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Preface


IN THE 1930S, a journalist’s grandmother pointed out a wooden cottage near the top of a hill on the outskirts of Perth and said that a ‘red witch’ named Katharine Susannah Prichard lived there. Thirty years later, that journalist used the term in an article celebrating Katharine’s eightieth birthday and ‘red witch’ began to catch on as a moniker for her.1 It captures a notorious woman on the fringes, marked by her literary powers and her left-wing politics. She had other names too and the Workers Star ran many of them together when it used to call her ‘Comrade Mrs Hugo Throssell: world famous revolutionary authoress’.2 She was all of those things—founding member of the Communist Party of Australia, widow of a war hero who came from an establishment family, and an author whose distinctively Australian novels were published around the world.


My path to becoming Katharine’s biographer began with a novel I had been working on. Writing about a fictional biographer for five years before abandoning the manuscript, I was intrigued by the pursuit of the past, the quest to tell the story of someone from their archival remains. It became clear to me that I needed to do that in real life, rather than only imagining it. I wanted to write about someone who had walked the same streets as me in Perth. The more I looked at Katharine Susannah Prichard’s life, the more it seemed her many biographical mysteries and controversies hadn’t been untangled and her story had not yet been fully told. What’s more, I found her work as interesting as her life; I’d always liked Coonardoo, but I started reading through her other books from the beginning and found a breadth and vitality which surprised me.


Katharine’s first story appeared in 1899 and her final novel in 1967. At the high point of that long career, she wrote two novels widely regarded as landmarks in Australian literature, Working Bullocks (1926) and Coonardoo (1929).3 The Bulletin called Working Bullocks ‘a work of genius’ and ‘probably the best novel ever written in Australia’.4 In 1931, the critic HM Green wrote that she was ‘the most representative novelist that Australia has yet produced … No set of novels by any one author gives a better idea of this country than those of Katharine Susannah Prichard’.5 By then, she had written novels set in regional areas of four Australian states—nineteenth-century Gippsland, Victoria in The Pioneers (1915); the opal-mines around Lightning Ridge in outback New South Wales in Black Opal (1921); the karri forests of South-West Western Australia in Working Bullocks; Launceston, Tasmania in The Wild Oats of Han (1928); a cattle station in Western Australia’s Pilbara in Coonardoo; and regional towns across several states in Haxby’s Circus (1930). She would later add her saga of the development of the Western Australian goldfields, a trilogy beginning with The Roaring Nineties (1946). Given Australia was highly urbanised even then, it would be truer to say that Katharine largely gave Australia the idea of itself it wanted to read—an Australia of the ‘bush’ and the ‘outback’. Intimate Strangers (1937), set in Perth, is her only significant novel with a metropolitan setting.6


Katharine lived long enough to feel neglected in the post– World War II literary landscape. She wrote in 1968 that it was a ‘shock’ to read in the introduction to Modern Australian Writing a reference to ‘a “naissance”, not a “renaissance”, of Australian literature, implying that nothing worth mentioning had happened in the literature of Australia before the advent of Patrick White and Randolph Stow’.7 Today, while White and Stow may continue to have a greater cachet, literary scholars view Katharine as a major twentieth-century Australian writer. Coonardoo, with its story of the thwarted love between a white man and an Aboriginal woman, had become part of the Australian ‘canon’ by the 1980s, taught in high schools and universities.8 However, this century it has become a controversial novel, with scholars identifying problems in the way it depicts Aboriginal people, arguing it reflects racist assumptions of its time and fails to understand the white violence which formed the backdrop to Aboriginal lives.9 At the same time as this ongoing reassessment of Coonardoo, other scholars have recently examined less well-known aspects of Katharine’s work, including her drama and poetry, her reception in East Germany and the USA, and her first novel, The Pioneers.10 As well as this continuing scholarly interest, Katharine has a popular following, with a number of her books remaining in print and her wooden cottage now a writers’ centre named in her honour. In 2020, Working Bullocks and Intimate Strangers were selected for republication by Untapped: the Australian literary heritage project. All of this indicates Katharine’s ongoing significance to Australian literature.


Katharine’s life itself has also long been of interest to historians. She lived from the end of Australia’s colonial period to the middle of the Vietnam War and her evolving worldview—from doubting Christian to progressive patriot to idealistic radical to stubborn communist—is an illustrative journey through responses to the upheavals of the first seven decades of the twentieth century. In Exiles at Home (1981), Drusilla Modjeska discusses Katharine as a key figure in a generation of women writers negotiating writing, politics, and sexism between 1925 and 1945. Other historians have a very negative take on Katharine’s life. Desmond Ball and David Horner contend that she was at the centre of a Soviet spy ring during World War II; the claim, I argue in chapter 31, is unproven and dependent on an unreliable source. Just as The Red Witch is going to press, her granddaughter, Karen Throssell, has published a book telling of the effects of these allegations on the family and particularly her father, Ric. Conservative commentators such as Hal Colebatch believe Katharine’s support for Soviet dictator Joseph Stalin make her legacy ‘a strange and dishonourable one’ to ever celebrate.11 It’s true that her loyalty to Stalin is a dark part of her legacy which needs to be reckoned with. In tracing her political journey in this biography, I found that she was guilty not of intentionally deceiving others nor of any evil intent but of deceiving herself; she had a fundamentalist faith in the Soviet Union and refused to accept anything which contradicted it.


Katharine had a troubled relationship to biography in her lifetime, and it carried over after her death as her son, Ric Throssell, became the guardian of her legacy. She found it harder to write her autobiography, Child of the Hurricane (1963), than any other book. She claimed she hadn’t wanted to write about herself but needed to set the record straight after a postgraduate student ‘wrote a very distorted version of my youth and childhood in a thesis’.12 Child of the Hurricane is padded out with anecdotes about Katharine’s family, celebrities she met, and passing crushes, while avoiding weightier matters. She hoped it would be the final word about her formative years. It is not that, but for a biographer it is a priceless record of her movements and memories, a road map for a fuller, historical account.


Just as Katharine wrote Child of the Hurricane as an act of self-defence, Ric Throssell’s biography, Wild Weeds and Windflowers: The Life and Letters of Katharine Susannah Prichard (1975), was written to defend her posthumously. After her death in October 1969, Overland published an obituary by the writer Dorothy Hewett which was a brutal re-assessment of Katharine’s life and work, reflecting Hewett’s disenchantment with communism and with Katharine, who had been a friend.13 Hewett wrote that it was ‘as if, after the suicide of her husband, Hugo Throssell, she willed her own creative death’ and in her unquestioning loyalty to the Soviet Union she closed off her ‘artist’s pagan and poetic sensibility’.14 Ric responded angrily, resolving to write ‘a factual biography’ to again set the record straight.15 Published in 1975, Wild Weeds is, in Ric’s words, a ‘personal picture’, drawing heavily on his memories and the weekly letters Katharine sent him.16 Ric’s later work, My Father’s Son (1989), is a hybrid work combining a biography of his father and an autobiography, as well as revisiting elements of Katharine’s life. Ric’s biographical writings about his mother leave room for a comprehensive, critical account of Katharine’s life, one with some distance in time and relationship to the subject.


In 1969 at the end of Katharine’s life, her pen-friend Catherine Duncan was thinking forward to our present: ‘in fifty years, dearest Kattie, the KSP you are now will have become someone else—she will have escaped you’. Duncan wanted Katharine to preserve her remaining letters so that she would be more accurately understood today. Fifty years was also the distant horizon another friend, the writer Henrietta Drake-Brockman, imagined for Katharine’s posthumous reckoning. ‘Katharine Susannah Prichard, both personally and as a novelist, is still the most controversial figure in Australian literature. It is unlikely that her work and influence will be justly assessed for another fifty years.’17 Drake-Brockman felt that the Cold War distorted opinions about Katharine and that a fairer assessment would only be possible once it was in the past.


Katharine now exists on the edge of living memory. Midway through my research, I found five boxes of material left behind by a biographer from an abandoned attempt fifteen years earlier. She had interviewed half a dozen people who had known Katharine well; they had all died by the time I started. It is the archive that remains and Katharine left behind multiple sources for every year of her long life. The many letters held in other people’s collections are as significant as the ones held in her own. The Red Witch is woven from her archival trail—letters, notebooks, clippings, ASIO files, government documents, and photographs—along with her published work and, importantly, the newly digitised newspaper articles on the National Library of Australia’s Trove site which reveal so much about her life and world. While alert to thematic connections, this biography is a chronological account, narrating the intertwined personal, political and literary strands. It adds nuance and detail to the contours of Katharine’s life, setting out to show what her life was like in its different phases and in the course of that, the biographical background to her literary works.


I hope this book will be of interest and use to scholars. However, I have written it for a general readership drawn to the peculiar pleasures of biography: the true drama of a life, the glimpses of a lost but familiar world, the recoverable details of the past. It is not a cultural history or a work of literary criticism but the story of one remarkable Australian life. The biographer Martin Edmond laments that the artists Rex Battarbee and Albert Namatjira—the subjects of his dual biography—had come to exist only as representatives of ‘notions espoused by others’, not as ‘real people’ acting in ‘real situations’. His biography becomes a mission to restore them. He won’t tell their story to prove a point—he will tell it to show a ‘lived life’.18 It’s what I’ve sought to do also.





PART 1



KATTIE,
1883–1907
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Origins


Levuka, Fiji, 1883–1887


KATHARINE’S FATHER WAS Thomas Henry Prichard, usually known as Tom. He was the editor of the Fiji Times when Katharine was born. Late in 1882, on the eve of his departure to marry Edith Fraser in Melbourne and bring her back to Fiji, the Levuka community held a function to honour him. The German consul presented him with a purse of a hundred sovereigns collected from the other white colonists, saying, ‘We recognise, sir, the services you have rendered the colony as a fearless, vigorous and able writer. We know that in you its interests have found a capable advocate’.1


Tom’s response is a rare surviving instance of him talking about himself. ‘When I came to Fiji I was a young man. As you now see, I am approaching middle age, yet I am one of the youngsters of my people. I am the waif, the stray, the wanderer of the lot; the rolling-stone that was expected to gather no moss.’ He declared, ‘I hold the journalist to be the great lay teacher of the age’, and finished his speech by saying, ‘My heart has ever been in my work, but when I return I shall resume it with redoubled energy, and if I fail to justify your estimate of me it will not be for want of trying, but because you have rated me altogether too highly’. He was a driven, sensitive man.


In his spare time, Tom wrote fiction and poetry with some success, appearing in a number of newspapers and magazines and even having one novel published in 1893. He regarded himself as a wit, writing satirical rhymes for his newspaper column which haven’t aged well. A devout but theologically moderate Anglican, he was anything but moderate in his politics.2 A hard-line conservative, he railed against a minimum wage, welfare and anything else progressive.3


Katharine spent long periods of her early life in the shadow cast by Tom’s depression. She struggled against his desire for her to be a ‘domestic angel’, desperate for him to approve of her own ambitions. After he killed himself in 1907, she tried unsuccessfully to find publishers for his writing. He was on her mind the rest of her life. In 1950 she was planning to write a book about him. By 1969, she had conceded that it wasn’t to happen, but in one sense it already had—the story of Tom’s life as she knew it fills a good proportion of her autobiography, Child of the Hurricane (1963). Five days before she died, she wrote to the National Library enquiring about stories of her father’s she had sent them years earlier, promising to send the rest when she’d finished submitting them to publishers.4


SOME OF THE family stories Katharine told in Child of the Hurricane aren’t quite true, but it is true that all four of her grandparents were on the same boat, the El Dorado, sailing from Liverpool to booming Melbourne in 1852.5 Over the decades that followed, three sets of Prichards and Frasers married, including Katharine’s parents, ‘so family relationships became somewhat complicated’.6 Tom was seven years old on that voyage, having been born in 1845 in Monmouth, a town on the border of England and Wales.


Tom’s father, Charles Allen Prichard, had ‘set himself up as an importer of cheeses’ in Australia; later he tried to make money in tallow but ‘misfortune seems to have followed every attempt he made to be a businessman’.7 The Melbourne directory for 1865 listed him as a grocer living on Gipps Street in the suburb of Collingwood. He and his wife, Agnes, died there within months of each other in 1867.8


In 1863, the year Tom turned eighteen, his older sister, Ada, married and moved to the goldmining town of Ararat; Tom and his younger brother, Frederick, seem to have moved with them while their parents remained in Collingwood.9 He spent at least six years as a ‘rolling stone’ in different goldfields towns. He worked on a newspaper in Castlemaine, gaining his first experience as a journalist, and as a bailiff in the court at Beaufort.10 By 1868 he was writing; that year, he took out second prize in a poetry competition for the Glassblowers’ Exhibition in Ballarat.11 He resigned as bailiff in May 1869 and migrated to Levuka, then Fiji’s capital.12


Between 1868 and 1872 the ‘Great Fiji Rush’ brought many ‘young, restless men’ from Victoria and the other Australasian colonies to Fiji.13 Alluvial gold was getting harder to find and wool prices were falling; newspaper reports led people to believe their fortunes were to be made in Fiji. Tom and the others who came hoped to turn Fiji into another of the white colonies of Australasia, prospering on the back of indigenous labour and resources. ‘A rough-and-tumble time we had put in, as we helped to plan an outpost of the Empire in the very heart of barbarism’, he wrote in a short story. ‘It had been ten years of fry and frizzle, of sweat and swelter, of yams and bulamakau [beef], of sardines and square gin, of hard graft and unrealised hopes, of exile from civilisation and yearning to return.’14 He worked for a time as the clerk of peace at the Levuka court before becoming the editor of the Fiji Times in about 1877.15


For years he courted Edith, nine years his junior, by mail. ‘Father used to say that he fell in love with Mother when she was a schoolgirl, and made up his mind then that she was the girl he wanted to marry.’16 One of his surviving poems is called ‘To Edie, on her birthday’, dated 25 April 1878, the day she turned twenty-three: ‘Not with my hands but with my heart I wreathe / A natal garland for thy brows to-day.’17 As sentimental and formal as it is, it would have impressed Edith as she waited to join her adventurer across the seas. ‘My heart is sore for Somebody’, she copied into her commonplace book in 1879.18


TOM AND EDITH married on 24 January 1883 at St Mary’s Anglican in Caulfield.19 He was thirty-seven; she was twenty-eight. By the time they set off on the SS Hero back to Fiji, Edith was pregnant. Though not Australian-born, Katharine was Australian-conceived.


Edith Isabel Fraser was born into a large middle-class family in 1854 in the Melbourne suburb of Williamstown. Her parents were from Scottish families, although her father had grown up in Ireland.20 She was the fourth of eight daughters from her father’s two marriages, with just one brother surviving infancy. Katharine remembered ‘the aunts’ as a strong presence in her early life.


Edith was a gentle, conventional women who left few historical traces. She was adventurous enough to leave her family home and work as a governess for a time before she married.21 Her commonplace book survives, filled with quotes and jokes by other people. There is a brief and formal letter she wrote to Alfred Deakin, a family friend, when he became prime minister in 1903. A couple of times, the facts of her presence and the colour of her dress at social events are recorded by newspapers. And then there is her sad testimony of her husband’s final day preserved by the coronial inquest.


By 1883, the number of settler wives in Levuka had increased, but they were still far outnumbered by men. In that first year of marriage, a pregnant Edith was taken out of a close family network in Melbourne into a colonial outpost.


Child of the Hurricane begins with a hurricane destroying Levuka on the night Katharine was born. Their ‘frail’ huts smashed, homeless Fijians took shelter in the one house on the hill with its roof still on—her parents’ house—just as she was being born. The Fijians ‘gazed with awe at the baby the hurricane had left in its wake. “Na Luve ni Cava,” they exclaimed. “She is a child of the hurricane.”’22 It was a messianic birth, foreshadowing the drama and tragedy of her life.


The problem is, there was no hurricane on 4 December 1883. There were some heavy rains on 29 November which caused the creek to flood, although the Fiji Times from the day after her birth doesn’t mention the weather at all, let alone a hurricane which destroyed Levuka. Katharine’s journalist father, Tom, chided the Australian press just a few months after her birth for exaggerating Fijian hurricanes, turning ‘the most innocent gale’ into a ‘Frightful Hurricane in Fiji’. ‘As a matter of fact,’ he claimed, ‘Fiji is no more subject to hurricanes than is Victoria’.23


Although Katharine had the reason for her nickname wrong, she was dubbed ‘Na Luve ni Cava’ while still a baby. Tom wrote a poem of that title describing her—‘a sprite of nature intense’—to send to her aunt.24 In choosing the name, he may have been inspired by a novel about Fiji published the month Katharine was born, Henry Britton’s Loloma, or Two Years in Cannibal Land. King Big-Wind declares that the narrator, who has arrived with a storm, is ‘the Child of the Hurricane, a white God from unknown countries’ and the tribe will adopt him.25 It’s one of the only other recorded uses of the phrase.


The earliest known version of Katharine’s hurricane myth appeared in 1916 in an article by Mary Gilmore for the Australian Worker. ‘Miss Prichard was born in Fiji during the worst hurricane known there for years. The roof of the house was blown off and the new-born infant wailed with the tempest. In Fiji she is called “Hurricane” by the populace.’26 Katharine’s mother, Edith, was still alive then but apparently never took the chance to correct the story Katharine had already begun telling.


KATHARINE WAS NAMED after her mother’s late half-sister, Katherine Susan Davies. The original Katherine Susan died in Melbourne two weeks after giving birth to her second child in 1872.27 In Katharine’s autobiographical children’s novel, The Wild Oats of Han (1928), the protagonist, Han, ‘had been called Hannah Frances after a saintly great-aunt of whom a dark oil painting hung in the dining-room. She had excelled in good works, Great Aunt Hannah Frances … Han was named after her in the hope she would imitate her virtues’.28


All her life, Katharine’s names were regularly misspelt, even on the covers of some of her books, reporters and publishers blithely adding a ‘t’ to Prichard, or turning ‘Katharine’ back into ‘Katherine’. She ‘detested’ these misspellings, writes her son.29 The problem began with her birth certificate, which she must never have looked at too closely. The loopy handwriting is a little ambiguous, but it recorded her name clearly enough as ‘Katherine Susannah’.30


AFTER KATHARINE’S BIRTH, Edith had a nurse to help her, a man named N’gardo. It was customary, according to Katharine, for white women to have male nurses help them. When she was ‘a few days old’ N’gardo supposedly took her away for hours to see the chief without telling her parents. Over time, he taught her to speak the Fijian of the chiefly caste and told her stories from their mythology. ‘Maybe N’gardo is responsible for the instinctive sympathy I’ve always had for people of the native races. It is, I think, a tribute to that dark, protective presence in my early life.’31


Tom tried to arrange for N’gardo to accompany Katharine and her mother back to Melbourne for the birth of Katharine’s brother, Alan, in March 1885, but regulations prevented it. N’gardo died, she wrote, before she returned and ‘it was nothing but grief for the child from whom he had been parted that caused him to will his own death’.32


It’s a shocking story, but it might not be true. The shipping page of the Sydney Morning Herald recorded Mrs TH Pritchard [sic] with two children and a servant boarding the Rockton on 13 June 1885, bound for Fiji.33 Katharine didn’t mention any other servants, so this was possibly N’gardo, well and truly alive. Whatever actually happened, N’gardo became an antecedent for later tragedies. In her suicide-filled autobiography, he was the first man close to her to kill himself.


It wasn’t long before Edith was pregnant again and Katharine’s second brother, Nigel, was born in Levuka on 21 August 1886. Katharine’s earliest memory was from this time. ‘There’s a picture in my mind of a balcony veranda with white rails, pink flowers below it, and blue sea beyond. Alan and I were playing on the veranda and a baby cried.’34


TOM WAS TO look back nostalgically on Levuka as a ‘merry, bustling and busy’ centre where ‘adventurous spirits from the Australian colonies traded, paid their debts, drank, made merry and socially frizzled together under the torrid tropic sun’.35 However, by the time Katharine was born the port was in decline and it had lost its status as Fiji’s capital to Suva.36


Levuka’s decline was hastened when a hurricane struck it on 4 March 1886, the event which probably formed the basis of Katharine’s birth mythology. Katharine was two and a half years old; she may have had faint memories of it. ‘The evil hap which Levuka, in common with the rest of the colony, has for so long experienced, culminated on Thursday morning in the heaviest hurricane which has visited the town since that of 1871.’ The worst of it lasted from daybreak to 6 p.m., buildings ‘going down in every direction’, as debris flew through the streets.37 Katharine the toddler would have been huddled in the dark bungalow that day, her pregnant mother worried for her and baby Alan, who was eleven months old. Tom’s scoffing at the dangers of hurricanes now seemed foolish. Writing for the Argus, he reported that ‘the streets of a city under bombardment would not have been more dangerous’.38


Rather than rebuild, many white colonists left. The European population of Levuka fell from 2000 to less than 500. Levuka became, in Tom’s words, a ‘decayed, deserted fishing village’.39


At the end of the year, the Fiji Times moved to Suva and Tom moved with it. On 4 January 1887, the Taupo steamer arrived at Suva and he disembarked while Edith and the three children stayed on the ship, continuing on to Melbourne.40 Their stay in Melbourne was only meant to be temporary—Tom still hoped that Fiji would prosper and the family could make a permanent home in Suva.


In September 1887, he led a deputation sent to Melbourne on behalf of the colonists to call for Fiji to be annexed by the colony of Victoria.41 The settlers were unhappy with the British governors; they were looking for a government which would allow them to more easily exploit indigenous labour and land. When the premier finally met with Tom, he said the proposal had great difficulties and no advantages for Victoria.42 Reported in newspapers across Australia, it was Tom’s moment in the spotlight and it ended ingloriously.


With Tom’s hopes for Fiji dashed, it seems he felt it was time to finally end his self-exile and settle the family in Australia permanently.


Fiji was to become a land of myth for Katharine, a place for her father to play out his exotic adventures in the stories he would tell her during her childhood. He was happy in these stories, carefree, a contrast to the anxious and depressed father she was to know for much of her childhood and youth.
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‘The Memory of a Storm’


Melbourne and Launceston, Tasmania, 1887–1895


The Wild Oats of Han (1928) is a memoir of Katharine’s childhood in the form of a children’s novel. In dreamy prose it captures the wonder of the world through a child’s eyes. In the foreword, Katharine invited an autobiographical reading of the work: ‘The first thing children ask about a story is usually: “But is it true?” And this one, it can be said, is a truly, really story. Katharine Susannah would stake her breath on it. Just here and there a few details stray from the strict path’. Even the name, Hannah Frances, is autobiographical, taken from Katharine’s aunt, Hannah Frances Davies, who married the widower of her late sister, Katherine Susan, for whom Katharine was named.


Casting herself as a fictional character, Han, seems to have made it easier for Katharine to write about her life. As autobiography shaped into fiction, Wild Oats is an amalgam of childhood experiences, incidents from throughout her childhood added to Katharine’s actual nineteen months in Launceston from 1893 to 1895. She depicts her childhood as a painful gaining of understanding and responsibility. Han begins with ‘no conscience, any more than the birds or possums who lived in the great silver gum-trees’ but as a 12-year-old, ‘the weight of the world’ descends on her shoulders and she must go ‘down into the great mysterious world they had talked so much of, to take her part in the joy and the labour and the sorrow of it’.1 This trajectory that Katharine compressed into the Launceston years for Wild Oats stretched in life from her early childhood in Melbourne to the sacrifice of her university ambitions at the age of nineteen in order to help her family.


KATHARINE HAD JUST turned three when she arrived in Melbourne with her mother and two brothers in January 1887. They lived for several years in Caulfield with her grandparents, Simon and Susan Fraser, in their Caulfield house, Clareville, along with two unmarried aunts.2


In Wild Oats, Han’s parents are backgrounded characters, ‘absorbed in each other’.3 Her mother, Rosamund Mary in the novel, ‘had never been required to consider domestic affairs’ and it is Grandmother Sarahy, based on Susan, who keeps the household running. She ‘dusted the mantelpieces, ordered the meals, mended, darned, made jam and the children’s clothes, except when Rosamund Mary had what she called “twinges of conscience”’. Katharine called her grandmother ‘the first person I became really interested in, perhaps because she was interested in me’.4 The implication is that her parents were not interested enough in her.


The era of her grandmother and the Victorian era were one. Melbourne and the rest of the British empire was celebrating Queen Victoria’s golden jubilee in 1887, with over 125,000 people converging on the Melbourne city-centre to witness its illumination on 21 June. ‘As I remember her, Grandmother looked like the pictures of Queen Victoria. She wore her hair in silver wings over her forehead, and a little lisse cap on her head. Her dress was usually dull black silk, with a tight bodice and voluminous skirts.’5 Her grandmother and the queen were to die within months of each other in 1901 when Katharine was seventeen, entwining them further. On the day of her grandmother’s funeral she ‘stood under the row of dark pines on the edge of the garden at Clareville, and watched the long train of vehicles file slowly away down the road, furious, yet grieving desperately about it all’.6


REJOINING THE FAMILY later in 1887, Tom was unable to find a job in Melbourne and in May 1888 he left the family at Clareville while he moved to Tasmania to take the position of editor at Launceston’s Daily Telegraph.7 He lasted less than six months before he resigned due to ‘ill health’, which, in view of what came later, could have been depression.8


In April 1889, Tom was appointed editor of a new Melbourne weekly, the Sun, and the family moved to the seaside suburb of Brighton.9 He was in his element at the Sun, composing the satirical column ‘Madcap Rhymes’ each week. However, in late 1892, he lost his job just as Edith was pregnant with their fourth child.10 In Wild Oats Han’s mother tells her, ‘We’ve no money … we don’t know when father will get any more work to do. We haven’t even a house to live in … and a little sister is coming to you soon … and there will be no home, no food—’11 Beatrice was born on 2 November 1892, nine years younger than Katharine, the fourth and final of the Prichard children born after a gap of six years.


The economic woes of the 1890s were deepening and Victoria was at the epicentre; in 1893 its property bubble burst and the banks were in crisis. In July 1893, Tom was fortunate enough to find a new job as the associate editor back at the Daily Telegraph in Launceston.


‘After a dark and troubled time that was like the memory of a storm, Peter Barry had climbed the hill which rose from the sleepy old township of Launceston and had chosen the house built right at the top of the hill.’12 Peter’s real-life counterpart, Tom, called that house ‘Korovuna’, even though he was only renting it. According to Katharine, the name means ‘place of peace’, but it actually combines the Fijian words for ‘village’ and ‘for a reason’.13 Tom would later give the same name to the family home in Melbourne. They lived next door to Tom’s brother, Frederick, and his family; Frederick had taken up a role as editor of the town’s rival newspaper, the Launceston Examiner.14


Tom and Edith were determined to establish themselves as pillars of the community, involving themselves in myriad committees and causes. Early impressions would have counted in the town, and they wanted to appear better-off than they were. They hired a ‘general’ to do the housework and they borrowed money to set their house up with quality furniture.15


Their house was in Trevallyn, backing onto the bush around the scenic Cataract Gorge. ‘The hills which rose in misty, timbered brakes and ledges behind her home, were Han’s happy hunting-ground.’16 Katharine was enchanted by the trees and the flowers and the birds and the lizards, an enchantment which was to flow through her writing in the years that followed. ‘She scarcely knew the world of the real from the world of the unreal; both were blended in the crystal of her mind.’17


ON 17 NOVEMBER 1893, Fillis’s Mammoth Circus and Menagerie, a South African troupe, arrived in Launceston for five days of shows. ‘Tier upon tier’ of ‘delighted spectators’ watched a lion, a tiger, five elephants, ‘Lilliputian marvels’, a woman shot from a cannon, and acrobats.18 In Wild Oats, Han ‘was living in a world of enchantment, and could not think or talk of anything but the circus’; she hears the lions roaring in their cages and the music drifted up to her house on top of the hill.19 She decides her great ambition in life is to be an acrobat, and she rehearses in her backyard, until she jumps from the tree before her watching family and falls hard to the ground. The visit of Fillis’s Circus was the beginning of an ongoing fascination with the circus for Katharine, culminating in her 1930 novel Haxby’s Circus.


In Wild Oats, the circus is paired with Han’s brief attraction to another romantic vocation—the life of a missionary. She listens to a visiting missionary’s stories of horror and martyrdom in ‘darkest China’ and decides she wants to ‘convert the heathen from his blindness … I want to carry the light of the gospel to far Lao Tzu … I want to die by the sword of the Pig-Tailed Barbarian’.20 In life, two missionaries visited Launceston three months before the circus in August 1893 and spoke of martyrdom. Perhaps Katharine was momentarily taken by their vision: ‘To every land, the preacher urged, must the standard of Christianity be borne, every country invaded’.21 For a 9-year-old girl working out her place in the world, the life of a missionary momentarily offered both adventure and a great cause.


In this period of trying on vocations in Launceston, she found her true calling. She remembered announcing to Tom that she wanted to be a writer:




I can still see him as he used to stand on the verandah, in the evening, smoking his peace pipe as he called it, and looking out over the shining river, or away to the mountains in the distance. Before that, the family had been disturbed by my ambitions to be a circus rider, or a missionary. So my father took my announcement about becoming a writer with an indulgent smile.


‘Oh well,’ he said, ‘you’ll need plenty of patience and plenty of postage stamps.’22





She wanted to follow in his footsteps. Tom’s first and only novel, Retaliation: A Tale of Early Melbourne, appeared in May 1893 from the publishing arm of the Sun, just as the Prichards prepared to leave for Launceston. 23 Retaliation is a popular romance about an orphan girl’s rescue by a wealthy widow and her revenge on a scoundrel. While competent and representative, it is not especially memorable. Many of Katharine’s early works are also romances, bearing some resemblance to Retaliation in their coincidence-driven plots of beautiful damsels under threat from scoundrels.


KATHARINE WAS TO look back on her early teachers as benignly inept. Before the Prichards left Melbourne, she had started attending a school ‘run by a gentle spinster’ in Brighton, and then a private school run by her Aunt Lil.24 By her own reckoning, she was the late age of eight when she started, but she had already learned to read and write and had been taking French lessons with her grandmother. She made her first known newspaper appearance on 23 December 1893 as ‘Katty Prichard’, the most awarded student at Miss Littler’s private school in Trevallyn.25 In contrast to the rebellious Han, Katharine was voted by her fellow students ‘Best Conduct’ for the entire school.


In August 1894, Katharine made her second newspaper appearance as one of the organisers of a children’s bazaar, held at her family’s house to raise funds for the poor. She and her friends made crafts and toys, selling them for a penny each. The event raised over a pound and the journalist—presumably Tom—held it up as an example to the rest of the community.26 The charitable, community-spirited Prichard family living at Korovuna on top of the hill looked so assured of their place in Launceston society in 1894, seemingly unaware they were about to tumble.


IN KATHARINE’S ACCOUNT, the Daily Telegraph was ‘on its last legs, and it was hoped Father would revive it’, only for the paper to cease publication.27 In reality, the newspaper kept going without Tom right up to 1928, but ructions did shake it in late 1894. The owner was in financial trouble and declared bankruptcy at Christmas. Two weeks later, the new owner sacked Tom.28


Six months after the bazaar at the Prichard house to raise money for the poor, almost everything they owned was auctioned onsite as they prepared to return to Melbourne. The advertisement placed on behalf of Tom in the Launceston Examiner for an auction of ‘the whole of his household furniture’ is a comprehensive and sad list: ‘comprising walnut sideboard (mirror back), mahogany telescope table, dining room suite, new Brussells carpet, oil paintings (superior), mahogany wardrobe, cedar chest drawers, bedsteads and bedding, commode, dressing tables, washstands, fenders, curtains, poles and rings, kitchen utensils, dresser, garden tools, and sundries’.29 They kept their piano and their books, but little else.


When Katharine gave a testimony of her conversion to communism sixty years later, the auction stood out as a landmark, her awakening to injustice in the world. She and her brothers had been sent out to play in the bush all day. On their return, they ‘saw the family furniture piled on carts driving along the road, and a red auctioneer’s flag over the gate’.30 Her mother’s grief stirred her to the realisation of ‘some dark mysterious trouble’ which she must prevent hurting her family.


Soon after the auction, on 7 March 1895, the Prichards returned to Melbourne. Despite their money troubles, they travelled not in steerage but saloon class.31


COMPARED TO THE plots fiction demands, lives are too repetitive. In writing about her life in the form of a children’s novel, Katharine shaped the events of early 1895 into the decisive crisis of her childhood. In life, this crisis in the Prichard family was one of many, the circularity suggested by the ‘memory of a storm’ right at the start of Wild Oats as the family arrive in Launceston. Katharine lived her childhood with the memory of storms. Tom’s difficulty finding work when he moved back to Australia from Fiji in 1887 was one; the loss of his job at the Sun in 1892 was another. This time, in 1895, Katharine understood some of what was happening to her family and the knowledge was bitter. In her memory, leaving Launceston became an exile from paradise, cast out from a carefree existence playing in the bush and forced back to suburban Melbourne with a new sense of responsibility.
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‘Enthusiasms and Ambitions’


Melbourne, 1895–1903


WHEN THE PRICHARDS returned to Melbourne in 1895, Tom couldn’t find a job and Edith kept the family going. She ‘was always sewing then … smocking lovely little dresses for other children, or painting illuminated addresses which she sold to be presented to distinguished citizens’.1 In this unhappy period they were staying in a ‘dark, ugly’ house in Caulfield lent to them by Katharine’s wealthy uncle and aunt, Slingsby and Han Davies, who lived next door.2


Then, about a year after their return, Tom found a job as editor of Critchley Parker’s Australian Mining Standard. ‘Suddenly it was as if the dark and dreary days of winter had been chased away by the sunshine of spring. The house was filled with gladness. Father went off to catch an early morning train; Mother no longer sewed all day.’3


The Prichards moved two doors down to 401 North Road, ‘a painted weatherboard house with a garden and lawn at the back, and open land covered with gorse, briars and bracken stretching before it’. It became the second ‘Korovuna’. Katharine remembered it as ‘a place of happiness and peace for a long time’.4


Despite interludes in Levuka and Launceston, North Road was the centre of Katharine’s childhood and youth. At one end of the road was the Brighton General Cemetery where Katharine’s parents were both to be buried; at the other end was the Ormond railway station. In between was ‘Clareville’, her maternal grandparents’ house where she had lived from 1886 to 1888, ‘Withersdane’, home of Slingsby and Han, and, more humbly, her own family’s ‘Korovuna’. The 1896 Municipal Directory describes the Caulfield area as ‘pleasant and healthy’ and ‘so increased in importance that it has become one of the leading suburbs’ with a population of 8000.5 In the depression of the 1890s, it was full of middle-class families like the Prichards struggling in genteel poverty.


THE ARTS WERE important in the Prichard house. ‘During our bright times father’s and mother’s interests were chiefly literary and artistic. They talked to us about music, painting, and poetry. Mother played on the little Broadwood piano … She and Father sang together: he often read to us in the evening, usually Australian poetry.’6 They took the four children to the National Gallery ‘to see almost every new picture when it was bought’.7


Tom and Edith sent Alan and Nigel to state schools but Katharine was kept home for a time because ‘the aunts were horrified at the idea of my going to a state school’.8 Eventually, ‘Father and Mother compromised with the aunts by letting me go to a state school in another district where Mother had heard there was a good teacher’.9 It was Armadale State School and Katharine was there from 1895 to 1897. While she was there, the Argus reported that forty-five students were crowded into a classroom meant for ten.10 In September 1896, two classrooms were destroyed in a fire and the fifth and sixth classes, Katharine among them, began attending classes at Toorak State School, still taught by Armadale teachers.11


With no public secondary schools, public school students wanting to continue their education competed for merit-based government scholarships to private schools. After the exam, Katharine was devastated to be disqualified because she had just turned fourteen. However, a few days later, ‘a short fat man arrived on a bicycle who said he was JB O’Hara, headmaster of South Melbourne College … He had been so pleased by my papers that he had come to offer me a half-scholarship’.12


ACCORDING TO KATHARINE, she had her first story published in a Melbourne newspaper at age eleven; it awaits rediscovery.13 At present, her earliest extant published story is from age fifteen, ‘That Brown Boy’. Winning the Sun’s quarterly children’s prize for stories, ‘That Brown Boy’ is a lively, melodramatic tale which shows Katharine’s early potential. It’s the story of Nicholas Brown, a mischievous orphan who drowns defending some younger boys against a bully. She had to share the prize of ten shillings with another girl because of ‘carelessness in writing, grammar, and orthography’.14 Entering—and often winning—competitions would be an important part of Katharine’s literary career in the decades which followed, the impetus for many new works.


This writing success meant much to Katharine. Despite her parents’ appreciation of the arts, she felt they discouraged her literary ambition. ‘Mother and Father were too absorbed in each other, and in their struggle to provide food and clothing for us all, to be interested in my scribbling.’ She showed her grandmother a story called ‘A Soldier’s Love’, only to later overhear her reading it out loud to her aunts in ‘gales of laughter’. Then her family laughed again at her dramatic adaptation of William Tell, elaborately staged at home with her brothers and cousins.15


Although her parents were indifferent about her writing, South Melbourne College encouraged it; the principal, John Bernard O’Hara, was an established poet.




He was very pleased with a contribution to the school magazine which the professor of English in a German university praised. One of our teachers had married this professor, and she wrote to say her husband thought the girl who wrote that sketch ‘would become a famous writer some day’.


How excited I was! To have my writing thought so well of was surprising. I decided forthwith to become ‘a famous writer’, and began consciously to study the work of great writers in order to learn something of how stories should be made, and why some were more powerful than others.16





Her French teacher, Irma Dreyfus, ‘introduced her to French writers including De Maupassant, Anatole France and Victor Hugo’.17 Her mother encouraged her to read the great writers of the Victorian-era such as Alfred Tennyson and Charles Dickens as well as less enduring romances.18


Reading Miles Franklin’s My Brilliant Career (1901) was another part of her literary formation. In Katharine’s first letter to Miles in 1930 she remembered, ‘It made a very vivid engraving on my mind, at about the time I had just left school, & I am sure it matured my mind in the direction of reality and truth at that moment as nothing else did’.19


THE FIRST DAY of 1901 marked both the federation of Australia and the beginning of the twentieth century. Melbourne was the temporary capital of the new nation. Federal attorney-general Alfred Deakin, a family friend of Edith’s, sent a message to the Century Night held in the Melbourne Town Hall saying, ‘May the new year of the new century usher in a new nation whose history shall be an illustrious record of progress’.20 Katharine had arrived in Australia at the time of the centenary of colonisation; she was now on the cusp of adulthood at federation. This period of heightened awareness of Australian identity fed into an event significant to her personal mythology: the Prichard family reunion.


The reunion brought together fifty of the descendants of Tom’s parents on 12 November 1902, the fiftieth anniversary of their arrival in Melbourne. While the other side of Katharine’s family, the Frasers, had largely stayed in Melbourne, the Prichards had scattered across the Australasian colonies. All ten of the children were still alive, and they and their offspring came from around Victoria, New South Wales, Tasmania and New Zealand to gather at the house of Katharine’s stern aunt, Agnes Church, in the Melbourne suburb of Canterbury.21


Katharine prefaced her account of the reunion by saying that her grandfather intentionally ‘forgot the past’ when he came to Australia, cutting off the ‘myths and legends of family history which had captivated him as a young man’ so that the next generations might truly start a ‘new life’ and ‘make their own way in the colonies’. Katharine’s grandparents were free settlers but her first novel, The Pioneers (1915) is marked by a concern with Australia as a fresh start for descendants of convicts, the past forgotten. In the epilogue, Dan, the grandson of the pioneers—the same generation as Katharine—is told by his mother, ‘They may talk about your birthstain by and by, Dan … but that will not trouble you, because it was not this country that made the stain. This country has been the redeemer and blotted out all those old stains’.22


The intergenerational saga of The Pioneers owes something to the mood of this reunion when Katharine was eighteen. An original family of twelve had grown to eighty-three. The first generation brought up in Australia were now ‘stout and grey-haired’ elders ‘disporting together’. Her own generation were bright and young with a new century ahead of them in a newly federated nation.


‘I seem to be the only rebel among them’, wrote Katharine, yet it was through her books that her grandfather’s name would ‘live on’. She wondered what that grandfather would say to her, having made his own ‘bold venture into the unknown’. ‘Would he understand that I am seeking to find as he did, a new and good life, though not only for the members of my own family, but for the families of mankind?’23


IN 1902, 16-YEAR-OLD Hilda Bull ‘with glorious red hair’ moved next door.




Hilda and I had met at the Armadale State School, and were soon talking to each other over the garden fence. Before long we had broken a gap in the grey palings near a clump of lilac bushes, and could call to each other as soon as we got up in the morning. Living side by side, we shared our hopes and dreams in a friendship that grew stronger with the years.24





Such was their deep friendship that Hilda wrote years later of the ‘telepathic sympathy’ between them.25 In the published version of Child of the Hurricane, Katharine wrote, ‘there was never anyone with whom I could share my most intimate thoughts as I could with Hilda; and she, with me, I know, felt the same deep sense of security and understanding’.26 The typescript contains a passage she deleted:




Such intimate friendship between women is suspect these days. But there was never anything Lesbian in Hilda’s and my association.


We were both too much in love with men always later to need any other sexual interest. We could discuss the adventures of our minds in our love affairs as well as all the happenings of our lives, with complete freedom. That was what made our friendship the rare and lovely thing it was.27





It is an intriguing denial. ‘Always’ adjusted to ‘later’. The love of men precluding same-sex attraction. What’s more, it seems an unnecessary protestation—what prompted it in the first place?


Unlike Katharine, Hilda was her (wealthy) father’s favourite, and he nurtured her aspirations. She was attending Presbyterian Ladies’ College, Melbourne’s most prestigious girls’ school, and introduced Katharine to two of her PLC friends, Nettie Higgins and Christian Jollie Smith:




We sat on the lawn between Hilda’s room and mine, comparing notes about our enthusiasms and ambitions. We were each of us working for the matriculation examinations … I don’t think we ever discussed the things that are supposed to interest girls—boys and dresses. We were interested mostly in ourselves, our future, and the first step towards it: those exams.28





The four of them were near-contemporaries, but the other three matriculated the year after Katharine in 1903 and went on to study for exhibitions in 1904. Nettie Higgins, later Palmer, was raised in a devout Baptist family. Christian was a boarder and only began at PLC in 1903; her father was a Presbyterian minister and she had been brought up in the South Australian town of Naracoorte.


All four young women were to go on to live remarkable lives—Katharine as a writer and Nettie as a critic, who both shaped the development of a distinctively Australian literature; Hilda as a patron of Australian drama and a medical doctor; and Christian as a lawyer. All four also came to hold left-wing political convictions, with Katharine and Christian both foundation members of the Communist Party of Australia in 1920.


Unlike any of Katharine’s other close friends, Nettie kept many of her letters and diaries. The invaluable biographical insights into Katharine they provide also have the distorting effect of giving Nettie a bigger part in Katharine’s known life than her closest friend, Hilda.


BAPTISED AS AN infant, it came time for Katharine to be confirmed into the Church of England. Despite Katharine narrating Han’s brief desire to become a missionary in Wild Oats, her resistance to Christianity began early. She remembered attending a ‘small, wooden Anglican church standing in the midst of bare paddocks’ in Caulfield when she was eight and being outraged by the story from Genesis in which Jacob deceives his father Abraham to receive the birthright that was rightfully his brother’s. She was with Uncle Arthur, her mother’s only brother, and told him she didn’t like God for allowing this injustice to happen. It is far from the most troubling story in the Old Testament, but with two younger brothers it touched a nerve. Katharine suspected Uncle Arthur shared her opinion.29 ‘The years of Bible reading, church-going, family prayers and religious instruction, which filled my youth, never removed my secret doubt as to the goodness of God, and the omnipotence that was claimed for Him.’30


According to Katharine, ‘four clergymen in turn had undertaken to prepare me for confirmation; but I asked questions which they did not answer to my satisfaction’.31 Tom tried his own arguments on her and she finally decided to not only be confirmed but to try harder to believe. It wasn’t the arguments he used which changed her mind but rather his sadness at her apostasy. At her confirmation, the beauty of the ceremony in the cathedral impressed her.




Very devout for a while, I prayed earnestly every night and went to church with Father and Mother on Sundays, giving God, as I thought, every chance to prove to me that He wasn’t a myth like Santa Claus, Jack Frost, or the black dog on my back—those inventions which had beguiled my childhood.32





The surprise of Katharine’s religious ‘testimony’ is that despite her retrospectively emphasising her many doubts, for a period of her youth she was a devout Christian.




My imagination had been caught up by the inexplicable in religious ecstasy. I used to go out into the paddocks, gaze up into the sky and away in to the distance, enraptured by the gorse in bloom, its musky fragrance, the beauty of everything; and feel that I was communing with God.33





This sense of enchantment in nature stayed with her, even when she didn’t believe in God any longer, and many of her novels have moments of it, notably Working Bullocks (1926) when Deb is among the trees and ‘swung to them in a fury of worship and admiration. The invocation, passion and lamentation of the trees swayed her’.34


In 1907, Katharine watched Tom’s depression worsen as he prayed fanatically each day, and she prayed too, promising herself she would believe in God if Tom got better. ‘When Father died, I was finished with religious superstitions.’35


KATHARINE’S YEARS AT South Melbourne College from 1898 to 1902 were happy ones. She was stimulated intellectually and creatively and formed friendships she remembered fondly. She described the principal, John Bernard O’Hara, as ‘a man of joyous and buoyant personality who taught by a sort of magnetism which brought the best out of his pupils’.36 O’Hara was a highly regarded educator; under his leadership ‘students prided themselves on being an educational elite. Girls and boys were encouraged in similar ambitions and competed on equal terms’.37 However, his interest in bright girls was not all innocent; seven years after Katharine graduated, a student fell pregnant to him.38


In 1902, Katharine’s last year of school, she worked hard, haunted by the fear she might fail her exams. ‘I used to be out at dawn walking round the garden, with a book in my hands, and sit huddled up in a blanket on winter nights because there was no fire in my room.’39


A highlight of the year was the annual school ball at the South Melbourne Town Hall on Saturday 16 August. A local newspaper reported a long list of ‘pretty and varied’ dresses, including ‘Miss K. Prichard—white silk and violets’.40 She wrote about the dance for the school magazine: ‘The quick hours are flying. A whirl of dainty frills, visions of light feet in pretty slippers, a subdued rustle and swish with the music, glimpses of flushed faces, waving hair, parted lips, graceful bows and curtseys, breathless laughter, and sighs. Clang! clang! and it is over’.41


Her friend, Maggie, was escorted by her father, the commissioner of police, Thomas O’Callaghan, ‘a portly red-faced, old man, very pompous’. O’Callaghan asked Katharine to dance, and O’Hara ‘chuckled hilariously afterwards, accusing me of having “captivated the commissioner of police”’.42 This was just months after Katharine had charmed her grumpy Uncle Albert at the family reunion; in a rather naïve choice of phrases, that had been her ‘first attempt at flirtation’ as she ‘coaxed him to dance’ and ‘made love’ to him.43 At times, Katharine’s autobiography reads as a series of anecdotes about men she had, in one way or the other, beguiled.


The school’s prize ceremony was held on 20 December, a couple of weeks after Katharine’s nineteenth birthday. Katharine won the group prize for English, history and geography as well as individual subject prizes for German and physiology.44 In algebra, she was equal bottom; O’Hara ‘told Father that if I managed to pass in algebra in the matriculation examinations, I should return to school the following year and study for a university exhibition in the post-matriculation class. It was understood I was to do this’. It was one of the great disappointments of her life that she didn’t return and was never to attain a degree.45


‘Mother was suffering from sciatica when I should have returned to school. She lay in bed for six months, and I had to stay at home, do everything for her and look after the housework. There was no possibility of winning an exhibition after that.’46 It wasn’t simply a financial decision; the Prichards were in a better financial position than ever before. In September 1902, Edith’s brother, Arthur Fraser—the same uncle Katharine had shared her doubts about God with—was thrown from his horse in a race and died; he had no heirs and left Tom his estate of £366, three years of a basic wage.47


As Katharine grew older, she became increasingly aware that her father’s expectations of her were different because she was a girl. In Wild Oats, it is shown in Han’s younger brother being given an axe to cut firewood. ‘Being a boy, Han thought, must be more important than being a girl if it meant having an axe all to yourself to cut wood.’48 When Katharine was in her early twenties and her brother Alan lay in hospital near death from acute appendicitis, she told Tom she wished it was her. Distractedly, he told her he wished that too. ‘For the first time’, she wrote, ‘I realised that I was not the most important member of the family’.49 Yet if it was the first time, then it was a realisation which had been growing for years.


Tom wanted her to be like Edith—a genteel housewife, a painter of watercolour copies, educated but not too educated. While her mother gave her books of poetry by Keats and Wordsworth as gifts for Christmas or birthdays, ‘Father liked to give me pretty feminine things, a sunshade or a bottle of perfume, a pair of ear-rings, or a gauzy hand-painted fan’.50


As Katharine gave up her dreams of university to run the household, Tom ‘was delighted to see me becoming more of a home-girl’. Edith’s illness had played into his hands. Yet in misunderstanding his daughter, in trying to shape her to be something she didn’t want to be, Tom provoked Katharine into proving him wrong and carving out a career—first as a governess then as a journalist and finally as a writer. ‘Nothing’, she wrote, ‘was further from my thoughts than being the domestic angel into which he hoped I would be transformed’.51
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Governess


Yarram, Victoria, 1904


THE HIGHLIGHT OF Katharine’s desultory year of housekeeping was her first adult success as a writer, winning a love story competition run by New Idea journal with a tale called ‘Bush Fires’ despite ‘knowing nothing about either love or bushfires’.1 Katharine gave the main character her own name. She described Kath’rin’ as ‘an Australian woman, browned with the wind and sun, inured to the open-air life of freedom and danger. The countryside loved her for her fearlessness, the physical strength of her beautiful body, the sweet charity of her woman’s eyes’.2 Kath’rin’ rides recklessly into a bushfire to save her estranged lover; she is reconciled to him, only for both of them to be killed by the fire. Like much of Katharine’s early work, she sets romance against a quintessentially Australian backdrop.


In Katharine’s memory, her decision to become a governess was connected to her literary ambitions. She decided, ‘I must know more about bushfires, love, and the country beyond our ranges’ and announced to her family her intention to work as a governess to a family in the country.3 It was a chance to escape.


Governessing was one of the few respectable careers open to young women at the turn of the twentieth century. The status of governesses was ambiguous—not really one of the servants, if there were any, and not quite part of the family.4 Although usually well educated, their need to work would have suggested their families were not wealthy.5 Perhaps this implication of middle-class poverty was why Tom and Katharine’s aunts objected to her plan. However, Edith had worked as a governess for a time before she was married; now recovered from sciatica, she ‘quietly and practically sided’ with Katharine against the objections.6


And so, at the beginning of 1904, at twenty years old, Katharine set out to live away from her family for the first time, as a governess in the isolated town of Yarram, 220 kilometres south-east of Melbourne in South Gippsland. With a population of about four hundred, it had recently become the largest of the cluster of towns settled in the 1840s and 1850s. She was to teach the two children of the local doctor William Muir and his wife, Lizzy—13-year-old Marjorie and 9-year-old Charles. ‘It was an adventure into life, away from books.’7


Katharine was close to Dr Muir. On weekends she went with him ‘on some of his long journeys to see patients in the mountains and along the coast’. It seems incredible that there was no scandal in the town about the 41-year-old doctor taking his 20-year-old governess with him on long trips, unchaperoned. He had ‘intellectual interests beyond his surgery’ and so they discussed literature and ideas; at home in the evenings he read Robert Burns to her ‘in the broad Scottish tongue’, giving her a new appreciation for the poet.8


There must have been some tension with Lizzy, even if Katharine couldn’t remember it in retrospect. It comes through in Katharine’s description of her as a ‘pretty woman, in her thirties, plump and amiable. Her favourite occupation seemed to be sitting on a sofa, sucking her thumb and plucking fleas from her little dog’s pelt. She played aristocratic roles in productions of the Yarram Dramatic Society as if to the manner born’. When Katharine arrived, Lizzy initially expected her to ‘help with all manner of household tasks. I explained that I had been engaged to teach, and wasn’t prepared to darn socks or do the ironing, after school hours. That being understood, we got on very well’. With typical ambivalence, Katharine added ‘as a favour … I often did help with domestic doings’.9 If Lizzy had felt threatened by her forthright, slim governess, she gave no hint in the reference she wrote her: ‘We have great pleasure in recommending Miss Prichard as governess. She lived with me for one year in that capacity & gave every satisfaction. I consider her an excellent teacher, the progress my children made under her tuition was marvellous, & it is with great regret we parted with Miss Prichard’.10


Katharine was learning German that year and ‘when a German doctor, temporarily living in the town, visited the Muirs … he offered to help me with my studies’. Her encounter with him ‘brought me closer to the dark realities of life, and left a psychological impression which was never obliterated’.11 She called him ‘Dr Paul’ in Child of the Hurricane and described him as ‘elderly’. His real name was far more unlikely—Otto Gmelin—and he was only 43 years old. Gmelin ‘came twice a week and we read Goethe’s Faust together’.




Sometimes he talked brilliantly about famous places in Europe, or distinguished writers and artists with whom he was acquainted. Sometimes, strangely overcast and morose, he scarcely spoke at all … These German lessons were a pleasant break in the quiet nights I usually spent in my room. Quite guileless, I looked forward to Dr Paul’s visits.12





Lizzy heard rumours about Gmelin and warned Katharine about him—he was a married man and a cocaine addict; he was too fond of Katharine, and she must not ‘encourage’ him but put an end to his visits.


Gmelin lived a troubled life, a doctor always in desperate circumstances. After graduating in medicine from the German city of Leipzig, he came to Victoria in 1891, already a cocaine addict with ‘completely shattered’ nerves.13 In 1893 he was sentenced to two months in prison for larceny. By 1899 he had recovered his fortunes enough to run a practice in Lilydale and marry, in an elaborate wedding, 18-year-old Edith Clarke, the niece of the minister for customs.14 In their eventual divorce case, Edith testified that Gmelin became close to a Miss Blyth, who would come to their house until all hours. On 18 May 1904, heavily drunk, Gmelin announced he was leaving her, and departed at midnight with Miss Blyth and all his surgical instruments. The next month, Gmelin began advertising his practice in the local Yarram newspaper. By that time, he’d lost Miss Blyth.


After Lizzy’s warning, Katharine initially tried avoiding him, allowing Lizzy to tell him she did not wish to continue the German lessons. However, he was so persistent that eventually Dr Muir told Katharine to talk to Gmelin herself. ‘It was an appalling interview. I was cruel and uncompromising in my youthful ignorance; astounded to hear this elderly man talk in such a distraught way about his love for me and beg me to go to Europe with him. “You’re old, over sixty”, I said. “How could I ever think of such a thing?”’15 According to Katharine, Gmelin left town the next day; his final advertisement in the Gippsland Standard appeared on 26 October. In late November, Katharine was horrified to read in the newspaper that Gmelin was in hospital after collapsing at the Russell Street police station in Melbourne; in his pocket was ‘a hypodermic syringe and a phial of atropine’, a poison extracted from deadly nightshade and sometimes used with morphine to commit suicide.16 Katharine blamed herself and spent anxious days wondering if he would live. He did, but for the first time—setting aside her nurse, N’gardo—the shadow of suicide had come over her life.


WITH LIZZY’S ENCOURAGEMENT, Katharine became involved in the Yarram Dramatic Society’s production of Arthur Pinero’s play Sweet Lavender (1888), a sentimental comedy which was one of the most popular plays of the period. Katharine played the eponymous Lavender, a young woman who must overcome obstacles to marry a law student. The locals started calling Katharine ‘Lavender’, a nickname which stuck for years afterwards as she cultivated an association with the plant. The one-off performance of the play was held on the night of the annual show, Wednesday 23 November, a public holiday in the shire.17


On the wet and muddy show day, Katharine came first in the ladies’ trot to young men yelling, ‘Ten to one on Sweet Lavender’, but she was disqualified for galloping.18 The Mechanics’ Hall was ‘filled to its utmost capacity’ for the play by eight p.m. The newspaper recorded, ‘The central figure of the play was Sweet Lavender, a fascinating young lady of undoubted charms, nicely acted by Miss Prichard’. The annual dance afterwards ran until 4 in the morning.19


The long show day was the climax of that year and a farewell to the town. The way she remembered it, she ‘planned to stay only a year in one place’ as she was determined ‘to learn more about Australia, our country and people’ but the character reference from Lizzy dated December 1904 shows it was actually the Muirs who let her go: ‘it is with great regret we parted with Miss Prichard, our reason for doing so was our approaching return to England’.20


THE YARRAM LOCALS found Katharine an interesting topic of conversation; Anne Home, then a child, remembered:




I overheard the following conversation over the teacups one afternoon when the local gossip was being passed round, the new and only governess in the town being the highlight.


Mrs A: ‘Have you seen Dr M’s new governess?’


Mrs B: ‘No, but I hear she is quite a blue stocking, one of those literary girls, the sort that has holes in her stockings and lives with her nose in a book. They say that she has come down here for copy.’21





Perhaps it was clear even at that point that Katharine was intent on turning her time in South Gippsland into ‘copy’, although it’s also possible the knowledge of Katharine’s later literary success influenced Anne Home’s reminiscence in 1946.


In 1968, looking back on her career, Katharine wrote, ‘In reaction to [Henry] Lawson’s descriptions of the dreary and drought-stricken districts of New South Wales, I wanted to write of the beauty of forests and river meadows in South Gippsland’.22 The area was to inspire two major works. The first was a 10,000-word short story, ‘Diana of the Inlet’ (1912). Drawing on her memories of the landscape from an Easter holiday with the Muirs at nearby Port Albert, Katharine evoked the power and beauty of nature in mythical and religious terms—‘There is a mysterious spell in the lonely stillness and beauty of the forest hills. The air, with its mingled musky aroma of trees, its wild, heavy fragrance of flowers, is narcotic’.23 The anonymous narrator visits the promontory and seeks out a hermit who lives in the bush, the survivor of a shipwreck whose ordeal caused him to embrace nature and decide that cities are ‘plague spots—filthy and reeking of men’s vices’.24


The second work inspired by South Gippsland was to be her breakthrough success—her first published novel, The Pioneers (1915). The novel begins with a Scottish couple, Donald and Mary Cameron, overcoming the hardships of the land to establish a farm in South Gippsland in the 1840s. Jumping forward to the next generation, it describes the development of the district and the rebellion of their only son, Davey, as he falls in love with Deirdre, an escaped convict’s daughter, and strives to make his own way in the new country, free of the restraints of the old country.


Katharine obscured the geographical and historical setting of The Pioneers by renaming the places; the last page of a notebook for the novel reveals her key: ‘Tarra = Wirrie; Tarraville = Wirrieford; Port Albert = Port Southern; Sale = Rane; Yarram = Ayrmuir’.25 When the novel won a competition in 1915, her uncle’s newspaper reported, ‘Miss Prichard knows well the country of which she writes. Her material was gathered in talks with old people about the early days and the early settlers in the country. Some were survivors of the pioneering days. It is to a certain extent folk history’.26 The pioneers of South Gippsland were dying off in 1904. In June, Katharine might have read in the local newspaper:




One by one are the pioneers of the district entering the portal which is called Death … They depart hence honoured in memory by those who, following in the pioneer’s footsteps, have no regrets at having chosen South Gippsland as a field in which to labour, if not to ultimately reach the goal of mankind—wealth and comfort, and freedom from care.27





Like the editor of the Gippsland Standard, Katharine was to reflect on the meaning of pioneering and the legacy to the future generations. The major source of conflict between Donald Cameron and his son Davey is the wealthy father’s meanness about money; if the next generation is not allowed to live comfortably, what is the point of all that striving? In the penultimate chapter, Davey’s mother Mary declares, ‘Oh God, we broke the earth, we sowed the seed. Let theirs be the harvest—the joy of life and the fullness thereof’.28


Katharine claimed to have met an escaped convict while in Yarram and she wove his tales into The Pioneers.29 The colonial South Gippsland of The Pioneers is filled with escapees who have made their way by sea from Van Diemen’s Land. One of the escapees, the Schoolmaster, reveals to Mary that he was an Irish political prisoner; he proves to be a sacrificial hero. Convicts, Katharine was arguing, were often the victims of a cruel system. Today, that seems an easy political point to make, even if it was more challenging a century ago. Katharine was, of course, less aware of aspects of colonial settlement which stand out today: the dispossession of Aboriginal people and the degradation of the environment. At this stage of her political awareness, she was oblivious to the first and only hinted at the second.


The Scottish explorer and pastoralist Angus McMillan was long honoured as someone who ‘pioneered Gippsland and spent the rest of his life contributing to its welfare’; for decades his portrait hung in the Shire of Alberton chambers in Yarram and the adjacent federal parliamentary seat was named after him in 1948.30 Yet in 2018, the seat was renamed; today he is notorious for his role in the 1843 Warrigal Creek massacre in which many Aboriginal people were murdered 30 kilometres north of the future site of Yarram.31 Katharine may have had no knowledge of the massacre; ‘a wall of silence fell across the incident’.32 Aboriginal people only have a shadowy presence in The Pioneers, their existence mentioned in passing at several points, but without any awareness that the white settlement of the area involved their displacement and murder. The Aboriginal minor character, Teddy, is spoken to but never speaks; he often becomes ‘the black boy’. Three decades later, when Katharine wrote another novel of pioneers—this time of the Western Australian goldfields—The Roaring Nineties (1946), she began with a short, violent story of the abduction of an Aboriginal woman by prospectors before gold has even been discovered; the novel is haunted by the presence of displaced and mistreated Aboriginal people.


With Katharine’s rapturous appreciation of nature, and particularly trees, she may have experienced the denuded farmland around Yarram as a wound on the land. At the midpoint of the novel, Deirdre, the beautiful young heroine, contemplates a dead tree with its ‘hacked zone that the axe of a settler had made when he ring-barked it years ago … It might have been an avenging spirit of the wilderness, it stood with an air of such tragic desolation by the wayside’.33 The tree finally falls in a climactic chapter, killing Donald Cameron as he rides past it; Deirdre wonders ‘if he had ring-barked the tree … and in turn it had killed him’.34


As she wrote The Pioneers in a cramped, cold London flat in the winter of 1914, she ‘returned to the lovely countryside about the Tarwin River, with Wilson’s Promontory outlined against the sky’.35 The memory of South Gippsland was a quintessentially Australian space where she could play out her romance tale, interweaving it with her patriotic hope for a new, better nation as her generation, the grandchildren of the pioneers, took over. In the epilogue to the novel, Deirdre and Davey’s son Dan remembers his grandmother Mary telling him, ‘You will be a pioneer too, Dan … a pioneer of paths that will make the world a better, happier place for everybody to live in’.36


Katharine was only in Yarram for a year but it was a long year in her memory and, like Launceston, she revisited it in fiction and autobiography, in this case a time and place of adult freedom and sexual naïvety before tragedy struck.
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Outback


Tarella Station, NSW, 1905


AT THE TIME she turned twenty-one, Katharine found herself back home for six months, without work and probably clashing with her family after a year of relative freedom. While she was away Tom had sent her a poem called ‘Now that Kattie isn’t Here’, twelve stanzas of doggerel which give a picture of what it was like to live with Katharine. She is an ‘audacious peace disturber’ and without her ‘my den is uninvaded’; in her absence, the family’s ‘grip on O’Mimosa’ and other popular songs ‘is relaxing very sadly’. She apparently not only moves all Tom’s ‘papers, books and pens’ but now that she’s gone even his ‘hammer, planes & ruler / Can be found in half a jiffy’.1


Katharine’s friend Hilda had been at Presbyterian Ladies’ College with Hazel Quin, a boarder whose parents needed a governess for their younger children on their sheep station, Tarella, in north-western New South Wales.2 Perhaps it was through this connection that Katharine was offered the job, starting in May 1905 when the Quin family returned to the station after spending the hotter half of the year at their house in Melbourne.


Tom sent Katharine on her way with another poem and a Bible. The poem, ‘Magna Est Veritas’ (‘great is truth’), exhorts Katharine to ‘do thou the right’ and never lie, so that the truth’s presence might ‘guard thy life from stain’ with its ‘vestal purity’.3 Even if the topic is ostensibly the matter of truth telling, it suggests a plea that Katharine retain her virginity.


Tarella is located so far west in New South Wales that the nearest capital city is Adelaide, and Katharine’s journey with the Quin family began with a train ride there. After Adelaide ‘came the slow train trundling to Broken Hill’, the end of the line, and they then had a 500-kilometre, two-day Cobb and Co coach ride into the outback.4


While at Tarella Station, Katharine began writing a six-part serial called ‘A City Girl in Central Australia’, published in New Idea the next year. The serial is in the form of letters from ‘Kit’ to her mother from a station called ‘Willara’. It’s a strange work, having a deliberate basis in real events and people while consciously exaggerating many elements, culminating in high melodrama in the final instalment. ‘While descriptions of the country and station life were vivid and realistic, I had strung them on a thread of fiction; silly, sentimental fiction at that.’5


In ‘City Girl’, the coach drive from Broken Hill to the station is perilous. Only the rough but honourable coach-driver, Billy Northwest, can save Kit from a drunk, ‘evil-smelling Irish brute’ travelling next to her. In Child of the Hurricane, Katharine confessed, ‘As a matter of fact … the driver was a sober respectable middle-aged man, not in the least likely to tie himself in knots outside a female passenger’s door. But my romantic imagination required a reckless and dashing cavalier’.6 A letter writer to the Barrier Miner newspaper rebuked her for the exaggerations in her first instalment:




She looks upon a trip into the heart of our back country as an adventure; she looks upon all who dwell here as specimens to be commented upon by her uncertain pen. She saw only in her travels the flippant side of life that appealed to her vanity—not the worth in those who in this land fight on bravely with the droughts and the duststorms and floods.7





The letter concluded, ‘Let us hope that “Kit’s” contribution to the next New Idea will smack of a little common-sense and be tainted with just a hint of truth’; the letter writer would have grown steadily angrier as they read on month by month and Kit’s adventures became more and more outlandish. Yet ultimately, Katharine took the advice to heart. Throughout her career she would often return to the people of the backblocks of Australia, but never again as a city girl encountering them as ‘specimens’. Avoiding the first person and writing from the inside of communities, The Pioneers (1915) and Black Opal (1921) were the first of many novels in her oeuvre to valorise rural Australians.


EDWARD AND EDITH Quin had taken over the 685,000 acres of Tarella in 1872, expanding the flocks to 120,000 sheep and building a new homestead in 1879. The station ‘was like a feudal domain … with the homestead the centre of a village; the huts of stockmen and station-hands, a store, smithy, stockyards, and innumerable sheds’.8 In between her duties as governess teaching her three students, Katharine witnessed horses broken in, cattle branded and the intense shearing season. In the past there had been industrial disputes between Edward Quin and the shearers. During the 1891 shearers’ strike, Quin maintained control, paying the workers the rates set by the pastoralists.9 Then, after another strike in 1902, he eventually conceded to the shearers’ demand that he pay the union wage.10 When the shearers strike in the fictionalised ‘City Girl’, the Boss sacks them all. Katharine’s political awareness was low at this point and her alter ego, Kit, is just an observer, not taking a side.


On weekends, Katharine went on expeditions to the outlying parts of the property and beyond. She visited the White Cliffs opal field and described it in ‘City Girl’; the experience planted the seed for her third novel Black Opal (1921). She spent much time absorbing the landscape and describing it in her ‘big black exercise book’.11 Those six months were the longest she would ever spend in the outback, and she stored up her experiences to draw on over the rest of her literary career, eventually revisiting station life directly in Coonardoo (1929).12


KATHARINE’S STUDENTS WERE ‘sedate little girls of from twelve to sixteen, an elder sister for English and French, and the grown-up daughter of the house for drawing and painting’ but she found the teaching hard, putting ‘a great deal of nervous energy’ into it and coming down with headaches at the end of each day.13 She found the nightly dinners an ordeal; there was not only all the Quins to socialise with but usually guests passing through as well. Katharine was introverted. She could handle social interactions well enough, but needed solitude to recover.


The grown-up daughter Katharine mentioned was Tarella Quin, named after the station; she was a writer herself and published two adult novels about station life and several books of children’s stories between 1907 and 1934. Nothing is known of the conversations Katharine and Tarella had, living for months under the same roof in 1905, two aspiring women writers in their twenties with an interest in depicting the outback.14


THERE WAS MUTUAL attraction between Katharine and Tarella’s brother, Alfred Quin, the 29-year-old younger son of the family.




He had a pointed red beard and eyes the colour of whisky. It was the beard which captured my imagination; but he also looked my ideal of an Australian stockman: tall, slender, reserved and sensitive; walking with the graceful slouch of a man more accustomed to riding than walking … When accidentally one day the red beard brushed my bare arm, it sent a quivering all through me. Such a thing had never happened before.15





She would befriend many poets and thinkers for their minds, but it was outdoorsmen like Alfred she was usually attracted to.


To celebrate the coming of the rains, ‘folk from a hundred miles away were invited to a ball at the station’. Perhaps the ball would bring things to a head. In ‘City Girl’, it happens in mid-August: ‘I resolved to depart the austere path of my youth … I swore to the moon and all the mute, gaunt mulga, to be young and merry. There is a ball coming, and a week of festivities, in which this interesting determination is to make its debut’.16 The ball was held after a ‘sumptuous dinner’, Katharine wearing ‘a frock of filmy cirrus and cumuli sewed with threads of starlight’ as she danced with ‘a tall gangling bloke with a walrus moustache before Red Beard came to me for a waltz. We sat in silence in the moonlight afterwards, beside an orange-tree in flower. It was the best part of the evening for me.’17


With the guests staying on for two nights, the next day was a tennis tournament, followed by a fancy-dress dance in the evening. Katharine stood out that night, dressed as a Spanish dancer with a tight bodice and an artificial rose in her hair. To the applause of the guests, she ‘whirled into the Spanish dance of which Father had disapproved, long ago, when I was a schoolgirl’.18 Afterwards, Alfred fought another man who ‘boasted in the men’s hut that “he had seen Miss Prichard’s drawers”’ as she twirled about. Yet even this was no proper declaration; she only heard about it from his sister.19


Katharine fictionalised this ball and the dance not just in ‘City Girl’ but also in Black Opal. In both of these works, the fickle young man chooses another woman only to realise his mistake, declare his love for the heroine and die.


Events were far less decisive in real life. Edward warned Katharine, ‘No use your making eyes at my son, Miss Thinga-me-Bob. He’s engaged to the daughter of an old friend’.20 Denying she made eyes at anybody, Katharine ‘would scarcely look at Red Beard after that’. The weather was heating up, the Quins were returning to Melbourne and Katharine was to go with them. Alfred’s ‘charm had diminished when he shaved off his beard. He looked like quite an ordinary young man then; but I was still aware of the mysterious attraction between us’. He came in to see her a few days before she was leaving, working up the courage to ask her if she had been told he was engaged to someone else. When she said she had, he told her it wasn’t true. Katharine ‘feigned indifference and went on correcting exercise books. No doubt if Red Beard had said something in the manner of a traditional lover, I would have responded. But he didn’t. I thought he was afraid of displeasing his father. My pride was hurt’.21
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Heavy Rocks, Icy Winds


Melbourne and New Zealand, 1906–1907


IN 1906, KATHARINE started teaching at Christ Church Grammar School. She struggled to control a class of thirty boys in three grades. The classes were all in one big hall, a ‘babel of teachers and boys talking against each other’. She had to contend with sexual harassment from her students. When a hook in her ‘flame-coloured blouse’ came undone, one of the boys offered to help her; instead, he ‘unfastened all the hooks’. Giving French lessons to the senior boys, one of them asked how to say, ‘I’d like to kiss you’. ‘Exhausted at the end of every day’, she resigned and took up private tutoring, leaving her ‘time to write in the afternoons, and to attend night lectures at the university’.1


These lectures ‘were the fulfilment of a long frustrated desire’; they broadened her understanding of literature and gave her a taste of university.2 Yet they were also a further frustration of her desire; unlike Hilda, Nettie and Christian, she wasn’t working towards a degree. She remained defensive and a little bitter about some of those who did. ‘I found that one of my cousins, who had got her degree, knew very little French, and less of international literature.’3


One of her lecturers was the academic and essayist Walter Murdoch; they talked when they caught the same tram, the beginning of a quiet friendship that would last the rest of their lives. He helped inspire in Katharine a love of the English writer George Meredith. Later, they would both move to Western Australia and would be considered the two giants of Western Australian literature. A literary scholar, Murdoch reached a wide audience writing for newspapers, with his popular columns on a wide range of topics appearing from 1905 onwards. Although they only saw each other irregularly, he wrote to Katharine in 1954, ‘What you mean to me, and have meant for nearly half a century, you will never guess’.4


IN MAY 1906, the first episode of ‘A City Girl in Central Australia’ appeared in New Idea. It was a major leap forward in her literary career, putting her name alongside established writers Miles Franklin and Mary Gilmore, whose serials had previously been published in the magazine. One newspaper called it ‘a capital, racy sketch’ while another wrote that the editor ‘is to be congratulated on securing such an able writer as Miss Pritchard [sic] to follow Mrs Gilmore with descriptions of life in the inner parts of the continent’.5 Katharine had forced her father to take her writing seriously. He composed a poem in response, one of his last, in which he wrote that ‘our Kattie has taken wing’; it was ‘a touch of Quin-sy’—a swelling of the throat, punning on the name of the Tarella Station owners—‘ending in a case of swollen head’.6


IN JUNE 1906, Katharine attended a speech by a visiting Austrian academic named Rudolf Broda, a socialist in his mid-twenties. She described him as ‘a little man, with “much of a balcony” (big tummy), as the French say, and a round angelic countenance. It positively beamed with the beauty of a high and noble character’.7




He would discuss literature, art and music with eager joy in the manifestations of human genius, but always come back to the need for political and economic organization to release the potentialities of men and women from the poverty and injustices they suffered under a system by which the wealth and power of a few dominated the lives of a majority of the people.8





A journalist wrote that Rudolf’s ‘keen desire’ on his visit to Australia ‘was to meet the liberated, the enfranchised woman—advanced and intelligent men, he said, he could meet in Europe, but the Australian woman, who enjoyed a freedom social and political unknown elsewhere … he wished to … converse with’.9 When Katharine met him, she told him she was saving up to visit Europe; he asked her why she would want to see Europe when she lived ‘in the most progressive country in the world. You are making history here. You will write a new page in the story of the world. Helping to do that is more important than anything you can do, or write, in the old world’.10


Meeting Rudolf was Katharine’s first exposure to left-wing politics, and even though she would later find his reformist approach inadequate, she was inspired. The third federal election was held six months later with Alfred Deakin’s Protectionist Party retaining government in alliance with Labor. Katharine voted for the first time. Although women in Victoria did not have the right to vote at a state level until 1908, they had gained the right to vote in federal elections in 1902. There were three major parties contesting the election—the Labor Party representing the working class on the left, Deakin’s Protectionist Party in the middle, and George Reid’s Anti-Socialist Party on the right (formerly the Free Trade Party). Tom’s vote was firmly with the Anti-Socialist Party. Defying the politics of her family and her class, Katharine voted for Labor without her father’s knowledge. ‘He was ill at the time and I could not tell him.’11


Tom had just been released from an asylum and she was right to think he would have taken it badly. She had difficulty coming to terms with his politics even long after he was dead. In 1950 she apparently told Cyril Cook that ‘Tom Prichard was a liberal of the old school and a friend and admirer of Alfred Deakin’.12 Perhaps Cook misconstrued her or perhaps she grew more aware of her father’s politics in the years which followed as she read through his scrapbooks to research Child of the Hurricane; whichever was the case, she wrote in her autobiography that Tom’s politics were conservative, ‘anti one-man-one-vote, anti trade-unionism, anti even the liberalism of Deakin’.13 She had written another line, which she crossed out for the published version: ‘Strange it seems to me now, that so humane a man could have been so blind to the fundamental needs of humanity’.14


Tom had such strong conservative political convictions that he published a manifesto in 1902, Australian Popular Delusions, a collection of his columns from the Australian Mining Standard. He called for an expansion of cheap indentured labour from Asia, such as could be found in the plantations of the West Indies. He railed against the minimum wage in Australia, blaming it for the loss of investment in industry. Unions ‘have striven to put workmen into artificial families in which all share alike, the able with the incompetent, the lazy with the industrious’.15 He went on to condemn the welfare state, writing, ‘That the government which be made to give most lavishly is the best for people and, therefore, worthiest of their support, is a delusion which the spineless section of the community hugs very closely to its heart’.16


If Tom had lived to witness it, the eventual conversion of his daughter to communism—far to the left of Labor—would have been the most outrageous thing he could have imagined.


IN OCTOBER 1906, Katharine’s brother, Alan, nearly died from appendicitis. He was taken to hospital in an ambulance while the family waited at home. ‘What an appalling night that was … [knowing] that Alan might not live until morning. Father walked up and down the hall all night, frantic with anxiety.’ Alan lived but it ‘was a shock Father never recovered from’.17
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