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PREFACE


On 8 July 1957 Doris Blackburn wrote to her younger son, Dick, that she had received a request from the Commonwealth parliamentary librarian, Harold White, suggesting that she should place Maurice Blackburn’s papers in the National Library. ‘I feel like saying’, she continued, ‘that I wish to retain all the material here for the present. There is still, I hope, a possibility that Louisa—or you—or all three of you together, [will] perhaps [write] the book I would like written’.


Twenty years later, I arrived to stay with Louisa in Hobart to work on those papers. I was researching a Master’s thesis on the Coburg branch of the Australian Labor Party. Maurice and Doris Blackburn were significant figures in that story. Louisa, a reference librarian at the University of Tasmania, was working simultaneously on organising the large archive and gathering relevant material in association with Blackburn’s long-time partner in his law firm, Bob Brodney, who was working on his own memoir of Blackburn. It was the beginning of a richly layered friendship and a conversation that has continued to the present day.


Granddaughter Susan Blackburn had written a fine biography of Maurice as an honours thesis at the University of Adelaide, which had been published by the Society for the Study of Labour History in 1968. It was a very timely publication in the midst of intense community debate about war and conscription—defining elements in the Blackburn legacy. And yet it had not quieted the ghostly expectation that Louisa would write at least a memoir of her father. To this end she did much research and made many notes. And so did I after each of our conversations, which became more frequent once Louisa moved back to Melbourne.


Next I worked on the papers for my PhD, in which Maurice and Doris again played a major role. It soon became clear that it was not only Maurice whose story had resonance for a new generation: Doris’s story was ready-made for retelling by second-wave feminist historians, and my first standalone Blackburn writing was a short biography of Doris. Still, I had to learn my craft and raise my children and earn a living. And Louisa and Bob were still at work. The notes were piling up—and the drafts—but it was hard, emotional labour. With the death of Bob in 1984, the ghostly pressure on Louisa intensified. It was not relieved by Dennis Dodd’s detailed study of Maurice for a PhD at La Trobe University in 1994.


By the 1990s I had formulated a desire to write a biography. I managed to summarise Maurice’s life for the fifth Maurice Blackburn Memorial Lecture in 1991, but still I lacked the resources and confidence. Like the Blackburn family, who had warmly begun to transfer some expectation to me, I continued to think in terms of Maurice alone. I did some further research in periods between other commissions, but it was not till the 2000s that I found inspiration to do some more serious writing about Maurice. Then, as I worked on the articles I prepared in 2005, I realised that finally I had a story of my own to tell—and it was about both Maurice and Doris. The ghosts were beginning to crowd in on me, not least the formidable daughter-in-law Jean Blackburn, who had scolded me not long before she died in 2002 for not ‘getting on with it’.


Out in the labour history community, which I had inhabited since the mid-1970s, I was sometimes tempted to wear a T-shirt emblazoned with the text: ‘Don’t ask me about the Blackburns!’ So many who knew the Blackburns personally when I started out, and who gave me so much detail and insight, were joining the ghostly crowd—especially the ones better described as disciples. I had, in truth, been a little intimidated by them—or at least found it difficult to see beyond the legend and discern the man. I did not want to write the life of Saint Maurice, and yet I did want to retrieve him from the footnotes of labour history. And likewise, I wanted to retrieve Doris from a certain condescension among second-wave feminists and a new generation of Indigenous activists. She too was not much more than a footnote. Maurice had conscription and the ‘Blackburn Declaration’; Doris had campaign secretary for Vida Goldstein and the Woomera Rocket Range. I had learned there was much more to them than that, and all those conversations had brought them alive in a way documents cannot. I think I can honestly say that I know them better than my own grandparents.


The concept of a joint biography was challenging, but it proved the key to unlocking both my creativity and some serious funding— from State Library Victoria and, finally, the Australia Council. Still it was not plain sailing. There were moments when even the ghosts were in despair. If Louisa was, she never showed it. I think she understood that her parents’ story had worked its way into my DNA, and there was some peace for her in that. And in the end, above all, I was doing it for Louisa, whose love and warmth, wisdom, insight and encouragement never failed me. I am so grateful that she is alert and alive at ninety-seven to read the finished work.


I am not sure if this is the story Doris had in mind, but the benefit of living so long with it allows a distillation and interpretation of all the material about Maurice and Doris Blackburn that I have absorbed from many sources. Where possible I have let them speak for themselves, and I have tried to be measured and balanced in situations where the sources were often partisan, or fragmentary. I have also balanced the space accorded to each of them.


Maurice and Doris Blackburn dedicated themselves to a life of public activism in the hope of creating a fairer and more peaceful society. This is their story, which I hope might inspire a new generation.


Carolyn Rasmussen
August 2018




PROLOGUE


‘The age of romance is not dead’1


ON A COLD, wet, miserable day—even for Melbourne—Maurice Blackburn and Doris Hordern went to their respective polling booths on Saturday 31 May 1913 to cast their vote in a federal election in which the Australian Labor Party lost by one seat its majority in the House of Representatives, and once again Vida Goldstein failed in her quest to be the first woman elected to parliament. An electorate swinging back from its flirtation with a more radical brand of politics also narrowly rejected the referendum proposals to give the Commonwealth government greater powers to legislate on trade and commerce, corporations, industrial matters, trusts, nationalisation of monopolies, and railway disputes. It was a bitter blow to both of them. Maurice had campaigned vigorously for the success of the referendum; Doris was campaign secretary for Goldstein in her spirited bid to win the seat of Hawthorn. Three years earlier the mood of the electorate might have carried them to success. As it was, several days later Maurice encountered Doris ‘with a sorrowful countenance’ standing on the pavement outside the Age office looking at the headline boards and contemplating the reality that ‘the referendum numbers were going down’. He shared her despondency.


On the Monday following election day, the two of them had lunched together at the clubrooms of the Women’s Political Association and taken tea together too. The rain persisted, reflecting their mood but offering the sort of excuse hesitant lovers seek to prolong even the briefest moments together. The ‘figures on the board’ were not the only reason Doris was troubled. As Maurice followed her up the stairs to the clubrooms on the pretext of fetching his umbrella, she realised ‘that the days were over’ when she could ‘resolutely’ banish thoughts of love and thoughts of Maurice to ‘the back of [her] mind’.2


During the preceding five-month election campaign, the two of them had often travelled and lunched together. She, a ‘little, self-possessed, severely serene creature’,3 and he, who ‘could not shut his eyes to suffering and oppression’,4 were caught off guard. Falling in love had not been part of their plans. At the very moment Doris realised she had fallen in love, she also ‘saw more need than ever for those very thoughts to be discouraged’. So it was that on 1 June 1913 the 23-year-old found herself ‘sitting up in bed’ declaring that she would not marry ‘my Maurice! I said it aloud quite emphatically— but at the same time my heart was saying “unless—unless”’.5 Though nine years older, Maurice was no less resistant. Up to that point he had ‘feared marriage because it meant the sacrifice of independence, the abandonment of ideals, the pursuit of purely material well being’ and because ‘it was possible, & probable that the woman I married might not feel as I did’, but it was ‘only fair that her views & desires must be considered’.6 There was for Maurice the added complication of a dependent widowed mother and sister, and a legal career that was not exactly flourishing as a result of his political activity.


Marriage was not highly regarded in Doris’s family, nor among many of her friends in the Women’s Political Association. Independent spinsterhood was preferable to an oppressive, profligate or alcoholic husband and the drudgery of children. A childish observation by Doris that a cloth her sister had embroidered for her was ‘too good for everyday use’ so she would keep it, along with two china vases, until she was married, became a standing family joke: ‘They weren’t for “when Doris is married”, but “if Doris is married”. The rules of this house enforced the “if”’, she told Maurice, ‘and would not allow the “when”’.7 Yet Doris, an idealist who loved small children, was ‘restless’ and ‘discontented’ until, secure in the love of Maurice, she was ‘filled with a most perfect peacefulness’8 and a sure sense that together they would make the world a better place. At last she had someone to talk to. Those around her ‘did not understand’. It was as if part of her had ‘always lived in a separate world all alone’—but no longer.9


For his part, Maurice found the ‘armour of ice’ in which he had ‘encased’ himself melting away. That Doris should love him was ‘the completion of Maurice’.10 She had given him ‘the first happiness’ he had ever known in his life. Indeed, in anticipation of a marriage that could encompass ‘intellectual comradeship’ and shared reformist idealism,11 he was happier than he ‘thought anyone could ever be’.12 And so it was that on Friday 8 August 1913 a note was delivered to the Book Lovers’ Library where Doris worked:


Dear Miss Hordern,


I should like to see you today, if I may.


If I do not see you after two today, I hope you can be at the Club this evening. I shall be there to tea.


Sincerely yours,
Maurice Blackburn.


This appointment led to an entirely welcome proposal of marriage to take place sometime in the following year. In the meantime, Maurice had fixed his sights on a career in politics representing the Australian Labor Party. This was not his natural home. Maurice McCrae Blackburn’s heritage, and the path by which he came to politics, help explain both Doris’s attraction to him and her eagerness to share in his life’s work.




1


FAMILY AND EARLY LIFE


‘It’s a boy! What a boomer!’


‘On a hot summer’s morning in the early hours of November 19, 1880’ the birth of Maurice McCrae Blackburn was greeted with the exclamation: ‘It’s a boy! What a boomer!’ His proud father, Maurice senior, carried him off to the banking chamber, where he tipped the gold scales at 13 pounds (5.9 kg).1 According to his mother he was only wearing ‘one small garment’, but perhaps this child was already bearing some of the weight of his heritage and family expectations. Beyond his father’s secure employment there was not great financial wealth, but this child was richly endowed with a more intangible inheritance. Yet sadly, most of the older generation could offer the infant only a ghostly blessing, for his parents were both late children in large families. They were also living in a small country town quite some distance from close family members.


Inglewood, where Maurice spent the first five years of his life, was a small mining and pastoral centre in the Loddon Valley, 46 kilometres north-west of Bendigo on the road to Charlton (Calder Highway). The area had been


first opened up for pastoral farming, but after the discovery of gold in 1859, the rush began. Following the miners came the store keepers, publicans, and bankers. The main commercial thoroughfare was Brook Street, and in 1879 a new building was being built for the Bank of Victoria across from the Bank of New South Wales on the corner of Brook and Verdon Streets. It was to this banking house that Maurice Blackburn senior brought his bride, Thomasann Cole McCrae, in January 1880.2


Maurice Blackburn senior had arrived to manage the Bank of Victoria two years previously aged twenty-nine. He carried a name of some renown in Victoria, where talent and enterprise had successfully obscured its convict origins. Maurice snr’s father, James, was born in Essex in 1803, son of a liveryman of the Haberdashers’ Company and partner in a firm of scale makers at Shoreditch. In 1833, while employed as an inspector for the commissioners of sewers for the London districts of Holborn and Finsbury, he forged a cheque for £600 on the Bank of England in the name of his employers. Despite good testimonials, even from his employers, he was sentenced to transportation. Arriving in Tasmania in November 1833 he was immediately put to work in the Department of Roads and Bridges. Blackburn’s skills were highly valued in the colony and he was given unusual responsibility for a convict. Then, after a free pardon was granted in May 1841, he began work on the buildings and bridges that are a notable feature of the architecture of Hobart dating from this period.3


In 1849, the same year in which Maurice snr was born, James moved to Melbourne. Three of his children died of typhoid soon after the family’s arrival, and this may well have heightened his interest in a clean water supply. He immediately set up a business selling filtered and purified water, and campaigned vigorously for a better water supply system for Melbourne. Between 1850 and 1851 he produced plans for the Yan Yean Reservoir on the Plenty River, which formed the basis of the system that was subsequently built. He died in Collingwood in March 1854 from injuries following a fall from his horse, just as work on the reservoir began.4 Maurice snr was about five years old.


Few personal details about the family have survived. Maurice snr, a handsome, big-chested man with fine whiskers, grew up without the benefit of direct paternal influence, but there was the camaraderie and security of older brothers. He also established a special relationship with his oldest sister, Rachel Ann. The Hon D. Coutts MLC, an old schoolmate, recalled the Blackburn boys as ‘rough fighters’, but ‘in his later days Mr Blackburn had worked straight and honestly … if anything was wanted he never gave a moment’s peace until it was obtained.’5 In taking up a career in banking Maurice snr consciously accepted the civic responsibilities that accompanied such a role. ‘It was’, he believed, ‘the right of an Englishman to associate himself with some public institution’, and by the time he left Inglewood he had a reputation as a man who


always thoroughly identified himself with all institutions and public movements calculated to advance the social and commercial interests of the neighbourhood. As a member of the hospital committee, both on the Board of Management and at every fete in aid of the institution, here and at surrounding centres of population, he has never been backward, either in doing his share of the work or in giving liberal and substantial patronage.6


The president of the Inglewood Hospital board noted with some feeling that Blackburn ‘was never known to shirk a responsibility’. If he had a weakness it was to give ‘a bit of his mind’, but he (the chairman) personally liked ‘a man of that sort’.7


Maurice Blackburn snr first took an interest in Thomasann McCrae when they were teenagers meeting regularly at balls and other social occasions but she had not returned his interest. His banking career soon took him away from Melbourne, but when in her mid-twenties Thomasann sent condolences on the death of a close relative, he took the opportunity to renew his suit. This time he was received more warmly, but Thomasann still took some time to abandon her ambitions to be a professional singer.8 Her accomplishments, however, complemented her husband’s community role. She had already charmed the locals with musical performances on visits to Inglewood before her marriage, and on taking up permanent residence, she played a leading part in the social and charitable life of the town. One of the speakers at Blackburn’s farewell dinner was cheered heartily when he rose to say that


They had all listened with delight to the enchanting music with which she favoured them on so many occasions, and they had in her a thorough representative of soul-stirring melody. It was impossible to listen to her without admiring and being pleased, and her efforts had been always put forward winningly in response to any appeal on behalf of charity or the public benefit.9


Another article noted that ‘without her kindly assistance’ with the St Augustine’s Church of England choir, ‘choral services would have almost disappeared from the English Church ritual’.10


First and foremost, however, Thomasann Cole McCrae Blackburn was a devoted mother to the four children who were born in quick succession. Maurice junior soon had a brother, James, and two sisters, Gertrude and Elsie. He was happy and secure, even if the freedoms of a small rural community were sometimes dangerous. He retained to the end of his life a vivid memory of being lost on the diggings at age four and the great kindness of the Chinese family who cared for him until he was reclaimed. There was an abundance of pets—not only cats and dogs, but a kangaroo that Maurice snr rescued as a joey after its mother was shot. Thomasann claimed that it used to drink tea with her every afternoon at three o’clock, even holding the bowl in its paws.


In 1886 Blackburn snr was promoted and the family moved 84 kilometres south-west to Avoca. Situated on the road between Maryborough and Ararat, the town was closer to Melbourne and Ballarat than Inglewood was. Considerably larger than Inglewood, it was situated near the source of the Avoca River in prosperous wheat-growing country. At the foot of the nearby Pyrenees, both alluvial and quartz mining were still profitable and there was a rich slate quarry operating in the mountains.11 Life was more comfortable in Avoca, but little changed in routine and associations from that in Inglewood. Prospects were good and perhaps Thomasann allowed herself to dream a little of further promotions to metropolitan Melbourne in the not-too-distant future. Then in May 1887, only fifteen months after the move, Maurice snr died of heart disease in the midst of the typhoid epidemic that swept Victoria that year. He was only thirty-eight.12


‘A gentleman’s daughter’


Thomasann, exhausted from nursing all four children and a servant as well as her husband, was devastated. She had lost a dear companion, and as a widow with four children under seven her social and economic circumstances changed dramatically. The woman who had so graciously dispensed charity had overnight become an object of charity herself. There could be no prolonged indulgence in obvious grief: she must steel herself to the immediate task of keeping her children and providing for their basic needs. Many of the outward trappings of a middle-class life, if not the values and habits of mind, evaporated. Her social circle narrowed to a few old friends and close family. It was a family with a very strong sense of itself and its place in the world, irrespective of material fortune. The McCrae family would subsequently exert the dominant influence on the Blackburn children.


Thomasann was the daughter of Captain Alexander McCrae, 84th (York and Lancaster) Regiment. As a ‘gentleman’s’ daughter she was steeped in the values, sensibilities and attitudes of the professional and landholding class of Great Britain. Originally Highland Scots, the McCrae forebears had associated and intermarried with the Forbeses, Morisons and Gordons and had been adherents to the Jacobite cause. After the 1745 rising Thomasann’s great-grandfather Alexander McCrae had emigrated to Jamaica, where he prospered as a plantation owner. Disinherited as a consequence of his support for the emancipation of West Indian slaves, he was forced to return to Scotland with the younger members of the family, where they continued to work for William Wilberforce and the emancipation movement.13


Three sons, two daughters, their families and the widow of William Gordon McCrae settled in Port Phillip in the 1830s, sufficient in number to almost constitute a dynasty. They were among the first to sail directly from Britain to the new settlement. It seems likely that some interest in the colonies had been aroused in the family by Thomasann’s father, who had travelled with a convict ship to Van Diemen’s Land and New South Wales in 1819. On the way back he had spent some nine months gathering mast timber in New Zealand. His behaviour there suggests that he carried fewer unpleasant prejudices about native peoples than was usual for the time. Only twenty years old, he kept a careful diary from which he gave evidence to the Bigge Inquiry into the management and development of New South Wales (1819–21). Unusually, he characterised the Maori people as kind and hospitable rather than warlike and vengeful.14


The McCraes regarded themselves as an aristocratic family, and Georgiana, wife of Andrew McCrae and illegitimate daughter of the Duke of Gordon, could lay claim to be one of the highest-born persons in the infant colony. The major appeal of emigration for people of such rank was to achieve a level of landholding beyond that possible in Scotland, but they could hardly be said to have prospered in that enterprise. An urban, cultivated life and the professions were more their natural bent.


If the McCrae family was a little above the average in its ‘cultivation’ and urbanity, it would seem that Alexander, the last to settle in the colony, was the least so. After twenty-eight years as a soldier, he arrived in 1841, a year after his mother had died, aged forty-two. He brought only three children—most of his large family were yet to be born, though he had been married since 1829. He used his army settlement to purchase a house and land in Richmond, Victoria but his financial circumstances were precarious. From 1851 to 1855 he held the position of postmaster-general, which became a parliamentary position after the new Victorian constitution came into effect in 1855. A quote from his obituary is most revealing: ‘Being a retiring man and not given to public speaking, he resisted the pressure brought to bear upon him to enter the old Legislative Council either as a nominee or elected member’.15 He accepted £3000 in lieu of a pension and retired into private life except for his role as a local magistrate—one of his obligations as a ‘gentleman’. No hint of the brilliant, eloquent grandson there.


One complicating factor in the life of the Alexander McCrae family in Port Phillip was that Alexander was considered to have married ‘beneath him’. As a consequence he was at odds with his family, some of whom probably refused to ‘receive’ his wife, Susannah Daunay.16 A handsome, ‘high-busted’ Frenchwoman, probably from a yeoman Huguenot family in Normandy, she is remembered for a beautiful singing voice, a generous spirit, especially towards the local Aboriginal people, to whom she regularly distributed food and clothing, and a very bad temper.


Born in 1852, the sixth daughter in a large family, Thomasann was taken at an early age to live with her oldest sister, Margaret Thomas Graham, and so did not really grow up in her parents’ household. Like her husband’s attachment to his older sister Rachel Ann, Thomasann’s attachment to Margaret was deep and long-lasting. Later in life, when she converted to Roman Catholicism, she took the name Margaret in her sister’s memory. Thomasann believed she had been rejected by her mother and focused her resentment on her name, Thomasann Cole, as the symbol of this rejection, believing it to have been carelessly attached to her because another child, Union Rose, had died about the same time she was born.17 This was despite the fact that variations of her name had existed in the family for several generations previously. It seems that she was given the name of her aunt Thomas Anne Cole, second wife of the successful Port Phillip merchant George Ward Cole.


Thomasann had a brief, genteel education. She attended Wattle House, which she described as ‘one of Melbourne’s most exclusive “ladies” schools’, in Jackson Street, St Kilda, run by the misses Murphy.18 It is unlikely that she received much intellectual education at such a school, but social accomplishments would have been well catered for. Mary Murphy had trained as a singer under the ‘great Manuel Garcia’—a name worth mentioning in polite Victorian society. It was here that Thomasann became friends with Janet Snodgrass (later Clarke), which proved of real benefit when she was widowed. She also studied piano under Alberto Zelman, a distinguished operatic conductor who arrived to tour Australia in 1871 and remained for the rest of his life.


Thomasann was a romantic, emotional young woman mainly interested in the performing arts. She obviously inherited her singing voice from her mother. Though Susannah never performed professionally, she was said to have often sung about the house and that the Aboriginal people around the Richmond property would come up to listen. At fourteen Thomasann joined the All Saints Choir, St Kilda, and by eighteen she was its soprano soloist. She was identified with a ‘well-known vocal quartet’ that included Frederica Mitchell: ‘She sang in a number of concerts, such as the first series of classical concerts in Melbourne, run by the late T. H. Guenett, and others run later by H. Pabst’.19 Her notices suggest a quality of voice and performance that was arresting, as well as a talent for amateur theatricals. The Kyneton Guardian of October 1878 noted her magnificent ‘mezzo soprano voice’. One metropolitan paper reported her singing as ‘beyond criticism’. Her first appearance at a concert in Inglewood was greeted with rapturous notices.20


Thomasann was paid for some of her performances, and harboured sufficient professional ambition to refuse to marry Maurice Blackburn snr for some time. However, the stage was no place for a daughter of the McCrae clan. Her destiny was a proper marriage and the wifely and social duties of Victoria’s upper middle class. There was little chance of her remaining in secure comfortable circumstances if she did not marry someone with good prospects. Blackburn, as a promising young bank manager, must have seemed sufficiently suitable to the family members guiding her decisions. She finally married him on 28 January 1880. Her accomplishments were genuinely appreciated in the world in which she moved after marriage, while in widowhood her musical talents would supplement a meagre family budget. Music and singing were a lifelong passion. In later years she went on to sing in St Francis’ Choir after she converted to Catholicism in about 1920. Such a talent for performance, fine voice and public presence were also attributes of value to pass on in some measure to a son with aspirations firstly to the law and then to politics.


‘The comfort of five sisters’


The grieving Blackburn family returned to Melbourne in 1887. Blackburn’s estate was valued at £1700 and Thomasann had inherited a share of her father’s estate on his death back in 1871, but these promised only modest and rather precarious support for a family of five without a breadwinner. At six and a half, Maurice was old enough to feel the loss of his father keenly and his mother’s grief, but not to comprehend the full extent of the family’s loss. We can assume that, like most children, he found the move from the open spaces and freedom of the country to the confines of city life one of the more distressing outcomes of his father’s death. These changed circumstances would, however, profoundly influence the values and attitudes that he subsequently acquired. The interplay of expectations and actual circumstances was to confront Maurice with challenging contradictions from an early age.


The Melbourne to which the family returned was teetering on the dizzy heights of a boom—made all the brighter by special ‘illuminations’ installed to celebrate Queen Victoria’s silver jubilee in 1887. The gay, arrogant, lavish-spending atmosphere must have keenly sharpened Thomasann’s sense of her own changed circumstances and the bitter irony of their contrast with how she must have imagined that return in the past. Still, her family and connections allowed her to feel part of the best society, even as the determined, coping widow began to overshadow the lingering traces of the ambitious singer and the bank manager’s gracious young wife.


Thomasann returned to the support and comfort of five sisters, all of whom were widowed with children at some point in their lives. Initially, however, it was the ageing Georgiana McCrae who actually moved in with the family for a time. It must have been a relief that she only lived until 1890, for the children were quite terrified of her.21 The McCrae sisters shared resources and premises at various times, though some were thriftier than others. Thomasann’s major assets were her musical ability and her strong-willed character. Members of her family and friends who now had influential positions made efforts to help her. They found music pupils for her and she was invited to play and sing at private functions. Her old schoolfriend Janet, now married to pastoral magnate Sir William Clarke, invited her to sing and play at soirees at Cliveden, her home in East Melbourne and a hub of social and charitable activity.


Nevertheless, as the four children grew and Melbourne began to slide into economic depression, supporting them became more difficult. The inherited property in Armadale was sold to buy two small cottages, one to live in and one to rent out. Then followed a period of selling and reselling until there was no capital left and the family was forced to rent.22 The family’s houses were mostly in Prahran and Windsor, and were sometimes shared with relatives or boarders. The moves from one place to another were so frequent that later Maurice could be encouraged to recite the addresses, nursery-rhyme fashion, to entertain his own children.23 There were times of near-destitution with little in the house to eat, but there was always a piano and resources were carefully managed. They were an affectionate, close-knit family with a highly developed sense of imaginative play, especially with words, to offset the austere discipline of poverty and temperance. Thomasann was above all determined that her children, but most of all Maurice, should still take their rightful place in the world.


‘Moderation, temperance and thrift’


Doris Hordern’s heritage was no less rich or fraught than that of her chosen life partner. Born on 18 September 1889 at Auburn, Victoria, Doris Amelia Hordern was the second daughter of Lebbeus Hordern and Louisa Dewson, née Smith. Both her parents were from families embedded in the early development of colonial Victoria. Lebbeus, born in Hawthorn in 1865, was the fourth child and second son of native-born parents William Hordern and Cecilia, daughter of William Monger, a pioneer of Australian steam shipping, owner of the first sawmill in Melbourne and, later still, builder of ‘some of the principal buildings’ in that city.24 A man beset by illness and accidents from an early age, William belonged to the Victorian branch of the famous Sydney retailing family Anthony Hordern & Sons. His parents moved to Melbourne in 1845, and his principal source of income was from management of their extensive holding of rental properties, which he later enlarged. The recipient of rather more of his family’s wealth than others on account of his frailty, and deeply devout, he inherited less of the work ethic of the wider family but fewer of their faults. As the family historian writes:


While receiving in abundance, he also gave freely of his affection and kindness. A large cumbersome man with ill-assorted features, he played a very special part in the family. He tended his parents devotedly in their last years. And to the more vulnerable relatives in Sydney this loving and lovable man, remote from the jealousies which divided his shopkeeping cousins and nephews, was a confidant and a refuge.25


Lebbeus led a life of ‘unhurried ease’ on the family property in Heidelberg for some years before moving to a series of homes he built in Melbourne’s burgeoning suburbs.


Unlike their Sydney counterparts, the Victorian branch of the Hordern family showed some aspiration to enter the professions. Two of William’s sons, William junior and Arthur, graduated from the University of Melbourne, the former with the distinction of the Supreme Court prize in his final law exams, and Arthur in architecture.26 William jnr’s oldest daughter, Harriet May Backhouse, would be the first woman to take out a Master of Law.27 Nevertheless, William jnr was a restless, wild young man who deeply troubled his puritanical father. The elder William feared his second son, Lebbeus, known in the family as ‘Young Libby’, was following his brother’s bad example. In 1876 William was banished to Horton College in Tasmania, while Lebbeus continued to attend Wesley College in Melbourne. ‘We’ll see which will turn out the best scholars’, wrote their father.28 Clearly, Horton won, as William went on to graduate in law while Lebbeus made only a brief foray into studying medicine at Melbourne University. Still, Lebbeus may have learnt an unfortunate lesson from his father as well, since, ‘with the exception of a few brief early experiences’, his father had ‘scarcely worked at all’, at least not in any way obvious to a growing boy.


And then there was the problem of early inheritance. Worried that neither of his elder sons would ‘adhere to his cherished principles of moderation, temperance and thrift’, William snr had drawn up a complex will leaving almost all of his fortune to his grandchildren, most of them as yet unborn at the time of his death in 1881 at the age of fifty. By a strange twist of fate, this effort to control his sons from beyond the grave was effectively undone by his childless brother, also named Lebbeus. Concerned and generous, Lebbeus made a final will before his own death, only three weeks after William, in which he left the bulk of his estate—more than £60,000—to William’s children. So it was that when they turned twenty-one they would receive not only a share of the interest from their father’s estate, but a handsome legacy from their uncle.29


Sixteen-year-old Lebbeus, as his father feared, felt little need to work for a living or to attend to his studies. By all accounts the most handsome of his family, he was also charming and amiable. In any case, the family business was real estate and Melbourne was ‘booming’. For a time he worked as a real estate agent in partnership with his brother-in-law Christopher Williams, and later as an auctioneer. His personal wealth also made early marriage possible, and so he set off to travel the world in 1887 with his young bride, Louisa Dewson Smith. The first of their four daughters, Mabel, was born the following year, followed by Doris in 1889, Marjorie in 1891 and Gwyneth (Molly) in 1894. A son, Bruce, was born fourteen years later in 1908.


In about 1891, with a real estate agent’s sure eye, Lebbeus Hordern moved his family into Pontefract, a new eleven-roomed house with Marseilles-pattern roofing tiles, large verandahs, and gables featuring the Tudor detailing associated with the Queen Anne housing style. The house was situated on the western side of an allotment comprising nine suburban blocks on the corner of Hardwicke Street and Whitehorse Road, Deepdene, a subdistrict of Balwyn. It was very much on the eastern fringe of a creeping suburbia—a creep that stalled soon after the Horderns moved in. For some years there were only three houses in the immediate area; the other two were occupied by the Reed and Bates families.


The house was unusually light and airy for the Victorian era. There were extensive cellars, a photographic darkroom for Lebbeus beneath the dining room, a large conservatory on the northern side, and plenty of room for stables, a coach-house and a milking cow. Most of the furnishings for the new home had been purchased on the overseas trip. The double-storey house became a landmark and had a spectacular view west across the Deepdene ‘dip’ to Burke Road, north to the Great Dividing Range and east to the Dandenongs.30


Lebbeus Hordern moved his family just as the depression of the 1890s began to sweep away ‘Marvellous Melbourne’. As property values tumbled, so too did the fortunes of those whose wealth and employment were tied to real estate and rental income. Even had Lebbeus been a cautious and abstemious man, there is little chance that the family would have avoided the slip into straitened circumstances. Given his expenditure to that point, he had little to fall back on—and, by 1894, four daughters to support. The recovery in Victoria was very slow. While Maurice’s family suffered declining standards in rental accommodation as owners tried to squeeze as much from their tenants as they could, Doris’s family felt the privations of falling rental income. Lebbeus, it seems, was defeated rather than challenged by his circumstances and was judged harshly by family and friends. A kinder, more modern assessment might see him—raised in comfort, scarcely educated, and bereft of a strong father figure from an early age—as poorly equipped to deal with such adversity, and so likely to slip into depression, for which alcohol was a too-easy temporary relief.


The outbreak of the second Boer War in October 1899 offered Lebbeus an escape from failure and domesticity, and a chance to restore his sense of manhood at least as much as the prospect of earning some glory in the cause of Empire. He was still only thirty-four, and a fine horseman with a particular talent for the care of horses. Still, escape was not easy. He was debarred from enlistment in Australia because he was married with dependent children, and had to make his own way to South Africa to enlist—firstly in the Natal Carbineers in March 1900. When Major-General Edward Brabant raised a second light-horse brigade in November 1900, Lebbeus enlisted in a unit that saw much action against the Boer commandos until May 1901. Then in July that year he joined the Bushveldt Carbineers, an irregular unit based at Pietersburg under the command of Australian colonel R. W. Lenehan. Following the infamous shooting of prisoners by a group of officers including Harry ‘Breaker’ Morant, the Carbineers were reformed into the Pietersburg Light Horse. Hordern was discharged from that unit at the end of the war, in June 1902.


He did not hurry back home. In his absence little had improved in either his prospects or those of his family, who had struggled to keep themselves respectable and provide the girls—now aged from nine to fifteen—with some semblance of an education. On his return, he faced the problems of many demobilised men: an exaggerated restlessness, and a confirmed appetite for alcohol, masculine company and reliving past glories. Perhaps the war had been ‘the ultimate experience’ for him. Certainly the establishment of Anzac Day after World War I provided a focus for ‘his own personal commemoration … a festival of remembrance celebrated in his own style and lasting sometimes for as long as four or five days’.31


Doris remained fond of her spontaneous, adventurous, flamboyant father despite growing exasperation with his slide into alcoholism. ‘Daddy has gone & cut himself terribly again [presumably shaving]—worse than he’s done for a long time’, she wrote to Maurice in December 1913. She was obviously distressed by the event, but perhaps even more by her own reaction. ‘I wish I didn’t knock up at the sight of gore’, she lamented.32 As a girl, she had enjoyed riding to the hunt with her father but could not bear to witness the fate of the fox. The same was true for fish, which she found ‘lovely to eat’: as she wrote once to her mother from Sorrento, ‘At present the other two are out fishing—a pastime which I absolutely refuse to join them in. They catch them, kill them and clean them themselves! Ugh!’33 The erratic but creative Hordern had been ‘a wonderful father when the girls were young’, and it may well be that Doris inherited some of her literary aspirations and dreamy idealism from him. In later years he was confined to a small room at the back of the house. By this time he was probably more appreciated by his neighbours than his family. His easy personality and magic touch with animals meant he was much in demand—effectively the local vet, when domestic animals were still very much a part of everyday life in Deepdene.


Fondness for her father was not respect: Doris reserved that for her mother. And so it was, as with her future husband, Maurice Blackburn, that Doris Hordern grew up in a household where her mother, and her mother’s family, exerted the dominant influence on the next generation.


‘My tiny, fragile grandmother’


When she was a candidate for federal parliament in 1946, Doris liked to stress that her parents, her grandparents and several great-grandparents were ‘early pioneers of this country’. She felt that ‘a knowledge of early Australian experiences from first-hand information was helpful in reviewing the development of this country and understanding its present position’.34 Though the Hordern family was a notable pioneer in retailing and urban development, it was her mother’s family to which she most often referred.


Her maternal grandfather, Benjamin Doughty Smith, arrived in Melbourne in 1857 aged twenty-one and found work as a clerk with the Melbourne and Hobson’s Bay United Railway Company, where he rose to the position of head bookkeeper. Then, he took up land in the ‘memorable rush to Brandy Creek’ near Sale in Gippsland in 1876. This venture was a failure, and Smith turned his ‘white collar’ skills to his advantage as secretary of the Buln Buln Agricultural Society and of the Buln Buln Council. Doris declared that she ‘owed a great deal to the influence and experience of this grandparent’,35 but even more to that of his wife, Maria Dewson Bate. Maria had followed Benjamin out from Liverpool as a young woman, and ‘absolutely unequipped for the task she squared her shoulders and helped grandfather build and fence virgin scrub country in Gippsland and bring up their family at the same time’.36 ‘When I am up against a problem’, she said, ‘I think of the strength of character of my tiny, fragile grandmother who came out from England in the very early days’.37 Smith returned to Melbourne in 1882, where he joined the accounting firm soon known as Smith and Barker and helped found the Incorporated Institute of Accountants of Victoria, of which he was president in 1897–98.38 Benjamin was involved in teaching Sunday school and various forms of church music, ran the choir at St Paul’s, Canterbury, and was also connected with the church at Eastern Hill.


Back in Birmingham, Smith’s father, Dyer Berry Smith, a ‘printer, engraver and wholesale stationer in a very extensive way of business’, had been a founding member of the Political Union for the Protection of Public Rights in Birmingham in January 1830—one of the bodies whose agitation led to the passing of the 1832 Reform Act in England.39 Maria’s family were japanners in the equally progressive manufacturing city of Liverpool. The reformist, improving energy of this region, which encompassed liberalism, Chartism and a nonconformist concern for social welfare, informed the attitudes and values of the Smith family. The genial, good-natured Smith was not only active in promoting his profession in Victoria, but, as honorary secretary of the Chamber of Manufactures, was an early advocate of decentralisation of industry, and also of federation as a council member of the Federation League.40


Of course Doris’s mother, by word and example, was the most powerful influence in her life. It was Louisa Hordern who steeled herself to hold her family together in the face of financial hardship and her husband’s alcoholism and adventurism. Louisa was ‘very orderly, very strong but gentle’. She was not a controlling person like her mother, Maria, and certainly not a mother given to beating her children on occasions, like Thomasann Blackburn.41 ‘Everyone loved my grandmother’, recalled her namesake granddaughter, Louisa Hamilton. Liberal and tolerant, Louisa Hordern inherited more of her father’s gentle, kindly disposition and less of her mother’s moralistic fierceness. Doris recalled an occasion in her early teens after her mother learnt that Maria had dismissed a servant girl who had fallen pregnant. Louisa gathered her daughters around her to insist that they should not do such things. At the same time, her early membership of the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union set an example of transforming personal hardship into political action that Doris took very much to heart.


As her daughters grew up, Louisa joined them in activities to advance various progressive causes. Sometimes her enthusiasm alarmed even Doris. ‘And another thing’, she wrote to Maurice on 6 April 1914, ‘I am going into town tomorrow (Tues) afternoon with Mother, to that deputation. I am doing so because Mother is talking a lot of rubbish which she is quite earnest about, concerning arrest and so forth. I’m going to keep her out of mischief and bring her home. She is scared out of all reason but talks about “having once started a thing …”’42 The deputation was to the Premiers’ Conference meeting in Melbourne hosted by the Victorian premier, W. A. Watt, on the subject of the ‘white slave trade’. It proved to be a demonstration of female militancy that, according to the Argus reporter, would have delighted the heart of Mrs Pankhurst in Britain. Led by Vida Goldstein, the women did not succeed in storming Parliament House but some of them did gain an audience with Watt, while the rest sat on the lawn nearby and ‘indulged in vituperation of those horrid creatures, men’. Unhappy with soothing half-promises, a general chorus arose of ‘We will deal with Mr Watt at the next election’, along with taunts as he passed by that ‘it was men like him who made women militant’.43 Doris delivered her mother safely home, but Louisa’s reformist zeal was clearly tempered by a certain irreverence. A few weeks later Doris reported to Maurice that a recent meeting had left her mother feeling she had ‘had enough Penitence, Patience and Peace to last her for always’, but since ‘grandma [Maria] was happy she felt it had been worthwhile’.44 In a few months the war would propel Louisa, along with her daughters, into the Sisterhood of International Peace (later the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom) and a lifetime of concern with such issues. By word and deed, the woman later dubbed affectionately by her grandson Dick Blackburn as his ‘revolutionary grandmother’ created an environment that nurtured her second daughter’s tendency to social activism.
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EDUCATION, 1894–1911


‘[She] could not keep him away from books’


Thomasann Blackburn decided very early that her son Maurice was exceptional. Certainly there were early signs of the voracious reader he was to become. He ‘mastered the alphabet’ when ‘still a babe’ and ‘at four years old he could read really well’, she recalled. Curiously, her recognition of his ability led Thomasann to keep Maurice away from school. She succeeded in this until he was eleven years old, but ‘as he could read’ she ‘could not keep him away from books. We found at seven years he had read most of Sir Walter Scott’s work.’1 Thomasann also believed Maurice showed early intimations of ‘a religious mind’. She cited as evidence that after devouring ‘two little books’ by the evangelical children’s author Mrs Favell Lee Mortimer, Line upon Line and The Peep of Day, he declared, ‘When I grow to be a man I am going to be a Missionary’.2 Such tracts were intended to produce this response in impressionable children. If in some ways the statement was prophetic, the form that Maurice Blackburn’s mission took would hardly have pleased his mother had she been able to foresee his ‘conversion’ to socialism.


As a widow, Thomasann was in an unusual position of power and influence in her son’s life. It is unlikely he would have been kept away from school for so long had his father been alive, and part of the reason might have been insufficient resources to send him to a school suitable for someone of her background. Whatever the cause, the long period spent at home with his mother and siblings certainly provided Maurice with a slightly eccentric childhood for his class and times. Given his aptitude and curiosity, it could only have strengthened any tendency to bookishness and independent thinking, and sanctioned a degree of idiosyncrasy. It certainly deprived him of the usual association with a group of peers. It is hard to imagine Maurice and his younger brother, James, earning a reputation as good fighters such as their father and uncles had done, and Maurice showed little aptitude for sport. When he participated in a handicap race over 440 yards (400 metres) in his early teens, he was given a 75-yard (68.5 metres) start!3


Such a sheltered upbringing almost certainly encouraged sensitivity rather than the cultivated toughness that was more characteristic of boys and men of the time—a sensitivity reinforced by Thomasann. First she ‘placed’ Maurice ‘at a little school in South Yarra kept by a Mrs Ford’. By the end of the year he ‘had mastered what they were teaching there’ so she ‘sent him with his brother, who was also a clever child, to a College in Toorak kept by Miss McComas’. Founded in 1887 by Annie and Isabel McComas, Glamorgan was on its way to becoming one of Melbourne’s most notable preparatory schools. It can boast quite a catalogue of distinguished former pupils, at least partly because it drew most of its students from the city’s privileged and wealthy classes, but also because its founders were ‘interested in taking the academic fundamentals to a high standard’, as well as providing the obligatory ‘moral training appropriate to young gentlemen’.4 James Blackburn was in the same class as Stanley Bruce, later a conservative prime minister of Australia. Nevertheless, in 1892, the year Maurice and James first attended, the school was facing a severe downturn in enrolments due to the effects of the economic depression. Maurice continued to prosper academically. He was, according to his mother, ‘Dux in Classics’, but ‘as he had been unjustly treated’, she took him away from the school.5


Over the ensuing decades Glamorgan would produce an interesting handful of independent-minded and creative individuals—not the least of them Blackburn himself and the future Victorian secretary of the Communist Party of Australia, Ralph Gibson.6 Gibson’s recollections of the ‘quaint teaching and disciplinary methods’ of Miss Isabel McComas in 1913 hint at what might have prompted Thomasann to withdraw her boys:


One boy is alleged to have received 113 cuts of a cane on one occasion when she lost her temper. The boys counted the strokes. She placed great stress upon her students reading aloud. She would set the whole school in order of reading accomplishment … Educational emphasis at Glamorgan centred on reading, composition, copying, languages and history.7


On the other hand, McComas was most likely trying to toughen up the boys the better to withstand the spartan regime they would encounter when they moved on to Melbourne Church of England Grammar School.


At this point, Maurice became the beneficiary of the social and financial standing of the extensive McCrae family. Both George Ward Cole, a great-uncle by marriage, and James Graham, a cousin by marriage, were foundation governors of Melbourne Grammar. As such, their families had the privilege of nominating a pupil to the school with a two-thirds remission of fees.8 Since Thomasann had virtually been raised by her older sister Margaret and her husband, Edward Graham, it was the Graham family connection that was exercised for Maurice on Thomasann’s behalf. He did not disappoint his benefactors. When he won the Headmasters Scholarship in 1895,9 the privilege he had enjoyed passed to James.


The overprotective mother would have us see Maurice as ‘only a little fellow still wearing knickerbockers’ and so ‘resented’ by the senior boys for ‘coming to their part of the school’ that they ‘gave him a bad time’. In truth Maurice, born in November 1880, was far from the youngest entering the school in 1893. The birthdates of his classmates range from 1877 to 1884, with most born in the years 1879–81. It was the right time for him to move into secondary school and all of his classmates would have been wearing knickerbockers. Most of them were sons of graziers; many of them became doctors.10 Stanley Bruce and James did not arrive till 1896, the last year Maurice was there.


The school had a good record of first-class honours in classics and mathematics in the years immediately prior to Maurice’s arrival, but like Glamorgan it was entering a dismal period due to the economic depression. Enrolments fell in 1893 from 318 to 200, and by 1894 were down to 154. The new principal, the Rev. F. Sergeant, who arrived in 1894 from Trinity College, Cambridge, managed ‘to raise the tone of the school’,11 yet his term was not renewed in 1898 even though enrolments were once again rising.12 Under his stewardship, Maurice received a good education for someone intending to do law at the University of Melbourne and take his place in the professions and middle-class society.


There is no suggestion from Blackburn himself that he disliked his years at the school or the style of education he received. That he was happy later as a teacher there confirms this impression, but it was an unlikely environment to breed a left-wing intellectual and future member of the Australian Labor Party. The Melbourne public schools, doing their best to import the traditions of their English counterparts, were consciously moulding a corporate spirit that would reinforce the cohesiveness of a social and economic elite. Their products were to be guardians of civic virtue and conservative values. They were to be staunch defenders of everything that was subsumed under the term ‘British Empire’. Boys were encouraged to think of themselves as inheritors of privilege and responsibility, as natural leaders. In the colonial context, though, this could accommodate some commitment to the idea of progress or carefully managed change. The conservative tradition encompassed Whigs as well as Tories and, in the colonies, a good measure of liberalism. It was not, at its best, a selfish, grasping ideology but one with a stern sense of duty and a moral imperative to consider the welfare of the lower orders.


Most positively for his future development, Maurice was encouraged in this environment to believe that he had the power to form his own destiny and a responsibility to give some thought to the destinies of those whose life choices were more constrained by circumstance than his. He was acquiring the sense of personal efficacy of the elite. For all the rote learning and narrow focus of late nineteenth-century educational practices, it was still a broadening experience. At the higher levels of achievement it did not entirely stifle independence of thinking or access to challenging ideas. Maurice Blackburn was the beneficiary of the liberating elements of his education and the self-confidence that attendance at an elite school endowed. It would stand him in good stead when he chose to carve out an unconventional career path. In the meantime, he needed to find a way to support himself while studying at the University of Melbourne.


‘Popular with boys and masters alike’


Maurice was clever, but not sufficiently brilliant to win ‘exhibitions’—the only financial support available at this time for university studies. Fortunately the fees were not exceptionally high, but unlike most of his peers at Melbourne Grammar he could not afford to enrol in one of the university colleges, where he would have received extra tuition. Most law students with limited means of support were articled clerks, studying part-time. Immediately after he left school, the sixteen-year-old Blackburn took a position as an office boy in the conveyancing and probate department of Fink, Best & Hall.13 He left after two years because, according to his mother, ‘they would not let him study for university’,14 or perhaps more likely they would not grant him sufficient time off to make a success of that study. Blackburn did so poorly in his first year at university that he was forced to repeat it in 1899, when he fared much better.


The university Blackburn entered was still suffering the effects of the economic depression and prolonged drought in Victoria. The government had cut its annual supporting grant by 30 per cent between 1892 and 1896. Enrolments in law and arts fell from 246 in 1890 to 119 in 1901.15 Then, in the early years of the new century, just as the general economic situation began to improve, the university found itself facing virtual bankruptcy. Over a period of years the accountant, F. T. J. Dickson, had diverted £23,839 to his own uses. The harsh economies forced by this loss in 1901 made further inroads into already inadequate resources as staff salaries were cut, fees raised and the number of scholarships reduced. To make matters worse, private benefactions also fell.


In later years some chose to recall a ‘dreamy little Gothic-styled, palm-shaded University’,16 but for the time Blackburn spent there it was down at heel and growing more dilapidated each year. The stonework was crumbling, paint was peeling, wood was rotting. Treacherous hollows were worn in the stone staircases. Most of ‘the beautiful gardens vanished in a wilderness of shrubbery and long grasses’.17 Facilities were crowded, run-down and out of date. The library, which for years had ‘housed books on ledges and window sills and unopened crates through lack of shelving’, almost ceased to buy books for a time. It was, however, an open, semi-rural campus within easy reach of the city and its expanding public transport system. The atmosphere was intimate and relaxed. There were only about 1000 students in the whole university. Scarcely 100 were law students. Of these, only a handful were enrolled in the full degree course.


Leaving aside the university’s financial woes, these were fortunate years for Blackburn to take up the study of law. The Law School had been separately established in 1873 but frequent changes in course length and structure bedevilled students until 1896. In 1891 the Legal Profession Practice Act had amalgamated solicitors and barristers into one profession. While this did not have the intended effect of changing the accepted division of labour in law practice, it did mean, as Blackburn’s own career would demonstrate, that a graduate had wider subsequent options. Blackburn faced a minimum of four years full-time study and two years as an articled clerk, one of which could be served concurrently with the final year of the degree.18 This was a substantially shorter time than previously, but it was still a long time to forgo a full-time income. Fortunately for students like Blackburn, attendance at lectures was not a requirement for sitting the exams. There were few other universities in the world where this was the case.


Though missing lectures left Blackburn heavily dependent on borrowed notes, he did find congenial work as a tutor. First he took over the remaining students of a family friend and former teacher at Melbourne Grammar, Charles Synnot, who had a high regard for Blackburn’s teaching skills.19 When those students matriculated, Blackburn moved on to tutor the sons of a Colonel Conran. He also taught at Brunswick College for a time. It took two years for Blackburn to complete the first year of his arts degree with passes in the compulsory Greek, Latin and Deductive Logic and first-class honours and equal first place in English. In 1900 he achieved honours in both Ancient History and History of the British Empire and passed second-year English. He also passed his first real law subject, Jurisprudence. At the end of 1901, he had completed all the necessary subjects for a Bachelor of Arts with the exception of the compulsory Pure Mathematics subject. He was neither the first nor the last student to sit that exam several times before finally passing.


Since Blackburn could not enrol in law until he passed Mathematics, and since he was in need of greater financial security,20 he worked as a clerk in the office of barrister and solicitor Stephen Thompson from 1901 till February 1903, when he joined the staff of Wadhurst, the junior section of his old school. Here, under headmaster J. Wilson and in the company of friendly young masters, he was, in his mother’s words, ‘happy’.21 Wilson appreciated that Blackburn was ‘a sound disciplinarian’ and ‘punctual in the discharge of his duties’. He was also ‘steady and kind and popular with boys and masters alike’, and ‘his boys’ always obtained ‘good results’ in exams.22 He certainly relished living across the road from Wadhurst with some of his fellow teachers. In later years he would often recall the ‘light-hearted fun and simple social pleasures of Sunday outings together, singing around the piano, walking around to see his mother and borrowing music for the sing songs, trying out a cigar and throwing it off the end of St Kilda pier after feeling very sick’.


In July 1905 Blackburn moved to Sale in south-eastern Victoria as assistant to the principal at Gippsland College, Robert Sillett (a noted early Australian Rules footballer), and successfully taught matriculation subjects there until the end of 1906.23 In an otherwise dismal report about his school generally, the principal was quick to express his ‘gratitude’ to Blackburn ‘for the unselfish and wholehearted way in which he has devoted himself to his class since he took it in hand and his great earnestness in everything pertaining to the school’.24 Blackburn also joined enthusiastically in the local theatrical and debating activities. The one sadness in his life at this stage was the death of his younger brother, James, in May 1906, aged only twenty-four.


Blackburn found teaching congenial. He enjoyed his work at Gippsland College and his associations in Sale, but once he finally passed the maths exam he could resume his legal studies in 1907. Supporting himself once again with private tutoring, he ended his first year back at university with an impressive list of honours. Soon, he had sufficiently impressed Professor Harrison Moore for him to arrange a job for him as students’ librarian in the evenings so he could pay for his last years at university. He shared the job with Ian Macfarlan, later a leading conservative in the Victorian parliament and briefly premier in 1945. Relieved of the rigours of competing teaching duties, Blackburn finally achieved his full academic potential. In July 1909 he was articled to barrister and solicitor David Thomas, and he was admitted to the Victorian bar in July 1910.


Moore made a deep impression on Blackburn. ‘Slight in build and remarkably young in appearance’,25 Moore’s views on legal education were progressive but essentially utilitarian. He wanted to turn out ‘really competent professional men’ who were ‘broadened by liberal and undogmatic study’. He especially wanted political philosophy taught in the university and contrived to teach it himself by ‘shaping his Jurisprudence course to include Political Science’.26 Historian Sir Keith Hancock remembered Moore as one who ‘left a permanent mark’ on his mind. The course of lectures he delivered to ‘a mixed audience of historians and lawyers’ was ‘the best that [Hancock] had ever known at any of his universities. Its subject was British constitutional history and law, and its themes were broad, its method was exact. For every lecture he gave us a typewritten list of the relevant statutes and cases’.27 Even so, Moore made few concessions to his listeners in lectures. They were precise, learned and frequently complex. In Moore’s view the ‘chief importance of the Lecture was the mental discipline it gave students—the training of the mind in sustained attention and the discrimination between the more and the less important’.28 Given Blackburn’s prodigious memory for detail29 and his own later predilection for careful drafting of detailed regulations and legislation, it is likely that he appreciated Moore’s lectures more than most.


If some students remembered Harrison Moore as remote and imperious, others, such as John Latham30 (later chief justice of Australia) and Blackburn, were drawn into a privileged circle. The prim and rather puritanical professor, who always carried a cane, would have found the abstemious, bookish Blackburn congenial company, especially in contrast to the average ‘Law man’ of the time, characterised as ‘an inveterate smoker, fairly serious yet a good shot with a banana skin, conscientious but not fond of answering questions in class’.31 On an intellectual level, Moore’s interests in political philosophy, constitutional history, government and international affairs, albeit from a very conservative perspective, would have provided common ground for fruitful discussion.


Blackburn acknowledged his intellectual debt to Moore, especially in the area of constitutional law. From the moment of his arrival in Victoria, Moore was vitally interested in the work of the federalists and the drafting of the proposed constitution. In March 1897 he gave four public lectures as part of the Constitutional History course, and a full-length study, The Constitution of the Commonwealth of Australia, appeared in 1902. By 1907 Moore was the recognised local authority on the Constitution and acted as constitutional adviser to the Victorian government.32 These were issues with which Blackburn would concern himself for the rest of his life.


‘How closely allied are Law and Politics’


It was not just in Jurisprudence that politics crept into the Law School. There were practical lessons as well. The changing relationship between students, staff and the members of the profession outside the university precipitated a struggle to alter the control and function of the Law Students’ Society. By 1900, students no longer took their lectures in the Law Courts but at the university, yet the society still met ‘downtown’ in the evening. The undergraduates, led by Latham, complained that the society as it stood was ‘unable to fulfil any of their legitimate objects’.


It consisted so largely of men of wide legal experience, comparatively speaking, that mere beginners were swamped out. They would have no opportunity to speak; the subjects discussed were beyond them, and there could be no feeling of sympathy, socially or otherwise, between men so dissimilarly situated. There was a need for a Society that should be for the most part a university society, suited to the altered conditions of the legal course.


Perhaps above all, ‘it should not be so expensive’.33 The students had the support of Moore for changes designed to encourage greater undergraduate participation in both the educational and social activities of the society.


A virtual boycott of the society by students in 1901 created a financial crisis that forced its reluctant hand. The executive capitulated and retired. All positions were henceforth to be held by students, though Moore was persuaded to remain as vice-president for one year. Meetings were to be at the university and the fees reduced. Blackburn was among the students who then came forward to join the restructured society; so too was a later close associate in the labour movement, Frank Brennan. This was perhaps Blackburn’s first exhilarating experience of the power of coordinated protest. The undergraduates had won a significant victory over authority, prestige and status through the combined power of argument and the purse.34


Blackburn’s interest in politics likely developed in parallel with his studies—especially in Constitutional Law. As B. A. L. wrote in the law students’ journal, The Summons, in 1897 in terms that must have rung true with Blackburn:


It is often forgotten by the laity how closely allied are Law and Politics, how—so far as statute-law is concerned—the Courts sit, as it were, like Committees of the Houses interpreting what has passed therein, while, through codification and the activities of the legislators, statute law is trespassing more and more upon the customs and common-law of the land. Lawyers invade the Houses of Parliament because they find therein subject matter cognate with that of their own profession; the work of the Courts and the work of the Houses are sister branches of that which embraces both—the Law.35


The relationship between law, politics and society was particularly clear around the turn of the century in Australia. Young men taking a break from the study of constitutional history to read the daily paper could reflect on constitutional history in the making as delegates to the various federal conventions struggled with a precise form of words to fit both their ideals and their baser ‘interests’. Young men interested in political philosophy and social progress had access to a great flood of literature while living in a society that was leading the world in the extension of voting rights and the accepted definitions of the role of government. On the political stage in Australia strode men who set themselves high goals and achieved them—men of great rhetorical and legislative skills, judges of serious moral purpose, and social reformist newspaper proprietors.


Young men interested in politics and the law also had plenty of opportunities to practise essential debating skills. Blackburn was an enthusiastic participant in this activity, which was widely popular throughout the whole community. The Melbourne University magazine Alma Mater records his participation in debates on topics such as the disenfranchisement of the public service and Commonwealth fiscal policy.36 In 1901 he was a founding member of the Australian Union Parliament, acting in the role of clerk. Later, as a member of the Melbourne Parliamentary Debating Club from 1908, he would be described as one of its most brilliant and able workers.37 He also began attending meetings of the Free Discussion Society. It was here that Blackburn first heard Frank Anstey, leading speaker, writer, organiser and brilliant orator for the Labor cause, and federal Labor member for Bourke from 1910 to 1934, speak on the topical subject of the abolition of state parliaments.38


Blackburn was quickly drawn into political activity. Not surprisingly, given his upbringing, it was initially on the conservative side and involved issues of the sort he was debating at university. Years later he would recall ruefully that as a 21-year-old he was caught up in the Kyabram Reform Movement, which was formed in late 1901. The main aim of the movement, which spawned the statewide Citizens’ Reform League, was to force economies in state expenditure, including a reduction in the number of politicians and public servants, in the wake of Federation. It also tapped into conservative opposition to the Factories and Shops Act of 1896, which required re-enactment every three years, and garnered the strong support of both The Age and The Argus. The Peacock Government refused to concede ground, but lost the election in October 1902 to the opposition led by W. Irvine.39 Irvine immediately implemented some of the movement’s demands, including cuts to public servant salaries.40 In the same vein, Irvine refused to provide any compensation to the University of Melbourne in the face of the Dickson frauds, even though most of the blame rested with government auditors. The savagery of Irvine’s ‘reform’ program of cuts turned Blackburn away from the movement and set him on the road to the left. At that time, he said:


I held the view like other men of immature mind, that the Conservative party was the exponent of certain principles to which it stood, and I discovered that, so far as its political exponents were concerned, there were no principles at all … The men who were interested in that movement found that the persons whom they put into parliament … did a lot of things that the original formers had never contemplated, and which they shuddered to contemplate.41


From this point on Blackburn voted for the newly formed Political Labour Council whenever there was a candidate standing.42 Then, the railway strike of 1903,43 largely precipitated by the Irvine retrenchments, almost certainly pushed him even more to the left. From about this time he began to warm to the idea of worker-run industries as a further extension of political democracy.44


By 1904 Blackburn had, in his own words, ‘converted’ to Socialism.45 Labor Party pioneer Frank Williamson recalled a debate on socialism about this time, after which Blackburn came up to him and said that it ‘had affected his opinions deeply’. Previously he had been against socialism, but ‘the arguments put forward by Williamson had made him feel differently’.46 From then on he applied himself seriously to the study of the subject.47 There was much to learn, and it would be 1911—after he had been admitted to the bar—before he formally joined the Victorian Socialist Party.


‘I was at a plastic age’


The historian Geoffrey Blainey declared the early years of the century to be the most ‘fruitful of student activity’ at the University of Melbourne.48 Certainly it was a time when many students were discussing political ideas with as much passion as they were poetry and drama. ‘A common interest in radical and progressive ideas’ drew Blackburn into a ‘lasting friendship’ with Leon Brodsky (Brodney), later an international journalist, and the budding progressive playwright Louis Esson, who shared Blackburn’s problems with Mathematics. Brodsky remembers three especially influential books: Oscar Wilde’s The Soul of Man Under Socialism, William Morris’s News from Nowhere and Robert Blatchford’s Merrie England.49 Such books prompted discussions of socialism, but Blackburn’s engagement with the Kyabram Movement at that time suggests his own thinking had not yet moved to the left. Still, he was intensely interested in ‘the study of social questions’ and read widely across the whole political spectrum. Under the influence of popular books such as Herbert Spencer’s The Man Versus the State (1884) he flirted with a gloomy social Darwinist perspective on the human condition. But he soon abandoned Spencer’s proposition that it was ‘useless’ and ‘absolutely wrong, to try to lift up the weak’, or that ‘Socialism is slavery’, for a set of ideas more in tune with those later expounded by H. S. Jennings in his much more optimistic view of the human condition, Prometheus, or Biology and the Advancement of Man (1925).50


The robust debates generated by books, and international visitors such as the Fabians Beatrice and Sidney Webb or the socialist Tom Mann, were as critical to the formation of the mature politician as anything Blackburn was learning in lectures at the university. He had a questing, open mind and was willing to give consideration to any reasoned case. That this quality of tolerance was present very early is made clear in a tribute paid to him by one of his pupils at Sale. ‘I have much for which to thank him,’ wrote Errol Bolitho, ‘for instance my love of all that is beautiful in our language and my readiness to accept the sincerity of purpose in those who differ from me’.51 Tolerance also defined Blackburn’s relations with his then more radical peers. At the same time, his association with them gave him a foretaste of the hostility typically directed to those who embraced unfashionable positions.


The Students’ Union was having difficulty finding a second speaker for a debate on the Boer War between it and the three affiliated colleges of the university. ‘In desperation’ they nominated Brodsky, though he was only a first-year student. Assigned the anti-war case, Blackburn and Brodsky were deemed ‘pro-Boers’ in the eyes of the ‘large distinguished assemblage as filled Wilson Hall that evening’. Brodsky could not recall how Blackburn may have felt ‘before the scornful gaze of its obviously patriotic majority’, but ‘if he was nervous he could not have suffered from more intense stage-fright’ than Brodsky was trying to overcome as he spoke. ‘Needless to say the audience voted decisively against’ Blackburn and Brodsky,52 no doubt irrespective of the quality of the arguments they put forward.


Blackburn’s intellectual journey towards socialism was given a decisive fillip by events in the federal parliament (which until 1927 met in Melbourne). In April 1904, Chris Watson was commissioned to form the first national Labor government in the world. Though short-lived, it was a momentous occasion, ‘the culmination of the Australian labour movement’s astonishingly rapid advance in the political arena’.53 This was a clear demonstration of a new force in politics, one with the capacity to capture the imagination of idealists and those concerned with the less fortunate. Blackburn had some claim to consider himself among the latter, while some of his early idealism was rooted in his McCrae heritage. His mother stressed to her children their family’s long and noble clan history. She saw the Jacobite movement as a nationalist commitment and a romantic rebellion against the aggression of the Sassenach, and was proud of her grandfather’s part in the humanitarian reforms of the emancipation movement.


Later, while teaching in Sale, Blackburn came into the ambit of the independent Liberal Deakinite George Henry Wise, the federal member for Gippsland from 1906 and a man who believed that Labor and Liberals were natural allies. Blackburn would have observed first hand Wise’s campaign; perhaps he even helped. Certainly there was mutual respect between the two. Wise lamented that Sale would ‘suffer’ as a result of Blackburn’s departure at the end of 1906,54 while in 1913 Blackburn would credit Wise as ‘one of the few prominent men who have clung to the tradition of early liberalism’.55


Blackburn’s time in Sale also consolidated his views on integrity and remaining true to principles—which he felt had been so betrayed by the leaders of the Kyabram Movement—and on a citizen’s right to hold views at odds with the majority. J. W. McLachlan, a prominent Labor figure there at the time, ‘was boycotted by a number of people in the town because he was a Labour man’. For Blackburn this was yet another lesson in political deportment. McLachlan’s ‘unflagging, selfless interest in the town and the district’, he recalled in 1934, ‘made a very great impression on me, as I was at a plastic age, and I have ever since regarded him as one of my best friends’.56 So it was a keen observer of politics who returned to his law studies in 1907—keen enough to know that until his place at the bar was secure, he should remain an observer.


Back in Melbourne, Blackburn rejoined his university friends who had since been instrumental in the birth of the Victorian Socialist Party, and made some new ones. The presence in Victoria of the noted English trade unionist and organiser Tom Mann from September 1902 had precipitated a ferment of activity in a range of labour and socialist bodies. Of most relevance to Blackburn was the formation in 1905 of the Social Questions Committee to examine the extent of poverty in Melbourne, which morphed into the Victorian Socialist Party (VSP) in 1906. Both Louis Esson and the poet Bernard O’Dowd—another important person in the development of Blackburn’s ideas—were among its founding members. By 1907 it already had about 1500 members. Its pamphlet What is Socialism? quickly gained a wide readership. The main aim of the VSP was educational: the strengthening of a loosely defined socialist perspective throughout the wider labour movement. It would prove the nursery of many future leaders of the Labor Party, not the least of them Blackburn himself; Frank Anstey, whose federal seat of Bourke Blackburn would inherit in 1934; John Cain (three times premier of Victoria); and a future prime minister of Australia, John Curtin.57
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