinity Church, Kew, as a parish grammar school, and it was the first new Anglican school since the establishment of Melbourne and Geelong Grammars. In 1934 it is still distinctively Anglican and parochial, and many clergymen send their sons there in preference to Melbourne Grammar. Vicarage families are often very poor, for some vicars have received almost no stipend from the collection plate since the Depression, and have been almost as dependent on charity as their parishoners.42 The headmaster is a devout churchman, soon to be a lay canon of St Paul’s Cathedral; but he is also a devoted student of the English language and its literature. The passages of the school year are all celebrated in a language steeped in the King James Version and the Book of Common Prayer. He reads poetry to the boys in morning assemblies, some of it modern stuff by a T. S. Eliot and somebody Auden; and he openly ‘descends into tears’ at beloved lines. He has an excellent voice which he delights in using, and he concludes each school year with a reading from the final chapter of Revelation:




    

      . . . and let him that heareth say, Come.




      And let him that is athirst, come. And whosoever




      will, let him take the water of life freely.43


    




    Many of these callow suburban youths are moved, even though they laugh behind the headmaster’s back and call him ‘Grease’ because of his ‘Uriah Heepish mannerisms’.44 One small boy in Form IV this year will learn Blake’s Jerusalem, and half a century later will write a poem about that day in 1934:




    

      Blue covered books were set about the classroom,




      Jerusalem the object of our wonder,




      The words by Blake, the music Parry




      The learning short for boys of nine or ten,




      By lesson’s end, the melody remembered,




      Chariot of fire, satanic mills,




      What can it mean? Our young minds ponder.




      With choral sweep and organ swelling




      The Hymn in great emotion welling




      Blake and Parry built between them




      Such a song of praise o’erwhelming




      Con maestoso largamente




      All the signatures of time




      Blend together in performance




      Everlastingly sublime.45


    




    This boy is a singer, and in two years time he will be good enough to win a chorister’s scholarship and join St Paul’s Cathedral Choir. The St Paul’s Choir boys have been at Trinity since 1929, and the subsidy they bring with them from the Archdiocese has helped the school survive the Depression. But for young boys it is a punishing routine: ‘the conduct of the St Paul’s Choir was a bloody tyranny’.46 Every week-day morning they practise at the cathedral from 9 to 11, and then take the train to Kew. At 3.30, when the ordinary boys go home or play sport, the choristers return to the cathedral for more practice and then Evensong. Saturday is their only free day, but they do get home for lunch on Sundays. At school it’s difficult for the ‘choir scrags’ also, for they don’t play proper sport, only lacrosse among themselves. Even worse, many of them are ‘common’:




    

      I suspect that Dr A. E. Floyd [the cathedral organist] believed the quality of treble voices to be directly correlated with need. Those who had to sing for their supper sang sweetest and best and with a commitment to the long after-school hours and loss of weekend and holiday. The price of a private school education was indeed high, but none of us from the northern, western or southern suburbs complained until we were old enough for our voices to break and to think about other things we might have been missing.47


    




    Not all find it difficult, and one whose father will be unemployed throughout his son’s years at Trinity will thank the school for sticking to its motto of ‘Viriliter Agite’ or ‘Act Manfully’: ‘As I look back now, we got just as good a treatment from [the headmaster] as Bob Menzies’ boy’.48




    Bob Menzies is already one of Kew’s most famous residents, and later this year he will be elected to federal parliament as the member for Kooyong. In 1960, at the height of his second prime ministership, he will be invited to write a foreword to a centenary history of Kew:




    

      I am, as you know, a reasonably bigoted Kew citizen, proud of the history of the City and delighted with its constant development. There are, no doubt, those who think Kew is a quiet comer of Greater Melbourne, and that this takes it out of the main stream of events. There could be no greater error. A quiet corner we may be, but the quietness is one which has nourished thoughtful people, good citizens and great schools. There is a charm about Kew which nothing can take away from it.49


    




    There are, however, two Kews—no different in wealth, or lack of it, no different in thoughtfulness or good citizenship, but utterly opposed in religion. The two Kews operate in parallel, each providing a structure of identity and community from the cradle to the grave—and Beyond, although they disagree as to who will be admitted There. There is little need for Protestant Kew or Catholic Kew to have anything to do with each other, and mostly they don’t. They rub shoulders every now and again, politely, but rarely do they connect. The Trinity boys officially enjoy cordial relations with the Xavier boys, whose magnificent Renaissance-style college overshadows theirs, but they know nothing of ‘what goes on in there’.50 Protestant distrust is fuelled by Catholic withdrawal from the secular and the hostile; Protestants speculate about secret practices and there are many for whom the rooting out of Papist perfidy provides an indispensable frisson to their otherwise quiet and charitable lives. Catholics are, of course, taught from childhood that since Protestants are outside the Church, they are ‘full of sin’. There are many who have no friends and but few acquaintances of ‘the other faith’, but there has been more intermarriage than most would care to admit.51 Middle-class Catholicism is more visible in Kew than in any other part of the heartland: Archbishop Mannix lives in the palatial Raheen in Studley Park Road, and two of Melbourne’s leading Catholic schools declare their presence from Kew’s best hills. At the corner of Glenferrie and Cotham roads stands Sacred Heart Church, an ‘anatomical dedication’ according to the Aunt Polly of a mischievous local Scotch boy:




    

      The bravest thing we could do was to run into Sacred Heart Church and dip our fingers in the holy water. Wet hands were the required proof. Though we never went right inside the church itself, our hearts pounded with fear that a black apparition might unexpectedly block our exit.




      One day we deposited frogs in the holy water stoups and ran away breathlessly as some innocent intercessor, blessing herself on leaving, was confronted by a pop-eyed amphibian.52


    




    The 69 tram has now reached its terminus at Cotham Road and unloaded nearly all the college boys and girls it has collected since it left St Kilda beach an hour ago. The only ones left are a small number of girls, very quiet and ladylike, in navy blue but with a stylish, wide hat band that adds a touch of elegance. Their brothers, wearing the ‘devil’s colours’, got off at Wellington Street with the Trinity boys. The sisters perhaps cast a longing glance at Lilley’s milk bar which they are forbidden to enter (for in milk bars lurk confectionery and boys), and cross Cotham Road to catch the tram going east. Cotham Road is a handsome thoroughfare, lined with Victorian and Edwardian villas to match Malvern’s Finch Street. In six years time, at the beginning of the war, a young Englishwoman will also make this journey down Cotham Road. Her husband is in the British Colonial Service as a prison officer in Singapore, and she has come to Melbourne to find a boarding school for her young daughter. They have investigated MLC and PLC and found neither welcoming, for even though they are a Protestant family, the daughter has had a happy time at a multiracial Catholic school in Singapore. Then:




    

      My mother happened to be visiting St George’s Hospital in Cotham Road one day with my aunt, and they passed this impressive-looking fence with a high cypress hedge, and my mother said,




      —What’s that? And my aunt said,




      —That’s a toffy convent.




      —Well, we’ll go and have a look at it.




      —You’ll never be able to afford that Win, forget it.




      —Oh, I’ll just go and have a look.




      So she walked up the massive long drive and wondered if she’d ever get to the front door. She was ushered into the parlour and this lovely, lovely nun, Mother Winifred Dando, came and spoke to her. Mother told her she was going back to Malaya and she needed to put me into a boarding school, but somewhere where I was happy. I was eight at the time. Mother Winifred said, ‘My dear, bring Thelma up, and if she likes the school, she is to come’. There was no mention-of fees at that stage.




      A couple of weeks later I came and they brought down this tiny little tot, Mane Mahony, who was the youngest boarder they’d ever had. She started boarding at four because her mother had rheumatoid arthritis. Marie showed me over the convent—she showed me the refectory, the dormitories, the bathrooms, the class rooms and the garden—which was another thing I loved. We had the boarders’ garden—a little plot where we used to grow flowers, and they had these little gnomie things and malformed jugs we used to do in pottery. And I thought—oh, this is lovely. It was a gentle atmosphere. And that’s how I went.53


    




    She will stay at the ‘toffy convent’ right through the war, with her mother working in Melbourne and her father a prisoner of war in the Changi prison where once he had been the gaoler. And her fees will never rise beyond the junior boarder rate.




    Genazzano Convent commands the best site in Kew, a brick Gothic bastion overlooking formal gardens, playing fields and a rough private park, and protected from prying Protestant eyes by the hedge. It looks European, not British, and that is intentional. It is one of the few Melbourne schools to be designed by a great Australian architect, and in William Wardell, the creator of St Patrick’s Cathedral, the nuns of the Faithful Companions of Jesus (FCJ) found one who could build them a convent redolent of the Order’s aristocratic and French origins. Warden’s magnificent conception has been only half realized, however, for the building was commenced in 1890, just before the nuns, like everybody else, lost all their money in the 1890s depression. The Faithful Companions of Jesus is a comparatively recent order, coming ‘to birth in the heart of the foundress, Marie Madeleine, Madame D’Houet, on Holy Thursday in 1820’; and the nuns’ habit retains the simple nineteenth-century widow’s bonnet that Madame D’Houet wore.54 The Faithful Companions of Jesus is entirely a teaching order, founded to educate both the daughters of gentlemen and the children of the poor, and in Victoria they are teaching working-class children in Richmond and country girls in Ben alia. The Genazzano fathers are mostly gentlemen, better heeled and very much better educated than the Scotch, MLC and Trinity fathers. The money comes from the land, contracting and hotels; the education comes from the medical and legal professions.55 Genazzano is unofficially the sister school of Xavier College, and from the time of the foundress, the FCJs have drawn deeply on Jesuit spirituality. The Jesuits are their confessors, and the religious, familial and educational ties with the Society of Jesus extend to the university and beyond. Despite all this, Genazzano is ranked only third on the social ladder of Catholic girls’ schools, and is considered not as wealthy as Mandeville, nor as aristocratic as Sacre Coeur’.56 This is not a large Catholic ascendancy, however, for each convent school is very small, between them educating fewer girls than MLC does on its own. Catholic professional families congregate in Kew just so that their children may attend Xavier and Genazzano and, with large families intermarrying within a select and confined community, a social network of daunting complexity confers a rich sense of belonging and no privacy whatsoever. The Catholic settlement is densest in Studley Park Road around Raheen, and in one Genazzano-Xavier family, the task of conveying messages from Genazzano to Dr Mannix will be entrusted in turn to mother and daughter, and for each—thirty years apart—there will be cordial and fruitcake. Their world changes very little in these three decades; but that cannot be said for the subsequent thirty years.57




    By now, 1934, the Faithful Companions of Jesus is an Australian community, but the French traditions are not lost. French hymns are sung and French prayers are uttered, and in the boarding school, we had coffee and rolls for breakfast and we had to speak French at the table—pretty terrible French, I can tell you,—‘Passez-moi le butter’.58 The school plays an exotic French version of rounders called ‘Catte’, but interschool competition is restricted to the few other convents which indulge in Continental sports. The Irish Australians find it enchanting, and they fall in love with the starched white linen, the marble, the high-polished floors, the paintings, the candles and the shining brass. The excitement of each feast day is to see what the colours of the flowers on the altar will be. All the domestic labour to create this daily beauty is carried out by lay sisters—nuns who do not teach and who may not advance to positions of authority within the Order, but who are suited to a contemplative life. They cook and scour and polish, sweat drenching their black serge in the summer heat. They converse with no one, for the Order holds dear its rule of silence and the nuns may speak only about their duties and with permission.59 Their spiritual self-discipline is ferocious, but with the girls they are gentle, if reserved, and most girls feel cherished. One will later recall only one rebuke in all her time at the school, ‘Please don’t put your elbows on the desks—it does so spoil them for ballgowns’.60 The girls, especially the boarders, are secular members of the religious community rather than mere students; and they are withdrawn from the world while the nuns shape a faith in them which will withstand the temptations and shocks that adult flesh is heir to. The convent has been dedicated from the beginning to the Virgin, and the name ‘Genazzano’ comes from a village near Rome where a painting of Our Lady of Good Counsel’ hangs miraculously without earthly support. Many Old Girls make a pilgrimage to Genazzano, and some even poke their umbrellas up behind the painting to confirm its miraculousness. Two recent Genazzano girls have left for Brussels to enter the novitiate (as postulants awaiting their journey they were dubbed ‘Brüssel sprouts’). More than half a century later they will recall the ideals of the school put before them on their first day: ‘We were to be good Catholics (we’d say Christians now); we were to be ladies and finally we were to be students, but that was definitely the lowest category’.61




    In 1934, however, the school and the order are poised to enter a new phase of spiritual life. At Genazzano there is a new mistress of studies—she is a rigorous scholar and will be remembered as ‘an exceptional religious’.62 The school is becoming stricter and more academic, and along with the wider Catholic community, affected by new currents and their oppositions moving through the Church. This year the Catholic Church will mount a National Eucharistie Congress to coincide with the centenary of the founding of Melbourne. It will bring to Australian Catholicism the first call for Catholic Action, a new role in the Church for the laity and the seedbed of the transformations that lie far ahead in Vatican II. At Genazzano there will be a garden party to honour the papal legate, Cardinal MacRory, hosted by a committee of fathers because the nuns, unlike those at Sacre Coeur, will not break their rules of silence and enclosure, even for a papal legate.63 In 1941 the Irish novelist Kate O’Brien will publish in London The Land of Spices, a thinly disguised depiction of the Faithful Companions of Jesus and their legendary Irish convent, Laurel Hill. It will cut close to the bone:




    

      But—Mère Générale loved the Order as she found it and as she proposed, quixotically, to have it remain. She loved its stiff, polite and predominantly pious tradition. It may be that she foresaw somewhat the twentieth century assault of ‘progress’, guessed at new fevers of theory and experiment, in nationalism, in education, in social science, which, threatening the institutions of the Church with extinction, might force them in self-defence to unpredictable adaptations and vulgarities. Perhaps she foresaw that the awkward, finicky bourgeois instrument forged by an eighteenth century lady for the pious training of girls throughout the world would soon be made to seem, by the nimble and the expeditious, an absurd and deplorable curio. Wrongly or rightly, Mère Générale would hold these theorists to be shortsighted fools, and would desire La Compagnie de la Sainte Famille to hold its prim, Christian way, as long as possible, amid the lures of progress. ‘La pudeur et la politesse, mes Enfants’. Already Mère Générale and had seen some forward-marchers smile at those two amusing words—and had expressed herself aghast at the risks which she saw the informed preparing to take with human nature.64


    




    It will be uncannily, though subtly, prophetic. The nuns will be forbidden to read it ‘because there is a bad page in it’;65 the few girls who do can scarcely guess at the changes in the Church and in society which will visit their generation. The girls who pass through the convent door on this first day of school for 1934, are still secure in a world where everyone they know believes in Heaven, and almost everyone in Hell. But time is against them. In October, Judge Alf Foster in a General Sessions case will question a boy to make sure that he understands the taking of the oath. The boys replies that if he lies, he knows he will go to Hell. Judge Foster, the rationalist, will have none of that talk in his court: ‘Do not believe in it sonny. There is no hell. It is a shame that children should be taught such things’.66




    This book is a biography of that generation of college boys and girls on their way to school in 1934. It is the story of their making as individuals, as middle-class men and women, as believers and doubters, as Australians; it is the story of the historical forces and the families, churches, schools and society that worked to shape them. It is the story of how they fared; and how, in turn, they shaped the country they inherited and the generations that succeeded them. It is the story, therefore, of their journeyings—both of the body and the mind—and of the cultural baggage they set out with and which they accumulated on the way. And we are drawn, as they are themselves, to those pathways which came upon stony ground, where the going became difficult, for it is in the challenges of life that we are are tested and judged and ultimately forged. Finally, it is a story that they will in part tell for themselves, for this book is not so much a history as a meditation—upon life and upon this country as it is remembered by some particular people from a particular place.
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    1850–1919




    Memory




    When this generation of college boys and girls were born in the first years of peace after the ‘war to end all wars’, European settlement in Victoria was not yet a century old. The gold rush was just within living memory, and everywhere among old people, soft brogues and flat vowels bespoke the pioneering past. The great adventure of emigration and survival in a new land was still very close—in fact close enough to be a commonplace; and as the old people died, too often their stories went with them. Some grandchildren were interested, however, as Winsome Walklate was:




    

      I always enjoyed asking questions and perhaps it was not quite polite, but it wasn’t that I was being curious—I was interested and I wanted to get the feel, of the past. I knew that you didn’t just pop into the world as a single person. I was always very conscious of the fact that you represent so much that is past in thought and it’s passed on. And I found my granny (who didn’t die until I was eight) and her sisters very interesting women. They were so British. I once asked my great aunt, ‘What am I?’, and she looked at me for a while and thought about it—‘You’re British dear’.1


    




    The tales taught identity—the dual identity of a colonial society and, if later generations sometimes deplored those who spoke of Britain as ‘Home’, they failed to understand that for many it was indeed ‘Home’. Veronica Keogh’s English granny never looked back, however:




    

      I remember Granny saying to me, ‘I never regretted coming out and I never wanted to go back. And I never had any fear coming out on a sailing ship’. And Auntie Annie used to talk about the captain on the sailing ship finding her wandering about during a storm and asking, ‘Have you had your burgoo?’ [porridge]. And how in rough weather the kids used to love to sit on one side of the dining room floor and slide to the other. The day they arrived, Annie was holding my mother (who was one) and my mother broke her arm on the railings. Then they all went down with measles, so they rented a room in Port Melbourne and they were all on the floor with measles.2


    




    Kate Morgan’s daddy came out from Ireland aged twenty-three: ‘I came to Australia in 1881, and I never seen a man I’d seen before’, poetically recording the awful aloneness of it.3 And Monica O’Farrell was acutely affected by her great-grandfather who was also very Irish:




    

      He told stories of seeing men stood up against walls and shot. He had a wonderful library—he must have been a man of some learning. He was blind when I knew him, but he still had an Edwardian goatee which my mother used to trim. He was a beautiful man.4


    




    The pioneers who succeeded were often deeply impressive human beings. Archie Crow’s grandparents came out from Glasgow in the 1890s. Landing with £5 in his pocket, one grandfather survived the 1890s depression and founded first a large building firm and, later, a porcelain insulator factory for those of his sons who returned from World War I. Archie’s father was of the same mould, but he was only one of many strong characters on the Williamstown Council:




    

      They were a very fine body of people on the council, and I think that was characteristic of the day too—men of great character, quite apart from the sea captains who most certainly were. It was character-building, establishing themselves in a strange land. Everything was different about it—especially for the women, especially up-country. One woman many years ago spoke to me of her grandmother who’d come out from a castle in Scotland and she lived in a little humpy with a corrugated iron roof up in the centre, with the sand hissing over the top. And the women who saw their menfolk go out in the morning and perhaps never come back, or come hanging from the stirrup.




      Grandfather—he was a strong person. He was wise, he was kindly; and one of the things he was remembered for was the help he gave to British migrants coming out to this country, finding them jobs and getting them established. I was eight when he died and I remember the funeral cortege going out to the Footscray General Cemetery—it was about a mile long. I have very kindly memories of him and the family, and of the atmosphere in the home and the people who dropped in.5


    




    Few immigrants did so well; in fact for some the great adventure concluded in a loss of gentility. Philip Hardwicke’s grandfather came from a London family which owned a substantial hat business, but he had poor health and was sent to New Zealand under the care of a doctor. On board ship, he fell in love with a young lady who played the squeezebox and they married on landfall; whereupon the family cut him off and ordered the doctor back to England. Eventually they made their way to Melbourne, ‘and went through a series of hatting businesses and residences—they shifted every twelve months just about—the Fitzroy area and East Kilda’. By the time Philip won his scholarship to private school, the Hardwickes had been outwardly working class for two generations and his father was off work:




    

      It’s odd. My father’s father came from a presumably wealthy London family and they were in a way gentlefolk. My father had a library—a beautiful, elaborate bookcase with really a wide selection of books. Looking back, it was a remarkably good, diverse selection. He had read them, and he used to read the newspaper and Hansard from cover to cover. We were allowed to browse in the library and we picked up literature through reading those books.




      My mother was more working class, even though her father was self-employed, because she had worked as a young woman at sewing. Her sister had also worked in a sewing establishment, but she married someone who became a wealthy man, so we had a connection with them too.




      We were a mixture because Dad was politically Labor, but we had this connection with middle-class Malvern people and this inheritance of the people in London.6


    




    If the Melbourne middle class of the 1920s had a short history, it was none the less both full and troubled. This generation of college boys and girls inherited a metropolitan society which was complex, strained, prejudiced and divided. And if there were colonial achievements to trumpet, there were also embarrassments to conceal, and the silences in family lore could be telling. The libraries today are full of people searching for their lost family histories, and the paradox is that there must have been so many stories to tell—tales of perilous voyages around the rim of the world before the ‘roaring forties’; epics of fire and flood; romances of parted and reunited lovers; sagas of fortunes won and lost—yet there are many who have no idea of why their ancestors came ten thousand miles. In some cases the stories fell victim to lower-class diffidence; in many others the daily round of making livings and futures blotted out the past; and there were those who needed to forget. When Winsome Walklate rediscovered her family history she found a convict, John Wolfe Walklate, who was already a Methodist lay preacher when he was found guilty of stealing a glass jug and tumblers from his employer and was transported to Van Diemen’s Land.7 The descendants of English and Scottish convicts lacked the nationalist legends which were the Irish salve to shame. In the family of Sister Anthony Buckley FCJ, convict ancestry was remembered and understood: ‘My great-grandfather came to Australia at His Majesty’s expense, sent out by the Essex Assizes for a public house brawl; and because he was an R.C. he got a life sentence’.8 Betty Blay has traced her father’s English Protestant family from two convicts in Van Diemen’s Land and followed their ‘quiet rise into the lower middle class’. They were saddlers and shoemakers, but by 1890 her grandparents had moved to Melbourne and secured their new respectability by owning a sweet shop in Toorak Road, South Yarra. There her grandmother—‘Mater’—ruled her unmarried offspring mercilessly: ‘She was really a dreadful old woman, and yet she was very intelligent; she should never have married—she married to get away from the family’. ‘Mater’ had no religion except that she hated Catholics, and she loved no one other than Betty’s father.9




    What was being concealed more often was not shame so much as ordinariness. The families which had risen from rags to riches had a dramatic story and were usually proud of it. But far more numerous were those who, once the great adventure of emigration was over, slipped into obscurity and the steady disciplines of suburban respectability. Betty Blay’s family was typical:




    

      Dad was a clerk and a very good clerk. They were definitely lower middle class. You never aspired to anything higher, you never married out of your class—that was foolish. In fact Mum’s family thought her sister Nellie was foolish to have married a commercial traveller because he was just a little bit more classy.




      My parents were very respectable. It was a matter of doing the right thing—always well groomed. As soon as you got up in the morning, you had to clear your lounge-room, because if you had visitors, you could shut the bedroom door. But you had to make the bed too.




      They drank but they drank ‘pale’. Women liked a little glass of sherry or port wine. The youngest boy was the biggest drinker, but with most of them drink was out. Aunt Annie’s Irish husband liked a drink—loved wakes—a real gent but hopeless with money and I can remember Annie covering up for him when he was snoring away.




      Part of being respectable was always looking clean, looking nice. Very modest—I never saw my mother dressing although I shared a room with her for sixteen years. She always dressed under her nightie and she emerged with her corsets and petticoats on, ready to put on her dress.




      Once you were married, you’d made your bed and you had to lie in it. There was never any thought of divorce and yet there were a number of unhappy marriages in the family—you stuck by your man. You never let him go on the pension while you could still work—that was a form of respectability.




      One of my aunts got pregnant when she was unmarried and told her Ma:




      —I’ve got news for you—I’m pregnant.




      —Who’s the man? Tell him I want to see him . . .




      —Will you marry her?




      —No, not unless she marries me in a Catholic church.




      —Oh we’ll have none ofthat. Give me £25 for an abortion.




      And it was done in two days by somebody she knew.


    




    If many of the family histories were forgotten or refashioned, it did not rob them of their power. This generation of college boys and girls were, as we all are, both products and captives of their pasts and, as they grew up and created their own histories, they took both the remembered and the hidden past with them.




    Seekers and Saints: 1850–1870




    The solid foundation of the Melbourne middle class came with gold—not in the fortunes made by diggers, but rather in the vast migration and the attendant economic activities that it enticed to the Colony of Victoria. Between 1851 and 1861 more than half a million men and women arrived in Victoria, and among the transients and the adventurers, the old colonials, the Americans and the Chinese, there were a quarter of a million permanent settlers from the United Kingdom. They had enough money to pay their way; or if they were assisted, they could afford the greater outlays required for the long voyage to Australia. The destitute went to America, and the only potato famine victims to reach Victoria were Scots from the Highlands and Islands who were imported to replace the shepherds who had run off to the diggings. The new settlers were unusually literate, making Victoria briefly the most educated society of the Empire, and they brought with them yearnings for the wealth and significance that was beyond their reach in the Old Country. A common prejudice claimed that the only people who went to Australia were ‘adventurers, invalids and failures’ and it was true in part.10




    They came from a society that was divided not only by class, religion and ethnicity, but also by the gulf between the respectable and the rough. You could be rich and a rogue and few would want to know you; you could be poor but honest and find yourself kept on in the slack season and entrusted with responsibility—perhaps. Much was made by moralists and preachers of the rewards in this world of sobriety, cleanliness, thrift, civility, reliability and manly independence: ‘self-help’—they insisted—was the only honourable help. Yet one of the great dynamic forces of nineteenth century society was the frustration of the poor but honest: they kept the rules of respectability, hard as those rules were, but still the world failed to grant them the security they deserved and the respect they craved.




    The poor but honest were ripe for religion and radicalism, and their energy and imagination fuelled the explosion of religiosity m the early nineteenth century and powered the secular movements which worked to better life on earth.11 But they also filled the emigrant ships to the new worlds to the west and to the south. Edward Gibbon Wakefield called them ‘the anxious class’ and recognized their suitability as colonists: they had trade or clerical skills, they were thrifty, they were law-abiding, but they were also aggrieved just enough to have an edge of desperation to their ambitions.12 Emigration offered the chance to reinvent themselves, to become somebodies in a new land where no one knew they had once been nobodies: ‘labouring people, who would be unpretending people at home, assume such airs here’, complained an impoverished governess of Sydney in 1868, ‘they call each other Mr and Mrs so and so, and speak of each other as ladies and gentlemen’.13




    The anxious class had reason to be so. In good times their regular earnings gave their lives stability and order, and they appeared far removed from the condition of the ‘rough’, casual poor who lived from day to day, even from hour to hour. But one bad winter could change everything. If a clerk or a tradesman missed weeks or months of work, his savings or his Friendly Society could not keep him out of debt for long, and once his clothes became shabby, he was immediately under suspicion: was he drinking? was he gambling? was he losing his self-respect? Respectability was hard on men, for it depended on their being prepared to tolerate decades of tedious and exhausting work without the relief of the pub or the diversions of sin. It was an unforgiving society and they could not afford to make mistakes either at work or in leisure. Ron Pearson’s bank manager father once showed him a nineteenth-century ledger where a clerk had made an error: the unfortunate’s slip was memorialized by being circled in red ink, with the name of the perpetrator, the date and the signatures of the clerk and the manager.14 The capital the respectable man had to guard and invest wisely was in fact himself: it was social capital, not financial. And under the direction of his wife, domestic order, personal cleanliness and obedient children proclaimed the respectable man’s good character—his social capital—to the watching world. There was little margin for error.




    And so they had great hopes of Australia. But in reviewing that gold rush generation, Geoffrey Serle has argued that just as significant as the talents and energy they brought to Victoria is the likelihood that most of them did nowhere near as well as they had hoped. It was the already established colonists who were on hand to take advantage of the easy alluvial finds and to profit from the new immigrants’ need for provisions, accommodation and alcohol.15 The common experience of the 1850s and 1860s arrivals was dislocation, disappointment and resignation to the certainty that ahead lay only more hard work, frustration and impecuniosity. But the anxieties and disappointments of class and caste were only part of the cultural baggage they brought with them. If the new colonists came as men and women, rich, middling or poor, they also came as English, Scots and Irish, and their first point of identity was ethnic before it was social. And symbiotically attached to ethnic identity was religion.




    In the melting pot of an immigrant society, organized religion became the readiest means of bonding the respectable, and thus was born the distinctive role of the Australian churches in the preservation of ethnic loyalties and in the instilling of division.16 This did not mean that the new Australians were a notably religious people. Church-going in the colonies remained, as it was in the Old Country, a mark of gentility and, being religious was not just the possession and enrichment of a spiritual life, it was also integral to the social performance of being serious-minded and responsible. English and Scottish Dissenters came in their droves to the gold rush, increasing in the gold decade almost three times as fast as those who adhered to the Church of England.17 And if there was one church which stood above all others on the Ballarat Flat and among the deep lead miners of Bendigo, it was the Methodists. Methodism travelled well. Its theology was poetically transcribed in its hymn book, and its system of lay preachers and class meetings needed no church or ordained clergy. The class meeting defined church members as distinct from mere church attenders, and members met weekly, with perhaps ten others to pray, to confess their sins and to find guidance and support for the leading of a Christian life. It taught that all men and women—in contrast to the Calvinists’ elect—could be saved, and in the lush diction of eighteenth-century poetry, it sang of a passionate personal relationship with Christ:




    

      Thou Shepherd of Israel, and mine,




      The joy and desire of my heart,




      For closer communion I pine,




      I long to reside where Thou art:




      The pasture I languish to find




      Where all, who their Shepherd obey,




      Are fed on Thy bosom reclined,




      And screened from the heat of the day.


    




    and of the believer, plucked from a maelstrom of sin by the power of Christ’s love:




    

      To the haven of Thy breast,




      O Son of Man, I fly;




      Be my refuge and my rest,




      For O the storm is high!




      Save me from the furious blast,




      A covert from the tempest be;




      Hide me, Jesus, till o’er past




      The storm of sin I see.


    




    It was perfect for pioneers. It preached the disciplines of self-care and hard work which made the difference between success and failure. It advocated abstinence in a society soaked in alcohol, and where teetotalism was one of the few ways a man or woman could exercise some control over bodily and mental health. Its sense of community and its vivid evocation of a personal Saviour protected the immigrant and the pioneer against the terrible loneliness of the bush. But it also gave people practical skills, for its class meetings and lay preaching trained men and women in organization, literacy and confident speech. Above all, it provided a schema for daily living, suffusing the believer with spiritual power; and its great historical moment was to be on the gold diggings. Mr James Wood was already established as a timber merchant in Geelong when he was called to join a party of ‘Christian companions’ on the flat at Ballarat, where ‘these good men, and true, held open air services near their own camp, and also in other parts of the diggings, with the substantial results of checking Sabbath breaking and open immorality; and it is hoped, bringing some sinners acquainted with Christ as a personal Saviour’.18




    Thus they withstood the temptations, and backsliding of the diggings and when disappointed miners turned to shopkeeping and small farming, the Methodists were often the first to erect a place of worship in the new settlements and towns, establishing themselves in Victoria as the ‘religion of the bush’.19 Other Protestants found themselves attending Methodist services in the absence of their own, and Sir Robert Menzies’ family was one of many where Methodism blended with Presbyterian origins. The gold fields and the new hamlets were still relatively free of ordained clergy, and in their absence, sectarianism fell victim to the camaraderie of the frontier, as Catholics and Protestants worked together in the 1850s and 1860s to build towns and communities. Catholic publicans made donations towards the building of chapels and churches, and Methodists and Presbyterian shopkeepers and farmers returned the compliment. Even more alarming to the clergy was the eagerness of Catholics and Protestants to marry each other. Irish immigration in the 1850s had consisted of single men and women, who had quickly melted into the wider community.20 Irish girls showed a distinct preference for Protestant husbands with good prospects, but Irish men also captured Protestant hearts, as happened with Sister Anthony Buckley’s grandparents:




    

      Grandfather Moore married Jeannie McCreith who was born in Australia (I think) but whose parents were definitely Scotch. She was Scotch Presbyterian and she stayed Scotch Presbyterian right to the end of her days. She went to church every Sunday and you didn’t have high jinks on Sunday either—it wasn’t done. There were some on one occasion, but she got such a fright and everyone got upset about it and it didn’t happen again. The boys, home from Xavier, had a tin tray and they came down the stairs on the tin tray and it nearly frightened the wits out of her.




      She stuck to her religion, but she educated us in our faith.


    




    The Methodists were themselves divided, for a gulf of class and temperament separated the legalistic and more urbane Wesleyan Methodists from their Cornish Bible Christian and Primitive Methodist brethren. The Cornish were not all respectable—they were notorious for picking fights with the Irish on the gold fields, and not a few gave way to the consolations of the bottle.21 Betty Thomas has written of the Bible Christian inheritance, ‘transported from the wilds of Cornwall by lay men and women and wandering preachers’:




    

      The Bible Christians were more ‘wild’ than the legally-minded Wesleyans, who were prone to stress the advantages of formal schooling. The Bible Christians were more democratic, having been founded by lay participation as a major emphasis, and certainly in Cornwall having always included women preachers.




      The inspiration of this and other ‘founding streams’ of Victorian Methodism was not education but ‘blessed assurance’, the doctrine that each individual received grace from God, and that this personal experience of salvation is the essential factor in building the new . By the twentieth century it was conventionally agreed that education in the worldly sense is necessary—but not sufficient—and there was enough of the influence of the nineteenth century traditions still living and forceful in local congregations across the state, to give effect to a sentiment that schooling is part of the bureaucratic structure of the modern world and the modern church, and that it now has to be included in regulations for candidates for the ministry, but the REAL QUALIFICATIONS AND PREREQUISITES LIE ELSEWHERE AND ARE NOT OF THE WORLD.22


    




    While Betty’s mother came from the Bible Christians, her father was Wesleyan Methodist, from a family linked with traders in Fiji and flawed by an aptitude for bankruptcy. The Thomases had a shop in Bailan and a string of unsuccessful small businesses. Betty’s grandmother at one stage opened a ribbon shop in Bendigo: ‘she was a woman of great charm, but even her charm and the ample bosom drooping over the ribbons couldn’t save that shop and they became bankrupt again’. There was no doubt, however, that in marrying a Bible Christian, her son had let the family down:




    

      I can still remember my grandmother walking into the house for the annual visit and saying, ‘Ida, my dear, how lovely to be here’. And then she would say in that incomparably fruity tone which I realized afterwards was the Fiji accent, ‘Of course I’ll have a lovely time—it would be terrible if two Christian women couldn’t get on together’, and with a sinking feeling in my childish heart, I knew there would be a row before the end of the day, and of course there was. Instinctively I took my mother’s part, and although I had a lot to say for myself, I felt all the time that she wasn’t having a fair go.23


    




    Betty’s Bible Christian great grandmother had been in charge of the music for the congregation on the gold fields, leading the singing with the aid of a tuning fork, before the family took up a selection at Elmore. It was a closed but emotionally rich community. On Sundays they all went into town for church in the morning, Sunday school in the afternoon and church again at night, ‘then they’d have to go home and feed the cows’. On the Sunday following the eucharist, many Methodists held love feasts—the partaking of a simple meal of bread and water and where various members of the congregation would relate their religious experiences. It was difficult not to become embattled, a community of godly people beset on all sides by temptation and sin. There was much intermarriage between the Cornish families: ‘and you could see why—you couldn’t marry an Anglican, which was a class above you, and anyway you didn’t go to race meetings or the pub; and you certainly couldn’t marry a Catholic’. But the years of hard work and self-discipline paid off once the superphosphate came, and Betty’s grandfather, being ‘a good farmer who of course wouldn’t waste his money on riotous living’, was able to sell up and take his daughter to Camberwell and into urban Methodism. It was a common family history. Gwen Garside, another old collegian from MLC, testified:




    

      My grandfather came from Cornwall and took up land in Victoria when it was opened up. They were allotted too small an amount of land, which was purchased at £1 an acre and had to be cleared and fenced within a year, and so they lived in a tent. He started the first Methodist church in the area and he preached and his wife played the organ—portable, which they took with them. His daughters were taught painting and music which they later taught. My father in the late 1920s built another modem church in the country district. In those days everyone worked together. My father was an outstanding man—a councillor in the town for forty years.24


    




    The paths to social improvement for these gold-fields Methodists were primarily shopkeeping, small farming and night school. Ballarat and Bendigo remained great centres of Methodism, and in the Ballarat Eisteddfods that musical legacy lives on today. The Schools of Mines in each city provided a ladder of opportunity, enabling clever young men like Gwenda Holtby’s father to become engineers. And once there were high schools and scholarships, the university was within reach. Betty Thomas’ father was the first boy from Bailan for eight years to pass the Merit Certificate and he went on to Bendigo High School. From there he won a scholarship to Wesley College, with an ‘implied scholarship to the university’; ‘but his daddy goes bankrupt again, so what does good, honest, serious, responsible elder brother do? He goes back and gets a job on the Bendigo Advertiser in daytime and studies accountancy at night. It took him four years and he was propping up the family’. It was a noble act of loyalty because bankruptcy brought expulsion from the Methodist Church until the stewards were satisfied that the debts had been paid, and it remains a source of bitterness that Betty’s father shouldered the blame while another, richer partner was spared disgrace. Betty’s mother was clever at school also, but the family was too frightened of her getting into ‘bad company’ to permit her to go to Bendigo High School. She then won a scholarship to MLC and she was safely educated among fellow Methodists. Forbidden to learn typing (‘the implication was that it was vulgar’), she became a teacher of singing and speech, and with her sister who taught music (as in Gwen Garside’s family) ‘they would travel around in a horse and buggy teaching these refinements to the farmers’ children’.




    And so Methodists began to make money as grocers and drapers, accountants and engineers, farmers and orchardists, teachers and bank managers. Methodists preferred to do business with other Methodists and the habits of intermarriage continued unabated in the city. But as they made money, their Methodism came under strain. Betty Thomas again:




    

      In fact, as you study the history of the Church, you find success brings respectability, and the more exciting—and I would say the more attractive attributes of spontaneity and praying before the Lord—these tend to be toned down in later years. But there were always Bible Christians who were respectable because they’d seen the Lord, but who were travelling around and maybe never had really good jobs. And the wandering preachers were in a way not respectable—there was always that tension.


    




    The paradox was that Methodism was a recipe for worldly success—self-improvement of the soul inevitably flowed on to improvement of the whole man and woman. Thrift and self-discipline enabled Methodist shopkeepers to prosper while their careless competitors went to the wall; but Methodism needed fire—‘See how great a flame aspires’—and gentility found that embarrassing. There had always been a double side to correct Methodist behaviour: the Wesleys had taught that godly people should be sober, restrained and methodical in everyday life; but in church, praising the Lord, they should be emotionally free. John Wesley was himself a gloriously happy man who bubbled with the joy of a personal Christ. Methodism depended on the believer having a conversion experience, of moments of transfiguration, and Betty Thomas has seen them: ‘the ones who are transfigured like that—they look like angels’. Transfiguration needed innocence and unself-consciousness—qualities difficult to preserve in an urbane life—and the Rev. Dr A. H. Wood, one of the last of the truly great Methodist preachers, had no doubt that Methodism began its decline in the 1850s, ‘as it became respectable’.25 Singing became the only enduring medium of collective religious intensity in worship. Betty Thomas again:




    

      This transfiguration, when it comes, is from the hymns. Even now—I shouldn’t be unfair—when you get the older men singing that lovely Welsh hymn. But I’m sure they’d be transfigured while they were singing, but they’d have had to go back to the farm, the grocer’s shop. So music has the power to transfigure you and get you into a higher world, a better world, the world of the emotions, the world of feeling that God cares for you and is close to you and all that. Then you go back to your secular life, and I think that a lot of men believed that God was boss of the whole world and if you did your grocer’s job honestly, He would care for you. My uncle who had a grocer’s shop in Bendigo was a person who felt the reality of God all this life and I think a lot of men did then. But it involved a view of the world which put a high value on individual piety, on doing your duty and obviously on getting it straight and being comfortable with your conscience—‘I can’t do anything to solve the problems of the poor beyond generosity’—and I know they’d let people run up credit in hard times. But you wouldn’t necessarily be a socialist because that’s not a necessary part of being a Methodist for everybody. It is for some, but not for all.


    




    John Wesley had predicted all this: ‘religion must necessarily produce both industry and frugality, and these cannot produce but riches. But as riches increase, so will pride, anger and love of the world’; and as he observed the Methodist people doing just that, he confessed that ‘although the form of religion remains, the spirit is swiftly vanishing away’.26 Urban Methodism came to terms with its past by building legends, and idealized its Celtic brethren as ‘true Methodists’—impressive but also quaint, and at a comfortable distance in both time and class. The Rev. Irving Benson wrote in 1935 of Victorian Methodism’s seed-time:
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