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1


FOURTH SON


IF MARTIN À BECKETT BOYD could have chosen his own birthplace it would not have been the Swiss pensione which chance and family circumstances provided for him. The qualities he valued in a house were custom, ceremony and tradition, none of which could be associated with the comfortable but impersonal lodgings in Lucerne where his family spent the summer of 1893. On the afternoon of Martin’s birth, on 10 June, his father Arthur Merric Boyd passed the time by setting up his easel in the street and making a water-colour sketch of the house. Passers-by must have wondered why, with all Lucerne’s lake and mountain views to choose from, an artist should want to commemorate this unremarkable façade in a quiet street. The sketch completed that afternoon went into the large portfolio of drawings and paintings which Boyd and his wife Emma Minnie (known as Minnie) made during the European travels of their early married life.1 Family tradition identified an upstairs room as the one in which Martin was born, but that visual record never appealed to his imagination. There were photographs in the family album of the houses in Australia and England where his three older brothers were born; and each of these places had its history and its legends. The pensione in Lucerne made Martin’s birth seem incidental, and so to some degree it was.


He was born into an Anglo Australian family which had just lost a fortune. The financial crash which ended the Victorian land boom of the 1880s reduced the income of his maternal grandparents, William Arthur Callendar à Beckett (known by his initials as W. A. C.) and his wife Emma, from an estimated £11 000 a year to half that amount.2 The Boyds, who had no money of their own, depended on an allowance from the à Becketts and for the first time in the eight years of their marriage they had reason to feel insecure. It was a sudden end to a period of great prosperity and confidence. Having been enriched in the 1880s, the à Becketts had taken the Boyds and their first two children Gilbert and Merric to Europe in March 1890. In England they realized the returning colonist’s dream of buying back the family estate. In July 1890 W. A. C. à Beckett took over Penleigh House in Wiltshire, where his great-great grandfather had lived.3 A few weeks later, on 15 August, the Boyds’ third son Theodore Penleigh was born in the old family house from which he took his name.


There followed a short exuberant period in which the à Becketts spent a good deal of money on the Penleigh estate. They planned to have two permanent family homes. Their Australian investments would pay for the pleasant, dignified manor house and its not very profitable farm and they could divide their time between the old and the new world. Although Emma à Beckett, during a brief return to Melbourne in 1891, wrote of a ‘great depression in commercial affairs’4 she and her husband were still spending freely as late as October 1892, when they took the Boyds and their children to Europe for a long holiday. During this time the news came from Melbourne that some of the banks had failed. Instead of going back to England, Emma à Beckett stayed on in Nice with the Boyds while her husband sailed for Melbourne to look into their financial affairs. Martin Boyd’s birth in this period of uncertainty prefigures his lifelong sense of dispossession and homelessness; he lived in many houses but none gave him the feeling of permanence. ‘Where to go? The old question’, he wrote in his diary nearly seventy years later.5


Although Martin was always told that he was born at a time of financial ruin, the fortune his grandmother had brought into the family when she married W. A. C. à Beckett in 1855 was large enough to withstand the 1893 reverses. Emma à Beckett took less expensive lodgings than she might otherwise have done, but she and the Boyds still lived very comfortably. The holiday atmosphere was scarcely disturbed by news of defaulting tenants in Melbourne. Emma à Beckett, unruffled, continued to order new clothes for herself, to buy souvenirs to send home and toys for the Boyd children. With two nurses to look after the three little boys, the Boyds were free to paint indoors or to explore the countryside, capturing on canvas the light and colour of what was to be their last European year. In April 1893 the family party moved from France to Italy, and then to Switzerland where the new baby could be born with British citizenship. When it became clear that they could not afford to live well in two hemispheres, the decision to return to Australia seems not to have distressed Emma à Beckett or the Boyds: and for Minnie Boyd there was even a sense of release. At Penleigh House she had taken her responsibilities seriously. Distressed by the evidence of poverty in the villages near by, she spent a great deal of time visiting the cottages with food and money for the needy.6 Her painting ‘Darby and Joan at the Workhouse’ (1892) showed her concern with old age and deprivation. Moreover, she disliked the English climate and worried about its effect on her children’s health. In winter, when Penleigh House was isolated by ‘two feet of snow for more than a month’, she was lonely and depressed.7 To go back to a simpler way of life in Australia was in many ways a relief.


‘It would have been nicer for everyone, except perhaps myself, if I had been a girl’, Guy Langton in The Cardboard Crown comments wryly in describing the circumstances of his birth, which correspond exactly in place and date and family situation with Martin Boyd’s.8 Understandably, the Boyds, like the Langtons, hoped that the child born in Lucerne would be a daughter. Arthur Merric Boyd came from a family of twelve, of whom ten were boys; and in that overwhelmingly masculine household the two sisters were especially cherished. In his wife’s family there were four girls and two boys, but the unusually close ties between the à Beckett women meant that Minnie Boyd thought of the relationship of mother and daughter as an essential source of companionship and strength. Moreover, at the time of Martin’s birth she was nearly thirty-five: her mother’s diaries describe her as physically very weak and ‘in a highly nervous state’.9 Although the birth itself was uncomplicated and Martin was strong and healthy, it was five weeks before Minnie Boyd was sufficiently recovered to be carried into the garden of the Lucerne pensione. How much she wanted a daughter may be seen in the fact that in spite of several miscarriages she did not give up hope; and when her fifth child Helen was born, ten years later, it was a matter for unqualified rejoicing. Martin, born at an unsettled time, into a family preoccupied with choosing between hemispheres, always thought of himself as a disappointment; and because the à Becketts never went back to Penleigh House, which they sold in 1897, he felt that he had been dispossessed from the beginning.


[image: image]


The à Becketts at Penleigh House, c. 1890: W. A. C. à Beckett in dressing-gown, Emma with parasol, Minnie Boyd seated at right
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Penleigh House
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Arthur Merric Boyd in Wiltshire, c. 1890
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Minnie Boyd, c. 1890
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Arthur Merric Boyd painting in a Wiltshire village, c. 1890
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Merric, Penleigh and Gilbert Boyd with their nanny in London, c. 1891
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Emma à Beckett at the front door of Wilton, Brighton, c. 1900
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W. A. C. à Beckett at breakfast at Wilton, c. 1900
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Emma à Beckett in the drawing room at Wilton, c. 1900
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Martin, Penleigh and Merric Boyd with Emma à Beckett, c. 1901
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Merric, Martin and Penleigh Boyd at Sandringham


It would have been easier for Martin to find a place of his own in the family if his three older brothers had not already made strong claims for themselves. By tradition it is the third son who is the lucky one; folk tales and fairy stories celebrate his fortunes. There is nothing much to be said about fourth sons. Martin’s sense of personal insignificance as ‘another boy’ of no special consequence went with an unusual preoccupation with the importance of his family. To belong to the Boyds and the à Becketts gave him a distinction he was not confident of winning for himself.


Before Martin was born each of his older brothers had a well defined role. The eldest, Gilbert, was everyone’s favourite. Minnie Boyd’s painting ‘The Nursery Fireside’ (c. 1888), which depicts Gilbert at two years old, presents him as a joyful, active, confident child. Seated on the hearthrug in the middle of the room with the warm, bright firelight enveloping and illuminating him, Gilbert is the unquestioned centre. The baby, Merric, sleeping in his nurse’s arms, is close to the shadows in the background; and although the presentation of both children reflects maternal tenderness, the radiance of feeling is all for Gilbert. The painting reveals as much about the artist-mother as about the children.10


The visual evidence of ‘The Nursery Fireside’ is borne out by Minnie Boyd’s words. Writing from Penleigh House in January 1892, she said:


Poor old Bill [Merric] is a regular dunce, but he has learnt his letters through sheer dogged repetition and I am glad to say he remembers them well, so I have hopes of him after all, but he isn’t half as quick as Gilbert. You would be amused at Gilbert, he gets me to tell him tales, and stares all the time, listening so hard and so interested, he made me repeat it over again this morning to him, he said Billy was eating (an) apple and he couldn’t hear what I said.11


‘Poor old Bill’, given up as a dunce, was then only three and a half years old. Minnie Boyd’s expectations, set too high by the responsiveness of her first child, were never to be met by Merric. There can be no doubt of Merric’s intelligence, but it did not show itself in the quickness with words which all his brothers possessed. The anecdote of Gilbert’s wanting his mother to repeat a story because Merric disturbed the earlier telling suggests an understandable rivalry. The much-loved first child wants no usurper near him. Merric defined himself in opposition to Gilbert; he claimed attention by being difficult. He had several serious illnesses in childhood, including frightening attacks of croup. Merric also distressed his mother by violent outbursts of rage which may have been early signs of the epilepsy he developed as an adult. Whatever its origin, Merric’s temper made him, from an early age, a force to be reckoned with. A strikingly handsome and vigorous child with fine dark eyes, he had a great capacity for being unhappy and for making others share his mood.


Penleigh was the archetypal third son; gifted and independent, he made his own way early. A vignette from his babyhood forecasts his close relationship with his father. Minnie described the scene: Arthur, lying on a sofa, asked to be rescued from the assaults of eighteen-month old Penleigh. Minnie put up a barricade of two tables and a cello case between the baby and the sofa. ‘Baby was disgusted at this, but after a little investigation found a hole that he crawled through under one of the tables and climbed up in triumph again, where Arthur let him stay.’12


Although the incidents are trivial in themselves they exemplify the way in which Minnie Boyd saw her sons. Gilbert is quick and eager, a source of pleasure and pride; Merric is disappointingly slow to learn, and he spoils the pleasure of others; Penleigh’s energy and persistence win his father’s attention. No letter survives to show how she saw Martin. His grandmother’s diaries make much of Gilbert’s cleverness and Merric’s temper. Penleigh is venturesome and amusing; Helen, ‘a very pretty quaint-looking little girl’,13 has something of Merric’s fire and unselfconsciousness. Martin is often mentioned in Emma à Beckett’s diaries, but there are no striking anecdotes about him to match the others. He emerges as a quiet companionable little boy who caused no trouble. Although in his autobiographies he was to sum up his childhood as an idyllic one, the early memories he chooses to describe are often sad. He stands wailing ‘Carry me over the stones’ as Merric and Penleigh run into the sea. An outburst of anger against his father ends in anticlimax; Arthur Boyd is merely amused at his absurdly solemn youngest son. His nickname in the family is Pompey because he is so pompous, and his father calls him ‘the little Bishop’. His early world has many images of pleasure, but a memory of despair came back more than thirty years later, long after its immediate cause was forgotten: ‘I remember once sitting on the edge of the bath and wishing that I might die, as the mental suffering which life entailed seemed more than I could face’.14


After Martin’s birth, the Boyd-à Beckett family party moved in leisurely stages to Rome, Naples and Brindisi, and in October Emma à Beckett, Arthur and Minnie Boyd and the four little boys embarked for Australia on the Arcadia. They arrived in Melbourne early in December 1893. The Boyds went first to stay with Arthur’s mother at the family house, Glenfern, St Kilda. Arthur’s father, Captain John Theodore Boyd, had died in 1891 and Mrs Boyd was living alone except for her younger daughter Enid. She proposed that the Arthur Boyds should share the grey, gabled house which had once accommodated her own large family, but Arthur refused. Perhaps he had had enough of extended family life. Hearing of the missed opportunity some years later, Martin was bitterly disappointed. As a small child he was enchanted by the faded Victorian atmosphere of Glenfern, with its steep staircases and the Gothic arched windows which overlooked the croquet lawn and the broad sweep of the circular carriage drive. He could not understand what his father meant by calling the house a white elephant. His grandmother Boyd left Glenfern in 1898, and in Martin’s memory the house seems to have become rather larger and more imposing than in fact it was.15


For four years after their return from Europe Arthur and Minnie Boyd lived comfortably but informally in St Kilda Street, Brighton; they moved in 1898 to a small villa on the sea-front at Sandringham. The little boys played on the beach while their parents sketched and painted near by. Although the Boyds’ allowance from the à Becketts was reduced from £300 a year to £200 (‘Minnie thought they could manage with £200’, Emma à Beckett wrote)16 there was still a servant to do much of the cooking and housework. Minnie Boyd gave painting lessons: Arthur Boyd grew their vegetables and did his own home carpentry. They sold some paintings in exhibitions and private viewings; others were bought by Emma à Beckett who thus indirectly supplemented their income.


On their return from Europe, W. A. C. and Emma à Beckett rented a house in South Yarra and later moved to Brighton. They also re-established themselves at the Grange, their house at Harkaway, near Berwick. Less imposing than Captain Boyd’s Glenfern, the Grange was a low, single-storey house built of hand-made bricks. Although it had the typically Australian corrugated iron roof and veranda, it was neo-Georgian in design. Its serenity and unpretentious charm must have made an impression on Martin Boyd; whenever, in later years, he was looking for a place to live, in London, Cambridge or Rome, he was invariably drawn to a version of Georgian. The Georgian style was not then the most fashionable in Melbourne and many of the houses Martin knew in his childhood were heavy Italianate mansions or the elaborately decorated red brick villas known as ‘Queen Anne’. In the Grange garden English trees and shrubs merged harmoniously with wattle and eucalyptus, within the setting of bush paddocks against the background of the Harkaway hills. Minnie Boyd had spent her childhood there, and her affection for the place may be seen in dozens of her paintings and sketches of the house and its surroundings. In one of her best-known works, ‘Interior with Figures. The Grange’ (1875), the air of graceful leisure and easy informality evokes the sense of Victorian domestic life at its most attractive.17


Much of the restless energy of W. A. C. à Beckett, after his return from England, went into entertaining his grandchildren. He was always in danger of being bored, and he protected himself against depression by finding ways to amuse them and himself. One of his granddaughters remembered a fireworks display at the Grange on Queen Victoria’s seventy-seventh birthday; this was probably less a show of loyalty than an excuse for a party.18 The children’s birthdays were often celebrated at the Grange; there were ponies to ride and magnificently planned bush picnics. But the best times at the à Beckett country house ended just before Martin Boyd was old enough to join in. One January afternoon in 1896 Emma à Beckett and Minnie Boyd went out for a drive, with nine-year-old Gilbert riding beside them. Emma à Beckett described the end of that ordinary summer day:


Gilbert wanted us to go on quickly [so]that the pony might canter & kept telling us to look how he went. Minnie got out to walk part of the way home. I watched Gilbert & in a moment the pony made a little shy & Gilbert fell off. I expected to see him get up at once but he never moved. Sam [the coachman] picked him up & put him in my arms he never moved or spoke again. We sent for Dr Blume who said the base of the skull was fractured & he died about three hours after the accident, at half-past nine. May our darling be happy.19


The effect of Gilbert’s death on the rest of the family must have been profound. A photograph of Minnie Boyd, taken a few years later, shows her much changed from the beautiful, tranquil young woman of the early 1890s. She looks worn and strained; her face is thinner, and she is unbecomingly, even untidily, dressed in black.20 It is hard to know which of her remaining sons would have suffered most from the tragedy. Merric, who was nearly eight years old, lost a companion and a rival. The privileged place of the eldest son was vacant, or at least it appeared to be so, and Merric might be expected to fill it. Of course he could not do so. It seems likely that the sense of guilt from which Merric suffered all his life was at least partly his inheritance from Gilbert’s death. It would be a double-edged guilt: for taking Gilbert’s place and for not being Gilbert. For Penleigh, aged six, the change might be less damaging, but for Martin, not yet three, and therefore still acutely responsive to his mother’s feelings, there must have been a sense of overwhelming grief. He would have shared, without understanding it, the desolation of his parents. After Gilbert’s burial in the Berwick cemetery, Emma à Beckett wrote of Merric and Penleigh: ‘They have been very loving & seem to have a feeling that we are in trouble they do not understand’.21 She did not mention Martin.


By all accounts the marriage of Arthur and Minnie Boyd was a happy and companionable one. There was, however, one important difference in viewpoint which must have made itself felt at the time of Gilbert’s death. Arthur did not have Minnie’s intense religious faith. Although she came from a family of orthodox Anglicans, she was an uncompromising fundamentalist. She had made an individual commitment to live according to the literal interpretation of the Bible. Heaven and hell, good and evil, were absolutes to her, and there can be no doubt that her sons—Merric and Martin at least—were strongly influenced by her habit of mind. She did not convert her husband. Arthur Boyd used to drive her to church, but he always sat outside during the service. He submitted, complaining mildly, to family prayers: ‘Not after nine o’clock, Min’, he would plead.22 The death of Gilbert, the first tragedy of Minnie Boyd’s life, was a challenge to her faith. She had to accept God’s will in taking Gilbert, just as she had accepted the disappointment of having a fourth son instead of a daughter. Acceptance meant that she could not express or perhaps even acknowledge her inevitable anger and rebellion at the loss of her child. God had left her three sons, and for that she must be thankful. Her idealization of the living Gilbert had already had its effect on Merric’s difficult temperament. Given her dualistic way of thinking, it seems likely that the perfect dead Gilbert and the imperfect living Merric were now fixed in permanent contrast. Merric’s violent rages, which she saw as struggles with the Devil, may have been partly a projection of her own unadmitted anger at Gilbert’s death. From the time of Gilbert’s death Minnie was preoccupied with Merric. Arthur Boyd found companionship in the more equable Penleigh, whose talent for painting was a bond between father and son. For Martin, there was now an obvious role to play: he could try to please his mother in being unlike Merric. He could be good and gentle—but at the cost of denying his own strong feelings, his own capacity for anger. In later years when ostensibly at least he writes about his older brother, there is a sense of identification as well as of otherness. Dominic and Guy Langton, in the ‘Langton’ series of novels in which Boyd drew on his family history, at first appear to be versions of Merric and Martin, and to represent two very different personalities.23 The older brother is active, intense, passionate; the younger one is amiable and ineffectual. Martin Boyd may at times have seen himself as Guy; at any rate Guy (as the name suggests) was the self-mocking disguise he assumed for the world. But the portrait of Dominic is only superficially Merric’s; and one may conjecture that the qualities which define Dominic were suppressed from early childhood in Martin as a response to Minnie Boyd’s attitude towards her first two sons. In the first Langton novel, The Cardboard Crown, Guy remembers that after the death of Bobby [Gilbert] ‘I was moved into the night nursery with my brothers so that my mother would still see three sons sleeping there and not be harrowed by the sight of an empty bed’.24 Whether or not this really happened, it symbolizes the way in which the surviving Boyd children tried to fill a gap which was more apparent than real. There would always be four sons.


Soon after Gilbert’s death the à Becketts let the Grange, and the family centre became the house in Church Street, Brighton, which they called Wilton. In Martin’s childhood the Grange, like Penleigh House, represented something lost to him and idealized for that reason. His early sense of family tradition was drawn from the à Becketts rather than the Boyds; he was proud of his Boyd ancestry but the à Becketts coloured his imagination far more strongly. When, in late middle age, he decided to buy a house and settle in Australia, he chose the Grange; and when he drew on family history in his fiction it was predominantly that of the à Becketts. Writing about his parents in his autobiography, he gave a much sharper sense of his mother’s personality than his father’s. Arthur Boyd is described briefly as a just and generous man; but he is a rather shadowy figure in Martin’s account. ‘My relations with my father were polite and amiable, but we were never close friends. During my schooldays we had few interests in common . . .’25


A contemporary’s account of Minnie Boyd as a young woman shows how strong an impression she could make:


If there is anyone I admire much it is Minnie. I dont know much of her. But I always feel such an admiration for her. She is my idea of what a woman should be, so sharp, original & witty yet with something about her that makes one feel they wished they were better. You feel as if she can see all through ones little shams & makeshifts she has such large clear brown eyes. I always feel the better & higher for her companionship and I don’t think I am given to hero-worship.26


Arthur Merric Boyd was less immediately striking in personality than his wife, but he was neither weak nor uninteresting. One reason for his being a comparatively unimportant figure in Martin’s childhood may be seen in the pattern of the Boyds’ early married life. They did not have a settled home of their own until their return to Australia in 1893; before that, they moved to the à Beckett rhythms. When Arthur and Minnie were married in January 1886 he was twenty-three and she was twenty-seven, He was immediately subsumed into a large, close-knit family group in which the flamboyant W. A. C. à Beckett drew most attention while Emma à Beckett quietly held the real power. Minnie, who was their second daughter, was a beautiful, talented young woman. She had studied painting with Louis Buvelot, and she had the seriousness of a professional artist without the need to earn a living.27 Arthur Boyd met all the requirements of his wife’s parents. He shared Minnie’s love of painting and developed a creative talent equal to her own. His family background was impeccable; he was good-looking, agreeable and intelligent with a quiet ironic wit. He was devoted to Minnie, as she was to him. That he had no profession was irrelevant; indeed it was a positive recommendation because it left him free to accompany his wife and parents-in-law on their travels between Australia and Europe. The à Beckett fortune was more than sufficient to support the Boyds, and Arthur fitted in well with the family group. He went out sketching with Minnie; he escorted her with her mother to art exhibitions; he rode to hounds with W. A. C. à Beckett and played golf with his two brothers-in-law Willie and Arthur. When the à Becketts went to England in 1886, taking their sons and their younger daughters Connie and Ethel, they left the newly-married Boyds at the Grange, where Arthur Boyd and Talworth Backhouse (husband of Minnie’s sister Emily) ran the farm in an informal partnership. Four years later W. A. C. and Emma à Beckett sailed again for Europe with another large family party: as well as Minnie and Arthur Boyd and their two small children, Gilbert and Merric, it included Ethel à Beckett and her fiancé Charles Chomley. Again, in 1891, while Emma à Beckett went back to Melbourne for Ethel’s wedding, the Boyds stayed on at Penleigh House with W. A. C. à Beckett, helping him to put the newly acquired family estate in order and to renovate the house.


Because of a pattern of life which made the Boyds part of the larger family unit, Arthur Merric Boyd was almost as much a son to the à Becketts as a father to his own children in the early years of his marriage. His brothers in law were often away from home: Willie at Cambridge, where he read law, and Arthur, who was intended for the Army, in Ireland with his regiment. Willie and Arthur both married late; so that there was no grandchild with their name in the lifetime of W. A. C. and Emma à Beckett. As the first grandson, Gilbert à Beckett Boyd had been given almost the status of an heir.28


It was a matriarchal family, not only because of Emma à Beckett’s strength of character, but because her money established a habit of dependence. W. A. C. à Beckett, like Arthur Boyd, had scarcely started to earn a living when his early marriage made it unnecessary for him to do so. The fortune which supported him thereafter also supported Arthur Boyd and subsidized the other à Beckett sons-in-law, Talworth Backhouse, Frank Brett and Charles Chomley. Frank Brett, who married Connie à Beckett in 1888, was the least popular of the four, although—or perhaps because—he was the most self-reliant. A member of the Melbourne firm of solicitors, Blake and Riggall, he was a shrewd businessman, useful in à Beckett financial crises, but with a tiresome habit of being in the right Talworth Backhouse, who seems not to have practised his profession as an architect, irritated his mother-in-law by his passive acceptance of her bounty. When he neglected even to acknowledge a gift of £500 in 1891, Emma à Beckett let her feelings be known and soon (as she commented drily) had ‘Tal thanking me for everything wholesale’.29 She was more indulgent with her daughter Ethel’s husband, Charles Chomley, who as the son of W. A. C. à Beckett’s cousin Lizzie had been one of the family’s inner circle from his childhood. A man of enthusiasms, Charles Chomley was by turns lawyer, farmer, novelist and editor; none of his schemes really prospered, but his parents-in-law were as ready to finance them as they were to take the Boyds to Europe and give them months of leisure to paint in France and Spain.


W. A. C. à Beckett was pleased by Arthur Boyd’s distinction of manners and appearance. Emma à Beckett, who had some artistic ability and excellent taste, valued her son in law’s talents as well as his personal qualities. Minnie was her favourite daughter, and she was delighted that the marriage need not mean separation. For the Boyd children there were important consequences from their being part of the larger family structure. Arthur Boyd, a quiet, self-contained man, was inevitably overshadowed by his affluent and energetic parents in law. The à Becketts arranged holidays, gave generous presents and generally determined the pace and style of living for the Boyds. When Arthur Boyd, temporarily short of money, sold his little yacht Killala, it was instantly bought back for him by his mother in law. Emma à Beckett acted as a patron for Arthur and Minnie; she often bought their paintings either to keep for herself or to give away as wedding presents within the vast à Beckett clan. She paid well above the market rate: £60 in 1892 for Arthur Boyd’s painting of haystacks in Wiltshire was a very solid addition to the Boyds’ allowance.30 The Tasmanian holidays which Martin Boyd remembered as one of the great pleasures of his childhood were paid for by Emma à Beckett and taken en famille with the Bretts and the Chomleys and Minnie’s two brothers, Willie and Arthur.31


Sundays belonged mainly to the à Becketts. The Boyd children went to church with their mother and to Sunday school; then they would often join the assembly of grandparents, uncles, aunts and cousins for the day at Wilton. It was an enchanting house for the children. In adult life Martin Boyd was apologetic about the hybrid architectural style of Wilton, saying that his grandfather chose it only because it was so close to the beach. Nevertheless, his description of the house, for all its amusement at bogus Elizabethan’ touches, reflects his undeniable enjoyment of its lavish atmosphere.32 Built of red brick in the exuberant spirit of 1880s Melbourne, Wilton had a large garden and stables, and an imposing carriage sweep at the front. There were stained glass windows in the hall, with art motifs of Australian birds and flowers; and beside the ornate marble mantelpieces in all the main rooms were bell-pulls with gold tassels with which to summon the servants. From the first floor a little staircase led to the square turret room from which the children could look across Port Phillip Bay as far as Mount Eliza, watch for their grandfather’s carriage approaching or, a few years after the turn of the century, their uncle Willie à Beckett’s unreliable new motor car. The wide, carpeted oak staircase tempted the children to toboggan down it on a tin tray; when this was forbidden they tried the steep, uncarpeted back stairs, deafening themselves and the servants. They played in the fernery, a large building made of lattice work, like a miniature Crystal Palace, with a fountain in the gold-fish pond at the centre. By turning a tap at a strategic moment it was possible to catch one of the little Backhouse girls, exquisitely neat in starched muslin, in the fountain’s drenching spray.


W. A. C. à Beckett licensed a good deal of uproarious behaviour and often joined in himself. In an alarming variation on a game of hide and seek he would chase his grandsons around the house with a driving whip and give sixpences to those he caught. More pleasantly eccentric was his practice of driving his yellow-wheeled four-in-hand at high speed into the stable-yard and throwing buns or bananas to his grandchildren as they ran out to meet him. Teasing Grandfather à Beckett was a recognized Sunday pastime. Penleigh Boyd, watched by his Chomley cousins one Sunday afternoon, gently removed the large silk handkerchief which covered his sleeping grandfather’s head and did a quick, irreverent sketch on the shining, bald surface.33


Teasing W. A. C. à Beckett was nothing new; his own children, with whom he was never a disciplinarian, had always done it. Minnie and her brothers and sisters grew up with much affection but little reverence for their father. A letter from Willie à Beckett, written during a family holiday in Tasmania in the early 1880s, illustrates their attitude. All of them, Willie says, have been ‘giving it’ to Papa.


Poor Papa—but he is getting fat on it. I suppose his music keeps him up, and he goes on at us all which is a great source of amusement to him. At first, and for a fortnight, he was raving about the antiquity of the place. You know how he goes on when he takes up with anything. He commenced to write a History of Tasmania but I am afraid he is gradually dropping this . . .34


Willie à Beckett, then aged about sixteen, was not writing to a contemporary but to his mother’s cousin, Annie Langford. His tone of indulgent amusement in this context suggests that it was a matter of course to find Papa absurd.


Willie himself, twenty years later, seems to have been a gentler version of his father, but with the same quick intelligence, and the same readiness to amuse and to be amused. The children who came to Wilton on Sundays were all charmed by him:


He reeled off Liszt and Rachmaninoff on the pianola . . . then there was the phonograph with the big trumpet and the cylindrical records. . . Then this uncle got one of the first motor cars. . . and would take a bunch of nieces and nephews out for the most thrilling drives . . . This uncle painted portraits in oils, was proficient with various musical instruments, enjoyed amateur acting, and played croquet.35


While W. A. C. à Beckett seems to have encouraged riot among the grand-children, his wife provided more sedate pleasures. Martin Boyd liked to be shown ‘Granny’s things’, the small treasures she had collected in Europe, and to be told stories about the places they came from. The two curiosities which he remembered best were a doll dressed as a Carmelite nun, and the two marble cupids fighting over a heart which he used as a motif in The Cardboard Crown. Granny à Beckett also kept boxes of toys on the back veranda and supplies of children’s books. Her companion-housekeeper, Miss Fanny Jennings, thought the Wilton Sunday too secular an affair, and made efforts to improve it. In deference to her beliefs playing-cards were not permitted at Wilton on Sundays. She used to read aloud from Ministering Children or The Fairchild Family to as many of the children as could be persuaded to listen, but there was no compulsion. Martin and his cousin Frances Chomley would hide behind Miss Jennings’ high-backed armchair, quietly absorbed in Ally Sloper’s Comic Cuts.


There were no family prayers at Wilton. The only recorded occasion on which W. A. C. à Beckett offered a public prayer was when at a friend’s house he was unexpectedly asked to say grace. Looking from the well-fed group at the table to the well-filled plates in front of them he pronounced in mock-solemnity: ‘Oh God, have mercy on all these good things!’36 Minnie Boyd was not as strict about her children’s Sunday observance as Miss Jennings would have liked her to be. In this, perhaps, given her religious beliefs, she was inconsistent, but the pleasures of Wilton Sundays were those of her own childhood and it was hard for her to deny them to her sons, or to restrict her father.


The full Victorian splendour of Sunday dinner in the à Beckett dining room is evoked by Isla Chomley:


The dining room had an immense mahogany table, very wide, and it seemed indefinitely extensible, with extra ‘leaves’ that were fitted in. There were family portraits of ladies with ringlets, and men with side-whiskers, and uniforms or high collars with stocks—heavily gold framed. The huge mahogany side board had a Seltzergene—two big bubbles of glass superimposed, and enclosed in a wine mesh in case it should explode. This was the soda water supply for the men’s whisky and the children’s home-made lemon syrup. Besides the Seltzergene were the cut-glass decanters, with whisky, brandy, gin . . .


Sunday dinner was a ponderous affair. There was an array of aunts and cousins and stout bald great-uncles. I loved the satiny smooth Irish linen damask tablecloths with their classic designs of flowers . . . Each place had a little group of wine glasses, a glossy table napkin folded in one of the shapes described by Mrs Beeton, and a cut-glass finger bowl on a small mat. The children were seen but not as a rule heard.


Clear soup in big soup plates of an old classic design was followed by a sirloin of beef, brought in under a huge silver meat cover and placed before my grandfather. ‘Under-cut or upper cut?’ he would enquire. The silent, tall straight parlour-maids handed round vegetables . . . At the end of the sirloin course I remember a stout great-uncle bursting into mock sobs and wailing ‘Why, oh why did nobody tell me there was horse-radish sauce?’ The plates were whisked away, and the hot fruit pies or the big shiny French prunes with junket and with ad lib cream and caster sugar to which we children were allowed to help ourselves posed a problem of choice. The pudding plates departed, and in trefoil dishes the cheese, biscuits and the rolled butter of the day went round. After that the two maids brushed away the crumbs from the cloth with curved brushes, and fruit and nuts arrived. Presently the ladies got up—and the children—and left the men over the port. Grannie and the aunts went to gossip over coffee in the drawing room with its bay windows, and glassfronted cabinets full of curios.37


By 1901, the last year of W. A. C. à Beckett’s life, there were seventeen grandchildren. They ranged from the sixteen-year-old Isabel Backhouse and Merric Boyd, three years younger, down to the twelve-month-old Chomley baby. There were seven Backhouses: Isabel, Nigel, Geoffrey, Bertie, Nellie, Emmie and Rita. The Boyds thought them nice but dull: ‘a very dependable family . . . but a little on the stodgy side for my taste’, Penleigh later described them.38 There was nothing stodgy about the four Chomleys. Isla and Francie, who corresponded in age with Penleigh and Martin Boyd, were clever and inventive, with strong literary and artistic tastes. They had spent their early childhood mainly in the country where Charles Chomley, having given up the law, farmed for a few years at Cheshunt, in north-eastern Victoria. In 1899 he decided on a literary career in Melbourne and became the founding editor of the short-lived journal Arena (1900–4). He contributed to the Argus and Table Talk and published several novels. His older daughters had their own handwritten journal, the Tuesday Times, and in the hospitable Chomley household were used to meeting writers and artists like the Lindsays and Hugh McCrae, and the Sydney editor Campbell Jones, for whom Francie, having misheard his name on the telephone, coined the name ‘Cannibal Joe’.


Charles Chomley, an enthusiast by temperament, had a strong though eclectic interest in ideas. He liked to sample churches, and on Sundays took his children on a round of visits from which he produced the series ‘Popular Preachers’ published in Arena. He admired the unorthodox Dr Strong, the founder of the Australian Church in Flinders Street, and often took Isla and Francie there on the way to Wilton on Sundays. Before his marriage to Ethel à Beckett in 1891 he had lapsed from an early devoutness into agnosticism. Minnie Boyd is said to have warned her sister: ‘Of course you realise, Ethel, that Charlie will go to hell’. Ethel, much in love with the very attractive Charlie, responded placidly: ‘Well, if hell is where Charlie is going, I shall just have to go there too’.39 The story, told in slightly different words by both Isla and Francie Chomley, may be apocryphal, but it illustrates the contrast between the two à Beckett sisters. Although Arthur Boyd did not share his wife’s religious beliefs, the Boyd household reflected her fervour far more strongly than his scepticism. Charlie Chomley’s doubts, on the other hand, were allowed to shape his children’s upbringing in ways which—so his daughters believed—must have shocked many in the family. Before Isla’s birth he developed doubts about baptism; and as a result none of the Chomley children was christened. Miss Fanny Jennings, they thought, had plans to save them surreptitiously; when they stayed with their grandparents at Wilton she would have liked to take them to the vicar for a group baptism. However, Ethel Chomley supported her husband’s decision, and Miss Jennings was not quite brave enough to make the attempt.


The Boyd, Brett and Backhouse children must have envied the Chomleys some of their freedom. Minnie Boyd, to Martin’s lasting regret, did not approve of the theatre and he did not see a stage play until he was sixteen. The Chomleys went to adult plays long before they could fully understand them; their father’s habit of mind was to think of experiences as opportunity, not danger. Their Aunt Connie Brett disapproved of the Chomley theatre-going, not so much on moral grounds, but because well-brought-up children were not permitted late nights. Minnie’s right and wrong, for once, coincided with Connie’s suitable and unsuitable categories of behaviour.


If the Chomleys were the intellectuals of the family, the Bretts were the social beings. They had more money than the others; they lived in a large, luxurious house on Dandenong Road, Malvern, and were later to move to fashionable South Yarra. Frank Brett looked after the family in financial and legal matters; he also dispensed a good deal of tactless advice to the Boyds, and probably also to the Chomleys, on the proper upbringing of children. Feeling his disapproval, Martin disliked him and called him ‘Uncle Bratt’, which passed for Uncle Brett but was intended as a contraction of Uncle B-rat. The Bretts appear in gross caricature as the Rileys in The Montforts, and with less distortion as the Craigs in A Difficult Young Man. In his portrait of Helena Craig as a child, Martin Boyd drew on his memories of his cousin Mary Brett. It was Mary who devised some of the more dangerous games for the cousins, such as mounting with two other children on a pony and trotting under the cypress trees with the exciting likelihood of being swept off by the low-hanging boughs. Mary Brett and Isla Chomley were both expert climbers; they rebelled against the restriction of petticoats and put their bathing dresses over their Sunday frocks so as to climb unimpeded. It was impossible not to like Mary and her sister Eileen. The latter, pretty but plump as a child, amiably put up with the Boyds’ teasing: ‘Twice round the gasometer or once round Eileen’.40 Nevertheless, Martin felt the contrast between the Boyds’ plain living at Sandringham and their clothes, home-made by Minnie, with the Brett affluence. To despise Uncle Brett for going to work each day was a form of self-defence on Martin’s part. Frank Brett was not, in fact, the only member of the family to earn his living, but Martin always claimed that he was, in order to assert as the norm the leisurely life of Arthur Boyd and the two à Beckett uncles.


The life at Wilton where ‘something freakish was always likely to happen’ made a strong appeal to Martin’s imagination. He enjoyed such oddities as Uncle Arthur à Beckett’s appearance at dinner with his initials painted in large letters on his shirt-front. He believed that ‘although the Wilton sort of life, typified by champagne, barouches and impromptu fancy dress, might not be everybody’s lot, the means of life were automatically provided’.41 The assembled family at Wilton was mainly one of consumers. The à Beckett uncles did nothing. Charles Chomley never needed to test his diffuse intellectual energies. Arthur Boyd took his painting seriously but did not compete with professional artists in trying to sell his work. Within the immediate family circle only Frank Brett could have flourished without the à Beckett money; and his example confirmed the young Boyds in their antipathy to the idea of finding a profession. With so strong an impression of the masculine role as one of leisurely, agreeable dilettantism, it is not surprising that Martin Boyd could see his own future in no other light. ‘Yes, of course’, he would say when as a schoolboy he was told that he would have to earn his own living. But the words had no reality for him. The means, not only of subsistence, but of pleasure, would always be provided; he was sure of that.


The death of Emma à Beckett in 1906, when Martin was nearly thirteen, meant more than the loss of the grandmother whom he loved. It was also the closing of a way of life in which enjoyment went to the limits compatible with order. Emma was the provider of good things and the guarantee that they could safely be enjoyed: she represented the middle way between W. A. C. à Beckett’s eccentric high spirits and the austerity which Minnie Boyd imposed upon herself.


The centre of family life had held firm after W. A. C. à Beckett died in 1901. Wilton Sundays went on as usual. In 1904 when Arthur and Minnie Boyd let the Sandringham house for a year and went to Tasmania to save money, Emma à Beckett joined them for the summer, bringing with her Willie and Arthur, Arthur’s wife Beatrice, all five Bretts, and Ethel Chomley with her four children. A few months before her death Emma gave the wedding reception when her eldest granddaughter Isabel Backhouse married Harold Hay of Boomanoomena, New South Wales. The bride’s uncles lent a motor car for the honeymoon; the Bretts gave a cheque, and Minnie Boyd gave a Bible as a wedding present.42 All the grandchildren were there. Martin enjoyed watching the procession of carriages, while Penleigh was enchanted by the motors, which still had the excitement of novelty.


That final Wilton tableau at the Hay—Backhouse wedding reinforces the impression of a matriarchal order. Four generations were represented in the direct maternal line. These were Emma’s mother, Hannah Robinson, who had outlived her two husbands John Mills and Thomas Robinson and who was then eighty-five; Emma herself, also a widow; Emily Backhouse, and the bride, Isabel. Women were the survivors, the providers, the symbols of continuity; so they seemed in Martin’s early experience. The first break in continuity, Emma à Beckett’s death, marks the end of his childhood.
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INHERITANCE


‘NOW TELL US what really happened, without the embroidery’, the young Langtons urge their Uncle Arthur, the family raconteur in The Cardboard Crown.1 There is a good deal of embroidery in Martin Boyd’s treatment of his family’s past. In his fiction, naturally enough, he altered, modified, embellished and dramatized, using the fragments of private histories gathered in childhood to make a satisfying design. His store of scenes and characters was built up from his earliest years; one of his characteristic images of his younger self is that of the listening child, silently engrossed in the conversation of adults. He is the little boy lying on the floor playing with dominoes while his grandmother à Beckett talks to Barbara Baynton, the writer and collector in whose eccentric career he was to find material for two of his novels.2 He is the child whom no one notices as he sits quietly beside his mother, listening and ‘picking up a vast amount of information about the family’ from the exchange of gossip when her brothers and sisters come to visit her.3 Sometimes he tactlessly signals his presence with a delighted burst of laughter, and brings the entertainment to an end; more often he remains unobserved. ‘He is an odd little boy and seems to reflect more of other people’s feelings than to have any of his own’ is Alice Langton’s comment on her grandson Guy in A Difficult Young Man;4 and although Guy cannot be taken unequivocally as a self-portrait, the role of spectator rather than participant is one in which Martin habitually presented himself. When he used his family’s history in The Montforts and the four Langton novels he was not, of course, a passive witness or an unselective recorder. As a writer he assumed the power to re-shape his own past and that of his forebears. From the stories of the à Becketts and the Boyds which he had heard in his childhood, with the genealogical research of his later years, he created his own mythology, often departing from the historical record for decorum’s sake or to satisfy his sense of the dramatically appropriate. As Guy Langton he explains, ‘All history is a little false’.5 There is no such warning in his two autobiographies but they too show the shaping imagination at work. Not only does Day of My Delight (1965) revise significant parts of A Single Flame (1939) but both make revealing choices of inclusion and exclusion, and alter the perspective in which some members of the family are seen. Each version reflects the perception of its time; each is as much about the observer as those observed.


Because he was brought up so much within his mother’s family, the earliest glimpses of the past for Martin were stories of the à Becketts in Australia and their forebears in England. The links with the recent past in England were to be seen in the family album; one large photograph showed the front entrance of Penleigh House where, bulky in furs, tweeds, caps, gloves and mufflers for a winter day, stood the familiar figures of W. A. C. and Emma à Beckett, Arthur and Minnie Boyd with Gilbert and Merric.6 Martin wrote wistfully of the experience he had missed:


When I was a child my parents spoke a great deal about England and my elder brothers remembered it clearly. I gathered from their conversation that life there was far more interesting and varied than in Australia. I imagined Europe as a place where one spent one’s time in restaurant cars travelling between beautiful cities, or else in an English country house. In the studio there were portfolios full of sketches of a hundred places between Seville and Venice, and as my parents had a love of light and expressed it in their work I also imagined that all Europe was bathed in perpetual sunshine. From as long as I can remember my chief wish was to go to England.7


The à Beckett family history had a great deal to offer an imaginative child, and Martin was not the first to respond to it. For W. A. C. à Beckett the study of his ancestry was more than a pastime: it was an obsession, which Martin was to inherit. When he was still in his twenties, W. A. C. à Beckett became absorbed in family history: ‘. . . there is no reason to doubt’, he wrote, ‘that this family can trace almost from Father to Son to the Father of that Celebrated Prelate St Thomas à Beckett’.8 He copied out his own grandfather’s ‘Sketch of the ancient Family of à Beckett of Wiltshire’, which begins resoundingly in the twelfth century:


St Thomas à Beckett was the son of Gilbert à Beckett . . . by Matilda, the daughter of a Saracen Prince, to whom he had been captive in love while a Crusader.9


Martin Boyd, many years later, compiled a more ambitious work:


A Brief Account of the Boyds of Kilmarnock and their Cadets the Boyds of Crosspatrick, Co. Mayo, together with their Alliances including a full pedigree of the à Becketts of West Lavington.10


In this version the love story of the Saracen Princess is reduced to ‘legend’ but it remains; so does St Thomas, that ‘disproportionate glittering ornament on the family tree’ as Martin elsewhere described him.11 The à Beckett line is traced from the fifteenth to the twentieth century in Martin’s ‘Brief Account’. Although the à Beckett manor house of Littleton, near West Lavington in Wiltshire, went out of the family at the end of the eighteenth century, a fortunate marriage brought another estate. The sons of Thomas à Beckett (1722-91) inherited through their mother Philippa Turner the estate of Penleigh, also in Wiltshire.12 For Martin Boyd, Penleigh House was central to the family tradition. It figures in his Langton novels as Waterpark:


. . . the magnet which drew my family back at intervals across the world, whisking them away just as they might have been thrusting their roots fruitfully into Australian soil . . . when they felt the heat and sighed for that restfulness in their surroundings which only comes after centuries when nature is utterly conquered.13


The descriptions of Waterpark match Penleigh, but there is a significant difference. The Langtons inherit the family estate; the à Becketts had to buy theirs back, and they kept it for only a few years after Martin’s birth.14


Although W. A. C. à Beckett was the eldest son in the direct line of descent from William à Beckett of Littleton (1483–1565) there had been a break in the legitimate line in the eighteenth century. One of Martin’s handwritten drafts for his ‘Brief Account . . .’ of the family records his discovery of this fact. In the section dealing with the Reverend Thomas à Beckett (1751–1838) the phrase ‘he married’ is crossed out and amended in Martin’s writing, with ‘By Martha [Nicholas] he had issue . . .’15 The lack of a marriage certificate and the consequent reversion of Penleigh House to the Reverend Thomas’s younger brother would have been a disappointment to Martin. To W. A. C. à Beckett it was an affront. Faced with the evidence of the Reverend Thomas’s surprising lapse he refused to believe it, and began an expensive, unsuccessful search for the ‘missing marriage certificate’ which would re-establish the legitimacy of the Australian à Becketts. Martin seems to have accepted the evidence—or lack of it—as is shown in the unobtrusive change of wording in his ‘Brief Account’. In his fiction, however, he could order things better. In The Montforts the Reverend Simon marries Madeleine des Baux just in time for the birth of their son. However, the scandal, as well as the restless temperament inherited from Madeleine, brings to an end the settled life of the Montforts as country squires; and the eldest grandson Simon, followed by his brother Henry, migrates to Australia. Their fortunes and those of their descendants are modelled on the experiences of William and Thomas à Beckett, two of Victoria’s most distinguished pioneers.


William à Beckett took his wife and children to Sydney in 1837, practised law there and became an acting judge of the Supreme Court in 1843. He was transferred two years later to be resident judge in the Port Phillip district. When the Supreme Court of Victoria was established in 1852 he became its first Chief Justice, and was given a knighthood. He presided with notable severity at the trial in 1855 of two of the miners who were charged with high treason after the Eureka Stockade riots: popular feeling in the jury led to their acquittal, against Sir William’s summing up.16 His brother, Thomas Turner à Beckett, was an equally prominent figure in mid-century Melbourne: an eminent lawyer, a trustee of the State Library of Victoria, a member of the Religious Tract Society of Victoria and the Church of England Society for Promoting Temperance. Described as ‘a good example of the educated Anglican gentlemen who grouped themselves at the conservative end of the colony’s nineteenth century ruling caste’, Thomas Turner à Beckett was the father of a Supreme Court judge (Sir Thomas à Beckett) and the grandfather of two more judges.17 Another emigrant à Beckett brother, Arthur Martin, practised medicine in Sydney. A fourth, Gilbert Abbott, the only one of his family to remain in England, was one of the founders of Punch.


These four à Beckett brothers presented a formidable range of talents and achievement to their descendants, but Martin Boyd was less interested in their exemplary careers than in the erratic course of his grandfather. W. A. C. à Beckett had a good deal of ability which was not much exercised. He did not compete with his cousin and close friend Thomas à Beckett (later Sir Thomas) who combined intellectual distinction with professional success, and was generally well liked. Martin acknowledged the outstanding qualities of Sir Thomas, but reserved his strongest feelings of sympathy for the grandfather whom he felt he understood.18 Compared with Sir Thomas or the earlier à Becketts, W. A. C. à Beckett was a failure. Apart from a brief period as a Member of the Victorian Legislative Council, he spent most of his time restlessly travelling in Australia and Europe and indulging his passion for heraldry, horses and music. Martin Boyd responded to the mixture of qualities which made his grandfather a misfit:


My grandfather . . . was quick-minded and sentimental. He was also pitying, spiteful when hurt, honorable and shallow, as he expected to understand too much and what he could not understand he thought nonsense . . . His personal vanity and his preoccupation with his ancestry, like his savage wit, were an armour deliberately assumed to protect his too soft and sensitive core. He did not belong to his period, and disliked the bourgeois society of Melbourne, with its exaggerated snobbery of wealth. He was generous to the unfortunate and one used to see at Wilton unsuccessful musicians whom he brought to play out-of-the-way instruments with him.19


This sympathetic view did not come from Martin’s childhood perception: he was only seven when his grandfather died, and his early response to the ogre-clown of Wilton was a mingling of fear, wonder and amusement. Much later, trying to understand ‘the dominating figure of [his] early youth’,20 he drew his portrait, not only in the autobiography quoted above, but as Sim in The Montforts and Austin in the Langton novels.


For the Boyd children and their cousins W. A. C. à Beckett was not simply the large fierce figure who presided at the Wilton Sunday dinner table. Somehow incongruously associated with that stout unromantic presence was the handsome, fair-haired young man of 1855, pictured in family portraits with Emma, his exquisite seventeen-year-old bride. This was the W. A. C. à Beckett of the elopement story which all the grandchildren knew by heart. Emma Mills was an heiress; her guardians thought her too young to marry; Sir William did not want his son to be seen as a fortune hunter and he disapproved of Emma’s step-father. W. A. C. and Emma, much in love, eloped in September 1855, and returned later on their wedding day to be forgiven by Sir William. The reconciliation took place at Bishopscourt, the bluestone mansion in East Melbourne which the à Becketts had rented from the Archbishop of Melbourne (then in England) while they had a new house built for themselves in nearby Clarendon Street. So the legend went, and so, with ‘embroidery’, it was re-worked by Martin in The Cardboard Crown. His sources included two contemporary witnesses of the reconciliation: his grandfather’s cousins, Ted and Eliza à Beckett. Eliza’s account, written in her old age, is convincingly detailed, even in its reticences:


[Emma Mills] was a very young girl—not in our circle of friends, as, though [she was] carefully brought up and educated, her step-father and his associates were very objectionable. We used to laugh at ‘Wac’ about his pretty friend, whom we had never seen, without regarding it as anything serious. Tom [à Beckett] and Wac’s brother Ted were his only confidants—they only were present at his wedding, the first intimation of which to his family being a slab of wedding cake wrapped up in a newspaper. Uncle William wisely accepted the situation with a good grace and invited the young couple after their honeymoon, to stay at Bishop’s Court. I remember well the evening they arrived—it was a very formidable party for a girl of 17 to meet—Uncle William sitting in his invalid chair, Aunt Matilda, rather grim, beside him, my father and his wife—old Captain Baker, a friend of the family—my brothers and three cousins, and Minnie [à Beckett] and myself. I can see her now coming up the room on her husband’s arm, a slight little figure in a dark silk dress, a charming girlish face, beautiful big dark eyes, masses of dark hair simply done, and with so frank a smile as she held out a little hand to my uncle, that then and there I believe he adopted her as a daughter, and gave her a place in his heart that she always retained. We were all charmed with her. With Minnie and myself she became great friends.21


Everything that is known about Emma à Beckett, née Mills, confirms this affectionate, admiring account: Emma, it seems, had all the gifts and the graces. She also had a very large fortune. Why, then, was there a ‘situation’ for Sir William to accept? And what was so objectionable about her stepfather and his associates? Although as the eldest son of the Chief Justice, and a very personable young man, W. A. C. à Beckett would have been a good match for any girl in 1850s Melbourne, it seems obvious that Emma was the real matrimonial prize. The à Becketts had four sons to establish; they were comfortably off but not rich, and although theirs was a distinguished name in England they had no estate. Whether or not they thought of themselves as the rightful heirs of Penleigh, they could not establish their legitimacy. Emma Mills’ family history must indeed have been objectionable to outweigh all the advantages she possessed.


Most of that history is there to be read in the public records of the early nineteenth century. It is hard to know whether or not Martin Boyd explored it thoroughly, but, given his interest in genealogy, and the energy with which he traced not only his à Beckett and Boyd ancestors but also those of his paternal grandmother Lucy Martin, it would be extraordinary if he had not looked at the Mills connection. It is an obvious omission in his autobiography, in which a whole chapter is devoted to family history.


In Martin Boyd’s unpublished family history ‘John Mills, of Gloucestershire’ appears without comment as Emma’s father. Yet ‘Martin Mills’ was the pseudonym Boyd chose to publish his first three novels, including The Montforts in which, so he said, he had his revenge on some à Beckett relatives who used to patronize him.22 The Montforts did not please many in his family, and some were enraged by it. Perhaps, writing as ‘Mills’, Martin felt licensed to subvert the Melbourne à Becketts’ tradition of gentlemanly respectability; the uncles and cousins who shared the Mills inheritance would know the sub-text, and while they were angered by what was said they would have to be thankful that on some matters ‘Mills’ was silent.


Emma Mills, as Martin and his contemporaries certainly knew, was the only child of John Mills who came to Melbourne in 1837 and established the Melbourne Brewery on a piece of land in Flinders Lane which he had acquired for £35 at the first auction of city property.23 At the second land auction he paid £50 for a half-acre block on the corner of Bourke Street and Elizabeth Street, opposite the General Post Office. Within a few years Mills also owned the Dundee Arms and the Adelphi Hotel as well as his brewery. He died in 1841, leaving his young wife Hannah, and the three-year-old Emma who was to inherit most of the colonial fortune he had made so quickly.24 Hannah, married at sixteen and a widow at twenty-one, remarried in 1842; after which, as the wife of the brewery foreman Thomas George Washington Robinson, she had seven more children.25


Granny Robinson, or ‘little Granny’ as Hannah was known to the Boyd children, lived on until 1911. Her great-granddaughter Isla Chomley remembered her for her independence—she had her dresses specially made to button in front so that even in old age she needed no help—and for her stories of living in a wattle and daub hut in the 1830s.26 A family belief that Emma Mills was the first white girl born in the Port Phillip District is close enough to fact; hers was one of the first three baptisms of female children to be registered in 1838.27 John and Hannah Mills, therefore, were pioneers with a story of colonial success to match any from Melbourne’s first decade.


It was not, however, the kind of success Sir William à Beckett would have chosen. The marriage between the Chief Justice’s son and the brewer’s daughter must have caused some embarrassment in the relatively small society of 1850s Melbourne; for apart from the class implications of any kind of commerce there was the fact that Sir William was well known for his distaste for the liquor trade. An austere man with a strict code of honour in personal and professional matters, Sir William had a great deal to say on public occasions about the virtues of thrift, hard work and temperance. The Argus published his ‘temperance toast’ to the Queen in 1854, not long before his son’s marriage:


Now, comrades uprise while a toast I give out


And though water alone’s in our glass


I’ll warrant we’ll give a teetotaller’s shout


Which no wine-bibber’s cheers shall surpass.


Steady hands, steady hearts, for our Queen we have got


And we’ll neither insult nor distress her


By breathing her name with the lips of a sot


But for all that we’ll shout out “God bless her!”28


In a public address at the Temperance Hall in 1851, Sir William had spoken of Melbourne’s public houses as ‘plague spots’, and urged his audience to pledge themselves to total abstinence. If this would ‘strip the spirit merchant and the publican of a portion of their wealth’, so much the better. In a final eloquent flourish he declared that ‘the cheerful glass often leads to the bloody knife and . . . the bar of the public house often leads to the bar of justice’.29


For John Mills, however, the bar of justice might be said to have led to the public house. If Sir William had looked at the official records—as he could easily have done when his son began to court Emma Mills—he would have found that Mills was a convict who had served his term of seven years in Van Diemen’s Land before coming to Melbourne. Transported for larceny he arrived on the Andromeda in February 1827.30 He was assigned to a Hobart brewer for the latter part of his sentence; and he turned that experience to advantage when he was free to work for himself. The offence for which Mills was transported was commonplace; he had stolen four geese and pleaded guilty. Yet, in context, the Mills case was not at all commonplace. Sir William would have flinched at the endorsement on the penal record of John Mills, still held in Hobart: ‘worst description of character . . . brothers [sic] executed’.31 In fact only one of the Mills brothers was hanged but one or two of the others, in the context of the penal laws of that time, were probably lucky. At least four were members of what was popularly known in 1820s Gloucestershire as ‘the Wickwar Gang’, a large well-organized group which for about seven years carried out burglaries and thefts, not in any haphazard fashion but as a business, with a retail outlet for redistribution.32 In August 1826 twenty-seven members of the gang were charged at the Summer Assizes in Gloucester; of these, six came from the Mills family:


Last week . . . the police were induced to pay a visit to Yate Common, where they took into custody an old man of the name of Mills, his wife and their four sons; and immediately after their apprehension, these persons disclosed the history of the lawless community with which they were associated . . . the officers found twenty sides of bacon, quantities of cloth, wheat, barley, oats, malt, cheese, two bedsteads and £50 chiefly in half-crown pieces.33


Within their neighbourhood, the operations of the Wickwar Gang had been invested with something like the romantic mythology of the Kelly Gang in Victoria later in the century. There was said to be a ‘secret cave’ in which the stolen property was hidden; more prosaically this turned out to be the Mills’ kitchen:


A principal place of deposit was an oven, the mouth of which was at the back of the kitchen fireplace where a large pot was generally hung to prevent suspicion. This simple contrivance has been magnified by lovers of the wonderful into a subterraneous cave and stated to have contained more goods than could by possibility have been crammed into it.34


In the event, only two of the Mills family were convicted. This was because the eldest son Thomas turned King’s Evidence, saving himself from serious charges and apparently also securing his parents, and one brother, Job junior, by this means. Sixteen-year-old John Mills, the youngest of those arrested, was acquitted for lack of evidence on a charge of breaking into a house and stealing silver spoons, rum and sugar. He pleaded guilty to the minor charge of having stolen four geese, and was given the relatively light sentence of transportation for seven years. In a case of such notoriety it was inevitable that someone would pay the full penalty. Against William Mills and Thomas Gardiner there was a long list of charges of burglary and larceny; both were sentenced to death. The judge spoke of the need to show by example that the law ‘would have its supremacy and take its fixed and steady course’ against such persistent, premeditated wrongdoing.35
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