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AUTHORS’ NOTE


To avoid anachronism, we have generally retained imperial units of measurement.


Money


Australia used pounds, shillings and pence for the entire period covered by this book. It is impossible to give an exact modern equivalent for a 1920 pound (£), but in the interwar period an unskilled white worker in regular employment might have earned as little as £4/2- (four pounds two shillings) a week while a medical practitioner might have made as much as £20 per week. There were 12 pennies in one shilling and 20 shillings in one pound. A guinea was one pound and one shilling. When Australia adopted decimal currency a decade after Mary’s death, £1 was the equivalent of $2.


Measurements


The relevant metric equivalents to imperial measurements are as follows:


1 inch = 2.5 centimetres


1 foot = 30 centimetres


1 yard = 0.914 metres


1 mile = 1.61 kilometres


1 acre = 0.405 hectares


1 pound = 0.4536 kilograms


1 ton = 1.016 tonnes


Terminology


The Returned Services League has a long and complex genealogy. To simplify the narrative, the Returned Sailors’, Soldiers’ and Airmen’s Imperial League of Australia (RSSAILA) and the Returned Sailors’ and Soldiers’ Imperial League of Australia (RSSILA) have been referred to either as the RSL or simply the Returned Services Association.


Anzac was originally the acronym of the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps, but it came to represent a place (the site where Australian and New Zealand troops landed at Gallipoli), a group of servicemen (initially those who served in the Dardanelles campaign) and a mythology or legend. In each case in this book, the meaning of Anzac is contextualised by the narrative around it. For stylistic reasons and mindful of contemporary usage, we have used Anzac rather than ANZAC.





INTRODUCTION


The Forgotten Feminist




Trinity Coll. Hostel


[12 July 1893]


Now, ma chérie, that my Biology books have been put away, my dress discarded for a gown, and the fire burning brightly I am going to write the letter I have been longing to write ever since I arrived … You would like to hear first I know whether the reality equals my expectations, and I am glad to be able to say that it far exceeds it …1





So Mary Booth wrote ‘home’ soon after her arrival at the University of Melbourne. ‘Ma chérie’ was Agnes Bennett, an old ‘chum’ from her undergraduate days in Sydney, and this was but one of a series of letters written during Mary’s time ‘away’.


Addressed to ‘My dearest Agnes’ and signed ‘your loving friend’, this close and detailed correspondence charts the contours of Mary’s world. It ranges from the genteel decor of the young woman’s room in Trinity College Ladies’ Hostel to the chapel where she prayed, across the grounds of the college and university and out to the city beyond. The letters are playful and confessional, tender and searching, ‘discarding’ the public persona of everyday dress for the more intimate apparel of a private inner self. And they begin in the very place that Mary Booth wrote them, in her room in the Ladies’ Hostel, with a blazing fire and the shared memory of Sydney’s distant sunshine keeping Melbourne’s winter chill at bay.




The furniture [Mary wrote to her friend] is a wardrobe, bookcase, a chest of drawers … an escritoire, a pretty table, a thing that looks like a soft lounge by day but is a bed at – ‘a bed by night’ (I was trying to think of Goldsmith’s line, but it is not quite the same – ‘A bed by night, a chest of drawers by day’) + a washing stand with a screen made so that no one confuses what it is, an easy chair and a high one.2





One can imagine Mary’s roving eye capturing every detail. And that detail was careful and deliberate, what appears at first commonplace freighting deeper meanings. Mary elevates the mundane by that fleeting gesture to Oliver Goldsmith’s work, an Irish poet widely read in the nineteenth century. Literary embellishment perhaps – letters between the two women were littered with selections from Robert Browning, Charles Kingsley and (Mary’s favourite) William Shakespeare – but the reference also served another purpose. Mary guides Agnes around the corners of her bedroom: sketching that domestic space, rendering enough detail to spur the imagination on, enabling a vicarious journey. Other confidences followed.


Who was this ‘lady undergraduate’, one of ‘nine muses’ to attend the Women’s Hostel in its foundation years, and why does she matter?


Long before she graduated, Mary Booth had proved herself an outspoken social reformer. She belonged to a generation of educated, intelligent, single middle-class women who reached maturity in the last years of the nineteenth century and turned their professional skills towards promoting social change. She was also a complex individual, capable of strong emotions, with a deep private life mirroring an active public one. Above all, she was a creature of paradox. Booth was both a pioneering feminist and a political conservative, an Australian nationalist and an Empire enthusiast. Founder of the Anzac Fellowship of Women, she offered refuge to the battered wives of veterans; though childless, she would style herself the mother of Anzac, establishing a ‘Soldiers’ Club’ in Sydney and supporting an immigration scheme to bring the sons of British servicemen to Australia.


Like the ‘New Woman’ she personified, she was a product of modernity, rejoicing in the technological innovation that enabled her to conquer distance and travel the globe. But she was also a champion of nature, defending national parks and demanding green spaces in the heart of our cities and towns. Mary Booth urged young women to take up swimming, sport and community singing, she read and travelled widely, represented Australia in a series of international conferences abroad and was one of the first Australian women to graduate in medicine and stand for parliament. Articulate and self-confident, she founded Sydney’s Women’s Club – a literary and social network that for over a century has provided a space and a forum for women. The club flourishes to this day, a vibrant expression of women’s ‘associationalism’.


Mary Booth believed feminism was a matter of cultural as much as political change. As such, she promoted the work and critical reception of women artists, writers, musicians and actors and became engrossed in all the leading social controversies of her day. From the lively salon of the Princess Ida Club at the University of Melbourne to the plays, debates, mock parliaments and performances hosted by the Women’s Club, she unleashed the creative potential of her generation, ‘unbridling the tongues’3 of women and inviting them to speak for themselves.


And what of her voice? It was melodic and measured: Booth spoke with the cultured English accent young ladies acquired at finishing schools and universities.4 It was a voice that was loved by children – as governess to the vice-regal household, we are told her reading of nursery rhymes had an almost hypnotic sway.5 But public speaking was her forte. Hers was a voice that could rise above the noisy clatter of public meetings, quiet but forceful, often with a withering turn of phrase. Booth spoke with an authority that put the rudest (male) interjector in his place.


Her appearance was equally commanding. There are photographs of Mary Booth addressing crowds of soldiers on Anzac Day, mustering groups of ‘boy settlers’ and standing on a makeshift dais as the foundation stone of the Women’s Club was laid. In each case, she stands tall for a woman of less-than-average height, her gaze fixed firmly on her audience, gloved hands folded into one another, not a speaking note in sight. She is immaculately groomed and her face is gently rounded – ‘matronly’, some might say – and this ‘soft-voiced, capable woman’ was said to have ‘the most feminine exterior’.6 Even so, her public presence was formidable. Restless soldiers, unruly boys and the genteel company of the Women’s Club listened to what she said.


Mary Booth lived well into her eighties. As an athletic lass she roamed the Scottish Highlands with her darling friend Agnes, her skirt hitched up for greater freedom of movement, sporting the kind of hat that might be worn by a man. A very different woman graced the state banquet held in Sydney’s Town Hall to celebrate the inauguration of the Federation in 1901 – her string of pearls and flowing white gown denote wealth, gentility and power. In her middle age, Dr Booth’s demeanour is often domestic – the plump matriarch of the women’s Memorial College for Household Arts and Science a striking contrast to the stylish young things in her charge. In her declining years, the once-irrepressible Mary found herself crippled by arthritis; her contemporary Ruth MacKinnon described her as ‘a small fragile figure, in a long black dress and using two walking sticks’, a shadow of her former self.7


Mary Booth’s family background – what biographers would style her ‘origin story’ – is equally varied and colourful. Three of four grandparents were convicts, and George Sewell, one of Mary’s great-grandfathers, was sentenced to death in 1813 for his part in a robbery in Howden, England. Sewell led a ‘daring gang’, ‘with faces blackened’, into one of the better homes in the district and stole money, watches, rum, bread and two hams.8 The sentence was commuted to transportation for life and Sewell arrived in Port Jackson on the Somersetshire in October 1814. His family soon followed; his wife, Ellen, and the couple’s five children – including eight-year-old Thomas, Mary’s maternal grandfather – arrived as free settlers on the Northampton in June 1815.


The social structure of the early colony was far less rigid than it was in England, and a man such as George Sewell, skilled as a blacksmith, could soon ‘make good’. He successfully petitioned the governor for release from government service and obtained a ticket of leave in 1816, and a conditional pardon in 1821.9 The Sewell family began to acquire property, then (as now) the surest avenue to social mobility in New South Wales. In 1822 George’s eldest sons, George junior and John, were granted 90-acre blocks at Sutton Forest in the Southern Highlands. Throughout the early 1820s, George senior petitioned Governor Thomas Brisbane on multiple occasions, asking that he be granted land on which to graze the sizeable herd of cattle he had somehow accumulated.10 He secured 300 acres close to his sons’ holdings and established ‘Red Cow Farm’, where his original cottage still stands today.11


The Sewells’ rural holdings financed property speculation in the city. George senior, Ellen, George junior and Thomas soon owned houses in central Sydney, and census records reveal they lived there much of the time. George senior died at his Pitt Street residence in 1837 and Ellen at her Woolloomooloo home in 1865.12 When Thomas died in 1893, he was a resident of Five Dock but was buried beside his wife, Elizabeth, daughter Ruth and granddaughter Phoebe in the All Saints Anglican Cemetery at Sutton Forest.13 Mary Booth’s father, William, and sister Eliza, who both resided in Sydney their whole lives, were eventually buried in the same fenced-off plot – linking the ‘respectable’ side of the family to a somewhat shady convict past.


Mary’s maternal great-grandmother, Ann Hayhurst, was born in 1780 in Lancashire. There she married John Lord junior, a fitter and turner, in 1801. As the pregnant mother of three children, Ann was convicted of stealing four pieces of calico from a bleaching field and sentenced to fourteen years transportation.14 Her fourth child, Ruth, would be born in Lancashire Gaol. Ann Lord’s passage to Sydney was not quite as direct as that of the Sewells. In 1812, Britain was at war with the United States, and the Emu was captured by an American privateer in the Bay of Biscay.15 The ship’s passengers and crew (free and convict alike) found themselves stranded in the Cape Verde islands and would wait nearly ten months to be returned to England.16 Back at Portsmouth, the authorities refused permission for the convict women to land; Ann and Ruth lived on board in the harbour for four months until the Broxbornebury was ready to carry them to New South Wales.17


Upon their arrival in Port Jackson in July 1814, mother and child were sent to Parramatta. Unlike George Sewell’s, Ann’s family were either unable or unwilling to follow her to Australia. She presumably never saw her first husband or three eldest children again, but, like many convict women, she quickly established a new family in the colony. In December 1815 Ann gave birth to twin boys, Charles and Richard, and in January of 1819 to Elizabeth – Mary Booth’s maternal grandmother. Their father was convict Edward Jones, an Irish blacksmith transported for seven years. Lord and Jones married in 1821. Ann retained her first married name, and her children seemed to use Lord and Jones interchangeably, perhaps because their father died some time between 1825 and 1828 when they were all quite young. In 1832, Ann married for a third time; John Knight was an English farmer transported for life for burglary. On their marriage application he was listed as a resident of Bong Bong (near Sutton Forest) and it was this match that presumably brought Elizabeth into contact with George Sewell.18 Despite being nearly twenty years his senior, Ann outlived this last husband too: he died at Sutton Forest in 1854.


The Sewells’ criminal antecedents were one source of embarrassment to Mary Booth; the family’s unorthodox religious beliefs were another. Several of Mary’s colonial-born maternal relatives followed the teachings of the evangelist John Wroe. Commonly known as ‘Beardies’, this small sect of Christian Israelites were often ridiculed for their exuberant public preaching, strict diet, abstinence from shaving and hair-cutting, and refusal of all medicines.19 It is hard to imagine anything further from the staid, respectable Anglicanism of Mary Booth. And the way Ann Knight met her death added further to the family’s notoriety. The old woman’s dress caught ablaze as she warmed herself by an open fire. Her body ‘fried’, the Goulburn Herald reported, while the family worshipped wildly in their chapel nearby.20


In stark contrast to this motley crew of maternal relatives, Mary Booth’s father and his family proved difficult to find. Ruth MacKinnon (Mary’s contemporary and the author of her brief biography) claimed William Booth travelled to the colony with his brother Aaron in 1855, but there are no records to prove this.21 He might have been the William Booth who arrived free on the Africa in 1853, though that Booth is recorded as being English and Mary’s father always claimed he was born in Leitrim, Ireland.22 Among the few archival traces of William Booth are entries in public service Blue Books that record his employment at the Belmore Public School and a NSW Government Gazette that indicates that in 1872 he had resources enough to purchase thirty shares in a goldmining company.23


What we can say with certainty is that both MacKinnon and Mary Booth herself erased any trace of family scandal (including the embarrassing fact that Richard Lord/Jones, Mary’s great-uncle, was sentenced to death for his role in a robbery and murder at Sutton Forest24). Presenting a paper on Booth’s life to the Women’s Club in 1970, MacKinnon avoided any mention of her subject’s convict heritage, claiming disingenuously that the ‘Sewell family emigrated from York City’.25 And much earlier than that, Booth curated a version of her forebears befitting her future as governess to a vice-regal household, candidate for parliament and founder of innumerable patriotic societies. There was some irony in all this. Mary Booth’s medical training and, with that, financial independence and respectability were ultimately financed by shrewd speculation on the part of those not-toodistant convict relations.


In later life, Booth would celebrate the role of Australia’s pioneering families: ‘sturdy’ British stock who opened up the land and laid the base of a prosperous nation. Nowhere did she acknowledge that white ‘settlement’ was based on the theft of First Nations peoples’ lands, or the role convict ancestors like her own played in the bloody work of dispossession.


Within a decade of writing that opening letter to Agnes Bennett, Mary Booth was widely known. And yet she remains Federation’s forgotten feminist, her work poorly acknowledged by current historians. No book-length biography of Booth has been attempted before now. Rather, we have glimpsed her life through a series of piecemeal and exploratory articles.26 A brief if engaging entry by Jill Roe in the Australian Dictionary of Biography acknowledges Booth’s ‘incorrigible activism’ but barely begins to assess her influence.27 The short celebratory account by Ruth MacKinnon remains unpublished.28


By contrast, there are any number of specialist studies of Booth’s feminist contemporaries – ‘the founding mothers of Australian democracy’, as they are sometimes styled.29 These studies include Jill Roe’s and WH Wilde’s magisterial works on the lives of Miles Franklin and Mary Gilmore, Judith Allen’s searching evaluation of Rose Scott, and Brian Matthews’ imaginative rendering of Louisa Lawson.30 Further scholarship has viewed such lives through a transnational lens: Diane Kirkby’s inquiry into the cross-continental activism of Alice Henry and Kay Whitehead’s exploration of the transnational networks that sustained Lillian de Lissa are but two examples.31 The genre of feminist biography, a mode of historical discourse that centres ‘individual motivation, self-perception, gendered identity and action’, has been further enhanced by what Barbara Caine would call ‘group biographies’.32


This book restores Booth’s place in the feminist milieu she helped to establish. It is not a matter of simply adding another name to the honour roll: Booth’s controversial stance on a range of social issues reveals fissures and divisions within the women’s movement. It highlights the ‘complex and wide-ranging’ nature of fin-de-siècle feminism, at once local and international in inspiration, ‘an amorphous, shifting collection of ideas, theories and programs of action’.33


At one level, this biography will restore an individual life to history. Our second aim is to address an important gap in the knowledge of women’s role in Australian history. Booth’s remarkable career began at the turn of the twentieth century, a progressive and optimistic age when advanced social and political legislation secured the young nation’s reputation as the social laboratory of the world. Booth was a product of that time, empowered by the franchise to enter the political sphere, prepared to challenge the privileges of men, and one of a select group of women who benefited from expanded opportunities for travel and education. She might well be counted among Clare Wright’s ‘Daughters of Freedom’;34 her achievements alert us to the possibilities suddenly opening up to Australian women. They also remind us of the ‘agency and creativity’ of women in the foundation of the Federation and the part they played in ‘gendering’ the welfare state.35 Mary’s public engagement continued through the Great War, the Great Depression, and yet another global conflict that changed Australia’s orientation to the Empire and the region. In every debate pivotal to those turbulent times – the struggle over conscription in World War I, the ‘need’ to ‘populate or perish’ during the 1920s, the anguished search for solutions during the Depression years, and a new crisis for the nation ushered in by World War II – Mary Booth was both a commentator and a contributor. Her voice articulates the challenges and opportunities faced by a fledgling nation and opens a space for women’s interventions in the same.


Setting a life in the context of time and place and contributing to history’s ‘biographical turn’ is one challenge;36 recognising the complexities of individual subjectivity is another. Booth’s was a life brimming with contradiction: she was a radical, yet deeply conservative; a feminist, but one who valorised the domestic ‘calling’ of women; a Member of the Order of the British Empire who harboured an intensely Australian impulse; a woman empowered by modernity who longed for the simpler moral certainties of Shakespeare’s age. This book sets out to embrace and explore such paradox, informed by a burgeoning literature on individual subjectivity and life narration.


More so perhaps than many others, Mary Booth’s life is a complex mosaic, with many pieces missing. Her scrapbooks have survived, as have the extensive records of many of the organisations she founded. But most of her private papers appear to have been lost or destroyed. There are very few personal diaries recording her day-to-day endeavours, and precious little personal correspondence between Booth and her friends. Indeed, her letters to Agnes Bennett, rich, intimate and suggestive as they are, survived almost by accident.37 To address those gaps and silences, we have crafted what we call a ‘lateral biography’, tracing the memory of Booth through diverse institutions, media and private collections and aligning her life with that of like-minded contemporaries.


This approach to life-writing steps well beyond the familiar injunction for historians to read against the grain or think beyond the silences in archives. When the archival trail fades, we have reconstructed her world through the lives of her fellow travellers to reveal in dazzling complexity the preoccupations of her generation. In doing so, we draw on the work of Kay Whitehead, Lucy Townsend and Gaby Weiner, among others. Recovering narratives of people’s lives from fragmentary sources is, as Whitehead writes, ‘partly fictive’ and relies on ‘a number of recognisable features – chronology, choice of employment, identity construction, and authority with regard to sources; all of which are marshalled to bridge the gap between what the reader knows and wants to know’.38 Any life is a messy business. To compensate for that, a strong sense of chronology drives this project.


Mary’s childhood was sparsely documented and clearly not an altogether happy one. Her mother died when she was five and Mary was often left in charge of her younger sister Eliza, two years her junior. ‘Bay’, as she was called, would remain Mary’s companion through much of her later life, and a kind of co-dependency grew up between them. Booth’s public life was made possible by the younger sister’s faithful service in the home. For her part, Bay, who was deaf from an early age, came to rely on Mary for financial and emotional support. A third sister, Phoebe, died in early infancy. A stroll through the grounds of St John’s, the parish church in Ashfield where the Booth family worshipped, confirms high rates of infant mortality through much of the nineteenth century. One wonders how the loss of baby Phoebe affected Mary – infant health would certainly become a focus of her medical studies and later career. A widower with two dependent children, her schoolmaster father almost certainly employed some outside help with the running of the household. Even so, from an early age Mary would have shouldered her share of domestic responsibilities. Both daughters were schooled at home, limiting their interaction with children of their own age and emphasising the virtue of hard work and discipline. From all this one gains the impression of an inward-looking, family-centred world.


Mary was taught from an early age the importance of appearances. Ashfield in the 1870s was deemed a desirable suburb; handsome Victorian cottages and freestanding terraces sprang up beside the great houses of Sydney’s elite. Originally called Ashfield Park (‘seat’ of the Underwood family), the suburb boasted more leisure grounds than most. A temperance hotel, a convent and a line of busy shops signalled confidence, affluence and respectability.39 Mary would have heard the call of the convent’s bells and the hymns of its choir as she walked through Ashfield’s streets. Each Sunday she prayed beneath the ‘Words of the Lord’ emblazoned either side of the St John’s altar, affirming the faith she held all her life.40


In Part I of this book, ‘The Making of a University Woman 1869–1914’, we step beyond this domestic and suburban realm. Mary’s entry to university offered a robust intellectual apprenticeship and (through years of study in Sydney, Melbourne and Edinburgh) an intense engagement with the world. Here we are particularly interested in the formidable obstacles that faced women entering higher education, and the feminist networks women established to sustain both their studies and themselves. The final chapter in this section considers Booth’s professional practice and her attempts to deploy her (hard-won) medical skills to advance the welfare of women, children and the nation.


Part II, ‘The Crucible of Anzac: Australia’s Womenfolk at War 1914–18’, recasts the Great War as a landmark in the history of feminism. The story of ‘patriotic women’ like Mary Booth, an advocate of conscription and champion of the digger, has long been (as historian Joan Beaumont observed) ‘marginalised in the historiography of the war’.41 These chapters recover their crucial contribution.


Part III, ‘Women, Nation, Empire: Between the Wars 1918–39’, begins with Dr Booth’s ill-fated attempt to enter the state parliament as an independent candidate in 1920 and shows how the key points of her campaign – the social needs of women and the imperative to strengthen Australia’s place in the Empire through British migration – remained a focus of her life and work. We explore the shifting culture of commemoration in the immediate postwar period, examining women’s engagement with the public sphere, the intimate associational life Mary Booth fostered through the Women’s Club, and her pioneering environmentalism.


The final part of this book, ‘The Festival of Anzac: 1939–56’, takes us from the outbreak of World War II to the end of Booth’s life. Her Anzac Fellowship of Women – the only civilian organisation given the right to use ‘Anzac’ in its name – steadfastly upheld the ‘sacred character’ of 25 April, opposed the races and revelry increasingly associated with Anzac observance, and sponsored art and essay-writing competitions among Australian youth to promote the ‘spirit of Anzac’. The Memorial College of Household Arts and Science reconceptualised Booth’s feminism and demanded increased respect for women’s ‘natural’ domestic role.


We finish by considering our subject’s complex legacy. Mary Booth left a ‘memory trace’ on Australia’s social and cultural landscape. Her influence is all too evident in the shape of the nation’s largest metropolis, Sydney. Booth’s interest in town planning claimed Martin Place as a pedestrian mall and suggested the possibility of a less polluted and infinitely more liveable city; her belief that the state’s war memorial should reflect the loss of a nation and be open to grieving women rather than being the exclusive preserve of returned men, determined the form and function of Hyde Park’s Anzac Memorial; and she is commemorated by a nature reserve established in her honour on the shores of Kirribilli, near the site of the women’s college she helped to establish. Mary Booth was a national and international figure, and her legacy extends well beyond the city she made her own. ‘Dr Mary’ (as those closest to her called her) was an advanced social thinker, a woman before her time who anticipated many of the pressing social issues that preoccupy Australia today.


And how should we address ‘Dr Mary’? A host of feminist biographers – Nadia Wheatley, Katie Holmes and Jill Roe among them – have adopted the first name of their subjects, no doubt mindful that most surnames are bestowed by men. We have often opted for ‘Mary’ in chapters dealing with her youth and in the context of any close relationship with family and friends. But in public life and certainly in her later years, Dr Mary Booth was a formidable figure and one who would not brook such intimacy. Our mode of address shifts accordingly, signalling, we hope, the multifaceted nature of a single life.42


The geography of this book is one matter, the work of writing it another. This biography began some three decades ago with the award of a New South Wales History Fellowship by the premier at that time, Bob Carr. It was abandoned two years later. Exhaustive research found no holding of personal papers, no diaries and (other than endless submissions to government) very few letters in Mary Booth’s hand. The records of the organisations she founded – and there were many – were voluminous, but seldom could one hear Mary’s actual voice, which is de rigueur (many might think) for any worthwhile biography. Pursuing Mary through the tumultuous times she lived seemed an almost impossible task.


Three things made the book possible, and all throw light on the changing practice of both history and biography. The first is Trove, the digitised database of newspapers developed by Australia’s libraries. Type ‘Mary Booth’ into the search function and you can chart her journey from childhood tennis matches to speeches on the hustings, from the debates fielded by the Women’s Club to bushwalker’s ramblings along the foreshore of Middle Harbour. Trove traces Mary’s movements on trains that crisscrossed the Commonwealth and ships that sailed to London, Edinburgh and beyond; it seeks out her voice in correspondence columns, articles, essays, in city dailies, country newspapers, society magazines and the labour press. There are limitations to the narrative Trove can offer, and every life in history remains fragmentary and elusive. Even so, Trove is a blessing for any biographer. It opened up a virtual archive when – during Covid lockdowns – every other library was closed.43


Mary Booth’s life and work leave their traces across a dozen different archives. Metre after metre of ‘Booth boxes’ line the shelves of the National Library, the State Library of New South Wales and the archives she created at the Women’s Club. Should any historian tackle so vast an archive on their own? Can one authorial voice ever do justice to so varied and active a life? We doubt it. Accordingly, this book is an act of collaboration, both authors sharing an ongoing conversation about ‘Mary’, addressing their shared and individual areas of expertise.


The final thing that enabled this project was a chance discovery in the archives – history, it seems, is not a ‘closed book’ at all. We suspect Mary Booth destroyed the more private of her papers, and as biographers we can only speculate as to when or why. Lives might be hard to trace in the historical record but, arguably, removing any trace of a life is harder still. So while Mary diligently culled her personal correspondence, those closest in her circle kept and treasured the letters they received. Mary writes to Agnes Bennett with a playful kind of intimacy. Her correspondence, as our opening passage suggests, reveals a side of her the public persona concealed.




Now, ma chérie, … I am going to write the letter I have been longing to write ever since I arrived …




The time has also arrived to write the story of Australia’s forgotten feminist.





PART I



THE MAKING OF A UNIVERSITY WOMAN: 1869–1914






1



‘AN EQUAL FOOTING’?


From Sydney Graduate to Vice-Regal Governess


IN OCTOBER 1888, as Mary Booth’s second year at the University of Sydney drew to a close, student journal Hermes reflected on ‘the many evils in our student life’. ‘Rampant cliquism’, the undergraduate journal declared, ‘is … everywhere around us’:




There are all sorts of cliques … the intelligent clique … the local cliques, school cliques, cliques interested in the different sports, and there is the snobbish clique (though, thank goodness, not very numerous). That this should exist in an institution where all are supposed to meet as ‘Brothers in Learning’ … is deplorable.1




Arguably, the largest and most entrenched cohort in the university passed without mention. As that phrase ‘Brothers in Learning’ suggests, undergraduate society in the late nineteenth century was a largely male fraternity. Largely, but not entirely. Women had first entered the university in New South Wales in the early 1880s, almost a decade after Sydney opened matriculation examinations to female candidates.2 The decision by the University of Sydney’s Senate to ‘admit women to all university privileges, and to place them in all respects as regards university matters on an equal footing with men’ was widely hailed as a ‘first’ in the ‘co-education of women and men’.3


Speaking at an Imperial Conference in London, William Charles Windeyer, one of the university’s foundation graduates and a member of the Senate by the time Mary took her place there, claimed ‘women coming to the University of Sydney will find there all the equality of advantages with men’. The university, he continued, ‘had no semi-monastic traditions to hamper them’ – a reference to Oxford, which would not allow women to take out degrees until 1920, and Cambridge, where full membership of the university was withheld from women until 1948. Australia, by contrast, was ‘a young country’, one that accepted the ‘right of women to have … the same means of developing her mental faculties as is afforded to men’. Windeyer, a leading advocate of divorce law reform and women’s suffrage, concluded in a style befitting his feminism, stating that a university education promised to ‘complete the emancipation of women from the thraldom of social systems which … regarded women simply as chattels … rather than as rational beings constituting half of humanity’.4


It was a sanguine account of Australia’s success as a ‘social laboratory’ by a man welcome in the feminist ‘salons’ of the day – but not an altogether accurate one.5 While Australia may have led the world in the promotion of free, compulsory and secular education at primary school level, ‘developing one’s mental faculties’ beyond that was an option open to very few women – or men, for that matter.6 University in the nineteenth century was the preserve of a small, privileged set. ‘Lady’ students came from comfortably off, middle-class families, all were white, and most were Anglican in faith and Anglophile in outlook.7 Their fathers included those men successful in business and the professions, with lawyers, doctors and teachers (William Booth’s own calling) being overrepresented. They lived in villas lining the streets of leafy residential suburbs, attractive town houses in the city centre, and mansions overlooking the harbour.


Even these women’s entry into higher education was still feared by many people as a dangerous development that threatened both the health of individual women and the continued vitality of the ‘race’. As one pioneer of educational reform explained, ‘women were incapable of intellectual training … it was prophesied [that] women would become unsexed, [and] would lose in womanly grace and charm’.8 Physicians warned of the dangers education posed to the ‘female animal’, arguing ‘the brain and the ovary could not develop at the same time’. Intellectual strain was commonly believed to make a woman weak and nervous, capable of bearing only sickly or neurotic children – or worse still, at a time of declining birth rates, no children at all.9


Despite the progress of some educational reforms, such views remained stubbornly entrenched throughout the British Empire and beyond. Feminists who lobbied for women’s admission to the University of Sydney in the 1880s were told their sex was unsuited to higher learning, being ‘irrational, illogical, silly and frivolous’.10


Nor was New South Wales’s position on co-education quite as principled as Windeyer suggested. The example set by several universities in Australia11 and Britain made it ‘almost imperative’ that Sydney University follow suit.12 Arguably, women’s admission was less ‘an unequivocal recognition of women’s right to higher education’13 than part of a wider trajectory of change within the sector. In the late nineteenth century, the university moved away from the image of a ‘gentlemen’s club’, with ‘all the aristocratic and exclusive leanings’ that entailed, and embraced ‘the principle of social utility of higher learning and its extension to a wider cross-section of colonial society’.14


Finally, and most importantly, the laboured insistence on ‘full equality’ and ‘no distinction of sex’ should be read with a degree of scepticism. Several studies of the first generation of British women to enter universities have identified the innumerable obstacles even the most determined ‘lady student’ faced. In a similar vein, this chapter will argue that university women of Mary Booth’s generation never really achieved equal footing. That is apparent at every level of campus life, from where female students lived to how they spent their leisure time and study.


In the year Mary entered the university, several separate colleges catered for the needs of male students. Grand sandstone structures built in Gothic Revival or Scottish baronial style, St Paul’s (1859), St John’s (1862) and St Andrew’s (1876), provided not just private rooms but also a range of ancillary student services, including the provision of tutors and lavishly appointed libraries. Most important of all, they fostered a sense of community among male students, a ‘companionship’ one divinity student likened to a ‘democratic fellowship’. Regular dinners, college-based clubs, bizarre initiation ceremonies and seemingly endless ‘smoke nights’ strengthened the bonds of male fraternity.15 The Women’s College, on the other hand, was not completed until the Lent term of 1894, some four years after Mary Booth had graduated.16 Notwithstanding the efforts of ‘several members of the Senate and other friends to the higher education of women’, no woman, in that first critical cohort of female undergraduates, could think of the university as ‘home’.17


Finding ‘digs’ outside campus grounds proved equally challenging. Men could avail themselves of an extensive range of lodgings scattered across the city and suburbs, from ‘boarding houses and hotels of superior quality’ to less comfortable, ‘badly-furnished’ premises.18 Boarding was a less respectable choice for single women, and those intent on study were usually obliged to live with their parents: ‘our homes’, one female undergraduate lamented, were ‘often at a distance’.19 Nine o’clock classes certainly proved a problem. ‘We get up early and catch our trams’, the Hermes women’s correspondent wrote, and ‘actually come in at a quarter past sometimes’.20


So too did Mary Booth. For much of her time at Sydney, she resided with her father and sister in Ashfield. It was a five-minute walk from 41 Charlotte Street to the station, then (in peak times) a forty-minute train ride to the Sydney terminus (or Redfern Station, as it came to be known). From there, Mary could walk along Cleveland Street to the campus or take the jolting horse tram along Parramatta Road.21 Discouraged by the time lost commuting, and wearying, perhaps, of her father’s company, Mary occasionally took a room with family friends closer to the university. It was ‘a very staid’ arrangement, she wrote to Agnes Bennett, baulking at the supervision of these old acquaintances from Scotland. For her three years as an undergraduate, Mary would return to her room ‘as soon as lectures were over’ and had no social life ‘worth speaking of ’.22 She made few close friends, with Agnes (whose studies and interests mirrored her own) a notable exception.


During the day, between lectures and tutorials, women struggled to find their place. The Board of Studies had informed the University Senate that the most basic requirement for the admission of women was the provision of ‘a suitable retiring room and other necessary conveniences set apart exclusively for female students’.23 A place to study and socialise, a cloakroom in which to place one’s belongings, a private and safe place away from the company of men were the legitimate needs of every female student. A designated toilet on campus was another very ‘necessary convenience’. Even so, a women’s common room took some time to establish. Female undergraduates first had recourse to a tiny room in the tower of the main building. It was not until 1884 that they decamped to a small weatherboard building on the southeastern end of the quadrangle that had originally been used as a chemistry laboratory. Mary Booth made use of its ‘meagre’ amenities: a small dressing room, lockers and a gas ring intended for experiments but serviceable, with some domestic dexterity, as a toaster. ‘Slummy’ the ‘Ladies Retiring Room’ may have been,24 but there Mary engaged in that quintessentially English ritual: the making and consumption of tea. Raised in the etiquette of Empire, tea time signified refinement and hospitality among this first generation of upwardly mobile lady graduates. Fine china and ‘a nice teacloth’ transcended the squalor of their surroundings, and ‘what the tea meant … mattered more than what the tea did’.25


The Ladies Room also went by the name of the ‘Small Commons’, in contrast to the larger – if equally ‘primitive’ – facilities extended to men. Two substantial cottages on the northern side of the Main Quadrangle catered for the men’s needs. Here, ‘in an atmosphere redolent with stale tobacco smoke, [male undergraduates] talked, ate their buns … stole each other’s tea and sugar’ and daubed the walls of the building with caricatures of their professors.26 The social life of the women’s common room (or CR, as many came to call it) was far more restricted. Cramped quarters were a constant source of complaint, though on fine days cane chairs and a makeshift picnic table extended the social realm of the women onto the veranda. Winter months were another matter. ‘There is one common interest over here’, the Hermes Women’s Column declared one ‘bitterly cold’ July:




one thing to which every one struggles the minute lectures are over, one thing that we all crave for and adore, and that is – the fire; unfortunately there is only one, so that this problem remains to be solved, if there are forty-seven students and one fire, who will get the fire?27





Poor drainage on the site also posed the threat of flooding. Dressed in low-heeled boots and long woollen skirts that trailed down to their ankles, Mary Booth and her peers steered a difficult course through mud and water welling at the entrance to the building. The inventive intellects of these university women wrestled playfully with the challenge that faced them:




We are all glad to see the sun out again [an exasperated female Hermes correspondent declared]. We have hope now of not ending our days in a watery grave (on the path outside our common room). We have ordered an Indian canoe by means of which we hope to reach the veranda, when the current is not too strong.28





Second-rate facilities were one problem women at university faced; attempts by the authorities to regulate their behaviour were another. In what Windeyer styled an institution of equals, women faced restrictions seldom encountered by men. They were not permitted to take lunch outdoors, told ‘not to loiter in corridors talking to men students in the passages’, and ‘instructed to wear white dresses under their gowns on formal occasions’.29 Women students were repeatedly reminded of a university by-law requiring students to wear ‘academical costume’ in class. The Fellows of the Senate feared male students would be distracted by more attractive attire.30


Then there was the culture of teaching and learning itself. The University of Sydney was, in some respects, more advanced than its counterparts in Britain. From the outset, it allowed women to apply for bursaries on equal terms with men and to take out degrees on the successful completion of their studies.31 Mixed classes were the norm and a curriculum addressed solely to, and by, men was ‘suitably’ modified: for example, in 1881, as the university prepared to receive its first ‘lady undergraduates’, passages deemed likely to shock ‘female delicacy’ were struck out from Classics lectures.32 Nor was the policing of women in men’s company quite as strict. Sydney did not formally require chaperones as did many universities in Britain.33 English writer Vera Brittain recalled it was the custom at Oxford to attend mixed classes with a special chaperone hired by the student’s particular college, likening university to a form of house arrest.34 Well into the twentieth century, chaperonage and a host of ‘rules and conventions’ upheld in Oxbridge and elsewhere prevented the ‘promiscuous mingling’ of the sexes.35


The sharp demarcation between male and female education was most apparent in the geography of the classroom. Women sat in the front row at lectures, ‘segregated by an unwritten law’. Here they came under the watchful eye and occasionally ‘wagging forefinger’ of their instructor.36 The rationale behind that seating arrangement was complex and sometimes contradictory. Some argued that attractive young women dispersed through the class would distract virile young men from their studies. Those ‘captivating wenches, that sit in the front benches’ soon became the subject of songs penned (by men) for rowdy end-of-year festivities.37 Others insisted the rules of polite society reserved a privileged place for women and that the occupation of those front rows could be seen as an assertion of women’s agency.38 We do not know what Mary thought as she routinely took her place with other ‘maidens’ seated ‘at the lecturer’s feet’, but volumes of male undergraduate verse suggest her placement there made her more conspicuous.39 By singling female students out as women rather than students, the spectre of competition with menfolk was immediately raised. Advocates of women’s higher education hurried to reassure men, alarmed as those men clearly were by the sudden ‘invasion of learned women’:40




It is not to make woman a poor and halting copy of man that we aim but to make her a truer woman, more fitted for a woman’s life and a woman’s duties. It is not, as many assume, that her head may be crammed with abstruse learning and showy acquirements, that she may vie with men and feed her vanity by flaunting academic honours in public gaze. Surely not. It is that [we might cultivate] wise knowledge and genuine humility.41





So women might attend studies at university, but not on the same footing as their male counterparts. ‘Genuine humility’ was never expected of men. This underscores the limits to what the Women Students’ Association called the ‘benevolent tolerance’ of female students.42 Certainly an exclusively male professoriate was (with some notable exceptions) guarded in its response. Professor Anderson Stuart confessed he was ‘by no means well-disposed to medical women’ suddenly appearing in his classroom. His attitude improved over time, but only when female students proved themselves serious in their studies and pleasing in demeanour. Dagmar Berne (the first female student to graduate in medicine at Sydney) was, to Stuart’s evident approval, ‘as gentle and modest a girl as I have ever met’.43


In every discipline, female students were few enough to be ‘known individually by their professors’. Francis Anderson, lecturer in Logic and Mental Philosophy, went so far as to ‘require’ women students ‘to visit him “in twos” in his room in the Tower once a fortnight to discuss their notes with him’.44 Female students responded in different ways to such close supervision. This type of ‘special’ treatment may have seemed to some paternalistic; in Mary’s time, university teachers ‘were not really distinguished by their accessibility’ and male students were often jealous and resentful.45 But most (and certainly Mary herself) appreciated the attentions of so dedicated a teacher and so outspoken an advocate of the rights of women. Anderson believed students should be taught to think for themselves, championed innovations to the curriculum46 and was an outspoken critic of ‘the mechanical drudgery’ of rote learning.47 He was also ‘a polished and effective orator, with just a touch of moral fervour which gets and holds a crowd’ – a combination Mary found irresistible.48 Anderson’s marriage to Maybanke Wolsteneholme, educational reformer and an executive member of the Womanhood Suffrage League of New South Wales and Women’s Literary Society, secured Mary’s good opinion of him.49 Even so, at Sydney University and in her subsequent studies at Melbourne and Edinburgh, she found capable and supportive male teachers ‘rare birds’ indeed. Women’s exclusion from the academy was ritually affirmed with the opening of every lecture – ‘Gentlemen’, the professor announced as he summoned the class to attention.50


Mary Booth had been privately educated, raised by her schoolteacher father with a love of English literature but seriously ill prepared for her future studies in medicine.51 In 1887, she joined twenty-two other women who entered the University of Sydney. Almost all enrolled in Arts, a course of study most easily aligned to women’s cultured attributes and one that posed little vocational challenge to men.52 It was not until 1890 (the year Mary graduated) that the ‘initial trickle of women undergraduates … became a steady current, some seventy-four women attending lectures in that year alone’ (alongside around 500 men).53 But attending lectures and passing time in that ‘wooden shanty’ known as the Common Room was virtually all these women could do. By Mary’s final term at the university, a student union, comprised only of men, supported a rowing club, a theatrical society, football and cricket teams, a tennis club and the university regiment. In addition to this, each of the men’s colleges fielded a lively series of smoke nights, reunions and debates, fostering, as earlier noted, ‘a warm feeling of fellowship’ across the university community.54 By contrast, only one club was established for women. It was devoted to one of the few outdoor sports deemed suitable for them: tennis.55 With fifty active members by Mary’s final year, the University of Sydney Ladies Lawn Tennis Club proved ‘invaluable as a medium for social intercourse’. And that was something, as one ‘lady undergraduate’ noted, ‘difficult to bring about in any other way’.56


A daughter of the British Empire and ever mindful of ‘imperial hierarchies’,57 Mary was apt to compare her situation to that of her counterparts ‘back home’ in England. Reports from ‘a Girl student at Oxford’ were read with eagerness and envy as women sat shivering in their crowded and spartan Common Room in Sydney. Whatever challenges women had at Oxford (and there were many) were offset, to some degree, by a host of enviable amenities, where every female student:




has a room to herself, which serves for both a bed and sitting-room, and of course everyone tries to make her room look as little as possible like a bedroom … We have prayers and breakfast at eight, and afterwards go into the drawing-room and read the paper and talk … At 9.30 we go to our rooms and light our fires, which have been laid, or begin work, or go to lectures … After lunch we go for walks, play tennis, pay calls, &c., till four, when there is afternoon tea in the drawing-room … Then we stay in the drawing-room till eight, and if there is any society, Browning or literary, it is held then, otherwise we go to our rooms. From ten to eleven is the time for visiting each other and giving cocoa parties (they are such fun).58





What stands out from this account is not just a lively intellectual culture but also the social networks established for and by women. It is evidence, as American women’s studies scholar Martha Vicinus suggests, of the way ‘single women established all female families within their institutions, continuing the supportive, emotional ties of the traditional Victorian family’.59


This cosy picture of so busy a community of learning among women contrasted sharply with the lesser experience of ‘varsity life’ in Sydney. There, as Mary herself recalled, there was little to occupy women bar an incessant stream of lectures and the occasional round of tennis.60 In time that would change. A year after she graduated Mary Booth became the founding secretary of the University Women’s Society (UWS); not long after that she was elected president. Open to all female members of the University of Sydney, it fostered what Miss Booth would call ‘the Fellowship of Women’ and was a site of ‘animated discussion’. Mary used her position in the UWS to raise funds and rally support for the Women’s College (a strategic mobilisation of women’s networks important in itself). The college admitted its first female residents in 1894, and by the end of the decade the union was hosting a number of clubs and societies run for and by women.61 ‘At Homes’ hosted by the Women’s Common Room soon became a feature of university life; unlike the smoke nights favoured by men, they were open to both sexes.


But until the turn of the century, and certainly through the entire period of Mary Booth’s university studies, ‘lady undergraduates’ had little social life to speak of on campus:




We girls have no stirring football or cricket matches to discuss [the Hermes female correspondent reported], no recent boating victories to crow over, no college details to gossip about; nor have we yet gained the temerity to publicly criticise … the powers that be! Our field then is … a somewhat narrow one … and nothing, out of a certain narrow groove, meets with its approval.62





Asking if women actually met with the ‘approval’ of their male counterparts is another way of evaluating their status. Did that ‘University world’ welcome women to its ranks? Those who sought to ‘confer on women the full privileges of University membership’ proclaimed widespread acceptance of their reforms: ‘Australian undergraduates [Windeyer observed] have on all public occasions [shown] good will and kindly camaraderie in their common pursuit of learning to their sister undergraduates.’ That ‘threadbare’ phrase ‘women should keep to their place’ was an ‘ignorant prejudice’, he declared, and one no ‘Sydney man’ would subscribe to.63


A good number of ‘Sydney men’ appear to have agreed. For much of the time Mary attended classes there, Hermes championed the right of women to attend university.64 It welcomed the Women’s College that Mary (and others) worked so hard to establish, ridiculing politician Paddy Crick’s claims in parliament that independent accommodation on campus would ‘destroy the idea of womanhood’ and undermine women’s ‘natural dependence on men’.65 The journal also advocated the creation of new academic posts in the theory and practice of nursing, noting that this would widen the vocational choices open to female graduates and generally advance the ‘higher education of women’: ‘We hope that university men will not object to it on the grounds that only the ladies [will] benefit’, a columnist wrote; ‘such an objection is quite unworthy of any gallant undergraduate’.66


Those same ‘gallant undergraduates’ censured students and staff ‘discourteous’ to ‘lady students’,67 cheered the arrival of university ‘damsels’ to theatrical productions staged by men,68 celebrated women’s attendance at college debates, and commended their unexpected interest in the male mystery of cricket.69 Finally there were many who hoped women might elevate and reform university life, refining – even restraining – male student culture. Alcohol and testosterone fuelled the ‘unlicensed brawl’ that broke out at every end-of-year ‘Commemoration’.70 The ‘gentle presence’ of ladies was welcomed as a civilising influence, calling self-centred and disruptive male cultures to order. ‘We might do worse than take a leaf out of the lady undergraduate book’, one male student observed as he surveyed the wilful destruction of the men’s common room. Their ‘CR’ was managed in an ‘exemplary’ manner, immune from the ‘pernicious’ influence of drink, rowdiness and gambling.71 Women might even prove a calming influence in the library:




[This] should be a place where we can chase away the fleeting hours of leisure by study and thought, [not] as a comfortable retreat for idle gossipers who … want to turn it into a veritable beer garden to the … detriment of the more sober minded undergraduates. And be it remembered that in the term ‘undergraduate’ we include the modern female variety, for it is to this class that such conduct must be especially annoying.72





These debates enforce gendered metaphors and stereotypes that were commonplace in the late nineteenth century. Men welcomed what was called ‘the Sweet Girl Graduate’, studious but ‘unspoilt’ by academic pretension.73 They also suggest a model of womanhood Mary Booth herself espoused: women were equal but different to men and clearly their moral and spiritual betters.74 Most important of all, they highlight differences within a still largely male university community. Not all accepted those undergraduates of the ‘modern female variety’.


That was evident long before Mary set foot on the university campus. In the winter of 1886, St Paul’s College hosted a debate that ‘several lady undergraduates’ attended. Miss Booth was not among them (only enrolling the following year), but the topic, ‘That women should have the same rights as men’, would almost certainly have attracted her notice. It was ‘the first occasion on which ladies have been present, and they seemed’, an appreciative St Paul’s correspondent noted, ‘deeply interested in the proceedings’. Other than that, there is no record of how these women responded. ‘Muted’ by their marginality, no woman spoke as a group of men deliberated over their right to be there. At the end of the debate, ten voted in favour of the proposal, and ten against. The day ‘was won for the chivalrous’, Hermes reported, ‘by the casting vote of the Chairman’.75


Chivalric concession is hardly the same as gender equality. A more nuanced reading of male undergraduate opinion suggests a far more ‘ambivalent attitude’ towards women and one charged with ‘sexual anxiety’.76 Men’s attitudes ranged from indifference or tepid support (when female numbers at university were too low to pose any kind of threat) to open ridicule and hostility.


That same pattern is evident in a wealth of feminist scholarship examining women’s entry into higher education in Britain and North America. The issue, as one such study astutely put it, was ‘power’: ‘Women could be tolerated so long as their ethos or culture was in a minority, at a level the university … could assimilate; large numbers of women were problematic because they would change the nature of university life.’77 At that point, ‘the charge of the parasols’ was not so much satirised as feared.78


In her time at university, Mary Booth witnessed just such a culture war between women and men. For every male student who praised the presence of women as a ‘civilising influence’ on university life, ‘caddish’ behaviour by ‘ungentlemanly’ undergraduates stridently reasserted masculine privilege.79 Many resented any restriction of (exclusively) male pleasures, defending, as one outraged undergraduate put it, ‘the festive jingle of the coin’ and the male fraternity of ‘smoke nights’ from ‘Kingly behaviour’ in the company of intellectually zealous female undergraduates. A good number endorsed The Bulletin’s caricature of what was commonly called bluestocking women. ‘A girl who has received a higher education,’ the widely discussed column declared, ‘is generally a prig, or a poser.’80 Demurely dressed, sober, industrious, and never one to suffer fools gladly, Mary Booth did seem to fit the bill.


Less qualified in the welcome Hermes extended to women was the warm appreciation of woman as ornament. The university’s ‘belles’ as one student song proclaimed them, returned female students to more acceptable and familiar gender roles, viewing them not as intellectual equals but as passive, charming and submissive – or, in an assertion of sexual agency, as the playmates of men.81 There is an element of voyeurism in the way the journal reported one tennis match women played ‘with a favoured few of their gentlemen friends’. The reporter ‘took a peek at the pairs’ and




At the risk of being de trop, our young man planted behind the hedge near the ladies’ common room. The sun was bright, and the grassy sward was picturesquely set off by the vivid colours worn by the players. Our reporter, whose ideas of propriety are antiquated, looked in vain for a chaperone.82





Senior university figures like Windeyer welcomed ‘women’s graceful presence on the tennis lawn’ and their healthy competition with male counterparts, but this account is sexually charged, as are several others. Women at play with ‘the stronger sex’ invited the lingering gaze of men:83




It is not often that the sober precincts of the university are enlivened by so gay or so large an assemblage. Their forms, which are generally seen in the standard habit of cap and gown, disport of themselves gayly at tennis … [Male] undergrads, in their most killing attire, … did their best to make themselves charming to all … and tennis was vigorously kept up by all, for refreshments awaited all weary frames in the common room. Marvellous was the number of cups of Ambrosia, which will prove that the university ladies do not neglect cookery for Greek, Latin, Mathematics, History, or Hydrostatics.84





The men’s ardour subsided ‘when the mysteries of the washing up commenced’, with a large assembly of dashingly dressed fellows retreating to their college.85


The only mention of Mary Booth in the undergraduate journal appeared that same year, as another young ‘damsel’ gracing the tennis greens. That May, ‘Miss Booth’ competed with a Mr Waddy in a tournament between the men’s and women’s clubs.86 Hermes thought it ‘would be unfair to criticise the play of some of the fair contestants’ but, ‘with all due deference to the ladies’, regretted ‘the volleys were somewhat erratic at times’.87 It was ironic that so important a figure in the history of Australian feminism should enter the public record thus: a subject for male condescension and an object of the male gaze.


What does that gaze reveal to historians? Carol Dyhouse’s study of sporting and athletic columns in comparable journals in Britain reveals what she calls an ‘epic’ male narrative. Accounts of rugby, rowing and football constitute ‘a hymn to the male body’, ‘a celebration of masculine prowess, charged with anxiety about competition and performance’. By contrast, women’s sports were beset by what Kathleen McCrone called ‘the stigma of frivolity’ – at best entertainment for a wandering male eye, at worst a threat to a virulent ‘masculinist culture’.88


Mary kept up her tennis despite all. It would prove a constant of her university study in Sydney and then later in Melbourne and Edinburgh – and that in itself was a feminist statement. Opponents of women’s participation in sport argued that vigorous exercise might damage a woman’s ‘reproductive organs’. Mary, on the other hand, knew even then that strong bodies made for stronger women. The strident athleticism of her student days would inform her later interests in both the eugenics movement and campaigns for public health.89


While Mary Booth’s social life at the university may have been limited, the pursuit of her studies was unreserved. Her undergraduate years were a time of transition that saw a progressively widening focus of university study that reversed the trajectory of higher education in Australia. The University of Sydney had been founded with Oxford and Cambridge firmly in mind, reflected in its motto, Sidere mens eadem mutato (‘The constellations change, the mind remains the same’), as in its architecture (St John’s, the first of Sydney’s colleges, was modelled around the fourteenth-century frame of Magdalen) and certainly in its curriculum, where a robust knowledge of the classics was deemed essential even in science. Charles Badham DD, a member of the University Senate and dean of both Law and Arts, was less concerned with ‘making a man [sic] useful to the public’ through vocationally oriented study than the nurturing of what he called ‘the cultured class’. For a classicist like Badham, that involved competency in ‘the ancient languages’ (Greek in particular) and ‘the gentle compulsion of academical discipline’ through ‘several compulsory courses of study’.90


The curriculum was reformed and modernised as the century progressed. Mindful of the needs of the colony (and all too aware his employer was chiefly funded by public rather than private endowment), Badham played no small part in Sydney’s drift away from a ‘gentleman’s university’ to the accommodation of ‘professions and technical occupations … associated with science’. Mary was therefore exposed to an eclectic and cross-disciplinary program of study. In her time at Sydney, Arts students were required to have a strong grounding in the sciences, though language and literature were still considered by many ‘the best instruments of education’.91 Miss Booth took both French and Latin and showed considerable aptitude for the latter. Her ‘Freshman’ year (or ‘Freshwoman’s’ as the university calendar often put it92) was largely devoted to Mathematics, Chemistry and Physics. All three subjects would prove foundational to her later postgraduate work in medicine, but the first clearly posed something of a challenge – Mary Booth was listed last in the Mathematics class of 1888.93


In English, however, she excelled. There was no ‘modern literature’ in the University of Sydney syllabus, and not until the early twentieth century was any American author deemed ‘good enough to keep company’ with Shakespeare or Spenser. But Mary was fortunate that her entry to university study coincided with the appointment of the Challis Professor of Modern Literature, Mungo William MacCallum. MacCallum was an ‘original thinker’ and far more intent than Badham on modernising the curricula.94 His tenure at Sydney saw the elevation of English literature ‘to the finest productions of the Greeks or the Romans’.95


In the course of her studies, Miss Booth attended lectures on the history of the English language and took MacCallum’s class on ‘The Literature of the Reign of Queen Elizabeth’. The examination questions set in that subject suggest the fashioning of her literary sensibilities. ‘What are the leading points of difference between the romantic and the classical drama?’, the first paper asked, signalling the breadth of Mary’s future reading. Professor MacCallum required his students to ‘state and criticise the theories of Spedding, Swinburne and Fleay in regard to the date and authorship of Henry VIII’, developing the skills of literary criticism that would inform Mary’s close attention to the canon and refining her appreciation of Anglophone literary culture. A graduate of Glasgow University (one of the first British institutions to admit women) and influenced by a strongly feminist wife, MacCallum in his lectures examined the fictional portrayal of women, situating literary studies within a firm social context and revealing its gendered dynamic – ‘Marlowe’s Isabella passes without warning from unnatural submissiveness to unnatural crime. Comment on this.’96


But perhaps the clearest indication of Mary Booth’s literary apprenticeship was the way university, and MacCallum’s tuition in particular, nurtured her love of Shakespeare. As foundation president of the Shakespeare Society of New South Wales, MacCallum ‘brought a type of Shakespearian criticism to perfection’ and soon installed the playwright’s work as the ‘centrepiece of undergraduate studies in English Literature’.97 In the Trinity term of 1888 alone, Mary rejoiced in her readings of The Merchant of Venice (or the ‘Marrchant of Venice’, as her teacher put it), Much Ado about Nothing and Twelfth Night, and found herself ‘spellbound’ by MacCallum’s lectures on the same.98 A ‘rather insignificant-looking man he may have been’, but, for Agnes Bennett and others in Mary’s circle, MacCallum’s teaching proved a ‘lifelong inspiration’.99 In Mary’s case, these lessons honed her appreciation of the subtleties of English (‘What is meant by euphemism? How is it alluded to in Shakespeare?’), evoked a rich tableau of imperial history (‘Compare the characters (a) of Henry VI and Richard II, and (b) of Richard III, John and Henry IV’), and again provided an insight into the changing condition of women (‘In the sequence of Shakespeare’s plays we noted a marked change in his portraiture of women, and this fact may have biographical significance’).100 In later life, Mary Booth would help launch the Shakespeare Festival to celebrate the Elizabethan playwright’s life and work and affirm his status as a cultural touchtone in the Australian landscape. Its inspiration might well be found in MacCallum’s invariably crowded classroom.101


The broad contours of Mary Booth’s undergraduate study ranged ambitiously across science and the humanities. The daily regimen of study was even more exacting. Lectures began early in the morning. Virtually all of Mary’s classes were held in the Main Building, an imposing edifice raised in Pyrmont sandstone and built in neo-Gothic style. The design mirrored that of older universities and colleges, the Main Building forming a quadrangle flanked by cloisters. Enclosed space was intended to foster a sense of a close community, but women attending classes remembered it as cluttered, crowded and ‘hurried’. We are ‘tossed and tumbled about’, one of Mary’s contemporaries wrote, rushing ‘upstairs and downstairs, from one class-room to another’.102


Situated on high ground, the fine facade of the Main Building (‘yon four-turreted square tower/that still exalts the golden hour’) was clearly visible from city and suburb, a ‘magnificent’ statement of the pride and progress of the colony.103 Its utility as a space for teaching and learning was more questionable. The same female student remembered the chill that pervaded downstairs classrooms as ‘something awful’:




[T]he floor is cement, the seats are so peculiarly constructed that you can hardly reach the floor with your feet, then if you lean your head back to go to sleep you find it reposing in somebody’s ink bottle, then you straighten up and determine to take some notes, but you can’t reach the desk, and even if you could, you could not take notes because your book slips off forty times in one minute … Then you turn your attention to the ante-room, through the open door you catch glimpses of life which persuade you you are not turned into a mummy, but at this moment a hard-hearted attendant comes and shuts it.104





Conditions in the library were not much better. The famous Fisher Library, ‘of stone richly carved’ and housing 100,000 volumes, was not completed until 1910.105 Mary Booth’s generation made do with a smaller space on the first floor of the busy Main Building. That earlier library was poorly stocked, with a bewildering miscellany of books lining handsome oak shelving in no apparent order. The university did not appoint a librarian until the 1880s, so, ‘where order and method’ were required, ‘confusion … reign[ed] supreme’.106 Frustrated students found ‘the most important textbooks and works of reference’ often ‘carried off by the professors for their own use’, a situation Mary, with her firm views on the entitlement of female readers, found unconscionable.107


Of course, male as well as female students suffered through the library’s inadequacies,108 but not in equal share. As students ‘crammed’ in the lead-up to exams, stiff competition for the most ‘important textbook’ usually favoured male students. So too did teaching staff. In the estimation of the university’s historians, professors in this period ‘strongly doubted the suitability of the female temperament and intellect for their particular discipline or course. Consequently, they did little to encourage women students.’109 There were, as we’ve noted, several exceptions to that rule, but Mary Booth’s later reminiscences support the general contention.110


Such were the challenges of Mary’s undergraduate life. It says much about the determination of women to learn that the hardships of higher education were outweighed by its benefits and pleasures. For women like herself, university offered opportunity, as a Hermes contributor wrote:




Three years, then, are given to us girls, years unfettered by cares of any description, in which to study, to ponder and so grasp new theories of life. Not simply to store our brains with knowledge, for much of which we shall probably have no use, but to enlarge our sympathies, to balance our judgment, and to gain truer conceptions of human nature.111





How else might these years have passed, the same woman wondered. Years ‘devoted to study’ would ‘otherwise be frittered away’, not in ‘household duties’, she conceded (women of a privileged social class were spared the worst of domestic drudgery), ‘but in reading novels, paying calls, etc’. None of that, she declared, prepared women to play a part in the world.112 But a brief glimpse of that wider world was all many women could hope for:




I do not know if it has ever struck you how much more University life means to a woman than to a man. A man passes from college into the broader field of the State, but when her course ends a woman’s horizon narrows again to a greater or lesser extent. The man passes into the world, the woman into the home, and though her realms of thought may be as unbounded as that of the former, her scope for action is more confined – mind, I do not say it is less important, only less broad.113





As it turned out, Mary Booth’s horizons never narrowed. Perhaps the most important legacy of her undergraduate years was to eschew that simple descent into marriage, seize the opportunity for further study and build a career for herself through medicine. University life, and the professional opportunities it presented, secured independence and self-reliance.114 The door, as scholars of women’s entry to higher education have noted, may only have been ‘half-open’, but it could not be easily closed again.115


Many women, Mary Booth included, would ‘look back’ on those undergraduate years ‘and wish they had not gone so quickly’. For all its shortcomings, ‘the happiest days of our lives’, the Women’s Column in Hermes declared, ‘have come to us up here under the shadow of the dear old building’.116 That deep-set nostalgia was sometimes expressed in ways other than words.117 Late in the twentieth century, the State Library of New South Wales acquired Kathleen Farran’s collection of pencil sketches and watercolours. Completed between 1894 and 1906, they depict the streetscapes of Sydney, its finest buildings and most beautiful bays. Of particular interest to us is Farran’s sensitive rendering of the University Terrace. Subtle shading captures the play of light on the proud stone walls of that ‘dear old building’. Close attention is paid to what architectural historians would call enrichments on the facade, the tracery on the windows, the arch of the entrance, ‘the mass of fantastic and heraldric carving’, the company of gargoyles peering down from the roofline.118


As her subsequent service to the university attests, Mary Booth shared that deep appreciation of ‘the beauty and dignity’ of ‘the quad’, notwithstanding the challenges of studying there. The world of the university offered an old-world aesthetic she warmed to – the dreaming spires of Cambridge and Oxford, sturdy beams of English oak, glittering stained-glass windows in the Great Hall aglow with kings and queens, statues and portraits proclaiming the heroes of art, poetry, science and exploration. These ‘monuments to the mighty dead’, as Mary put it, reached back to ‘the old Saxon times’. They embodied a heritage she embraced with pride, and throughout her life her undergraduate studies remained a source of wonder and inspiration.119


The university grounds were no less a source of delight. While Mary was a student there, relief works by the so-called ‘unemployed’ (Hermes’ derisive term for the city’s swelling pool of workless people) converted gravely eroded paddocks ‘into green fields and pastures new’. Avenues of stately trees were planted and potholes ‘deep enough to bury a wheel barrow’ filled in.120 A ‘pestiferous mudhole’ known as ‘the Pond’ was transformed from ‘a mean looking puddle’121 into the University Lake – ‘a thing’, Hermes declared, ‘of beauty and a joy forever’.122 Mary would witness at first hand these major renovations of an urban landscape. Their effect on her later enthusiasm for town planning and green spaces is all too evident.


After four years of study, Mary Booth graduated with second-class honours in Latin and English.123 She received her testamur in the Great Hall of the university, twelve ‘statues of angels, beautifully carved’ and ‘wearing coronets of gold’, gazing down on her. Two of the figures were bearing scrolls, the remainder carried open books – all seemed to beckon her to a further life of study. Set in that same cedar roof were ‘the Arms of the Great British Universities in existence at the time’, including the University of Edinburgh, where she later earned her medical degree.124


Twenty-three Arts degrees were conferred in 1890; only four of the class were women. The names of these female graduates were set down in full in the University Calendar: Edith Adelaide Fairburn, Ella Russell Johnston, Jean Cairns Amos and Mary Booth.125 Fairburn would turn to teaching after graduating – one of the few professions open to educated women126 – but, challenged by a demanding workload in a succession of girls’ schools on Sydney’s North Shore, she died within a few years of graduating.127 Ella Johnston’s life was also cut short; she died in her twenties.128 Jean Amos surrendered her maiden name on marriage but never lost her belief that women ‘of trained intelligence could manage their [own] affairs’. The wife of Brigadier General Sir Robert Anderson, she raised three sons and four daughters. Lady Anderson was also an office-bearer in the Women’s Club, a delegate to the National Council of Women (NSW) and the first president of the Rachel Forster Hospital for Women and Children. Mary Booth and Jean Amos (later Jean Anderson) would work closely together through the first two decades of the early twentieth century.129


And what of Mary herself? Within a few months of graduating, Miss Booth took up a position as governess to the children of the new vice-regal incumbent. The arrangement was said to be ‘a happy one’; one contemporary claimed the young woman ‘had an exceptional gift for communication with children’.130 In return Mary received board, lodging, an attractive stipend and a chance to spend time at Hillview, the governor’s ‘little country house’ not far from where Mary’s mother had lived in the Southern Highlands.131 Equally important were the social opportunities the post conferred. The 7th Earl of Jersey proved an amiable host, entertaining widely and often receiving shooting parties at Hillview. Miss Booth clearly enjoyed moving in (or around) such circles, cultivating networks she would call on in her later career. Education for Booth and many women like her had proved a vehicle for social mobility. The descendant of convict stock had secured her place in genteel society.132


The appointment also introduced Mary to one of her earliest and most influential female mentors. Educated and articulate, a published author and an accomplished public speaker, Lady Jersey offered ‘a unique example of a woman assuming public authority with dignity, grace and keen enjoyment’.133 The countess (a figure well connected with the British court) styled herself ‘the embodiment of female sovereignty’, and her charm and confidence easily eclipsed that of her husband. That raised resentment in some circles. In an age of masculinist anxieties, the popular press depicted her as a ‘trouser-clad lover of the public platform’ – ‘the Governor’s Governor’, as The Bulletin satirically put it. In fact, Lady Jersey’s feminism was far more circumspect. An outspoken opponent of female suffrage, she believed women’s role ‘lay in the arena of home and family, rather than the male realm of party politics’. She certainly had little truck with ‘women’s righters’ and promptly alienated many in the Womanhood Suffrage League and Women’s Literary Society who looked to her for patronage.134


Even so, there was much in her politics that Mary Booth, also Tory in temperament if progressive in outlook, found congenial. She shared Lady Jersey’s interest in education, infant welfare and women’s health. She too sought to enlarge rather than subvert existing gender roles, believing good wives and mothers (the companions and helpmates of men) secured both harmonious marriages and a well-ordered society.135 In time, Booth’s assertive feminism would move well beyond that. Education offered her the prospect of financial independence from men, her medical career claimed women’s place in ‘a male profession’, and (in the postwar years) she would run on a women’s ticket for parliament. In the meantime, though, the countess offered something Mary had seldom seen before: a woman acting with authority and agency and gently undermining the control of men. ‘Her visible presence’, as historian Penny Russell observed, ‘spoke of feminist possibility’.136


How close did the two women become? Despite the distance implicit in any master/servant relationship, there was also scope (as scholars have noted) for ‘kindness …, often affection, even intimacy’. And the position of governess occupied the very apex of the highly stratified and hierarchical world of domestic service.137 Miss Booth’s education put her on (almost) equal terms with her employer, her undisputed authority over Lady Jersey’s five children further elevated her status, and both women served on the executive of the University Women’s Society – Lady Jersey as patroness, Mary as honorary secretary.138 And it would have helped that Lady Jersey shared Mary’s admiration for Shakespeare and her love of storytelling.139 The ‘schooling’ of George, Margaret, Mary, Beatrice and Arthur became the common project that connected these two women and daily diminished the distance between them.


There is little archival record of Mary Booth’s years ‘in service’. The Jersey papers are not extensive, and affairs of state (rather than the household) are their focus.140 But the country property where Mary and the children spent much of their time still carries something of their story. Described by its historian as a ‘rambling yet still graceful residence’, it is not hard to imagine their time there.141 The prospect of Hillview remains the same, a 60-hectare property overlooking the Southern Highlands. Although few acknowledged it at the time, this great estate had been fashioned by Gundungurra people over countless millennia.142 Mary would have charted the contours of the land she also knew well – mist-shrouded valleys and sharp, sunlit ridges, the railway line reaching out to the north, the town of Sutton Forest just a few kilometres to the south. There her great-grandfather, a ticket-of-leave man, had made a living on Red Cow Farm; there, in the grounds of All Saints Church, Mary’s mother lay buried.143


One enters Hillview as Mary Booth did over a century ago, along an unsealed carriageway. A wrought-iron gate bearing the royal cipher was removed long ago, but the sweep of the driveway lined by a thousand exotic plantings is no less commanding.144 The grounds are crossed by the paths Mary and the children would have walked and remains of the terraced gardens where they picnicked and played. A pair of Grecian urns are toppled and overgrown. One wonders if they once provided a tool in Mary’s teaching day, a chance to extol the wonders of antiquity to a (perhaps) incredulous audience. Parts of the house were no doubt ‘out of bounds’ – the billiard room where men in black tie enjoyed cigars, cognac and male companionship, the winding staircase that led to Lord and Lady Jersey’s private bedchamber, and (at least on formal occasions) the grand dining room, with its floor-to-ceiling windows and massive Marulan limestone fireplace. But for the most part, Mary and her charges had the run of the house – or, rather, houses. With so large a family and entourage to accommodate, Lord Jersey was obliged to tack on a few more ‘timber rooms’ to Hillview, ‘making the appearance of the place more ridiculous than ever’. A series of cottages, still equipped with claw-foot bathtubs, chaise longues and ornate tiled bath stands, now bear Lord Jersey’s name and that of his successors.145


Lord and Lady Jersey left Sydney in 1893. The latter was much missed by Mary, who came to regard her as ‘one of the great women of Empire’.146 Their departure coincided with the death of Mary’s maternal grandfather, Thomas Sewell. His grazing lands at Sutton Forest (including Red Cow Farm) would be sold, as would property in Sydney, with Mary inheriting much of the proceeds. At the age of twenty-four, she was no longer reliant on vice-regal grace and favour or, for that matter, the support of an ageing father. That same year she sailed for Melbourne, the first of many journeys. There she would begin her training for a career in medicine.
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‘BEATING THE MEN AT THEIR OWN GAME’


The ‘Lady Medico’ in Melbourne


ALL WHO SAILED on the Wodonga remembered her. From the late nineteenth century to well into the twentieth, this was the ‘finest passenger steamer’ to ply Australian waters. Built of steel and grossing 2341 tons, her ‘magnificent promenade deck’ spanned some 330 feet (100 metres). With a cruising speed of 14 knots, she easily outpaced her rivals. ‘Vast sums of money’ had been lavished on the comfort of Wodonga’s passengers. The vessel’s ‘spacious cabins’, ‘electric lighting’, piano, ladies’ boudoir, comfortable tearooms and well-appointed saloon left ‘nothing to be desired’. Steamships like this one were a statement about modernity: new technologies carried travellers across the oceans with ease and at a speed never seen before.1


Empowered by her inheritance, Mary Booth would travel first class on the Wodonga, sailing direct from Sydney to Melbourne. There she would pursue her studies in medicine – one of a host of modern, mobile women determined to widen the hitherto narrow horizons of their world. In the winter of 1893, when Mary set off for Melbourne, New South Wales was suffering the worst year of a decade-long depression. Industry was paralysed, key financial institutions had folded, and the stock exchange, always a sensitive barometer of economic wellbeing, was next to lifeless. For several years on end, the country had lurched through a series of bitter industrial conflicts. Employers demanded ‘freedom of contract’ – the right to employ non-union labour and maximise dwindling profits – while unionists struggled to retain hard-won wages and conditions.2 On the day the Wodonga set sail, a new dispute broke out on Sydney’s waterfront. Mary’s departure was delayed for several hours, the various ships’ captains mustering what crews they could.3


The Wodonga finally sailed at nine in the evening. Mary ‘slopped on deck’ for a while, tracing the Gothic towers of Government House as it slipped into darkness.4 She may well have imagined a city erupting into violence. That week, socialist speakers in the Domain had called for the overthrow of government, and soon after that, a contingent of disaffected men and women set forth for Paraguay, determined to build ‘A New Australia’ along utopian lines. And in the very heart of Sydney, the ‘idle and vagrant class’ usurped the symbols of law and order, draping the Queen’s statue in Chancery Square with a banner reading ‘Anarchy is Liberty’.5 Whatever Mary’s thoughts, an icy breeze soon drove her back to her cabin. Within twenty-four hours of the steamer casting off, Sydney would experience the coldest night on record.6


Mary’s account of the voyage was written some days after her arrival in Melbourne. Her pen ran the groove of long-established literary conventions:7 vivid descriptions of spray, wind and rain ‘crashing over the deck’, the occasional amusing anecdote, and the trials and tribulations of the journey: ‘there was a fearful wind from the south. The ship rolled and pitched … crockery was smashing, cabin doors banging … Very few eyes were closed that night.’8


Whatever template these writings adopt, they also offer insight into Mary’s character – or at least the character she artfully constructed for Agnes. On one page she reveals herself as something of a snob, the descendant of convict stock anxious to assert a claim to gentility and decorum:




the gentlemen amused themselves with quoits, and the oddities of one character we had on board – a farmer – … with the most childlike baby face in the world. He listened open mouthed to everything he was told … [Even in the roughest weather he] was playing leapfrog over the seats + promenading up and down the deck as much at home as if he had been on his own little farm at Kilmore.9





Mary had also come from a family who worked the land. But three years at the University of Sydney and a further three as governess to the vice-regal household had versed her in the ways of genteel society. Now well into her twenties, Miss Booth understood the value of decorum.


By way of contrast, Mary describes an encounter with a dashing young officer, introducing that element of shipboard romance that is de rigueur for every traveller narrative. Prior to this, she’d had few opportunities for flirtation with men. At the University of Sydney, men and women moved in different worlds, and few who called at Government House were eligible suitors. ‘I did not meet one of the other charming sex whose hair was not streaked with grey’, she had complained to Agnes.10 But now Miss Booth, a woman of means, was travelling alone. On the open sea, any young, unattached woman became a focus of male attention and that ‘magnificent promenade deck’, stretching well beyond the gaze of fellow passengers, beckoned secret assignation. Of course, nothing ‘improper’ ever took place – Mary asserts a strong sense of self-control through the course of this narrative. But this serious young woman may have let her guard slip just a little:




The afternoon of that day was very pleasant … [One] of the officers came and seated himself beside me, + you will be shocked to hear he stayed there for nearly four hours. Tho’ they did not seem so. He was one of the most interesting men I have ever met. Has been all over the world + … was very eloquent on the noble art of self defence … I must confess … considerably altered my ideas on that subject.11





Mary does not confess very much more: ‘I have given enough of this charming officer.’ But the reader is left to speculate – and that, perhaps, was the point.12


There was, in Mary’s own account, ‘one other person of interest’. Prior to taking command of the Wodonga, Captain TA Lake had skippered several vessels for the Australasian United Steam Navigation Company (AUSNC). A seasoned sailor, he had seen much at sea – but he had never encountered a woman such as Mary.




Our conversation turned on strikers + I mentioned Caesar’s Column. You should have seen the air of surprise with which he turned + said ‘Do you read books like that? Why do you?’ The question surprised me so much that I had not the wit to ask him what he would have one read.13





Today the reference to Ignatius Donnelly’s dystopia is obscure. At the time the Wodonga sailed, it was on many people’s minds.14 The novel is set in the year 1988. Cities are sheltered by soaring glass canopies; electric chairs carry their occupants from one gilded building to another. But beyond these fantastic asides, Donnelly’s novel served a serious political purpose. It describes a society where ‘the money power’ is triumphant. Workers toil in subterranean vaults far beneath the city. Above them, the rich and idle live in luxury, a fleet of armoured airships defending their ill-gotten wealth.15 Donnelly’s dystopia mobilises all the essential elements of American populist thought: an idealisation of the people and suspicion of a ruling elite, a profound anti-urbanism and an ugly streak of anti-Semitism.16 The book ends in a bloodbath, workers rising up in a frenzy of revenge. The title of Donnelly’s work transformed a novel to a symbol, its apocalyptic vision a kind of literary code. ‘Caesar’s Column’ was formed by a tower of dead bodies stacked high into the sky.17 Overstated perhaps, but amid the worst depression Australia had experienced, the nineteenth century seemed an age driven to such extremes.
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