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INTRODUCTION




    

      ‘All happy families are alike, but each unhappy family is unhappy after its own fashion.’


    




    Tolstoy’s opening sentence of Anna Karenina is a clever epigram, but the generalisation may depend for its plausibility on the assumption that tears and drama are more interesting to the writer-observer than smiles and domestic harmony.




    The family of Alfred Deakin often saw themselves as happy, even blessed: yet from the very seeds of their happiness sprang misunderstanding, discord and, finally, schism. Through all these vicissitudes they hardly faltered in the belief that their family was unique, ‘a city of refuge’ in a world that was alien and corrupt.




    For many years I had been interested in Alfred Deakin, not only as a political leader whose progressive liberalism and Anglo-Australian nationalism stamped its imprint on the infant Commonwealth, but as a presiding figure who, in a period of transition, helped give expression to the cultural aspirations of an educated, younger generation. Yet even at the beginning I was aware that part of the biographical allure of Deakin stemmed from a sense of the private man behind the public figure, particularly the intensity of his inner life, a life which was remarkably documented in the papers he left behind him.




    His biographers could hardly ignore this inner life. Walter Murdoch, who had known Deakin personally, conceded that his religious faith ‘lay at the foundation of his being’, but it was not a theme he pursued far in his Sketch of 1923. Forty years later J. A. La Nauze, in his magisterial survey of Deakin’s career, devoted a slightly embarrassed chapter to his inner life, effectively quarantining it, so that it would not infect the main narrative. It was left to Al Gabay to fully develop this aspect of the man in his recent study, The Mystic Life of Alfred Deakin.




    All three biographers, however, for different reasons, have given only the sketchiest accounts of the family which surrounded Deakin. Murdoch was writing in the wake of Deakin’s death, with both the statesman’s widow, Pattie, and his sister, Catherine, looking over his shoulder: it was politic to make only the safest of allusions to his personal attachments. La Nauze made a conscientious attempt to characterise Deakin’s parents, William and Sarah, as well as Catherine and Pattie, but they served only to provide a context for the hero’s public career. And for Gabay, focusing on Deakin’s life of prayer and reflection, the members of his family were as much a part of the external world as were his political colleagues.




    La Nauze, however, threw out one or two tantalising hints which suggested that there was, submerged in the text, a family drama waiting to be recovered. I went in search of that drama and found much more than I had bargained for: the initial curiosity of the casual researcher was soon transformed into the compulsive quest of the biographical detective. For the story which unfolded of the emotionally charged web of relationships between Alfred, Catherine and Pattie seemed to me, in the first instance, extraordinary, even bizarre; while, at a deeper level, intensely moving, and, ultimately, tragic.




    In the story I have to tell ‘Deakin’, the public figure, gives way to ‘Alfred’, son, brother, husband and father. The priorities are reversed, the public career providing a background to the life within the home. But it is well to be reminded of the trajectory of that career. Deakin was a political prodigy who entered the Victorian parliament in 1879 at the tender age of twenty-two and became a minister at twenty-six. He was in office from 1883 till 1890, from 1886 as Chief Secretary and leader of the liberal wing of the coalition government. In 1887, at the age of thirty, he represented Victoria at the first Imperial Conference in London. The defeat of the government in 1890 on the floor of the Assembly, in the wake of the bitter national maritime strike, marked the end of the first phase of Deakin’s career, when he was the coming man of Victorian politics. The collapse of the coalition government coincided with the end of the boom and the descent into economic depression, and Deakin, who felt implicated in the excesses of the land boom, retreated to the backbench. Throughout the 1890s he devoted himself to the federal cause and was prominent in the Conventions of 1891 and 1897–98. His advocacy was crucial in ensuring Victoria’s support for the adoption of the Constitution. Transferring to the federal sphere in 1901, he became attorney-general in the founding government of Sir Edmund Barton, and succeeded him as prime minister in 1903. For much of the first decade of the new century Deakin and his protectionist party governed with the support of Labor, implementing policies which integrated social reform into a nation-building agenda. This alliance ended in 1909 when Deakin negotiated the anti-labor fusion with his former free-trader foes: this, his last government, was swept from office at the 1910 election, which marked the beginning of the two-parry system in Australian politics. His health was already failing, and in 1913 he retired from politics. His career, extending over more than three decades, had bridged colonial and federal eras: he was not only one of the leading architects of the federation, but played a decisive role in determining the political character of the new nation and its institutions. When he died in 1919, the King hailed him as ‘one of Australia’s greatest statesmen’, an opinion which his family, his most loyal supporters, never doubted.




    If the Deakin family was unique—in both its happiness and unhappiness—it could nevertheless be claimed that its story offers us wider historical insights. It might tell us something about the process of immigration, and the expectations immigrants had for their children in the colonial environment. It might illuminate aspects of the Victorian bourgeois family and its concerns, suggesting, for example, how in that culture the relationship between brother and sister might take on a significance that surprises us. It can certainly help us understand the appeal of spiritualism at a time when orthodox religious dogma was under attack; it also might suggest the particular opportunities spiritualism afforded women. And it might help us appreciate how the values of progressive liberalism could impinge on the bourgeois family, influencing, for example, ideas about the education necessary to prepare girls for the modern world.




    So the list could go on—yet this is not the point. Catherine, Alfred and Pattie exist as characters in their own right: they are not the pawns of historical argument. It is the plot of their family romance which lures me on and my interest needs no other justification. The challenge lies in exploring the complexity of human relationships, emotions and motivations. And why should that imaginative territory be regarded as being the sole preserve of the novelist?


  




  

    
1 CATHERINE




    For six years she was the only child. And then Alfred was born. ‘My first recollection of my only brother’, Catherine wrote after his death, Vas that being allowed to peep at him, the nurse and maid while dressing me to send me on a visit kept teasing me, saying, “Now my lady your nose is put out of joint”, which remark I could not at the time understand nor did any personal experience ever enlighten me. I worshipped the baby as I have the man during all our lives.’




    There were to be no more children: they would always be the only sister and the only brother.




    The parents, William and Sarah Deakin, had arrived in Australia in 1850. As with so many immigrants, we know comparatively little of their home country background, beyond the skeletal details of place, occupation and the rites of passage duly noted in the family bible. William Deakin’s father was an excise officer, while Sarah came from a Shropshire farming family, the Bills. Leaving school at fourteen, William worked for many years in an Oxford grocer’s store, rising to the position of what Alfred called ‘traveller’.




    There is, however, one story which, in view of the family’s subsequent history, has a particular interest. One day William, when travelling in the west of England, came upon a gypsy camp. More for the fun of it than anything else, he agreed to have his fortune told by the old woman who tendered her services. Her prophecy was brief and precise. Within a few weeks he would meet the woman he would marry. Soon after they would travel to the other side of the world, where they would have two children, a son and a daughter. His life would be one of vicissitudes rather than adventure: he would experience neither poverty nor riches. He would be vouchsafed ‘the usual span of life’.




    Not long after this encounter, he met Sarah Bill at church one Sunday in Abergavenny, Monmouthshire (where Sarah’s mother’s family came from) and they promptly fell in love. Married on 18 October 1849 at a time of economic uncertainty in England, the mature young couple—he was thirty, she twenty-seven—took the advice of the fortune teller and quickly decided on emigration. When on 29 December they embarked at Plymouth on the Samuel Boddington, bound for Sydney, Sarah was already pregnant with Catherine. It was a miserable voyage for her, and, on reaching Adelaide in March 1850, they decided to disembark there and then. That William had an elder sister in Adelaide, married with family, helped make up their minds. Relieved to be on dry land, they cheerfully rented a two-room cottage at 7 shillings a week (‘as good for me and my wife as a palace’) and it was here that Catherine Sarah Deakin was born on 21 July.




    Work, however, was not easy to get, and in 1851 William joined the local rush from South Australia to the new Victorian goldfields. Sarah and baby Catherine followed, but William soon gave up gold digging for work as a carrier, in partnership with his brother-in-law, Richard Bill, first, it seems, at Bendigo, and then in Collingwood. Their small enterprise did not survive the competition of larger firms, and William became an employee of Bevan, James & Co on the modest salary of £300 a year. This firm in turn was absorbed by the legendary Cobb and Co. William Deakin had not made his fortune, but at least he had secure employment, and by the mid-1850s the family was established in a small cottage at 90 George Street, Fitzroy.




    It was a cosy little household. William was an emotional man—high-spirited and vivacious, he liked, in the security of his own domestic circle, to be the entertainer, telling stories or reading aloud, relishing the dramatic opportunities offered by Dickens, Thackeray, Bulwer Lytton and Wilkie Collins; yet he could also be shy and timid, choosing to withdraw when he found the atmosphere uncongenial. Sarah was from the beginning the devoted helpmate and capable housewife. Her patience and gentleness complemented William’s more excitable temperament. While she loyally deferred to him, Sarah naturally came to provide the home’s centre of gravity. She sought no life outside the home, and within it she managed to combine a talent for self-effacement with that calm self-assurance which sometimes characterises the less imaginative. There was even something a little baffling about the bland serenity of her self-containment.




    Perhaps it was her way of coping with William’s vicissitudes. For William was a dreamer. Emigration had not, perhaps, transformed their lives as he might have hoped, and, in a colony where things seemed to be in a state of flux, he was always seeking to improve their position through speculating their hard-won savings. But he was gullible and unduly trustful, and his schemes usually came to nothing. William retreated to the more private dreams of his books and fireside while Sarah cocooned him in the modest comforts of the home she had created. The Deakins had at least attained the minimum requirement of middle-class respectability, a maid.




    Catherine grew up, therefore, in a family in which her mother secured the domestic order of everyday life, while her father offered the tempting possibilities of another world—a world of books, of music, of beauty. Both were caring parents, yet not given to expressing their love either for their child or for each other. Each respected the equilibrium of their marriage, but seemed to find the physical gestures of love—at least in front of the child—distasteful or unnecessary. It was as though Catherine (or Katie as she was known in the family) occupied a space between her parents, a lonely focus for their concern and aspirations. Perhaps feeling the weight of the responsibility on her, Katie acquired an early reputation of being a ‘delicate’ child.




    The emotional symmetry of the Deakin family was transformed by the birth of Alfred on 3 August 1856. There was now a new centre of attraction in the small Fitzroy household. The joking comment of the nurse reflected the conventional wisdom that any child resents the advent of a rival for the mother’s attention. Catherine’s lofty disdain for such emotional pettiness suggests a sensitivity to the charge: if Katie’s nose was not ‘put out of joint’ by the new baby, it certainly sniffed the changed air of the house. But being now all of six, she reacted not by seeking to compete with the baby boy—sensing, perhaps, that that was a lost cause anyway—but by appropriating the child as her own.




    From the beginning Katie was devoted to little Alfy. The few pennies she had saved went to purchase a rocking chair, in which she sat, nursing the baby and singing hymns to him. Each day the nurse took them to the Fitzroy Gardens, ‘then just a big bare paddock with a gully running through it’. One day, allowed to push the pram, Katie got carried away and, bumping down the gully, pitched Alfy out of the pram on to the ground. It gave her (not to mention the nurse) a great fright, but Alfy was indestructible.




    By this time they had moved to a more commodious wooden cottage in Gore Street. Other changes were afoot. William valued education, and, given the concern about Katie’s constitution, it was decided to send her, at the age of eight, to a girls’ boarding school at Kyneton run by two Misses Thompson, ‘admirable, highly educated women’ as Catherine later recalled them. For two years Alfy was, except for holidays, out of her reach, but her devotion to her little brother did not flag. When, at the age of four, there was some anxiety about Alfy’s health too, Katie persuaded her parents to let him join her at Kyneton; the Misses Thompson, who were already acquainted with Alfy’s winning ways, were only too happy to make this special arrangement. Whatever qualms Sarah may have had at parting with her little boy, she had every confidence in young Katie’s capacity to care for him.




    At Kyneton Alfy was much petted and indulged. The Misses Thompson ‘fell in love with the engaging child’, and for the girls he was a mascot whose boyish antics were a cause for amusement. Each girl had a garden bed to take care of, and on one occasion Alfy tried to bury a doll in Katie’s plot, breaking a wooden spade in the process and then attempting to hide the evidence of his crime. If in his escapades he was charmingly incorrigible, he was applauded for his precocious talents. Able to read at four, he could soon recite before an appreciative audience. And Alfy’s success was Katie’s too: in so far as he was her responsibility he was also her protégé.




    In 1863 the Misses Thompson abandoned the salubrious climate of Kyneton for the urban accessibility of South Yarra, where their school was accommodated in the house of Colonel Anderson, overlooking the Yarra. This move influenced the Deakins’ decision to quit Fitzroy and cross the river. William bought a block of land in Adams Street, South Yarra, near St Kilda Road, and their Fitzroy cottage was shifted to the new site and ‘brick-nogged’. While the cottage was being transformed, the family briefly sojourned in a two-storey wooden terrace in Emerald Hill, and then in a house in Domain Street, before settling at 27 Adams Street, or The Elms, as it was formally called, though the name was little used. In this house William and Sarah were to spend the rest of their lives. And in this house, many years later, Catherine herself would die.




    Although the children were once more immersed in the family, Katie still gladly accepted a special responsibility for her brother. She took Alfy to and from school, and proudly watched over the flowering of the prodigy. At the school break-up at Christmas 1863 she was thrilled when Alfy recited ‘a humorous piece’ with such eclat that he ‘brought down the house’, and had to be presented to the guest of honour, Mrs Anderson. And as William and Sarah were not great church-goers, Katie, a serious child with religious tendencies, took it upon herself to take Alfy each Sunday to the Anglican Christ Church on Toorak Road. Even when, in 1864, Alfy left the Misses Thompson for Melbourne Grammar, at home Katie continued to be a mentor. Years later the prime minister would look back and recall: ‘You brought me up so to speak’.




    William and Sarah were tolerant parents. William had a temper, but was not a stern disciplinarian. And if he and Sarah were content to allow Katie to adopt the role of tutor to her brother, it was not only because the relationship seemed a touching one, but because she was becoming proficient at it. She was herself an able student, topping her class at school. She enjoyed talking about books to her father, but music was her passion, and she studied the piano and, later, singing. When in 1873 the Deakins extended their modest house it was to include a music room large enough to house a grand piano and a drawing-room-size audience. She attempted to introduce Alfy to the piano, too, but although he enjoyed music he seemed to lack the discipline required for its study.




    If Catherine was to have an occupation, teaching presented itself as the inevitable choice, but there seemed no urgency about pursuing this, and her reputation for being ‘delicate’ may have led to concern that the stress of the schoolroom might tax her health. There certainly was no rush to gain qualifications, though she probably had some employment as a pupil teacher. When she took in some piano pupils, she would hand to her father the few guineas.




    Catherine’s life was firmly centred in the house in Adams Street, and Alfy remained its chief preoccupation. A diminutive figure, she is revealed in a young photograph as clear-eyed and detached in manner. It is a face which combines reticence with poise. According to her brother she was ‘too much alone at school and after’ and he remembered her as being introspective, proud and sensitive. She took her religion seriously, noting in her diary the texts of sermons: she approved, for example, of a visiting minister who preached ‘a beautiful sermon from Matthew about the end of the world’. When she was confirmed she wrote piously in her diary, ‘I pray that I was sincere and earnest’.




    Each year, however, the relationship between sister and brother was subtly changing. As the precocious boy became the precocious youth, his body unfolding into the gangling physique of sudden manhood, the six-years difference in their ages shrank in significance. Although the dynamic of teacher and pupil would never be entirely lost, they now became students together. On birthdays they gave each other books, Dickens being a favourite. One year Alfy gave her Our Mutual Friend: Catherine responded—appropriately?—with Great Expectations. With the onset of puberty, Alfy’s appetite for books and ideas became insatiable, and as his reading began to overtake hers, his enthusiasm was contagious. Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s ‘Aurora Leigh’ was, he assured Katie, not only ‘one of the best poems I have ever read’ but ‘one of the works of the century’, while Tennyson’s ‘Maud’ and ‘Ode to the Duke of Wellington’ were both ‘very fine’. Acquainting himself with Aeschylus and Sophocles, he was ‘very impressed’ by their ‘high degree of merit’; indeed, Aristophanes was ‘much the same as a modern’. George Eliot’s Middlemarch overwhelmed him. She was ‘without doubt the best novelist that ever was or is’, and on Katie’s twenty-fourth birthday he gave her the collected works, ‘beautifully bound’. Even while being amused by his youthful pontifications, she was swept along by his fervour.




    When, at the tender age of sixteen, Alfy began his law studies, it seemed, from the sister’s house-bound perspective, that her dazzling young brother had been catapulted into the wider world. In the select social milieu of the University—a milieu, of course, at this time forbidden to her as a woman—he experienced the liberating excitement of discovering and rehearsing the great intellectual issues of the day. He joined the University Debating Society where he met young men who were to play a part in his life such as Alexander Sutherland, Richard Hodgson, Theodore Fink and Henry Bournes Higgins; and beyond the University there was the Eclectic Society, where he formed important friendships with Arthur Patchett Martin and David Mickle. And, when, through all the hubbub of discussion and argument, he embraced the philosophy of Herbert Spencer, and savoured the then fashionable heresies of Huxley and Darwin, he brought this intoxicating ferment of ideas home with him to Adams Street to share with Katie. Many of his new friends would be brought home, too, and introduced to the family circle, and Catherine joyfully seized this opportunity to extend her own intellectual horizons. Martin and Mickle she first met when accompanying Alfred to the Exhibition; they all walked home together, in the course of which she had a ‘good long chat with Mr Martin’. A few days later he sent her a copy of J. S. Mill’s The Subjection of Women which she read avidly.




    Catherine was also beginning to suspect that her brother was destined to be a writer. When he was not reading he seemed always to be compulsively scribbling away. On her birthday he would salute her with a poem. In 1872, the year of his liberation from school, he produced a particularly ambitious acrostic ‘lay’, which, while humorous in tone, nevertheless suggested the pupil’s image of his tutor:




    

      Certainly crazy Catherine.




      Savagely severe Sarah.




      Darnedly devotional Deakin.




      Catherine




      Come ye rune and help my lay




      A sister’s virtues to display




      Teach me to view with equal eye




      Her virtues nor her faults deny.




      Endowed with many talents rare




      Ready to please and passing fair




      Ingenious, modest,—but stop there




      Not perfect she can always see




      Errors in others how Jeer [sic] good they be.




      Sarah




      Severe she speaks but with good intent




      And for our use—there’s nothing evil meant




      Ready to anger, also to be friends




      And the first ever free to make amends




      Heaven such reprovers occasionally sends.




      Deakin




      Devoted to her music she obtains




      Enchanting melody and wakes such strains




      As holds the listener’s heart in thrall




      Kindred emotions through his bosom bound




      In wild reverberations—the notes fall




      Nothing is heeded now he lives in sound.


    




    The gentle mocking of his sister’s severity and her ability to detect error in others makes for a rather schoolmarmish image, though this is modified by appropriately feminine qualities (she is, after all, ‘passing fair’). The description of her being ‘ready to anger’ suggests that she had inherited something of her father’s temper: if so, she controlled it well. But it is revealing that it is his sister’s devotion to music that provides the climax of the ‘lay’. Of her ‘many talents’ this is the one that commands his greatest admiration—it was also, of course, the particular talent that he lacked. There were, as we shall see, much more serious works flowing from the prolific pen of her brother: it was her ‘privilege’, she said, ‘to be installed as critic, naturally an extremely favourable one’.




    Now that he was six feet tall, and towering over her, it no longer seemed appropriate to call him ‘Alfy’. She accordingly started to concede him the adult dignity of ‘Alfred’, though she would continue to be ‘Kate’ or ‘Katie’ for him. He was a decidedly presentable brother, and his penetration of the outside world made possible for her a social life which she had hitherto lacked. ‘We went out a great deal together and received a great many visitors in a quiet way for croquet and dancing.’ They were both fond of the theatre, and Catherine was ‘delighted’ with Struck Oil, the celebrated play which introduced the American, J. C. Williamson, and his actress wife, Maggie Moore, to Melbourne audiences. There was also William Lyster’s remarkable opera company often in town: she was as ‘delighted’ with Norma, Le Prophète and Princess of Trebizonde as with Williamson’s entertainment. And with the completion of the new music room in 1873 they were able to have dances at Adams Street, with Catherine no doubt providing more than her share of the piano accompaniment. And musical evenings of course: on her twenty-fourth birthday Charles Pearson was among those who called, and they had ‘fifteen songs’ and drank champagne. Nor, of course, were William and Sarah complete homebodies. On at least one occasion Catherine accompanied her parents to the Melbourne Cup.




    Alfred’s enthusiasms tended to permeate the household. When in 1874 he plunged eagerly into spiritualism, Catherine soon followed. For a time they and a few friends had their own seances at Adams Street. They were all surprised when Letty Martin, sister of Alfred’s friend Arthur, and, it seemed, the least likely to be possessed of such a talent, proved ‘the most mediumistic’ of their circle, but the phenomena were ‘merely table moving and occasionally simple messages’. Once, however, some of them thought they saw ‘spirit lights’. And as Alfred’s involvement with the movement increased, the procession of internationally known lecturer-mediums who passed through Melbourne—for there was a kind of lecturing circuit of which the precocious Victorian capital became a part—were often entertained in the Deakin home.




    Victoria had its own mediums of renown. Castlemaine was a veritable hive of spiritualist activity, much of it centering on the Paton household. Mrs Paton had a reputation for formidable manifestations: lévitation, independent writing, hands seen and felt, the movement of furniture in broad daylight. According to her husband, her enthusiastic supporter and, it would seem, entrepreneur, she once levitated one of their children forty feet in the air. Mrs Paton’s sensational phenomena were regularly reported in Melbourne’s spiritualist journal, the Harbinger of Light. Alfred invited her to give a seance at 27 Adams Street. There is no record of any lévitations, but Mr Paton pronounced the sitting ‘most successful’.




    Catherine’s interest in spiritualism and its phenomena matched Alfred’s. She always hoped that she would herself turn out to be ‘mediumistic’, and she was encouraged when one of Melbourne’s established mediums, Mrs Broyer, gave her ‘the cheering news that I have some power by patience and perseverance’. She did not, however, succeed in developing this ‘power’. Nevertheless she attended seances outside the home, both with and without Alfred. Sometimes she received messages for herself or to be passed on to others, sometimes she sought advice. At a sitting with Mrs Broyer, at a time when the well known trance-lecturer, Mrs Emma Hardinge Britton, was in the colonies, ‘Sir John Franklin came, telling me to tell Emma his adopted daughter . . . that he came—he said she would be united with Alf in spiritual work, advised me to place myself in her influence’. Such a message might be seen as the diplomacy of the spirit world, but sometimes things could take a nastier turn. ‘A very strong influence came saying he must warn me of a friend? who (professed) to be a widow, not to allow myself to come under her evil influence.’ Catherine well knew who this ‘friend’ was, and ‘when I said her influence did not come in contact with me so much as with Alfred, he said he would warn him also’. She felt a thrill of almost pleasurable horror as she confessed to her diary that it was ‘thoroughly incredible’.




    Another time she asked about her shoulder which had been troubling her. ‘The Control said it was improving and would gradually disappear as my blood became richer and that if it were operated upon it being connected with some important muscles would cause a kind of paralysis. Then there would be no more playing the piano.’ If she had had any thoughts of an operation, such advice, probably sensible enough, quickly dismissed them.




    The English spiritualist journal, Medium and Daybreak, which Alfred subscribed to, described spiritualism as ‘essentially a domestic institution’. And, indeed, the seance was often a family affair, while even outside the home it remained an intimate gathering, its success seen as dependent upon the harmony of the circle. For Catherine spiritualism was something she shared with Alfred: it enriched their relationship of trust and affection.




    How William and Sarah reacted to the table rappings in the parlour, and to the visits of the celebrity mediums, is less clear. William took part in the seance for Mrs Paton; Sarah almost certainly preferred to be in the kitchen looking to the supper. Generally both chose not to involve themselves: but then William was not by nature a participant, and Sarah even less so. Neither was superstitious or credulous, and the story of William’s encounter with the fortune teller was all the more memorable for being the only such experience he had to report. They did not share the fashionable enthusiasm for spiritualism, but welcomed the friends of Alfred and Katie to their house and watched over their activities with a benevolent, if, at times, one suspects, a bemused eye. Their children were native-born colonials while they remained immigrants: and their children had enjoyed the benefits of an education which gave them greater confidence to embrace the values of cultural refinement. William and Sarah might have been tempted to feel that Alfred and Katie were growing away from them, were it not for the reassuring commitment both their children continued to make to the small, close-knit family.




    Catherine’s brief reminiscences, written at the age of seventy for her brother’s first biographer, Walter Murdoch, suggest that these years, the years of her young womanhood, were a happy time—a time when she and Alfred Vent out a great deal together and received a great many visitors in a quiet way’. And so, at one level, they were. There is, however, another story to tell.




    When she was in her fifties, Aunt Katie was once reminded of Valentine’s Day, which had by then gone out of fashion. She recalled to her niece, Ivy, who was soon to be married, the old custom:




    

      No one [now] takes notice of it, but when I was a girl there was a great exchange of Valentines, the poor postman was loaded as he is now at Xmastime. I think I have shown you the one or two I still have left. Sentimental poems got up in elaborate settings of gold and lace paper they used chiefly to be, but when there was especial feeling, gloves or scent would be sent, sometimes flowers.


    




    She was twenty-one when she received her first Valentine, and she was ‘especially surprised’; it came with a pair of white kid gloves and some poetry, so, by her own estimate, ‘there was especial feeling’. Part of the frisson of the Valentine was the mask of anonymity, and as far as her diary was concerned Catherine could not imagine who the admirer was. There were to be other admirers, though by the time Alfred was seventeen he was scoring three Valentines to her one.




    Among those known to her, and who may have sent her a Valentine, was Alfy’s most memorable teacher at Melbourne Grammar, J. H. Thompson. Thompson was a commanding figure: six foot tall, ‘handsome as Apollo’, ‘a voice like a bugle’ yet with beautiful, almost feminine eyes. Young Alfy ‘loved and worshipped him’; indeed Thompson ‘could have made me do anything or be anything within my compass had he known his power’. But this teacher had no favourites, not even the precociously talented boy, Deakin.




    When Alfy left school, he maintained a social acquaintance with his old schoolmaster, introducing him to the family circle. Katie noted in her diary when she ‘spoke to Mr Thompson’ at the Boat Race (Melbourne Grammar lost unfortunately); and when he walked part of the way home with them, reading Macaulay aloud. It was even more exciting when, at a break-up party at her old school, she danced a Highland Schottische with him. She was correspondingly disappointed when he declined an invitation to one of their dances at Adams Street. It was vexing, too, when, Catherine having gone to town with her mother, Mr Thompson should call in their absence.




    Thompson, so the story goes, was attracted to Catherine, but, perhaps struck by the closeness of the little family, was uncertain as to his prospects. Who better to consult than Alfred, now very much the young man of poise and promise, and whom he knew to be on intimate terms with his sister. So the nervous schoolteacher, now cast as the supplicant rather than the law giver, sheepishly asked his former pupil whether he thought Katie would entertain a suit from him. Alfred, for whatever reasons, was not encouraging.




    It so happened that at this time Catherine was giving more thought to the needs of a career. When Charles Pearson dropped in on her twenty-fourth birthday celebration, he was lecturing in history and political economy at the University, but a few months later he was appointed the founding headmaster of the new Presbyterian Ladies’ College, which was launched with the aim of providing girls with an education comparable to that of the leading boys’ colleges. Pearson believed in the higher education of women, and he therefore intended to prepare suitable girls for the matriculation examination, even though they could not proceed to the University. Appropriately, ordinary school lessons were to be supplemented by lectures. In the first few years afternoon lectures were also given ‘for the convenience of ladies who have left School, but desire to carry on their education, or of those who propose to go out as governesses’.




    The lot of the governess did not appeal to Katie, but she took the opportunity offered by the new college to enrol as a mature student with a view to sitting for the matriculation examination. She attended the lectures designed for that purpose, but may not have taken her place in the classroom. On 10 April 1875, when already engaged in her studies, she wrote in her diary, carefully underlining the entry, ‘J. H. Thompson married’.




    At the end of the year Catherine matriculated with credits in French and English, and, indeed, was the college’s only successful candidate. There was a disappointment, however: she had failed History. Pearson was puzzled, though he noted that ‘the paper was a peculiar one and proved fatal to a great many’; he also wondered whether she had ‘overworked’ herself a little before going in. The results nevertheless were good enough for Pearson to invite her to join the staff in 1876. It was only a temporary-appointment, but he held out the prospect that it might lead to something better. In 1877, however, Pearson gave up the headmastership to make his first foray into politics, and under the new regime the appointment of an English Master deprived her of her favourite teaching area. This was no reflection on her management of the English classes, she was assured, and her position at the College would not be affected, ‘except in regard to the classes you have to teach, at least to the end of the year’. In December Catherine was ‘obliged’ to leave the College: either her appointment had not been renewed, or she felt her position, with the ‘Master’ appointed over her head, to be untenable.




    The reference Pearson wrote for Catherine described her as competent to give instruction in English, French, History and Arithmetic. ‘She knows what she has learned very thoroughly,’ he wrote, and she was ‘a good disciplinarian’. He had owed much to her ‘moral influence’ in the College. A letter from the College complimented her on ‘the regularity and efficiency’ of her teaching. Thoroughness, regularity, efficiency: was it that flair and enthusiasm were not the qualities looked for in a young female schoolteacher, or was there a sense of strain as Catherine Deakin tried to establish her professional credentials? What we do know is that her departure from PLC was a profoundly upsetting experience. Suffering from ‘melancholy’ and ‘agonized sleeplessness’, she sought the comfort of the seance. The spirits did their best to reassure her. According to ‘1st control’, Katie noted in her diary, ‘it was more providential than I knew my being obliged to leave the College, for the mixed magnetism there was very injurious to my physical and spiritual development and that now both body and spirit were gaining in strength’. She was able, with Pearson’s assistance, to secure an appointment at Corea Ladies’ College, Brighton, but clearly her failure to establish herself at PLC struck a blow at her confidence and self esteem.




    In the meantime she was also pursuing her music studies at the Melbourne School of Music from which she emerged with a certificate of excellence in Piano, Harmony and Teaching. In 1879 she performed in her first concert at the School, playing three of the Brahms Hungarian Dances. Those who heard her over the years agreed that she was not just a competent pianist but a highly accomplished musician who could, as her nephew Rohan Rivett recalled, play ‘all the classical masters with effortless grace’. She was, indeed, good enough to give serious consideration to a career as a pianist, a daunting prospect for any woman at a time when there was thought to be something unladylike about performing before the public as a professional. She consulted her friend Ada Gresham about her hopes and anxieties. Ada counselled caution:




    

      If you wish or intend to be professional go on, but if you do not then certainly don’t harass yourself with it. I know just how dreadful the strain must be to you and you must suffer much more than you really ought to bear . . . I have always felt that your music ought to be a source of greater contentment and happiness to you than it is.


    




    It was as if music, which should have been her greatest joy, taunted her with the mirage of a career. She did not quite have the courage—nor, perhaps, the support—to take the plunge. Alfred, one suspects, would have counselled against it, citing her health as a concern. As with so many frustrated performers, she was left with the prospect of teaching others; first at the Melbourne School of Music for two years, and then privately at home.




    As the age of thirty beckoned, and as Catherine came to terms with her shabby-genteel fate, it seemed as if her life had settled into a groove. It was not without its compensations. There was a comfortable home with loving parents. She had her attractive bachelor brother, and the sociable life he extended to her. And she also had a circle of women friends, who played an increasingly important part in her life. Ada Gresham, to whom she opened her heart about life and music, was the closest of these, and it was a great wrench when in 1881 she went to live in New Zealand. This separation dramatised their friendship and made them both appreciate its value. ‘I had a “frightful” fit of wishing to see you and miss you and love you very much,’ Ada wrote. ‘Somehow or other you are not only the friend of my heart but also of my mind.’ For Catherine Ada was to be a lifelong friend and confidante. There were, after all, things she could talk about with Ada, feelings she could confess, that she could not possibly broach with Alfred. Her dependence on these relationships, within and beyond the family, implied a growing acceptance of her spinsterhood. Her youth had gone.




    There is, however, a coda—and a question.




    One day Alfred learnt, to his consternation, that his sister had been fonder of Thompson than he had realised, and that she would have accepted a proposal of marriage from him. We do not know in what circumstances Catherine told him this: it might have been when the news of Thompson’s impending marriage reached them; it might equally have been some years after the event, a casual remark about what might have been, made with a laugh and a sigh. We do not even know if Alfred then confessed what he had done, though it would have been unlike him not to have come clean.




    The question is: why had he done it? Why had he, without consulting her, presumed to speak on his sister’s behalf?




    He was young of course, no more than eighteen or nineteen. He was by nature impetuous, even, as a child, a ‘chatterer’: he may have hastily responded to Thompson’s diffident query without fully appreciating the responsibility he was taking upon himself. It is possible that he had misinterpreted something Katie had said: she might have given him the impression that marriage was not high on her scale of priorities. She was, by his own description, ‘proud and sensitive’, the kind of young woman who would not care to appear to be on the marriage market.




    One can surmise, too, the kinds of reasons he might have supposed his sister to have had for ruling out marriage. In the light of her reputation for ill health and physical frailty, child bearing might not have been thought advisable. But perhaps even more significantly, she was the only daughter of the family. In larger families it was often the accepted lot of the last remaining unmarried daughter to look after her parents, becoming, as it were, their housekeeper. Given the strength of their family ties Alfred may have assumed that Katie had, as a matter of course, embraced such a destiny.




    The family legend was that Thompson was the great attachment of Catherine’s life. Given her brother’s sensitivity about the matter, it would seem that she herself must have been chiefly responsible for giving life to the legend. Certainly her recalling Valentines to her niece Ivy seems partly motivated by a spinster’s pride: she needed to make clear that she had not been without admirers, and that her life had not been devoid of love.




    There is no evidence that she ever reproached her brother for his intervention, let alone that she bore any malice toward him. On the contrary, this twist of fate served to reinforce her commitment to their relationship. That ringing cry from old age—‘I worshipped the baby as I have the man during all our lives’—is deliberately unequivocal.




    More than ever they were bound together. More than ever they were the only sister and the only brother.




    It is important to begin this story with Catherine, not simply because she is the oldest of the three principal characters, but because it needs to be established at the outset that this is not just another biography of Alfred Deakin. In this story Catherine and Pattie have equal rights with Alfred, it is my intention to give each in turn the chance to speak, so that the individuality of each voice and the separateness of each life help to structure the narrative.




    It will be difficult, however, to prevent Alfred commandeering the story. Because he became a public figure, and because he quickly graduated as head of the family, its other members increasingly constructed their lives around his. Catherine feels no need to present her own childhood to us. When she pens her ‘reminiscences’ of ‘A.D.’ for Walter Murdoch, she does tell us something of her childhood but only for its relevance to his.




    The first third of Catherine’s life, from birth to the onset of spinsterhood, can only be reconstructed from fragments: from the information about their parents which both Catherine and Alfred (but chiefly Alfred) supply; from her reminscences of ‘A.D.’; from her brief diaries from 1866 to 1878; and from the few letters which survive from this period. Alfred’s own autobiographical notes offer an interesting perspective on his sister, but the perspective is necessarily that of a younger brother. The house at 27 Adams Street itself has long since vanished. Where it stood there is now a suave little art deco block of flats, while its backyard has been absorbed into the Melbourne Synagogue site. An elm tree is a solitary survivor.




    The narrative has attempted to disguise the poverty of its sources, but at times has been forced to confess its uncertainty. But even where it proceeds with an air of confidence, appearances can be deceptive. Sometimes the unanswered questions are simply ignored; sometimes a liberty is taken in the interpretation of evidence.




    Take, for example, the apparently harmless little incident of Alfy’s pram. Catherine does not actually say that she was responsible for the accident. Indeed, her wording is quite curious: she describes how the nurse would take them to the paddock-like Fitzroy Gardens ‘with a gully running through it, into which Alfred was once pitched out of his perambulator giving me a great fright’. It is as if the act has no author at all, yet the ‘great fright’ it gave her suggests that the fault was hers; and it is hard to imagine that the nurse would have managed the pram so carelessly.




    Why use this incident at all? Is there some hidden importance which I am attaching to it?




    It is suggestive, of course, that this incident should find a place in Catherine’s brief reminiscences of her brother’s childhood: it comes very soon after her opening disclaimer of any jealousy towards him. Is it not tempting to see a significance in the way in which the adult Catherine has managed, even without realising it, to submerge or disguise young Katie’s ambivalence to her baby brother? How often do we see an older child enjoying the role of ‘looking after’ a younger sibling, yet simultaneously toying with the idea of inflicting punishment or pain? The ‘great fright’ seems like the guilt induced by the realisation of the injury to Alfy she might have intended. Of course my narrative has surreptitiously hinted at this by remarking that Alfy proved indestructible, which, while it suggests the retrospective aura of destiny surrounding the baby in the pram, also ironically implies an intention on Katie’s part to ‘destroy’ her little brother.




    If such a device is cheating, then the despatch of four-year-old Alfy to the school at Kyneton raises a similar problem. The narrative unashamedly attributes to Katie the idea of Alfy joining her at the school, but Catherine’s account has the two Misses Thompson persuading William and Sarah to give them the care of the prodigy. Whatever role the two teachers played (and Catherine does not in fact tell us how the idea originated) it is easy to imagine Katie seizing the opportunity to recover her baby brother; and at the very least her enthusiasm for the project must have been necessary for its implementation. This stretching of the evidence seemed justified by the need, given limited resources, to imagine Catherine’s childhood.




    But the episode also raises a number of questions which the narrative has totally ignored. It seems extraordinary, for example, that Sarah, the loving mother, should have ceded the care of both her young children to the country school. The justification was the concern for their health, but is it possible that Sarah’s well being was also a consideration? While she was remembered as being ‘always healthy’, it is notable that she and William produced only two children, at a time when much larger families were the norm. It is reasonable to suppose that the six-year interval between Catherine and Alfred was not planned, and that there may well have been intervening miscarriages; and unless, for some reason, sexual relations between William and Sarah were terminated with the birth of Alfred, it is a matter for speculation whether there were further miscarriages. If these were difficult years for Sarah, this might well have contributed to the decisión to send the four-year old Alfy to Kyneton. Perhaps he was initially sent at a time of crisis, and, the experiment proving a success, it was then extended.




    This draws attention to the silence of William and Sarah in the narrative. We can only hear their voices through the filter of their children’s recollections. We will see a little of them as the years go by, but Sarah as a young woman remains a particularly elusive figure. When she died, Catherine described her as ‘the perfect mother’. For what reasons would the perfect mother have given up, if only for a time, her two children? Sarah’s much remarked-upon abilities as a housekeeper—and gardener—seem almost a mask which she assumes for the benefit of husband and children. Wherever she was, ‘taste, order, comfort discipline and quiet reigned’; yet, according to her son, ‘she was the last to suspect her own efficiency’. Something, one senses, is being held back, as much from them as from us.




    However, the greatest liberty I have taken is with the identity of Catherine’s suitor. There is an aura of mystery surrounding this crucial event. The essential outlines of the episode are given by J. A. La Nauze in his 1965 biography of Deakin. Noting how in his fifties Alfred still felt ‘in-appeasable shame and regret’ for something he had done years ago, La Nauze speculated as to what this action might have been:




    

      As a young man he was consulted, by one well known to himself and his sister, about her likely attitude to a proposal of marriage. Without in turn consulting her, he took it on himself firmly to discourage it. The would-be suitor in time married another; only later did Deakin learn that his beloved sister would happily have accepted the proposal. Was there here sufficient ground for ‘inappeasable shame and regret’?


    




    La Nauze cites no authority for this; nor does he identify the suitor. But his account allows little room for doubt, and it must be assumed that his source was the family: all three Deakin daughters, Ivy, Stella and Vera, were still alive when he wrote.




    Many years ago, when I was researching the life of H. B. Higgins, who saw a good deal of both Alfred and Catherine in the 1870s, I wondered whether, by any chance, he had been the suitor. I wrote to Professor La Nauze with this enquiry, but he did not reply, and learning of his declining health I did not pursue the matter. Thus the opportunity to learn from La Nauze who the suitor had been was lost.




    When it was my turn to approach the descendants of Alfred and Pattie, I spoke to members of the next generation. I was offered the story of Aunt Katies ‘tragic love affair’ with Mr Thompson: that she had fallen ‘madly in love with him and hoped that he was going to propose and then suddenly he got engaged to somebody else’, and that ‘she’d had a yen for him all of her life’. I assumed that this neatly solved the mystery, but was taken aback to learn that this generation knew nothing of Alfred’s role in deflecting the suitor. In their version it was a simple case of Aunt Katie’s unrequited love.




    It must be admitted that there are other potential candidates for the role of the mystery suitor. For several years a Mr Strong features in Katie’s diary as a caller, and he was particularly prominent at the time of her first Valentine with the white kid gloves. However in October 1874 an entry, ‘Mr Strong came in evening’ carries the later pencilled-in addition, ‘must be last visit’. In December she notes, ‘heard of Mr Strong’s engagement’.




    Alfred’s university friend, Richard Hodgson, although he did not pursue Catherine, and did not see himself as being in love with her, nevertheless confessed some years later to having a ‘great regard for her, which may be tinged with something deeper’. They had been, he thought, in many ways suited to each other; looking back a little wistfully, he wondered whether ‘the deepest love is not necessarily “love at first sight’”.




    Another friend of her brother’s, David Mickle, does, however, turn up from time to time in Catherine’s diary. Many years later, Mickle’s son wrote to the sixty-eight-year-old Catherine on the occasion of his father’s death, ‘more on a sudden impulse than for any set reason’, to let her know that his father had been ‘passionately fond of you, but regarded you as something altogether too good for him and a long, long way beyond his reach’. (Later, in an autobiographical book, Alan Mickle went even further in describing his father as having been ‘passionately in love with the sister of a great friend of his’.) Catherine drafted a reply which was deeply appreciative of ‘the impulse which led you to share with me a confidence which is sacred’: she returned the compliment by saying that her ‘admiration and respect [for his father] were always much deeper than he suspected’. The words, however, seem carefully chosen: they do not suggest that Katie had yearned for David Mickle. Yet even to know that she had this passionate admirer—and had attracted the attention of Strong and Hodgson—might subtly alter our perception of ‘the main game’, the relationship with the Apollo of Melbourne Grammar.




    Given the tell-tale underlining of ‘J. H. Thompson married’ in her diary, and given family oral tradition, he must, for the moment, remain the prime suspect for the mystery suitor; and, it must be said, he is dramatically the most suitable candidate. It is also significant that in her account of Alfred’s childhood she studiously avoids mentioning Thompson, though she clearly knew of her brother’s devotion to him. But the failure to pin down the precise source of La Nauze’s apparently authoritative story is tantalising. The Deakin Papers in the National Library of Australia are a vast collection, and every time I revisit them I wonder if there is some vital clue that I have missed: as if I might turn a page and suddenly recognise Katie’s suitor, his name disguised perhaps, as in the acrostic lay Alfred addressed to his sister.




    Catherine’s silence about her brother’s intervention is even more baffling. If there was hurt and anger she is not going to let us see them. On just one occasion she notes in her diary, ‘I very vexed with his manner to me’, but while it is perhaps reassuring that she could articulate her annoyance (in later years this would be all but impossible) there is no context to suggest that this was anything more than the usual family skirmish.




    Sometimes the young Katie’s cryptic entries tempt one to imagine that one has a momentary glimpse of the drama being played out. Her account of ‘Mrs Alexander’s breaking up’ actually reads: ‘Alf a long talk with J. H. T. I danced Highland Scottische with him.’ What was this long talk all about? Why should Katie note it? Was it just pleasure at seeing her brother and his former teacher chatting so amiably, or did she suspect—hope?—that they were talking about her? A month later Thompson declined an invitation to the Deakins’ dance. On the other hand is it likely that Thompson would have broached so serious a subject in the midst of a gathering attended by two hundred people? And, it must be said, Thompson does not feature often enough in Katie’s diary to suggest that he was ever on the verge of proposing; but this is not to say that he did not consult Alfred concerning his prospects should he more formally court his sister.




    What is significant is that the news of the attachments elsewhere of both Strong and Thompson coincides with Catherine giving more serious attention to the needs of a career. The trauma associated with her departure from PLC at the end of 1877, and her failure to take up the challenge of a musical career, were all the more poignant in so far as love and romance had by then receded from her life. When, in early 1878, she turned to Mrs Broyer’s seance circle, there is a sense of personal crisis. The spirit Lily seemed to offer the most suggestive comfort. ‘She sympathised with me—wanted to write a poem thro’ Alf for me to set to music’ And, at the second seance, ‘dear Lily’ came again—‘said she grieved to see me so sad about this disagreeable news and said her father wanted to speak to Alf for he could not often approach now’. On both occasions Alfred was the key. Most revealing is Lily’s evocation of the healing power of the partnership between brother and sister, the partnership of words and music. He would (with Lily’s inspiration) provide the text: she would give it emotional meaning.




    It is precisely at this point that Catherine loses interest in her diary, which she does not appear to resume for another twelve years. It was as if, for the moment, there was nothing more to be said.




    Perhaps Catherine was reconciling herself to the silent ordeal of self-sacrifice: perhaps she found herself in a position in which there was no alternative but to worship her brother. He had, after all, appropriated to himself power over her life and happiness.
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