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FLINDERS LANE





FOREWORD


THE MAN WHO KNEW ALFRED FELTON


More than a century after his death, nothing would have given Alfred Felton more gentle pleasure than to have seen the remarkable development of the Alfred Felton Bequests, but he may have had mixed feelings about being called Australia’s first great philanthropist.


Born in England, Felton arrived in Melbourne on 1 November 1853 as a 22 year old amidst accelerating excitement after the discovery of gold in July 1851. Ten years later, on 11 February 1863, another English 22-year-old immigrant, Frederick Grimwade, arrived in Melbourne. He had been trained as a pharmacist.


On 11 July 1867, Felton and Grimwade formed a business partnership that endured for four decades until Felton’s death. It was an amicable business that expanded from pharmaceuticals to chemicals and the manufacture of glass, and later to industrial gases. It made Felton a rich man.


Being a bachelor, Felton often joined the Grimwade family for Sunday lunch at their home, ‘Harleston’, in Melbourne’s then semi-rural suburb of Caulfield. It was here that Russell Grimwade was born on 15 October 1879. Young Russell was accustomed to Felton being a constant part of the Grimwade family, and after graduating in science, he joined Felton Grimwade & Co. and worked with Felton. Their lives overlapped for 25 years.


Alfred Felton lived a quiet life, largely unnoticed by the public until his death on 8 January 1904; thereafter his wealth and his bequests became highly visible. Half of the annual income was to be distributed to charities in Victoria and the other half was to acquire works of art for the National Gallery of Victoria, these now valued at over $2 billion. The income distributions were to be managed by a committee of five, The Felton Bequests’ Committee, with a dynastic succession of Grimwades specified by Felton as future members. Russell was a committee member for three separate periods from 1929 and its chairman from 1952 to 1955. As Russell’s great nephew, I joined the Committee in 1973.


Russell had an astonishing range of interests and his renaissance mind cast an impressive shadow. Even though he was the youngest of four brothers, he was undoubtedly the best Grimwade to write about Felton from first-hand knowledge and from his working association with the Felton Bequest. In 1947, the story of Felton’s personal life, Flinders Lane: Recollections of Alfred Felton, was published by Melbourne University Press.


After the deaths of Sir Russell and Lady (Mab) Grimwade, The Miegunyah Fund was established at the University of Melbourne by bequests under their wills. Miegunyah was their home from 1911 to 1955. As their last surviving trustee, I was designated to be the Life Member of The Miegunyah Fund; one of its main beneficiaries is The Miegunyah Press, established as an imprint of Melbourne University Press, now Melbourne University Publishing.


By 2017, 70 years had passed since the publication of Flinders Lane. Appropriately, the National Gallery of Victoria’s Great Hall now exhorts visitors to ‘Honour Alfred Felton: whose bequest has transformed our collection’. The time had also come for the Felton Bequest to reprint Flinders Lane as a tribute to the legacy of Alfred Felton and to Russell Grimwade, the man who knew Alfred Felton. This time, it is fittingly published under the imprint of The Miegunyah Press.


ANDREW GRIMWADE


31 December 2017
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PREFACE


In the belief that the future people of my country will want to know something of the story of the man whose name appears on so many pictures in the Melbourne Gallery, and whose benevolence has succoured so many of his compatriots, I have endeavoured to set out in this tale a description of his life and personality.


I have tried to make a picture of his surroundings before time will destroy all personal memories with his life. Already do the circumstances of an ordinary life in the closing years of last century seem to belong to another period. Men of importance in affairs today are already those children who were born to a world of motor cars, telephones and electric light, and although it cannot be said that Alfred Felton knew none of these things, he had passed through this world before they became universal and wrought that change in our domestic and social existence that only the elder men of today can realise.


The Felton Bequest will outlive any one man’s life and its cultural and charitable influence through the new world of the south presumably will continue and grow for many years to come.


The original managers of the trust, as nominated by Mr. Felton, have long since passed—to what good effect they laboured may be gathered from a study of the increased volume of the funds distributed by the estate. The mechanism of its working remains in the able but impersonal hands of the company selected by the founder to shoulder this responsibility.


The initial period of doubt and uncertainty marked by self-seeking interests is passing—if it has not already passed—and a period of pride in the munificence and true philanthropy (literally, the love of mankind) of a fellow countryman has already set in. With it will come a feeling of national honour to those who, in any sense, however small, have to help administer this great bequest.


It is the author’s self-assumed task to let Australians know what manner of man their benefactor was, and what were the motives behind this act of benevolence. That means telling the story of Mr. Felton’s life as I observed it.


This story cannot be told without introducing members of my own family as my father and he had been partners in the foundation of their main business for thirty-seven years when the latter died. To omit mention of my father and mother would limit the possibilities of passing on the facts on which to form a proper impression of his personality, and also would be unjust to the character of my parents. It was a true partnership. Mr. Felton provided the means that enabled the hard work and good sense of my father to establish a good business. My mother was the only contemporary of Mr. Felton’s whom I ever heard him address by Christian name.


All the persons in this book are real. If I have failed so to impress my readers it is my own incompetence. If I have offended any of them who still survive, it is by error of expression on my part, and I apologise.


Melbourne, 1946


 


The traditional wood for the wood-engraver’s craft is Turkey Box. This not being available during the war years, recourse was had to Australian substitutes, and many of the blocks in this book have been cut on West Australian Sandal-wood and Tasmanian Huon Pine.
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CHAPTER 1


THE lean and shapely, rather sallow hand reached slowly forward. It protruded from the cylindrical black sleeve until the stiff white cuff showed the rigid bone stud in place. The hand paused above the little ivory tortoise and caressed it feelingly in tune with the happy memories of its purchase in Brindisi ten years ago. The slender second finger deliberately pushed the flexed ivory tail, and a pleasant little bell in the hollow of the shell gave forth its feeble signal and the office relapsed to silence.


Alfred Felton, in his office in Flinders Lane on a late October afternoon of 1898, had been thinking of the old home in Essex and the brothers and sisters that had been scattered to all parts of the world. His thoughts had centred on William, his eldest and favourite brother, and he was in the mood to write a letter to him. William was six years older than he, and had already left the old tannery of his father at Maldon to learn the intricacies of a hay and corn merchant’s business at Brighton when he, Alfred, had started his apprenticeship to a chemist at Woodbridge. The memories of the little chemist’s shop where he had done the most menial tasks, and of the little bunk under the counter where he had had to sleep were crowding upon him when a gaunt, lean figure resolved itself from the shadows of the office doorway :


“Yes, sir, did you ring ?”


“Oh ! Ah ! Yes, Elliston—come in.”


In long, easy strides Elliston approached the desk brushing back a chronically unruly lock from his sallow, damp forehead. As he stood waiting for Mr. Felton to speak, the long arms were crossed, hands clasping elbows in front of an ill-fitting coat and baggy trousers. His face wore an expression of thought and helpful interest, for Arthur Elliston was not of the ruck of office denizens. He was an advanced student and practitioner of the new art of shorthand writing as devised by Pitman, and his seniors were beginning to see the value of saving their labours of writing by making use of his mysterious craft. He would record in his hieroglyphics the measured dictation of his employers and subsequently transcribe into pointed longhand the monthly orders for England, and occasionally the private letters of the partners to their relatives abroad. The transcription, of course, was on thin “foreign” paper, and often crossed to minimise the postage, and special copying ink was used so that when damped a copy could be squeezed out of it by the office press into the letter-book. Elliston and his practices stood as the prototype of the army of smart young ladies that constitute the machinery of every office in every city of the world to-day. There were no “flapper stenographers” in the reign of Queen Victoria.


“Ah ! Elliston, when did I last write to Mr. William ?”


“A fortnight ago by the Orizaba, sir. I posted the letter myself, sir, in Flinders Street. It was raining, and I remember the puddles crossing the road to the letter box by the station.”


“Ah ! shouldn’t do that you know, Elliston. You shouldn’t get your feet wet—not a man like you with a wife and family. How many now, Elliston ?”


“Six, sir, and Mrs. Elliston is expecting in March.”


“Wonderful, wonderful. You should insure your life you know, Elliston.”


“Yes, thank you, sir, but I’m much better now—feeling much better now the winter’s over, sir. Of course, in the summer when the weather gets warmer—”


“Yes, yes, of course—Now get your book, and I’ll write to Mr. William.”


Elliston turned to the doorway.


“And see if Mr. Isaac is in the warehouse, I would like to speak to him.”


The shadows of the doorway absorbed the retreating figure, and the footsteps of Elliston in the little cedar and glass-panelled passage faded to silence.


Alfred Felton’s lean figure sat upright in the upholstered desk chair with the curved, padded back. Sixty-six years of age, as he was then, he held himself erect and his tallish, spare figure betokened an abstemious and self-restrained life. His manner of dressing was in conformity with his times, and gave him a sedate air as a man of substance, thought and kindliness. Clad in a black morning coat with dark striped trousers surmounted by a hard square hat his figure was familiar to those frequenting Flinders Lane a little before the usual luncheon hour. He would alight from the St. Kilda cable tram in Swanston Street and walk slowly westwards to the office, always with an umbrella in place of a walking stick, and with a fawn coloured coat folded over the left shoulder. A leg broken many years ago whilst travelling to Sydney by train was slightly stiffened and gave him a gait not free from limp. As he walked along the street his face showed an interest in those he met that was ready at an instant to bring a smile to his features or the light of pleasure to his eyes. His surroundings always appeared to interest him, and were it a group of children playing in the street or the efforts of a carrier to coax a stubborn horse, he would hesitate in his movement and in kindly manner survey the incident with interest but without participation.


As he sat in his office on this pleasant October afternoon—while Elliston was in search of Tom Isaac—his thoughts were bent to a problem that had occupied his more serious moments for many years past. He was over sixty years old, he was a wealthy man by reason of shrewd investment of his savings in a young and growing country, and he had no dependants. He had no relatives in this part of the world. There had been James, four years older than he, who had gone to Africa and started business in Grahamstown as a leather merchant, but he had married a stranger in religion, and whilst regarding the ties of family, he had no wish to see him. He had even expressed in a letter his disapproval of the suggestion that James should come with his wife and settle in Australia. And there had been young George who had come to Australia, but he was dead, killed by the tragic carelessness of taking the wrong medicine. William, the eldest, was still alive in Brighton and had been his favourite and the mentor of his boyhood, but he had not found his habit and manner of life congenial to his own tastes on his visit ten years ago. What was to become of his riches when he passed ? That was the question that appeared to have many answers, but only one correct one. He would naturally make provision for some of his nephews and nieces, and certainly for a few of those in the firm who had been helpful friends to him, like poor Elliston, for instance, with a fundamental malady and a Victorian faculty for reproduction. But even after those provisions were made there remained a considerable balance. How could that best repay the people of his adopted country who had helped him to the accumulation of his riches? How could he devise it? That was the problem to which he must bend his thoughts to find the right solution.


The little office in which he sat inspired his thoughts. The silence which invested it was broken only by the faint hum of conversation that percolated through the glass partitions from the clerks at work in the outer office, and on occasions more violently by the rumble of a horse-drawn lorry of goods passing over the rough macadam of Flinders Lane outside the window. The big cedar desk was placed end on to the window so that Mr. Felton had the light on his right hand. Opposite to him was an upright chair for the use of visitors, and on his left hand was a comfortable leather arm-chair to which the private visitor was invited. Its occupancy generally denoted that topics under discussion were not strictly business. It was frequently occupied.


To the left of the arm-chair, and also on Mr. Felton’s left, was the grey marble mantelpiece that embellished the coal grate. A fire was rarely burning, but it was laid in coal and screened by a paper fan that bore testimony to the artistry of the office cleaner.


In the iron fender stood a laboratory tripod carrying an evaporating dish. That the dish had once held water was shown by the concentric rings of dust that had been slowly deposited on the sides as the water evaporated. It dejectedly recorded an earlier enthusiasm concerning the right proportion of water vapour necessary to a healthy atmosphere and its obvious long disuse rather sadly proclaimed the supersession of that foible by some other.


The wide marble shelf of the mantelpiece dominated the little room, and the medley it supported gave the visitor his first clue to the character of the occupier. In the centre stood a black marble timepiece of French design. It had three dials, the centre being the face of an ordinary timepiece, supported on one side by an aneroid barometer that persistently and mendaciously pointed to “Fair”. On the other side was a dial purporting to reveal a wealth of astronomical data. Days of the week, months, and the phases of the moon were obviously within its designer’s hopes, but whilst the hands moved and functioned they had never been able to overcome the error of some long-past leap year. Its punctilious falsehoods were far more intriguing than the futile verities it was designed to record. The whole affair, obviously bought at some auction sale, in its black marble case inlaid with malachite panels was well fitted to be the centre piece of the collection about it.


Behind it were dusty packets of visitors’ cards, old letters and envelopes with newspaper cuttings protruding. They merged on the one hand to an engraving of Notre Dame, and on the other to a small oil painting of fruit in a deep gesso frame. A fortyounce apothecary’s measure stood attentively by, suggesting uses of emergency or diagnosis. In a substratum of papers, small boxes and packets would appear, and a small volume of Dante marked in a dozen places by pieces torn from a newspaper or sheets of tissue proclaiming their misuse.


A dark, almost undiscernible oil painting of game was set lowly on the mantel-shelf with its auction room ticket still upon the frame. At the farther end of the mantelshelf stood an odd assortment of bottles; they were unused, and as witnessed by the little labels bearing cryptic markings, obviously samples of manufacture of the works at Port Melbourne which he and his partner had established and whose management was in his hands. These bottles being uncorked and originally clean, proclaimed their tenure of the shelf by the density of the disc of dust that had quietly fallen through the open neck and settled on the bottom.


The little glass army sheltered two letterweights—one a milleflore bearing the date 1847 and the “B” that stands for Beauvais—and the other a stark photographic representation of the Rhine at Coblenz. Beside them stood the battered metal bell with its bent push-knob on the top that had been derated from the desk to the mantel-shelf on the arrival of the ivory tortoise.


In the darkest corner of the room stood a book-shelf that housed a mixture of incongruous volumes. One shelf was entirely occupied by bound volumes of Punch. Above these were illustrated books of travel and bulky formal descriptions of European galleries and museums. Then there was “Lot 107”, a series of popular scientific books bought at some sale, and by their brilliant red cloth covers and heavy plate-sunk gold lettering repelling rather than inviting perusal. That they had succeeded was shown by the dusty untrimmed and uncut edges. The topmost shelf was an odd collection of smaller books giving place at the nearer end to a heap of Punches and Spectators whose approximate dates of issue could be gleaned from the amount of curl still left in them from six weeks’ travel. The last few copies, unopened in their wrappers on top of the heap, made ineffectual attack on the curliness of their older brothers below.


On top of the bookcase was propped a framed print of Murray Downs homestead. A scrutiny of much foreground occupied by young orange trees showed a low brick building with an ample extent of iron roof and brazen sky. In front of this masterpiece of some conscientious country photographer stood a mellow ivory carving of exquisite craftsmanship of a Chinese coolie trudging along with a burden of live ducks.
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