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This book is dedicated
to the memory of all the women
who helped to pioneer Australia
especially to that of my own great-grandmothers
Elizabeth Kiddle, Eliza Loch, Janet Burrett
and Margaret von Hill




TO MRS CHISHOLM


The guardian angel of her helpless sex,


Whom no fatigue could daunt, no crosses vex,


With manly reason and with spirit pure,


Crown’d with the blessings of the grateful poor,


For them with unrepining love she bore


The boarded cottage and the earthern floor.


The sultry day in tedious labour spent,


The endless tale of whining discontent


Bore noonday’s burning sun, and midnight’s chill,


The scanty meal, the journey lengthening still;


Lavished her scanty store on their distress,


And sought no other guerdon than success.


Say ye who hold the balance and the sword,


Into your lap the wealth of nations poured,


What have you done with all your hireling brood,


Compared with her the generous and the good?


Much ye receive and little ye dispense,


Your alms are paltry, and your debts immense;


Your toil’s reluctant — freely hers is given;


You toil for earth, she labors still for Heaven.


ROBERT LOWE  
Spectator (Sydney),
28 February 1846  





Foreword



This is the story of a brave woman bravely told. Caroline Chisholm was a pioneer in many senses of the word, and not least in establishing a place for women in public affairs. In this enterprise she was alone in Australia where the conditions under which she worked were even more forbidding than those that confronted her only real rival at the time, Elizabeth Fry in England. Apart from the deep-seated conventional objection to the intervention of women in public affairs, an obstacle common to all societies in the second quarter of the nineteenth century, Mrs Chisholm had to contend with the primitive conditions of a colonial society and a bitter religious controversy. She was handicapped by lack of material resources, but she had great personal assets. She had energy, human sympathy, administrative ability of a high order, personal charm and dignity, a husband unobtrusively devoted to her work, and undying faith in the cause to which she had so unselfishly put her hand. Without these qualities it would have been impossible for her to have commenced her work, let alone to have carried it through with so large a measure of success. Caroline Chisholm was a great pioneer, the greatest of women pioneers in the history of Australia, and all the greater because she did not look for material reward or public position. On the contrary she spurned both, perhaps to a degree that injured her cause towards the end. She died in poverty and obscurity.


Miss Kiddle has succeeded to a marked degree in making Mrs Chisholm’s work live again. Her book contains both historical research of high quality and a restrained judgment on a character that must often have tempted a writer with the author’s imagination to dramatize the story. In her search for material Miss Kiddle has shown an energy and enthusiasm not less remarkable than that possessed by her heroine. She has thoroughly probed every source that would yield fresh material on the activities of Caroline Chisholm, and she has fitted this material into a story of Australia’s economic development for nearly three decades commencing in the middle ’thirties of last century. This has involved judgment not only on the character and actions of the central figure in the story, but on many other leading personalities in both Australia and the British Isles, and on the main economic problems associated with land settlement and immigration in Australia. The book is thus more than a biography of Mrs Chisholm. It is a contribution from original sources to the economic history of Australia. Nevertheless, it will be received by historians and the public of Australia as a biography, and as such it will be surprising if it is not rated as one of the great Australian biographies. I have derived great pleasure and profit in reading and commenting on the work, and I have no doubt that it will quicken the interest of others, as it has mine, in the character and achievements of an extraordinary woman, as well as in the economic problems of her period.


Mrs Chisholm was essentially a woman of action and not, as Miss Kiddle is careful to point out, an original thinker. Her life exemplified the view that people with energy have a great advantage over others in the influence they exert in their own day. Her writing and speaking had reference exclusively to the problems that were at her hand, and were designed to promote the things in which she was interested. There was nothing original about them, though they formed a necessary part of her armour. She was restrained in controversy until towards the end when she attacked the squatting interests, but she never departed from restraint in anything pertaining to religion, though she had good reason to do so. It may be said that her best writing was done in refuting the contentions of Dr Lang that she was working to proselytize the Roman Catholic religion to which she was a convert in her adolescence, and a devoted adherent to the end of her life. She was persuasive in argument, both in writing and in personal discussion, and there is little doubt that had she lived half a century later she would inevitably have played a great part in Australian politics. Her capacity for work was enormous, and she was able to maintain active leadership in her advocacy of a sound and vigorous immigration policy whilst bringing up a large family to whom she was a devoted mother. All this is brought vividly before the reader in Miss Kiddle’s well-balanced study. But the outstanding impression made by the book is of a woman who combined great energy with many finer human qualities, and above all a noble femininity.


Of great interest is the development of certain radical traits in her thought and actions in her later years. After spending eight years revisiting England, she returned to Victoria in 1854 at a time when the first fruits of the gold discoveries had been easily gathered, and the ‘diggers’ were turning their attention to land settlement. Immigration to Mrs Chisholm had always been the settlement of the family unit on the land, and now she found that the land was held all too firmly by the squatters. This appears to have marked a turning point in her thought. More and more she joined with those who were clamouring for a liberal land policy, and to an increasing extent she criticized the influence of the squatters, sometimes with bitterness. This is the only evidence of a bitter trait in a character that must have been sorely tried on many occasions when she met with indifference and opposition in plans that seemed obvious to her, as well as being of deep humanitarian interest. What is astonishing about Mrs Chisholm is that she achieved so much for so long without breaking with the powerful interests in the colonies. Though averse to any display of force, her thinking had been influenced by the Chartists during her stay in England, and in public lectures on her return to Australia she supported part of their platform. This again demonstrated her basic courage as well as her response to the aspirations of the immigrants who had first call on her public sympathies from the very beginning of her work.


In this book Caroline Chisholm stands again before us in all her strength and weakness. It is published at a time when many Australian women feel a sense of frustration, largely because we seem to have lost the pioneering spirit of which Mrs Chisholm was the living embodiment. For devoted and unselfish service to a great cause her life has no parallel in Australian history. As such, the book should be an inspiration at a time when inspiration is needed, and I have no doubt that its author would desire that it should be received in this spirit.


DOUGLAS COPLAND





Preface to the Abridged Edition



In the year after the publication of the second editon of this book, Margaret Kiddle died at the early age of forty-two. A short memoir of her will be found at the beginning of her Men of Yesterday (M. U. P., 1961 etc.). This third edition of her Caroline Chisholm has been slightly abridged. No material alteration has been made to the text except to shorten it by reducing or omitting material which is either repetitive or of interest only to specialist students. These last may readily consult the earlier editions in libraries, and it is hoped that abbreviation may make it possible in an age of rising costs to keep in print a book of interest to the general reader. I wish to thank Mrs Sylvia Morrissey for preparing for this abbreviation, and Mr G. F. James for producing the final text as printed here.


R. M. CRAWFORD


1968





Acknowledgments



This is not the personal biography of Caroline Chisholm which I once hoped to write because, after an eight years’ search, I have been unable to trace her private papers. If these still exist, the publication of this book may lead to their discovery.


In the long search for Caroline I have had many generous helpers. The first was Mr G. F. James under whose guidance, and with whose unfailing encouragement, I began the research for a Master of Arts thesis.


I cannot make an individual acknowledgment here to all the libraries and historical societies in Australia and overseas which gave me information; many of them are mentioned in my notes. In particular, however, I acknowledge the untiring assistance given me by the librarians and staffs of the University, Public, and Parliamentary Libraries, Melbourne, and the Mitchell Library, Sydney.


Caroline’s descendants, the late Mr E. Chisholm of Sydney and his sister, Miss Mary Chisholm, as well as their cousin, Mrs Langton, gave me what information they could, but they had no family records. Through the good offices of Mr H. A. Pitt, I met another of her grandsons, the late Mr E. Dwyer Gray. As a child he had known his grandmother and could tell me something of the end of her life. His sister, Sister Mary Philomena (Ursuline Convent, Waterford, Ireland), was able to tell me a little about the lost portrait of Caroline. Mr H. Chisholm, of Sydney, provided the photograph of the bust.


At a time when I was finding it increasingly difficult to continue the research the late Father George O’Neill, S.J., wrote to me. He had begun a biography of Caroline Chisholm but, with his other activities, found it too arduous. He heard of my work in a round-about way, and offered me his material. We corresponded regularly, and it is a profound regret to me that he did not live to see the book completed.


It was Father O’Neill who insisted that Mrs Jellyby in Bleak House was in part a caricature of Mrs Chisholm. I could find no evidence for this in any Dickens’ literature until Mr Humphrey House, author of The Dickens World, gave me a list of references to the Household Words articles.


Besides those I have already mentioned there are many others I would like to thank for their assistance: Miss Margaret Swann (Granville, N.S.W.); Miss Barbara Armstrong (Kyneton, Victoria); Miss Lucy Drucker (Institute of Historical Research, London); Miss Logan (Melbourne); Sister Claver (The Sisters of Charity, Melbourne); Mrs Collingridge (Sydney); Professor E. L. Woodward (Oxford); Professor W. K. Hancock (Oxford); Mr G. M. Young (Marlborough, England); Mr Leslie C. Staples (editor of the Dickensian, London); Sir Henry Hake (National Portrait Gallery, London); Professor Thomas Bodkin (University of Birmingham); Mr B. McNamara (National Gallery of Ireland, Dublin); The Rev. Charles O’Conor, S.J. (Dublin); the Rev. L. H. C. Hopkins (Wootton Rectory, Northampton, England); Mr R. Brooke-Caws (Curator of Messrs Coutts & Co.’s Museum, London); Mr A. R. Wiltshire (Superintendent, Bank of Australasia, Melbourne); Dr T. F. Ryan (Melbourne); the Rev. James Murtagh (editor of the Advocate, Melbourne); Mr A. T. Smithers (Victorian Treasury); Mr Stapleton (Lands Department, Melbourne); Mr R. L. Williams (Maitland Hospital, N.S.W.); the Rev. Frank Hanlin (Sydney); the Rev. J. W. Doyle, S.J. (Canisius College, Sydney); Major Warren Perry (Archivist, Canberra War Memorial); the Rev. J. McGovern (Granville, N.S.W.); the Rev. N. M. McNally (Sydney); the Rev. Maurice Kingsford (Oxford); Dr Ian McCallum (Melbourne); the Registrars-General of Sydney, Melbourne, Adelaide and London; the Shire Secretaries of Melton, Gisborne, Keilor, and Metcalfe; the Town Clerk of Essendon, Victoria; the Port Phillip Pilots’ Association, Melbourne; the Public Record Office, London; and the Keeper of the Records, Commonwealth Relations Office, London.


Father O’Neill devoted many hours to reading and criticizing the typescript. He enlisted the help of the Most Rev. Dr Eris O’Brien, who gave me generously of his time and knowledge. Mr Manning Clark gave me advice with some of the chapters in which he had a specialized knowledge of the subject matter. Professor R. M. Crawford must know every sentence I have written here almost as well as I do myself. I shall always be grateful for his sympathetic understanding both of Caroline’s problems and my own.
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Introduction to the 1990 Edition



by PATRICIA GRIMSHAW


Caroline Chisholm was one of those people, renowned in their lifetimes, the recording of whose life has undergone considerable shifts of fate at the hands of historians. At the peak of her public activism she was accorded respect, amounting at times to sheer adulation, by the Australian colonial and the British public. She was regarded in Victorian Britain as comparable with two other great female reformers, Elizabeth Fry and Florence Nightingale, and the latter cited Caroline Chisholm along with Elizabeth Fry as a model for her own foray into nursing in the Crimea. Yet, like many other women famous in their time, Chisholm was quite swiftly dropped from historical memory. For the Mother Country, her activism was increasingly linked with the fate of a distant new nation, rapidly establishing its own indigenous historical tradition, while Australian history-making made scant place for women in its tale of conquest of land and attainment of liberty for its migrant European population.


It was the work of one of Australia’s first female academic historians, Margaret Kiddle, that changed this situation. Her biography of Caroline Chisholm, published in 1950, established Chisholm’s importance in a decided and authoritative fashion. Chisholm entered the fabric of Australian historical consciousness in a positive way, an acknowledgement accorded to the rare woman. Few general histories of Australia after 1950 failed to mention Chisholm, while public bodies attached her name to a growing number of institutions – a college at La Trobe University, the Chisholm Institute of Technology, two Catholic senior schools, a federal government electorate. A drawing of her appears on the five dollar note. Kiddle’s biography sold well, and was twice reprinted. Chisholm was generally written of with genuine respect. Yet, with another shift of the historical scales, the new women’s history that emerged in the wake of the feminist movement in the early 1970s, and which challenged so many assumptions underlying earlier Australian historiography, brought the implications of Chisholm’s reform agenda for her own sex under a sceptical eye. It was not so much the significance of Chisholm as a historical actor that feminists questioned, but the meaning of her activism in terms of social equity for women. Within current Australian history, therefore, Chisholm stands as a key figure in debate and discussion, a situation that makes the reprinting of Margaret Kiddle’s biography timely. An appreciation of Kiddle’s interpretation of Caroline Chisholm’s life, and the significance of that interpretation for current debates on women’s history in the early 1990s, rests on an exploration of the successive chroniclers who have told Chisholm’s story, and of the shifting portrayal of ‘true womanhood’ their tales reveal.


Margaret Kiddle began her study of Caroline Chisholm for a Master of Arts thesis at the University of Melbourne at the beginning of World War II. After several years in teaching and the public service during the war, she returned to complete the thesis in 1947 and was employed first as a tutor, then as senior tutor, in the History Department from 1946 till her death in 1958. That she should have entered university and proceeded to an honours degree followed by postgraduate research and a teaching position was by no means a usual set of chances and choices for a young middle-class woman in the Melbourne of the 1930s and 1940s. In their autobiographical essays in the collection The Half-Open Door, published to commemorate one hundred years of women’s education at the University of Melbourne, two of Margaret Kiddle’s colleagues in the post-war History Department, Kathleen Fitzpatrick and Alison Patrick, described the influences against high academic achievement and professional employment experienced by women of their class, although they, like Margaret Kiddle, had resisted them. As was the case for virtually all women who entered university in the 1930s, Margaret Kiddle had attended a private girls’ secondary school, in her case the Melbourne Church of England Girls’ Grammar School. Her father, John Kiddle, was a solicitor; his wife, Mauna Loa Kiddle, the mother of four children (of whom Margaret Loch, born in 1914, was the eldest) kept her daughter under prudent and careful surveillance. An entry in Margaret’s ‘Progress Book’ on her seventh birthday read, under the heading ‘Any marked hereditary pecularities’: ‘Self-willed and persistent; power of concentration. Quick at learning’. The parents were swift to find resemblances in character extending back over generations: the family was proud of its pioneering forebears, who had ‘made good’ in the colonies, and Margaret herself dedicated Caroline Chisholm ‘to the memory of all the women who helped to pioneer Australia’, but in particular to her own four great-grandmothers, Elizabeth Kiddle, Eliza Loch, Janet Burrett and Margaret von Hill. She knew something of all her ancestors, and was filled with admiration for their exploits, women and men alike. ‘I wish you had known some of the others’, she wrote once to a friend, ‘they were a tall, swift-moving, laughing crowd, superb on horseback’.


Margaret Kiddle’s praise for the physical prowess of her kinfolk was undoubtedly tinged with a muted envy. In her teens she grew into a tall, thin, young woman, with, at seventeen, a ‘pronounced chin development’ that certainly in her mother’s eye denoted character development. She had already, alas, developed a severe chronic kidney complaint. In a school where a hearty interest in sport was a mark of ‘school spirit’, Margaret was to be found loyally and bravely cheering the fit and able from the sidelines. In the school magazine she described herself wryly thus in Gilbert and Sullivan style: ‘M. L. K.: I know the Kings of England and I quote the fights historical’. Indeed, her bouts of disability left her a good deal of time for reading, and with her family’s keen interest in Australia’s settlement and development, more pronounced at that time among the well-to-do, Margaret’s growing scholarly interest was engaged by history. In the History Department she found stimulation from the teaching of two academics, Professor Ernest Scott and Miss Jessie Webb. Leadership of the department was assumed in 1937 by a man who had a profound influence on the teaching of history in Australia, Professor R. M. Crawford. Scott had already encouraged students in the use of original sources. Crawford continued this tradition, as well as initiating heroic efforts to preserve local Australian records, which stimulated interest in the hitherto underdeveloped area of Australian history. It was Crawford who encouraged Margaret Kiddle to rewrite her master’s thesis on Chisholm for publication by Melbourne University Press.


Margaret Kiddle won for herself a special place in the historiography of Australian women with her biography of Chisholm and her subsequent important work, Men of Yesterday: A Social History of the Western District of Victoria, which, despite its unpromising title, explored a good deal about the lives of squatters’ wives and daughters along with the central narrative that focused on the male squatters. Caroline Chisholm was the first study about an Australian woman to emerge from an academic context. Since the time of the earliest historians of Australia, the narrative of Australia’s past had centred on a particular set of central themes: the taking of a continent, the economic development of the colonies as successive enterprises waxed and waned, the establishment of a political system and a society which represented an improved version of British life. The alignment of these first historians of themselves as Australian men, with their version of the Australian past, established a tradition of pursuing the origins of Australian national identity along a path that quite decidedly ignored the experiences of women. Women did not appear as movers and shakers in this drama; at first women posed a problem because there simply weren’t enough of them; then they got married, had children, and apparently became historically irrelevant except for the population question. Ernest Scott’s 1912 textbook history of Australia did acknowledge at least the success of female suffrage and the entry of women to the university. (He was married to Mabel Besant, the daughter of the famous English theosophist, Annie Besant.) But Professor Crawford’s history published in 1952 (in the preface of which he thanked Margaret Kiddle for her ‘digging’, or research assistance work) did not deviate far from the accepted path, although his work now had the two world wars and the great depression to add to the text. And so it was with other Australian history writing, largely a male preserve. There were very few women who held lectureships in Australian universities before 1950, and those few had not turned any special attention to their sex.


Women’s past had certainly been recorded in Australia, but outside the influential academic mainstream. The shelves of public libraries abound with histories of women, published throughout the century, written by women, largely for women. Many middle-class women sensed the omission of their sex from the dominant record, and hastened to make good the gap, with memoirs, autobiographies, biographies and accounts of women’s organizations. These female writers, too, had a tale to tell, of brave pioneer women building homes in the bush alongside men, of women leading their sex to civil rights and into public life, of women sustaining an altruistic concern for the poor and underprivileged: ‘worthy women’ all. Some were novelists: Kylie Tennant, Eleanor Dark, Marjorie Barnard, Flora Eldershaw. These writers were not often listened to, however, by those who held positions of influence and prestige in universities. Academic history emphasized the dramatic event, political change, economic transformations, and the men whose names and activities were associated with them. Australia had been less diversified by class than Britain, and there were as a consequence few ‘great women’ to be discussed. In northern countries, prominent women were usually also rich women, high-born women, women with others of their sex of lower status at home attending to their household’s mundane needs.


And yet there was one easily identified great woman in Australian history who awaited a scholarly study, and that was Caroline Chisholm. Her career, as Margaret Kiddle proceeded to describe it, was extraordinary. But Kiddle also demonstrated graphically the way in which Chisholm’s activities intersected with two of the major themes of the central questions of Australian historiography: how to increase the European population in Australia, and how to encourage closer settlement of the land. Chisholm’s concerns meshed narrowly with that interaction of British colonial policy makers and local colonial authorities that so preoccupied analysts of the Australian colonial period.


The story which Kiddle told was a compelling one. Caroline Chisholm’s means had not been ample, far less so than most prominent women of Victorian England, since the income of her husband, a captain in the British army, was not princely; it was adequate enough, however, to enable her some freedom from continual domestic labour for themselves and their children, eventually six in all. Within a few years of her arrival in the colony of New South Wales in 1838, Caroline Chisholm’s attention had been drawn to the appalling state of penury into which so many single female migrants fell on their arrival. She persuaded Governor Gipps to allow her premises to house the women, successfully solicited donations for their temporary upkeep, and was soon well on the way to establishing networks of information and support for finding employment not only for single women, but for married women and men with large families, similarly disadvantaged by the labour conditions of the colony. Chisholm personally found land and settled a number of families in a co-operative farming venture. As a side issue she pressed the prosecution of the captain and surgeon of a migrant ship who had cruelly mistreated a young woman for her resistance to sexual overtures. These first endeavours were followed by a trip to Britain during which she determinedly advised the Colonial Secretary, Earl Grey, on emigration policy (the dissemination of necessary information, the selection of migrants, the conditions for safe passage and arrival) and gained financial backup for her own preferred emigration programme. Previously she had settled some eleven thousand people in rural New South Wales; now she assisted around twenty thousand more to migrate. Back in the colonies in 1854 she took up the cause of the deserted wives and children of diggers, established shelters for families travelling to the diggings, and espoused the diggers’ call for the unlocking of the lands from the squatters’ grasp. Margaret Kiddle portrayed Chisholm as a woman of unusual courage and resolution, with exceptional organizational abilities, as persuasive with her voice as with her pen. One would have thought it hard for historians before Kiddle to have ignored such a figure.


Margaret Kiddle prefaced her book with a frank statement: This is not the personal biography of Caroline Chisholm which I once hoped to write because, after an eight years’ search, I have been unable to trace her private papers’. Like most biographers, in other words, she had initially aimed to explore, along with the ‘life and times’ of Chisholm, the interaction of the personal with the public face of her subject. Here, like so many later biographers of prominent women, her purpose was frustrated, either because Caroline Chisholm had kept no private papers, or because they had been destroyed. The nearest Margaret Kiddle could come to some personal statement by Chisholm herself was a simple brief memoir she wrote about the circumstances of establishing the Female Immigrants’ Home in Sydney. Chisholm herself was aware that women publishing under their own names was a rare event and thought herself probably the first woman to do so in the colony. She wrote a good deal more than that, but these other writings were her vehicles for publicizing her ideas on the need for support services for migrants, for improved knowledge of colonial conditions, for a more humane basis for selection of prospective settlers. Her views on immigration, and incidentally on many other issues, including religious tolerance, were thus widely aired through her own authorship. While her publications indicated something of Chisholm’s vigour, courage and liberalism, they do not provide an entry to the intimate understanding of her subject that Kiddle sought. This was true, too, of the bulk of commentary that Chisholm’s activities elicited, in the press and journals of her day both in Britain and the colonies. While Kiddle did trace descendants of Chisholm, they had no papers, only vague memories, few family myths about her to hand on. (Chisholm actually ended her life in straitened means and isolation, never a hopeful indication for biographers who seek personal papers.)


There were only a few sources that offered some hints concerning Chisholm’s personal situation and private responses. One was fictional, the character ‘Mrs Jellyby’ drawn by Charles Dickens in Bleak House. Dickens knew Caroline Chisholm well, and had visited her home in London. While clearly a great admirer and supporter of Chisholm, Charles Dickens, Kiddle concluded, was certainly not above incorporating aspects of Chisholm’s existence (her inevitably somewhat disordered domestic arrangements, for example) into an otherwise fictional creation. Fiction is a two-edged sword as a source for the historian, and Kiddle accepted this evidence with cautious evaluation.


A second source of personal insight was a memoir of Caroline Chisholm written in 1852 by a London Nonconformist publisher and writer, Eneas Mackenzie, two years before her return to the colonies. The work might have proved gold to Kiddle, but unfortunately the intimate details it provided were patchy. Mackenzie, whose admiration for Chisholm knew no bounds, was convinced that she would attract the attention of future biographers: he would do his duty for posterity by recording her life. He knew Chisholm well, as a member of her colonization society, and was acquainted with many of her friends. He saw himself to be in a special position to collect ‘the interesting documents relative to the distinguishing features of her career’ while such information was readily available, and to record oral testimony about her to ensure that any ‘inaccuracies’ that might exist about her life would be corrected promptly by ‘living witnesses’. Unfortunately for the twentieth-century biographer, he then disclaimed any intention of prying into the intimate details of Chisholm’s private life. He wanted to attend more to ‘positive facts than to minute personal illustrations, as during the lifetime of an individual, more especially a lady, there is ever a feeling of delicacy against gratifying a mere morbid taste by rudely peering behind the veil of domestic life . . .’. Mackenzie offered probably only two slight but valuable details, one concerning the inspiration from a visitor for a young Chisholm’s interest in emigration, the other her stipulation, before her consent to marriage, that she be allowed freedom as a married woman to pursue public activities of a charitable nature. The historian Anne Summers was later to castigate biographers of Australian women for concentrating too much on the personal, for adopting a ‘chatty’ style because they knew in advance that their work would not be taken seriously. This was not a temptation Kiddle could fall into, even if she was likely to: the material was simply not there.


Where Mackenzie was invaluable, however, was in offering a sense of the basis for Caroline Chisholm’s fame in this most active period of her career. Mackenzie himself gave prominence to Chisholm’s activities for the protection of single women from male sexual predatoriness, in the light of revised attitudes to sexual morality under his admired Queen Victoria. Did any of his readers, he asked, recall the lax days of old, when the roue was a glorified figure, and women prized for decorativeness and passion rather than for intellect? This was the ‘miasmatic moral depravity’ which had wafted to the colonies to flourish freely. There girls and young women, ‘the unprotected children of poverty and of crime’, were deemed the rightful spoil of ‘degraded-minded men’ with a callousness scarcely credited back in England. But the new Victorian age had seen a marked change in women’s position: ‘. . . the domestic, social, and intellectual virtues are cultivated, reverenced and esteemed as a duty that womankind not only owes to herself but to society’. It was this new message, this reformed morality, that Caroline Chisholm had taken to the colony of New South Wales. In terms of emigration, Mrs Chisholm had


 


found the stream polluted, and she has purified it. The weak she has protected, and the poor she has sheltered tenderly and affectionately. With a woman’s courage and resolution she has asserted the dignity of her sex, and caused the unscrupulous voluptuary to shrink appalled, and respect nature’s loveliest creation, although in want and in rags.


 


His verdict? ‘PHILANTHROPIST! A word mighty in significance, encircles with humanizing radiance the name of CAROLINE CHISHOLM.’ Mackenzie’s eulogy was echoed by Samuel Sidney, another prominent London Nonconformist, whom Mackenzie cited. Chisholm’s philanthropy, asserted Sidney,


 


. . . was not a mere amusement to be taken up at odd hours, like a new romance – to be laid down as quickly as it was taken up – to be satisfied by a distribution of cheap tracts, or, at most, of cheap superfluous guineas – by capricious visits to poor cottages, whose misery renders the change from the luxurious drawing room a pleasing excitement. It is a part of her life – of her daily duty. For the cause she embraced, she has chosen to abandon the luxuries, nay, the comforts, to which her fortune and station entitled her; to wear stuff instead of silk; to work hard, to live hard, to save, that she may spend upon the poor . . . We find her not like Mrs. Fry – descending from the drawing room to the prison, to return, carriage borne, to that drawing room, when her errand of mercy was done – but in the small room of a small house, in an obscure suburb . . .


 


Chisholm, Sidney continued, possessed organizational ability that almost amounted to genius, combined with energy and perseverance.


Mackenzie’s memoir elicited commendation from an unlikely source, the Westminster Review, which admitted that it had small respect for professional philanthropists in general, or for ladies of Mrs Jellyby’s type in particular – and indeed, philanthropy was usually only noted in connection with a crown or coronet. But the Review warmly recommended Mackenzie’s work ‘to every friend of progress, and every lover of humanity’. Mrs Chisholm had done more for the


 


moral regeneration of the Australian colonies than all their clergy, with their four or five bishops to boot. She did, moreover, what they could not do – what you feel no one could have done but herself. Like other moral heroines, she seemed born just for that work which she did, and which waited for her to do it.


 


The Review, like Samuel Sidney, pointed to Chisholm’s ‘extraordinary faculties for organisation and government’. For another commentator, the French historian Jules Michelet, the fifth continent of the world had thrown up one saint, one legend, who had done more for Australia than all the emigration societies and the British government put together. They had failed in colonization ‘where a simple woman succeeded by her force of character and vigour of soul’. This was adulation, indeed, but somewhat devoid of the substantial detail about Chisholm that contemporaries might have recorded.


Subsequent writings about Caroline Chisholm were also of little practical use to Margaret Kiddle, since they were not only slight in substance, but derivative of Mackenzie’s initial biographical sketch. (That does not mean that they are not now of interest to us, of course, in terms of locating Margaret Kiddle’s own biography within a historiographical context of writing about women.) After the flurry of writing about Chisholm mid-century, one further British foray was made by G. Elliot Anstruther, who produced a biographical essay in a series called ‘Women-workers’, published by the Catholic Truth Society in London. Chisholm was, for the last time within British historiography, discussed in a context of pious British female reformers. Clearly, while Fry and Nightingale would sustain a strong place in British historical consciousness, the onus for further serious acknowledgement was now on the historians of Chisholm’s adopted home.


Two further biographical sketches of Chisholm appeared in Australia before Margaret Kiddle’s work, both produced by women outside academic life. Writing in 1925, Margaret Swann, a local history enthusiast, was clearly impressed with a specifically Australian reading of Chisholm’s work. At the height of Australian public concern over the lowering of the Australian birth-rate, and the supposed need to fill up the empty spaces for security reasons, Swann admired Chisholm’s facilitation of the entry of Europeans to populate the continent. Was there not a continuing need to welcome the surplus population of the ‘Motherland’ for Australia’s vast unpopulated tracts of land? Australia was rich, maintained Swann, in everything that went to make wealth and prosperity, except ‘the one essential element – labour’. Of all the many snippets of good advice that Chisholm offered in her time, Margaret Swann selected with approval her response when some settlers expressed their pressing need of a school and a church: ‘“Do not ask what will the Government do for us,” Chisholm exhorted, “but let your question be, “What shall we do for ourselves?”’ Margaret Swann, as an educated Australian woman of the 1920s, was aware of the significance of Chisholm’s stepping outside the bounds of expected mid nineteenth-century female behaviour. Swann saw that both Chisholm’s public work and her public speaking in Australia in the late 1850s, together with her explicit justification of both, amounted to an attack on the traditional prejudice against a woman taking a public part in politics. Eleanor Dark, the novelist, wrote on Chisholm in The Peaceful Army: A Memorial to the Pioneer Women of Australia 1788 to 1938, the volume on Australian women produced for the country’s sesquicentenary in 1938. For her, the same aspect of Chisholm’s life was uppermost, as she joined with other women to thrust women at least marginally into the historical record. For Eleanor Dark, ‘not half-a-dozen books by Mary Wollstonecraft could have been more effective “vindication” than the life of this indomitable woman’.


There was clearly some luck involved in Margaret Kiddle’s engagement in her study of Caroline Chisholm. Very few women anywhere in Australia had undertaken postgraduate theses, and in an anti-intellectual masculine cultural climate, men faced social difficulties simply undertaking humanities studies. The choice of a woman’s life as a research focus was highly unlikely. But secondly, the necessity of a biography of Chisholm had been pointed to by none other than the eminent historian, Keith Hancock, in his highly regarded history of Australia published in 1930. Hancock acknowledged Chisholm’s importance, but knew little about her. ‘It is surprising’, commented Hancock (undoubtedly referring to Lytton Strachey’s school, which had taken Florence Nightingale as a target) ‘that her story has not been pounced upon by one of our clever modern specialists in the short biography; but probably her character is too substantial and balanced to lend itself to their mildly malicious irony’. Here was a challenge for a ‘balanced’ historian to assume, ideally without the malicious irony. But Hancock did more. He suggested, in his brief treatment of Chisholm, another theme that might be pursued through an examination of her life (not, one must say, a theme that he did anything more than raise here). This ‘extraordinary’ woman, through her amazing ability to influence men of power, through her practical compassion that was worth the work of a thousand indiscriminate philanthropists, had succeeded in raising New South Wales from a ‘trough of iniquity’. He quoted approvingly Chisholm’s statement to Earl Grey: ‘For all the clergy you can appoint, all the churches you can build, and all the books you can export, will never do much good without what a gentleman in that colony calls “God’s police” – wives and little children’. Further, it was not exaggeration to assert that ‘Mrs Chisholm established the dignity of womanhood and of the family in New South Wales’. Hancock, in effect, not only suggested that Caroline Chisholm was a figure of stature, but indicated issues of women’s agency, and of gender relations, that a study of her life might open up. Margaret Kiddle assumed this biographical task; the second challenge, to contextualize Chisholm’s life within a framework of gender analysis, she attempted, but only hesitantly.


Margaret Kiddle herself was by no means unaware of issues of gender relations and of women’s status at the time of her researching Caroline Chisholm’s life and of her own career in the History Department at the University of Melbourne. While the radical feminism of the 1970s offered a particular, sharp critique of gender relations that we have come to equate with feminism, another style of feminism of a liberal colour had informed the world view of many educated Australian women throughout the twentieth century. It had been the efforts of liberal turn-of-the-century feminists that had established, not only such civil rights for Australian women as the parliamentary franchise, but a legitimate place for women in higher education and in the professions. Not all women who prospered in such careers acknowledged the work of these pioneers, or thought about the continuing restraints on women’s autonomy, but some, quietly but firmly, continued to discuss these concerns. In his foreword to the first edition of Kiddle’s biography of Chisholm, Professor (later Sir Douglas) Copland referred directly to the feminist issue. The book, he writes, appeared at a time


 


when many Australian women feel a sense of frustration, largely because we seem to have lost the pioneering spirit of which Mrs Chisholm was the living embodiment . . . the book should be an inspiration at a time when inspiration is needed, and I have no doubt that its author would desire that it should be received in this spirit.


 


Professor Kathleen Fitzpatrick, a highly regarded historian who was Margaret Kiddle’s colleague in the History Department, said in a speech to women graduates in 1958 that women had a legal right to do almost anything, ‘but they are in fact hedged in with invisible barriers which keep them, as it were, on the outer of our national life’. Such ideas were part of Kiddle’s cultural environment. In her assessment of Caroline Chisholm, Margaret Kiddle is constantly reflective about the meaning of Chisholm’s career in the context of the changing status of women in the Victorian period, a perception clearly rooted in her own preoccupations as a woman living in the Australia of the late 1940s.


And so Margaret Kiddle wrote this biography, the first full-length study of Caroline Chisholm, and the first account of her life based upon an exhaustive, meticulous examination of all records by and about her subject, interpreted within the confines of an academic, scholarly environment. Under the influence of British historiography, Australian history writing was essentially empiricist, eclectic in its attachment to theory, the organizing assumptions underlying interpretation implicit, seldom explicitly revealed and discussed. What Kiddle was able to do, unlike the amateurs before her in the biographical field, was to establish the narrative of Chisholm’s life firmly within the political and economic context of immigration to and settlement of Australia, providing an important, and fresh, perspective on these central issues. At the same time she offered a judicious and careful commentary on Chisholm’s work as a reformer, as an advocate for poor women and for parents of young children, as befitted the twentieth-century scholar’s style, trained to mediate spontaneous personal responses with the ‘irony’, if not the ‘malicious irony’, that Hancock observed. (Of course Kiddle came first to this work within the restricted boundaries of the thesis where unwritten rules discourage the bold or colourful statement; examiners in turn bewail the dullness of academic prose!) Kiddle was certainly restrained by the necessary conventions of close footnoting, and of avoiding speculation that could not be neatly substantiated. Not for Kiddle the eulogies of Mackenzie, nor even the freedom of interpretation of Hancock in his Australia.


As Margaret Kiddle’s first foray into extensive research into documentary evidence, Caroline Chisholm is a fine book. By any standards, it is a sound piece of historical scholarship. Kiddle took a person, famous for a period of her lifetime, all but removed from the historical consciousness of the country where her prominent work took place, and promoted this figure to the fore of Australian colonial history. If Kiddle is reticent about her personal responses to Chisholm (Copland’s foreword suggests she showed ‘a restrained judgement on a character that must often have tempted a writer with the author’s imagination to dramatize the story’) she clearly found Chisholm’s work constructive, positive and effective. In places Kiddle makes value judgements which reveal something of her own world view as a middle-class woman raised in the 1920s and 1930s. She writes, for example, of some migrants as being of ‘poor quality’, of others as ‘the best types’, or ‘of superior type’. In discussing sexuality and prostitution her choice of language is circumspect in keeping with polite conventions. She writes of a predominantly criminal population ‘causing grave moral evils’, of young orphan and workhouse girls whose ‘moral character was questionable’. (Chisholm herself made a spirited defence at times of Irish orphans and the morality of emancipists, and spoke carefully yet actually more frankly about the sexual question.) Kiddle applauds Chisholm’s pragmatism, attributing her success to her lack of attachment to any particular theory of immigration. At the end she criticizes Chisholm for apparently abandoning pragmatism by embracing so wholeheartedly the diggers’ radical causes: Chisholm ‘refused to see that the middle way between the two extremes of squatter and miner was the only hope of solution’


On ‘the woman question’, Margaret Kiddle is dissatisfied with her subject’s performance, but takes pains to avoid appearing too partisan. When describing Chisholm pitted against the Governor of New South Wales himself in her determination to support Margaret Bolton’s suit against the captain and surgeon of the Carthaginian for cruel maltreatment, Kiddle points out that the Immigration Committee had described Bolton as ‘“a correct, but peevish girl”’ – characteristics, says Kiddle, ‘which possibly explain all her troubles’. Margaret Kiddle focuses upon the extent to which Chisholm stepped beyond the boundaries of proper Victorian femininity, and what Chisholm herself made of it. The astonishing thing about her’, comments Kiddle, ‘is that she did such work at a time when women were still imprisoned in the strait-jacket of Victorian convention’. Kiddle presumes that Chisholm would have been thereby forced to look at other women like herself, and feel anger at their lack of opportunities. But Kiddle is forced to accept that Chisholm was no rebel and no theorist. She was too occupied with immediate practical concerns ‘to consider the rights and wrongs of the conditions she saw about her . . .’; in spite of her own career Chisholm believed that ‘a woman’s place was in the home’, and that it was the ‘design of nature’ for women to be supported by their husbands. Chisholm felt the inconvenience of the Victorian attitude towards women. Yet, observes Kiddle, she never denounced this crippling handicap.


Margaret Kiddle’s preoccupation with Chisholm, therefore, revolves around a search for the reason her subject did not extrapolate from personal experience to early feminist understanding of the broader structures underpinning the restricted behaviour of women of her class. Kiddle does not proceed to analyse the meaning of Chisholm’s agenda for poorer single women, namely, their movement into household service and then into matrimony. Kiddle agrees with Hancock’s version of Chisholm’s work for the poor, and for families. Chisholm, she writes, proved to the people of New South Wales that ‘female immigration need not be attended with immorality if the women were given proper protection. By proving this, she altered the attitude of the community to female immigration, and by fostering family life, she raised the social standard of the whole colony’. It was an interpretation of Chisholm’s work that was reiterated by Manning Clark, Kiddle’s fellow student and close friend, in his own history of Australia, which undoubtedly extended the influence of the biography.


Yet Chisholm’s advocacy of the family was the very issue that later feminists would seize upon as problematic. The germinal revision of Chisholm came in 1975, in Anne Summers’ radical feminist account of Australian history, Damned Whores and God’s Police: The Colonization of Women in Australia. Two years previously, the desire to see women appropriately honoured within the Catholic Church had actually prompted another full-length biography of Chisholm, written by a Catholic activist from Kyneton, Mary Hoban, and entitled Fifty-one Pieces of Wedding Cake (a reference to wedding-tokens Chisholm received from grateful brides). Mary Hoban’s aim was a pious one, that ‘the Church will come to see Caroline as one whose life richly reflected the love of God’. She hoped that, ultimately, Chisholm would be raised to sainthood: ‘While the ranks of the saints include queens and martyrs and holy widows a plenty, there is not, I think, a married woman from the ordinary walks of life’. Hoban, then, presented a hagiography, filling out her study with extensive quotations from Chisholm’s writing, though Hoban was also unable to discover intimate journals or letters. While distant theoretically from the secular radical feminism that was shaking accepted views of femininity in Australia in the early 1970s Mary Hoban’s quest was ultimately linked to those changing attitudes to gender which were not to leave religious institutions untouched. Her biography, however, had little impact on academic attitudes.


Anne Summers’ general history of women touched only briefly on Caroline Chisholm, yet her critique was extremely significant for the development of the historiography of women, since Damned Whores and God’s Police shaped feminist historical consciousness for the next decade. Of women’s biographies, she wrote: ‘Scholarly works like Margaret Kiddle’s Caroline Chisholm . . . are read by fairly select groups and are occasionally referred to by historians of the period but they too generally fail to be integrated into any tradition because the subject of their research is too often relegated to a footnote in the more general studies’. Kiddle had promoted Chisholm as an individual on to the historical stage, yet it was true that no thematic discussion of women had ensued. What Summers succeeded in doing was to provide a sustained thematic framework for women and gender relations in Australian society within which Chisholm herself, and her reform agenda, could be understood. Ironically, Summers’ own interpretation was one which stood at odds with current mainstream Australian history: Summers therefore did not provide a model for viewing Chisholm that superseded Kiddle’s but, rather, one which stood as an alternative. To understand Summers’ interpretation is to appreciate the challenge she offered to mainstream history, as part of a New Left, and radical feminist, critique of the assumptions underlying accepted views of Australia’s past.
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