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For Axel and Alison Clark
Who gave me much


 

 

A new demesne for Mammon to infest?

 

Or lurks millennial Eden ’neath your face?

Bernard O’Dowd, ‘Australia’

 

 

So Ginger Mick ’e’s mizzled to the war;

 

Joy in ’is ’eart, an’ wild dreams in ’is brain;

C. J. Dennis, ‘The Call of Stoush’


PREFACE

THIS VOLUME attempts to tell the story of what happened to Australia between January 1888 and December 1915. It begins at a moment of confidence: it ends with the hopes and ideals of that time cast to the winds. I have used Henry Lawson and Alfred Deakin as two of the narrators, because their personal tragedies corresponded with the tragedy of what happened to the people at large. At a point in the narrative Alfred Deakin begins to be referred to as Mr Deakin. I hope the reason for this emerges from the description of what happened to the public man, and what happened to the private man. The tragedies of Lawson and Deakin are the tragedies of Australia writ large.

If a sixth volume is ever written it will include accounts of Australia’s Top End, Australia’s role as a colonial power in New Guinea and other topics thinly described in this volume. This volume has a unity of its own.

At what might be the end of a long journey I would like to thank those who gave me some of the strength to start and keep going. There were the early encouragers such as my mother and my father, Marge Thomson, Richard Penrose Franklin and Max Crawford. There were those who stood firm when the world rocked such as Bede Nairn, Laurie Gardiner, Allan Martin, Barbara Penny, Don Baker, David Campbell, Frank Sheehan, Lyndall Ryan, John Ryan, Keith Hancock, Patrick White, Ian Turner, Deirdre Morris, Suzanne Welborn, Bruce Grant, Dick Southern, Geoffrey Blainey, Ian Hancock, John Ritchie, Ann Moyal, Anthony Proust, John Legge, Heather Radi, Shirley Bradley, Paddy Maughan, Hector Kinloch, Geoffrey Bolton, Portia Robinson, Michael and Margot Roe, Michael McKernan, Geoffrey Fairbairn, George Shaw, Chris Penders, John Eddy, ‘Plugger’ Bennell, Joan Crawcour, Beverley Hooper and Rima Rossall.

Elizabeth Cham, Janet Willis and Pat Dobrez helped in all sorts of ways with the writing of this volume.

I have a huge debt to my wife, who gave generously of her great talents as a translator, editress and critic. Had those roles been performed by any other than she then the cries of outrage and protest would have been louder. I have often taken comfort from the reply Henry James made to H. G. Wells: ‘Of course for myself I live, live intensely and am fed by life, and my value, whatever it be, is in my own kind of expression of that. Therefore I am pulled up by the fact that for you my kind (my sort of sense of expression and sort of sense of life alike) doesn’t exist’.

I gave what I had. No one is more aware of the inadequacies of the performance than the writer of the five volumes. No matter how hard anyone tried, no matter what their gifts, they would always feel dissatisfied with their attempts to match the majesty of the themes. The story of Australia will probably always elude its narrators.

Manning Clark
3 March 1981
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FRIENDS OF MAMMON AND PROPHETS OF EDEN

IN JANUARY 1888 the people of Australia prepared to celebrate the centenary of British colonization. By then the population of the six Australian colonies had increased from nearly one thousand in 1788 to almost three million in 1888. In the same period the number of Aborigines declined from 251 000 in 1788 to approximately 67 000 in 1888. But their fate formed no part of the centenary celebrations. They were a race doomed to disappear off the face of the earth. The celebrations were to mark British achievement—the establishment of law and order where hitherto there had been barbarism, the material progress from a sheep-walk to a country where 36 per cent of the population lived in cities, and a people who enjoyed the benefits of liberty under the law.1

The celebrations began with the unveiling of a statue of Queen Victoria by the Governor of New South Wales, Lord Carrington. On 24 January 1888 a huge crowd gathered at the junction of King and Macquarie streets in Sydney to hear Lord Carrington tell the assembled multitude the Queen’s statue would remind generations to come of Australian veneration and respect for the constitution of the greatest confederation in the world, the British Empire. An English nobleman was instructing Australians on what to believe. In a speech of uncharacteristic brevity Sir Henry Parkes, the Premier of New South Wales, took up the same theme. For Parkes, the statesman of an Australian colony, England’s name was ‘the magic still’. British institutions ensured the survival of what they all understood by civilization, the pursuit of material well-being and the freedom of the individual.

Parkes had good reason to put his talents as a public speaker and his charisma as a leader of men to the defence of the colonial bourgeoisie and the imperial connection. He was to turn seventy-three that year. He wore on his face the look of one who knew the price a man paid in the Australian colonies for being enslaved to the bitch goddess of success and the goddess of respectability. In return for his public services a grateful bourgeoisie in Sydney had twice rescued him from bankruptcy. In 1877 Her Majesty had conferred on him a knighthood. On the eve of the celebrations Lord Carrington had advised him of Her Majesty’s intention to confer on him the Grand Cross of the Order of St Michael and St George, a distinction no other Australian politician had received. For Parkes this was ‘very important business’. ‘It was fine’, he told his daughter Annie on 19 or 20 January 1888, ‘for this to be done after news of my misfortunes had reached England’. Vanity and the purse strings were binding the one-time Chartist more and more firmly to the role of defender of rank, privilege and the imperial tie.

On that day when the leaders of the people might have held up a vision splendid, an idea of glory for the inhabitants of the ancient continent, the Premier of New South Wales went into ecstasies on the graciousness of their Sovereign and her brilliant qualities as a woman. Instead of talking of the achievements of Australians Parkes extolled the work of Queen Victoria in building up a great free nation, where all men were equal. Instead of quoting from the poetry of Henry Kendall or Adam Lindsay Gordon on the Australian scene, he recited a poem of his own to remind his listeners of all the benefits colonials had received at the hands of Queen Victoria. He had once made so bold as to call their beloved Queen the ‘Protectress of the Free’! He called on all those present, British immigrants, or the descendants of British immigrants, all those beneficiaries of colonial affluence, to join with him in thanking their Queen for the great benefits they had received at her hands. The friends of Mammon complied: shouts of approval rent the air.

Then anyone who was anyone in Sydney proceeded to Government House for a garden party. There a Prince of the Roman Catholic Church, the Cardinal Archbishop of Sydney, Patrick Francis Moran, one of Ireland’s great native sons, a man with the image of Christ in his heart, as well as a hope that Christ had a better opinion of Irishmen than his Vicar on earth seemed to entertain, cracked jokes with the members of the Protestant ascendancy. A man who had been taught to think of the English as a people who had turned the most beautiful island on God’s earth into a land of skulls bowed his head and shook the hand of the representative of the Queen. So did another Prince of the Church, Alfred Barry, Church of England Bishop of Sydney and Primate of Australia since the beginning of 1884. He was known in Sydney as the one who had replaced his master’s ‘Feed my sheep’ by the somewhat callous precept: ‘I never give money away in the streets’. He, too, bowed the head reverently in the presence of the vice-regent of the Queen-Empress.

The Grand-Duke Alexis of Russia attended as the representative of the Czar of all the Russians. The Earl of Carnarvon was also there. The locals liked that as an outward and visible sign of the importance the titled nobility of the Mother Country attached to high society in the Australian colonies. Sir Henry Parkes looked immensely proud of the sash of his new imperial order worn aslant his ample bosom. The consuls of foreign powers chatted affably with the leaders of the Christian churches. The ladies of Sydney society sipped their tea and munched their cakes as though what was happening on the lawns of Government House that day in Sydney was not all that very far removed from the way their Saviour had taught them to behave.

The ladies of high society were dressed in the fashions of the day, their diamond rings, brooches and strings of costly pearls being one of their ways of evincing their loyalty to their Queen. They fussed around Lady Carrington with the single-mindedness of those serving the queen bee of the hive. It was one of those topsy-turvy gatherings similar to all Government House social occasions in Sydney since the Emancipists first rubbed shoulders with the Exclusives in the days when the convict servants of Governor Macquarie had served drinks to the members of the ancient nobility of New South Wales. Women had squeezed themselves into such tight dresses that anyone standing near a symmetrical looking girl could hear a distinct creaking like that of a tight horse harness. Lady Carrington, known cheekily to the Bulletin as Lady Lily, smiled as sweetly to the over-dressed daughters of the butchers and bakers as she did to the grand-duke and the earl. A woman from the bush shook Lady Lily warmly by the hand saying she‘ ’oped she was keeping ’earty’, while the ladies of drawing room society of Sydney sniggered and nodded to each other with one of their ‘What did I tell you?’ looks. Like all Australian attempts at pomp, ceremony and elegance the proceedings partook of the character of a farce rather than an imitation of English high society in the antipodes.2

On 22 January, the Sunday before the pageants began, services were held in all the churches to render thanks to Almighty God for the great benefits the European inhabitants of Australia had received at His hands. In the Cathedral Church of St Andrew in Sydney, Alfred Barry preached the centennial sermon. Ever since his enthronement in 1884 Barry had striven to assimilate the practices of his church to those followed in English cathedrals. In 1885 he had begun a cathedral school for the training of choir boys to bring the cathedral service into closer proximity to that of an English cathedral. He had commissioned a representation of a Christ-figure on the cross for the reredos, only to be accused of encouraging superstition in the minds of the Anglicans of Sydney. In a crowded cathedral on that Sunday he told the dearly beloved brethren who had assembled together in the sight of God that every great nation was a chosen people of God. They had been chosen to act as trustees of God’s blessings for humanity. Thanks to their English ancestors they had won their battle for freedom. Now they must take care lest liberty become undisciplined and degenerate into licence, that most dangerous condition in which men were held in bondage to their own lust and their passions. The English institutions they had inherited, the monarchy, the parliament, and the respect for law and order, stood between them and the barbarism of social anarchy. Their God, he reminded them, was omnipotent: man was insignificant. The littleness of man was felt in ‘the overwhelming vastness’ of their ‘untrodden bush and uninhabited plain’.3

Not everyone shared this vision of Australia as a country for transplanted Britons. To the Bulletin the Church of England in Australia had the same besetting weaknesses as the mother church in England: the members of that church followed the example set by their leader, the Archbishop of Canterbury, who claimed to be a meek and lowly Apostle, the least of the little ones, but had a penchant for giving garden parties to dukes and duchesses. As for Parkes, in the eyes of the Bulletin he was still the ‘great Hi-Ham’ who was being kept afloat with cash advances from the bourgeoisie of New South Wales. Week after week the Bulletin ridiculed him as ‘Sir ’Enery Porkes, Commander of St Muckall and St Gorge’, the man who posed as a high-minded believer in New South Wales as the mother of civilization in this part of the world, but disgraced public life by abusing his enemies with the language used in the days when drunken lags raged through the streets of Sydney, calling one man a ‘mole-eyed monstrosity’, another ‘a craven-spirited, poodle-headed, creeping creature’ and yet another a ‘withered tarantula’.4

Australia was young and innocent: England was old and corrupt, said the Bulletin. Australians should be on their guard lest cunning imperialists degraded their country to the level of an outlying English province. The imperialists were trying to seduce Australians with a medal which ranked a little higher than the medal conferred upon a Cochin-China rooster at a country hog exhibition, into supporting a scheme of defence which would place Australia at the mercy of a foreign fleet commanded by a foreign admiral. Australians should not squirm and grovel to a foreign power twelve thousand miles away for such distinctions. Australians should learn the truth about monarchs. Monarchs, the Bulletin informed its readers, were ‘rather inferior to the average man’. These young men born into the English royal family were characterized by vacuous faces and slanting foreheads. Australians should wake up to the fact that at the centenary celebrations speakers who were almost all foreigners had spoken not about Australia but about a little island in the North Sea. Australians should learn the truth about their history. In an endeavour to teach them the truth the Bulletin began on 12 November 1877 a series of articles on the History of Botany Bay, subsequently published in 1888 as the Illustrated History of Botany Bay in which the villainy and cruelty of the English governing classes were crudely portrayed.5

In the eyes of the Bulletin the besetting sin of the English imperialists was their use of the resources of their vast dominions in the defence of an immoral social order. Under the existing social order noble lords danced at state balls and lavished laces and jewels on their women. Men who belonged to the first families in New South Wales got so beastly drunk in fashionable clubs that they whooped and encouraged riots and uproar until they fell unconscious into a street gutter where they lay in their own vomit. Such men had the effrontery to encourage Australians to continue a servile imitation of English conventions and behaviour in public life and to indulge in a ‘toadying worship’ of those very Englishmen whose presence in the colony in the leading positions in church and state cut off most ‘local possibilities of advancement’. Englishmen were the colonial governors, the bishops, judges, bankers, directors, professors and head-masters of those independent schools where the future governing classes of the Australian colonies were being educated. At the same time the poor all over the world were becoming a little poorer and a little hungrier and more desperate than before. A time was coming when the poor would no longer be prepared to sell their labour so that the rich might wallow in their sensual sties. Already periodic fitful battles between Capital and Labour foreshadowed a showdown between the two. That great battle in Australia was yet to come. But on what Australian society would be like after the native born had killed the giant of British Philistinism the Bulletin, rather like Middleton’s Rouseabout, hadn’t any opinions, hadn’t any ideas.6

An Australia quite different from the one so dear to the heart of the British Philistines was beginning to take shape in the mind of the young Henry Lawson. He had come down to the great city of Sydney in 1883 an innocent boy, after sixteen years in the Australian bush. In Sydney, under the influence of Tommy Walker and what he called a ‘host of Yankee free thought and socialistic lectures’, he dreamed of dying on the barricades to the roar of the Marseillaise for the ‘Young Australian Republic’. A drought-born and bush-bred boy, a sensitive vulnerable young man with the body of a man and the mind of a woman, who had slaved in a factory amongst Sydney larrikins, embraced enthusiastically the promise of a happy issue out of all such afflictions in a red republic. The sons of the south, he wrote, have to decide between:

 

The Old Dead Tree and the Young Tree Green,
The Land that belongs to the lord and Queen,
And the Land that belongs to you.

Few though they were in numbers in 1887 the Sons of the South would soon swell to a vast army:

 

And free from the wrongs of the North and Past
The land that belongs to you.

In poems such as ‘Hymn of the Reformers’ (1889), ‘The Army of the Rear’ (1888) and ‘Faces in the Street’ (1888), he called on Australians to rout with tongue and with pen and sword the tyrants of earth. He expressed sympathy with the poor and the downtrodden, all the creatures whom God and man seemed to have forgotten. The people, he said, had asked for bread for too long: now they were clutching for steel. Sydney and all the cities of Australia were about to feel ‘Red Revolution’s feet’. Australian honour and interests, he said, had been sold ‘right and left for Mammon’. He wanted Australian school children to develop a spirit ‘totally at variance with the wishes of Australian groveldom’. He sorrowed for the owners of those faces in the street, those ‘sallow, sunken faces that are drifting through the street’. He believed a bloody revolution was the only way to improve the lot of the people. The warning pen, he said, would write in vain; the warning voice would grow hoarse. The time for moral suasion was past. In opposition to the friends of Mammon, Henry Lawson had dreamed the great dream of Eden in Australia after the cleansing fire of revolution. But Henry Lawson did not know who would lead such a revolution, or what sort of society they would build or what human life would be like after the revolution. His role was to supply the memorable words. But on what that world would be, like one of his own characters, he too ‘hadn’t any opinions, hadn’t any ideas’.7

Up in Brisbane on 19 November 1887 William Lane had professed a similar faith in the first issue of the Boomerang. Here in Australia, he had declared, human society would develop itself. The yet unanswered riddles of the sphinx would be finally solved. ‘We are for this Australia’, he wrote, ‘for the nationality that is creeping to the verge of being, for the progressive people that is just plucking aside the curtain that veils its fate’. Australia was about to lead the world into a new future for humanity. Everywhere there were signs and portents of a new day. Many things bothered Lane. He wanted to know why some of God’s children starved, why self-sacrifice drove women into harlotry, why the child of the gutter ended in gaol, and why corruption infected humanity. What the new society would be like, how it would come to be and how it would be governed—of this he had only the vaguest ideas.

Like the young Lawson, Lane believed in mateship. Being mates was sharing one purse, or being able to kiss a prostitute on the cheek chastely, it being clearly understood that Australian mateship was not to be confounded with sensual lust, or the free love occasionally recommended by Annie Besant in the pages of the Republican. William Lane had the moral rectitude of a Pharisee. He held no ideas on the origins of inequality in society. He did not pause to ask whether inequality of wealth was one of the decrees of Providence, or the fruit of human cupidity, or the product of innate differences in human capacity, or the result of the private ownership of the means of production, distribution and exchange. He and the young Henry Lawson shared one thing in common with the prophets of the Old Testament: they denounced a wicked and an adulterous generation with great moral passion: they prophesied a terrible retribution for the exploiters of the people. But they took their stand not on the entrenched ground of religious belief or rigorous social theory, but in the bogs of sentimentality.8

At Shepparton in Victoria the sage of the Riverina, Joseph Furphy, was coming to the conclusion that a revolt undreamt of by his forefathers was about to begin. He called it ‘the revolt of enlightenment against ignorance’. There was going to be a ‘New Order’, he believed, in which all those who lived in cruel bondage were to be liberated. Furphy was an unusual man to dream dreams about the future of humanity. Unlike the Bohemians of the Bulletin he was a writer

 

Who never drinks and never bets,
But loves his wife and pays his debts,
And feels content with what he gets.

He had the ‘soft hand and the head-piece clever’ of the man with a creative imagination. He was not passion’s slave; he was not driven out of his wits by craving for alcohol or women. He seemed to have no difficulty in observing both the laws of God and the laws of man. He was not consumed by guilt about Aborigines. Nor was he tormented by his own past, or a seeker for that forgiveness which the world could not give, because for him there seemed nothing to be forgiven.

Nature and experience fashioned him as one of those men singled out to inherit heaven’s graces. Knowing nothing in his own past which would instruct him on human swinishness, he was the last man to dwell on the madness in the hearts of men, or to profess a love for humanity at large while loathing large sections of it, hoping that those who swarmed around him would not come too near. His family had settled in the ‘Black North’ of Ireland during the days of William of Orange. They had acquired all the virtues and the vices of Irish Protestants, the capacity to endure and the inadequate consciousness of those who had lived for generations off the fruits of a great evil. His father and mother had migrated to Victoria in 1840. He was born at Yering on the upper Yarra on 26 September 1843.

After the family moved to Kyneton in 1849 Joseph’s father, Samuel Furphy, started a hay and corn business, while his mother introduced her gifted son to the Bible and Shakespeare. By then it was clear that nature had again performed one of its freaks: in the Australian bush there was now a Sterne in moleskins, or a Münchhausen among the bullock drivers. Nature had also planted in him a large fund of ‘cheeky optimism’. Other men with similar gifts might wail and whine, or scowl and snarl, but Furphy felt no temptation to shake his fist at the author of his being. Except for the affectionate banter which he exchanged with his mother all through her long life—he chastising himself to her sometimes as ‘Your objectionable son’, ‘Your unsatisfactory son’, ‘Your prodigal son’, ‘Your slow-going son’, ‘Your feckless son’, and even ‘Your bad egg—he kept the secrets of his heart securely locked within his breast. He was too stern a man to allow himself the luxury of the confession of a passionate heart. Soon after he acquired a team of bullocks and set up business as a drover on the Riverina plains, he committed the one wild act of his life when he married a slip of a girl only sixteen years old. She was a stranger to all the questions Furphy was turning over in his teeming brain.

That was the one bow he made to the Dionysian frenzy. He believed in the gospel of work, in self-discipline and education. While the young Henry Lawson was discovering to his undying pain that if he looked into the wine cup when it was red it would bite him like an adder, Furphy was reading by a slush lamp in a rude tent out on the overflow country of the Lachlan or on those inhospitable plains between Hay and Narrandera. While Lawson was punishing himself for being ‘athirst whilst drinking’, Furphy was chiding himself gently for making money, as he put it in a letter to his father in February 1882, ‘in a way which in Victoria would have horrified me, as suggestive of a compact with the evil one’. While the Bohemians of the Bulletin were stupefying themselves with cheap wine, Furphy was proudly persuading English remittance men out on the plains of desolation who had been ‘imbibing the accursed thing for about a week’ to promise to abstain until at least the following Sunday.

Crippled by the drought of 1883, which ruined at least half the carriers on the Murrumbidgee, Furphy returned to Shepparton where he worked by day in his brother’s iron foundry and at night read and wrote. He thought about those subjects which had engaged his attention ever since his mother had introduced him to the Bible and Shakespeare and others had told him about the philosphers of the Enlightenment. In his tiny outhouse at Shepparton he moved towards the idea that the future of mankind lay in the marriage of the teachings of Christ and the teachings of the Enlightenment. Like Lawson, too, he had had intimations of a storm that was about to roll over the whole earth, like those claps of thunder that reverberated over the Riverina plains. He had some of the smugness of a man who knew what it was all about. Unlike Lawson he felt secure. The gale of life had not stirred up a tempest in his blood. He felt snug and cosy in his cubby-house in the backyard. There his fancy could roam free. No one could frown in disapproval. He even dared to hope that he might help to lead humanity forward into the light.9

In 1886, at Mentone, a seaside resort on the shores of Port Phillip with an Italian name and a hotel built in imitation of that shoddy grandeur which characterized fashionable English waterfronts in the last quarter of the century, the painter Tom Roberts saw a man of singular beauty out on the rocks. His work was full of light and air. His eyes had the haunting sympathy of a man who was tormented by metaphysical anguish. His name was Arthur Streeton: Streeton was a Smike, a man whose eyes were misty with spiritual longings: Roberts was a bulldog, a man driven to discover the world as it really is, a man not bothered by any teaching about the depravity of humanity, or humanity’s incompleteness without a God.10

Roberts was not an Australian by birth. He was born in Dorchester on 9 March 1856 and in 1869 migrated to Australia where he attended design classes in the suburbs of Melbourne in the early 1870s, enrolling in 1874 in the National Gallery evening classes for more academic art courses. It was not till he travelled in France in the 1880s that he gradually discovered what he wanted to do as a painter. He returned to Melbourne in 1885 determined to go to the bush, just as the plein-air painters of Europe had taken to the open fields. He wanted to ‘get it down as truly as we could’. What that would be was revealed to him slowly over the next five exciting years. He was still torn between the idyll of the Australian bushman, the antipodean version of the open-air man, and the cultured bourgeois of Europe. By day in the bush and on the beach at Mentone corks were to be seen dangling from his hat, in the style of the swaggie. By night he patronized the pleasures of the city bourgeoisie, wearing the top hat, white tie and swallow-tail coat of high society.11

By the time he met Arthur Streeton in 1886 he was ready to put down on canvas what he saw before his eyes. In that year he had painted Bourke Street vibrant with life, in the manner of his French teachers. The painting was a hint that he was ready to break with the tight, convention-bound, dark vision of the world promoted in a city sodden with rectitude. He also painted portraits, the faces of his sitters being not Australian, but rather exemplars of those Australian-Britons on which men in high places such as Henry Parkes and Alfred Deakin modelled their lives. The following year, 1887, he met Charles Conder in Sydney. Then in 1888 Tom Roberts, Charles Conder, Arthur Streeton and Frederick McCubbin pitched their tents at Eaglemont, on a hill overlooking the Yarra as it meandered from the wild country towards the city where men had placed themselves under the restraining influences of civilization.

Streeton was then twenty-one years old. Unlike Roberts he was native born, having seen the light of day for the first time at Mount Dundeed, Victoria, on 8 April 1867. For Roberts, life was in part a joke which had to be enjoyed with full zest. A man should make the most of every chance of enjoyment: a man should observe the world as it really was. For him the only commandment was the commandment given to Strether in Henry James’s The American: ‘live, not dangerously, but beautifully’. At Eaglemont Roberts uncovered for the young Streeton all the wonders in the world of nature: he showed him the exquisite and delicate variation in colour and glow in the sky at sunset and the rosy flush of the afterglow. Roberts taught him to be aware of the mystery of the night in the great Australian bush, to watch the silver disc of night light up the beauty of a woman’s face. There on those early spring days when the wattle was in full bloom Streeton took a bottle of beer, a flute and painting materials into the bush and made his first attempt to show on canvas that the Australian bush was the Garden of Eden, that here in Australia a man walked in the Paradise Gardens.

He loved the heat and the gums, those broad decorative feeling masses of shimmering bronze and crimson. He loved the purple sarsaparilla flower, finding it ‘most amorous’; a flower, he said, which ‘sheds her colour like blue tears if you pluck her roughly. How sarsaparilla “loves and is not loved!” I mean by Philistines who sometimes come from the old country . . .’ For Streeton felt the tenderness of a lover for the whole of God’s creation. He wanted to shout for joy at the sight of all the beauty in his native country. For him the ocean was a big wonder, a great miracle, which was hard to comprehend, just as death and sleep were hard to comprehend. The slow, immense movement of the sea touched him so deeply that he clutched the rocks with delight and had intimations that the vision of beauty which lived in him would never end.

At night the women prepared a feast fit for the gods, followed by dancing, accompanied by music on fiddles, mouth organs and Jew’s-harps. Roberts seized the poker to beat time on the fender. Streeton was often so carried away that he wanted to love everyone. He resolved to put on to canvas all the passionate intensity, all the love with which he looked at the Australian light and Australian colours, hoping above all to find inside himself the ability and the strength to convey through his brush the reverence he felt welling up within him as he stood hushed in the bush among the great silent trees. There, indeed, was the problem. To live as artists they must sell their paintings. This meant they must educate their potential buyers—the squattocracy and the urban bourgeoisie—to see the beauty they had uncovered in the Australian scene, to share their excitement for things Australian, or else paint works which did not disturb or challenge the prevailing opinion of Australia as a new Britannia, an example of transplanted British culture. For the laws of supply and demand, the laws of the money world, applied to art as well as to the production and distribution of goods and commodities. The answer would depend in part on which road the Australian governing classes took—the road to national independence, or the road of members of the Empire. There was to be a flowering time during which they put on canvas the magic of the Australian bush, the fragile beauty of the plains of desolation, the majesty of a summer’s day, the colours and the wonders of the vast sky, before the values of money-changers debased and corrupted their sensibilities.12

While Tom Roberts, Arthur Streeton and Frederick McCubbin were inspiring each other with their great dream of Australian painting as both a hymn of praise of life and a confession by passionate hearts of their love for the country and its people, a woman with a golden voice was aiming to impress people in high places in London that Australians could contribute to the world of music. Her name was Helen Porter Mitchell. Two years earlier, in 1886, as an expression of thanks to the city of her birth she had informed the public that she had chosen Nellie Melba as her professional name. For Nellie was a girl from the Melbourne suburbs, having been born in Richmond on 19 May 1861—in the decade which witnessed the birth of Henry Lawson, Christopher Brennan, Arthur Streeton and Henry Handel Richardson. Approval and recognition by the nobility and royalty in the mother country were the secret passions of her heart. Nature when she wrought her ‘fell a-doting’. She lacked the grace and dignity and spiritual refinement to match the angelic beauty of her voice. Ambition and a mighty spirit encased within her clay had enabled her to rise from the girlish role of a gifted spitfire at the Presbyterian Ladies’ College into a position of supremacy as a soprano in the opera houses of Europe. The road had not been easy: and she had wounded and exploited ruthlessly many people on her way to the top. At the Presbyterian Ladies’ College in Melbourne she was notorious for her abrasive tongue, her wilfulness and her untamable spirit, rather than for the gift the gods had lavished on her so wantonly. Stories circulated that Nellie preferred wild sports on the banks of the Yarra with Richmond larrikins to a vicar’s tea party. The lascivious learned quickly there was something odd about Nellie if they presumed to come too near.

After the school years she paid a visit to Queensland in 1881 where she met a Byronic figure of a man, a son of a titled English gentleman. His name was Charles Nisbet Frederick Armstrong. That was her first great temptation: she succumbed. They were married in Brisbane on 22 December 1882 and she bore her only child a year later. In the steamy sugar cane country near Mackay she decided to devote her life to the service of her art, to reach the top, even if that meant sacrificing her marriage, her child and her native country. By then she had learned one big thing about success: people at the concerts where she sang were deeply moved when she sang ‘Home Sweet Home’ and ‘Comin’ thro’ the Rye’. On her return to Melbourne in 1883 her teacher, Signor Pietro Cecchi, was encouraging. But on her arrival in London she ran up against that insufferable condescension with which the English responded to all performances by colonials. In Paris she heard from her teacher, Madame Marchesi, the magical words of recognition: ‘Madame, vous etes une merveille’. She was both a marvel and a phenomenon. For no amount of practice or instruction—her work load matched her hopes and ambitions—could erase the enigma of her life, the beauty of her voice and the coarseness of her behaviour, this miracle of pure sound coming up from inside the body of a woman, out of whom there also came forth such vulgarity, such earthy humour and such malice towards all those who did not recognize her genius.

Thanks to the gifts of nature and the work of her teachers her public appearances took on more and more the character of personal triumphs. On 13 October 1887 the Brussels Opera responded to her performance in Rigoletto with wild enthusiasm. But the audience at Covent Garden in London on 24 May 1888 for Lucia Di Lammermoor, and the London critics, were more reserved: ‘. . . her debut’, wrote the London Times in words perilously close to a rebuke to an upstart Australian, ‘was not an overpowering one’, adding that ‘so far our Australian colonies have not taken any prominent part in the international race for musical honours’. Melba had been judged lacking in that spiritual refinement which separated the elect from the hosts endowed with talent. Incensed, Melba withdrew to Brussels, where both audience and critics enthused over her genius. There she received a letter from Lady de Grey, a member of the section of the English titled nobility which patronized the arts. Lady de Grey wanted Melba to return to Covent Garden. Nellie refused. So Lady de Grey tried again. This time she dropped the remark: ‘I did not tell you that one of those who are most anxious for your return is the Princess of Wales’. Nellie, the girl from the Melbourne suburbs, a snob, it was said, ‘with royal stars in her eyes’, could not resist the temptation. She had one insatiable craving—recognition by royalty and titled nobility. So Nellie Melba at the end of 1888 busied herself with the great dream of her life—to take London by storm, to win recognition from the metropolis of the Empire.13

In 1888, to mark the centenary of European settlement in Australia, Douglas Sladen published in London a collection of Australian verse. He had been born in England in 1856 and educated in such governing-class institutions as Cheltenham College and Oxford University. He was one of those Australian-Britons in Australia who wanted both to demonstrate to Australians that their compatriots had contributed to things of the spirit as well as to things of the body, and also to wring from the English an acknowledgement that Australians could soar towards the heights of Olympus as well as plunge heels-up into the materialist pool.

The Australians received the collection cautiously, not lavishing on the achievements of the writers the bragging they devoted to their achievements in material progress, political democracy and experiments in state enterprises. The Sydney Morning Herald was not carried away. All Australian literature, it said, had so far been ‘necessarily tentative’, because social conditions were not favourable as yet to the development of a local literature. Australians had not so far had leisure for culture. Pioneers, the Herald declared in its celebrated magisterial manner, handled the axe better than the pen. The English fingered the pen of dismissal with the same gloating with which the house-masters at schools for the education of the élite toyed with the birch in the presence of a frightened school boy. In the Pall Mall Gazette, 14 December 1888, the great wit of London salons, clubland, the Café Royal and other eating-houses, Oscar Fingal O’Flahertie Wills Wilde, a man who covered up his own secret longings for a nod of approval from the occupants of the London great houses with such quips as: ‘To be in society is a bore. To be out of it is a tragedy’, scanned the colonial poets. Wilde was not impressed. What struck him, he wrote, was ‘the depressing provinciality of mood and manner in almost every writer. Page follows page, and you find nothing but echoes without music, reflections without beauty, second-rate magazine verses and third-rate verses . . .’ Wilde was puzzled by the entire ‘want of originality of treatment’. Unlike America, Australia had not struck out on her own, indeed with the exception of Henry Kendall and Adam Lindsay Gordon (did Wilde sense a kindred spirit?) Australia had not as yet written her own signature tune, found the words and the rhythms in which to make her own distinctive contribution to the conversation of mankind.14

The colonial bourgeoisie had their own reasons for continuing to patronize transplanted British culture, and fawn on the representatives of British royalty and the British governing classes in Australia. Early in 1888 the Victorian Government decided to demonstrate the loyalty of the colonists to Her Majesty, to honour the centenary of New South Wales, to display their progress in the arts and industries of life and to foster the sentiment of federation in the colonies by holding an exhibition in a vast Exhibition Building. They invited the governors of all the Australian colonies, the premiers, the prominent politicians, the leading churchmen and in general all those who were anyone in the public life of the colonies to join with the Victorians in a procession and ceremony which would provide conclusive proof of their pre-eminence and position in the civilized world.15

Human greed and vanity cast their own murky shadows over the preparations for the great event. The protectionists and the manufacturers eyed the proposal with suspicion, fearing that foreigners might exploit the occasion to gain advantages in the competition with the local producers for markets. His Honor Mr Justice Higinbotham, Chief Justice of Victoria, declined the invitation to take part because he considered that he was not allotted the place in the inaugural procession to which his high position entitled him. He stayed at home in Brighton. The Catholic Archbishop believed that as the senior ecclesiastic he should be invited to lead the multitude in the recitation of that one prayer which his Saviour had taught them to say. The Anglican Bishop believed on the contrary that, as the senior ecclesiastic of the largest group of Christians, the honour should be conferred on him. The verbal war between the Christians was resolved by a British compromise. An invitation was issued to the President of the Legislative Council of Victoria, Sir James MacBain, to lead them all in rendering thanks to their God for the great blessings they had received at His hands.16

The Exhibition was to mark the achievements of the British in Australia. Inside the great hall of the Exhibition Building on 1 August 1888, three-fourths of the upper ten thousand of Australasia assembled for the opening ceremony. The notable men in the law wore their scarlet gowns and long wigs. The officers of the armed services were resplendent in their uniforms, their feathered hats and their gold lace. The Consul for Imperial Germany wore the uniform of a lieutenant in the Imperial Guards. Seats which should most appropriately be occupied by the Australian versions of English gentlemen had been sold to barbers, pawnbrokers and other nouveaux riches, including those who had waxed fat during the land boom. The Consul for Holy Russia wore a shabby old coat: the representative of a handful of Costa Rican ‘rebel niggers’, as Table Talk put it, was ‘arrayed in the showiest of peacock blue’, and was ‘ablaze with gold lace’. The official representatives of the richest and possibly the most powerful nation on earth, the United States of America, were plainly dressed. The mayors of all the provincial cities of Victoria proudly fingered their golden chains. Lady Loch, the wife of the Governor of Victoria, looked most dignified in a creation of pale blue and grey shot silk: the dresses of the barbers’ wives and the pawnbrokers’ wives caused the ladies of Toorak and the Government House circle to snort with disgust.

After Sir Henry Loch opened the front door with a gold key presented to him by Sir James MacBain, the vice-regal procession moved to the dais. F. H. Cowen, the English musical director, imported for a huge fee, waited in front of an array of pretty women dressed in red, white and blue. Some wondered why the music of Australian composers was not being performed: some took comfort in the fact that three of the four soloists were Australians, and that the principal soloist, Miss Amy Sherwin, was known as ‘the Australian nightingale’. Sir James MacBain read a prayer. The many responded with a loud ‘Amen’. A massed choir then sang the psalm: ‘O give thanks unto the Lord, for He is good; for His mercy endureth forever’. They were there in part to thank their God for turning the hard rock into a standing water: and the flint stone into a springing well. They were not there to tremble at the presence of their Lord. They were not men and women with an uneasy conscience. They had gathered to bask in their glory, not in their shame. As soon as the sound of that majestic music was quenched in the huge dome of the Exhibition, the voices of public men boasted that British genius had produced wealth, prosperity and power where just over fifty years ago barbarism had prevailed. Speaker after speaker indulged in an extravaganza of self-congratulation on how British enterprise had accomplished a miracle in the Australian wilderness.

At one of the many banquets held to mark the occasion, the Governor of Queensland, Sir Anthony Musgrave, a member by birth of the English governing classes, expounded this theme:

 

The young folk of this country may reflect with pride that they are not descendants of black Australian natives, but of their ancestors who fought at Crecy and Agincourt, who dispersed the Spanish Armada 300 years ago, who since that time have fought at Trafalgar and Waterloo and have since carried the old flag in triumph round the world and have built up this province to what it is.

Australia, as he saw it, was a province of Englishmen (he meant the inhabitants of the British Isles) for Englishmen. Australia was absolutely British in origin and in character. The hearts of everyone born under the Union Jack would glow with pride at what had been done here by the race to which they all belonged. Australians would join hands with the mother country to further the progress of civilization. That was the task of the Australian-Britons in the next century, as it had been in the past century. Australians should strengthen the relations between all the members in the great partnership of John Bull and Co.17

Everything at the Centennial Exhibition seemed calculated to reinforce such sentiments. There was much singing of petitions to God to save their Queen, to send her victorious, happy and glorious. There was much singing of hymns of praise to their God, the Omnipotent one who would reign for ever and ever and decide the destiny of the kingdoms of this world. The exhibits were designed to induce a pride and confidence in the achievements of British genius. The galleries of collections of paintings, the British gallery, the French gallery, the German gallery and the Belgian gallery, were filled with works which breathed the spirit of that old civilization from which they had sprung, and to which they still belonged. The paintings by Tom Roberts, Arthur Streeton and Frederick McCubbin were there as a revelation of the appearance of the place in which these absentees of heart happened to live.

The English conductor, F. H. Cowen, conducted the orchestra in music of the prevailing fashions of the European concert halls—Gounod, Mendelssohn, Beethoven and Brahms. Neither the majestic solemnity and the high seriousness of Bach, nor the gaiety blended at times with melancholy of Mozart appealed to the worshippers of Mammon. At that time no composer of music had attempted to catch the spirit of the bush, or the comedy and tragedy of planting a great civilization in an ancient and barbaric continent. The painters of the Australian landscape were granted a marginal relevance. Not so the Australian writers. In the midst of all those displays of wealth and power, of the men decorated with the medals and sashes of worldly success and the women with the jewellery of conspicuous wealth, the voice of Henry Lawson, calling on Australians to banish from under their bonny skies the Old World errors and wrongs and lies, and create a paradise in the land that belonged to them, seemed quite irrelevant. So did his appeal to his fellow Australians to cease grovelling to the English and stop singing those words of praise to a woman who lived twelve thousand miles away. For them gold lace, English noblemen, imperial officers, and a Lord of Hosts were the heart of the matter: Australian sentiments meant either the embarrassment of bowyang and boomerang talk, or the spectre of a red republic—the end of what they meant by civilization.

On 3 August that genial generous Governor of Victoria, Sir Henry Loch and his fashion plate Fanny of a wife, hosted a dinner for the distinguished locals and visitors. This was a dinner, they said, to which Lucullus himself could not have taken exception. Everything had that decorum, that bourgeois discipline and restraint, in which they believed. It was a feast for a gourmet, not for a gourmand. It rained champagne; behaviour was lively, but not drunken, or coarse. When the men returned to the drawing room from their port, they were perfectly sober, no man daring to tell one of those nasty stories calculated to inflame the baser passions. At the ball the same gaiety, tempered by a puritanical propriety, prevailed. A large number of pretty girls wasted their sweetness and their youth on the desert air as wall flowers, while ladies of frisky habits, old enough to be their mothers, stood up for almost every dance. As at the opening ceremony at the Exhibition, the men and women from the families of ancient renown hissed at each other uncharitable remarks about interlopers, using such words as ‘low’ and ‘common’.18

All through the autumn of 1888 high society kept up the festive mood. Garden parties, At Homes, balls, Government House parties, champagne breakfast parties on the upper Yarra succeeded each other in an apparently never-ending chain. Jeremiahs prophesied a day of reckoning, some terrible retribution, and wretched days to be. Some reminded the dancers, the drinkers and the worshippers of the golden calf of the revenge the ancient continent took on those who wantonly robbed her of her wealth. The ancient continent would dry up. Far away in Paris in an unknown café Erik Satie composed that year his ‘Trois Gymnopédies’ as a comforter to all those who had intimations that what mattered most in life could never be. The grandees of Melbourne felt no need for such comforters. Doubting Thomases raised the question whether the British would always be able to shield them from invasion: were not the British already sliding from their place at the top? The young asked how long Australians were prepared to accept a position of inferiority. To all such doubters the gold lace brigade replied: the imperial connection was a condition of survival. Groveldom was preferable to extinction.

That was the point Sir Henry Parkes made during the furore over the Chinese question. All through the early part of 1888 the Bulletin vilified the Chinese in cartoons and articles as the members of a ‘yellow race’ which threatened to ‘overwhelm them and blot them out’. The nation, it wrote in April of 1888, was being ‘slowly eaten up by imported vice and leprosy and by all kinds of moral and physical uncleanness from the Flowery Land’. New South Wales should prohibit their future migration. If the Imperial Government would not cooperate, then New South Wales should declare its independence, a step it would surely take were it not for those toadies and grovellers such as Parkes with their vulgar ambition for such imperial honours as ‘St Muckall and St Gorge’. Victoria also should cut the painter. Like Parkes, the Premier of Victoria, Duncan Gillies, was an incurable groveller. He had already sunk so low in deference to London that he was not capable of any more abasement. The Bulletin argued that the one way to prevent a Chinese invasion of the continent, leading to the expulsion or total annihilation of the white man, was for the Australian colonies to declare their independence.19

When the Afghan reached Melbourne on 27 April 1888 with Chinese on board excitement reached fever pitch. A deputation from the Trades and Labour Council called on Duncan Gillies on 28 April to ask him what he proposed to do. Gillies promised them no Chinese would be allowed to land. Two days later thousands of Victorians crowded into the Town Hall in Melbourne to consider the steps to be taken to prevent any further influx. Tribunes of the people warned that unless something was done quickly not only would hordes of Chinese demoralize and deprave the white man, but they would call in question the white man’s power to run the country. The very existence of British civilization in Australia was at stake: for survival there must be agreement between the colonies on the Chinese question.20

After the arrival of the Afghan in Port Jackson an equally large and enthusiastic gathering of citizens poured into the Sydney Town Hall on the night of 3 May to protest against any further influx of Chinese. Their continued presence, they argued, being ‘fraught with peril to the rights and liberties of the Australian people’, it was the will of the Australian people that the Chinese must go. Joint and decisive action should be taken by the various Australian governments for totally prohibiting Chinese immigration, regardless of England’s treaty relations with China and, if need be, without the sanction of the English Government. They decided finally to wait on Sir Henry Parkes that night, and let him know they were determined, as the Mayor of Sydney put it, ‘to defend their hearths and homes against the Chinese’. They were all prepared to stand shoulder to shoulder and declare to England and the world that they were determined to defend their rights.21

After the close of the meeting scenes of great excitement took place at Parliament House in Macquarie Street where a crowd of five thousand gathered to witness the exchange between the delegates from the meeting and Sir Henry Parkes. Loud groans greeted Sir Henry’s message that he was not prepared to receive them at Parliament House. Angry men shouted ‘Out with the Chinamen’ and ‘We will pitch them overboard’. The crowd empowered the delegates to demand an interview that night with Sir Henry. When he refused a second time pandemonium broke loose. The crowd tried to enter the building by force, bearing the Mayor and those near him as if driven by tidal wave. Only the prompt decision of the Speaker to close the doors saved the situation from developing into a riot of great magnitude. Sir Henry, realizing the danger, sent out a message that the necessary steps would be taken to ensure that no Chinese landed from the Afghan when it berthed the following day. This was greeted with loud cheers, followed by three cheers for the Mayor after which the people dispersed. Sir Henry had won another victory. He had shown the people that if they wanted to get rid of the incubus of Ah Sin they did not first have to get rid of Ah Parkes. He and his fellow bourgeois politicians would teach them exactly how they could preserve their territory from a Mongolian invasion.22

That was the point he made when he received the deputation from the public meeting at the offices of the Colonial Secretary on the morning of 4 May. He began by explaining that he could not receive them at Parliament House because it was his duty to protect the legislature from the slightest appearance of pressure and not allow the appearance of any popular movement to overshadow it. He then outlined the measures his government had taken to stop Chinese landing from any ship, hinted that it was probably time for government to legislate further on the Chinese and wound up with some advice to the deputation. As he could not see any good coming from awakening public feeling in any strong measure he would urge them to approach the whole question in the quietest and most peaceful way possible. The masses must not be aroused: that way madness lay for those who believed in government by the bourgeoisie.

He gave another piece of advice. He understood some of them believed that in case of extremities, in the case, for example, of the British Government not consenting to a prohibition on Chinese migration, the Australian colonies should separate from Great Britain. Well, for his part, Sir Henry believed that if they separated from Great Britain tomorrow they ‘should be as helpless as children in regard to the Chinese’. They would be overwhelmed. Sir Henry argued that if Australians wanted to get rid of the Chinese then it was fortunate that they were part of the British Empire. It was preposterous to believe that three million people scattered over a vast continent could resist the great Chinese Empire which consisted of upwards of four hundred million people. All those, and he was one himself, who wanted no inferior race in this country should cling to the British Empire and work for the unity of Australia. To remain members of the British Empire and the federation of the Australian colonies were the indispensable conditions for all who wished to exclude the Chinese. The bourgeois politicians were about to take the step which would enable them to preserve bourgeois society without running the risks of a people’s revolution. Loyalty to throne and empire, imperial orders and decorations, parliamentary government and a federal constitution were to be the ark of a future bourgeois covenant.23

So the radicals, visionaries, and dreamers of great dreams on the future of Australia, all those who believed that in Australia the answer was to be found to the problems of how to achieve equality without servitude, mediocrity or dullness, were confronted with an insoluble dilemma. For them independence was a prerequisite of radicalism: for the bourgeoisie dependence was a prerequisite of survival. The inhospitable environment and the past had predisposed the minds of its European inhabitants to hand over the government of their country to men who were wary of visionaries and all those who held out a promise of better things for mankind. Australians seemed chained for decades to come to the role of being a New Britannia in another world.

The young Henry Lawson and all the other prophets of Utopia were doomed to a bitter disenchantment. Maddened again by the spectacle of men in high places flopping down on all fours to lick the hand of royalty, he had poured out his heart in professions of faith in a Republican Australia in an endeavour to ‘develop a spirit totally at variance with the wishes of Australian Groveldom’. The Bulletin, writing with the fury of men who were swinging wild if somewhat futile punches at all the British Philistines in their midst, denounced the ‘monstrous act of despotism that attempted to hand us over as mercenaries and bond-slaves to a policy of Imperial intrigue and foreign war’. Carried away by the delights of mockery the Bulletin lashed out at Queen Victoria as a member of a family with a long history of madness. It flayed the British for ‘introducing the cat and gallows, the spiked iron collar and the bloody spirit of the penal laws that still remains to disgrace the Australian statute book’. It denounced Arthur Phillip, the first Captain-General and Governor-in-Chief of British Imperialism in Australia, as ‘the first gaoler who took charge of the Botany Bay felons’. It called him the man who personified all that was ‘black and revolting’, all that disgusted and sickened national sentiment.

It mocked the servants and lackeys of imperialist respectability. It called church bells ‘the parson’s holy cow-bells’. It had a high old time at the expense of those, like Henry Parkes, who believed in loyalty to the throne, the imperial connection, Government House society and balls in the stately homes of Elizabeth Bay, Vaucluse or Toorak. It accused Parkes and his supporters of suffering from a cataract whenever their eyes alighted on a frock-coat. It wanted to see the back of such tricksters and deceivers: it wanted ‘a new lot’. It was continuing a characteristic feature of the convict community during its savage past. It entertained in its breast a pathological hatred for large sections of humanity. The paper which claimed to speak in the language of and on behalf of Australians, to take pride in the bushman’s commitment to loving kindness and mateship, bespattered its columns week after week with malicious comments on Englishmen, Chinese and Jews. The Jews were the staple subject for the Bulletin’s idea of a joke: ‘Dwo tousand Shews’, it wrote on 21 April 1888, ‘vos oxpelled from Odessa’.24

By contrast in that year of 1888 an Australian writer, ‘Rolf Boldrewood’, dropped a remark about a quite different Australia into his new book: Robbery Under Arms: A Story of Life and Adventure in the Bush and in the Goldfields of Australia. ‘I don’t think’, he wrote, ‘there’s any place in the world where men feel more real out-and-out respect for a gentleman than in Australia’, and this despite the popular belief that ‘everybody’s supposed to be free and equal now’. Boldrewood became one of the main sources from which the English and Australian reading public derived its knowledge of Australia. By birth and temperament he belonged to that band of exiles from the British Isles who believed that God and nature had singled out the British to be the rulers of mankind. He was born in London on 6 August 1826 into a family connected with ‘John Company’ in India and the plantation society in the West Indies. After the family migrated to Sydney in 1831 the father, Captain Sylvester Browne, a man used to giving rather than receiving commands, dreamed in vain of establishing a plantation in the New World which would confer a distinction on his heirs and successors. So did his illustrious son.

His real name was Thomas Alexander Browne. He had once lived as a country gentleman near Port Fairy in the vast Australian sheep-walk country of the Western District. From 1856 to 1870 he had been a squatter in the Riverina. From 1871 to 1888 he had served as a police magistrate in the country towns of Gulgong, Dubbo and Albury. He was a profound observer of the human scene. In those districts the descendants of the convicts and their sympathizers had developed their own mythology about bushrangers and bush people. Men such as Ben Hall, Frank Gardiner, John Gilbert and John O’Malley, mainly descendants of the felonry of New South Wales, engaged in daring and piratical raids on the citadels of pastoral power in the bush and relieved the Great Australian dullness by tormenting the stiff-necked and the proud. They had seen themselves as men with a mission to take down the mighty from their seat and send the rich empty away.

Browne wanted to correct that vision. At Gulgong he observed the wives, the mothers and the sweethearts, some of whom hanged themselves after heroic though ultimately hopeless attempts to rescue their men from the drink and the police. Henry Lawson was to use such models for the characters of Mrs Baker and Mrs Spicer. Henry Lawson was to draw from the bush people the belief in a day when the Old World errors and wrongs and lies were banished from under the bonny skies of Australia. Browne drew quite a different conclusion and preached quite a different doctrine. Browne believed it was sentimental and foolish to see the bush barbarians as the prophets of a faith, or the followers of a new way of life. He was not a man to lose his head about simple people who were not able to distinguish right from wrong. As a magistrate at Gulgong he had seen all the evil that was done under the sun: he had seen all the madness in men’s hearts. On Sundays he went to church: on week days he got up at six and wrote five sheets of copy. He wanted to wean the bush people away from the delusion about mateship and equality. He was a clock-work man, a stranger to the gusts of passion that blew through Lawson and threatened to destroy him. He was a man with none of the vices that consume a man, except impecuniosity, the vanity of the handsome, talented man and that curious flaw of the male in the Australian bush of lapsing into an artificial, misty idealism when talking about women. When his daughter, Rose, complained that his women characters were rather ‘wooden’ and that love scenes were a little stiff and not true to nature, he replied that he knew the whole race of girls root and branch and understood them thoroughly. Yet, as with Lawson, there was something in his makeup, or in the life he had led, to cause him to drop mysterious remarks such as ‘You never know what any woman will do—at any given moment’. Like Henry Lawson he elevated women away from partner and lover into a madonna, free from the coarse sensuality which degraded men. Women were like Miss Falkland, the squatter’s daughter: they were ‘angels from heaven’. In Robbery Under Arms Miss Falkland helped Dick Marston to understand what the Virgin Mary was like when she was alive. Had he been a Catholic, he said, he would never have been able to say a prayer to the Virgin Mary without thinking of Miss Falkland.

Browne presented a strong case against the Australian myth of the bushrangers as heroes of the people, who were cut down by the people’s enemies while waging war against those who stood between the people and what they wanted to do in life. He was not drawn to the writers who were already known for their preoccupation with Australian national sentiment. When asked to name his favourite bush balladist, he named ‘Banjo’ (Andrew Barton) Paterson, but made no reference to Lawson. Of his contemporaries he liked Ada Cambridge, Ernest Favenc and Rosa Praed. He dismissed Marcus Clarke as a ‘clever cockney’. In the bush legend the grog was the legendary comforter: had not the Good Samaritan given the man who had fallen among thieves wine to comfort him? Had he not taken him to a pub? But Browne wrote of a half-drunk man as fit for any devilment that came before him. The bushman drank partly to bury the knowledge that most other men in the bush would betray him to the police for the thirty pieces of silver. Browne wanted to teach young Australians that it was possible to be an exemplar of the bushman’s belief in pluck, courage, resource, freedom, and kindness to others without falling for the drunken camaraderie of the Pub, or all that dangerous talk about equality, and a republic for Australia. Browne denounced the myth which seduced good men like Dick Marston and his brother Jim into becoming such ‘blind, stupid, thundering’ idiots as to laugh at the ‘steady working life’ which would have helped them up, ‘bit by bit, to a good farm, a good wife, and innocent little kids’.25

Ownership of land was the great Australian dream. All the opinion makers believed that private ownership of land was an indispensable condition of their well-being and happiness. The Roman Catholic Church taught its members that the ownership of property was an essential condition for the development of the personality. The Protestant churches, mindful as they were of their Saviour’s warning that rich men were not likely to pass through the eye of the needle, nevertheless often acted as though there were some equation between a man’s material standing and his spiritual worth. The labour leaders wanted more workers to own their own plots of land. The people were alive to the great benefits of possessing land, especially as a means of pursuing that free and independent life which had been presented to the people as the ideal to be striven for both by radicals and conservatives ever since the great debate of the late 1840s. The old country was hampered by traditions, the laws of primogeniture and a thousand outworn associations, which sapped the prosperity and warped the independence of its people. Here in Australia, as the advertisements for the sale of land reminded them constantly, every thrifty man and woman could become a landowner.26

Prophets warned of a day of reckoning and retribution for all the insatiable greed and the search for pleasure. Visitors from other countries, claiming to see ‘the writing on the wall’, predicted that financial prosperity would soon receive a check. Speculators were buying, not at the value of the article, but for what they could sell it again to other speculators. Unless there was a return to the sound principle of buying for absolute worth, a crack must come. Men were dabbling beyond their means: bubble-blowers were preying upon society. But few listened to the voices of those who cried woe to that generation. Women still engaged every week day in the fashion parade on The Block in Collins Street. ‘Mashers’ laughed, mocked, jostled and jeered at them. They persecuted every unaccompanied woman till she was obliged to take refuge in some boutique dependent for its solvency on the sale of the unessential. Members of high society rubbed shoulders with city hooligans just as the respectable classes lived cheek by jowl with the underworld in the London of Charles Dickens.27

The prescient sensed a coming upheaval. The men who had fleeced the public of many thousands of pounds, they said, would soon be expiating their rapacity and dishonesty inside the walls of a gaol. Others more sceptical about the courts of law as the agents for the enforcement of any moral law, predicted that great criminals would wriggle their way through the meshes of the law, just as the wicked had always triumphed over the good in all human society. History, they had read in Mr Gibbon’s great work, was a register of the crimes, follies and misfortunes of mankind. The cunning and the strong would survive any upheaval: the innocent and the weak would lose the few mites they had. Others portrayed a scenario of future events in which the centenary of European settlement in Australia would be the dawn of a vast upheaval in society, that head-on collision between Capital and Labour which had begun in Europe during the bloody June days in 1848 and broken out again in the murderous Paris Commune of March 1871. The very foundations of society would be shaken, either as a prelude to the coming of the barbarians, or to the liberation of mankind from moral infamy or exploitation and oppression. Then a vast amount of suffering would be inflicted on human beings, far more than they had been called upon to endure so far from natural disasters, or from the poverty to which vast numbers were condemned by the existing distribution of wealth.28

The politicians carried on as though the world of buying and selling, discussions of who was in and who was out and the attendant tittle-tattle, were all they knew on earth and all they needed to know. In Melbourne the ministry of that sphinx Duncan Gillies was drawing to a close. There was talk of Tommy Bent becoming Premier, a prospect which set the tongues of the scandalmongers wagging because Tommy was one of those bourgeois politicians who professed virtue, demanded it from his wife and daughter, but went in ‘heels-up’ for the pleasures of the bed and the bottle.

Sir Henry Parkes still purred whenever the people acclaimed him. When he entered the concert hall of the Exhibition Building on 3 January 1889 the whole audience rose to their feet and cheered him to the echo, as the old man wiped away the tears of joy which flowed from his generous heart.29

Just over a month later, on 6 February 1889, Sir Henry was pledging before the altar of St Paul’s Church of England, Redfern, that he would love, honour and cherish Eleanor Dixon, to the exclusion of all others, until death did them part. He was forty years older than she, he being then seventy-three and she thirty-three. The marriage created a sensation in Sydney, as it drew attention to an old scandal. In a society which believed a year was far too short a time for the funeral meats to cool, Parkes had acted like a man who knew little of either decency or restraint. His daughters, it was reported, left him when he brought his bride back to the home in Annandale. But Parkes was still magnificently alive in a society where some of the best lacked conviction or were consumed by doubts about everything and the worst were filled with the passionate intensity of the destroyers of all civilized behaviour. With characteristic cheek he rebuked those who were sufficiently brazen to ask after the welfare of his last child with the remark that there was never going to be a last child, you fools, while he was alive.30

Down in Melbourne all through the intrigues, lobbyings and hard bargaining about a successor to the Gillies Government, Alfred Deakin spent much of his spare time consulting his favourite medium for information on his future in this world and in the life of the world to come. Deakin still wanted someone to show him a life which was not ‘an infinite nothingness’. That year, all those who were fascinated by the occult were excited by the arrival in Australia of the latest book by Helena Petrovna Blavatsky, the plump woman from Holy Russia who entertained ideas about previous incarnations and claimed to know that death was not the end but the beginning of a new and a higher form of life than the one humans knew when clothed in the ‘muddy vesture’ of the flesh. At fifty-six Madame Blavatsky had little in her appearance to commend her to her followers. On her own confession she was like an old sea biscuit which was crumbling to pieces. She was physically gross. Despite her precept to her followers to mortify the flesh, she smoked a pound of tobacco a day, smoked hashish and consumed food in such quantities that she had no neck, only a huge mountain of flesh curving from the chin to the lower regions of the legs. To the dismay of her disciples who were exceedingly sorrowful to receive such counsel, she spoke of sex as a beastly appetite ‘which ought to be starved into submission’. The only relationship she supported between men and women was what she called picturesquely ‘chumship’ from which sex was left out. She had just produced her two basic texts, Isis Unveiled (1887) and The Secret Doctrine (1888). In both works she revealed how, thanks to the psychedelic assistance of hashish and her conversational adventures in a London suburb, she had learned of eternal existence. She had learned, too, how at death the individual discarded his perishable body and entered a new life, the nature of which was determined by his behaviour in this world. An individual might proceed through many incarnations before he or she sloughed off the mortal coil and attained Karma, eternal repose, what the Christians called the ‘sweet and blissful state’ reserved for God’s elect. She and her followers came to be known as Theosophists.31

While Madame was sitting in her armchair in her Notting Hill home reminding her followers there was no ‘real and lasting peace outside of eternity’ for all those who hungered and thirsted after salvation, or reciting the Ramayana on ingratitude, Alfred Deakin was standing outwardly calm in the Colonial Office in London as the Marquis of Salisbury lectured him and his fellow Australian delegates on the struggle between the great powers for control of trade with the islands of the south-west Pacific. Alfred Deakin turned thirty-one in 1887. Privately he was still looking for an answer to the mystery at the heart of things. Publicly he accepted the political mythology of his time: he believed British institutions and the Protestant religion were attended with material well-being, liberty, fulfilment and happiness. Like most of his contemporaries he had a double loyalty: to Australia, and to the Empire. At the Colonial Conference of 1887 the behaviour of the English delegates was not calculated to stimulate affection for the imperial connection.

At the opening of the Conference in July 1887, attended by representatives from New South Wales, Victoria, Queensland, South Australia, Tasmania, an observer from Western Australia, and the representatives of other colonies, the Marquis of Salisbury adopted the tone employed by members of an ancient governing class when addressing colonials. He had about him that ‘aristocratic condescension of a Minister addressing a deputation from the Antipodes whom it became his duty to instruct in current foreign politics for their own sakes’. A delegate from New South Wales spoke with bated breath and what one observer called ‘whispering humbleness’, apologizing the while for the strong anti-British comments in Australia on the unseemly imperialist grab for sources of raw materials to keep the wheels of industry turning in the United Kingdom. Sir Samuel Griffith, champion of the Bar and champion of that other bar which Australians accept as the criterion of a man’s worth, the thunderer against the lordly aspirations of the Queensland sugar planters, spoke with marked deference to the Marquis. So did most of the other delegates. Only Deakin had the temerity and the courage to speak for the native-born and warn the Marquis that many Australians would resent the humiliation of surrendering to the demands of the French over the New Hebrides, or being too accommodating to the Germans over north-eastern New Guinea. Deakin went on to warn the Marquis that any more such humiliations could only weaken their affection and loyalty to an Empire to which hitherto they had been proud to belong.32

But neither Deakin nor any other delegate was prepared to utter threats about independence. They all accepted the point Parkes never tired of making to the radicals, rabble-rousers and cut-the-painter men of Sydney town, that independence would be followed by a Chinese conquest of Australia and the end of that era in its history which had begun one hundred years ago when the town of Sydney was christened on 26 January 1788. Deakin was still purring from the compliments lavished on him: during a reception in Lord Knutsford’s drawing room Lord Salisbury had whispered that he belonged to a type of man to whom the destinies of Australia might safely be entrusted. Even he hungered after a word, a nod or a smile of approval from one of the high and mighty in London. He had come to the conclusion that if Australian representatives in England were backed by the high authority of a federal parliament and a federal government then Australian interests might be heeded in London. Australia must present a united front to the Imperial Government. A federal constitution and the maintenance of the ties with the United Kingdom were what Australia required. Deakin was an Australian-Briton. So Alfred Deakin, with one ear still cocked for intimations from the Madame Blavatsky world, set out to return to Australia to swell the chorus calling for the federation of the Australian colonies as the salvation of bourgeois society in the New World of the South Pacific.33

The Colonial Conference of July 1887 recommended the appointment of an officer from the imperial armed forces to report on the defence of the Australian colonies. The British Government appointed Major-General James Bevan Edwards who, since 1888, had been commander of the British army in the Treaty ports of China. He arrived in Sydney early in 1889 and had several talks with Henry Parkes, who still did not know how to make his gettings exceed his spendings. Again the radicals of Sydney shouted that Edwards was ‘a political tout’ for conservatism in the Australian colonies. The bourgeois politicians had their prejudices confirmed. Edwards reported that the only way to prevent invasion lay in a federation of the Australian colonies. With federation Australia could ward off the Celestials. A federated Australia could remain both British and conservative for generations to come. Sensing that here was his chance to show posterity that there had once been a man of stature in Australia Parkes began to preach federation to the Australian people. The man who in his youth in Sydney had foretold the coming storm, when the people became the masters in their own house, ended his public life advocating a constitution which was to tie his adopted country in the twentieth century to the chariot-wheels of the past.34

The old stick-in-the-mud Duncan Gillies had promised support for such a move at the centenary banquet in Sydney in January 1888, at which he had pledged that Victoria would lend a hand to unite the colonies of Australasia. On 15 October 1889 Parkes telegraphed Gillies, proposing consultation with regard to Major-General Edwards’s important representations on Australia’s defences. Gillies replied on 22 October suggesting the use of the Federal Council. Parkes then informed Gillies on 30 October that he believed the time was ripe for consolidating the Australians into one, that all sections of the collective population should unite without regard to narrower considerations. He added that the colonial parliaments should now elect delegates to a federal conference at which such a constitution would be discussed, such a scheme providing for a constitution on the Canadian model, resorting also to the rich stores of political knowledge collected by the United States, including a Governor-General, a Privy Council, a Parliament consisting of a Senate and a House of Commons. He stressed the necessity now pressing upon the colonies to rise to a higher level of national life. Parkes telegraphed the premiers of the other colonies and New Zealand stating his anxiety to approach at once the great question of a federal Australasia, and calling on them to be prepared to make the necessary sacrifice of colonial power ‘to arrive at so noble a communication’. With the other premiers threatening to play politics Parkes decided to appeal for support to the people.35

In October and November 1889, his case strengthened by the measured words of the major-general who had warned them all that Australia was ‘a rich and tempting prize’ and in a position of ‘great danger’ unless the colonies combined for mutual defence, Parkes paused at Tenterfield, in northern New South Wales, on his way back to Sydney, to deliver an oration in the local School of Arts on the future constitution of the Australian colonies. He was speaking to the people, the source, he had once believed, of all wisdom and all just power. He was once again the prophet of his people. ‘The great question which they had to consider’, he told them, ‘was whether the time had not come for the creation in this Australian continent of an Australian Government, as distinct from the local Governments now in existence’. He believed the time had come. The poet in him, still alive despite the years in the political bear-pit, prompted him to quote the words of Brunton Stephens:

 

Not yet her day. How long ‘not yet?’
There comes the flush of violet!
And heavenward faces, all aflame
With sanguine imminence of morn,
Wait but the sun-kiss to proclaim
The day of the Dominion born.

There was, he insisted, ‘this substantial work of defence to be carried out, which they could not do by any other means,—which could not be done by any existing machinery’.36

By then other signs were ominous. In 1888 the sky had been the limit. While there was land to sell and buyers to invest and auctioneers to bring buyers and sellers together, many believed there was every prospect of the land boom continuing for ever. It would be followed, it was said, by an industrial boom, begun by the increase in demand for manufactured goods from the families who had taken up suburban lots during the great land boom. Soon there would be a large army of workers to increase still further the demand for goods and services. Australians, it was said, had ‘discovered a kind of philosopher’s stone of perpetual life and prosperity’. Purchasers at the sales of land in Melbourne were reported in September of that year to be reaping immense profits. Every month more ‘gems’ of land were up for sale: next month it would be Mont Albert and then Box Hill, with the iron rail leaving the scar of material progress on a land which had been scarcely touched by man since the beginning of time. In society at large an air of contentment reigned. Thanks to the popular Governor Sir Henry and his lovely wife, Lady Loch, at Government House, all classes, it was said, were made aware of the bonds which united rather than the causes which divided them. The aristocrat united with the democrat, the wealthy promenaded in the drawing room on a footing of equality with those who derived their distinction from mental or artistic endowment. Princes of Christ’s Church, who believed their God had given them the keys to the gates of the kingdom of heaven, talked affably with those who believed men should eat, drink and be merry, for on the morrow they would most surely die.37

Early in the new year of 1889 the confident, radiant air gave way to dark clouds of an approaching storm. Bubble-blowers who had preyed upon society during the feverish days of the boom, when they had fleeced the public of many thousands of pounds, were expiating their rapacity and dishonesty inside the walls of Pentridge Gaol. Some regretted that the great criminals had evaded the meshes of the criminal law, but that net never had been designed to catch the Beelzebubs of the world of high finance. By the second half of the year there was more news of financial failures, of businessmen filing schedules in the Insolvency Court. There were rumours that the banks were turning the screws on the building societies.38

At the same time disquieting reports were reaching Australia of increasing tension between the great powers. Germany and Austria-Hungary had already signed a mutual assistance pact. Russia and France were holding secret talks on ways and means of containing the Central Powers. Grave events, it was said in Melbourne, were about to unfold in Europe, events which would disturb the peace and well-being of the most convinced optimists. Would the question of Bulgaria explode the powder keg? Would that be the beginning of a European war, and possibly a world war, to be followed by a bloody social revolution? For that dread was never far from the minds of the bourgeoisie. That year Charles Booth had published his first report on the condition of the poor in London. In that great city swarms of humanity lived huddled together in the direst poverty: one day there might be an explosion which would wreck the foundations of civilized life. Barbarians would roam amongst the rubble of the cities they had reduced to ruins. In the meantime the bourgeoisie, the law and order men of civilization, must take measures to protect their bodies against contamination and corruption from the human beings wallowing in such filth, public health being an essential condition of the survival of bourgeois society.39

While some were apprehensive about a coming Armageddon, or a social upheaval at the end of which mankind in Australia would resume the primitive life of the nomad, others bewailed the corruption of the people by the values of the money-changers. In his work Democratic Vistas, published in New York in 1871, Walt Whitman had drawn attention to the depravity of the business classes in that society. In fashionable life, he wrote, there was ‘flippancy, tepid amours, weak infidelism, small aims’, the one sole object of people being ‘pecuniary gain’. Money-making was their ‘magician’s serpent’. The best class in America were ‘but a mob of fashionably dressed speculators and vulgarians’. In England in August 1867 in his essay Shooting Niagara: And After? Thomas Carlyle had characterized society as suffering from ‘dry-rot’, which men in high places obscured by the use of ‘varnish’ and talk about ‘the Constitutional System, Conservative System and other fine names’. Men, he said, were ‘clearly sincere about nothing whatever, except in silence, about the appetites of their own huge belly, and the readiest method of assuaging these’. In such a society men sank into the ‘thickest welter of surrounding gluttony and baseness, and. . . bottomless anarchy’. For that, too, was a distinguishing feature of bourgeois society, this hollowness of heart, this confounding of liberty with licence, this teetering on the edge of saying that everything was allowable. The visionaries of Eden had to overcome the past: the friends of Mammon were about to discover that within the very flame of their love there was a force that would abate it and abandon them as citizens of a kingdom of nothingness.40
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A COAT OF CONSERVATIVE VARNISH

INNOVATIONS in their material setting held out the promise of greater profits, greater luxuries and greater ease. At Tamworth in New South Wales in November 1888 a huge crowd gave three hearty cheers when the Mayoress turned on the electric lights in the main street of town. The inhabitants of Tamworth had been aglow with enthusiasm all that day, because their town had now been placed in the front rank of populated centres in Australia, having outstripped all competitors in the race for colonial progress. For ever since the use of the electric light had been first canvassed in Sydney in 1882 its contribution to a revolution in business had been stressed as its main asset, in particular its effect on the reduction of hours required for night labour. The other great advantage was its contribution to the reduction of crime, crime having to fly further afield, it was said, once the dark alleys and courts of a city were brought out of the darkness into the light by the glare of the electric lamp. Electric light contributed to the bourgeois appetite for profit, and the bourgeois desire to reduce crimes against property and the person in the large cities of the world, as well as reducing drudgery.1

The telephone offered similar benefits. In 1882 the Sydney Exchange Company had installed communication by telephone between the Stock Exchange and the principal wharves of the harbour, thus introducing a great saving of time and expense in the transaction of business. By 1883 it was assumed in business circles in the capital cities that a telephone was as essential to the furniture of a merchant’s office as was his desk. The telephone was an invention to enable two persons to carry on a conversation as readily as if they were in each other’s presence. Men of the time began quickly to conceive of other uses for this facility of transmitting the human voice, and other audible sounds, along a copper wire. It had already been used successfully in London and New York for the transmission of vocal music from a theatre to a private house. It was an invention which could be the instrument of bringing mass entertainment into the home. It was also an invention which could be used to bring the news of the world into the homes of suburbia, and later into farm houses, country towns, and the squatters’ runs. With the railway, the telegraph and the telephone the metropolitan newspapers could be more powerful opinion makers in country districts.

Changes in transport occurred rapidly. In 1883 the Melbourne Tramway and Omnibus Company was granted a lease by an Act of the Victorian Parliament to build tram lines connecting the city of Melbourne with the suburbs. The Company proposed to introduce the cable tram to replace the horse bus and the horse tram, and claimed that the system of tram carriages moved by a wire rope running under the ground would be cheaper, quicker and more efficient than all other methods of transporting people in or out of a large city. In 1885 the service along Flinders Street to Richmond was opened, followed by services to Fitzroy (1886), Collingwood, Clifton Hill and Carlton in 1887. By 1890 cable trams were driving the horse-drawn carriages off the road. At the same time rapid developments occurred in the building of suburban railways in both Sydney and Melbourne. A walking working class became the users of mass transport services: those who put on airs continued to use the horse and carriage until such time as the horseless carriage provided means of preserving their social distinction. In general, technical change was laying the foundation for the replacement of human labour by the machine: the lawn-mower, the sewing-machine and ready-to-wear clothing were all part of the wonders of the age, and the instruments for the destruction of Old Australia—the Australia of material backwardness and isolation, the Australia which spawned the old bush culture and the colonial inferiority complex.2

The bourgeois leaders responded to all this material progress with the extravagance of men giddy with success. They preened themselves as contributors to the ‘Century of Marvels’. Still dreaming of dying on the barricades of Sydney to the roar of the ‘Marseillaise’ the young Henry Lawson warned his generation of the delusion they were nourishing in their hearts about the absence of poverty in Australia:

 

They lie, the men who tell us in a loud decisive tone
That want is here a stranger, and that misery’s unknown;
For where the nearest suburb and the city proper meet
My window-sill is level with the faces in the street,

Drifting past, drifting past,
To the beat of weary feet—

While I sorrow for the owners of those faces in the street.

He wound up his poem—‘Faces in the Street’—with a solemn warning to his contemporaries. The ‘warning pen’, he said, would ‘write in vain, the warning voice grow hoarse’, because the owners of wealth were not open to moral persuasion, to appeals to their hearts, their values having left them as ‘hollow-hearted men’. Unless society changed quickly there would be a ‘roll-up of Australians on some dark day to come’.3

At the same time the grand old man of bourgeois society, Sir Henry Parkes, was dipping his brush deep in to the varnish pot of conservatism. He had coated its bristles, he believed, with enough varnish to cover the ‘dry rot’ in the foundation timbers of society. His varnish was the dream of a federated Australia. By the end of 1889 the parliaments of the six Australian colonies together with New Zealand had agreed to elect delegates to a federal conference in Melbourne early in 1890. At that time his eye was single. He saw federation under the Crown as the only way to preserve Australia as a European society, and believed the dry rot in the foundation timbers of society required a remedy. As he saw it, a federal constitution would protect bourgeois society from the threat of red revolution. Under a federal constitution visionaries with a dream of some future harmony for humanity could never wield the power with which to execute their wild ideas.

Everything Parkes did, everything he said, seemed designed to evoke in the minds of his observers thoughts on the greatness of the man and the grandeur of his ideas. When Parkes arrived in Melbourne early in February 1890 for the opening of the federal conference, Deakin, with that feminine eye for any character weakness, saw before him a huge figure of a man. He saw a man who seemed to have an imperative need to appear as a person of distinction even in such trifles as his personal toilet. When he thought no one was looking, Parkes brushed the white hairs of his head into the contours appropriate for a man greedy for recognition as a most remarkable man. The face and stance conveyed both the ‘distinguished humility’ and the ‘imperious command’ of a man who had decided long ago that greatness was the only effective varnish with which to conceal the ‘dry rot’ of another kingdom which had always bothered Parkes—the kingdom of nothingness. Parkes, wrote Deakin, ‘had always in his mind’s eye his own portrait as that of a great man, and constantly adjusted himself to it’. He wanted to be known as a sage, as a man who had both wisdom and understanding. He wanted also to be known as a statesman, as a man who had used his vast talents to confer lasting benefits on his people. The far-away expression in the eyes conveyed his remoteness from the earthly sphere. Well-timed use of melancholy cadences in the voice strengthened the vast and inexpressible weariness. That melancholy was also what caught the attention of Tom Roberts and Arthur Streeton when Parkes sat for portraits some four years later. The ghosts of the past still haunted him. Henry Lawson had seen into the heart of the matter. The future of humanity lay with ‘the people’s voice’. Parkes in Melbourne looked and behaved like a man who feared he was no longer part of the great river of life.4

He had always wanted to be great of heart towards those who despitefully used him. He wanted to be a Moses leading the Australian people into the Promised Land of federation. The federal conference presented him with the opportunity to win the acclaim he coveted. The bankrupt of Balmain could be known to posterity as the father of federation. The stage was set for a man with his grandeur of vision to lead the Australian people towards their historic destiny. Everything in the public life of Australia seemed to be moving towards the consummation of what he desired: labour was federating, the churches were federating, commerce was federating, society was federating.

On the night of 6 February a brilliant gathering assembled at the Queen’s Hall in Melbourne’s Parliament House, for a federation banquet. The Governor, Lord Hopetoun, graciously accepted the invitation to be present. Premiers, bankers, presidents of chambers of commerce, mayors, officers of the armed forces, were all there in their pomp and splendour. In the banquet hall were two emblems on which were printed the words which summed up what they stood for: one said ‘God Save the Queen’; the other said ‘A United Australasia’. Once again there were English conventions in an Australian setting. Even the toastmaster observed the English customs: a trumpeter in army uniform sounded a bugle call before each toast. The speakers proudly professed their love of old England, and their confidence in their own future greatness. Duncan Gillies was proud to say they were about to cement a union, with the great empire of which they were a part; they were also about to form a power in the Southern Seas which would enable them to defend themselves against aggression. James Service told them so much of Australia was now federating that even little boys in Melbourne were devoted to federal football and federal cricket; Melbourne even had a Federal coffee palace.

The eyes of Sir Henry Parkes that evening were suffused with light, as though some lamp inside him had been lit. These Victorians lacked vision: they could not get their minds out of the market-place. He would take the minds of the people up into the high places. On rising to his feet he was received with loud and continued cheering, many of those present standing up and waving their handkerchiefs, and calling out ‘Bravo, bravo’ in a quite un-Anglo-Saxon display of enthusiasm and affection. He did not let them down. They were all there, he told them, ‘to drink of this water of national life’. They were four million people, all of British origin. They were British. ‘The crimson thread of kinship runs through us all’, he said. Even the native-born Australians were Britons, as much as men born within the cities of London or Glasgow. ‘We know’, he said, ‘we represent a race. . . for the purpose of settling colonies, which never had its equal on the face of the earth’.

To him the flag of a united Australasia meant no separation from the empire. Again there was prolonged cheering for that. He was putting into words what the bourgeoisie believed federation was all about: how to be strong for the purposes of defence, how to remain British for generations to come. There would be no change in their institutions. The monarch would still be the head of state. They could be both British and great. Separated, he said, they were nothing: united they would be a solid, powerful, rich and widely respected nation: he would dedicate all his powers to ‘bring about this glorious consummation’. They had heard the words of the father of federation. Before they dispersed they sang a hymn of praise, not to the nation they were about to create: they sang the first verse of an anthem which came out of their past, and symbolized the limits of their horizon: they sang ‘God Save the Queen’.5

The excitements of the banquet, the tiring journey from Sydney in the train, and the excessive heat in Melbourne, where a hot north wind fanned the city into an oven, prostrated Parkes. He asked the delegates to postpone the debate on the resolutions put down in his name. On 10 February the thirteen delegates took their seats in the chamber of the Legislative Council of Victoria, a setting calculated to inspire thoughts on the wisdom of remaining British for generations to come. An audience of twelve professional politicians was not the stimulant Parkes needed to soar into a prose poem on Australia’s destiny. Putting on his far-away look, the look he employed with such effect in the company of people who had not seen the things he had seen, he formally moved that in the opinion of this conference, the best interests and the present and future prosperity of the Australasian colonies would be promoted by an early union under the Crown. He asked them to declare that in their opinion the developments in the national life of Australasia in population, in wealth, in the discovery of resources, and in self-governing capacity, justified the higher act of the union of these colonies, under one legislative and executive government, on principles just to the several colonies.

The banquet had been the champagne occasion: now was the time for the small beer language politicians used when they spoke to each other. Now was the time to show his fellow performers that his head was not in the clouds. In between the rhetoric, the flights of poetry on the future greatness of Australia and Australians, the old fox showed them he knew what was tempering their enthusiasm. That Victorian, James Service, did not have to tell him about a lion in the path. Parkes knew all about that. He knew all the difficulties—the tariff question, the distribution of the surplus revenue of the federal government, the powers of the colonial parliaments, the qualifications for the franchise, the fears of the smaller colonies, the jealousy between New South Wales and Victoria. He knew all that. That day he spoke like a man who knew that time was running out for those present: he might not have the strength to finish the great work. He ended by hinting that if the politicians could not agree then he was confident the people would give their emphatic approval. In the evening of his life he was coming back to where he had begun: the people, not the politicians, were the origin of all just power.6

Alfred Deakin said he had great pleasure in seconding the resolution moved by Sir Henry Parkes. Privately they were as different from each other as frost from fire. Parkes was an immigrant: Deakin was native born. Parkes was in the late autumn of his life: Deakin was in his prime—he would turn thirty-four that year. Parkes was haunted by the spectre of financial disgrace: Deakin was a stranger to all those humiliations. The children of Parkes had forsaken him: a mother, a wife and three daughters surrounded Deakin with love and adoration. Parkes knew what it was like to be driven out of his wits by sensual lust: Deakin had read in books about the ravages of that fierce and savage monster. Parkes had striven in vain to confer a dignity on his bearing: Deakin’s bearing reminded his contemporaries of the noble heights of chivalry. Parkes knew all about treachery to friends, to political allies, and to wives: Deakin then knew nothing of any such madness in the heart.

Publicly there was much to divide them. Parkes was a New South Wales free trader: Deakin was a Victorian protectionist. Parkes loved honours and titles almost as much as he loved champagne and women: Deakin rejected all such offers as incompatible with his noble idea of equality, and as being incongruous with Australian national sentiment. Yet they had four things in common. Disciples as they were of John Stuart Mill, they both believed in the right of every adult to an equal voice and an effective voice in deciding the conditions under which he lived. They both believed in enlightenment. They both professed a strong faith in the capacity of Australians for self-government. They both believed in the Empire, and in Australia: they were both convinced Australian-Britons.7

Happily Alfred Deakin had by then already climbed on to that lofty perch from which Parkes looked down on the antics of the lawyers, the economists and the measurers. He was a child of the age of unbelief, although ill at ease in such a milieu. Like Dostoevsky, Tolstoi, Henrik Ibsen, Thomas Hardy and other giants of his era, the thought of annihilation after death was unbearable to him. As a child he had drunk in greedily his mother’s simple faith that after death human beings saw their loved ones again, that they all met again when they were spirits. But when he came to man’s estate he lost his faith in the resurrection of the dead and the life in the world to come. Nature had cursed him with a great thirst to believe. But no seer, priest or parson he consulted provided him with the certainty for which he yearned. Deakin did not suffer from the craving of wanting to be there when everyone suddenly understood what it had all been for. It never occurred to him that if God’s world was a lie, then men themselves might become like gods, that men might now be able to steal fire from heaven. No such vision ever sustained him. Like Parkes he wanted to varnish over the cracks in existing society, the only difference between him and Parkes being the colour of the varnish they would use and how it would be daubed on to the fabric of society.8

He spoke at the conference like a man for whom the future grandeur of Australia would not lie in the creation of a new society. Like Parkes he would never be fired by Henry Lawson’s vision of ending the hell in what should be a paradise. Like Parkes he believed Australians should remain very much as they were. They should be loyal sons of the Queen: they should be Australian-Britons, they should be proud of their high standard of living. Like Parkes he believed in the Australian dream. He looked forward to the day when all Australians were exemplars of the bourgeois virtues, that day when even the denizens of the mighty bush had been tamed and housed in suburban boxes.9

In the general debate the delegates professed their belief in the future union of the Australian colonies, testified profusely to their loyalty to the Queen and the Empire, and to their intentions, as Thomas Playford of South Australia put it, to continue to belong to that great Anglo-Saxon people whose name is Great Britain. ‘We are loyal to Great Britain.’ But, to the dismay of Parkes, and possibly to the ironic amusement of Deakin, some delegates wondered whether the time was yet ripe for such a union. No foreign power threatened to invade Australia; all great reforms sprang from the people, but so far the question of federation had been taken up by the leading statesmen of the various colonies: the question had not been taken up by the people. Until such time as a threat to survival appeared, or the people became interested, then the ghosts of the past and local loyalties would preserve the status quo. Some crisis, some upheaval, was essential if the people were to clamour for political union to correspond with the economic union produced by changes in the production and distribution of wealth, and changes in communication. Until such time the colonies would want to retain all their own powers, politicians would ask those awkward questions about the tariff and the distribution of surplus federal revenue. South Australians and Victorians made debating points against New South Wales about the old Federal Council. South Australians accused Victorians of wanting political union for the sordid reasons of swelling the profits of their manufacturers and shop-keepers. The character of the debate threatened to descend from the lofty ideas of Parkes into an exchange between fishwives. Parkes fidgeted in his chair.

The far-away look began to wear thin on his face. At times he sported with Laodiceans such as Playford, when he admonished him to follow the teaching of the founder of the Christian religion towards the Victorians by turning the other cheek. At other times he lost his composure, and squeaked out an insult or two at his opponents in that high-pitched voice and shedding aspirates, always a sure sign that the madness was stirring in his blood. For the man still had as much energy for malice as for trips to the starry heights. In the presence of scribes, the Pharisees, the lawyers, the measurers and the book-keepers, the mask of dignity slanted askew on his ravaged face.10

To irritate him further, and to provoke him into even greater lapses in behaviour, one of those maddening New Zealanders, Captain William Russell, explained why his countrymen would not be prepared to be members of a government in which they had so unimportant a part. They had had to carve out homes in a wilderness by a practice in self-denial to which Australians were strangers. In doing so they had developed a distinct national type, different from the Australians. In addition to the struggle against the forces of nature, they had had to subdue a proud, indomitable and courageous race of aborigines, the Maoris. They were not prepared to hand over native administration to an Australian parliament that cared nothing and knew nothing about native administration or the traditions of the past. For the minds of the New Zealanders nourished a great delusion about past and present relations between Pakeha and the Maori. New Zealanders also doubted whether Australians could contribute to their defence. Finally New Zealanders, being primary producers of mutton and butter, were dependent on free trade, and as such suspicious of members of any union which would probably introduce protection.

Besides, the two most powerful colonies on the mainland were on the eve of progress in secondary industry which would widen the gulf between them which nature and history had already begun. Captain Russell was quite a wag. He suggested that federal union was rather like a marriage contract. New Zealand did not think there would be a marriage of affection between New Zealand and the Australian colonies. If there were to be a mariage de convenance then New Zealand would have to seek refuge in the Married Women’s Property Act. Before allowing the beauty of New Zealand to be joined in marriage to the masculine power and strength of Australia Captain Russell asked Sir Henry Parkes to consent to change the word ‘Australasian’ in his motion to ‘Australian’. If Parkes would consent then he would propose an additional motion: ‘that to the union of the Australian colonies contemplated by the foregoing resolution, the remoter Australasian colonies shall be entitled to admission at such times and on such conditions as may hereafter be agreed upon.’11

The conference ended on a note of enthusiasm. Putting on his best far-away look Parkes tetchily rebuked Thomas Playford of South Australia and James Lee-Steere for being provincial on a national occasion. He wound up with a passionate plea to the delegates to let their eyes be opened to wider horizons. Deakin moved that the members of the conference should take such steps as might be necessary to induce the legislatures of their respective colonies to appoint delegates to a National Australasian Convention, empowered to consider and report upon an adequate scheme for a federal constitution. Such a convention should consist of not more than seven members from each of the self-governing colonies, and not more than four members from each of the Crown colonies. They agreed. Deakin moved that until such time as a federal constitution were accepted, more use should be made of the federal council. But Parkes would have none of it. At the end Parkes reminded them that on such occasions Englishmen very frequently took advantage of the gathering to renew the expression of their loyalty to the monarch. At the end of a conference assembled to create a constitution for Australasia they expressed their desire to approach Her Most Gracious Majesty with renewed expressions of their ‘devoted attachment’ to ‘Her Majesty’s Throne and Person’. The conference adjourned at thirty-five minutes past noon on 14 February, after four days of debate during a Melbourne heat wave.12

Outwardly the whole proceedings had been a triumph for Parkes. To preserve the moment for posterity he was asked to plant an English oak tree in the gardens of Parliament House, Melbourne. The believer in Englishmanism was to plant an English tree to commemorate the forthcoming creation of an Australian federation. His eloquent and able address on the second-last day of the conference became the talk of Melbourne and Sydney. An English publisher offered to pay him a royalty of one-sixth on all copies of his projected book ‘Fifty Years in the Making of Australian History’. As proof of that virility of which he boasted so disarmingly, his second wife bore him a son in April of 1890. The Governor of Victoria, Lord Hopetoun, was so fond of his company, finding there was ‘something so gentle and refined about him’, that he asked Parkes to treat Government House in Melbourne as his hotel. The greats in England showered praises on him. Mr Gladstone wrote to say that he believed what Parkes stood for, the strong association between England and the Australasian dominions of the Queen, would produce ‘happy fruits’ in the time that was to come. Alfred, Lord Tennyson, poet laureate, sent Parkes ‘choicest thanks’ for the volume of his poems, and congratulated him on interweaving ‘the laurel of the muses with the civic wreath’ he wore as a statesman.13

While the politicians were arguing in Melbourne Tom Roberts was getting Australians and Australia on to one of his canvases. In 1888 he had gone to stay at Duncan Anderson’s station at Newstead near Corowa to paint a scene that was ‘really and absolutely Australian’. For months he studied the light, the sheep, the shed, the men at work until he was ready to express ‘the meaning and spirit—of strong masculine labour, the patience of the animals. . . and the great human interest of the whole scene’. His eyes had been opened to the fragile beauty in a country from which all previous men of sensibility had recoiled with dread in the presence of those ‘weird scribblings of nature’. His eyes had been opened to the dignity of Australians. As he worked he knew the glory of that moment when a man senses that to him there had been given the gift of making the perfect expression of one time and place into the ‘art for all time and of all places’. Out in the vast open spaces Roberts was vouchsafed a vision of life clean different from the preoccupations of British Philistines and Australian-Britons. He clothed Australians with majesty. He detected in the Australian bush worker a comeliness and a grace not noticed by previous observers.14

Intoxicated with the beauty of the wattle in the spring, Arthur Streeton was so carried away by his communion with nature that he thought a day might come when he took communion with God. He began to see the quality of Australian light, the heat and dryness of the summer, the colours of land and sky as a setting for what he called a ‘fine garden of Eden’. For him there was beauty everywhere in Australia. ‘I sit here’, he wrote to Tom Roberts about his work,

 

in the upper circle surrounded by copper and gold, and smile joy under my fly net as all the light, glory and quivering brightness passes slowly and freely before my eyes . . . I shout and laugh at my immense wealth, all free and without responsibility. Who could steal this from me?

He put that vision into his landscape painting ‘Still Glides the Stream’, the title of which was taken from Wordsworth’s sonnet ‘After-thought’. He painted Australia as a country where sun and earth lived for ever in love’s embrace.15

Henry Lawson put before his readers ideas of the poor and downtrodden who were about to inherit the earth. That year, while Roberts and Streeton were singing their song of praise in paint, Lawson put into his poem ‘The Australian Marseillaise’ his faith in the common people as the builders of a new society. The Australian people would knock down the

 

Walls of Cant and walls of Custom,
Walls of Ignorance and Fear.

The day of reckoning was nigh: the poor were beginning to murmur that the world was given to all and not to the few. A vision of a great future was shimmering before his eyes:

 

Then when Mammon’s Castle crashes
To the earth and trampled lies,
Then from out the blood and ashes
True Republics shall arise.
Then the world shall rest a season
(First since first the world began)
In the reign of right and reason
And the dynasty of man.

The Australian people would build a new heaven and a new earth under their own bonny skies.16

To cover over that huge crack in society, the conservatives needed a very special coat of varnish. Henry Parkes had always believed he was the man to wield the brush. But things were not lastly as firstly well with Sir Henry. The David Jones Emporium, and other firms, still reminded him that bills outstanding in his name had not been paid, or that cheques with which he endeavoured to meet his liabilities had not been honoured by his bank. Sweet Sir Henry, the darling of the Government House set in Sydney and Melbourne, was obliged to cadge money from admirers and well-wishers. Reckless as ever, he went on spending huge sums of borrowed money on sumptuary goods with which to impress visitors at his home in Annandale. He continued to drink champagne when he could ill afford beer. At one moment he would weep in front of his family and his friends and rail and curse at his cruel fate in being exposed to such humiliation in his old age. Next moment he would call for a magnum of champagne to celebrate some achievement in the past. With a twinkle in his eye and a flush of pleasure on his cheeks he would add that only one glass would be necessary. He was still magnificently alive. But his body could not keep pace with his appetites. Doctors were consulted. They told him all the organs of his body were sound except the heart which was extremely weak. In future he must avoid social entertainments as much as possible. Large draughts of any fluid would be undesirable. A cup of tea or cocoa with a light biscuit taken an hour before rising would be beneficial. If he valued his life, one doctor continued, fearing such details might be irksome to dear Sir Henry, then he must not over-excite himself, or overtax his strength. Sir Henry was about to walk off the stage of public life.17

All through the first half of 1890 rumours of impending disasters coincided with the wild investing spree which had infected sections of the bourgeoisie. Henry Gyles Turner, a Melbourne banker with strong literary interests, a man who knew his Thucydides, who knew of the terrible punishment meted out to the Athenians for their arrogance and their extravagance, jotted down in his diary a record of his inner forebodings as he staggered from banquet to banquet, ball to ball, and garden party to party. The day of reckoning to which all the great prophets of the Victorian era had referred was at hand. Some worshippers of the golden calf were already being punished. Some who had given their money upon usury or sought a reward against the innocent were now paying for their transgressions. In an evil hour Richard Donovan, a publican and choir master of St Francis’s Church in Melbourne, had become infatuated with the sport of kings. To raise money for gambling he invested in land. The land company in which he had invested failed. He had to go through the humiliation of a ‘whitewash’ in the Insolvency Court, and then wield the baton while choir boys sang in their ethereal voices petitions to the Lamb of God to have pity on all men. James Barker, stockbroker, had gone in for sharebroking in land, converting the stock exchange into a gambling casino in a greedy grab for a quick return. He, too, had to seek shelter in the Insolvency Court.

In its leader columns the Argus reflected gravely on Victorian finance and financiers. There was ‘rash financing in the city’, it said: there was a ‘fatal epidemic in the suburbs’. But no amount of moralizing or foreboding could sober up men who were wallowing in delight at the prospect of more and more wealth. In February 1890 the Premier Permanent Building Association had suspended payment. The creditors displayed patience, but as the months passed rumours spread that not all was well with other companies. Soon rumours circulated that the savings of little people were in danger. The Bulletin warned that foreign investors would remove from Australia anything they could get possession of. It likened them to the locust and the grasshopper which stripped everything bare while the sons and daughters of Mr Money Bags danced on by night, as giddy in the dance as their fathers were giddy with their success at the stock exchange.18

While Mr Money Bags was furiously chasing his crock of gold and the beneficiaries of his material gains were dancing down the primrose path of pleasure the struggle over the ownership and distribution of wealth suddenly erupted into violence. The relations between Capital and Labour in Australia had been characterized by moderation and the workers’ preference for ‘Moral suasion’ rather than that ‘Lick in the Lug’ advocated by revolutionaries and anarchists in Europe and North America. The trade unions were distinguished by their concern with minutes off the day, pennies on the pay, and improvements in the conditions of labour. Union members, especially the itinerant workers like the shearers and those engaged in transport, were often men with a stake both in the union and in the ownership of property. Shearers were both workers for wages, and owners or lessees of small farms. As such they were devoted to the great Australian myth that the ownership of property in land and housing was one essential condition of human happiness. Hitherto collaboration had been the principal guide to conduct in relations between Capital and Labour. The most widely used illustration in all trade union literature was a benevolent capitalist shaking hands in love and charity with a clean-living worker. The only visible difference between the two was their dress: the capitalist wore a tie and coat, the worker wore neither.

By the late 1880s workers demanded a larger slice of the cake, and a reduction in working hours, as their share of the fruits of the increase in the production of wealth created by improvement in the production, distribution and exchange of goods. The productive force, they argued, had increased twenty-fold during the nineteenth century. Yet workers still toiled from dawn to dark for a bare livelihood. William Guthrie Spence reflected both in speech and action all the contradictions and paradoxes within the trade union movement. He thundered against capitalist society with all the wrath of an Old Testament prophet denouncing human wickedness, but at the same time he saw no contradiction in workers becoming owners of property. He professed a belief in the brotherhood of man, but at the same time he mocked at ‘Chinkies’, and denounced the Pacific Islanders or Kanakas as a ‘Leprous Curse’.

Spence had been born in the Orkney Isles on 7 August 1846, and migrated to Victoria probably in 1852. He claimed to have been an eye-witness as a boy of eight of that ‘sad sabbath morn’ at Eureka on 3 December 1854. Later at Creswick he belonged to that generation of divided men who had been fashioned on the Australian goldfields, men who worshipped two gods: the god of equality and the god of getting on. In Creswick he read the works of Carlyle, Ruskin, Morris, Bellamy and Blatchford. His teachers explained to him how, thanks to greed and spite, a few had won the means of luxury, while the great mass remained in poverty. Thanks to his teachers he, too, could look with fervour to a new world, blessed with plenty, purified by justice and sweetened by brotherly kindness. Yet he laid up for himself modest treasures on earth: he yearned for a block of land and a house in which to foster individualism, and all the petty bourgeois virtues. Spence was also steeped in the moral values of the improvers. He believed in total abstinence from intoxicating drinks: he believed in the cultivation of the mind: he believed in the liberation of mankind from the priests and parsons so that men might enjoy the virtues of domesticity. On women and Aborigines he dropped not a word. He wanted a society in which white Anglo-Saxon men could get on: women could help these men to climb a few rungs on the ladder. He knew nothing of romantic love between man and woman, nothing of the vision splendid on the sunlit plains extended, nothing of the ‘dynasty of man’. For him socialism was a question of how many ‘bob’ a man got in a day. He was an Australian trade unionist.19

By the middle of 1890 the air was filled with foreboding. The people, wrote the Argus, were about to rush into a pit. Government finances were in a parlous condition: the surplus had vanished: a reckless government was still squandering the taxpayers’ money. Jeremiahs reminded Victorians of the warning that those who sowed a wind could reap a whirlwind. The wind had been sown during the land boom. In those giddy days working men, clerks, teachers, clergymen and widows had been shamefully tricked into investing the savings of a lifetime in wild-cat schemes. They were debauched with champagne luncheons or seduced by unscrupulous advertising into investing their funds with the land sharks.20

At the same time another sort of wind had begun to blow. In the Worker, the first issue of which was published in Brisbane on 1 March 1890, the editor, William Lane, declared boldly that the worker was entitled to the wealth he produced. In the second number of the Worker he professed a longing for a ‘new religion, a new faith, a new ideal’. Lane called it ‘The Creed of Humanity’. On 1 May the Worker professed its faith in the capacity of the labour movement to free the worker from wage-slavery, to redeem the world from shame and sorrow, to make men manly and women womanly, children full of laughter and life full of love.

Almost a month later Lane declared that the ‘noble and holy’ labour movement would deliver man from misery by the ‘collective throttling of the conditions which oppress and brutalise’. An influence was abroad in the land which was forcing humanity ever onwards and upwards, producing ultimately ‘perfect Mankind and Womanhood’. Labour was about to lead humanity to ‘a heaven in this now weeping world’. Labour was about to enact that ‘do-unto-others maxim that Buddha saw and Socrates thought and Christ felt’. Labour was about to fight a sacred fight. Labour was about to obey the ‘will of the Unknown God’. Humanity was their pole-star: political democracy was their means. If only Labour could win one man one vote they would ‘brush the pure merinoes out of Australia’.21

The bourgeoisie carried on apparently unaware of what was said to be in store for them. On 17 July 1890 sixteen hundred men and women gathered in the ballroom of Government House in Melbourne as guests of Lord and Lady Hopetoun. The occasion was a brilliant success. Every imaginable delicacy was upon the tables: every imaginable strong drink glistened at the refreshment bars. The jewels worn by the ladies were so superb that they would have done credit to the English court. The dresses of the women were as extravagant as the food and drink provided by their gracious host. Mrs Arthur Moule wore a dress which cost no less than one hundred pounds. Henry Gyles Turner wondered how long such extravagance could last. Alfred Deakin looked for something more than money-grubbing and pleasure-seeking in those with whom he associated. He made a note in his Book of Prayers that without God the world would know only spiritual failure, intellectual barrenness, and a fruitless round of existence. The editor of Table Talk had quite different things on his mind. He wondered whether His Excellency, Lord Hopetoun, had any knowledge of the correct thing to do in society. His Excellency had disported himself rather wantonly at a ball. He was seen to fling his legs about for the delectation of uncouth people whose social status was ‘utterly insignificant’.22

In the Protestant churches members of the congregation still found that the words of well-loved hymns summed up for them the meaning of life. Sacred songs still had a strange and subtle power over the people: they still were a principal medium for the expression of popular emotion. With the fervour of human beings swayed by elemental longings they sang the words:

 

My God, my Father while I stray,
Far from my home on life’s rough way,
Oh teach me from my heart to say,
“Thy will be done.”

They sang of their conviction that the pleasures of this world were as nothing compared with the ecstasies to be experienced in the life of the world to come:

 

Swift to its close ebbs out life’s little day;
Earth’s joys grow dim, its glories pass away;

They sang of their yearning to be washed free from sin:

 

Foul, I to the fountain fly;
Wash me, Saviour, or I die.

They sang of their need for and their dependence on their Saviour:

 

Jesu, Lover of my soul
Let me to Thy Bosom fly.

In the Catholic churches the celebrant of the holy Mass still held the wafer high and called on the faithful to behold the body of Christ. Some men and some women still kept alive the image of Christ in their hearts in a continent where the spirit of the place seemed to mock all human hopes and longings. The sunlight spoke of gaiety: prayer time and hymn singing evoked the gloomy and the dismal.

Protestant and Catholic school boys and girls still sang with gusto the songs of sectarian bitterness:

 

Protestant! Protestant! Ring the bell,
Catholic! Catholic! Go to hell!

Catholics taunted Protestants with a parody of a favourite hymn:

 

And nightly pitch my moving tent a day’s march nearer Rome.

Protestants and Catholics pledged themselves to be faithful to a morality fit for killjoys, rather than to the teachings of the Galilean who had told his followers he had come into the world so that human beings might have life and have it more abundantly. All God’s children were warned to be sober, to be vigilant because their adversary the Devil was roaring about: they were to resist him steadfast in the faith. To keep the Devil at bay, boys solemnly vowed never to smoke tobacco, and never to allow a drop of intoxicating fluid to pass their lips.

The spirit of the age was becoming more and more unsympathetic to the claims of the supernatural. The days when the ranters, the wowsers and the frowners could impose their ideas about Sunday observance were drawing to a close. The days were numbered when men thought of all wisdom as coming from above.

The priests and the clergy grieved over a lost generation, but their warnings, their threats, had lost their sting. Heaven and hell, it is said, were priests’ inventions: Australians could not believe in such places. Randolph Bedford used to recite with fervour the words: ‘By thine agony and bloody sweat; by Thy cross and passion; by Thy precious death and burial; by Thy glorious resurrection and ascension and by the coming of the Holy Ghost, Good Lord deliver us’. But he smoked a pipe that year and liked it: he drank a pint of beer and liked it even more. He gave up the religion of darkness, and walked out into the bright light of the Australian sun. His name was legion.23

While the cry of pleasure was swelling into a huge roar the capitalist press told its readers the time was ripe to teach labour a lesson. The governments of the Australian colonies should act with the same commendable firmness displayed by Sir Henry Parkes during the dispute between the coal miners and the employers at Newcastle when the miners had gone on strike on 24 August 1888. When the owners had tried to employ free labour to work the mines the union members of the Miners’ Association had chased the black-legs along the streets. The wharf labourers had cut adrift a ship moored at the wharves, and had struck in sympathy with the miners. The workers had threatened to become the masters of the town. The Sydney Morning Herald on 31 August had accused them of desiring to overturn society and reconstruct it upon a basis of communism with the ‘equal distribution of wealth’ as their ultimate aim.

Sir Henry Parkes had acted with ‘great promptitude and firmness’. He had issued a proclamation calling on all men to obey the law, and dispatched a body of infantry armed with a Nordenfeldt gun to Newcastle at the end of August. A crowd of three thousand miners had surrounded a party of free workers. When the latter had taken refuge in a blacksmith’s shop, the miners had proceeded to tear it down, and cut telegraph communication with the outside world. Under threat of beatings the miners had exacted a promise from the free workers that they would not work again during the course of the strike. Troops had moved in, and had allowed free workers to cut coal unmolested by angry miners. Realizing the hopelessness of their struggle, the miners had accepted the terms dictated to them by the victorious owners in mid-October 1888. The institutions of the State had crushed the unions.24

By the middle of 1890, to the consternation of the capitalists, the voice of the unions was again swelling into a cheeky, arrogant, confident roar. According to William Lane, unionists were coming together like flood waters running a banker. The bushman was stretching out to clasp the hands of the tradesman of the towns and the dwellers by the sea. Shearers, miners, wharf labourers, seamen, artisans, the huge ‘Phalanx of the unskilled’, men and women were coming together to win and maintain fair conditions of labouring for themselves and their fellows. In March of 1890 the unions in Queensland discussed the constitution of a federation. They agreed to accept a list of aims which were moderate, vague, and no threat to the existing order of society. They aimed at improving the conditions of all classes of labour: they proposed to discuss, consider and put in force any scheme for the better guidance and extension of labour organization: they proposed to devise schemes for the settlement of differences between any members of the federation and their employers, and to consolidate the Eight Hour system by legislation or otherwise: they proposed to secure the direct representation of labour in parliament, to assist members in securing a fair wage and reasonable conditions of labour, to take political steps for the ultimate establishment of a minimum wage for all men and women in Australia so as to prevent Australians from being degraded by competition to the level of Chinese and European labourers: they proposed to establish co-operative societies, both productive and distributive, and to conduct a newspaper in the interests of the labour movement.25

This was another surge of the rising tide of social democracy. Truth and justice were about to lead the van. The union solidarity of the workers and their ‘common thought’ would overthrow the ‘industrial wrong’. To idealists such as Lane and Spence, disciples of John Stuart Mill, truth was great and must prevail. No theoreticians they: for them all theory was grey but green was the golden tree of life. They were all heart. The leader of the Shearers’ Union, W. G. Spence, believed the time was ripe to persuade the employers to accept the principle that agreements between workers and employers would only be made between members of a union and employers. The time seemed propitious for such a move.

A series of droughts in the 1880s had turned the ancient continent once again into a land of dried-up water holes and dried-up creek beds. The rabbits had been introduced as one of those animals likely to provide sport for country gentlemen. They had multiplied and spread so rapidly that within twenty years they were contributing to the disappearance of the grass in the western lands of New South Wales. In the dry years of the 1880s the rabbits and the expense of their control or extermination were further embarrassing those already extended pastoralists of eastern Australia. The pastoralists were threatening to convert the grazing lands of Australia into a dust bowl. Already hard pressed to avoid the fate of losing ownership and control of their runs to companies, the pastoralists were in no position to accept a lower return from the sale of their annual wool clip due to a dispute with the Shearers’ Union over the principle of freedom of contract.

When the Shearers’ Union asked the pastoralists in May 1890 to undertake to employ only members of the union in their shearing sheds, the capitalist press denounced them for aspiring in a free country to abolish by intimidation the right of free contract and to take out of the employers’ hands all power to conduct their business according to the dictates of their own judgement and interest. That, thundered the capitalist press, was tyranny. The pastoralists, fearful lest the pastoral companies in the city should squeeze them so dry that they, too, became hirelings for wages on the land they claimed was their own, were prepared for almost any agreement which would bring in the wool clip. So at Jondaryan station in Queensland, in May 1890, they pledged themselves to permit every man on any of the stations to be admitted to the respective union of his occupation without any penalty or disadvantage. To the immense relief of the pastoralists the wool carriers brought the clip safely to the ports: the cheques were paid. Once again the squatters survived as country gentlemen in the Australian wilderness.26

Just as union power in the rural districts was strengthened by the victory at Jondaryan, Capital was weakened by a misfortune to the man who had subdued the coal miners and wharf labourers at Newcastle in 1888. On 18 May 1890 the horse pulling the cab in which Sir Henry and Lady Parkes were driving in Market Street, Sydney, shied and galloped out of control until the carriage was upset. Lady Parkes escaped unharmed: Sir Henry suffered a broken leg. The political defender of freedom of contract, and the champion of the State as the upholder of law and order against turbulence and commotions in the street, was lying prostrate at Annandale. As the forces of Labour and Capital skirmished with each other, creditors pestered him to pay the bills he had run up in his frenzied search for a style of life which would gratify both his vanity and his insatiable appetites. The man who was ravenous for admiration had to make do with the attentions of his wife.27

While Sir Henry languished in bed the battle between Capital and Labour extended to the waterfront. The ship-owners believed the time was not propitious for any further concessions to their seamen or their marine officers. Like the wool men they were feeling the pinch. Ocean-going steamships were eating into the profits of the inter-colonial traffic: the linking of the colonies by rail from Brisbane to Adelaide in 1888 stole traffic from the ships. This loss of business had led to a short period of cut-throat competition between companies for the passengers and cargo, in which wages and working conditions had been part of the trade war. The owners had determined to yield no more: they already had their backs against the wall.28

The seamen were determined to enjoy their share of all those material benefits which their leaders assured them were about to flow from the emancipation of labour from drudgery and material backwardness. At the end of July 1890 the Seamen’s Union presented a list of demands to the owners, seeking in particular increases in overtime pay, more annual holidays and better provisions for the payment of wages. When the owners demurred the Federated Seamen’s Union on 26 July demanded that the ship-owners accept forthwith the eight-hour principle, despite their plea in previous correspondence that the commercial depression in shipping rendered such a demand untenable. The owners again maintained that for the strongest possible reasons, namely financial ones, they could not agree to the seamen’s proposals. Anxious that their members should not miss out on their share of the cake, the marine officers began a correspondence with the Trades and Labour Council in Sydney to discuss terms and conditions of affiliation with that body.29

Fearing that such affiliation might endanger freedom of contract between employer and employee, the ship-owners refused to discuss the claims of the marine officers for higher pay until such time as the officers abandoned their proposed affiliation with the Trades and Labour Council. With tension mounting on the waterfront and on the high seas, the captain of the ship Corinna, trading between New South Wales and Tasmania, dismissed a fireman named Mangan. Believing Mangan had been dismissed because he was an officer of their union, the Seamen’s Union demanded that he be reinstated. On 15 August the marine officers gave the owners twenty-four hours notice of their intention of leaving their ships unless the union was permitted to join the Maritime Labour Council. After the notice expired on 16 August the marine officers walked off their ships and on 20 August the seamen walked off their ships. Coastal shipping was paralysed. Organized Capital and organized Labour stood face to face in what the Daily Telegraph called a ‘struggle of unprecedented magnitude in the history of Australia’.30

In Sydney the Industrial Defence Council formed a Labour Defence Committee. The latter declared the time had come when ‘a supreme struggle must be fought in defence of the principle of trade unionism’ and the defence of the right of Labour to federate in a common cause. To the alarm of the bourgeoisie a crowd of five thousand people gathered round the red flag of revolution in the Sydney Domain on 17 August, and roared with approval when the speaker prophesied that a day of glory for the working classes was at hand. Sydney and Melbourne, it was said, were about to feel ‘Red Revolution’s feet’. Alfred Deakin’s Sunday round of gardening, reading and writing was so disturbed by events that he was unable to sleep. He asked his God to pour His spirit into him so abundantly that unworthy though he knew himself to be, he and all men would not bother themselves in futile hours of strife and industrial conflict. Then right would triumph over wrong: violence would be suppressed: the holy quiet so dear to a good bourgeois would again descend.31

The following Sunday, 24 August, another huge crowd gathered at the wharves in Melbourne. All classes of the community were there, especially young men on the look-out for amusement. Wharf orators screamed themselves hoarse in an endeavour to convince the crowd about the rights of labour, oppression by capitalists, the evils of the traffic in liquor, and the salvation of the souls of the workers: All the contradictions in human behaviour bubbled up under the emotional strain of the moment. The self-appointed liberators of humanity hectored the people to observe strictly a moral code drawn up by their traditional gaolers. Hoodlums dropped bags of sand on the orators: larrikins threw a quantity of cayenne pepper at other speakers, which effectively silenced them, and drove the crowd away from the site. The following day hoodlums and loafers tormented non-union workers who were humping coal on the wharf, calling out ‘hello dutchey’, and ‘here comes old bandy legs’. When the non-union workers knocked off that day unionists chucked missiles at them, dragged them off tram cars, and hooted at them all the way to Swanston Street.32

Melbourne was witnessing skirmishes which might explode into civil war. Unless the men returned to work Melbourne would be plunged into darkness by night. In that darkness loafers, blackguards and idlers would prey on society. Alfred Deakin felt a great commotion in his heart: he implored his God to grant him the grace and wisdom to discern the needs of the hour. In Sydney the Presbyterian minister of St Andrew’s Church in Parramatta, the Reverend Mr Inglis, assured his congregation that the doctrine of equality in the socialist creed had not a shadow of support in the word of God. A balladist on the other side retorted ‘My true name is Labour, though priests call me Christ’. The Argus accused the unionists of using methods more common among the lower animals than the higher race of mankind, methods which were unworthy of a huge organization of labour in a civilized society. The Worker retorted that the hopes of all who suffered and mourned because of man’s inhumanity to man were centred in a great union victory. The unions were fighting not just for the trifling gains of the immediate present, but for their expansion into one great industrial brotherhood. They did not want to change society: they did not want Red Revolution. They wanted employer and employed to join hands, and work together so that want and destitution, vice and crime, would be banished for ever and ever.33

Within the union movement a confused babble of tongues rent the air. William Lane spoke the language of a seer and a visionary. ‘Nothing can stop it’, he wrote, ‘Nothing!’ The victory of the people was certain. He preached the morality of the puritan: the members of his brotherhood were enjoined to be honest, earnest, sober, unselfish, clean and manly. By contrast the President of the Trades Hall Council in Melbourne, William Trenwith, argued that Labour could not wage war with Capital because it was always trying to acquire it. What was wanted was some system, some machinery by which conflicts such as were happening could be rendered impossible.

At first glance Trenwith seemed a man who had drunk deeply the waters of socialism. He advocated the State taking charge of everything from railways to grocery stores, from the building of ships to the bringing up of babies. He had read his Bellamy: he had a childlike faith in the perfectibility of humanity. Born at Launceston in 1847, trained as a child to follow his father’s trade of bootmaker, William Trenwith had also grown up in a working class atmosphere where the ownership of property, British institutions, law and order, respectability, sobriety and quiet living were accepted as the means of material well-being and happiness for all men. According to a contemporary observer, he had a ‘thoroughly English face and disposition’. The man within lived very much in harmony with that spirit of conciliation and moderation with which he treated his fellow man. By 1890, as a father of ten, and President of the Trades Hall Council in Melbourne since 1887, he saw himself as a man who had sown seed which he would not harvest: he trusted in the ‘larger hope’ of better conditions of life for the remote descendants of his children. For his part he believed in collaboration between Capital and Labour. So while William Lane read the signs of the times as knitting humanity together in one great brotherhood, and Alfred Deakin asked his God to give him strength to endure the convulsions and turbulence through which they were passing, in August William Trenwith sat down to lunch with the representatives of the employers where, over a convivial glass of wine and some slightly naughty jokes (the absence of ladies making that permissible), the President of the Trades Hall Council and the President of the Employers drank to harmony and conciliation.34

The employers had already sniffed victory in the air. At a very large and enthusiastic meeting in Melbourne on 26 August they resolved to resist all further encroachments by the trade unions. William Trenwith attended at the special invitation of the employers to plead for an early meeting between both sides. But by then the employers no longer needed him: the man who hoped for their recognition was no longer needed in the board rooms of Collins Street. At a further meeting on 12 September the Australasian Conference of Employers reaffirmed the principle of freedom of contract, condemned any attempt to apply force, or the threat of force, and declared that employers would not be coerced in the dismissal of any labour that had taken service with them in the present emergency. They announced that owners of shipping should not engage or retain in their employ any captains or officers who might be members of a union affiliated with any labour organizations, and that employers should be encouraged to form unions of their own. To facilitate a resumption of work, employers were urged to proclaim as soon as possible the terms on which engagement would be made.35

By then the governments of Victoria and New South Wales were preparing for a showdown. Threatened with a shortage of gas because of the strike of the gas stokers and the difficulty the Gas Company was experiencing in recruiting efficient men to fill the places of strikers because of intimidation by union members, on 29 August the Victorian Government published a proclamation against intimidation, illegal assemblies and breaches of the peace. They also swore in five thousand special constables, and called out a number of men belonging to the Mounted Rifles to help in clearing the streets. Colonel Tom Price, the commander of these troops, called on his men to display zeal and loyalty to maintain law and order.

At church parade the following Sunday he told his men to ‘fire low and lay the disturbers of law and order out so that their duty would not have to be performed again!’ During divine service a man clothed in a white surplice, the symbol of the mystical purity between Christ and His Church, asked for the divine blessing on the fulfilment of their task. Some Labour idealists asserted that Capital was nailing Labour to a tree, just as the Scribes and Pharisees, the intellectual hirelings of Capital, had once nailed the hounder of the money-changers to a cross. Alfred Deakin again requested the Christian God to compose the bitterness in society under a surface of order, based on liberty and peace. He also asked God to work with him to ‘raise the worker with hand and the worker with brain to lives pure and wholesome and peaceful’. The God of Cardinal Moran gave a different answer to His faithful son. The officers, seamen, and the wharf labourers were all justified, he told a reporter in Brisbane, in asking for proper wages. But the unionists went too far in claiming the right to insist on an employer of union labour taking only such men as the union might nominate. He wanted to have nothing to do with those union bully boys or those wild visionaries with their talk of a new social order.36

Over a week later on 18 September at a requiem mass in St Mary’s Cathedral in Sydney for the repose of the soul of John Henry Newman, the Cardinal rendered thanks to Almighty God for the life of a prophet of the confrontation between Catholic Truth and Enlightenment. He warned the faithful to beware of false prophets who were convulsing the foundations of all truth, both human and divine. They were living in an age of ruins in which false scientists were setting before them a phantom temple of socialistic atheism, or infidelity or pantheism in which selfishness and pride, the idols of a corrupt heart, demanded their homage and worship. The Catholic Church alone would unfold to mankind the secret of true happiness and lead human beings to their eternal destiny. Life is immense.37

The following day volunteer labour carted wool from Darling Harbour station to the Circular Quay in Sydney. The government of New South Wales provided special police to protect the volunteer workers. As the procession passed along George Street towards the Town Hall, past St Andrew’s Cathedral where choristers and congregation often asked their God the question ‘When shall all hatred cease as in the realms above?’, the unionists hooted, groaned and threw stones. As the procession moved up Market Street into Pitt Street, some bystanders cheered the volunteer labour to the echo, while others yelled and hurled any missiles they could lay their hands on. By the time they reached the Quay a crowd of three thousand had gathered. Sensing that disturbances were imminent, Nugent W. Brown read the Riot Act and ordered both troops and police to clear the Quay. People flew out of reach of the horses, and scurried to safety as the volunteers went about their business of loading the wool. Ambulance men trapped in the eye of the storm which came from they knew not where murmured the words which have comforted humanity down the ages. The officer-in-charge of the troops thanked the soldiers for their dedication, and called three cheers for the Queen which were heartily given by the great majority of the crowd.38

Never a man to preserve his composure on such occasions, Henry Lawson sought the company of Mary Gilmore, and shouted hysterically: ‘They have served out ball cartridge!. . . They have served out ball cartridge and are going to fire on my countrymen!’ In grief and anger at the behaviour of governments, parsons, priests, leader writers in the press, policemen and soldiers he came up with a repetition of his revolutionary rhetoric. He called on his readers to

 

Sing the strong, proud song of Labour

He believed in Australian sentiment. He still believed in the people of Australia:

 

Land of the South, lead on.39

By contrast the Australian-Briton, Alfred Deakin, turned hungry eyes to his God: ‘O God’, he wrote in his Book of Prayers for 21 September, ‘perplexity environs bewilders and enfeebles me; perplexity in belief, perplexity in conduct, perplexity in act. The great ends of life, righteousness, wisdom, and the establishment of universal justice rise clear but far before me’. Uproar prevailed at Circular Quay. Horses reared, pranced and struck terror into the hearts of people, as Alfred Deakin asked himself whether perhaps the trouble with him was that he was soiled in soul. Six days later, on 27 September, he had yet another agony, yet another burden: ‘God forgive me’, he wrote in his Book of Prayers. He asked God to drive through his soul ‘the red hot rivets of remorse’, so that he might refrain from the repetition of offences. ‘God forgive me for my past.’ But what it was he had done he was not prepared to tell to any man, or to any woman. He did not even seem to tell God. Perhaps he thought God already knew.40

There was no need for Deakin to let his heart be troubled. The employers were on the eve of a great victory. The united press of Australia had turned public opinion against the ‘blustering arrogance of rash professional agitators’. The government’s use of the military and the police in both Sydney and Melbourne forced the unionists to abandon their campaign against Free Labour. The governing classes in the Australian colonies displayed the same political genius and exploited the same tactics which had enabled the English ruling class to survive a century of social revolution. They embraced the moderates, and drove a wedge between them and the fire-eaters who had dreamed of a new heaven and a new earth. The members of the Australian Shearers’ Union returned to work on 2 October, the Broken Hill miners in the same month, the marine officers on 1 November, the wharf labourers on 5 November, the seamen, stewards and cooks on 15 November. The other unionists on strike, the trolly and draymen, the Western miners and the Illawarra miners, were all back by the middle of October. By mid-November it was all over. Capital had won a great victory.41

Alfred Deakin was still fighting the battle against evil in his own heart. He was still tormented and troubled by the conflict between his lower, grosser being and the higher visions in his mind. He asked God to strengthen his ardour for simplicity, sincerity, purity, truth and right. Like many another pilgrim for the means of grace he took comfort from the words: ‘a broken and a contrite heart, O God, Thou shalt not despise’. By contrast, William Lane saw a new light at the end of the dark tunnel into which reaction had temporarily plunged society. The State had defeated Labour: now Labour must capture the State. There must be a ‘People’s Parliament’. Henry Lawson, one of the enlargers of humanity, thought the time had come to sing an Australian ‘Marseillaise’.

That wily fox Henry Parkes wanted to devise a constitution which could not be altered by any human contrivance. He wanted to make bourgeois society safe for ever. He still believed his own coat of varnish would cover over the cracks in society. The Australian federal constitution would stand down the ages as a monument to his wisdom and his statesmanship. But time was running out for Sir Henry: the wind of change might soon set in so hard that he would be blown into the dustbin of Australian history. His generation was passing: another generation was coming which had their own reasons for covering the bristles of their brush with the same conservative varnish.42
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MORAL IMPROVERS AND ECONOMIC DEVELOPERS

IN 1888 THE VOICES of secular improvers were heard in the cities and in the bush. Two ideas were in the air. The first was that the death of God had uncovered in humanity the capacity for better things: human beings could now become god-like. The other was that the workers of society were entitled to a larger share of the greater wealth guaranteed by improvements in the production and distribution of goods. One result was a move to liberate woman: the other was a move to liberate the working classes. A bush girl who had dreamed of fulfilment for the members of her sex, but had despaired of ever achieving it as a bush mother came to the great city of Sydney in 1883 to work for the elevation of women. Using the editorial name of Dora Falconer, on 15 May 1888 Louisa Lawson published the first edition of Dawn. She was the mother of Henry Lawson. She believed she was providing women with a phonograph in which to ‘wind out audibly the whispers, pleadings and demands of the sisterhood’. But on the causes of women’s inferiority, how women would be liberated, and how they would be elevated to the way of life pursued by men she had no clear ideas, no coherent ideology, and no body of doctrine.1

She viewed the lot of women with the eye of pity. She believed with Karl Marx that it was the duty of a philosopher to change the world. But how that would come to be she did not know. Life in the bush had made her sceptical of all talk about a change of heart, or of being born again. She was born at Guntawang near Mudgee on 17 February 1848. There she hungered after a life in which she could shout for joy like those comely daughters of Jerusalem. But marriage to Peter Larsen consumed away her dream like the moth fretting the garment. After the breakdown of her marriage in 1883 she came to Sydney, hoping there was still time for the amendment of her life. Under the influence of Tommy Walker and men of like mind she became a convert to socialism. She hoped that in a socialist society women would be liberated from their drudgery. But she made no serious attempt to examine the causes of women’s position in society. She had no ideas on the origins of the subordination of women. She rejected the biblical command that wives should obey their husbands, and children should honour their fathers and their mothers, but she did not examine other accounts of the history of the institution of the family. She always acted as though she were all heart and no head. She had not read Lewis Morgan on Ancient Society, first published in America in 1877, nor Frederick Engels on the Origins of the Family, first published in 1884. Life, not books or lectures, taught her what was what.

Her interest was in woman’s suffering, and how it could be alleviated. She wanted to offer relief to women married to brutal husbands, to women chained by law and convention to drunken men, and indeed to all women bound by marriage to a lifetime of torments. She held out no hope of creating a new way of life for women, which would enable them to love and be loved. She filled her paper with advice to women on the latest fashions, and on how to buy a picture. She published lists of places in Sydney where country women could enjoy board and lodgings without assaults either on their pockets or their virtue. She offered advice on how to preserve beauty of face and figure in those years when the ravages of time threatened to crease the face, and to increase the ‘figure below’. She had all the inhibitions of her age on naming certain parts of the body. She accepted without question the prevailing picture of woman as a paragon of virtue, an angel who had crushed the insect of sensual lust. For her, as for the bourgeoisie in the period of the great calm-down in Australia, women were the police to tame the beast in men. She held up as an exemplar of what women should be the blameless life of Queen Victoria.2

She wanted women to be uplifted, because in her eyes they were the only remaining influence capable of raising humanity to a happier and nobler level. To perform such a role women had first to be relieved of much of the household drudgery. Women suffered, she argued repeatedly, from long hours of work, low wages, lack of rest, and oppression. A wife had no time to think of her own life and development; she had no money to spend, it being her husband’s money; she had not even a complete right to her own children; nor was she in independent possession of her body. Louisa Lawson never held out to women the possibility of their being emancipated from their bodies. She limited herself to the possibility of women not being slaves to a man’s lust. Like Mrs Harrison Lee she knocked with timid boldness at the citadel of political power and asked to be let in. Believing it would not be possible to raise the standard of living and improve the morals of the working classes without securing justice to working women, she argued that the only remedy was to raise the pay of the women till it equalled that of the men. The only way the weakest and most defenceless class of workers would be helped to better their condition was to place the ballot in their hands.3

She had great faith in Sir Henry Parkes. Worn out though he was by the continual and arduous duties at the federation conference in Melbourne, as well as his commitments as Premier of New South Wales, his duties as the recent husband of a young bride, and his never-ending activities to close the gap between his spending and his earning powers, the old man still had an eye for the direction in which the winds of power were blowing. Happily his strength had partly returned, thanks in part to a gift of a bottle of Clements’ tonic wine, which, though non-alcoholic, had been found to be quite a strengthener. He introduced an Electoral Bill in the Legislative Assembly late in 1890 which conferred the franchise on women. Louisa Lawson hailed it as ‘the boldest and most liberal measure ever submitted to any Parliament’. By then she was saying what William Lane and others had been saying for years: namely, that before anything could be done for the workers, and for women, there must be a radical electoral reform and a people’s parliament. The people must win a majority in parliament.4

A chorus of disapproval and ridicule greeted those proposals. The Roman Catholic Archbishop of Melbourne, Thomas Joseph Carr, remarked that it was not every woman who wanted to vote. He could sympathize with them because he thought the home was the sphere of woman. Nature did not make men and women exactly alike, and ‘the great Creator’ appointed different spheres for the one and the other. The Archbishop knew there had been a good deal of talk about the equality of men and women. But women exercised power not by mixing in the strife and turmoil of politics but in gracing the home and public life in every charitable work. The Bulletin resorted to ridicule. It warned men to be on their guard against women with a mission, women who were setting out to put men to rights both socially and morally. The aims of those self-appointed missionaries might be limited. They might only be aiming at attracting the attention of some high-minded curate with ritualistic tendencies, who parted his hair in the middle, and lifted his eyes piously when singing the words ‘ . . . let me to Thy Bosom fly’. But men should beware. These self-appointed missionaries wanted to pull down the sanctuaries of male domination. They were after the franchise to settle their scores with men.5

Women were not the only ones to accept the myth that the way to power in the bourgeois state lay through parliament. On 15 October 1873 the Trades and Labour Council in Sydney had resolved to take into consideration the propriety of direct labour representation in the legislature of the Colony. On 6 December in the following year their candidate, Angus Cameron, had been returned for the electorate of West Sydney. Cameron had many of the qualities which were to distinguish Labor parliamentarians in the years to come. He had an air of bourgeois respectability about him: he wore his best clothes on Sunday, advocated temperance, and wanted the working man to acquire a stake in the country by becoming an owner of a plot of land in the suburbs. He then qualified for membership of the great Australian club of suburban Philistines. Good wages had allowed the skilled worker to become a petty suburban proprietor, living in a wooden cottage erected on loans from the building societies. There he lived in what one observer called ‘the profuse Australian style, the style of a land flowing with mutton and tea and “damper”!’ In the parlour there stood a piano on which his daughters or his ‘missus’ thumped out the popular airs of the day while he hummed, or sang some words of such sentiment that tears often came to his eyes as he professed just what a ‘beautiful dreamer’ he was and always had been. Some union leaders believed the capture of political power would bring more of such good things to the workers. At every Inter-colonial Trades Union Conference from the first in October 1879 through the stirring arguments of the conferences of 1884 and 1885 members agreed there should be a parliamentary committee charged with the responsibility of encouraging the election of labour members of parliament. They were already committed to the preservation of material well-being for workers, to the acquisition of property for workers and to their being granted political equality with the bourgeoisie and the squatters.

At the same time the bush workers dreamed similar dreams of acquiring a property in land, or consolidating and expanding what they already held. They were not men with great expectations. In the Australian bush nature, as Francis Adams pointed out, was too harsh and cruel to promote any hope of better things. A ‘black rumination, a jesting and pessimistic stoicism’, had already become the sign manual of the Australian bushman. For him existence itself was a curse, only relieved by the sentimental affections for a mate, that strange bond between men which relieved them from some of the weird melancholy of the Australian bush. Mateship was the bushman’s version of Fraternity. It was the sentimental syrup of the man’s world, the mythology of a tribe who loved men of their own kind, while entertaining the most savage hatreds against all strangers, all newcomers, all coloured peoples, Aborigines, natives of the islands of the Pacific, Englishmen, Jews—members of any group which was deemed to constitute a threat to their way of life. Like his counterpart in the cities the bushman had his own stake in the land, his own shack where his wife and family slaved while he ‘shore at Burrabogie’, or ‘dossed on Cooper’s Creek’, or ‘drew the blades, my boys, upon the famed Barcoo’.

The threat of commercial depression and the strikes of 1890 threatened the city worker with social degradation by losing that plot of land, that wooden house which stood between him and membership of a propertyless proletariat. The shearers’ strike completed for the bush worker what the great drought of the 1880s had begun. It threatened him with a similar degradation of losing his small holding and his home to the financial companies. He might become a hireling for wages. He might lose his independence, his cherished freedom. He was threatened with the fate of becoming a ‘destitute swagman’, one of the unemployed in the inhospitable Australian bush where nature held out neither comfort nor relief to the victims in the struggle for survival. The bush worker was suddenly exposed to the fate of facing alone the hostile sun and the great Australian emptiness. Like his city counterpart he needed a saviour. In a British society politics was the way to such salvation. The time had come for the workers to prowl like lions in the halls and corridors of political power. The governments of Australian colonies had been unmasked as supporters of Capital in the fight with Labour. To prevent a repetition of such behaviour Labour must capture Government. To win their rights, to win what they were fighting for, they must win a majority in parliament.6

On how to achieve such power, and how to use it, a great debate began. J. D. Fitzgerald, one-time President of the Typographical Association of New South Wales, had one piece of advice to those looking for a sign to guide them to the new world: ‘Read Bellamy.’ Thousands had been doing just that ever since copies of Looking Backward first went on sale in Australia in 1890. Sales were astronomical, matching the 100 000 sold in Great Britain, and the 200 000 in the United States of America. In the shearing sheds the boys took turns to read it aloud every alternate evening. William Lane serialized it in the Brisbane Worker beginning with the issue of 1 March 1890. He raved over it, saying it represented to ‘industrialism what Uncle Tom’s Cabin was to chattel slavery’. In Bellamy’s Utopia, equality of wealth was the first principle of human society; the ablest became traders, but the strong no longer tormented the weak. Women shared equally with men. Crime was unknown. Brutality and hatred had given way to gentleness and love. Yet J. D. Fitzgerald, who professed such unreserved admiration for such a Utopia, opposed votes for women in New South Wales. For in the labour movement all the human contradictions lived on: some egalitarians were secret élitists: advocates of the universal embrace were often secret loathers of humanity.7

The young Henry Lawson attended socialist lectures in Sydney and wandered around the streets at night, wearing the green of rebellious Ireland in fancy. Sometimes when wounded by yet another rejection slip from a woman, he fooled with the idea that he might still win a victory in a woman’s heart by doing that ‘far better thing’ of a Sydney Carton, namely laying down his life for the cause of the young Australian Republic. At other times he urged his countrymen that it was pretty near time to lift the flag of Eureka again. He recited again the call to the ‘men of rags and hunger’ to join the ‘Army of the Rear’. He was still in his messianic mood. ‘For o’er the voice of tyranny is heard the people’s voice’. If politicians continued to ignore it then there would be ‘the roll-up of Australians on some dark day yet to come’. In the giddy year of 1890 a private hell in a man’s heart provided the cue for a public messianic vision.8

It was a giddy time. An anonymous ballad-writer in the Bulletin held out the hope that the people of Australia were about to rise and ‘catch Promethean fire’:

 

The Psalm of Labour

 

Down with the old world race-dissentions,
Truth and justice lead the van;
Creed and Caste are hell’s inventions:
Trust the brotherhood of man.

Karl Marx was known as the man who had put forward the proposition that ‘Labour’s rightful share of production is all’. The trouble was that Marx’s ideas were buried away like the candle under a bushel of obscurity.9

Henry George sounded another Utopian note. In his works Progress and Poverty, first published in 1879, and Social Problems, first published in 1883, he had put forward a single yet sovereign remedy which would raise wages, increase and give remunerative employment, abolish poverty, extirpate pauperism, lessen crime, elevate moral tastes and intelligence, purify government and carry government to yet nobler heights by abolishing all taxation save on land values. When George arrived in Sydney on 5 March 1890 the conservatives hissed at him as a humbug. The radicals greeted him as a hero, and then, on closer acquaintance, dismissed him as a ‘fizzer’. They wanted the bread of a millennium: he offered the stone of reform.10

Sir George Grey, one-time Governor of South Australia and New Zealand, but now in the evening of his life a political radical, came to Sydney to preach democracy and improve the morals of the working classes. His hair silver with age, having turned seventy-eight in April 1890, he still wore on his face the look of a man who could not forgive himself for the wound he had inflicted on a woman. He was one of those men who preached salvation to the people at large to soothe the agony of damnation in their hearts. He spoke with the fervour of a prophet on the virtues of one man one vote. He spoke of the need to do everything by gentleness. The monster who had smudged the beauty in the soul of his wife in Adelaide had become the prophet of the universal embrace. He spoke against bullying, against smoking and against drinking, for Idealists and Utopians showed no signs of discarding the puritanism they had imbibed from their own brand of Christianity, the evangelical creed which had erected the giant of British Philistinism in the cities of Australia and New Zealand.11

In the attitude of members of the labour movement to the Christian church there was a similar confusion of tongues. To some the Christian churches were the enemies of progress, the servants of those who sat in high places, who in the presence of great evil preached the doctrine of non-resistance to evil. To them the Christian religion was guilty of slapping humanity in the face with two insults: belief in the impotence of man, his lack of ability to improve his own lot, and belief in man’s innate depravity. The Church was ‘that-sided’, preaching the foolish, indeed wretched, doctrine that in the world there would always be tribulation and sorrow, that men should not expect happiness in this world, but rather in the life of the world to come. But Labour should be ‘this-sided’, should teach men that they could and should steal fire from heaven, that men had the capacity to build their own heavens on earth. To them the Christian churches were the eternal oppressors of the poor, the clergy civil servants in cassocks, or men clothed with a surplice of white as a symbol of the mystical purity of the Church as the bride of Christ, but inwardly ravening wolves who in return for a ‘fat living’ and handsome sums put in the plate each Sunday by the wealthy bourgeois, told the faithful that God was on the side of law and order and the preservation of the existing order of society. The Church barracked for and depended for its survival on those money-changers whom Christ drove out of the temple with a whip.

To other idealists in the labour movement Jesus was the man who had wept for the poor, the man who had compassion for all men, but especially for the ‘least of the little ones’. Jesus had castigated with ‘scorching indignation’ the hypocrites who lived in luxury while the poor and the sick suffered. Jesus had advised the rich man to sell all he had and give it to the poor. Jesus had told that story about a rich man, Dives, and the poor man, Lazarus, declaring that it was easier for the camel to pass through the eye of the needle than for the rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven. He had also told the story about the good Samaritan. The Australian bushman had preserved the image of Christ. He had kept alive the one thing needful in his heart, that loving kindness to all men. The bush pub was like the inn in the story of the good Samaritan, its bar the communion rail of humanity, the place of fellowship, where men could practise Christ’s teaching on the brotherhood of man.12

Early aspirants to a seat in a colonial parliament in the cause of labour often indulged in a rhetoric which conservatives confounded with revolutionary intentions. On nomination day for the electorate of West Sydney on 22 October 1890 the Labour candidate, Adolphus George Taylor, assured the turbulent multitude gathered round the hustings in the Town Hall enclosure that he cared deeply for the blood and bone of the country from which he had risen, that he sprang from the working classes, and he honoured the working classes, that as a working man he would see that the sons of the working man had the same chance as the sons of the rich man in the civil service. The time was at hand when ‘the hands of labour would pursue their vengeful purpose on the throats of capital and traitors!’

The nomination of Labour candidates added to the uproar and riot at election meetings. At the election meeting of an anti-Labour candidate for West Sydney on 24 October 1890 Labour hooters and shouters greeted the Conservative candidate with a shower of rotten eggs. Bags of flour were dropped on the heads of members of the crowd, oranges and lemons were hurled indiscriminately, and the mob groaned so loudly that the candidate gave up struggling, while the crowd menaced him with their curses as he fled into the night. A Labour mob was a challenge to the conventions of civilized behaviour. The successful Labour candidate, Taylor, saw his election as member for West Sydney on 26 October as a lesson to the government that the people, standing side by side, could triumph over and dominate all the special resources of power, influence and force brought to bear against them. The supporters of Labour had fought respectability and won ‘hands down’. Parliamentary representation had become the ‘one ray of hope visible’ after Labour had been plunged into the ‘black pit of despair’ by defeat in the strikes.13

The Sydney Morning Herald dismissed all this rhetoric and posturing as the wild passions of the hour. It could not believe that the country at large desired to ‘see such outrageous sentiments as those which charmed the majority of electors of West Sydney admitted to any share over the political fortunes of New South Wales’. When the Trades and Labour Council finally accepted a Labour platform on 27 October 1890 the influence of the wild visionaries had disappeared. Gone were the references to the brotherhood of man, and how it was pretty near time to lift the flag of Eureka again. Instead of faith in a new society there was an anaemic commitment ‘to any measure that will secure for the wage earner a fair and equitable return for his or her labour’. What they stood for came not from the pages of Bellamy, or William Morris, or John Ruskin or any of the Utopians. There was no talk of the day when blood would stain the wattle. They proposed to squeeze a few material benefits out of capitalist society. Their concern was with the amendment of unjust laws, not with the making of a new society.14

On 28 November 1890 the Trades and Labour Council of New South Wales passed a motion that ‘with a view of securing the better representation of labour in Parliament, and so effectively organising all who are favourable to the said object, this council deems it advisable to establish labour electoral leagues in every electorate where practicable throughout the colony’. The Trades and Labour Council was also instructed to prepare a scheme for the organization and government of the same. On the same evening Council discussed such trade union matters as how to stop the sweating of workers, how to promote conciliation and arbitration between employers and employed. They promised to assist all those working for early closing of shops, and expressed their concern about the scheme of General Booth of the Salvation Army to deport British paupers to the Australian colonies.15

At the same time the bush workers were also turning their thoughts to political action. At the annual meeting of the Shearers’ Union in Adelaide in February 1891, the members present agreed that in view of the urgent need for the reform of many laws in the colonies, and in the composition of the parliament, as had been clearly and forcibly demonstrated during the progress of the late strike, the union should adopt a political platform. Again there was no mention of the heady hopes with which William Lane was once a month regaling the bush workers of Queensland and his readers in the southern colonies. Hard-boiled union members talked about the world they knew: that Aboriginal natives in the colony should be allowed to join the Shearers’ Union for half the annual fees, but that all imported coloured labour be entirely excluded. For the ‘leprous curse’ touched them deeply, while dreams of ‘better things’ were to them like Lawson’s poem about the shearing-shed where pretty girls served ice-cold beer to the men who sheared the wool—fantasies of men who needed to have their heads read. Like their counterparts in the city, the bush aspirants to the bourgeois ideal of a society of people with a stake in the country, the bush unionists proposed to uphold the rights and claims of labour.16

The Inter-colonial Labour Conference in Sydney on 11 February 1891 called for direct labour representation in parliaments to promote such legislative reforms as would ensure social justice to Australian workers. Labor (spelt thus officially from 1891) had come on to the stage of public life as a party pledged to ‘peaceful and constitutional methods of procedure’, in sharp contrast to those hot-heads and irresponsibles who were still uttering threats of burning pastoral properties. The parliamentary committee of the Trades and Labour Council recommended the formation of a Labor Electoral League. Its aims were to secure for the wealth-producers of the colony legislation which would advance their interests by the return to parliament of candidates pledged to uphold the Platform of the League: to secure the due enrolment (on the electoral lists) of all members of the League who might be entitled to vote in any electorate, and to bring all electors in favour of democratic and progressive legislation under one common banner, and to organize thoroughly such voters with a view to concerted and effective action at all parliamentary elections in the future. There were two wings to the organization: a branch in each electorate where there was the possibility of forming such a branch, and a central committee composed of one delegate from each branch and six from the Trades and Labour Council. The task of the branch was to enrol members, select candidates, and campaign for the Labor candidate. The membership fee was two shillings per member for six months, and sixpence per member to the Central Committee. Parliamentary candidates had to accept the Platform of the League, and to pledge that if they were elected they would sit as a third party in parliament. They also pledged to resign if two-thirds of the electors in their electorate called on them to do so. The sixteen planks of the first Platform of the Labor Electoral Leagues of New South Wales reflected the variety of influences within the party: there were demands for reforms to assist workers such as legislation for an eight-hour day, repeal of the Masters and Servants Acts, proposals for a complete democracy, and a plank which came straight from Henry George—‘taxation of that value which accrues to land from the presence and needs of the community’. There was another Utopian reference to the ownership of land—‘the natural and inalienable rights of the whole community to the land’, and a plank which summed up aspirations on rewards for labour: the wage-earner, they said, should ‘get a fair return for his labour’. The Labor Electoral League then prepared for the next election in New South Wales due in 1892.17

In all the other colonies the same spirit of moderation prevailed. In Queensland the heady talk of William Lane in the Boomerang and the Worker was translated by the hard-headed men who formed the Australian Labour Federation into a platform whose planks consisted of demands for specific reforms such as the abolition of the Legislative Council, state-aided village settlements, a state bank, factory acts, mines acts—a hotch-potch of what unionists had been demanding over the preceding decade. In the other colonies political Labor entered on the stage of political life as a party of reform. In general the hints of radicalism in the New South Wales and Queensland movements came in part from the presence of coloured labour, and in part from the legacy of the strikes. In the other colonies Labor was more conservative and less successful in attracting popular support, because there bourgeois liberals argued that the Australian dream could be achieved within the existing society.18

The capitalists wanted the workers to become ‘the proud possessors of that great blessing, a home of their own’. Home ownership was, they believed, an impregnable bulwark against anarchy, revolutions and strikes. Ever since the 1840s it had been a truism of colonial political life that in a society where an unusual number of people had a fixed interest in the soil a democratic form of constitution might be adopted without any danger to the existing order of property. Besides, profits could be made from the sale of land to intending home-owners: profits could also be made from building the homes, and supplying them with services. Much of the capital required for such land and housing schemes in the outer suburbs of Melbourne, and to a lesser extent in Sydney, came from British investors, as did the investment in colonial government loans raised to build suburban railway lines, roads, and supply water, sewerage, gas and electricity to the ever-expanding suburbs. British capital provided the material reason for much of the sentiment about British institutions, the imperial connection and loyalty to the throne. Politicians such as Parkes came up with rhetoric. On this point heart and pocket were like soul and body on the resurrection morning: they were united.19

Capitalists behaved as though the material foundations on which their mythology was based would endure for generations to come. They assumed the British would retain their superiority in both wealth and technology: they assumed British capitalists would have surplus wealth to invest and would want to invest some of it in the Australian colonies. In England the prophets were already bewailing the loss of British material supremacy: but no such qualms or doubts seemed to cross the minds of their beneficiaries in the Australian colonies. Colonials went on blessing or cursing the British bondholder long after he had lost his place at the head of the pack of international capital. The colonial capitalists were developers. They saw themselves as men of enterprise, industry and resource who were providing the setting for the spread of middle-class affluence to the petty bourgeoisie and the working classes. They were turning into reality an aspect of the Australian dream: families with a stake in the country.

Australians were proud of their independence of bearing, proud to claim, as Henry Lawson was later to declare, that they ‘touched their hats to no man!’ Yet they deferred to an English noble, and bowed and curtsied to royalty with an obsequiousness indistinguishable from groveldom. They patronized the churches, especially the Church of England and the Church of Scotland (Presbyterian Church), the women turning the services into fashion shows, and the men into displays of bourgeois virtues. Men and women who had dedicated their lives to laying up for themselves treasures on earth exploited for their own satisfaction a religion whose founder had spoken with such eloquence on the treasures of heaven. Men and women who had toiled and schemed and done all manner of things to become ‘disgustingly rich’ heard on Sunday of the problems confronting the rich man when he attempted to enter the kingdom of heaven. Men and women who spent the days of the week coveting the goods of this world, listened on Sunday to a man draped in white surplice and a black gown remind them of God’s law, that a man should not covet a man’s servant, nor his maid, nor his ox, nor his ass nor anything that was his.

They saw themselves as the builders of bourgeois civilization in areas where a century earlier barbarism had prevailed. They had the pride of men and women who had achieved much. Their critics, some driven by envy, some by malice, some by injured pride, or by a vision of a society not dependent on greed and the values of money-changers, abused them as greedy pigs, as puppets of the anonymous, faceless manipulators of the stock exchange, the banks and the finance companies, or as cringing slaves to the British bondholder. To their critics these paragons of civic virtues, these men and women who strutted on The Block in Collins Street, Melbourne, or in Martin Place, Sydney, were ‘land sharks’ or ‘building society bounders’. The imperial connection, the critics argued, was a cash connection.20

The question was: how long would the cash flow continue? The confident bourgeois thought British capital was like the invocation at the end of some of the prayers the parson recited on Sunday morning—a world without end, to which he added a loud Amen of agreement. But by 1889 and early 1890 some were arguing that it ought to end, and some were prophesying an interruption in the flow. The colonial bourgeois accepted the British assertion: ‘According as Britain opens and closes her hand to lend so the prosperity of those [Australian] colonies advances or declines. This tie of mutual credit will last as long as they wish to borrow and will not repudiate, and we are rich and will lend’. But the signs indicated that a time was coming when the British capitalist would decide not to lend. Articles were appearing in English periodicals warning British investors that colonial governments were not able to meet interest payments on money borrowed to build railways. Victoria in 1890, it was said, paid 3.80 per cent on money borrowed at 4.21 per cent, New South Wales 3.50 per cent on money borrowed at 3.91 per cent.21

The Colonial and Indian Exhibition in London in 1886, the Imperial Conference in London in 1887, the Centenary celebrations in Sydney and Melbourne in 1888, the mining boom, following the discovery of huge mineral deposits in Silverton and Broken Hill in New South Wales and Queenstown and Zeehan in Tasmania, had led to an abnormal influx of British capital into the Australian colonies. Companies were formed and money flowed so freely that a glut of capital occurred. Instead of the surplus being returned to England it was retained in the colonies and devoted to speculation—especially in land and mining ventures. Large tracts of agricultural land round Melbourne and Sydney were surveyed by land companies, cut up into suburban blocks and offered for auction. Colonial governments raised money in London to provide transport and communications to the same areas. The serious-minded warned that the borrowing was far too rapid and out of all proportion to the increase of productiveness. The boomers and the speculators silenced them with the sentence: ‘The country is being rapidly opened up’. The Bulletin and others not carried away by British patriotic sentiments asked whether huge areas of Australia should be sold to speculators, who would later re-sell them for six times the original price. The Bulletin told its readers that the term ‘influx of foreign capital’ was an agreeable synonym for the fact that the resources of this new country were being used up to pay huge dividends to foreign stock-jobbers. Absentee landlords were fleecing Australians to hunt for a cheap decoration in England ‘amid the general derision of the miserable British peerage’. Besides, the Bulletin continued, every financial society which paid dividends in London out of Australian investments and every colonial who left Australia to toady to British royalty, and exhibit his gilded arrogance in the mother country, added to the burden of the Australian worker.

The absentee proprietor was also a great political evil: he was the ‘bond’ which united Australians to the troubled destinies of the Old World. He was the medium through which the noble bushman and the reputable suburban dweller were exposed to the decadence and corruption of that Old World. The foreign bondholder wanted to degrade Australians to the role of a pawnshop and loan agency society. In the city of Melbourne finance companies, building societies and banks replaced the two- or three-storey buildings of the post-gold building boom with gilded, shoddy grandeur. Speculators were persuaded that rentals would be thereby increased and profits correspondingly enlarged.

The doubts about Barings’ Bank in London in November 1890 meant the end of the wild spree. Borrowings from London for both public and private purposes virtually ceased. Public works and private building almost came to a halt. Unemployment in the building trades increased: the army of clerks, agents and unskilled workers who had been attracted to the cities, especially Melbourne and Sydney, by the promise of high wages and attendant creature comforts were faced with a grim struggle for survival rather than a wallow in the sensual delights of ‘marvellous Melbourne’.

By April 1891 the number of unemployed in Victoria had risen to 23 247 and in New South Wales to 21 322. Unemployment became a cause of tension and division in society. The straiteners of humanity attributed the sufferings of the unemployed to their own folly, or their indolence, or both. In Sydney and Melbourne sections of the bourgeoisie clamoured for their removal from the cities as though their presence challenged bourgeois order. In Brisbane the unemployed roamed the streets, or demanded the resumption of public works. To those who preached of salvation through pulling the teats of a cow in the cocky farmer districts between Toowoomba and Warwick, where Dad Rudd had drawn a mantle of tragic grandeur over the bush pioneers, or by wielding the hoe on the sugar plantations to the north, they replied that charity was preferable to such slavery. The press published stories of bankrupt businessmen who had killed themselves rather than live through the disgrace of appearing in the bankruptcy court. Prominent men, directors of Land Credit Banks, committed suicide in what the Age described as ‘the coolest and most deliberate manner’. Businessmen, one day paragons of bourgeois respectability, were charged the next in the law courts with fraud and peculation. The radical press howled for more prosecutions and stiffer penalties. The Catholic Archbishop of Sydney warned the faithful of the terrible retribution for the worshippers of such false idols as Mammon or atheistic Socialism. As Henry Parkes saw it, the strikes of 1890, together with the alarming news about Barings in London and the impending drying up of the cash flow, had shaken the ‘whole fabric of commercial industry’, compelling workers to squander their little hoards of thrift and reducing their families to destitution. The streets of Sydney were disturbed by petty conflicts as free workers clashed with unionists; drivers of drays were torn from their vehicles. Bourgeois society was like a city feeling the first effects of an earth tremor and fearful that the tremor might erupt into a destructive quake.22

In the country districts of eastern Australia the signs were just as ominous. All those who accepted the old adage that God and nature designed Australia to be a sheep-walk, with the idea that by ‘nothing [was] Australia so great as by her pastoral industry’, were disturbed by the turn of events. The terrible series of droughts, the declining income of the pastoralists and the changes produced by the application of machinery in the shearing shed had left both masters and men anxious and uncertain. The mighty bush, as Lawson put it, the nursery of eccentrics and of much that was different from other lands, had produced its own culture, its own mythology, centring on mateship and equality: the former a harmless effusion, the latter a challenge to the squatter’s ideal of stewardship and hierarchy. During the shearers’ strike the feeling of insecurity engendered by talk of a coming commercial crisis excited suspicions and distrust. The itinerant bush workers had always claimed the right to be fed by the squatters. Now they were adding the right to work, the right to refuse to work with men who were displeasing to them, or non-members of the relevant union, and another right which threatened the rule of law in the country districts of Australia: the right to assault anyone and everyone whose opinions differed from theirs. Anarchy threatened to spread over the occupied parts of the Australian bush. The end of the first wave of strikes in November 1890, coinciding as that did with the anxious news about the fate of Barings in London, looked more like a truce than a permanent settlement of the struggle for power in the country districts of Australia. The first European inhabitants of the Australian bush had vowed that one day they would ‘shoot the floggers down’: their descendants, and those who had come after them, spoke as though the time had come for a final showdown.23

In such a setting of uproar, doubt and uncertainty both in the town and the bush the delegates to the National Australasian Convention met in Parliament House, Sydney, on 2 March 1891. The Conference of 1890 had empowered the parliaments of the six Australian colonies and of New Zealand to elect up to seven delegates each as their representatives to draft a federal constitution. Seven delegates from New South Wales, two from New Zealand, six from Queensland, seven from South Australia, seven from Tasmania and six from Victoria attended the first session in Parliament House, Sydney. They were men who shared the developers’ view of the future of the colonies in Australasia, men who accepted without reservation the argument that the British connection was the prerequisite for the survival of a European civilization in Australia, or, for that matter, Australasia. They were men who were looking for political institutions which would handle strikes, lockouts, industrial anarchy, commercial depression with more facility, indeed agility, than six or seven colonial governments and parliaments. They were looking for political institutions which would solve the dilemma of the bourgeoisie: how to reconcile a colonial political democracy, with its approximation to political equality, with the survival of the institutions of private industry and the profit incentive. They were men who were reaching for what their political teachers, Alexander Hamilton, Alexis de Tocqueville and John Stuart Mill, had fussed over during their lifetime—how to preserve what they understood by the liberty of the individual in a society with what de Tocqueville had harshly labelled as the ‘depraved taste’ of the masses for equality. They accepted without question that a federal system of government could ensure to the central government power in defence, power in control of immigration, giving them effective power to decide who could and who could not come to Australia without the loss of the liberty common in other geographically large, continental states such as Russia. Above all, they all agreed that a division of legislative powers between the federal parliament and government and the six or seven colonial parliaments and governments would prevent any radical change in the ownership or distribution of property by constitutional means. They were united on aims: they were divided on ways and means.

At the banquet in Centennial Hall on 2 March the President of the Convention, Sir Henry Parkes, his cheeks aglow with the wine of such recognition, told them they sought no separation from the English Empire. ‘We seek’, he squeaked in that voice which had the pathos to touch the hearts of thousands, ‘to remain side by side with that dear old England that we all love so well’. He wanted also to give their interests what he called ‘an Australian character and an Australian colouring so that the name of Australian shall not be eclipsed by the name of Englishmen, or Scotsmen’. He wanted ‘One People, One Destiny’. He was an Australian-Briton. He wept for joy as the band played ‘God Save the Queen’. So did many of his fellow delegates. They were all Empiremen at heart, men who accepted the proposition that what they understood by civilization in Australia, buying and selling, owning property, amusing themselves in an English way, could only continue if they preserved the bonds that tied them to the Queen and the Empire.24

The Bulletin snorted with rage. ‘The sneak-plotters and the imperialists’, it wrote on 7 March, were continuing ‘to debauch the country’ and attempting ‘to sell their adopted land, bound hand and foot, into perpetual liegedom to a foreign crown’. Parkes, it continued, had devoted all his oratorical powers at the banquet to the ignoble task of prostrating Australia afresh at the foot of an Old World throne, and renouncing, in the name of a half-awakened nation, all present hopes of national independence. Parkes and men of similar values, especially those corrupted by crooking the knee to the wearers of gold lace, proposed to condemn Australia ‘to the hideous slavery of perpetual vassalage’. A week later, on 14 March, it called on the Convention to justify its existence by ‘a declaration of its faithfulness to the Australian ideal’. So long as Australia remained a ‘class-ruled, caste-ruled’ country subject to British domination, Australia would never attain its proper measure of national greatness. No single son of Australian soil would grow up to the height and dignity of his individual manhood.25

The young Henry Lawson was dreaming in Sydney of Australia as a ‘garden full of promise’, and denouncing the men from the Old World who were always threatening to ‘come to take it from us’. Tom Roberts was up-country working on his painting, ‘Shearing the Rams’, in which he was portraying Australian bushmen as men of might, majesty, beauty and power, believers in social equality, and in each other. The leading bourgeois politicians of Australia were drafting a constitution for Australia which would preserve the interests of their class for generations to come. They wanted a constitution which would assist them to defend their country against foreign attack: they wanted a constitution which would protect them from the tyranny of the majority. That, as Parkes knew and Sam Griffith knew, and affable Alfred Deakin knew, and Andrew Inglis Clark knew, and John Downer, and all their fellow delegates dressed in black in Sydney in that month of March when the air became so heavy with moisture that men and women were more given than usual to observe motes in the eyes of their neighbours, was the twin advantage of a federal constitution. It was a fortress against both the enemy without and the enemy within.26

In the opening address to the Convention on 4 March Parkes called for ‘proud, federal spirits’. A strangely subdued Parkes told them he scarcely had strength left to enable him to stand on his feet much longer. The rhetoric and extravagant images were all missing. There was no mention of the ‘crimson thread of kinship’, no vision of Australia as the mistress of the South Seas, or her ports as the future trading centres of the Pacific. He promised on taking the chair as President to try to offend no man, adding with a twinkle in the eye that it was hardly in his nature to observe that studied decorum expected of a chairman of such an august body of men. Recognition had at last come his way: but it had almost come too late. He had to wait for the winter of his life to savour the fruits which a man like Deakin was tasting in his early thirties. He put before them a series of resolutions:

 

That in order to establish and secure an enduring foundation for the structure of a Federal Government, the principles embodied in the resolutions following be agreed to:


1. That the powers and privileges and territorial rights of the several existing Colonies shall remain intact, except in respect to such surrenders as may be agreed upon as necessary and incidental to the power and authority of the National Federal Government.

2. That the trade and intercourse between the Federated Colonies, whether by means of land carriage or coastal navigation, shall be absolutely free.

3. That the power and authority to impose customs duties shall be exclusively lodged in the Federal Government and Parliament, subject to such disposal of the revenues thence derived as shall be agreed upon.

4. That the military and naval defence of Australia shall be intrusted to Federal Forces, under one command.



Subject to these and other necessary provisions, this Convention approves of the framing of a Federal Constitution, which shall establish:


1. A Parliament, to consist of a Senate and a House of Representatives, the former consisting of an equal number of members from each province, to be elected by a system which shall provide for the retirement of one-third of the members every years, so securing to the body itself a perpetual existence combined with definite responsibility to the electors, the latter to be elected by districts formed on a population basis, and to possess the sole power of originating and amending all bills appropriating revenue or imposing taxation.

2. A Judiciary, consisting of a Federal Supreme Court, which shall constitute a High Court of Appeal for Australia, under the direct authority of the Sovereign, whose decisions, as such shall be final.

3. An executive, consisting of a Governor-General and such persons as may from time to time be appointed as his advisers, such persons sitting in Parliament, and whose terms of office shall depend upon their possessing the confidence of the House of Representatives, expressed by the support of the majority.27



He wanted to see in the constitution a conservative upper chamber, and a House of Representatives elected upon a thoroughly popular basis. For Parkes was one of the finest flowers of the colonial bourgeoisie, those public men in the Australian colonies who had gnawed away at squatterdom’s domination, while taking care not to expose the foundations of bourgeois society to the attacks of the majority. But Parkes was growing old. At that point in his speech when on similar occasions he had spoken as the Moses of his people, this time he appealed for sympathy, ravenous as he was for approval and love. ‘I regret to say . . .’, he added, ‘that my strength is not such as will enable me to keep on my feet many minutes longer’. The generation which had first challenged squatterdom’s domination was passing away.28

Another generation had come on to the stage of public life. A man about to turn seventy-six was succeeded at the rostrum by a man who turned forty-six that year. He was Samuel Walker Griffith. Griffith typified the generation that was to dominate the federal scene for decades to come. He was a lawyer by profession. He called himself a liberal, because he had first come into prominence in Queensland as an opponent of the squatters. He had fought with such strength against the supporters of a plantation society in Queensland that his opponents had cursed him as Damn Sam Griffith. He had also been so influenced in his youth by the Sermon on the Mount and the parables in the New Testament, that he had kept locked away in his heart a shy tenderness for all God’s children, beneath the exterior of a scribe and a Pharisee. Like so many of his colleagues in the Convention he was an immigrant. Like Parkes he wanted to remain side by side with that dear old England they all loved so well.

Griffith had been born at Merthyr Tydfil in South Wales on 12 June 1845, the younger son of a Congregational clergyman. He had migrated to Sydney with his family in 1854, and been educated at Maitland and at the University of Sydney as one of those men of promise who came to man’s estate in the flowering years of bourgeois civilization in Australia. To the world at large he presented a formidable if somewhat icy exterior. His presence was commanding, his intellect towering and his manner rather abrasive with those who used words imprecisely. He had been an infant prodigy, who had been given the New Testament in Greek for his fourth birthday, knew all about John Locke by the time he was seven, and spent most of Sunday taking copious notes on sermons while the minds of other boys wandered on to ‘other things’.

After graduating from the University of Sydney with great distinction he set out on a grand tour of Europe. The diary of that journey uncovered a different man from the tall, lean intellectual prig of earlier days. On his own confession he was an early addict to the pleasures of life and the wine cup. ‘Bottled porter’, he noted, ‘was an insane drink for a hot evening’. Yet no man ever detected the slightest aberration in his talk or unsteadiness in his walk as evidence of the huge liberties he allowed himself with strong drink. Amongst drinkers and their admirers he was the legendary figure who could drink any bushman or city toper under the table. The champion drinker of Burketown was to find him more than a match.

Griffith’s political convictions were few. He believed in a society which singled out men of talent and industry for special rewards. He believed in equality of opportunity. Like Deakin and all those who subscribed to liberal ideas he believed there was no need to change the existing society in Australia, because it was already possible for the deserving and the meritorious to win these rewards. Punctuality was one of the lodestars by which he guided his life. He spent such leisure as he allowed himself reading the plays of Shakespeare and Dante’s Divine Comedy. He was to acquire a world reputation for his translation of the Divine Comedy. He also read the works of Dickens and Paul de Kock because he had a sentimental heart, which was also thirsty for salvation. Within, the gale of life blew very high, but he imposed such a discipline on himself that few suspected the man even had a heart. He had always observed the Greek imperatives of behaviour: ‘know thyself’, and ‘avoid excess’. For his contribution to public life in Queensland the Queen had honoured him with a knighthood in 1886, he being then only forty-one.

Observers saw him as a ‘thin spare grey-bearded man’ with a hesitating manner and a cold uncertain look as if he were wondering whether you respected him or whether he respected himself. Some observers saw him as an unhappy man, as a man who was stifling some sorrow deep in his heart. He had that droop of a man who had found to his dark, undying pain that what mattered most in life could never be. He had had generous enthusiasm: he had even entertained the hopes of the warm-hearted for the future of humanity. But some personal wound of which he dared not speak to any man, some disenchantment with man or maybe with woman, converted the liberal idealist into a sour, crusty conservative who did not suffer fools gladly. Life had left him a lonely figure of a man, with his brandy and water, and his legal quips and his obsession with punctuality. In 1888 he published a manifesto in which he identified himself with the cause of the people in their struggle against their gaolers and their oppressors. The turbulence in the Queensland bush had pushed him back into the camp of the defenders of bourgeois society. From that time he believed he knew what was what in public life.29

When he addressed the Convention on 4 March he spoke as a conservative with a wealth of learning for which he was famous. He explained to the delegates that if they accepted a federal constitution then they were giving the minority equal power with the majority, because in a federal constitution every law had to receive assent of the majority of the people, and the assent of the majority of States. The latter represented a minority of the people. If the States were to have equal power with the people then the States’ house, the Senate, must have at least a power of veto over the people’s house, the Representatives. A strong Senate, a Senate possessing equal powers with the House of Representatives, he argued, was the essential condition of accepting federation. The minority could check and restrain the majority: the less populous States would not be dominated by the more populous States.30

Many delegates put the same arguments: Philip Oakley Fysh, a Tasmanian delegate, like Griffith a migrant from England, but unlike Griffith given to showing publicly his emotions about ‘dear old England’, argued that the popular voice must rule, but added, as a ‘dear old England’ man, that the Senate must act the role of prudence. For they were English, and must display the English genius for compromise. Thomas Playford, the Premier of South Australia, another migrant, wanted to magnify the Senate as against the House of Representatives. He did not want the colonies which had a preponderance of population to be placed in a position in which they could ride rough-shod over the smaller ones. Sydney and Melbourne radicals and republicans were not to be given the chance to use the ballot box to tyrannize over the respectable bourgeoisie of Adelaide, Hobart, Perth and Brisbane. John Downer, one of the native born, but educated at St Peter’s College in Adelaide in the values of Australian-Britons, did not want a constitution in which the people’s will was supreme. Andrew Joseph Thynne, another migrant, a member of the best squatters’ club in Brisbane, the Legislative Council of Queensland, wanted safeguards against the tyrannic exercise of the power of temporary majorities. He wanted a democracy which was calm and secure, free from any fear of an invasion of its ordinary rights and privileges.

Richard Baker, a native-born South Australian, but steeped in English things thanks in part to his education at Eton and Cambridge, and in part to the sentiment in the very air he breathed in the drawing rooms of the South Australian country gentry, wanted a federal constitution in which the power vested in the Senate would curb an unchecked responsible government. Like de Tocqueville, he believed a federal constitution afforded protection against the tyranny of the majority. Andrew Inglis Clark of Tasmania, another lawyer, reminded the members of the Convention that the British constitution was not based on the absolute rule of the majority: nor was it based on equal electoral districts. In the United Kingdom a majority in parliament represented a minority of the electors. That was the example Australians sought to imitate. So Inglis Clark argued to the convention in Sydney as reports came down from Queensland of the mischief, riot and uproar raging in the back-country where the one man one vote men were threatening to burn the whole bloody country.31

Not every delegate was a prey to such fears. The liberals continued to argue that a majority rule represented no threat to the existing society of Australia. Alfred Deakin took on the role of leader for the cause of political democracy. He was a native-born Australian. As a boy at Melbourne Grammar School he had heard from Dr Bromby of the formidable case against belief presented by the scientists, the biblical scholars, and the biographers of Christ. That had left a never-ending private hell in his heart. There, too, he had been introduced to the great creations of the British—the Book of Common Prayer, the King James Bible, the plays of Shakespeare, the works of John Bunyan and John Milton. He had become an enthusiastic Australian-Briton. Then in 1887 at the Colonial Conference in London he had had the mortifying experience of finding out how the English governing classes behaved to Australians. From that time he had the cue for action but, Hamlet-like, he teetered between the ‘fell extreme points of mighty opposites’. He had the motive in the heart to speak for Australian national sentiment. He also had in his heart a great turmoil which made him doubt whether any human enterprise was worth striving for.

Inwardly the man was still beset by a multitude of temptations. He still spent much time reassuring his wife, his mother and his beloved sister that he had overcome the world, the flesh and the devil, while never making it clear to them or to anyone else what exactly it was that was ‘making night hideous for him’, or what images leapt into his mind when the God he fervently hoped cared for mankind, plagued him with dreams. He still spent a part of each day writing down in his Book of Prayers a petition to his God to spare him a little before he went from hence and was seen no more. As an eye-witness at the hanging of Ned Kelly on 11 November 1880 he had probably been shocked to find that the qualities of the hangman existed in every child of the age of unbelief.

Deakin began his speech to the Convention by likening New Zealand ‘to a coy maiden, not unwilling, and indeed expecting to be courted, and whose consent would be granted by and by as a favour’. There was more about words that ‘fell from a lady’s lips’—words that might have conveyed to a man with the insights of a Griffith or the appetite of a Parkes the tempests in the blood of Alfred Deakin. They provided material for jokes over the brandy and water while Deakin was taking tea with the ladies, and talking in an exalted way about whether a young man could ever cleanse his ways, or the crooked could ever be made straight.32

Nothing that came up from inside him, and nothing that had happened in public life, had shaken his belief that political democracy was not a menace to bourgeois society. During the strikes he had turned to his God for strength, and He had not failed him. The collapse of land companies had not troubled him. Stern moralist that he was, he was not surprised at what had happened to some of those who had given their money upon usury or sought rewards against the innocent. He was committed to political democracy, as he had explained in 1888, not by any metaphysical argument about the rights of man, not by any belief that men were absolutely equal in respect both of their intellectual power and their moral worth. He wanted it because the reasons for not granting it had disappeared. So long as there were great differences in the opportunities of enlightenment between classes, there was a justification for the differences in political power, but equalization of conditions justified the progress towards political equality. He told them in his best oratorical style that in the federal constitution the popular determination must prevail. Any attempt by any body or political institution to thwart the popular will must be swept aside. The Senate must not have equal powers with the House of Representatives. The Governor-General should act only on the advice of responsible ministers. As a liberal and an Australian Deakin would never grovel or crook the knee to the representative of the Queen-Empress. He wanted ‘true, popular government’. On all other questions he agreed with the conservatives. Australia must be ‘strong as a fortress’, and ‘sacred as a shrine’: Australia must be preserved as a European society: Asians must be excluded. He did not mention Aborigines or women.33

His words fell on stony ground in the Convention. Toby Barton, known unkindly to his political cronies in the bar at Parliament House in Sydney as ‘toss-pot Barton’, another lawyer, called out ‘hear hear’ when Deakin warmed to his theme on ‘true, popular government’, but did not want all safeguards against demos to go. Genial Edmund Barton, the cheery soul with the melancholy look in his eyes, was a Pontius Pilate type of liberal. He did not like to face up to big questions. He was a man of wit and wide-ranging sympathies. He once said you only had to look at the corpulence of George Reid to understand the claim by the churches that God worked great marvels. He was also a great self-deprecator. When he proposed marriage he told his intended she deserved something ten thousand times better than waiting for a man like himself. Like Deakin he was native born and a lawyer by profession. He was born in Sydney on 18 January 1849 and educated at Sydney Grammar School and the University of Sydney where he graduated B.A. in 1868, and M.A. in 1870. He was called to the New South Wales Bar in 1871 and became a Q.C. in 1889.

His scholastic achievements were considerable. Like Deakin he entertained hopes of one day writing a work which would make his mark in literature. He drew his wisdom from the Greeks rather than from the Old Testament or the teachings of Christ. He carried with him wherever he went a well-read copy of Thucydides. He was both a ‘carer’, and at the same time a man who had been taught by the Greeks that no human events were worth taking seriously. He had had a wide-ranging political experience. He had been a member of both the Legislative Assembly and the Legislative Council of New South Wales. In political conviction he was said to lean towards the liberals and the protectionists. His political passion was parliamentary government. He had the charisma with which to still a political tumult. He presented a somewhat chilling exterior to the world at large. Yet his pleasures were the uncomplicated ones of fishing, eating huge steaks, drinking with men friends, or romping with small children.

He castigated himself for his indolence. He took liberties with his diet which might have weakened a less robust man: he often began the day with rum and milk, as that, he said, kept a man rosy and genial. For afternoon tea he preferred whisky and water to the beverage the ladies pestered him to drink. All his adult life he believed in what he called ‘a steady irrigation of the alimentary canal with spirits and soda’. Apart from those things in life which he never discussed with any one Barton’s two great passions were Australia, and the belief in the British political genius for compromise. In 1890 he decided to dedicate himself to the cause of Australian political union. No one ever knew whether his belief in compromise sprang from some political creed about which he remained silent, or from a more cynical belief that compromise preserved the way of life he loved, that life of ease of the members of his own class, the patricians of Sydney who had inherited the power first held by the ancient nobility of New South Wales. Barton made it clear to the delegates that he wanted the Senate to have a veto.

The majority of the delegates came down firmly on the conservative side. They accepted a constitution in which the Senate had equal powers with the Representatives, and the Governor-General was vested with all the reserve powers of the Crown. Minority rule won a victory over majority rule. On 9 April the delegates accepted the ‘Draft of a Bill to Constitute the Commonwealth of Australia’. On the same day Sir Samuel Griffith moved that provision be made by the parliaments of the several colonies for submitting for the ‘approval’ of the people of the colonies ‘respectively’ the Constitution of the Commonwealth of Australia. The extreme conservatives wanted to substitute ‘consideration’ for ‘approval’. The delegates would have none of that: they had the British genius for compromise. Sir George Grey, one of the delegates from New Zealand, wanted to add after ‘respectively’ the words ‘at a plebiscite on the principle of one man one vote’. The other delegates would have none of that, because that might threaten the existing order of society. The constitution of the Commonwealth of Australia could not be created without the consent of the classes entrenched in the legislative councils of the Australian colonies. As a final gesture on 9 April Henry Parkes called on them to rise in their places and give three cheers for Her Majesty the Queen. That week news came down from Queensland that the wild men of the bush unions had set up an armed camp at Barcaldine. William Lane was publishing in the Worker articles about a glorious future for humanity. Young Henry Lawson was warning Australians that the fault would not lie with the bush people ‘If blood should stain the wattle’.34

The conservative press joined in the enthusiasm with which Parkes had wound up the proceedings. The Bulletin angrily characterized the work of the convention as the ‘consummation of a crime’, and ‘constitutional treason’. That old humbug Parkes, who needed to divert the public mind from the scandals and follies of his administration which were fretting away his hold on power in New South Wales, had grasped at the idea of federation. The members of the convention, said the Bulletin, had had a chance to call into being a new nation. Instead it had done its best to ‘endow with life a thing which will reproduce in time the scrofulous sores of the Old World’.35

The liberals in the parliaments of Victoria and New South Wales had their doubts. Alfred Deakin wondered whether they had paid too much homage to that besetting weakness of colonials—groveldom. George Reid told the Legislative Assembly of New South Wales on 19 May 1891 he did not believe the people would accept a federal constitution less democratic in its character than the unwritten rule of their practice which gave the Legislative Assembly of New South Wales the powers of the House of Commons over money bills. He accused the old gang of politicians in Australia of allowing the federation movement to degenerate into political ‘bossdom’. Under the proposed constitution the rich would become richer and the poor poorer. Sensing his days in public life drawing to a close, Parkes resorted to abuse and ridicule. He dropped hints about the number of Reid’s lady friends. He characterized Reid’s speech as being as fluent as a water-spout after heavy rain. He branded Reid as one of those ‘barren-minded provincialists’ who wiggled public opinion in their own selfish interests.

Parkes had to console himself with such crumbs of comfort as his friends could offer him. They called Reid a Judas, and used other terms of abuse: they even hinted that payment of members introduced into the parliament a mob of unprincipled scoundrels for whom Reid was designed by nature to act as a leader. With much use of the far-off look, to convey that man of the wider vision who never played the numbers game in politics, Parkes told his friends that he was thinking of never seeking office again in New South Wales. But they knew, and Parkes knew, that the old man had heard the ominous knock of the young on the door, clamouring to be let in, just as the old country gentry were hearing a similar knock on the doors of their clubs from the new men. The generation of Parkes was passing away. His one-time political ally, Charles Cowper, the man with whom he had combined as long ago as the 1850s to ‘break squatterdom’s domination’, was also in the ‘lusty winter, frosty but kindly’ old age.36

Alfred Deakin told his friends he was prepared to rest on the principle of the old Italian proverb, ‘if you cannot kill your enemy embrace him’. The time had come to make concessions. The English governing classes had avoided bloody revolution by the expedient of isolating the moderates from the radicals. Privately Alfred Deakin was still tormented by the conflict in his soul between his lower grosser being, and those higher visions which flooded his mind after prayer, meditation and reading of the literature which exalted all things spiritual. Publicly he was saying that political equality, one man one vote, and State aid to the needy would transform the hot-heads into paragons of the desired virtues. He advocated the use of the State to ensure that the base of the social pyramid was not composed of men and women who had no ties with the existing social order.37

So did George Reid. He was a barrister by profession who had entered the Legislative Assembly in 1880 as a supporter of the Free Trade group which generally voted with Henry Parkes. He had his private reason for wanting to extend equality of opportunity. He was the son of a Presbyterian clergyman, one of those genteel poor who had found that in Australia there were opportunities to rise to the top. Born in Scotland on 25 February 1845, he had migrated to Sydney at the age of thirteen when his father accepted a call to become the colleague of that storm-centre of public life in New South Wales—John Dunmore Lang. He had served in the counting-houses while he studied part time to qualify for the Bar. He had gone on fishing parties with Edmund Barton, neither knowing then what later political differences would do to the bond between them. In 1875 he had proclaimed his attachment to the free traders with the publication of his Five Free Trade Essays. At first sight Reid often left people with the impression that he was a complete humbug. His appearance was grotesque. He was short in stature, fat to the point of grossness. He wore an eyeglass, and spoke in a high-pitched squeaky voice, which confirmed the impression that he was a mountebank who had entered the Legislative Assembly in those years when drunks, drones and demagogues set the tone of public life. But there was more to Reid than a mountain of flesh which snored its way, with mouth agape, through the after-dinner session of that bear-pit in Macquarie Street. Known in the drawing rooms of Vaucluse and Woollahra as a ladies’ man, he was also the most generous of men. He forgave his enemies, and those who despitefully used him, in a way quite uncommon in public life. He was an agreeable companion and full of stories about the follies of his fellow human beings. Reid had the great good fortune to like mankind.

By 1891 he had come to the conclusion that a new era was about to begin in the Australian colonies. Liberalism in politics could rob labour of its revolutionary fervour, and rid the bourgeoisie of the charge that they were indifferent to the material well-being of the masses. Though a free trader by conviction he was not opposed to the use of the State to protect the weak, and to effect conciliation in disputes between Capital and Labour. Like Deakin he believed the State should play a role in promoting material well-being for all, over and above its traditional role as the preserver of law and order. The era of Parkes was drawing to a close: the era of Deakin and Reid was about to begin.38

The politicians continued to scramble for the spoils of office like a shoal of minnows competing for crumbs of bread floating on the surface of a rock pool. The clamour of angry voices continued. Women were asking for political equality with men. There were reports about the starving peasantry in Russia, reports of violent upheavals by those peasants. There were reports of the abominations perpetrated on the Jews in the same country. Some warned that a political hurricane was about to blow through the Australian parliaments in the wake of the Great Strike of 1890. Up-country the torpor of life went on. The farmers of the Clare district in South Australia grumbled about red dust, grasshoppers and the dry spell making havoc of their crops. When a splendid downpour of rain in late June caused the crops to grow to an abundant harvest, they grumbled that Jack Frost was hovering round at nights in July, threatening the tender shoots of wheat.

The country newspapers carried reports of titled ladies behaving offensively to shop assistants in country towns. Happily one shop assistant had retorted with such telling effect that her ladyship had left the shop ‘with an aching void in her pure merino chest’. There, too, equality was on the march. Farmers bemoaned the failure of all steps taken to stop the spread of rabbits. They wrote of how urgent it was to discover a method which would exterminate such vermin. At Revivalist services conducted by the Band of Hope in country towns reformed sinners testified to how much they owed to Jesus. Thanks to Jesus their liquoring and whoring and other abominations they must not mention had ceased. A man called Thomas Edison had invented a marvellous talking machine which reproduced the voices of famous men, popular songs, and world-famous orchestras. Thanks to its extraordinary, indeed its miraculous, performances the culture of the world of entertainment would soon be audible in every farm house in Australia. The industrial revolution was about to bring popular culture to the barbarians of the Australian bush.39

In March 1891 the news from up-country in Queensland was alarming. Bush workers burned down woolsheds at Mangroo and Lorne. The shearers were again on strike. They set fire to grass on many stations on the Condamine and uttered abominable insults and obscenities to free workers. The landed gentry and the bourgeoisie trembled in their shoes. The Government of Queensland dispatched troops to the areas of disaffection. Residents of Queensland country towns saw for the first time in their lives the strange spectacle of men in military uniform. The soldiers, driven to distraction by boredom and the absence of the diversions of the city, took to the bottle so wantonly that the country people then had the spectacle of seeing their saviours from anarchy and bloodshed degenerate into drunken nuisances who pestered the local women, and importuned the local barmen for more and more liquor.

Late summer rains turned the camps of both soldiers and bush workers into quagmires and impeded attempts to track down unionists on the black soil plains of Maranoa. The press, the parsons and other publicists urged the men to return to work, assuring them work was a greater solace than drink or the pleasures of love, as it brought comfort to a man not by bringing him ease but requiring effort. As the steam rose from that boggy ground on which the men had pitched their camp at Barcaldine, union leaders warned the men of property that if the bush workers could not get what they wanted by constitutional means they must get their tucker somehow. There on 21 March one of their leaders, Martin, roused them to fever pitch as he told them that already in Queensland ten thousand bushmen behind ten thousand steel blades were the only effective remedy for the unionists’ grievances. There the men had held a mock trial of Sir Samuel Griffith and the local member. After the court condemned them to death as tyrants and traitors the men saturated the effigies with kerosene and set them alight, belabouring them with sticks and howling like fiends until the flames subsided.40

In April and May 1891 a political crisis in the Legislative Assembly of New South Wales meant that the candidates of the Labor Electoral Leagues had to participate in an election as committed Labor men. When Frank Cotton opened his campaign for East Sydney on 6 April 1891 he declared that Labor was committed to ‘a slow process of evolution’. Labor wanted ‘practical legislation for present needs’. They were all ‘common-sense men’. Frank Cotton was a steady man, a reliable man, a paragon of those domestic virtues which were the foundation of the bourgeois domination of Australia. He was not like one of those extremists of Barcaldine. He wanted ‘a juster distribution of the wealth of the colony’; he wanted labour legislation. Like other Labor men he wanted a society which would give the workers the chance ‘to be the men and women they ought to be’. On how this was to happen he had only the haziest of ideas. They must have one man one vote. They must leave wealth in the hands of the people who made it. They must stop people who did not work from getting it. All those good things would flow from the use of the ballot box.41

Labour must take steps to ensure that their representatives behaved themselves in parliament. Labour must ensure that their men, unlike the bourgeois and squatter politicians, were not corrupted by membership of one of the most corrupting clubs in the colony. A meeting of the Parliamentary Committee of the Trades and Labour Council on 5 May 1891 decided that every member joining a branch of the Electoral Labor Leagues must subscribe to each and every plank of the platform. When candidates of the Redfern Branch were chosen early in June they were asked to make the following declaration:

 

We, the undersigned, do solemnly declare that we agree to represent the electorate of . . . in the forthcoming Parliament on the lines laid down in the platform of the Labor Electoral League; and we further declare that we will not contest the election if not selected by the aforesaid League to witness our hand.

Labor members of the Legislative Assembly were to be recalled if two-thirds of the men voting for a successful candidate so desired it: Labor members should press for the initiative and referendum, to give every adult male an effective voice in deciding the conditions under which he lived. Labour believed that wisdom resided in the people: Labour believed that the man who decided for himself was morally superior to and had a richer personality than the man for whom others made the decision. The decision of the many was also wiser than the decision of the few.

In all their behaviour there was a gap between the nobility of their intentions and the stratagems and devices used to capture political power. They were aiming, they claimed, at no less than ‘the elevation of Mankind’. In their electoral handbills they referred to their ambition to stand for ‘Justice to all and privilege to none’. But once in parliament they proposed to obtain that by practising the skills of the political trimmer. They were both idealists and political realists. Their utterances on the hustings were distinguished by a concern for vote catching, an assurance that capital, or indeed bourgeois society, had little to fear from their entrance into the parliaments of the Australian colonies.42

Pinning their faith in the slogan that the unity of labour was the hope of the world, writing and talking as though the love of all mankind distinguished them from all previous political groups, their articulate members inflamed their followers with hatred against the Chinese, the Jews, the English, the Pacific Islanders, indeed almost all strangers in their midst. Mouthing the platitudes of the Utopians about a new society in which all hatred would cease, and God’s destroying angels would disappear off the face of the earth, their candidates for election to the colonial parliaments represented themselves to be reformers rather than revolutionaries, preservers rather than destroyers. They were men who could be admitted into the parliamentary club without any fear that they would either barbarize that life, or use their power to destroy the institutions of the bourgeois state. Political labour had faithfully observed the advice given to them during the Big Strike by the metropolitan newspapers: they proposed to act constitutionally by redressing their wrongs at the ballot box.43

There was still the rough and tumble. During the elections in Sydney in June 1891 howling mobs gesticulated, shook their fists and shrieked insults at the conservatives. Genial Daniel O’Connor, the Postmaster-General in Sir Henry Parkes’s government, was pelted with eggs and flour balls, until he looked more like a pudding than a human being. Rumours of corruption flew round Sydney. Mr Higgs, a man with a dreamy far-away expression in his face, as though he were always peering into vacancy, an anarchist who prophesied the doom of bourgeois society every Sunday afternoon in the Sydney Domain, was said to have been offered fifty pounds by the followers of George Dibbs, the leader of the protectionists, to withdraw from the contest. Labor men might have their price.44

Moderation attracted votes. At the elections for the Legislative Assembly of New South Wales held between 17 June and 3 July 1891 there were forty-eight Labor candidates. Thirty-six of these candidates were elected. Not all of them were Labor Electoral League candidates. The idealists within the movement hailed the result as the fulfilment of the promise of a ‘higher humanity and a stronger manhood and womanhood’. The Australian Workman believed they were ‘at the dawn of a new and happier era for the workers of New South Wales’.45

Up in Brisbane William Lane waxed lyrical about the result. The ballot box, he claimed, could lift humanity into a higher plane of being. The goodness of the people in New South Wales had triumphed over the evils of a capitalist government. In future, he continued, Gatling guns would not so readily be turned against wage-earners. There would be no federation of the Australian colonies upon the propertied government basis, but only upon the democratic basis so stoutly advocated by Sir George Grey. The legislators of Australia would henceforward give a little more attention to the special needs of the great labouring majority. The ballot box would sponge out the burning wrongs, the insult and the infamy of capitalist society.46

Henry Lawson heard the news in Brisbane. He had gone there in March 1891 to write the ‘Country Crumbs’ column in the Boomerang. He thought there was about to be a social revolution. The time was coming when the lordly would no longer rule the land and build their mansions high, and ladies would no longer flaunt their jewelled plumes. The day of deeds, he declared, was nigh. The workers’ new religion was about to hurl vice and Mammon from their pinnacles. The triumph of the people would be, he declared, ‘the victory of God’—not the victory of the churches with their odious talk of punishment and wrath, or of the sceptics, those heart-dimmers and life-deniers, but the victory of ‘love’ over the ‘Monarch and the Rod’. Labour had raised her hand. For Henry Lawson then the ‘lifted hand of Labour’ was ‘the upraised hand of God’. One man one vote would end the reign of greed. As a man who still wanted to feel ‘Red Revolution’s feet’ in the streets of Sydney, he wound up his passionate effusion with the question:

 

If thus we triumph with diminished numbers,
What will the triumph be when all are armed?47

Of the Labor men elected, two belonged to the Single Tax League, and three to the Australian Socialist League. George Black was an ardent socialist. He was a sub-editor on the Bulletin, and well versed in the literature of political economy. A passionate man, this George Black, a lover of wine, a lover of women, a lover of life, a man with a passionate heart, he was surrounded by men who believed that what Labor was all about was getting a few pennies on the pay and a few seconds off the day. Black was born in Edinburgh on 15 February 1854, the son of a successful solicitor. As a young man he imbibed Burns. His father wanted him to study medicine, but a whim, or maybe some inner restlessness (the man was never quiet), led him to migrate to Melbourne in 1873. On board ship he began to associate with a married woman, who in the next twenty years bore him twelve children, five of whom died young. After many vicissitudes as a ‘colonial experiencer’, he came to Sydney to take up a career in journalism. By then he was a strange mixture of a canny Scot with his eyes open for worldly advancement, and an idealist who wanted to ‘make a better earth for better men’. On Sunday afternoons he delivered ‘dull, laborious speeches’ to crowds in the Sydney Domain. On week days he worked as a sub-editor on the Bulletin.

He saw himself as a possible leader of the Labor men in parliament. But Black had too many skeletons in the cupboard. Sydney Truth exposed those ‘old sores’, and accused him of ‘an utter defiance of the conventionalities’ of public life. The mother of his seven surviving children asked him in front of witnesses when he proposed to pay for their livelihood. Somewhat rashly he accepted a free pass for a trip to Melbourne for a woman who was neither his wife nor the mother of his children. The man who spoke of ‘making and unmaking conditions’ was exposed as a cad and a cheat. Truth rubbed salt in the wound by calling him ‘Baldy Black’. The improver of mankind was exposed to the public gaze as a lecher, a wine bibber, and a liar. The man who saw himself as a decent, loving, hard-working man, generous, charitable, and a believer in the day when human beings neither hurt nor destroyed each other, was held up to ridicule as a wanton and a hypocrite.

The label of Utopian could not be pinned on the breasts of the other Labor men who took their seats in the Legislative Assembly. Probably thirty-one of the Labor League members were trade unionists by occupation and profession. A. J. Kelly belonged to the Wharf Labourers’ Union, T. Davis was Secretary of the Sydney seamen, J. Johnson was an official of the Boilermakers’ Union, J. L. Fegan belonged to the Miners’ Union of Newcastle, T. J. Houghton had been a Secretary of the Trades and Labour Council in Sydney, W. A. Murphy was a marine officer who had been prominent during the maritime strikes, C. Darnley was a delegate of the Plasterers’ Union to the Trades and Labour Council, H. C. Hoyle, W. F. Gechey belonged to the Railwaymen’s Association, J. S. McGowen belonged to the Amalgamated Engineers and J. H. Cann was the secretary of the Australian Unions Association of Broken Hill.48

When they held their first caucus meeting they did not behave like men dedicated to end the reign of greed, or to unite humanity in the ‘holy bonds of brotherhood’. They behaved like men whose goal was the capture of political power. They appointed a Credentials Committee to decide who was and who was not a genuine Labor man. They appointed a managerial committee rather than a leader, for leadership, like the comforts of Parliament House, was a potential corrupter. They agreed on this text of the pledge:

 

. . . in order to secure the solidarity of the Labor Party, only those will be allowed to assist at its private deliberations who are pledged to vote in the House as a majority of the Party, sitting in caucus has determined . . . Therefore, we the undersigned, in proof of our determination to vote as a majority of the Party may agree, on all occasions considered of such importance as to necessitate Party deliberation, have thereto affixed our names’.

The eight Protectionists feared this might commit them to vote against their conviction. One suggested that they should hedge the issue: Labor would call for a people’s referendum on the tariff question. Solidarity was stronger than principle, and expediency strongest of all.49

The sybarite George Black spoke to members of the Legislative Assembly of New South Wales during the Address in Reply on 15 July 1891 in part like a seer or a prophet of the new order. But Black was the man who claimed he had invented the slogan: ‘support in return for concessions’. He had a heart overflowing with Schilleresque sentiments about human brotherhood: he also had his feet on the ground, and a sharp eye for the field of the possible. So after making the rafters ring with a resounding call: ‘We have come into this House to make and unmake social conditions’, he went on to announce that Labor’s vote was up for sale to the highest bidder. He also assured the bourgeois politicians that Labor men were not there for the purpose of vengeance. Sir Henry Parkes, avid for popular approval, and desperately clinging to office, needing office both to satisfy his vanity and for the pay, shrewdly made the highest bid. Labor settled for an understanding with a man who had also once dreamed a great dream that in Australia mortals would learn to love each other with brotherly love and gentle hearts.50

In Victoria the capitalist class had no immediate reason to dread the use of the ballot box by the members of these Labor Leagues. New South Wales had begun with a convict working class: Victoria with an immigrant working class. Melbourne had a broader spread of middle class affluence. Victoria lacked both the material foundations and the historical traditions for a strong Labor vote. Victoria had taught Mr Deakin the lesson that in his colony those engaged in manual labour, instead of being as their fathers were, a landless, penniless and illiterate class of the community, were themselves small capitalists, possessors of property, men of some education, thought and intelligence. Victoria had no need of the Labor dream. They were the models of the Australian dream, of a society where any man could rise to the top by merit and industry. So was South Australia. Tasmania was still that stricken society, haunted by ghosts of the original convict working class, possibly by the memory of the great act of evil against the original inhabitants of the island, still dominated by the country gentry, with no tradition of liberal criticism of society. Western Australia was still a tiny society of Europeans and Aborigines, the former seeing no reason to shed the myth of British institutions and national progress, the latter too broken by the recent past to hold any ideas on the future of their own people, let alone humanity in general.51

By contrast, in Queensland the defenders of bourgeois society believed the bush strike was bringing the colony to the edge of revolution: wild visionaries such as Lane and the slogans of that drunken young poet Henry Lawson had deluded the bush workers into staining the wattle with the blood of their oppressors. Ever since the 1880s the itinerant workers had felt threatened by changes in the techniques of production of wool. The extensive use of fencing, together with the introduction of barbed wire, had dispensed with shepherds. This had reduced the numbers in the work force in the pastoral districts. Over the same period machine shearing gradually supplanted shearing by hand.

On 28 March 1877 an Irish immigrant, Frederick York Wolseley, took out a patent for a shearing machine. In 1884, in collaboration with his partner John Howard, he began to market it successfully. By 1890 the shearing machine had taken over in most of the sheds of eastern Australia, increasing the tally of the individual shearer, and so reducing the numbers required to shear a shed in the allotted time. The improvements in production together with the increased demand for wool to feed English woollen mills increased the numbers of sheep. In New South Wales they increased from five and a half million in 1861 to sixty-two million in 1891, in Victoria from six million in 1861 to thirteen million in 1891 and in Queensland from four million in 1861 to twenty million in 1891, and in Australia as a whole from twenty-one million in 1861 to one hundred and seven million in 1891.

The bush workers believed it was just and right that they should enjoy some share in these riches. But the pastoralists had their own reasons for resisting such demands. Crippled by losses during the great dry of the 1880s they were anxious not to add to their costs by paying out more for shearing. For that reason alone they were anxious not to negotiate a new agreement with the shearers. They assumed they could obtain better terms under freedom of contract than with a closed union shed. Once again, as with the diggers at Eureka when changes in mining techniques had threatened them with a drop in status from workers on their own account to hirelings for wages, the bush workers were tormented by fears of material and social degradation. On 5 January 1891 a delegate of the Shearers’ Union called out two hundred shearers and rouseabouts from the Logan Downs woolshed until such time as the pastoralists dropped the demand for freedom of contract. The men on strike formed a strike camp at Clermont. Within a few weeks similar camps were formed at Sandy Creek, Capella and Barcaldine.52

From all these camps delegates rode round the district with armed bands calling on shearers to drop their blades, kidnapping any opponents and the faint of heart. They threatened free workers with a bullet in the backside if they did not clear the district by sundown. They burned the grass of any squatter who dared to enforce the principle of freedom of contract in his shed. They also burned down woolsheds. A policy of terrorism had been devised to coerce employers into accepting the terms of the delegates of the Shearers’ Union. Faced with such lawlessness, and the danger of such anarchy spreading into the cities, the law and order men demanded that government take preventive measures against the strikers.

So in May 1891, while members of the Electoral Labor Leagues were hailing the ballot box as their means of earthly salvation, in Rockhampton unionists were charged with conspiracy before his honour, Judge George Rogers Harding. He was yet another clergyman’s son, who sold the gifts with which God had endowed him for the defence of privilege, and to earn the money with which to indulge his hobbies as a book collector and an authority on ecclesiastical law. In the eyes of William Lane, Harding was one of those lawyers who waxed fat in capitalist society, one of those who fared sumptuously and were clothed in purple while despising the man in the moleskin trousers, and holding the agitator to be destined for Hell. Harding, in Lane’s eyes, was a blue-coated hireling of the smug gentry in the back-country of Queensland, employed by the men of Mammon, the men of law and order, to use the law for the oppression of the working classes. When labour finally shook off its fetters the men who stood their trial that day at Rockhampton would be placed in the temple of fame. Their names would be inscribed on that long roll of honour of those who were martyrs for labour’s sake. Believing these unionists had erred and strayed from God’s ways like lost sheep, Judge Harding sentenced the men to three years imprisonment.53

While the capitalist press, the politicians, the judges and the parsons were painting the union agitator as a loud-mouthed bully boy, the bush workers were portraying themselves as innocent victims of a capitalist conspiracy. On 7 March 1891 the Worker in Brisbane published a cartoon which sketched a bush worker with the sun of love shining through the whiskers on his Christ-like face. His stance was manly, his eyes those of a clean-living man who had known neither the lower depths of drunkenness nor the treachery of the creatures in whom God had planted the insect of sensual lust. He was looking with pained surprise at a squatter who was pointing a revolver at him. A black-leg held the noose of the hanging rope over the noble bushman’s neck. An effeminate policeman waved a warrant for arrest. An overweight politician in a bowler hat, frock-coat and striped trousers aimed a cannon at him. In the bottom right-hand corner of the same cartoon the next event in the conflict between the squatter and the bush worker was sketched. The black-leg worker, the squatter, the policeman and the politician danced a gleeful jig round the dangling body of the bushman, whose only crime had been to offer a conference. This, said the caption, was the meaning of freedom of contract.54

Week after week in the Worker, Lane denounced bourgeois governments and bloody-minded capitalists for their harsh, brutal and cowardly treatment of the embattled bush workers. He contrasted the swinishness of the volunteer policemen at Barcaldine, the ‘swaddies’ as they were called, who had used that foul language with which no bushman would ever defile the ears of a woman. For the bushmen, women were the paragons of that purity to which men aspired but rarely attained. By contrast the volunteer policemen encouraged drunkenness and lechery to hold high revel in the streets of Barcaldine. In the eyes of the volunteers in red and grey the only crime was to dare to look cross-ways at a black-leg.55

In the union camp at Barcaldine a carnival atmosphere prevailed. A cricket team played against teams from other camps. A brass band drummed up excitement each night. Bushmen sang songs. Shearers sang with gusto the song about Flash Jack from Gundagai—the man who had ‘shore at Burrabogie’ and ‘dossed on Cooper’s Creek’, and then boasted: ‘And once I drew my blades, my boys, upon the famed Barcoo’, winding up with another claim to fame and renown in the mighty bush:

 

I can do a respectable tally myself whenever I like to try
And they know me round the blackblocks as Flash Jack from Gundagai.

Some told tall stories about champion bullock drivers, or about the size of the ‘mozzies’ out on the Maranoa, and their astonishing stinging powers. Others recited poetry of the young Henry Lawson, especially the poem he had published in the Worker, ‘The Labour Day is Dawning’:

 

When the Labour noon is glowing, and the toilers take their stand
By the right of Toil’s pre-eminence as rulers of the land,
They’ll hold in reverent memory Australia’s gallant band,
When the Labour noon is glowing.

They read in the Worker from Brisbane of Henry Lawson’s vision of them as noble bushmen who were fighting to ensure that the toilers, not the idlers, owned the wealth they created—to stop Old Greed crooking his dirty hand and coming to take it from the toilers. Lawson sang a song of hope:

 

But Freedom’s on the wallaby,
. . .
She’ll knock the tyrants silly,
She’s going to light another fire
And boil another billy.
. . .
We’ll make the tyrants feel the sting
Of those that they would throttle;
They needn’t say the fault is ours
If blood should stain the wattle.

The time was at hand when the Australian bushman would knock the tyrants silly. Once again the rebel flag was flying in Australia: once again a rebel song was being sung: once again Australians were singing a ‘rebel chorus’.56

Vain dream. The spirit of the men in the camps was unbroken. But their resources were drying up. By mid-June they had been self-supporting for four months. Not even all the generous contributions ‘for the cause’ from bush workers and their sympathizers in the cities would provide the cash with which to continue the struggle. On 20 June at Barcaldine a manifesto of the strike committee informed the members of the Queensland Shearers’ Union and the General Labourers’ Union that the lockout had terminated because they lacked funds with which to continue the struggle. The rebel flag was taken down: the rebel voice was silenced. Using the institutions of the bourgeois state, the capitalists had won a crushing victory against the strike weapon. Other methods must be found to ‘knock the tyrants silly’ and bring to the toilers the full results of their industry. Workers must send to parliament ‘good, sound, reliable labour candidates’. With the frenzy of the struggle still ringing in his ears, William Lane recommended one man one vote as the means of salvation. Henry Lawson swung round too. By July he joined the shout of the people for one man one vote. Political democracy would topple the ‘walls of Mammon’. When the men gathered in Brisbane to form People’s Parliamentary Associations, similar to the Electoral Labor Leagues of New South Wales, their programmes were just as pragmatic as their counterparts in Sydney and Newcastle. They accepted the moderate view that by tactics such as offering support in return for concessions Labor could squeeze a higher standard of living for the working man out of the gross product of capitalist production.57

In despair, William Lane sought solace in writing a novel. He called it The Workingman’s Paradise. Part One was to portray capitalist society as Hell on earth: Part Two was to portray a future socialist society as Paradise. Lane only finished the first part. Like many human beings he found it easier to write about evil than about goodness. Besides, by then he was playing with the idea that a small party of men and women might be able to found a perfect society in some other part of the world. On 31 October 1891 he announced in the Brisbane Worker that the New Australia Co-operative Settlement Association would soon create ‘pure Socialism in another part of the world’. Still believing men had been made unreliable, selfish and brutal by the conditions in which they lived, he wanted to prove they would become ‘square and straight and honest’ if given a proper chance. This ‘cruel Australian star’ was the child of a heart saddened by the collapse of the strike. Henry Lawson kept his faith. The labour agitation would hurl the gods of error from their houses: agitation would seal the fate of all the wrongs: the future harmony of mankind would atone for all the blood with which the earth was soaked from its crust to its core. The ‘grand old Hate’, in his words, was still ‘stirring up a tempest in his blood’.58

The tempest of hate raged too in the breast of William Lane. Wrapping himself in the mantle of a Savonarola of the Antipodes, he savaged the faint of heart for clutching at the ‘tail feathers of reform’. He denounced painters for toadying to the wearers of bell-toppers. Artists, he maintained, dreaded the coming of the socialist millennium because they depended on millionaires for their survival. So he proposed ‘in the holy name of Humanity’ to ‘shatter the monuments of the ages with the hammer of the hour’. He proposed to cast all artists and their works into outer darkness. He wanted socialist society to have its own art. Socialist art would be rinsed so clean from all impurities that it would surpass the bourgeois in dullness and moral rectitude.

To the dismay of those who had greeted Labor as a band of idealists he used the poison pen of hatred against the Chinese. To him the ‘ejection of the Chinese from Australia was really and truly a big clang of the workman’s hammer on the anvil of socialism’. He added that in his opinion a crusade against the Jews would also be a Socialistic crusade. After the pogrom against the Jews in Russia and the Ukraine some members of the Jewish community had migrated to Australia in search of a country where persecution on grounds of race or creed was said to be unknown. Cartoons in the Bulletin represented Jews in an odious light, or as appropriate objects for cruel jokes calculated to promote a picture of Jews as money-grabbers, grovellers and corrupters.

Lane joined this chorus of abuse by describing the Jew as a ‘parasite’, a pawnshop-keeper, an ‘Ikey-mo’, who shirked all dangerous, laborious and difficult work, and ‘did nothing at all but batten on the gold’ he received for ‘goading the gentile into the insolvency court’. The Jew, he said, would plot to drag labour down to the same awful gutter of degradation in which he had lived in the ghettos of Russia. Cheap Jewish labour was synonymous with national damnation. Australians would become a stricken, a tainted people, because wherever they moved Jews bred ‘a sordid people, a brutalised capitalism, a corrupt press, a degraded legislature’. Jews were like manure which if kept for too long poisoned the atmosphere. They should be banished from the land of clean-living people. They undermined the work ethic on which all decent societies relied. Like artists they were not ‘dinkum Aussies’ or ‘fair dinkum’. They would rob the bushman of his innocence.59

The days of the noble bushman were numbered. The way of life of those shearers, rouseabouts, and shed hands who looked out on the world and at each other with the eyes of still laughter in Tom Roberts’s ‘Shearing the Rams’ was slowly disappearing. The flaunting flag of progress was unfurling out on those plains which the early explorers had dismissed as unsuitable for the purposes of civilized man. The iron rail, in Henry Lawson’s image, was tethering the mighty bush to the world. Flash Jack had to learn to shear with machine-driven blades. A generation was passing away. Only the earth, as Arthur Streeton captured it in those majestic moments of high noon on a summer’s day, remained for ever.

The lesson of the armed camp at Barcaldine had not been lost on the enlightened bourgeois politicians. There must be some middle ground between the conservatism of a Henry Parkes, a James Service, a John Forrest, an Inglis Clark, a Samuel Griffith, a Richard Baker and the flying of a rebel flag in a bushman’s camp. The institutions of the bourgeois State could surely be used to ensure a minimum wage, to conciliate and arbitrate in industrial disputes, and to regulate the hours of labour. Change must come quickly, or those words of the young Lawson would no longer fall on stony ground. Then, indeed, ‘blood should stain the wattle’. The time had come to stop the charade of division between free trade and protection. That was no longer the ground of division in society. A great debate had begun in the whole civilized world over who should own wealth and how it should be divided. Unless concessions were made, there might be a terrible explosion. Believing that all human efforts were impotent without the concurrence of the church, the Pope had published a new Encyclical—Rerum Novarum—in which he discussed the rights of Capital and the rights of Labour. The Pope had shown that the rights of property, and of individual freedom, need not be infringed either by Christian charity or by State intervention.60

By October 1891 Sir Henry Parkes looked very ‘careworn and tired’. A political crisis had blown up over the Coal Mines Regulation Bill. Doctrinaire non-interventionist that he always had been, except on questions of education and immigration, he was opposed to all attempts by the State to regulate the hours of work or the conditions of labour. In the committee stage of the Bill the men in the middle ground, with the help of the members of the Labor Leagues, added a clause fixing the hours of work. On principle Parkes opposed the amendment. He explained to the House that all through his public life he had endeavoured to lighten the burden of those who laboured. He looked forward to the time when in the progress of enlightenment the necessity for toil would be greatly reduced. But the State must not dictate to a man how he sold his labour. ‘If that creature’, he put it, ‘endowed with divine capacity, a human being, who we are told on the highest authority was created in the image of God himself, has any right in the whole world, it is the right to dispose of the attributes of his own life so long as he injures no other human being’. Parkes and his government were defeated. Within a few days he had offered his resignation to the Governor. The stage was set for the believers in the middle ground to use the State to save bourgeois society from the men who had flown the rebel flag.

Ill and worried, Parkes also resigned as leader of his party. To his undying pain the members proceeded to elect his mortal enemy, G. H. Reid, to fill the vacancy. The old man had to endure the humiliation as best he could. He spoke to his friends of the pleasures of being finally released from the ‘slavery of power’ and how much he was looking forward to the quiet, simple life. It never occurred to him or to the others who observed his going that his withdrawal from active public life coincided with a new age in the history of Australia. The middle-roaders now had their chance to prove that there could be equality of opportunity, liberty of the individual, and material well-being for all without any radical change in existing society. Australian liberals believed that they had a chance to persuade the bushmen and the city workers to take down the rebel flag and stop singing a rebel chorus.61
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A TIME OF TUMULT

AT THE BEGINNING OF 1892 the tumult continued. In February a run started upon the Savings Bank of New South Wales. For two days a howling mob raged round the doors, climbing over each other in a frantic endeavour to get their money, or die in the attempt. Men shoved, jostled and elbowed each other, women screamed. All through the day the police were busy rescuing depositors who had been trampled under the feet of the crowd or fat women who had fallen down exhausted. In an endeavour to calm the hysteria the directors announced they would pay in gold, and extend closing-time from 7.30 p.m. to 10.15 p.m. When that time came some of those who had not managed to squeeze through the doors sat down to weep in the gutter, and some stood gaping at the windows of a bank which held, they believed, the key to their future well-being. Some who managed to withdraw their savings went on their way rejoicing, recklessly boasting they were now saved, only to have their pockets picked, and some, with good money in their hand, after a cry of ‘thank God’, rushed to invest again in a land bank, believing that there, for sure, their money would be safe.1

In Melbourne commotion and anxiety prevailed in the business world. Early in March the directors of the Mercantile Bank of Australia announced that owing to the continued and rapid withdrawal of deposits they had been obliged to suspend payment. In March the directors of the Australian Deposit and Mortgage Bank announced with regret that a panic call on money deposited with them had obliged them to close their doors. That day riotous mobs gathered in the streets of Melbourne. Angry depositors threatened to smash shop windows and break down doors of the bank. The bourgeoisie were dismayed and bewildered.2

Hundreds, probably thousands, of small depositors in the banks and land companies which failed were reduced to ruin. That year the Colonial Investment Company failed. The people who had put their money in the Company were mainly people of small private means: clergymen, widows and elderly people who looked upon the company as essentially a savings institution. Driven to desperation by their losses the small investors appealed to the directors in letters which evoked the pathos and agony of the occasion. They were like gamblers confessing their losses. ‘If you only knew’, the proprietress of a small fancy goods shop wrote, ‘how hard I had worked to pay money into your society’. One man had invested in three such companies—the Colonial Investment, the Premier Permanent, and the Freehold Investment. All failed. He lost everything: he was a cripple. One woman who was supporting herself and her daughter by needlework and the income from her investments lost everything. The suffering in such classes was widespread and terrible. They, too, were bewildered. They had believed that capital was safe.3

Men who had been looked up to as pillars of bourgeois rectitude were indicted before the courts on criminal charges. George Nicholson Taylor, manager of the Sydney Land Credit Bank, was sentenced in March 1892 to two years imprisonment for fraud as manager of the bank. In May Charles Ernest Clarke, a prominent sharebroker in Melbourne, was arrested by a policeman, lodged in a common gaol, and charged with conspiring with G. N. Taylor to defraud the Land Credit Bank of £37 000. Soon after his arrest the body of the cashier of the Bank, Joseph Cahill, was found floating on the surface of the water of the Yarra near Richmond. He had been drowned. Cahill was a freemason, who had enjoyed an irreproachable reputation for his domestic and his public virtues. There were others.4

The law itself has shown all too clearly its own unfairness. The law has allowed and indeed facilitated the reconstruction of banks: the law has opposed the reconstruction of society. The law has bolstered up institutions which behaved like vampires to the men and women who observed the bourgeois maxims of frugality and thrift. An idle and predatory class which made no contribution to the production of wealth or the moral improvement of humanity, a class which had always exploited to the full the opportunities in Australia of getting something for nothing, has blotted its escutcheons. But again the law has cushioned the consequences of wrongdoings. When the petty thief pinched a watch or picked a pocket he got a long term of years, preceded by a homily from the judge on his depravity. When a bank director or a director of a land company swindled a trusting public of thousands of pounds, often reducing thousands of hapless people to ruin, the accused brazened out his rascality by calling on white-haired clergymen who scarcely knew him to testify about his character, and the frequenters of the clubs of the élite to swear that the accused was the most honourable man. Sometimes before the jury retired an aged mother tottered up the stairs to take her place in the box, and weep silently as she told the court about her ‘boy’. If he was unfortunate enough to be found guilty the judge put him behind bars for a few months. Those who made money, it was alleged, by lying and misrepresentation, the promoters of the wild-cat companies, the owners of race horses, the champagne guzzlers, and the directors who were seen with what their contemporaries called ‘miscellaneous’ females, those who had sucked up and mopped up the savings of the poor beggared widows and even taken down imbeciles and cripples, were not punished. So society, which still drew its morality in part from the teaching of the Psalms, found to its dismay that the ungodly were not punished: that they were flourishing like the green bay-tree. Christians, it was said, proved to be ‘unmitigated swindlers’.5

The men and women who had practised the bourgeois virtue of thrift found they had entrusted the savings of a lifetime to men who had diddled them with a lying balance sheet or fraudulent advertising. The pious wanted to know why God allowed such human monsters as Matthew Davies to be. What they had believed to be a safe investment in the hands of a good, honourable and pious man turned out to be the plaything of an evil man. They wrote their tales of woe for the liquidators to read, hoping that they might salvage something, only to find that the liquidators had their minds on quite different things. Small investors who had been beguiled by names of proven respectability and reliability on lists of directors found that sworn statements were ‘hopelessly bogus’. Sir Francis Abigail, the owner of a luxury villa in Annandale, a suburb of Sydney, was taken from his palatial residence by the police, led away to a Water Police station where he was charged that ‘he did concur in making a false entry in the monthly return book of the Australian Banking Company with intent to defraud and deceive’. He spent the night in a common gaol. In Melbourne James Arthur McArthur, a clerk of the Broken Hill Proprietary, an esteemed man, a respected man, was placed under arrest on a grave charge of embezzlement.
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