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    Foreword




    THE past, said the novelist, is a foreign country. It is inhabited by people of alien culture, but we strive to understand it because it is where we came from. A good biography can provide the clearest view of the past and its inhabitants, because it combines the way people lived with the events of the times, thereby giving deep insights into what the past was really like.




    This life of a Polish immigrant’s son, who was private secretary to Australia’s early defence ministers, Clerk of the Senate, pioneer broadcaster and man ahead of his time, provides a fascinating look at life and events in Australia in the first half of the twentieth century.




    Robert Broinowski’s ancestry was not ordinary. His father, Gracius, arrived as a penniless refugee but became a friend of the first Australian Prime Minister, as well as an author and nature artist of note. Still remembered for his monumental volumes on the birds of Australia, he is worthy of a book in himself. Robert, one of Gracius’ seven surviving children, also has many claims to our attention. Apart from the direct part he played in events because of his official positions, he was a penetrating observer and commentator.




    His life throws great light on the times, and illuminates some of its mysteries. How did the Edwardian (self-) educated middle class find time for all those social activities and pursuits in addition to their work? What inspired their dedicated, almost fanatical, public-spiritedness, and their cultivation of literature and the arts? Robert’s case suggests that something in the age released great physical and mental energy in people of that class. There were also signs of promise that a remote colonial society was destined for a better future. He exemplified both the spirit and the promise of the time. His observations suggest that the period before 1914 was indeed a gilded age.




    The promise, however, was not fulfilled. Most of his career was spent in dismal times: the appalling struggle of World War I, closely followed by the Great Depression and the slide into an even greater crisis of civilisation. These developments led to the virtual suppression of the institution he chose to serve, the Parliament. Frustrated withdrawal should have been the result. Instead, he provided a point of light and energy, with his enthusiasm for the development of Canberra when to others it appeared an ill-judged waste of money in the wilderness; his promotion of its intellectual and social life; his founding of a subscription rose garden when money was shortest; his enthusiasm for Australian wildlife; and his pursuit of public education through the revolutionary medium of radio. All the while he maintained his amazing collection of well-known authors as friends and correspondents.




    He may have been a typical carry-over of his generation, part of the human capital that sustained the country in its tribulations. In some respects, however, he was beyond his time. Some of his pursuits strike us as foreshadowing our own concerns and values. His interest in the life and culture of the Aborigines, though hampered by the theories of the time, and his fondness for the bush and conservation, make us want to claim him as a founder of our world.




    All in all, it is a life worth reading. Anyone with any interest in Australian history will find it as enjoyable as I have.




    Harry Evans




    Clerk of the Senate




    September 2000
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    Introduction




    THIS book is about the extraordinary events in Australia my paternal grandfather, Robert Arthur Broinowski, either experienced or recorded. During the decade before Federation, and the four turbulent decades that followed it, he was an observer and facilitator more than a participant. But because of early family connections, the work he did, and the energy with which he pursued extracurricular activities, he sat in the box seat.




    Robert’s father, Gracius, was a friend of the first Australian Prime Minister, Edmund Barton, and one of Robert’s brothers worked with Barton during his frantic campaign in the 1890s to convince New South Welshmen and women to support Federation. Robert also worked briefly for Barton, and he witnessed and recorded the Federation celebrations in Centennial Park in Sydney.




    After Federation, Robert went to Melbourne and joined the new Department of Defence in 1902. Here he began to hone his skills as an Australian Sir Humphrey Appleby. As principal private secretary to three defence ministers between 1907 and 1911, Robert saw the amalgamation of the disparate colonial land forces into the Australian Army and the beginning of the Australian Navy. On the staff of the Federal Senate from 1911 until 1942, he helped to develop the rules of parliamentary procedure, to move Parliament from Melbourne to the embryonic federal capital of Canberra and to consolidate it there. Unlike Sir Humphrey, however, Robert also had a romantic soul. He was a poet, a supporter of Australian writers, an early and prolific radio broadcaster, a naturalist, a bush-walker and an amateur anthropologist.




    Robert was a character, one full of contradictions. The single-mindedness with which he pursued things upset some people, but he had many loyal friends. According to the expectations of the day, he was a stern patriarch towards his family, yet he showed a deep and demonstrative love for his only daughter. He would have shown the same love for his two sons by his first marriage if he had been given access to them after his divorce, but access laws did not then exist. He could also be stiff and formal, traits which, with his imposing height, good looks and ginger hair, must have made him quite daunting. But he also displayed humility and a lack of pretentiousness. Some of his friends thought him quite zany, showing a wicked sense of humour; others said he was totally devoid of one. He had no formal tertiary education, but he was a man of deep learning and intellectual curiosity—a dedicated and compulsive autodidact. He was a first-generation Polish Australian—his father came to Australia in the mid-nineteenth century as a political refugee with no money and little English. Yet Robert, like his father, never had trouble being accepted into the insular and overwhelmingly Anglo-Celtic Australian community with which they both identified themselves.




    To my great regret, I did not have much first-hand experience of Robert. When I met him, he was retired and quite old, and I was very young. The reasons become clear enough when I describe his circumstances, and the poignant absence of relations between him and his sons.




    Robert’s younger son was my father, Theo Philip Broinowski. Philip was a conscientious and responsible man. Like Robert, he had no tertiary education. But, unlike him, his life was not lived among politicians, intellectuals or the well-known. He first worked in the advertising department of the Melbourne Argus, during which time he courted and married my mother, Mary Mona Enyd Coffey. He then worked with her four brothers, Owen, Terrence, Earle and Selwyn Coffey, in their company, Kempthorne Lights, in the inner Melbourne industrial suburb of Collingwood. He left them because they were always fighting about design and promotion and export policy, and he joined an automotive paint company in South Melbourne called Lusteroid, first as a commercial traveller, then as regional manager of the same company in Adelaide. (Both companies—vigorous, innovative, export-oriented, Australian owned and controlled—are long since defunct.)




    After World War II, we three children all went to Surrey Hills State School No. 2778, a graceful Federation-style building off Canterbury Road, then to private schools in Melbourne and Adelaide, before matriculating at Unley High School in South Australia. Although Dad was a traditional single-income earner, there was money enough for music lessons, cub and brownie uniforms, motoring holidays away from Melbourne or Adelaide, and beach houses, first at Seaford in Victoria, then on a windy cliff top at Sellick’s Beach south of Adelaide.




    My father taught me to hunt rabbits with a single-shot 22 rifle, and then to gut and skin them. He showed the three of us how to catch flathead in Port Phillip Bay and trevally at Coffin Bay. We mucked about in boats with him—at Seaford in an inflatable one-man dinghy out of a World War II fighter plane, and at Sellick’s in a ten-foot aluminium skiff with a one and a half horsepower Seagull outboard motor. He would take the three of us in turn on his frequent country trips to Gippsland, where he kept the orders coming for Lusteroid Paints from panel beaters and spray painters in Pakenham, Warragul, Moe, Yallourn, Morwell, Traralgon, Sale, Bairnsdale and as far east as Orbost.




    Dad and his brother, Gracian Robert (Bob), had been A-pennant tennis players in Melbourne, and tennis was a significant part of our family culture. I was very proud that my father had once beaten the Davis Cup player Colin Long in a pennant match at South Yarra. He won lots of cups but didn’t worry about looking after them, and most of them got lost when we played with them in our sandpit. We always listened to the Davis Cup, which was almost always against the Americans, and which we almost always seemed to win. I used to imitate Frank Sedgman’s pigeon-toed walk.




    When we moved from Melbourne to Adelaide, I ball-boyed for the 1956 Davis Cup Challenge Round at Memorial Drive. I was in the centre at the back of the court and had to feed the balls to the server. I got hit in the crutch by an ace from Lew Hoad in the first rubber against Herb Flam. The gallery laughed and I was sore and embarrassed. But Hoad won, and so did Ken Rosewall against Victor Seixas in the second rubber. Hoad and Rosewall wrapped up the Challenge Round in the doubles, when they beat Seixas and a newcomer, Sammy Giamalva. We went on to win both reverse singles—Rosewall beating Giamalva and Hoad beating Seixas—a five—love drubbing that seemed only natural to a 16-year-old boy certain of Australia’s world superiority in tennis.




    In Adelaide we lived in a double-fronted Victorian house with a tin roof and a wrap-around verandah in Goodwood Road, Redfern. The house had a long passage down the middle and fireplaces in the bedrooms. There were stables in the back, and an orchard, but we soon pulled out the fruit trees and planted a lawn tennis court using couchgrass cuttings from the sand hills at Largs at the end of the Port Road. In our haste to start playing, we neglected the levels, and the court was bumpy and sloped sideways towards our neighbour’s chook farm ailong the western side. Playing tennis on it was a bit like Sir Donald Bradman practising cricket with a golf ball and a piece of lead pipe against a corrugated-iron wall. It sharpened the reflexes, a useful therapy during swot vac before Law School exams in Adelaide, when Dad would come home and drag me out of my smoke-filled room to play a couple of sets before dinner, thus clearing the lungs and the brain.




    My father also taught me to play reasonable golf. He had flaming red hair (a gene he inherited from my grandfather), and a sporting temper to match. But with a handicap of 8, he was usually able to keep his head down and slow his back-swing enough to hit long and accurate balls off the tees and fairways. This was something which I managed to do far less frequently, especially during the annual Father and Son tournament in the Adelaide sand-belt course at Kooyonga, where it mattered desperately to me that I not let him down. Greg Norman had nothing on me when it came to nervous clutching.




    Music was another part of the family culture. Our mother, Mary, played the piano with a fine technique until arthritis robbed her hands of flexibility. Helen played the clarinet, Suzy the cello. I played the violin, and my first teacher was my grandmother Dais, Robert Arthur’s first wife. She lived in an old flat in Kooyong Koot Road in Hawthorn, and terrorised me into practising pieces far too difficult for my age—I started at six. My willingness to persevere survived her threats, however, and I later studied under Basil Jones at the Melba Conservatorium in Melbourne and with Lloyd Davies at the Elder Conservatorium in Adelaide. Helen and I played in the Victorian Junior Symphony Orchestra and each went to music camps, I at Mittagong and Helen at Geelong. I remember particularly playing Mendelssohn’s violin concerto, with Chris Kimber as the soloist, and we toured Victoria with that work.




    Dad also supported Helen and me through Adelaide University, but only because we won Commonwealth scholarships. It would have been straight out to work if we hadn’t. My younger sister, Suzy, opted for nursing, something she’d always wanted to do, but she made up for it later with a PhD in psychology. She always made up for things later.




    Apart from sibling rivalry and the odd parental corporal punishment, my childhood was fairly happy and reasonably uncomplicated, and the six years in Adelaide from 1954 until Dad’s death from cancer at the age of 51 in December 1960 were the happiest time of all. I remember the beginning of his death clearly. He and I had been out fishing off Sellick’s Beach, with the sun sparkling on the blue water and the strip of beach glaring white in the distance. But, although we were beginning to get amongst the whiting, Dad said he felt a bit seedy, and we went in after only half an hour. He was too weak to help me drag the boat up the beach, and we immediately drove back to Adelaide. He was admitted to Calvary Hospital in North Adelaide, where he underwent explorative surgery. His liver was riddled with cancer, and he wasted away before our eyes. Of course, his untimely death shocked us deeply.




    Despite all her strengths and inner reserves, our mother never recovered and, despite a couragous attempt to carry on, she died of a broken heart seven years later. Shortly after Dad’s death, Mary captured Philip and their relationship in a note she wrote sometime during the remainder of that blighted summer of 1960–61:




    

      Grief is so different from what I had imagined. One commiserates with someone on their loss without having any conception of what it means.




      Grief has a taste and a smell. It is a physical lack of a physical presence, a deprivation of a voice, a laugh, a wit, an attitude of mind. A loss of a sturdy independence. A complete irreverence, a flashpoint temper, a warm understanding, an unassuming shyness. A loss of a reliance, complete in its absolute steadfastness and predictability.




      Grief hides in music, in a tone of voice, a footstep down the passage—a loneliness in preparation of the evening meal. It surrounds the double bed and flourishes in the quietness of the night. It is a realization of the solitariness of each human, alone at birth, alone at death. And the worst of all is its utter and final ending of a life while the mind still holds the image of a personality. It is this fight between life in the mind and death in the body that makes adjustment so impossible.




      Grief is not a beautiful thing, never let them tell you this. It’s a ragged, tearing bitter thing—a sickness of the mind from which the patient might recover but most likely will finish life less complete, less normal than before.1


    




    But we children had the resilience of youth and were deeply involved in finding partners and preoccupied with getting on with careers and raising our own children.




    I can’t speak for my sisters, but for me the effects of losing my father when I was 20 were much deeper than they seemed to have been at the time. I now realise that in some ways he had been a very good role model for me, but he died before I really could take maximum advantage of his companionship and his wisdom. I needed him to see me finally getting a law degree, to approve the arrangements I made with Genders Wilson and Bray, the Adelaide law firm I took articles with, to celebrate with me my admission to the South Australian Supreme Court Bar, to meet and get to know my future wife, Alison (I think he would have loved her), to admire the progress I made as a young diplomat, to have met and got to know my children, Anna and Adam, and to have come overseas on one or other of my diplomatic postings. In his 51 years, Dad never travelled abroad, although he often talked about doing the big trip when he retired and he desperately wanted to take Mary to Paris when they told him he had cancer, but it was too late because he was too sick.




    I also needed my father to answer some puzzling questions about his sometimes distant, sometimes violent behaviour towards me, and to tell me more about his own early life, and how it had affected him and his brother Bob. I wished he had taken me, even once, to the football on Saturday afternoons in Melbourne, especially to see my team Essendon perform with John Coleman, the best full-forward in the world, kicking his normal average of ten goals against another frustrated and despairing full-back. Dad could have explained why, when I left State School and went to Carey Baptist Grammar School, the local kids in Surrey Hills, who went instead to Box Hill High or Box Hill Tech, suddenly treated me as if I had leprosy and wouldn’t play cricket in the street after school any more. (The inverse snobbery in Surrey Hills was very strong.) He could have given me better guidance about early fumbling sexual encounters with girls—although to my enormous but secret relief, he did volunteer out of the blue one day when I was about 15 some deliberately casual remarks about masturbation, and how it was natural and wouldn’t cause me to go blind or grow hair on my palms.




    He could have been a bit less dogmatic about religion and explained why he categorically did not believe in God. Not that he minded us being exposed to Christian influences. We used to go to every Sunday School in the Surrey Hills—Mont Albert District, although I settled down to regular attendance at the Methodist one on Canterbury Road because my mates the Borden kids went there. But I never had the conviction they acquired from their God-fearing parents. Come to think of it, my father had some rather strongly categorical views about a lot of things, which we tended uncritically to accept. For example, he thought that the 3DB commercial radio program, ‘The Ovaltinies’, was a racket, but he didn’t explain his reasons. And when I told the Borden kids, who were members, that their show was a racket, their old man got very hostile and I did not know why until much later.




    But the fact was that Dad himself had received little fathering. His own father, Robert Arthur, had left his first wife, my grandmother Dais, in Melbourne when Dad was 16 and his brother Bob not much older. Dad used to pray that his father would come back, but when he did it was only to pack his things. Dad was very bitter and hurt by this, and for many years, throughout his adolescence, during his courtship of Mary, and while he was raising a family, he hardly ever mentioned his father, and we didn’t either. Indeed, Grandfather’s desertion of his two sons was a paradox, especially since he was so tremendously loving towards his daughter, Ruth, by his second marriage, and obviously had a deep empathy for children as revealed in his children’s records and plays. But I have pieced together the reasons. One of the most revelatory documents I read for this book is the Victorian Supreme Court affidavit relating to my grandparents’ divorce. It stands on its head the accepted family history as laid down to all of us by my grandmother.




    But, despite cutting himself off from his first family, or being cut off, Robert Arthur, like all significant ancestors, did not go away. He continued over the years to impinge on my life. Not just in the way he shaped, by neglect, the character of his own two sons, but because of his rather bizarre Polish ancestry and my awkward polysyllabic surname which few could spell and no-one could pronounce properly. Also because, when I went to Canberra as a young diplomatic cadet in 1963, I kept running into things he had done or was known for or had given his name to, like sporting events. There was also a cartoon of him I once found on a wall on the Senate side of Old Parliament House when I went over there one day to brief a parliamentary delegation before it went to Japan.




    And there were the stories my Uncle Bob used to tell me about Robert Arthur, especially the way he could imitate animals, particularly dogs. You could tell how close Robert Arthur was to the house when he walked from the train station in Melbourne each evening, because the local dog population would erupt in a frenzy as he barked at them. The louder the barking got, the closer he was to the house. There were also his marathon bush-walking expeditions in the wilds of Victoria, often with friends, sometimes with his sons. One of Bob’s favourite stories was how he and his father had got lost on a bush walk in the Bogong High Plains one winter and almost died of exposure.




    Therefore, despite very little reference to Grandfather during my childhood and adolescence, he was always lurking in the background as a rather interesting, if somewhat grey and forbidding presence. Here was someone who, I increasingly realised in the post-retirement from Foreign Affairs phase of my life, had led the kind of life and witnessed the kinds of events that would make an interesting book.




    This is not to say I never met him. His daughter by his second marriage, Ruth Schmedding, reminds me that she visited us with her father twice—once in about 1950 in Melbourne, and once in the 1960s in Adelaide. But she tells me that I was on both occasions rather an annoying little ankle-biter, perpetually teasing my sisters, and I certainly do not recall any significant impressions of him. If only I had been a bit older and more aware, what questions I could have put to him—about pre-Federation Sydney and his childhood in his father’s house in Macquarie Street, his early career in the fledgling defence department during the first decade of Federation, and of his work and travels with the three defence ministers to whom he was private secretary. And also about the growth and development of Federal Parliament, its move to Canberra in 1927, and the early days there.




    Anyway, now that all the main actors have gone, I am reconstructing things the conventional way. There are documents and old moving pictures and even recordings of some of the important events in Robert Arthur’s life, and I have found most of these. There are also manuscripts of articles he wrote for newspapers and radio broadcasts, recording his views on a huge range of contemporary issues. There are private letters, tracing the character of the relations he had with an astonishingly wide range of writers, university teachers, poets, scientists, anthropologists and bush-walking companions in Melbourne, Canberra and Sydney. And apart from Ruth, who has been a rich source of material for me, there are still a few relatives and friends around who have been able to give me at first hand some of the flavour of Robert’s doings and activities and concerns.




    This book is therefore about the life, the times and the observations of a rather singular man, one who witnessed and recorded some significant events in Australia’s modern history. In truth, as an Australian diplomat, I should have known much more about these events than I did. In retrospect it is surprising to me that I was able to represent Australia for over seventeen years in fourteen countries, in ten of them as Ambassador (eight of these concurrently), with as little knowledge of our pre- and post-Federation history as I had. Not that I was entirely ignorant—two years of Constitutional Law was a good grounding—and I had an academic curiosity about Australian history that somewhat helped me. I had also always read military history fairly widely and enthusiastically, but in a rather random way. But my knowledge hardly covered some of the great issues of the day that Robert Arthur was immersed in in his working life, such as repatriating troops from the Boer War, the institutionalisation of the White Australia policy, the development of an independent defence policy, the baneful effects of the Great Depression on the development of Canberra and the self-esteem of workers, the growth, without constitutional guidance, of Australian parliamentary procedure, the establishment and development of Canberra, Australia’s colonial history in Papua and New Guinea, or the development of broadcasting in this country.




    Coincidentally, this work is also a personal journey of discovery for me about my grandfather, about the father who shaped him, and about Robert Arthur’s influence on his own two sons. The more I know about Robert Arthur, the more I have been able to understand my father and what made him run his life the way he did. But it doesn’t just stop there. There are in fact four generations of Broinowski men involved here. The story is about my great-grandfather Gracius who left Poland in 1854 at the age of 17 and never again saw his father and mother or his brothers and sisters (I assume, being a good Polish Catholic, he had several of each). Then it is about one of his numerous sons, Robert Arthur. Tangentially and by inference, it is about Robert’s son, and my father, Theo Philip. And finally, to some extent, it is about me. I am surprised at the physical and temperamental characteristics—including height, colouring, physical co-ordination, sporting ability, general temper—the four generations have in common.




    The story doesn’t lend itself to a neat chronological sequence, any more than it fits into a neat and specific genre, although it can certainly be categorised as a work of the comparatively new discipline of ‘public history’. So I tell it both chronologically and thematically, and I put Robert’s activities and concerns into the general historical context of the day. The first part deals with Polish origins and the family’s transition and adaptation to pre-Federation Australia, as seen mainly but not exclusively from Sydney. The second deals with Melbourne between 1902 and 1927, where Robert worked for Defence and then the new Federal Parliament, got married and divorced and married again, and developed his passion for poetry and his interest in anthropology and the natural environment. The third concerns Canberra and the doings of Federal Parliament from 1927 until Robert’s retirement from the Senate in 1942. The fourth part describes all Robert’s post-retirement activities in Sydney—his journalistic and recording and other creative activities, which reflect some interesting social values of the war and immediate post-war period in Australia.


  




  

    
1 Polish Origins




    A generally-accepted story tells how Robert Arthur Broinowski’s father, Gracius Josef, the artist and ornithologist, fled Russian-occupied Poland as a political refugee in 1854 and came to Australia via Germany and England a year later. There are a few variations to the story, but the main elements seem to be agreed among those who have chronicled Gracius’s life.1




    Gracius was born on 7 March 1837 at Walichnowy near Wielun, south-west of Warsaw. His original Polish name was Gracjan, in English Gratian. The spelling Gracius, which he used in Australia, he probably took from the Latin, in which all baptismal records in Poland up to the nineteenth century were written. In some records, his name appears confusingly as Gracjusz, the Polonised spelling of the Latin name. He will be referred to throughout this book as Gracius.




    His parents, Gracjan Brojnowski and Alicia, née Nieszkowska, were szlachta, the land-owning nobility and cultural backbone of the country. These people formed a much larger part of the population than did the nobility of England, Germany or France. Unlike in those countries, all members of the szlachta before the partition of Poland had the right to be elected to the throne of Poland and become king. Material wealth was pursued, if at all, rather shamefacedly, and disregarded for the sake of more lofty ideals such as honour and duty: soldiers rather than merchants were held to be the example to follow.2




    Gracius was educated at home by private tutors, then at Munich University where he studied languages, classics and art. Gracius’s comfortable existence was shattered when he came home for a Christmas holiday in 1854—he was then 17—to find that the Russian authorities had declared a branka, or forced military recruiting drive, against young Polish men in his district. If caught, he would have suffered the brutal servitude of a common soldier for up to twenty-five years. He might have had to fight the British in the war then raging in its second year in the Crimea, or be deported for garrison duty to Siberia. Either way, his chances of survival were slim.




    The family tried to evade the branka by saying Gracius was under age. The response of the Russians was to issue an order for his arrest. According to family legend, a patrol of Russian soldiers was closing in on the family house one cold winter’s evening, when Gracius, forewarned and carrying a few gold coins and a family signet ring, climbed out of a bedroom window and slipped over a wall to a waiting horse-drawn sleigh. He reached the River Prosna undetected and swam across into Prussian-occupied Poland. A pack of wolves attacked the sleigh during the flight, but Gracius cut loose a lame horse to divert them and got away.




    Gracius made his way by foot back to his student digs in Munich, where he waited in vain for instructions or advice from his family. After several weeks he had heard nothing, and he went Hamburg, where he decided to migrate to the United States. But a German he had befriended took all his money and possessions. He and a young Polish colleague then pooled their resources and saved enough to go to London. There Gracius taught French for about twelve months. Prompted by stories of discoveries of gold in Australia, he signed on with a sailing ship—name unknown—and worked his passage to Australia.




    In several respects this story lacks detail and even, possibly, historical accuracy. The history of Poland is very complicated, but with the help of the Polish Australian historian Lech Paszkowski, and with close reference to Norman Davies, widely acknowledged to be one of the best English-speaking experts on the subject, the following can be said with some confidence. The Wielun District was an integral part of the Polish kingdom from ancient times. The Prosna River was for many centuries a definite border between Germany and the Polish—Lithuanian Commonwealth. After the second Partition of Poland in 1793, the Germans took over the District of Wielun and ruled there, but only for fourteen years. In 1807, Napoleon reestablished the Polish state under the new and extraordinary name of the Grand Duchy of Warsaw. After the Congress of Vienna in 1815, the District of Wielun was again included in the Kingdom of Poland, which was autonomous only on paper because it was linked strongly to Russia by the fact that the Tsar of Russia also became the King of Poland. The Polish Army rebelled against the Tsar in 1830 and, after eleven months of heavy fighting, the Poles were defeated and their autonomy was taken away. In 1854, when Gracius fled, Wielun was therefore under Russian rule.




    Details that are lacking relate to Gracius’s family and his state of mind following his departure for England and then Australia. Assuming the accounts are basically correct, and that it was the Russians who were after him and who were thwarted from arresting him, what did they do to his father and mother? Did he have brothers and sisters? Were they younger or older than him? What happened to them? What happened to all his other relatives? What happened to the family estates? And how did Gracius, barely out of short pants, cope with the trauma of the loss of parents and home? Nothing in the Australian historical literature sheds any light on any of these questions except the last. For, whatever his sense of loss and bereavement, whatever his private nightmares, Gracius seems to have been tough-minded and determined. Once he got to Australia, he coped remarkably well.




    As for the family Gracius left behind in Poland, the grim likelihood is that they were dispersed, like other recalcitrants, to Siberia, and their estates sequestered by the Russian authorities. A modern term that springs to mind is ‘ethnically cleansed’. All three occupying powers were harsh and authoritarian, and their police forces and military sometimes co-operated in tracking down the disaffected and enforcing order. In 1797 the partitioning powers, who had just destroyed the old Republic, solemnly swore to banish the name ‘Poland’ from the record. Poland was not even a name, it was a problem. It then became for Western and Russian diplomats alike a ‘question’—the Polish Question. The land Poland had occupied had no practical significance beyond being a cultural, linguistic or administrative area. Poles were seen by the Austrians and Prussians as having an eccentric mixture of Western values injected into a Slavonic East, and by the Russians as being inferior versions of their natural masters, the Russians themselves.




    Poles would argue strongly against any such Russian assumption, and always regarded themselves as culturally superior. The first Polish university was established at Cracow in 1364, the second at Vilno in 1578, and the third at Lvov in 1661, whilst the first Russian university was established in Moscow only in 1755, the second in Kharkov in 1804, and the third in St Petersburg in 1819.




    For Britain, the nineteenth century was the Age of Reform; for the United States, the Age of Expansion; for Russia and Prussia, an age of Might and Empire. For the Germans and Italians, it was an age of National Liberation. For the Poles, however, in contrast to the power and authority of sixteenth century Poland under the Jagellonians, it was an era of defeat, isolation and humiliation, a descent into the tomb, a sojourn in the wilderness.3 To retain any sense of national identity, the Poles could draw on four fundamental sources of inspiration—church, language, history and race—but for many, such brave artifices for survival were at least insufficient and at most highly dangerous, and from the territories in which they lived they were displaced into the nameless wastes of eastern Russia, or liquidated.




    Meanwhile, the youthful Gracius Joseph, whatever his mental state at losing his family and home, was working his passage to Australia on an English ship. The voyage took six months and it was not a pleasant one:




    

      Every day of it was made hell for the youth. He was bullied by both officers and crew, who jeered at him because he was foreign. He had no hammock to sleep in, but was given one of the whale-boats hanging on the davits, for a bed. It was a common joke on a winter’s morning for an officer to tip the boat, so that the lad would fall on the deck bruised and shivering. However the ship anchored at last in Portland Harbour, Victoria. Broinowski was not allowed to go on shore, but in the early hours of the morning he took french leave of the hated ship and swam to land.4


    




    Then began a process of recovery and consolidation for Gracius. He started as a station hand and stockman, drifting from property to property in Victoria and New South Wales. Over the next three years, he learned English. He met and befriended Adam Lindsay Gordon, and moved around the Victorian countryside with him. Gracius saved some money and took up land in the Mallee, but the venture was unprofitable because he knew little about farming and grazing. When his funds dried up, he went to Melbourne and worked as a waiter. There he met Jane Smith, the daughter of an English whaler and merchant. They married at Richmond on 17 August 1864 and subsequently had eight children. Robert Arthur was the sixth of these.




    Gracius became a salesman with the publishing firm of Hamel and Ferguson, and studied art in his spare time. He worked hard at attracting subscribers, especially for a series of pictures of Australian landscapes by the artist von Guérard. He travelled in the pursuit of customers from Walhalla in Victoria to Cooktown in Queensland, travelling by stage coach or horse along main roads and bush tracks, or by coastal vessel where there was no land route.




    Gracius also gave lessons on drawing and painting, and painted landscapes himself. His first publication of any note was a reproduction of an engraving of London before the great fire, by the Dutch artist Wenceslaus Holler, dated 1647. Gracius signed with a pseudonym, ‘GJ Browne’. He would take his finished works to mining towns outside Melbourne and conduct ‘art unions’ with his paintings as prizes. Sketches he made of the camp sites and mines would then form the basis of other paintings he would complete in Melbourne before making another foray into the Victorian bush.




    In 1880, Gracius sailed on the Barrabool for Sydney, where he initially took lodgings with a young friend, Edmund Barton. Six months after reaching Sydney, Gracius felt well enough established to lease a house at 114 Victoria Street, Woolloomooloo, and he arranged for his family, now a daughter and five sons, to join him from Melbourne. Gracius then built a house for the family, ‘Prosna’, at 78-88 Premier Street, Marrickville, where they lived from 1886 to 1889. This later became the ‘Ferncourt’ Primary School, and was recently restored by the Heritage Council of New South Wales and the Marrickville City Council.




    In Sydney, Gracius continued to sell paintings and to teach, both private students and at schools. In 1882 became a visiting drawing master at St Ignatius College, Riverview, a position he held on and off until 1902. By the mid-1880s, his reputation as a painter and art teacher had grown to the extent that the Department of Public Instruction of the New South Wales colonial government commissioned him to supply pictures of Australian birds and mammals for public schools. These were coloured lithographs mounted on boards and varnished, and designed to be hung in classrooms throughout the colony. A number of these sets were bound and published in a limited edition in either 1884 or 1885 as a book entitled Birds and Mammals of Australia: issued under the authority of the Department of Public Instruction of New South Wales: Drawn, lithographed and described by Gracius J. Broinowski.




    Sometime in the 1880s, Gracius officially modified his name from Gracjusz Josef Broj nowski to Gracius Joseph Broinowski to make it easier to spell and pronounce. In 1886, he was naturalised in Sydney as a British subject. Over the next decade, he produced his main works, the Birds of Australia series in four parts and six volumes, and followed these up with The Pigeons of Australia and The Cockatoos and Nestors of Australia.




    The family finances waxed and waned as some of Gracius’s ventures were successful and others were not. About 1885, he moved his whole family to a house in Macquarie Street in the city, then to Wedderburn near Campbelltown, a farming district south-west of Sydney. He built an attractive home surrounded by beautiful gardens on 640 acres, with a conditional lease on an additional 1600 acres. He imported grape vines from Spain but the venture was not successful. He was forced to sell the property at a loss and return to Sydney in 1896 and start teaching art at schools again. In 1897 he issued a prospectus for The Avi-Fauna of Australia, facsimile productions of Gould’s famous work, The Birds of Australia, plus additional works by other ornithologists. He published a similar prospectus in 1910.




    According to Paszkowski,5 Gracius planned from time to time to return to Poland, but he had neither the time nor the money to do so. He and the family were now living in Sydney in a house in Stanton Avenue, Mosman, called ‘Spokoj’, which in Polish means ‘Peace’. Gracius was in declining health, and he died in Sydney in April 1913. He was survived by his wife, Jane, and their six sons, one daughter and several grandchildren. In his entry on Gracius for the Australian Dictionary of Biography, A. H. Chisholm described him as ‘a hard-working but somewhat frustrated migrant who did useful service to Australian schools and the public, not only as an artist but as an advocate of fauna conservation’. In 1969, an unsigned article on Gracius, published in the Geelong Advertiser under the heading Outstanding Personality on Australian Scene’, elaborated on his environmental concerns:




    

      His interest in the lyre-bird was a special one. In 1901 as a leading member of the Ornithological Society of Australia, he made a moving public plea for the fullest protection for the lyre-bird. He exposed a traffic in lyre-bird feathers which were sold on the London market as milliners’ feathers. Broinowski claimed that as many as 2000 lyre-birds a year were being killed in Victoria. His campaign led to a public awareness and legislation later controlled the trafficking. Indeed some authorities have claimed that the interest which his early works had aroused in the classrooms of New South Wales was a factor in creating a better public awareness of the need for fauna conservation.6


    




    His biographers say that, despite the trauma of his departure from Poland, and his success in taking up Australian citizenship, Gracius never forgot his origins and was generous and hospitable to any Pole who came to Sydney. He was known by some of his countrymen as ‘the Providence of Poles’.7 As one of his grandchildren, Dora McIntyre, noted in some oral remarks to her brother, John:




    

      Visiting Poles were specially welcome here [at Spokoj] with friends from many parts of Europe so the atmosphere of peacefulness resounded with animated conversation in many languages. A frequent visitor was Prince Chitfertinski, known as ‘Monsieur Jules’, who was an old family friend. On one notable occasion I remember Ignacy Jan Paderewski, with flowing red hair and tears streaming down his cheeks, playing there to an audience all emotionally charged with thoughts of the agonies of their beloved Poland.8


    




    Gracius’s knowledge of the Australian bush and local fauna also impressed Polish visitors. Paderewski himself was so impressed with Birds of Australia that he bought a set of six volumes for the Jagiellonian University in Cracow for .£100.9




    The fact was, however, that the connections of Australia’s early Polish settlers like Broinowski with Poland were tenuous, and visitors to pre- and early post-Federation Australia were generally few and far between.10 In fact, Broinowski was one of the few notable Poles of the period to remain for any length of time in Australia. Two others were Major Severin Korzelinski, the author of a large collection of vivid memoirs about the Victorian goldfields in the early 1850s, and the writer and adventurer Sygurd Wisniowski, who wrote an interesting book, Ten Years in Australia. Other Poles or part-Poles who came to Australia included William Blandowski, who arrived in South Australia in 1849, the writer and naturalist Jan Lhotsky, another naturalist John Stanislaw Kubary, the first government zoologist of Victoria, William Blandowski, Paderewski himself, the explorer Paul Edmund de Strzelecki, and the anthropologist Bronis-law Malinowski. Each stayed in Australia for a short time and then left.11




    But an unusual aspect of both early and later Polish settlement in Australia was that the predominantly Anglo-Celtic communities seemed to like the Poles, who were temperamentally suited to the prevailing culture. This remains true today. So well have Poles assimilated that their large numbers in present-day Australia are often overlooked, with only their surnames to distinguish them. They are in fact the sixth largest non-English-speaking European migrant group, after the Germans, Italians, Greeks, Yugoslavs and Dutch. The way Gracius adapted himself to Australian life, and the way his sons and daughter did after him, illustrates the point. He was given hell on the ship he worked in to reach Australia, but nothing in the record of his life in Australia indicates that such problems recurred. On the contrary, he was very good at making influential friends and involving himself in local culture and ecology, and these skills helped him, and some of his sons, including Robert Arthur, to enjoy rich and diverse lives.


  




  

    
2 Australian Beginnings




    As the historian Lech Paszkowski has noted, Poles who came to Australia in the nineteenth century generally had a different psychological attitude to Australia than the British and other early settlers. First, they were mainly soldiers, political exiles or freedom fighters, and their education was generally higher than that of other settlers. Second, whilst they liked their new social and political environment, Australia usually had the provisional status of a temporary shelter, even for Poles who served in various colonial administrations. They planned and schemed to return to Poland and fight for its freedom. This was why few Poles settled on the land or took up farming. Some declined to become British subjects, resulting in material losses and financial difficulties. Others, although naturalised, or second-generation Poles in Australia, would rush back to Poland if any opportunity appeared to gain freedom and independence from the oppressing powers.1




    Gracius was different. He loved Poland, was anxious about its predicament and concerned for its future. He was also traumatised by having been summarily cut off from his parents and relations, and he had to live with a sometimes overwhelming sense of loss. Like his compatriots in Australia, he also entertained ideas of one day going back. Yet he and his sons and daughter developed strong roots in Australian soil, as settlers and stayers, and as active participants in some of the issues of the day. None of them ever seriously attempted to go back, and several made significant contributions in pre- and post-Federation Australia. To describe briefly the more significant achievements of the Broinowskis in New South Wales is therefore not just family history. It shows a radical aberration from the Polish immigrant norm and puts Robert Arthur’s own achievements in context.




    Gracius and Jane had eight children, all but the last born in Melbourne. The first child, Gracius Henry, died in infancy. The seven survivors, in order of birth, were Marya Alicia, Gracius Herbert, Leopold Thomas, Felix James, Robert Arthur, Harold Xavier and Stefan Stanislaus.2 Even by today’s standards, the children lived peripatetic lives. In Melbourne, the family shifted between a variety of rented accommodation. And when they moved with their mother to Sydney to join their father in the early 1880s, they lived in at least five different locations.




    Their father was sometimes in debt when painting commissions fell through, or because of some financial miscalculation, such as at Campbelltown where he simply could not make a financial success of farming and wine-making. In 1888, the New South Wales government refused to pay for the full number of lithographs of Australian birds that Gracius had prepared with the help of his wife—a fine artist herself—and her team of workers. On this occasion, Gracius appealed to his friend Edmund Barton to write about the matter to the Premier. Barton obliged and, on 30 April of that year, wrote to Sir Henry Parkes:




    

      I am anxious to introduce to you a gentleman who has been involved in much fruitless labour and heavy pecuniary loss in the preparation of a scientific work at the instance of one of the Government Departments, which is now unable or unwilling to accept copies to the number actually ordered. The preparation of the balance over the number accepted has been the cause of the loss to which this gentleman, Mr G.J. Broinowski, has been subjected. He is an artist by profession, and also a Bachelor of Science of the University of Munich. The work is I believe of a high order of merit, both as regards its scientific value and the taste, accuracy and elegance of its execution and I believe that the refusal to accept the remainder of the copies ordered does not arise from any objection to the work itself. Mr Broinowski believes that if you could afford him a short interview he would be enabled to convince you completely that he has but carried out his part of a plain agreement and that he is entitled to be paid for the labour, research and expenditure which he has been led to undertake. As the final rejection of Mr Broinowski’s claim may involve him in utter ruin from that cause, and that alone, I venture to hope that you will accede to his, and my, request, and name a time on any day this week after Tuesday at which you may be able to give a little of your precious time to the hearing of this gentleman’s grievance. I am, dear Sir Henry Parkes, very faithfully yours, Edmund Barton.3


    




    Barton may have over-dramatised Gracius’s financial difficulties, because there is no evidence that Gracius was compensated for the unwanted lithographs, nor that this led to his financial ruin. His regular income as drawing master at St Ignatius College, and other teaching commissions, filled in the financial holes when artistic commissions were not met. Regular income obtained in this way was an essential backstop for Gracius—a first-generation non-English-speaking migrant, uncertain of English contractual law and legal commitment, with a trusting and optimistic disposition, and a temperament towards an impulsive and occasionally financially reckless course of action.




    Throughout this time, the Broinowskis seemed to be a close-knit and mutually supportive family. Both parents were fine mentors and examples to their children. Robert Arthur wrote to friends that he was close to his mother and had learned from his father:




    

      To begin with I have inherited a love for beauty from my father—Gracius Joseph Broinowski, who published a work in six large volumes with coloured plates. It was the first achievement of the kind in Australia. My father was a Pole, whose life was full of interest, who was a man of culture and wide knowledge, and who encouraged me to pursue the things that really matter.4


    




    Robert spent a lot of time in his father’s library and, like him, became something of an autodidact. Robert had no more than the normal sibling rivalries and jealousies towards his sister or brothers, although he did have a lasting resentment that he was not given the opportunity to attend university or follow other forms of tertiary education like Herbert, Leo, Felix and Stefan. The fact was that, in his youth, Robert was thought to have been a bit slow on the uptake—sometimes a characteristic of creative people—and his father had lined him up to be a farmer. But, overall, he and all his family got on well together. They were in the main an extroverted lot and, taking the lead from their father, developed a talent for cultivating a wide and diversified network of friends and acquaintances in and around Sydney.




    Neither Gracius nor Jane was particularly religious. Nevertheless, all seven children received Catholic educations, most of the boys, except Robert, at St Ignatius. Robert went first to Milson’s Point Primary School, then to another Jesuit college, St Aloysius, which was established in Woolloomooloo, and then moved to Surry Hills. (Their father was at different times drawing master at both and received subsidised tuition for the boys.) St Aloysius was established in 1878, St Ignatius in 1880. At this time a controversial New South Wales education bill threatened to abolish state government aid to denominational schools, and the Catholic bishops wanted to strengthen Catholic schools to produce Catholic leaders to counter state secularism. At both schools there was a strong Irish influence and much antagonism towards, and from, the Protestant community in Sydney. Also, the quality of teaching was fairly patchy. Some of the Jesuits were good, but the salaried lay masters were a relatively seedy lot—sometimes talented, but mercurial, often eccentric, occasionally incompetent, neither well-qualified in education nor particularly gifted at communicating with their charges. Corporal punishment was regularly and routinely inflicted.




    Like his brothers, Robert Arthur emerged from the system relatively unscathed. The boys were all literate and numerate (as was their sister), although without, it seems, religious convictions of any kind. And all went on to become thoroughly integrated and useful members of the pre-Federation community in Sydney. Marya Alicia—now called Mary—followed the conventions and expectations of the day for women by not seeking higher education and working, but by getting married, to a doctor, H. Hanson. Felix trained as a surveyor and, after serving with the Australian contingent in the Boer War (where, according to Robert, he met both Lord Kitchener and Rudyard Kipling), took part in some critical actions, and returned to Australia unwounded but with a case of measles. He then became a senior draughtsman in the fledgling Home Department of the new Commonwealth government and helped to design the city of Canberra. Harold became a senior executive in the Sydney company Robert Reid Pty Ltd, a wholesale supplier of women’s clothing to outlets in New South Wales country areas. Stefan was a non-commissioned officer in the Education Corps in France during World War I, and returned unscathed to Sydney to become a clerk and ‘committees man’ in the New South Wales Railways.




    Herbert, Leo and Robert all made rather more significant contributions. Herbert’s was to country medicine and nursing. He first taught science at Riverview and then at Xavier College in Melbourne. He returned to Sydney and studied medicine at the University of Sydney, graduating in 1897, and worked as a student paramedic in Sydney Hospital, before taking a residency at the Royal Prince Alfred. He later was appointed honorary surgeon at the Hay District Hospital, then surgeon-general at Narrandera, where he studied the causes of diphtheria and helped to reorganise the town’s water and sewerage systems. He also restructured the hospital and built its first operating theatre. Ill health forced him to return to Sydney in 1911. There he set up a practice in Randwick. An orphanage nearby became a large military hospital when World War I started in 1914. Herbert was too ill for active service in Europe, but he volunteered his services to the Army, in which he was given a titular commission, and from 1914 to 1917 he conducted nursing classes at Randwick and Sydney Town Hall for 300 pupils treating wounded soldiers. In 1920, he moved his family to Natimuk in western Victoria and set up a practice in Hamilton. But his activities were undermined by poor health after a prolonged bout of influenza and he died before Christmas 1923, at the age of 53.
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