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    Introduction




     




    

      We are all artists in childhood, when, for a little while, we can see the world as real artists see it all their lives, with our own eyes and our own feelings. Then the veils of education, habit and other peoples opinions fall between us and the world and we lose our sharpness of vision and perception. Sometimes memory blows the veils aside for a moment and we see and feel again with the old intensity. (Kathleen Fitzpatrick, 1960)


    




    WITH THESE WORDS Kathleen Fitzpatrick began a review for the Melbourne Age of Nancy Hale’s A New England Girlhood, published in Boston and London in 1958. A clipping of the review is among her papers at the University of Melbourne Archives.1 Kathleen found herself in complete sympathy with the American authors intent. She wrote:




    

      Stern critics may say that Nancy Hale chronicles small beer. But are later anguishes any more real or important than that of a little girl who has lost her only ring, a real gold one with turquoises? Does any adult yearning match the intensity of longing with which a child gazes at a heavenly party pudding for grown-up visitors, knowing that there won’t be any left over for her?


    




    Kathleen admired also Nancy Hales method of mingling her past and present in the narrative as she felt them to be mingled in her life. The book made a deep impression, and very likely influenced the way in which, in retirement, she began to record her memories of growing up in Melbourne in the early decades of the twentieth century.




    Kathleen Fitzpatrick’s Solid Bluestone Foundations and Other Memories of a Melbourne Girlhood, 1908–1928, was published by Macmillan in Melbourne in 1983, and republished by Penguin in paperback in 1986. The book has been out of print for nearly a decade. This third publication is testimony to the intrinsic interest of the work, the contribution it makes to Australian letters,2 and to curiosity about Kathleen Fitzpatrick stimulated by publication of her long correspondence with a colleague and friend, the historian, Manning Clark.3 He, too, went on to write autobiography with encouragement and tips from her.




    Kathleen Fitzpatrick had a distinguished career as a historian and literary critic.4 It spanned more than half a century: from her appointment to a lectureship in the History Department of the University of Melbourne in 1938 to her death in 1990. Nearly half this time she spent in the employ of the university and the other half in active and early retirement from the age of fifty-seven. Over the course of her long career she wrote and edited four major books, several smaller studies, many articles in historical and literary journals as well as in the popular press, and a great many book reviews. In addition she completed an encyclopaedic study of the writings of the American novelist, Henry James, which was never published, to her great sorrow. Kathleen was prone to dwell on failure rather than success, and was incapable of arriving at a true estimate of her life’s work. However, the success of her last book—her book of memories—brought pleasure and solace to her last years, as her letters to Manning reveal.




    This autobiographical work, Solid Bluestone Foundations and Other Memories of a Melbourne Girlhood, 1908–1928, depicts, through the eyes of the child, the family into which she was born; the home of her maternal grandparents, ‘Hughenden’, to which she escaped often and joyfully, and which provided the fixed centre of her universe; the migratory habits of her family; her education in many schools and at two universities; and her appointment to her first job. The child grows into a schoolgirl, an adolescent and a young adult. The book is neither fact nor fiction. As Kathleen Fitzpatrick wrote in her ‘Acknowledgements’: ‘My youthful impressions were not necessarily the same as those of my relations and my effort has been to record those impressions truthfully rather than to ascertain and record hard facts’. How the book came to be written is one issue to be explored; another is the veracity of the tale. The book revealed a great deal about Kathleen Fitzpatrick, which amazed people who knew her well, but there were some aspects of her young adulthood which remained veiled. When memory brings pain, we may not wish—or be able—to ‘see and feel again with the old intensity’.




    Solid Bluestone Foundations and Other Memories of a Melbourne Girlhood, 1908–1928, is in six sections or chapters. A very long first chapter, of around 30000 words, is divided into thirteen sections and occupies more than one-third of the book. It is called ‘Solid Bluestone Foundations’, and it contains Kathleen’s memories of life at ‘Hughenden’, the mansion her grandfather built in Beaconsfield Parade, Middle Park. The later chapters present her ‘Other Memories of a Melbourne Girlhood’. They are much shorter. Two acquired their titles in a final revision of the work. Carbon copies of the typed chapters that would have gone to the printer are in the Kathleen Fitzpatrick Papers.5 She crossed out two of the titles and wrote new ones in by hand. Chapter two was called ‘The Portland Experience’, for it dealt with a year Kathleen and other members of her family spent at the Loreto Convent in Portland in the Western District of Victoria. She replaced this title with the initials ‘AMDG’—Ad Majorum Dei Gloriam (To the Greater Glory of God)—initials which she inscribes on every page of every exercise book, and to which the life of the convent is dedicated. This chapter is not divided into sections; all other chapters are.




    Kathleen provides an explanation for the title of chapter three in the first sentence: ‘“The parental tent” is Henry James’s term for the many homes of his childhood and once lodged in my mind no other term could displace it to convey the transitional character of home as understood in my family’. She called her third chapter ‘In the Parental Tent.’ In chapter four she describes the many schools she attended in addition to the Loreto Convent at Portland. Its title, ‘Sowthistles and Brambles’, came from Milton’s treatise, Of Education, which she cites. She had a poor opinion of her school education; the opposite was true of her experience as a student of the University of Melbourne. Chapter five was originally called ‘The University of Melbourne, Fifty Years Ago’. She changed this to ‘Alma Mater’. Chapter six she called ‘Going Home’. This meant, in the parlance of the day, ‘Home’ to England, where Kathleen’s mother and her three grown-up children meet distant relatives, visit Europe, pursue study, marry (in the case of Kathleen’s sister, Lorna)—and then return ‘home’, mother and daughter, to Australia.




    How did the book acquire its unusual structure? It was written in sections, at different times during Kathleen’s retirement, and her purpose changed. She began the work as a form of recreation after the many years devoted to her book on Henry James. Kathleen completed her magnum opus in the middle of 1967, moved house, delivered an address on ‘Henry James and the Influence of Italy’ to a meeting of the Australian Humanities Research Council in Canberra in November, and received a favourable response from Macmillan’s representative in Melbourne, who forwarded her manuscript to London.6 Every Christmas in Australia she spent at Lome, and it is likely that she remained at Banyule, her holiday house by the sea, through the summer and autumn of 1968. Perhaps she had with her a typescript of twenty pages by Joan Gillison, née Finlason, about her family’s real estate firm, ‘J. R. Buxton & Co.’7 In a description of ‘Hughenden’, Gillison wrote, ‘The foundations, of solid blue stone, were as big as a house themselves’.8 She never proceeded with her projected ‘Buxton history’, but she may have provided Kathleen with a title for her recollections of life at Hughenden.




    Like many authors, Kathleen Fitzpatrick did not retain successive drafts of her writing, but she did keep some parts for future reference. In a manilla folder labelled, ‘SBF Some deferred passages’, she inserted miscellaneous typed pages of what is almost certainly the first draft of ‘Solid Bluestone Foundations’.9 One of these pages contains a date, ‘Anzac Day, this 25th of April 1968’. It is in a passage about Kathleen’s Uncle Jack, who landed at Gallipoli on the first Anzac Day, and who features in the last ten pages of ‘Solid Bluestone Foundations’ in her book. From the pages that remain, it is possible to calculate that the original typescript would have run to around 30000 words. It would seem that Kathleen wrote a full draft of ‘Solid Bluestone Foundations’, chapter one of her book, in the first four or five months of 1968.




    In March 1983 when the book appeared, Stuart Sayers, literary editor of the Age, interviewed Kathleen Fitzpatrick and wrote: ‘The book had its beginnings about 10 years ago in an essay written for her own pleasure, without thought of publication.’10 Fifteen years would seem a better estimate, although Kathleen may have meant that about ten years went into the actual writing. She had not set out to write a book. Sayers quoted her as saying: ‘I think that most people as they get older tend to look back over their lives and try to see if there is any pattern, any meaning’, and ‘Perhaps this habit of looking back may be stronger in those who are historians by profession’. She started to write about her childhood within her extended family because it fascinated her, and then she stopped. For the unthinkable had happened: Kathleen’s manuscript on Henry James was rejected by not one, but several publishers. The work was very long, over 800 typed pages of some 200 000 words. A frequent complaint was excessive length. Kathleen set about rewriting the work, and succeeded in reducing its length by a quarter.11 Still, no publisher would accept it. The nightmare continued.




    On 26 October 1970 Kathleen wrote from her sister’s holiday home on the Italian Riviera to Neilma Gantner, a close literary friend, in Melbourne:




    

      I must tell you how touched and grateful I feel for the active interest you and dear Marnie [Lady Bassett, a long-time literary friend] take in the fate of my Henry James opus. I feel much heartened by it whatever the outcome may be. I was at one time much nearer than ever in my life to a nervous breakdown. That danger has now passed but perhaps the opposite one—that of being too light-hearted in the face of failure—has now succeeded it and you do well to remind me to be up and doing.12


    




    ‘Doing’ for Kathleen could mean only one thing: writing. On her return to Melbourne it is likely that she turned back to her draft of ‘Solid Bluestone Foundations’ and set about revising it. She told Sayers that she was a ‘slow and laborious worker’ and that she had rewritten every chapter ‘at least six times’. Revision of ‘Solid Blue-stone Foundations’ would have given Kathleen something to do and transported her back to the days of her childhood, to happier times. It provided an escape from the present pain and disappointment.




    In 1972 she accepted a commission to write a history of Presbyterian Ladies College, Melbourne.13 The next years were taken up with this project. PLC Melbourne: The First Century, 1875–1975, by Kathleen Fitzpatrick, was launched at a dinner at the school on 22 October 1975. Kathleen had undertaken to be at the launch and returned from her sister’s home in Italy a week in advance.14 In the mail awaiting her return was a letter from Mother Brigid Jones of the Loreto Convent, Portland, who sought information from former students for a centenary history.15 The request triggered a flood of memories in Kathleen. The incident she remembered most vividly was the one that caused her the greatest shame, and which she continued to resent. It was the day her will was broken: when she bowed to Authority and ate the detested porridge, reheated for her, long after everyone else had left the breakfast table. She recalled this and some of the rituals of convent life in her reply to Mother Brigid. One was the hairbrushing routine each evening of precisely one hundred strokes; another was the extraordinarily time-consuming method of being bathed in a bath robe, which a lay sister folded back a few inches at a time, washed, and then replaced in the interests of modesty, before starting elsewhere. Kathleen must have replied within days of her return, for Mother Brigids thank you letter to Kathleen is dated 22 October 1975.16




    The next news of sustained writing is in a letter Kathleen wrote to Manning Clark on 5 January 1977 from Lome. She told him, ‘For entertainment I am writing an account of my recollections of the year 1914—not the 1914 famous in history, but the one I spent as a boarder at Portland Convent’.17 This she wrote entirely from memory and, very likely, over summer. The larger project was under way. Stuart Sayers reported: ‘Because the original essay ran to an awkward length, too unwieldy to stand alone as an essay, too short to be thought a book, Kathleen Fitzpatrick decided to “go forward a little and give impressions of the rest of growing up, which I regard as stopping for me when I began my first job” ’. If a book were to result, she needed to fill gaps in her knowledge, or so she believed. Kathleen sought information of her cousin, Dr David Pitt, who had enquired into the origins of the Pitt family.18 The material he supplied is marked, ‘Re Pitt progenitors (not yet used, 1977 March)’.19 This formed the basis of a new section, the present section X of ‘Solid Bluestone Foundations’. To make room for this, she shifted passages about her parents, and in particular her mother, to later chapters.




    In addition to these concerns with content and arrangement, Kathleen was preoccupied with matters of style. Insight into her artistic goal, and how the material was reworked many times to achieve it, may be gained from a comparison of the characterisation of Uncle Jack in the first draft of 1968 and the printed text. The original passage reads:




    

      Poor Uncle Jack, who never married, was quite different from all the other Buxton brothers. They were all tall and handsome and he was lightly-built, short and though not ugly, not handsome either. He was the middle one of five brothers and as I see now, naturally doomed to be the odd man out. Ray and Tom were a pair and so were Astley and Len, and Jack just came in between. He was very shy and hyper-sensitive; he was devoted to his mother and suffered under Grandpa’s harshness to her. Grandpa obviously didn’t think much of him; he was put upon in the matter of household chores and his education had been neglected. He never felt himself to count, and used to being sacrificed, he acquiesced and sacrificed himself. His spare cash was spent on his mother and his unmarried sisters, to whom he was endlessly kind. When the first World War broke out he rushed, as soon as a recruiting depot was open, to enlist, in the hope that by doing so he would save the better-loved younger brothers, Astley and Len, from the sacrifice. But Astley couldn’t be stopped from going to the war, and Len enlisted when he was old enough, but was rejected on medical grounds. Uncle Jack should have been rejected too. His sight was very bad, but somehow he managed to learn the sight-testing chart off by heart before the eye-doctor tested him, when he kept his spectacles in his pocket and came through with flying colours.




      Astley, the handsomest of the Buxton brothers, looked smashing in his uniform, but Uncle Jack went on looking just like Uncle Jack, awkward and ill at ease and self-conscious, with his puttees, somehow, never looking very military. The first to enlist he was the first to depart and he was a private in the Fifth Battalion when it landed at Gallipoli—just fifty-three years ago today, I realize suddenly, from this Anzac Day, this 25th of April, 1968, when I am writing about him. Poor Uncle Jack, his luck was out, as usual, in the war. He never rose from the ranks, he was never wounded nor invalided, he just sweated it out. With his shy, sensitive nature the whole dreadful promiscuousness and sordidness of life as a private in the infantry in the tough A.I.F. all through the Gallipoli campaign and later year after year in France, was a sheer torture. He came home, at last, when they brought those who had landed on Anzac and served continuously back to Australia before the war ended. I saw them march through Melbourne on their return, those battered veterans, and saw Uncle Jack go by in the ranks as we watched from the J. R. Buxton office in Collins Street. Physically he was unscathed, but the horror had been too much for him. He could never join on to life and as the years went on he drank to shut out his memories of the carnage he had been unlucky enough to live through.20


    




    Most of this first draft of Uncle Jack—John Buxton junior, who bore his father’s name—appears in the printed text in sections XI and XII of ‘Solid Bluestone Foundations’ and in chapter four. In section XI of chapter one Kathleen portrays the Buxton children who lived at home when she was a young child: her two unmarried aunts and her five bachelor uncles; in section XII she is concerned with the First World War and its aftermath for the three younger brothers: Jack, Astley (known as ‘Ack’), and Len. Uncle Jack has been integrated into a portrait of her extended family, and in the process some of the poignancy of her original characterisation has been lost. The focus has shifted from an individual to a group portrait. And Kathleen is less overtly critical of members of her family: her grandfathers harshness to his wife is implied, rarely stated. Her account of watching the returning Anzacs march through the streets of Melbourne in 1918 is in chapter four, ‘Sowthistles and Brambles’, because attendance at the march by the entire family was the reason Kathleen’s sister, Lorna, had to leave the Convent of the Sacré Coeur, where she had been very happy. The impressions of Kathleen as a child served to shape the work and determine the order of priority.




    This was her guiding principle to recapture impressions as she had experienced them. Kathleen pursued this principle in the first four chapters and departed from it in the last two, where she recalled her years at university in Melbourne and Oxford. Here strong emotions distorted memory, for these were the years in which she had had a great deal to do with Brian Fitzpatrick, her future husband. They met as undergraduates at the University of Melbourne, and he followed her to Europe. From London Brian headed to Paris in order to see Kathleen, and returned to England on the same train as Kathleen and her mother, although not in the same carriage, as he travelled third class.21 He was her constant companion in London, and he visited her in Oxford.22 There is a single reference to him in chapter five. The marriage of Kathleen Pitt and Brian Fitzpatrick took place at St Patrick’s Cathedral in Melbourne on 2 September 1932, three days before Kathleen’s twenty-seventh birthday.23 They parted at the end of 1935. At Brian’s request Kathleen divorced him in 1939. He remarried the following year.




    The entry for Brian Charles Fitzpatrick in the Australian Dictionary of Biography calls him ‘journalist, historian, socialist and defender of civil liberties’.24 His biographer, Don Watson, subtitled his book ‘A Radical Life’.25 Brian Fitzpatrick was a remarkable individual: highly gifted intellectually, with a phenomenal memory and an immense capacity for hard work, he was also erratic, unstable, ‘a political maverick’. From outside the academy, he published a very influential Marxist interpretation of Australian history in two volumes in 1939 and 1941, half a dozen other books of history and polemic, and a constant stream of pamphlets, articles, newsletters and reviews. He was a rebel all his life, and drank heavily. Brian’s conversion to the left-wing of politics occurred in 1925 when he won a scholarship to Trinity College at the University of Melbourne and shared a room with Geoffrey Leeper, a thorough-going rationalist.26 A post-graduate student, Brian took an active role in student affairs. He was a founder (with Robert Fraser) of Farrago, the student newspaper, in April 1925 and, a few months later, a founder (with others) of the Melbourne University Labor Club. Prominent as a foundation member and contributor to both was Kathleen Pitt.




    In her book of memories Kathleen minimises her role in these, and other activities. She omits to mention that she was on the editorial staff of Farrago when it began, and also on the editorial staff of Melbourne University Magazine in 1924 and 1925.27 Of her extracurricular activities at the University of Melbourne Kathleen writes in chapter five: ‘I was a constant attender at the Literature Club, the Historical Society and the Public Questions Society and an occasional one at the newly founded Labor Club, chiefly because some of my friends were interested in it: I had not yet become politically conscious’. Is this possible of one who, in her Leaving Honours year, read every book in the Public Library by Bernard Shaw—‘imbibing a welter of radical notions on practically everything’—and the complete works of Henry Ibsen? The passage continues:




    

      Occasionally I went to the Debating Society to hear some of the more brilliant Law students in action. I enjoyed their virtuosity and conceded that debating was a useful exercise for future barristers but the activity itself, of striving for victory regardless of the truth or falsehood of propositions, always made me feel uneasy.


    




    Kathleen Pitt and her best friend, Mollie Bayne, founded a Women’s Debating Society at this time, and took part in debates.28




    Nor, it seems, was she in occasional attendance at meetings of the Labor Club. Don Watson acknowledges in a note that his account of the founding of the Labor Club and its initial activities is based ‘largely on the recollections of Kathleen Fitzpatrick’.29 He identifies nine members, five men and four women. They were: Brian Fitzpatrick, Ralph Gibson, Lloyd Ross, Robert Fraser and W. Macmahon Ball; plus Joan Finlason, Mollie Bayne, Mary Lazarus and Kathleen Pitt.30 A tenth member was Winston Rhodes. We owe this information to Michael Roe, who enquired into the origins of the Labor Club in the early 1950s, and published excerpts from letters he received from foundation members (and others), together with the Clubs original Manifesto supplied by Mary Lazarus.31 Mary explained to Roe that she had not been astute politically as a student, and stated: ‘But I would not have you think that the other foundation members were similarly ignorant; they were not and I can remember how impressed I was with their political knowledge’.32




    In chapter six, Kathleen writes:




    

      Another gain from my time at Oxford was my arrival at political consciousness. Hitherto I had taken up an attitude of detachment from politics: the subject did not interest me and I refused to concern myself with it. This attitude had been challenged from the moment of our arrival at Liverpool and rudely shaken by the experience of being in London soon after the general strike of 1926 …




      At Oxford, however, I was not a mere observer and a transient but part of a community and I could no longer dismiss the social problem from my consciousness …




      It began to dawn on me that there are circumstances in which the posture of neutrality is indefensible. I was twenty-one now, a responsible adult, and had no right to avert my eyes from human suffering. Clearly, a revolution in favour of social justice was needed in this country and perhaps, for all I knew, in my own too … I ordered the Manchester Guardian, read it conscientiously, and from its solid, informed and fair-minded columns began my political education. I also had the good luck, early in my Oxford time, to make a friend for life—Isobel Addison, who was a socialist both by conviction and, as it were, by birth, as her father was a Labour politician and her mother was a Christian Socialist who practised what she preached. At Isobel’s suggestion I joined the Labour Club … I never came to relish politics nor to be politically very active, but I did accept the view that politics is the business of every citizen and I had no dispensation from the dust and heat.


    




    In chapter two Kathleen provides an example of a letter she wrote to her parents each week in classroom conditions under supervision, and writes: ‘My name was indeed Kathleen, but I had never been called by it at home. That, however, was my baptismal name and that was how I had to sign my letter’. Within the family she was called ‘Ba’, ‘Bat’ or ‘Batty’—all short for ‘Battler’. This was a nickname she earned when very young, and ever ready to stand up for her rights, and later, for those of others as well. The phrase ‘kicking against the pricks’, which she used of herself often in the book, suggests a combative attitude and a readiness to act. In addition, there is the evidence of her chapter in The Half-Open Door, published in 1982. Invited to comment on ‘significant formative influences’ on her career, Kathleen Fitzpatrick declared that the influences of home were more formative than those of school. She wrote:




    

      My mother was imaginative and sensitive and had a strong aesthetic sense and in those respects I was like her, but in other ways I took after Father in being cool and rational, rather than impulsive and emotional like Mother and in sharing his concern for res publica rather than her devotion to private and family life.


    




    and




    

      I was strongly influenced by my father’s attachment to liberal principles; the possession or exploitation of one person by another was wholly repugnant to him, as was any interference with freedom of speech or thought or invasion of privacy.33


    




    There is every reason to believe that Kathleen was more mature and more radical in outlook than Brian, before and after his conversion to the cause of the left.34 What Kathleen does in her book is to dissociate herself from Brian and his style of politics. He, like her mother, was impulsive and emotional, a fire-brand, who could talk with great fluency and pugnacity on any subject at length; whereas, she portrays herself as one who observes, who acquires information from which to form an opinion, and who takes advice from people who are knowledgeable and humane. She was her father’s daughter in very many respects, and the clash of temperament within her parents’ marriage was magnified in hers. Nor could the tensions be contained and kept private. This is what she tried very hard to do until the strain became too great. In a letter to her sister, Lorna—‘Dearest Sis’—of 30 December 1935, she told her what had happened, and concluded:




    

      Despite its smash, I don’t regret my marriage. Had I known its end in advance (and perhaps I did) I don’t think I should have acted differently. And the worst is already over—it was the months of reaching the decision and the final acting on it that were so hard. I had kept up appearances so thoroughly that hardly anyone expected what has happened: it was the keeping of them up and knowing them so hollow that was hardest to bear, and that is over now … Don’t be sad.




      Love Ba35


    




    In this, too, she was radical. In those days it was rare for a woman to leave her husband, and rarer still for one brought up a Catholic. Kathleen refused to speak further of the matter; she did not change her surname; and adapted as best she could to a life in which hers and Brian’s paths were to cross frequently. He was, for several years in the early and mid-1940s, a Research Fellow of the University of Melbourne attached to the History Department. They published in the same journals, occasionally in the same issue. It was a difficult situation, especially for Kathleen. When he died suddenly in 1965, many people paid tribute to his memory. One of his early works, A Short History of the Australian Labor Movement, with an introduction by Ian Turner, was republished by Macmillan in 1968. Then came the biography, based on a thesis initiated by Turner. Only in her book could Kathleen express, obliquely, her feelings, her point of view, to convey a ‘truth’ about Brian, about the nature of their relationship, and why it had failed. This characterisation had greater validity in emotional terms for her than a recital of facts.




    Mostly we use our intellect to recall the past, but sometimes memories come unbidden. Some may be triggered by sight or smell or touch. For Kathleen, the sight of white violets produced a flood of tears always. They had been the flowers that the nuns in Portland had strewed about the corpse of her small brother, Kevin. A photograph of the dead child and his two sisters found among her papers is published in this edition for the first time. The imprint of this scene on an impressionable child was indelible.




    These are Kathleen’s memories of her girlhood, composed with great skill and sensitivity, and true to her thoughts and feelings at that time. It was her belief that the deep impressions are those taken in childhood and youth, and that memories of the years after entering adulthood are not ingrained upon the mind with the same clarity and truth. Her account of her years as a university student is coloured by her later experience and insight into human nature. This is a book of memories, and the strongest memories are those of feeling and perception.




    Susan Davies
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1 Solid Bluestone Foundations





    I




    THE HOUSE WHERE my mother’s parents lived, called ‘Hughenden’, was the most solid and permanent fact ever to be known to me. It was my rock of ages. My own home was more like a camp for transients: I was born in a hotel and before I was out of my teens I had lived in another hotel, four houses, a boarding-school, three guest-houses and a flat. The parental caravan sometimes made long halts, but sooner or later we got our marching orders, packed up our rather sketchy household goods and moved on. But while we came and went ‘Hughenden’ stood firm: there the ground never quaked under our feet, we felt safe and could count on everything. At ‘Hughenden’ life was orderly, the gong announced meals at exactly the same time every day, Grandpa sat at his end of the table and Grandma at hers, with the uncles and aunts in between, and it would have been as astonishing if there had not been roast beef for Sunday dinner as it would have been in our house if we had predicted correctly what we might have to eat on any given day.




    ‘Hughenden’ was not, in fact, an old house. It was little more than thirty years old when I first knew it, but to me and all the other grandchildren it was historic. We knew, from family legend, that before Grandpa built ‘Hughenden’ Mothers people had lived in South Melbourne, but to us that was prehistory; for all we knew ‘Hughenden’ might have dated from that Renaissance which its architecture dimly recalled.




    ‘Hughenden’ is still standing and is now the Danish Club. Grandpa, John Robert Buxton, was wont to say that he had built his house on solid bluestone foundations and indeed he had, for, to make assurance doubly sure, he had built a whole bluestone house under the house proper, so that it was like a partly submerged iceberg. This basement proved a treasure-trove for the Danes, who now have it gaily lighted and heated, with card tables, a bar and other aids to jollity. But in my childhood this spacious catacomb was simply the cellar, and it was dark and chill. The entrance was inside the house, by a door giving on to a steep stairway and from it we could make our way to the exit to the garden through all the dim rooms and corridors intervening. ‘Down the cellar’ was a place of mingled fear and fascination for children. I would not have dared to enter it alone and even when led by the hand by an adult or by my fearless elder sister Lorna, I was never sure whether the thrill was worth the dread it cost.




    The cellar was used as a dumping ground for unwanted domestic objects which, when seen through the murk, took on enigmatic and fearsome meanings. Some light entered a central chamber in the cellar through a sliver of window. There it was safe to pause and inspect many objects of interest. One was a large wax model, under glass, of a Hindu temple, complete with its surrounding garden of pure white palm trees. This, I always understood, was a gift from Mr Rudd, a merchant engaged in the importation of Ceylon tea, a widower who married Grandma’s elder sister, Kate. I thought the wax temple the most beautiful thing I had ever seen, and wondered why it was not displayed upstairs, in the drawing-room.




    ‘Hughenden’ was what used to be called a handsome house, which meant, I suppose, that although it was not really beautiful it was solid, commodious and expensive. It was certainly more imposing than comfortable. Built in the Italianate style, much favoured in Melbourne in the ’eighties of the last century, it was two-storeyed and grey-stuccoed, with heavy balconies supported by arches and columns, and ornamented with pilasters and Corinthian capitals. For a cool windy city such as Melbourne, ‘Hughenden’ was incorrectly sited and badly designed, because none of the main rooms faced north and the heavy balconies kept the sun from the rest.




    Grandpa was an Englishman, who did not mind the cold but dreaded the hard colonial light and the arid heat of the few hot days of summer. When he decided to move his growing family from the long-settled district of South Melbourne, where he felt that the air was not fresh enough for children, Middle Park was a pleasant, almost rural place, with plenty of open spaces where tea-trees and wildflowers grew. It was also convenient to South Melbourne where Grandpa’s business was situated, because during a depression in the ’seventies the Government had provided employment by constructing a boulevard, Beaconsfield Parade, to replace the old rough road which had hitherto linked South Melbourne with St Kilda. This facility encouraged settlement in the intervening wilderness of Middle Park, but not for long, as building came to a standstill when the land boom burst. When it was resumed, at the turn of the century, the age of ostentation was over and Middle Park became a lower middle-class suburb, crowded with speculative builders’ mean houses on minimal frontages, among which Grandpa’s boom mansion was as incongruous as a ship stranded on dry land, alone and out of hailing distance of its own kind.




    The main façade of ‘Hughenden’ was built close to Beaconsfield Parade, a broad, bleak, wind-swept road facing Port Phillip Bay, which, during the equinoctial gales, sometimes dashed over the sea wall. There was an attempted plantation of discouraged grass down the middle of the road, but none of the English trees (which were the only ones then considered suitable for streets) could survive the wind.




    In my childhood ‘Hughenden’ had a garden on the west side and a tennis court, but much of the land had already been sold to keep a roof over the heads of the family during the bitter ’nineties and houses on each side had diminished the palatial effect. There was a high galvanized iron fence and a hedge of coprosma, that coarse, unpleasant shrub whose only virtues are greenness and the capacity to survive in the teeth of gales. At the front gate there was a flagstaff from which, on patriotic occasions, Grandpa flew the Union Jack, never our own Australian flag because he thought it disloyal of us to have a different flag from the mother country. He was not too keen on our new Commonwealth either, and was still apt to refer to Victoria as ‘the colony’. It was considered a mark of Grandpa’s Englishness and his view that his home was his castle that the front gate at ‘Hughenden’ had to be locked at night, a distrustful procedure unknown to real Australians. If one could stand the wind, it was fun to watch from the front terrace as the ships passed to and fro across the bay.




    The front door of ‘Hughenden’ was not at the front, but halfway along the west side. After we rang the door bell, we huddled with our backs to the breeze until someone came, a wait which was often longish as there were considerable distances to be traversed. The front door was huge and opened into a fine hall, broad enough to be furnished with sofas and armchairs and an oval walnut table, on which there stood a green jardiniere, containing an aspidistra with polished, shiny leaves. The hall led to a wide staircase with cedar banisters and brass stair-rods. The hall and stairs were covered by a carpet which was never replaced in my time and never shabby either; I have only to close my eyes to see again the precise shade of yellowish-green with a spidery red design. There was a stained glass window on the stairs but the house was rather dark, and in the dining-room, whose windows faced a high fernery, artificial light was needed even at lunch time.




    The first room on the right of the hall as you entered was Grandma’s drawing-room, which was charming. The carpet was green, which came to seem to me, and still does, the only proper colour for a drawing-room carpet. The mantelpiece was white marble and the snowy curtains of Nottingham lace. There was a piano, with no fingerprints on its gleaming surface, although it was constantly used; the furniture was light and graceful and included a love-seat, which I thought the very height of elegance. There were pictures on the walls, and on small tables many objects to entrance the eye of a child: pretty pieces of china and the marble statue of a beautiful lady who lacked both arms and a dress and which was, I ultimately learned, a copy of the Venus de Milo. I still see her in my brother John’s drawing-room, where she lives now. As well, there were lovely flowers, the work of Aunty Doone, the eldest unmarried daughter of the house. With a taste far in advance of her time, she disliked stiff arrangements and undue profusion, preferring, for the adornment of the mantelpiece, one well-shaped vase with a single bough of blossom casting an enchanting shadow on the wallpaper and, for the tables, silver christening mugs with a few primroses or a single camellia with its leaves, or even, if Aunty Doone had been to the country recently, some wildflowers, a rare sight indoors in those days, when they were hardly more esteemed than weeds.




    The drawing-room was essentially a feminine realm to which the men of the house rarely penetrated, except on state occasions or when there was music.




    The men’s chief habitat was the billiard-room, immediately beyond the drawing-room on the right of the hall. It was huge, with ample room for a full-sized billiard-table, with plenty of space left over for the family’s summer sitting-room. The billiard-room was so large as to tempt the uncles, when they were children, to amuse themselves on wet days by riding round and round the billiard-table on their bicycles and legend told of a fine old row when one of them rode right through one of the closed windows on to the verandah. Billiards was frequently played at ‘Hughenden’ by Grandpa, his sons and sons-in-law and male guests but no female ever took cue in hand. I do not know whether billiards was thought ‘fast’ for women or if it was merely inconvenient for the men to share the game with them. Children were welcome everywhere and anywhere at ‘Hughenden’, and we had the run of everything with two exceptions, one of which was the billiard-table, which was taboo. We were told that there was a danger that we might rip the cloth and that if we did Grandpa’s wrath would be terrible, a threat sufficiently alarming to keep Lorna and me from meddling with the billiard-table, but I have always suspected that my cousin Mark Pitt and my brother John, the senior grandsons, took the risk occasionally when Grandpa was known to be safely out of the house. Bridge was also much played at ‘Hughenden’ but, like billiards, was only for male players. I do not remember resenting this, because cards never interested me, but I did note it and wondered why men, who seemed to be so important, should spend so much time playing games, just like children.




    On the left of the hall was the morning-room, very snug with its red velvet sofa and armchairs, one of which was Grandpa’s, the second of the sacred artifacts at ‘Hughenden’. I would as soon have thought of seating myself in one of the dread electric chairs of an American penitentiary as in Grandpa’s armchair, for I was sure that a thunderbolt, similar in effect to the electric current, would certainly have followed such a blasphemy. The morning-room was worthy of its name as sunlight reached it in the morning and when that was gone we were at liberty to light the coal fire which was set for six months of the year. That huge, roaring coal fire at ‘Hughenden’ gave me a strong sense of luxury. In our own frugal home the grate was partly filled with bricks, to limit the consumption of coal, but Grandpa could not abide a mean fire and his will was law at ‘Hughenden’. The drawing-room, as we have seen, was chiefly the province of the ladies of the house, and the billiard-room, though open to all, had a touch of a wild male tang about it, but the morning-room was the social centre of the house, where male or female might be encountered and where afternoon tea arrived punctually at half-past three and coffee at nine.
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