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    Through Gordon Australia found her first fine utterance in song.’




    Oscar Wilde




    ‘. . . the most outstanding poet Australia has produced.’




    J. M. Barrie




    ‘He is the voice of the national life of one of the young nations of the British race.’




    Cosmo Lang, Archbishop of Canterbury




    ‘. . . a fourth-rate poet if a poet at all.’




    A. G, Stephens


  




  

    FOREWORD


    and acknowledgements




    In the search for authentic material on Gordon there are many well-worn trails established by his devoted admirers in the half-century between the 1880s and the 1930s, when his posthumous fame reached its summit. Much devoted labour went to the task while many of his contemporaries were still living, and a writer today must depend largely on the discoveries of such investigators and collectors as J. Howlett-Ross, Alexander Sutherland, J. K. Moir, Frank Maldon Robb, Douglas Sladen and Edith Humphris. Between them they interviewed surviving friends and relations of the poet and canvassed a wide range of possible sources of information by letter.




    Where facts have been reasonably established and passed into their common usage I have not attempted to attribute them to a source for fear of overloading the narrative with references. Many facts are clear; where legends or anecdotes are derived from recollection years after Gordon’s death I have used my own judgement, right or wrong, in trying to decide their authenticity. There remain a few cruxes of some importance to the narrative on which I have kept an open mind. There may still be material in private hands which I have failed to unearth and which may later come to light, but much has probably been lost in the traffic of more than a century.




    Among earlier biographers of Gordon, F. M. Robb is particularly good, and after a long gap perceptive insights into Gordon’s character and literary importance have been given by Brian Elliott and W, H. Wilde. Hugh Anderson’s introduction and collection of Gordon’s last letters to his friend John Riddoch is invaluable. (These published works are listed in the bibliography.)




    Much unpublished material can still be found in public libraries, and my sincere thanks are due to the ever-patient and helpful staffs of the La Trobe Library (State Library of Victoria), the Mitchell, Sydney, the National, Canberra, the State Library of South Australia, the Ballarat, the Richmond, Surrey, the Royal Commonwealth Society, London, and last, the Reading Room of the British Museum. At Cheltenham College and the Royal Grammar School, Worcester, I was received with unfailing courtesy.




    Gordon did not keep his correspondence, since he travelled light, but three of his friends felt his letters worth preserving, and I have drawn freely on these, letting the man speak out when he felt the need to unburden himself. The letters to Riddoch and to his boyhood crony Charley Walker have been republished; to these I have added from his letters to E. G. Blackmore, another of his steadfast friends.




    J. K. Moir’s patient and scholarly chronicling of Gordon’s life and the Gordon Movement, in the La Trobe Library, has settled many doubts and divergences in published material. The papers written by W. Park Low, a son of Mrs. Gordon’s second marriage, and intended as the material for a biography, contain some valuable recollections, although they are not always reliable. Like other evidence given after Gordon had achieved posthumous fame they are clouded by time and perhaps retouched, though without any conscious attempt to prettify the picture.




    For permission to quote from unpublished works my thanks are due to Angus and Robertson, Oxford University Press, Constable, Hutchinson, Lothian, Hawthorn Press, Pellegrini and Mr. L. R. Hill.




    Among many others who have kindly offered leads to sources or helped with suggestions are Pat Reynolds, La Trobe Librarian, Jane La Scala, Susan Pender, Les R. Hall, historian of Mount Gambier, G. Clifford, present owner of Yallum Park station, Alan Benjamin, Cyril Pearl, R. A. McCullum and Harold Hanlan.




    Dr. Geoffrey Searle, the historian, kindly offered to read the manuscript, and made valuable corrections and suggestions. Voluntary officers of the Royal Historical Society of Victoria have given me generous help. I am grateful to the Literature Board, Australia Council, for a research grant in 1975.




    Any errors of fact or judgement which may appear in the book are the author’s alone.
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    In the days when it was a custom to honour famous men by effigies set up in public places the people of Victoria chose two of the Gordons among their heroes. Their statues stand on the formal grass plots in Spring Street, Melbourne, flanked to the east by the State Parliament and the Government offices, Gordon of Khartoum facing south, Adam Lindsay, the poet, north towards the open plains and the blue profile of Mount Macedon.




    The two men were born in the same year, 1833, and came from the same clan, although nobody has succeeded in tracing any relationship between them. Both were intended for military careers, and briefly they were schoolmates at the Royal Military College, Woolwich.




    There the likeness ends. T. Bland Strange, who was at the college in their time, wrote of them in a book of memoirs : 1* ‘As the two Gordons, they were the very antithesis of their generation—one a grim and conscientious Puritan, the other a sensuous, pleasure-loving poet and sportsman.’




    * Superior figures in text denote References, pages 207 and 208.




    The two sculptors seem to have agreed with this snap judgement. Hamo Thornycroft showed Charles Gordon brooding deeply, hatless and in ruffled uniform, holding a small book, no doubt a Bible, in one hand, as though waiting for the assegais of the Mahdi’s followers. The bronze is heroic in size and mounted on a plinth.




    Paul Montford’s memorial to Adam Lindsay is modest in scale and deliberately informal: he is shown lolling on a plain kitchen chair in riding boots and shirt sleeves, holding a notebook and pencil as though ready to scribble down some verses which have been running through his head. He has tossed his jacket behind him and piled his saddle and bridle and his high-crowned cabbage-tree hat under the chair. He is the man of action and the dreamer, his eyes turned inward like Charles Gordon, but he is not brooding on the woes of mankind; he is absorbed in his own fantasies; he has escaped into the world of his imagination.




    The differences between the two figures are not only in scale and in concept; there is a wide difference in the dates when they were erected. When Charles George Gordon died at Khartoum in 1885, he immediately became the chosen hero-figure of the Empire, and memorials were at once set up here and elsewhere.




    It was forty-three years before Adam Lindsay joined his namesake in the place of honour, sixty-two years after his death, years in which his reputation had been growing, first in Australia and later in England. When he put an end to his troubled and turbulent life with a service rifle in the scrub behind Brighton Beach on 24th June 1870 he was known as a serious poet only to a coterie of literary people, and his three volumes of poetry (the third appeared on the day of his suicide) had sold little more than a hundred copies. What fame he enjoyed was as a gentleman jockey and writer of horsy ballads and sketches. The news that he had taken his own life caused some head-shaking and some clicking of tongues. Suicide offended both the Church and the law.




    But ‘poor Gordon’ left a small group of apostles, headed by another Englishman, Marcus Clarke, who were determined to save his poetry from oblivion. His literary brother, Henry Kendall, an Australian by birth and inclination, gave himself heart and soul to the cause. Ten years after his death Gordon’s posthumous reputation was not only alive but growing. The centenary of his birth, the early 1930s, saw it in full flower. The sad failure was duly installed in the halls of fame.




    The growth of the Gordon legend, which caused bowler-hatted businessmen to sit on memorial committees and lead annual pilgrimages to his shrines, has historical as well as literary significance. Historians of the Australian nineteenth century have sought for a sense of national identity, a symbol which would enable the colonials to hold their heads high and overcome their feeling of inferiority to the Old Country. For a century after the First Fleet landed at Botany Bay it was not to be found in the arts, where Australians felt themselves to be junior Englishmen until the lively outburst of home-grown writing and the graphic arts after 1880. Some English visitors, like Anthony Trollope, were surprised by the intellectual activity in Melbourne, but most Australians readily accepted what the critic A. A. Phillips dubbed ‘the cultural cringe’, the feeling of inevitable inferiority, until well into the twentieth century.




    In Gordon’s time the Colonies had fought no overseas wars—these were to come later—and their cities were garrisoned by British regiments. If there was one source of pride it was physical toughness, allied with independence of spirit. The image of the explorer, the pioneer squatter, the gold fossicker, the lonely boundary rider, the man who could swing an axe and swing his fists, who could hack his way through untouched forests and endure hardship and danger in a hostile land emerged as a national emblem. The city dweller might be as soft as his English counterpart but he could still identify himself with the bushman, the horsebreaker, the man of iron sinews and iron will, with the mate who shared both his ‘damper’ and his danger. The joint images of toughness, self-reliance and mateship were born early and became part of the Australian myth.




    The hardier settlers from the British Isles accepted the vast, strange landscape of Australia, and set out to conquer it. Gordon, who saw neither the deserts nor the rain forests of Australia, was not daunted by its novelty although he always remained nostalgic for ‘the mists rising from the Cotswold hills’. Marcus Clarke picked up a few lines from his hero and developed them into a planetary landscape :




    

      In Australia alone is to be found the Grotesque, the Weird, the strange scribblings of Nature learning how to write. Some see no beauty in our trees without shade, our flowers without perfume, our birds who cannot fly, and our beasts who have not yet learned to walk on all fours. But the dweller in the wilderness acknowledges the subtle charm of this fantastic land of monstrosities. He becomes familiar with the beauty of loneliness. Whispered by the myriad tongues of the wilderness, he learns the language of the barren and the uncouth, and can read the hieroglyphs of haggard gum-trees, blown into odd shapes, distorted with fierce hot winds, or cramped with cold nights in a cloudless sky of ice blue.


    




    Clarke was a city man who retreated as rapidly as possible from the Bush, which Gordon learned to love. But in spite of his tendency to hyperbole Clarke did point out both the alien quality of the Australian country, with its low pigment, dominated by a hard, white light, and the toughness of the assault on its vast forests and plains.




    In his attack on this hostile continent, so unlike the man-made landscape of England, the bushman had one indispensable servant—the horse. More than a servant, once it had been broken and accepted man as its master it became a kind of partner. The patient bullock served for the heavy work, but only the horse had the speed to muster cattle, to jump fences or fallen timber, to provide fast transport before the coming of the overland railways. The role played by the horse in Europe, both in war and peace, stretched back for millenia; in Australia the centuries were concentrated into decades. Before the increasing wealth of the scattered cities lured actors and musicians from Europe and America, the settlers found their entertainment in horse-racing, hunting and prize-fights. Gordon was an adept at all three. He exactly suited the mood of the time and the place.




    The Gordon-lovers, in their thousands, chose him as the national poet rather than the grave pioneer Charles Harpur, or Henry Kendall who was at home in the Bush as Wordsworth in the Cumberland fells, because he suited the mood of the latter part of the nineteenth century. His galloping rhymes, his grin-and-bear-it attitude (which he called Stoic philosophy) and the general manliness of his verse and bearing exactly fitted the mould which the Colonies—not yet a nation—sought to fill. The inscriptions on his memorial have become household phrases, taught to generations of schoolchildren :




    

      Life is mostly froth and bubble,




      Two things stand like stone,




      KINDNESS in another’s trouble,




      COURAGE in your own.


    




    This and his tribute to his partner, the horse;




    

      Yet if man, of all the Creator plann’d,




      His noblest work is reckoned,




      Of the works by His hand, by sea or by land,




      The horse may at least rank second.


    




    Lines from Kendall’s memorial tribute are added :




    

      A shining soul with syllables of fire,




      Who sang the first great songs these lands can claim




      To be their own . . .


    




    For a long time after his death the adulation of Gordon went hand in hand with a slightly embarrassed feeling that he was not really a first-class poet. His greatest literary backer, Douglas Sladen,2 wrote :




    

      Adam Lindsay Gordon was the national poet of Australia not only because he was a real poet, and wrote living poetry about the romantic old colonial days when Australia was in the making, but because he was a typical example of the fine strain which gave the Australian people its greatest qualities . . . The Kendall method produces the better poetry, and more good writing, but the world at large will always be more interested in dramatic lyrics, and personally I think that Gordon, with his literary offspring Rudyard Kipling, stand at the very top of the tree in this form of writing.


    




    This backhanded compliment came from the man who claimed to have introduced Gordon to English readers, and who finally organized a petition to the Archbishop of Canterbury, Cosmo Lang, to accept a bust of Gordon for Poet’s Corner in Westminster Abbey. The Primate agreed, and generally echoed Sladen’s opinion. So did Gordon’s first biographer Howlett-Ross : ‘His independent spirit, his enthusiastic love of sport, and his untimely end struck strong chords of sympathy in the hearts of the Australian people, whose independence and athleticism are world-famous.’3




    Sladen wrote a life to prove that Gordon, ‘whatever his faults, was a hero’. Today we are less interested in whether poets were heroes than whether they wrote good poetry. The backlash against Gordon was an inevitable reflex of the change in public attitudes which followed the exaltation of manliness as a literary quality. Oscar Wilde was the first critic to recognize clearly that Gordon was an English romantic poet, first and foremost. More recently critics have re-estimated Gordon’s poetry and sought more deeply into the moods and motives which gave rise to it.




    They have encountered many paradoxes which stud the well-trodden path of Gordon’s career as a man and a writer. There can be no question of his sense of honour, of his passion for strenuous and violent activity, or of his unconscious urge to write from his childhood. There remain many contradictions in his character and in his poetry.




    Australia’s National Poet, as he has been described in hundreds of earnest orations, was by descent a Scottish laird, born on Portuguese soil and brought up in England, where he spent more than half his short life of less than thirty-seven years. While he picked his way on horseback through the stony potholes of the Mount Gambier district of South Australia, his mind was far away, brooding on green fields, living in a mediaeval world of fantasy, or fighting battles long ago. Gordon was never more than an honorary Australian; he felt himself déclassé among the pushful nouveaux riches of the Colonies, and deliberately created the image of a horseman from Outback to isolate himself from their company. His lingering urge to take ship back to the ‘home country’ lasted out his life; on the day before his suicide he spoke of a friend who had refused him a loan to buy his passage back. It was one of many misfortunes which drove him to forget his adjuration to face one’s own troubles with courage.




    Out of his three published volumes of poetry an earnest Gordonian, C. R. Long, was able to garner only eleven ‘Australian’ poems, one entirely English in setting and one placeless. These were enough to establish his name in Australia, but he remained at the deepest level an English poet, soaked in Byron, Tennyson, Browning and Swinburne, as well as the classics. He was a romantic, in the pessimistic mood of the period, but with him the mal du siècle was no affectation, it was deadly serious.




    Manly he certainly was on the surface, but among his friends there were several who recognized his deep and recurring fits of depression, broken by outbursts of ebullient high spirts. That benign priest, the Rev. J. E. Tenison-Woods, who for some years knew him better than any man in Australia, wrote of him and his troubles with the insight of a missioner: ‘A bolder man with less feeling would have breasted them all, but with his shy and sensitive nature he gave way under them.’




    This picture does not fit the image posthumously created for him by many of his boosters. A psychiatrist might well have classified him as manic-depressive, given to long periods of melancholy broken by moments of euphoria. There is also something of the guilty puritan in him; he is constantly deploring drink, which did much to wreck his youth, but he was constantly driven back to it by physical pain or depression and sheer recklessness. While he poured scorn on womanizers he had his times of weakness, and women usually responded.




    By temperament he was taciturn and detached. Some thought him ‘weird’, some slightly mad. But he wasted much of his time trying to be a practical man of business, even a politician, although all his schemes collapsed in ruin. His stiffness seems to have earned him a reputation for snobbery, so does his tedious habit of peppering his speeches, his conversation and his writings with Latin tags, the linguistic coin of his class. But he possessed a kind of magnetism, a largeness and magnanimity of spirit, which made Billy Trainor a kind of Sancho Panza to his Don Quixote for life and beyond it, much as Keats was surrounded by friends who felt his aura, or made Trelawney, the Cornish sailor, Shelley’s opaque shadow. Gordon is a complex character to explore with the clues available, but after more than a century his poetry has survived its period of excessive adulation. So has the man.
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      A sweet little fellow he is : indeed I think him almost too pretty. Very slight and upright, carrying his little curly head well back, and almost swaggering along. He talks with a sweet, full, laughing voice, and a face dimpled and bright as the morning.


    




    Captain Adam Durnford Gordon’s description of his only son overflows with paternal pride, but the affection which prompted it was genuine and lasting. The boy was named Adam Lindsay and was known in the family as Lindsay. The Adam was a traditional Gordon name which could be traced back to the false Gordon, the villain of the old Scots ballad ‘Edom o’ Gordon’.




    Lindsay was born at Horta, principal town of Fayal in the Azores, on 19th October 1833, the third in a family of five. Two elder sisters, Amy Christian and Ada May, were probably born in England before the family moved to the Azores. A third, Clara Francesca Ignez, was born after the family had moved on to Madeira, and a fourth, Theodora, when the family had ended its wanderings and returned to England. Even according to the harsh statistics of the time their survival rate was appallingly low. Amy, the eldest, was reputedly dropped by her mother as a small child, She was crippled and did not survive childhood. Nor did Theodora, the youngest, whose early death was said* to have been caused by being sent out in an east wind, which seems unlikely because she lived for less than four months. Ada developed tuberculosis and died at fifteen on 29th November 1847, when Lindsay was a lad of fourteen. She was ‘the sweet companion’ of his youth, whose grave he visited before taking ship for Australia six years later. Lindsay himself was believed by some to have suffered from tuberculosis but there is no proof to support the guess. His health had suffered from many other causes.




    *By Edith Humphris, who was rather severe about Mrs. Gordon’s behaviour as a mother.




    The clan Gordon was not only ancient, but widespread, even reaching out to Byron, who was one of Lindsay’s heroes and models. Its main streams produced commanders in the army and navy, lawyers and clerics. Many of them had been ennobled, particularly after the Forty-five when, like other Scots families, they accepted Hanoverian rule.




    The first direct ancestor of Lindsay who can be traced through legal documents was Robert Gordon, who went to France to seek his fortune early in the eighteenth century. He set up in the wine and spirits business and prospered exceedingly. With his shrewdly acquired wealth he bought two estates in Scotland to establish the family as landed gentry and entailed them to the eldest child in the male line to secure them to his descendants. On his death a deed was granted by (the late) Robert Gordon, merchant in Bordeaux and then at Boulogne-sur-mer, on 19th November 1731, and 22nd March 1732, to his eldest son George Gordon and heirs male in fee of the lands of Hallhead and others, and the barony of Esslemont and others. So the deed of grant ran. For Lindsay the social ambitions of his great-grandfather were to prove a grievous burden more than a century later.




    One of George Gordon’s sons sought his fortune south of the Tweed and bought the estate of Greenhill at Worcester, where Adam Durnford Gordon was born in an atmosphere of affluence and security. He followed a family tradition by going into the Army, serving as an ensign in the West India Regiment, and was sent to Barbados in the year of Waterloo. His uncle, Robert Gordon, was Governor of Berbice and Demerara, and had a daughter, Harriet Elizabeth. The young cousins no doubt saw much of each other in the hothouse atmosphere of officialdom in the islands. Whether from family pressure or mutual attraction they married, and their only son inherited strains from both.




    The young ensign is next heard of in India in 1818, where he was promoted lieutenant, served with distinction in irregular cavalry, and showed himself a fine horseman. He has been accepted as the paragon described by Lindsay in the Australasian in 1868 who ‘furnished with a common boar-spear and a sharp sabre, and mounted on his favourite Arab horse (probably not a pure Arab, but one of the purest of that breed that could be obtained in Hindustan), used to kill tigers single-handed on open ground’.




    This tribute, no doubt dredged from childhood recollections, suggests that the poet’s father handed a streak of dare-devilry as well as a liking for poetry and sketching to his son. He was also an exceptionally skilled linguist, passed his examinations in Oriental languages in Calcutta and became an examiner at the college in Fort William. Whether from choice or failing health, the dashing cavalry officer became a schoolmaster. He was invalided home on sick leave in 1827, and never returned to active duty.




    There is a curious unanimity in the accounts of Durnford and his wife. Both were very tall and handsome but there the resemblance ends. Nobody had a harsh or disparaging word to say about the captain. His manners were mild and dignified; he was a brilliant scholar, his spirit proof against the shocks dealt him by his family, not only by the death of three of his children but by the behaviour of his wife and the two survivors. His CO., Col. Martin, said that he ought to have been able to do anything if he had stayed in India. The prodigal son Lindsay, brought up on his father’s military tales, would repeat them to his friends, the sense of his own failure to follow the family tradition giving place to pride in the father who set him the example.




    In his poetry Gordon refers with love to his father and his sister, Ada no doubt, but not to his mother. That wilful, extravagant and footloose woman appears to have been the bugbear of the family. She was variously described as having suffered from a ‘mild religious melancholy’ which developed into a mania, as having caused the death of two of her daughters by sheer neglect, as having disliked her son, impoverished her husband, and been subject to fits of violent temper.




    We cannot be sure how many of these charges are true. Certainly she was an unbalanced woman with neurotic tendencies; she was a bigoted admirer of the puritanical Dean Close and her passionate addiction to the Low Church may have offended many of her relatives. Neither family nor friends could ever hold her in one place for long. Her self-exile to the Azores, undertaken to restore her health (probably her mental health) did not satisfy her, although her husband wrote glowing accounts of the roses, myrtles, oranges and vines which covered the sunlit hills and the shady valleys, the prospect of the blue Atlantic and the oddly furnished, rambling old house where they lived. She tired of it, moved the family to Madeira, thence to England, and for the rest of her life she roamed the cities of Europe in search of the peace she could never find.




    Frances Gordon* describes her most credibly :




    

      She was handsome, tall and graceful, with a very long neck. She was very artistic in her taste, but peculiar, and I remember when everyone was wearing crinolines she would have none, and being six feet high and wearing a long, limp dress, she used to look very remarkable. She had the gentlest, most charming manners when she was in a good temper, but was absolutely unreasonable when she was not, and I believe she thought nothing of throwing a knife or a poker at anyone.


    




    With the servants she was ‘capricious and unreasonable’. She probably displayed the same qualities to her family, but Lindsay shows no hostility in a letter he wrote to a friend at the age of eighteen.




    

      Father is at Nice and will bring mother home at the end of the vacation. Ignez will be left at a ladies’ school in Paris. Her health has been impaired by nursing mother. My poor mother has been dangerously ill.


    




    There is no sign of active antagonism between mother and son, but she was a self-centred woman and his reckless behaviour as a boy may have caused her many outbursts of fury. As the master of the house, even a mild-mannered one, Durnford was in charge of his only son’s behaviour, and much labour and expense it cost him.




    * Durnford’s niece.




    Lindsay’s career suggests that he inherited strains from both his parents and possibly from farther back along the brilliant but chequered family line. In his case they produced a great talent, and a curious imbalance between action and melancholia, recklessness and repentance. His mistakes came too early, his recognition too late. The sense of honour and the open-handed generosity of his father would have suited him well in the cushioned atmosphere of Cheltenham, but in the tough, go-getting atmosphere of colonial Australia he had neither the support of class nor profession to tide him over his mistakes. Nor had he the hard-headed eye to the main chance which had made earlier Gordons landed gentry and successful men of business.




    When the Gordons returned to England about 1840, they were not long in making up their minds to settle in Cheltenham. The garden town in Gloucestershire was the haven of retired officers whose health had been wrecked by service in harsher climates. The air was mild and moist, there was a spa to purge disordered livers, and there was plenty of hunting for the gentry and the richer farmers, with the well-known Berkeley Hunt under the orders of William, Earl Fitzhardinge. Lay theologians like Mrs. Gordon were attracted by the presence of the evangelical preacher Francis Close; for many of its permanent dwellers it was a place for riding.




    For centuries Cheltenham had been a market town for the farmers who tilled the lush Gloucester fields or grazed their cattle and sheep on its pastures. The discovery of mineral springs in the ancient borough in the seventeenth century led to a building boom which reached its peak in the late eighteenth century and the Regency period. From a sleepy country town Cheltenham became a fashionable centre, rivalling Bath itself although never quite equalling it architecturally. The Promenade, with its broad walks and the magnificent Regency terrace, now the municipal offices, became one of the show places of Europe. At the old Plough, Handel, Dr. Johnson and Mrs. Siddons were visitors; so was George III who gave it the Royal cache in 1788, followed by Byron, the Duke of Wellington, and in 1817 the Grand Duke Nicholas and his suite. Scott, Disraeli, Dickens and Tennyson, who lived in the town for six years, were also on the guest list. Cheltenham was




    

      The fount of health and mirth,




      The merriest sick resort on earth.


    




    By 1840, when the Gordons were seeking a place to settle, the spa had developed streets of terraces, overlooking public gardens, where officers on half pay could recuperate. It was still a centre for high society in need of enjoyment as well as laxatives. As an unknown versifier wrote at the time :




    

      Here withered dandies put on youthful airs,




      Took snuff and smirked and ogled from their chairs,




      While powdered belles would congregate and talk,




      Or with their ‘beaux’ parade the Old Well Walk,




      Or stand and gaze with reverential eye




      And courtly bow when Royalty passed by.


    




    The dandies and their belles did not have it on their own. In face of this shameless display of wealth and vanity, Close thundered away from his pulpit, and he won solid support not only from the West Country farmers but from most of the military caste. Cheltenham became a centre for Low Churchmen and Dissenters as well as fops and well-to-do citizens taking the cure. It was also a centre for horsemen who enjoyed riding with the Berkeley over the fields and hedges of the flat country shaded by the Cotswolds. The Prestbury race-course and training stables lie on the fringe of the town, and in Lindsay Gordon’s day they produced some of the greatest horses and riders in England.




    For the Gordons, Cheltenham had another attraction: the establishment of a college for the education of children of its solid inhabitants. Cheltenham was one of the public schools set up in the mid-nineteenth century, as was Marlborough, to train a steady supply of officer material for the Services, military and civil, in the booming days of Empire. Here Captain Gordon put his son to school as a day boy in the first intake of pupils in July 1841. The scholarly father, who later became master of Oriental languages at the college, probably gave his son some coaching at home to prepare him for an English education. The family lived at Pittville Villas, a solidly prosperous area near the spa and on the road to the Prestbury race-course. Captain Gordon later moved to Priory Street, nearer the college, and they are recorded as having lived at No. 25, the old courthouse, and No. 28, where a plaque records that the poet lived there in his childhood. Cheltenham has only a faint recollection of him, except as the author of ‘How We Beat the Favourite, a Lay of the Loamshire Cup’.




    Lindsay was only seven when he began his formal education, and for reasons unknown he was removed from the college in the following June. He may have been too young for the school, or his temperament may not have fitted its disciplines after his free and easy childhood abroad. Certainly he never found a school where he could conform long enough to be ‘knocked into shape’, although he was still a schoolboy at nineteen. His Australian friends never penetrated his reticence about his childhood and family life.




    There are few surviving recollections of the ‘sweet little fellow’ from his early schooldays. Frances Gordon recalls him as high-spirited and good-natured. He showed his early fondness for horses by riding her rocking-horse, and sometimes knocking its head off in his enthusiasm. Many years later old schoolfellows, groping and fumbling for dates, place him at Dumbleton Rectory, a school kept by the Rev. S. O. Garrard, the vicar, in a gabled stone house in that beautiful village.1 When he was sent there he was about twelve. This would tally with his father’s appointment to Cheltenham, in August 1845. Harriet could not be relied upon to stay in England, let alone look after her children, and it would have been natural for Durnford Gordon to send his son to a boarding school only twelve miles away, while he polished up his Hindustani and took up his new duties.




    An unknown officer wrote to the old gunner General Strange that they were hardly ever apart at school and spent most of their holidays together. Of Dumbleton he records :




    

      It was a fighting school, and, notwithstanding strict supervision, combats were frequent. In these Gordon particularly distinguished himself, and I believe nothing gave him more pleasure than a fight, in which his long reach gave him great advantage.




      Setting aside a fair amount of caning over the hand, the principal punishment was the commital to memory of some twenty to fifty lines of Virgil or Homer. This was a laborious task to most of us but to Gordon it was nothing, since his surprising memory enabled him to recite his lines after two or three perusals. He slept in the same room (there were seven of us altogether), and at night, after the lights were out, Gordon used to entertain us with long recitals from Marmion and The Lord of the Isles.




      Many of Scott’s novels he also related to us, several nights being required to go through one of these. I do not recollect that he displayed any extraordinary ability in general work at school. My impression is that he was very idle but I can recall one occasion—an examination at the end of the term—when his translation of a passage of Cicero drew forth exceptional praise for its exceptional merits.2


    




    The idle boy cannot have been so idle as he seemed to his schoolmates, or liked to appear to them. He had soaked himself in Scott, and already he had developed his phenomenal memory for the written word which he carried with him as a man.




    

      How little we cared for classic lore,




      When Greek was a task and Latin a bore !


    




    The couplet has something of the deprecatory ring of the old general presenting the school prizes and admitting that he was a bit of a duffer himself. There is a wider difference between the image Gordon created of himself and the secret man behind it than in most conformist military men of his caste.




    By temperament Gordon could never be a conformist, although his attitudes were never revolutionary like those of the intellectual Shelley. He learned by ear and wrote by ear, following his inclinations but never rebelling against the established lores of his class and his period.




    Durnford Gordon seems to have been determined to set his son’s foot on the ladder which led up to a military career in the officer ranks. It was what he owed to his family and to himself. From the Rectory he was sent to a crammer’s at Shooter’s Hill, according to Colonel F. T. Pollock, an officer in the Indian Army. Shooter’s Hill was owned by a self-educated man named Jeffries, for the purpose of preparing boys for the entrance examination to Woolwich Royal Academy. He was careful to engage examiners for the Academy as three of his four tutors. Naturally the failure rate was low.




    As an old man Pollock recalled the two unrelated Gordons, Charles George and Adam Lindsay, with surprising vividness. Charles was a ‘quiet, chubby-faced boy that everybody liked . . . he was more plodding than studious’. When he arrived, Lindsay ‘had outgrown his strength, and was a long, lanky, narrow-chested, short-sighted lad’.




    

      He was not clever in the general acceptation of the word, but as a romancer and more particularly as a poet he excelled. Many of his tales . . . were as thrilling and exciting and much on the same lines as The Mysteries of Udolpho or The Castle of Otranto. But the difficulty was to induce him to stick to any one thing long. He would begin a dozen tales and poems, and leave them all unfinished.3


    




    When Pollock left the crammer’s he said that Gordon had written ten cantos of a poem called ‘The Disinherited’, but it seemed that he never finished it. But Pollock recalls the classics master’s delight when the other boys had stumbled through then-portions of Virgil, and then Gordon ‘would spout his in classical verse, of which neither Dryden nor Pope need have been ashamed’. His schoolmates expected him to fail the R.M.A. medical examination because of his shortsightedness, but he was said to have tricked the examiner by inventing a horse and cart which must have just turned the corner. A similar story was told about him in his Australian days, when he would pretend to see a mob of horses and pick out the grey one, knowing that there was bound to be at least one grey amongst them.




    How hard Gordon worked at the crammer’s or how his tutors bluffed, he was accepted into the R.M.A., and his father must have breathed a deep sigh of relief. His appointment was dated May 1848, when he was fourteen years and seven months old, and he joined in August. He accepted the new military disciplines and worked hard enough to pass his probationer’s examination in December 1849. With his family tradition to back him and his influential relations, he seemed sure to win his commission.




    If he had bitten the bullet he would have been in line to see action in the Crimean War, where his hero Captain Louis Edward Nolan was the man who brought the disastrous order for the charge of the Light Brigade and was the first to fall in the action. Gordon’s recurring references to Nolan in his verse have a wistful quality about them. The cavalry officer manqué, serving in the South Australian Mounted Police as a simple trooper, saw himself in line with the Russian guns, charging into death and glory. His own temperament spared him long enough to become a poet instead.




    At Woolwich that temperament was not long in reasserting itself. The clever, lively boy made his own rules and was often in trouble. Strange, nicknamed Jungo, recalled an episode involving them both. When the cadets were marching out Strange was the corporal on duty at the Hall of Study; Gordon, a dreamy lad in his quieter moments, failed to obey an order and Strange rapped him on the head with a ruler, drawing blood. Troppenager, the German teacher, was shocked by this breach of the rules and reported Strange to the Commandant, who reduced him to the ranks for his irregular methods of keeping discipline. Strange wrote in a letter :




    

      Though I hit Gordon over the head with a ruler, I had a great regard for him and his bold, chivalrous character . . . he was idle and reckless, but I never heard of his doing a dishonourable action.


    




    Strange added that Gordon was nearly dismissed for a breach of discipline when the cadets were racing out of study to scramble for places of the racquets court. Gordon butted the corporal on duty at the foot of the stairs and knocked him over. He was paraded for insubordination. Gordon received a dressing-down and tore off his swabs (shoulder straps) which he threw at the feet of the Commandant. This time he was let off with a caution.4




    In adolescence the curly-haired little boy had already grown tall and thin (to his last years he was able to ride in steeplechases at ten stone) although he had not yet developed the stoop which so many of his acquaintance remembered later. The cadet uniform of the time, Baker recalls, was a ‘tight coatee with scarlet facings and the swallow-tails then in vogue’ which ‘accentuated his tall, slight figure’.




    Sooner or later his short-sightedness must have been detected at Woolwich, but there is no record of this. There is a rumour, but no more, that he kept a horse, which was against regulations. Whatever the cause, Gordon was removed from the R.M.A. and from the temptations of London on 30th June 1851, ‘in pursuance of his Lordship the Master General’s directions, contained in Mr. Elliott’s letter of 14th June 1851’. There is no trace of the letter, but Frances Gordon was probably correct in saying that it was for some misconduct which showed him ‘not amenable to authority’.




    Already the high-spirited boy was developing traits which tested both the paternal love and the financial indulgence of his father. Harriet was continually abroad for her health’s sake; she was a valetudinarian from early womanhood, and Lindsay Gordon’s letters show that she took her one surviving daughter with her on at least some of her restless rest cures. Poor Captain Gordon, diligently teaching his pupils Hindustani, inviting them to dinner and filling them with stories of India, was faced by the harsh fact that his own son was on the way to becoming a ne’er-do-well. He would never have knuckled down to the industrious grind of the law; he was certainly not made for the Church, and the thought of his going in for commerce does not appear to have occurred to any of the family—fortunately, as it turned out.




    One further chance of a military career appeared like a light at the end of a dark tunnel. Cadetships were offered for late entry at Addiscombe, and Lindsay Gordon was still in its age-group. A cousin, Hamilton Gordon, who was at Cheltenham, had been promised a place and he had a second chance if he won a Lushington cadetship, which was in the gift of the college. He might then be able to hand over a place to Lindsay. The plan failed because Hamilton was required to hand over the Lushington cadetship to another boy at the college. Lindsay’s last hope of a commission flickered and died.




    What was his father to do? Since his son had no assured future, and apparently no ambition, Durnford had put him down for Cheltenham college again in August 1851. He was nearly eighteen, and when the Addiscombe opening was filled he appears to have decided to enjoy himself according to his tastes. These lay largely in horses and boxing, savoured by flirtations, amateur theatricals, which he always enjoyed, sketching, writing verse and other harmless diversions. When he began to drink heavily and imitate the rakes who had their great days in the Regency period is not clear. The fatal division in his character between the idealist and the devil-may-care playboy was opening. It was a division which, in spite of its anguished and frequent repentance, was never quite closed.




    In the mid-nineteenth century England Gordon’s addictions to steeplechasing and boxing were not so freakish as they would seem today. Riding over fences was the sport of the country gentlemen, not to mention such solid burghers as John Gilpin. The noble art of self-defence was also practised by the young bloods as a particularly English pastime. (It was mentioned of Prince Albert, when he came to marry Queen Victoria, that his manners and learning were excellent, but he was not much good at boxing.) But there were plenty of opportunities to let off steam in the wide college grounds. Athletics were encouraged, and Gordon prided himself on his speed as a sprinter. The boys played yard cricket, yard hockey and fives. Rugby was introduced in 1844, although the school history describes it as ‘merely a rush in which someone is sure to go down and get well kicked before he gets up again’. This would have appealed to Gordon’s temperament. There were no bounds, and the boys wandered about the town and the countryside nearby at will. In the first intake there were only sixty or seventy boys, but the number soon expanded to 150 or 200, enough for any boy to find friends or fights behind ‘the blackthorn hedge that served as a screen / From the Tutor’s eye to hide us’.




    Team sports, such as there were, do not seem to have appealed to Gordon’s restless spirit. Prestbury race-course was little more than two miles from the school, an easy half-hour’s walk, and at the Roebuck Inn in the High Street, James Edwards (‘Jem Earywig’), the middleweight champion, conducted a boxing school. Gordon’s early biographers believed that it was out of bounds, although the school history only names the public billiard-tables as specifically barred to the boys. Certainly Gordon divided a good deal of his spare time between the stables and the Roebuck, a lanky youth of eighteen, followed by his faithful friends and admirers.




    The most faithful companion was Tom Pickernell, a younger boy, who seems to have hero-worshipped the hard-hitting, hard-riding Gordon. In his Australian days Gordon was known to boast that he had fought with some of the best men in England and had been ‘more than a mere chopping-block’. Certainly he could hit, and hit hard with his right, using his long reach, but he was not interested in defending himself. One story which gained wide currency in Cheltenham, and has survived, is that he once knocked out the champion by accident. While the lad was sparring with Edwards, and Tom Pickernell was minding his friend’s clothes, someone in the room complained that his watch Or something’ had been stolen. This distracted Edward’s attention and Gordon landed a punch which knocked the champion’s head against the chimney-piece and laid him out. The Earywig was seen with his head bandaged for several days afterwards, and Gordon gained a brief celebrity as ‘the boy who knocked out the champion’. Since the story was told in this form by Pickernell himself, it seems genuine.




    A Cheltenham lawyer of the time, Frederick Marshall, believed that Gordon was withdrawn from Cheltenham by his parents because of his passion for fighting, which extended to boxing at fairs and getting up purses for matches. In the ring, Marshall said, ‘He was a determined stayer and a glutton for taking punishment, and delivered his blows straight from the shoulder like a veritable pile-driver’s.’ As Gordon’s own letters show, he enjoyed a pub fight as well as a match in the ring. This might have been well enough for the literary gypsy George Borrow, but it did not please the ladies of Gordon’s family. ‘Mrs. Gordon was a fearfully proud and haughty dame, and at that time her son’s love of boxing was regarded generally, as very low . . .’ Gordon both dreaded and was irritated by her displeasure.




    Riding was fortunately more socially acceptable, and gentlemen jockeys often rode in steeplechases, which at Colonel Berkeley’s* command, had replaced flat-racing as Cheltenham’s annual event in 1844. The young Gordon rode to hounds and he made friends with some of the finest trainers and riders in England, especially Black Tom Oliver, George Stevens, who won five Grand Nationals, and Bob Chapman, who was said to have angered young Gordon by ridiculing his early efforts to ride in a steeplechase. George Reeves, a Cheltenham riding master, gave Gordon his first lessons in horsemanship about his fifteenth birthday and Oliver saddled up the schoolboy for his first steeplechase. ‘Well, you young devil, you’ve rode in a race.’ Oliver is quoted as saying, ‘and just as well you didn’t win.’




    * Later Lord Fitzhardinge,
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