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For Lucy and Annie


What we call the beginning is often the end

And to make an end is to make a beginning.

The end is where we start from. And every phrase

And sentence that is right (where every word is at home,

Taking its place to support the others,

The word neither diffident nor ostentatious,

An easy commerce of the old and the new,

The common word exact without vulgarity,

The formal word precise but not pedantic,

The complete consort dancing together)

Every phrase and every sentence is an end and a beginning,

Every poem an epitaph. And any action

Is a step to the block, to the fire, down the sea’s throat

Or to an illegible stone: and that is where we start…

We shall not cease from exploration

And the end of all our exploring

Will be to arrive where we started

And know the place for the first time.

T. S. Eliot,
“Little Gidding,”
Four Quartets



Preface


When the poet Ted Hughes was sent a collection of Mary Poppins books, he wrote in a note of thanks to the publisher, Collins:

I’m sorry my wife, Sylvia Plath, could not see these because Mary Poppins was the fairy godmother of her childhood. She spoke of her a great deal.1

As Plath instinctively knew, Mary Poppins was not so much a plain old nanny as a good mother from a fairy tale. Hiding behind the facade of a British nanny pushing a pram in Kensington, Poppins was more magical than Cinderella’s godmother, more mysterious than the good fairy of “The Sleeping Beauty.” But Poppins had yet another aspect. Something sinister lay behind the blue button eyes and flowerpot hat. As P. L. (Pamela) Travers, the creator of Mary Poppins, wrote, every good fairy has her evil counterpart, the necessary antagonist.2

In Mary Poppins, Travers created more than the saccharine image we know from the Walt Disney movie of the 1960s. Poppins has lasted because she is as peculiar as she is kind, as threatening as she is comforting, as stern as she is sensual, as elusive as she is matter of fact. Where did she come from, where did she go? The Banks children, her charges, knew only one thing: out of the sky she came, and back to the sky she would go.

Since the first book was published in 1934, Mary Poppins has become imprinted in the popular culture of many countries, almost a cartoon character, reinforced by the Walt Disney movie of 1964, its rereleases in 1973 and 1980, then the movie’s release on video and DVD. The six Poppins books are still in print and have been translated into more than a dozen languages. The words “Mary Poppins” have become a catchphrase, a slogan, for an idealized woman. Most recently, the nanny made a reappearance in The Simpsons, transformed into Sherry Bobbins, who tried, but failed, to make order of the chaos in that household. Even that treatment did not destroy her. Instead, it enhanced her.

The image of Mary Poppins with her umbrella flying over the rooftops of London is indelible, but the concept of Mary Poppins is even stronger, implying a secure childhood and an answer to women’s perennial problem: how to balance their lives between their needs and their family’s demands.

Mary Poppins flew into a 1930s household where the mother did not work. (In the movie Mrs. Banks became a silly suffragette, an interesting change of perspective which represented Walt Disney’s response to the dawn of the new age of feminism.) By the end of the twentieth century, most women did work and most mothers need child care. If they can afford it, they hire a nanny; if not, the “nanny” is a worker in a child care center or a family day-care home. Whoever the caregiver is, the mother and father are ambivalent about the surrogate parent.

The parents want to believe the best but often they sense, or imagine, a bad witch’s face behind the good. The mother feels anxious that the nanny will steal either her child or her husband. (In popular culture the nanny is often portrayed as a bimbo, marking time while she lures a husband, like Fran Fine, the pretty Jewish nanny with the fabulous clothes in the TV series.)

Parents’ anxieties are reinforced by the vivid accounts of real-life nannies who kill by shaking a helpless baby to death. As they leave the law courts, the nannies look like freshly scrubbed angels, their blond hair held back by an Alice band, their hands clasping a handbag, their body enclosed in a neat little suit.

Hammer Studios understood all this very well. In 1965, a year after the film Mary Poppins was released, the English company which specialized in horror movies released The Nanny, in which Bette Davis in the title role is referred to as “Mary Poppins.” Davis plays a really scary crone. Those bug eyes perform their usual Davis magic under sinister black slashes of eyebrows. By night, this nanny braids her hair into a Poppinsish plait.

In the first household scene, we see the mother in hysterics. Her young son is due home from a mental institution where his chilly father and hapless mother had sent him. The boy had refused to eat or sleep, claiming the nanny planned to poison him or drown him in his bath. It is clear that something awful has happened to his little sister. Davis’s nanny creates a sense of unease and distrust as she infantilizes the incompetent mother. She alternates between spoon-feeding her mistress and calling her “Modom.” Toward the end of the movie, when we realize the nanny is a psychopath, Davis says: “Being a nanny is based on trust.”

The Nanny represents the negative image of the positive Mary Poppins, black to white, evil to goodness, the Wicked Fairy to the Good Fairy. The Nanny has come to kill. Mary Poppins has come to repair, to make order from disorder, to create unity from disunity. Once she has done so, Mary can leave for a secret place in the heavens.

Pamela Travers once said: “A Zen priest with whom I studied told me that Mary Poppins was full of Zen, that in every Zen story there is a single object which contains a secret. Sometimes the secret is revealed, sometimes not. It doesn’t matter, but it is always present.”3

The same can be said of Travers’s own life. Almost everyone has heard of Mary Poppins but hardly anyone knows of Pamela Lyndon Travers. “I don’t want to be labeled. I’ve got a distaste for it,” she once told an interviewer.4 She stipulated that she did not want a biography written about her after her death. Like Oscar Wilde, perhaps, who called biographers “body-snatchers,” she deeply resented anyone prying into her personal life. “I don’t let people dig around in my life…I don’t wear my private life on my sleeve,” she boasted to a friend.5

No, she placed it in labeled boxes instead. If Travers had been serious in her wish for privacy, she would have destroyed all her personal letters, all her notes, all the audiotapes made of her lectures, formal and informal, and her collection of photographs. Instead she sold her papers, including private papers, to the Mitchell Library in Sydney, where access to the material is unrestricted. Each photograph and letter and poem and haphazard thought was carefully preserved and even annotated for future readers. But perhaps by leaving such a large treasure trove Travers was trying to label her own life rather than have anyone else interpret it.

Despite her wish that no biography be written, I believe her death meant the ground rules changed. I took the same point of view as the biographer Michael Holroyd, who has said “I discriminate between the rights of the living and the dead…When we are living we need all our sentimentalities, our evasions, our half-truths and our white lies, to get through life. When we are dead different rules apply.”6

For me, Travers became more fascinating the more I learned of her mystery. That was what intrigued me most, not her subject matter, although I liked Mary Poppins as a child, and understood the feelings of both comfort and fear of having a nanny. Our nanny was “Hendy”—Mrs. Henderson, from next door—who baked Afghan biscuits and was proper, fair, and gruff. She had such a different manner from my mother, who looked softer, but was just as determined. My mother worked—an unusual thing for a New Zealand woman in the 1950s. I loved Hendy yet I sometimes feared her.

My search for Pamela Travers began with the discovery that she was an Australian. Like myself, she had been a dancer, actress and writer. Going on “the Pamela hunt” became a five-year journey of discovery that took me down unexpected paths, both geographically and emotionally. The most marvelous part of the journey was the setting out, knowing little. I wrote to her agent. Travers replied. The blue aerogram was dated August 22, 1994.

Dear Miss Lawson,

I don’t like personal publicity but I’m willing to talk about my work any way you like.

Her letter went on to say she had broken her shoulder and, with this, had broken some of her memory as well. Had I read her newest book, What the Bee Knows? The letter ended: “We’ve been having such violently hot weather that I often long to meet a southerly buster7 at evening!” Dictated to a person with simple, childish handwriting, the letter was signed P. L. Travers in a wavering script.

From an obscure Californian publisher I ordered a copy of What the Bee Knows, a book I quickly cast aside…I had no time then for Travers’s mythological references and search for heroes.

One morning eighteen months later I woke knowing this was the right time of my life to write the book. Something Travers had written had taken hold. I understood what she meant about the three phases of a woman’s life—“nymph, mother, crone”8—because they were all part of me, coexisting, just as a baby girl has all the eggs in her body for her own future babies.

The serious journey began in the Dixson Reading Room of the Mitchell Library in Sydney, a place of contemplation and peace, where Travers’s life unfurled as I unwrapped each of her old letters or stories from its tissue paper and white ribbon packaging.

In 1996 I wrote again to her literary agent to ask if I could meet Travers in London in early May. Her agent replied that Travers was extremely ill. The day after that letter arrived, Travers died. I wrote her obituary for the Sydney Morning Herald. The next week I went to London anyway, to cover a court case that was to be a coda to a book I had written about a scandal in a law firm. The case was settled. It was definitely time to move on. I walked down the street—Shawfield Street, Chelsea—where Travers had lived for more than thirty years, with a feeling made up of one-third fear, one-third sadness and one-third excitement.

I thought about Pamela’s own journey in 1924 from Sydney to London, about her wistful memory that “as a child I always had a strong wish, that I think I was born with, of wanting to get to England and Ireland. I built the whole of my life to it.”9

Shawfield Street is a short street. It seemed shorter that day. I reached Pamela’s pink front door too soon and rang the bell, hoping no one would answer. No one did. In the time it took to reach the Kings Road, everything jelled: the passage of time, journeys taken or not taken, and how this story was now imperative.

The next three years spent searching for the truth about Pamela became an end in itself, the search as important as the conclusion. At the end of 1997 I traveled through New Mexico, to Washington, New York and Boston, then through County Donegal to London, where I met Pamela’s son, Camillus Travers. He was living at 29 Shawfield Street, as familiar to me as an old photo although I had never seen inside. Upstairs was her studio. He led the way. Up there her writing desk seemed untouched since her death.

It wasn’t right to leave London then. The studio was lodged in my mind, the book impossible to write without returning.

Nine months later, I flew back to London. All day I sat at her desk, tidying as I went, combing through each drawer, pulling out yellowing photos, the remains of a diary, scraps of paper, making rough order, placing paper clips and rubber bands in piles. I was all alone. Camillus left early and came home after I had gone.

One day I discovered her old long-playing records of music composed for exercises created by her guru Gurdjieff, and lowered one onto the turntable. The piano music was more soothing than I had expected. Pamela’s spirit returned to the room that morning. Near the end of the first week, late one morning, a wind suddenly slammed the studio door closed. Again, Pamela’s presence was strong in the studio. The hairs on the nape of my neck stood up.

Each evening at twilight I walked down the Kings Road, past the string of makeup shops and the high street fashions, around this twisty road and that to South Kensington, notes tucked in a folder, a life in bits, not yet codified. Pamela Travers seemed all around me.

•  •  •

Travers said all happy books are based on sadness. She must have had her own in mind. Pamela Travers, too, was full of sorrow. As she knew, “the cup of sorrow is always full. For a grown-up it’s a flagon, for the child, it’s a thimble, but it’s never less than full.”10

She thought “we are all looking for magic. We all need to feel we are under a spell and one day a wand will be waved and the princes that we truly feel ourselves to be will start forth at last from the tattered shapeless smocks. But indeed we have to wave the wand for ourself. If only we could refrain from endlessly repairing our defenses. To be naked and defenseless. Oh we need it.”11

She needed that but didn’t find it, creating more defenses and masks with age. The writer Salman Rushdie summarized such a life—and so many of our lives—in his comment to an interviewer: “We live in a world of disappointment. You begin with high hopes and the beautiful innocence of childhood but you discover that the world isn’t good enough, nor are our lives and nor are we. But there are moments in life when we can have an experience of transcendence, feel part of something larger, or simply our hearts burst inside.”12

Travers experienced that marvelous transcendence more than most, I believe. It came unexpectedly, as it always does, in the pleasure of her search for a pattern and meaning in her life. As she told one of her favorite writers, Jonathan Cott: “There’s a wonderful line in a poem by Theodore Roethke which says ‘you learn by going where you have to go.’ You can’t learn before you set out, can you? You go along the road and learn as you go.”13

Her life was much more than I ever imagined. My life expanded in the writing of hers.

Valerie Lawson



I

The Nymph

1899–1934



“The moment between day and dark… when anything can happen.”1


ALLORA, FEBRUARY 1907

“Come inside Lyndon…Lyndon, can you hear me? It’s late, it’s almost dark. I need you to help with the baby.”

Lyndon heard. She was going to squeeze every last moment from the twilight, here in the field of weeds next to the big house. Lyndon lay on her back and stared into the heavens. The prickles jabbed into her bare shoulders. She wanted more and more and more to let the canopy of sky fall over her, as soft as the clean sheet Kate Clancy shook onto her high wooden bed on Saturdays.

There was Venus already up. On one side of the arc above she could see the Southern Cross, on the other, the seven stars of the constellation of the Pleiades. Johnny the stable boy had told her the stars were once women, the seven sisters of Atlas.

Lyndon felt as if she could fly into the blueness of the half hemisphere above her. Mummy said if she wasn’t careful her hair could catch in the stars. She half wanted to believe it, but then her mother had such silly stories.

Lyndon never told anyone she could hear the stars humming. She loved the Pleiades most. What if one of the seven sisters shook herself free and flew down to earth, even right into her house with mother and father, Kate Clancy, and her little sisters, Barbara and baby Moya? She hoped it would be Maia, the most magical sister.

If Lyndon lay still long enough, the trees might forget her and keep on whispering. The gossips! Lyndon knew that their chattering stopped as soon as they saw her.

“Lyndon!” She stood up and brushed down her cotton pinafore. The house glowed with candlelight and oil lamps. Lyndon could almost smell bathtime, see the big cake of Sunlight Soap. Her mother would be dressed in her camisole, the baby dribbling onto the blue ribbon tying the neckline. When Moya stopped crying as she latched onto Mummy’s breast, and the water stopped splashing, and the horses were asleep in their stables, Lyndon would listen to the house. At night, it was full of crackles and creaks and sighs.

Lyndon had hidden a threepenny piece in her apron pocket all day. Just before bed she went to her father’s room and showed him the coin. In the morning, she promised, she would buy him some pears.

“Pears! Just what I need!” Travers Robert Goff took the threepence and slipped it under his pillow.

Next morning, Lyndon awoke to find her mother, Margaret, already up, half sitting, half lying on the sofa in the drawing room. “Father has gone to God.”



1

The Real Mr. Banks

Helen Lyndon Goff had two fathers. One was real. The other she imagined. The traces of both men can be found in a third father, the completely fictional George Banks, the melancholy head of the household in the adventures of Mary Poppins. Mr. Banks was a banker, but he represented more than a pillar of the City of London with bowler and furled umbrella, grumbling about his personal finances and the chaos of his Chelsea household. Mr. Banks hired Mary Poppins to create order from that chaos, and, though he never went with her on one of her heavenly adventures, he knew instinctively that Mary Poppins was magic.

Helen Lyndon Goff said she invented both George Banks and the practically perfect Mary Poppins “mainly to please myself.” Mr. Banks fulfilled many roles. He was the father, and lover, Lyndon wished she had, this whimsical bank manager who lives with his family at 17 Cherry Tree Lane, London, where, one fantastic day, Mary Poppins flew in with the East Wind.

But instead of Mr. Banks, Helen Lyndon had Travers Robert Goff. He was nowhere near good enough. Lyndon took the best of him, though—what she remembered from her childhood—and enhanced the rest. The result was a composite Irish hero: glamorous, languid and charming, a father she later described to others as the handsome supervisor of a sugarcane plantation in far away, subtropical Australia, “the deep country,” as she called it. Born in Ireland, this idealized, imagined father strode the cane fields of northern Queensland in a white silk suit, floppy white hat, gold earrings and scarlet cummerbund, surrounded by faithful servants and with a barn stocked with every sort of conveyance: a four-wheeler, hansom cab, old howdah, and an elegant sledge along with carts, wagons and sulkies.1

In truth, her father was a bank manager before he was demoted to bank clerk. He died in his early forties, his life unfulfilled, his family left destitute and forced onto the charity of rich but emotionally chilly relatives. Travers Robert Goff drank too much and wanted too much that he never attained. His legacy was establishing in his daughter’s mind the idea that she was not Australian at all, but a misfit in the Antipodes, a woman destined to spend her life in search of the fairy tales, poetry and romance of her father’s Irish fantasies. She even took his first name as her surname. As a journalist, writer and actress she used the pseudonym Pamela Lyndon Travers.

Travers Goff was a bamboozler. The tales he told his family and friends grew more romantic the more he drank. He liked to boast that his life was drenched in the Celtic Twilight, in the land of Yeats and George William Russell. But as much as he admired the poets and dramatists of the nineteenth century, he was most in love with the myths of ancient Ireland, and of the fictional personification of Ireland, immortalized in a play by William Butler Yeats, Cathleen ni Houlihan. Fairies, pixies and elves meant everything. The Great Serpent of his adopted land meant nothing. Even in Australia “he had Ireland round him like a cloak very much the way James Joyce wrapped Dublin around him even when he was in Paris.”2

Helen Lyndon Goff followed Mary Poppins’s greatest precept: Never Explain. She certainly never explained why she favored the cane-field version of her father’s life. It may have been a case of simple snobbery. Lyndon preferred to be the daughter of a gentleman farmer in the tropical outback than the daughter of a pen-pusher in the back office of a provincial bank. Whatever the reason, false versions of her father and her own early years in Australia shadowed her through life, and even after her death. Her obituary in The New York Times claimed that she was the daughter of a sugar planter, while the Guardian’s obituary writer believed she was the granddaughter of the premier of Queensland, who was also the founder of one of Australia’s biggest companies, Colonial Sugar Refining.

The confusion was understandable, considering Goff’s own reluctance to reveal his origins, even to his wife. She told the doctor who signed his death certificate that he was born in County Wexford, Ireland. Lyndon herself said, “My father came from a very old Irish family, Irish gentry, what we call landed people…He was a younger son, and younger sons were sent to explore the world…what made him go to Australia I don’t know. He was Anglo Irish, and the Irish are great wanderers.”3

Goff was born at home in Queens Road, Deptford, London, in December 1863, the second son of a shipping agent, Henry Lyndon Bradish Goff, and his wife Charlotte Cecilia. He did have Irish connections, though, with relatives whose surname was Davis-Goff, who lived in both County Wexford and near Galway, in the west of Ireland.

As a young man, not yet twenty, Travers Goff sailed from London to Ceylon, where he took up tea planting before drifting on to Australia. He settled in New South Wales, and then, in about 1891, moved to the colony of Queensland. It is possible he was an overseer on a sugarcane farm at some time before his marriage. A portrait dated 1896, taken in a Sydney photographer’s studio, shows him with a droopy, oversized handlebar mustache, posed stiffly in a white suit, white shoes and pith helmet. There are similarities in the costume to photographs of sugar plantation overseers in the 1880s. But his outfit could also be a nostalgic acknowledgment of the clothes he wore in Ceylon.

Whatever his original Australian occupation, Goff did not remain long in any town. His name does not appear in any residential directory of New South Wales or Queensland from the 1880s. But by July 23, 1898, he had settled in Maryborough, where he joined the Australian Joint Stock Bank. As branch manager, he earned a salary of £250 a year as well as a servants allowance of £50.4

For a single man, there were worse places to be than the pretty subtropical town of Maryborough, a river port about 250 kilometers north of Brisbane, named after the Mary River, which flows through it. Like many of the coastal towns of Queensland, Maryborough looked a little like colonial Ceylon, with its wooden buildings—lacy, delicate—built to withstand the worst of the sweltering summer months. Maryborough was proud of its town hall, and Queens Park, laid out in the London manner with ornamental trees. A gun recovered from a shipwreck in the Torres Strait was fired each day at one o’clock. By the 1880s, Maryborough’s diversions included an Orchestra Society, band concerts held in the cool of the night, circuses, vaudeville, and moonlight excursions on the river. Just before Goff arrived, in the year of Queen Victoria’s Jubilee, motion pictures came to town.

Maryborough lived on two industries: timber and sugar. In the decade to 1880, the sugar industry boomed with more than forty juice mills and sugar mills in the district. But the boom gave way to a drought that saw planters forced to mortgage their properties and unable to pay off their loans. Bankers, such as the directors of Goff’s bank, fretted over the low price of sugar and the worrying outlook for the industry. They began to foreclose, to cut plantations into farming blocks and offer them for sale.

Australian banks were badly hung over from the 1880s boom, and the Australian Joint Stock Bank was no exception. By the time Goff joined in 1898, it claimed to be the third-biggest bank in New South Wales and Queensland, but a crisis of the early 1890s was still fresh in the minds of its directors. The AJS Bank relied heavily on London for its deposits. Bank problems in England in the early 1890s led directly to the AJS Bank closing its doors in April 1893, reopening two months later under a scheme of reconstruction.5

The roller-coaster ride of Australian banks in the 1890s continued to affect Travers Goff, professionally and personally, until his death. Lyndon’s father’s experiences, combined with bank problems involving her mother’s family, remained in her mind for life. Both spilled over into her portrait of George Banks, whose personality was as ambivalent as her father’s. In Mr. Banks, Lyndon created a worrier who dreamed of the stars, but had to go to his bank every day except Sundays and bank holidays. There he sat in a big chair at a big desk and made money. The Banks children, perhaps like little Helen Lyndon, thought he manufactured the coins himself, cutting out pennies and shillings and half-crowns and threepences, and bringing them home in his black Gladstone bag. Sometimes, when George Banks had no money for the children, he would say “The bank is broken.” The two oldest Banks children, Jane and Michael, counted their money carefully into their money boxes, prudent like father: “Sixpence and four pennies—that’s tenpence, and a halfpenny and a threepenny bit.”6

In much the same way, Lyndon as an adult scrutinized her investments, asking bankers, lawyers and agents to constantly check the balances, never thinking she had enough. Her fears came not just from her father’s problems, but from the foolish investments of her mother’s uncle, Boyd Morehead, son of a dour, careful Scot. Boyd was the black sheep of the canny Moreheads, a Scottish family described by Lyndon as “very rich.” She boasted that her mother, Margaret Morehead, was “educated in London and Paris and, until she married, always had her own maid.”7 From her mother’s family came Lyndon’s innate snobbery and prudence. Unlike the Goffs—elusive and difficult to pinpoint in their origins—the Moreheads’ story is a wide open book, set out in dictionaries of biography and the records of some of Australia’s oldest companies.

The first Morehead to settle in Australia was Robert Archibald Alison Morehead, the third son of the Episcopal dean of Edinburgh. Morehead, a manufacturer of shawls and cloth in Scotland, decided to move to a warmer climate when he feared he had tuberculosis. Late in 1840 he was appointed manager of the Scottish Australian Company, and with his wife, Helen Buchanan Dunlop, arrived in Sydney the following year. He was twenty-eight. Soon after, two sons were born, Robert Charles in 1842 and Boyd Dunlop a year later. The family moved to 1 O’Connell Street in the heart of the city. There, the Morehead family dining room opened up right into the Scottish Australian Company’s office. Soon to move nearby were two Sydney institutions, the Australian Club (for men only), and the Sydney Morning Herald. At O’Connell Street, Helen Morehead gave birth to two more babies: Helen Christina, and the youngest, Jane Katherine.

The Moreheads traveled often, and in style. P&O liners carried the whole family back and forth from England. The boys were educated in Scotland and at Sydney Grammar, but the girls were taught at home by governesses. Life on O’Connell Street left its imprint on the fictional home of the Banks family, 17 Cherry Tree Lane. Lyndon was told as a child how the four Morehead children lunched with their parents but took their evening meal in the schoolroom with the governess. The servants included a cook, laundress, housemaid and parlormaid. The natural good humor of the children upset their father; they liked to shock him by sliding down the banisters and by singing in bed early in the evening when the bank clerks could hear the racket, downstairs in the office.

In 1861 Helen Morehead died, in her forties, leaving her husband to raise their four children, now in their teens. The youngest, Jane, just thirteen, was sent to boarding school at Carthona in Darling Point. Her big sister Helen learned how to become the matriarch and mothering nanny of the family. “At fifteen,” she later wrote, “I had to take up housekeeping. I was terrified at having to order servants about and I am afraid I was not much of a housekeeper but I did my best for father and he helped me all he could.”8 She never married, unlike all her siblings. Robert was the first of the children to leave home, marrying Maria Jacobs in 1867. Five years later, Jane married the Englishman William Rose. The last to marry was Boyd in 1873. He and his bride, Annabella Ranken, moved to Brisbane. Some of these nineteenth-century Moreheads later appeared in different guises in Mary Poppins books. Two of the Banks children were Jane and Annabel, named after Jane Morehead and Annabella Morehead.

The Moreheads’ comfortable early life was funded by their father’s wise decisions. Robert Archibald Alison Morehead had arrived in Sydney with about £30,000 to invest for the Scottish Australian Company and had quickly moved into the moneylending business. He bought up mortgages and lent at the high interest rate of 12.5 percent. “Reaping the harvest of mortgages,” he called it. In this way, he was able to buy property in Sydney, Melbourne and the country. Morehead also moved into the commission and agency business and advanced money against produce, especially wool. He developed coal-mining interests in Newcastle and bought pastoral land in Queensland and in the Gulf country, including the huge property Bowen Downs.

He retired in 1884, having built up a business empire embracing pastoral holdings, city property and productive coal mines.9 But Morehead’s private life was sadly out of kilter. Not only had his wife died, but his eldest child, Robert Charles, also died before him. Robert, a clerk in his father’s business, was only thirty-two when he died of tuberculosis in 1874. (As an adult, Lyndon continually but mistakenly believed she had contracted tuberculosis and traveled the world in search of warm, tranquil places, dying a hundred deaths in fear of its grip.)

Because of Robert Charles Morehead’s early death, and the subsequent remarriage of his widow, Maria, their daughter, Margaret, was left in the care of her spinster aunt. This unplanned outcome, involving two Morehead wills, affected Margaret deeply. It also affected the upbringing of her daughter, Lyndon, and meant both women came into the orbit of a woman who was the prototype for the character of Mary Poppins.

Robert Charles Morehead knew he was dying. Four days before his death, he signed a will appointing his father as trustee of his estate. He left £700 in trust for his wife Maria and his baby daughter Margaret. At the same time, his father, Robert Archibald Alison Morehead, changed his will. His trustees were to set aside £3,000 to be invested by his son, Boyd, and son-in-law, William Rose. The two men were to be trustees for Maria and Margaret.

Six years later, in 1870, Maria remarried, much to the anger of the old man. That year, in another codicil, Robert Archibald Alison Morehead directed that Maria was to get just £500 from his estate on condition that she surrender “entirely all control over Margaret Agnes Morehead. Failing such surrender, the £500…is to pass into my general estate.” Little Margaret went into his own custody, the victim of very tense relations between her mother and grandfather. She lived with her maiden aunt Helen, and her grandfather, until he died in 1885.

Just before old man Morehead died he added a final codicil to his will, giving Helen the right to bequeath her share of his estate, which amounted to £15,000, in whatever way she wanted. With his death, she “assumed the position and privileges of the head of the family…she retained them until she herself followed him to the vault.”10

After Morehead’s death, Margaret Morehead remained in the care of her Aunt Helen and her servants in Woollahra, one of the most desirable suburbs in Sydney. From then on, Margaret was raised by this substitute mother whom she called “Aunt Ellie.” Aunt Ellie gave her the rules for life, as well as her values, mannerisms and sayings. Margaret passed them on to her own daughter, Lyndon, who in turn gave them to Mary Poppins. But while Margaret grew up in a secure and wealthy household, she was totally dependent on her Aunt Helen after her Uncle Boyd squandered her trust funds.

While old man Morehead was prudent and slow, Boyd was a wild boy, impatient and ambitious. Too eager for experience to finish university, Boyd tried gold mining before working for the Bank of New South Wales, until he was sacked for insubordination. Father came to the rescue and Boyd went onto the land, managing the Scottish Australian property, Bowen Downs. After his marriage, he settled down to become a member of the Queensland Legislative Assembly, and set up a stock and station agency and mercantile business, B. D. Morehead and Co. Boyd became embroiled in a land sales scandal, yet rose to become the colonial secretary of Queensland, then premier for two years from the end of 1888.

In the grand house Cintra, at Bowen Hills in Brisbane, he lived in style with his wife and seven daughters, touring his country properties and tending his city businesses, which included, from 1876, his directorship of the Queensland National Bank.11 This was no ordinary bank; it was more like a cross between the Bank of England and the opulent palace of a London bank which appeared in the film version of Mary Poppins. The Queensland National Bank was run by Edward Drury, an associate of Sir Thomas McIlwraith, who became Queensland premier in 1879. As premier, he transferred the government’s account to the Queensland National Bank.

The Queensland National Bank was more than just the government banker. While it raised money for Queensland in London, it was also a plaything—a money box—for the businesses of government members. Its shareholders included eighteen members of the Legislative Council and Legislative Assembly. In 1891 the Queensland government and the Bank of England fell out with one another over a loan the government tried to raise in London. The tension undermined London’s confidence in both the government and the Queensland National Bank, which had to be propped up with government deposits. English investors in the bank started to withdraw their deposits and the bank’s shares fell well below par.

As a director of the bank, Boyd was deeply involved in the crisis. He and his fellow directors took out an account to purchase the bank’s own shares. Over the years, Boyd had invested much of his own inheritance and much of his niece Margaret’s in bank shares and deposits. In May 1893, the bank closed its doors while it tried to restructure. It reopened for business late the same year, but its most damaging secrets were not revealed until three years later when the general manager died, and an investigation revealed that the bank was insolvent. By 1898, Morehead and other directors of the bank were cleared of charges of negligence. The bank was restructured again but many depositors were unable to withdraw their funds for years.

For the Morehead clan, it had all been too close a call for comfort. Lyndon later told a trusted friend that her mother’s uncle invested his money and Margaret’s without due care, and so by the time her mother was married, she had very little of her own inheritance left.12

Margaret had grown into a timid, pretty woman in her early twenties when she met Travers Robert Goff in Sydney, before he took up his banking job. He must have seemed safe, steady—reliable enough to provide an income for life. Not only that, he would have appeared sophisticated, a traveler who told her tales of Ceylon and how he dressed every night for dinner, a sahib with servants around him. From Queensland, he wooed her with witty, lighthearted letters, many written in simple verse. They chose to marry in Boyd Morehead’s hometown, Brisbane, on November 9, 1898, in the pretty Anglican Church of All Saints. Boyd gave the bride away.

Exactly nine months later, on August 9, 1899, Helen Lyndon Goff was born in Maryborough, in the residence attached to the AJS Bank. She was named Helen after both her maternal great-grandmother and her great aunt. But no one ever called her Helen, preferring Lyndon, an Irish name much used in her father’s family for boys and girls alike. It was shortened to Lindy or Ginty. It pleased her that the name was Gaelic, meaning water and stone.13

Lyndon was never, in her own mind, an Australian, always an Irishwoman with a Scots mother. In her middle age, she found something slightly shameful about being born in Australia, explaining that her birth there came about “almost by chance.” She regarded Australia as the “southern wild” and herself as a woman displaced. In a speech to the U.S. Library of Congress in the 1960s, Lyndon told the audience: “You remember [William] Blake’s ‘Little Black Boy’?…my mother bore me in the southern wild….In that sense I was a little black boy too, born in the subtropics.”14

From this sense of misplaced birth, Lyndon felt a compulsion to travel away from the southern sun to the mists of Europe. That drive was fueled by her father’s romantic ideas of Ireland. But, like every child, her personality was set long before she made her escape in her twenties. Lyndon was formed by a combination of three adults—her parents and her Great Aunt Ellie—and by the interconnections of those three. None of the three was direct with her, none supported and nurtured her wholeheartedly.

Lyndon made the first journey in her lifetime of restless journeys as a baby in her mother’s arms. They traveled by train from Maryborough to Sydney, where Lyndon first encountered her Great Aunt Ellie. In the next decade Ellie was to represent a fixed, reliable support for Lyndon, whose father was the first of several men whose drinking almost ruined her life. Lyndon later believed that her mother realized early in her marriage that Travers Goff drank far too much. The habit of “deep drinking” he had learned in Ceylon increased over the years and “cast such a shadow on our lives.”15

In 1900, with his wife and baby tucked away at Aunt Ellie’s, Travers Goff became sentimental for his courting days. In his affectionate letters sent to Margaret in Sydney, he wanted to take “a peep at you both and the aunts and Emily and Eliza [the maids] fussing over her. Fancy a baby being at No. 2 Albert Street, what a difference that must make! I am delighted the aunts have taken to the wee one. Mrs. Goff, your offspring does you proud. Good old Margaret, pat yourself on the back for me. What do they call her, Baby or Lyndon? It was good of the aunt to give you such an expensive frock. You may give her my love if you like. Poor you having your hair done up, but as you say, it’s best to please the Aunt.”16

Goff clearly deferred to “the Aunt” who had always provided money and a second home to his wife and daughter. From her earliest years, Lyndon was often dispatched, alone, to Aunt Ellie or to another relative when either her mother or father went away. The separations helped create in Lyndon a form of self-sufficiency and stimulated her idiosyncratic form of fantasy life. Once, when Margaret left home for a long holiday, her father wrote to his wife of Lyndon’s “great game.” From the age of four, she pretended to be one of the household’s hens, sitting on her eggs and brooding. These birds were not ordinary fowls, but friends of the family, named after the Goffs’ neighbors and friends, Mrs. McKenzie, for example, or Mrs. Starke. Goff wrote, “It starts when she wakes in the morning, goes on til it’s time for me to go to the office, and recommences as soon as I get home again and lasts til bedtime.”

For most of her childhood, Lyndon was absorbed by the experience of being a bird, brooding, busy, purposeful. She sat for hours, her arms clasped tightly around her body.17 “She can’t come in, she’s laying,” her family and friends would say. Often her mother would drag her from her nest, but instead of squashing her little girl’s fantasy with ridicule, she sometimes played the game as well. “I’ve told you once, I’ve told you a hundred times, no laying at lunchtime.”18

The vision of herself as a mother hen suited Lyndon’s theory that to write, one must brood, and to be a real woman, one must be a mother. When interviewers spoke to her of inspiration, she often said “I hate the word creative. Brooders. That’s the word. I would say there are brooders in life. That’s why I’ve always had this attachment to hens and nests, not because of the eggs, but the quiet brooding, pondering.” In the kitchen of her last home in London, the dresser was covered with pottery hens.19

Lyndon’s brooding was not just a product of her loneliness, but a protection against a certain coolness in her parents. Travers and Margaret Goff were typical of their own time and place. Smalltown parents of the early twentieth century taught their children self-sufficiency and subservience. But more than that, Travers and Margaret were also caught up in their own self-importance. If parents are “a child’s first gods and responsible for many seeds of fate,” as Lyndon later wrote, then the Goffs planted too many seeds of doubt and mystery. They left clues, but they were too simple, too rudimentary to be of much help. Lyndon fell back on her parents’ proverbs, rules and random lines from poems, as well as their books, to elaborate, fantasize and help create sense.

She came to believe that her mother and father lived in a state that W. B. Yeats called, in his 1919 poem “A Prayer for My Daughter,” “radical innocence.” “In our family life, if there were moods to be respected, it was not ours.” Her parents were absorbed in “their own existence, busy, contained, important” and that left the children of the marriage “free for ours.” “I was allowed to grow in the darkness, unknown, unnoticed, under the earth like a seed.” She could never remember that her father or anyone else explained anything. If Lyndon cried, Travers Goff would say, “Let her weep, we need the rain.” She saw her mother, a woman with a passive face, as benign and generous, with doelike, soft eyes, yet she used to wonder, as a child, “if she was more like a doe or a serpent.”20

Margaret Goff did not really want to know what Lyndon was doing. Rather, she issued instructions, “her voice full of clocks and water heaters.” Lyndon told interviewers that her parents weren’t scholars, but loved life, which meant “they left you to yourself a great deal.” Her great sorrow was that both her grandmothers had died before she was born. These wise old women, as she called them, “carriers of tradition,” might have answered who she was, why she was born, how did she get born—ordinary childhood questions but important ones. “I wanted the important answers, but the grown-ups around me were disappointing in their answers… I used to feel if only I had a grandmother she would know these things.”21

The Goffs’ life in Maryborough was simple, not indulgent, not centered around possessions. Lyndon had few toys or personal treasures. Each week her parents gave her a penny; Lyndon had no way of knowing the value of the mysterious object called a sovereign, encased in a small square contraption on her father’s watch chain. Her mother might buy her little things, a roll of blue ribbon, or a delicate fan with shining pink roses. Her dolls were made of wooden spoons, dressed up, but they lived adventurous lives. In any case, it was not things, but words, that stirred Lyndon—the stories, ballads, and old wives’ tales shared among widely scattered neighbors.

Her mother was forever casting around in her pool of maxims, which were passed on to Mary Poppins. Margaret liked to say “anything worth doing is worth doing well.” Lyndon didn’t believe it as a child. Her father was the greater force in her life, or rather the memory of her father. Although she liked to recall the cane fields father, the bright and witty poet drenched in Ireland, the real Goff could be maudlin and difficult, especially when drunk and reminiscing about his “homeland.” “I had been brought up by a father who was a very poetic Irishman. It seemed nothing but Ireland would do, everything round you was Irish, if we had a horse it had an Irish name, and an Irish pedigree, the lace for our clothes was brought from Ireland, and I grew up and was nurtured on the Celtic Twilight, Yeats and all. Therefore Australia never seemed to be the place where I wanted to be. My body ran around in the southern sunlight but my inner world had subtler colors…the numberless greens of Ireland, which seemed to me inhabited solely by poets plucking harps, heroes…cutting off each other’s heads, and veiled ladies sitting on the ground keening.”22

In time Lyndon came to see him as a man who was full of Irish dissatisfaction, who never quite found his heart’s desire. He was “proud and haughty, terribly gay and terribly amusing and poetic and always singing and quoting poems and weeping over them. But I’ve come to know he was melancholy and sad and that he needed someone to understand him. His melancholy was the other side of his Irish gaiety,” inheritable and catching. “Whenever he had taken a glass he would grieve over the sack of Drogheda in 1649 [the scene of Cromwell’s infamous massacre of civilians] until everyone round him felt personally guilty. He was Irish and determined in argument to have the last word even or perhaps specially with children.”

Lyndon’s refuge was books. She claimed she could read at the age of three. The alphabet was gradually revealed to her through household packaging, Sunlight Soap (Mary Poppins’s favorite), which was used to wash “floors, clothes and children,” letters stamped on flour bags, labels on boxes of Beecham’s Pills, or the words “Jumble Today” on the church noticeboard. She even tried to decipher the stencils on tea chests, embossed with Chinese ideograms.23

Now that she could read, Lyndon finally understood that “grims” were not just fantastic stories told by the Goffs’ washerwoman, Matilda. She had been “notorious throughout the district for telling these grims,” which Lyndon thought was “a generic term for narrative, tarradiddle.” Now she realized that Grimms’ were fairy tales bound in two volumes, “squat, red, sturdy volumes, coarse of paper, close of print, discovered in my father’s bookcase.”24

Lyndon left Maryborough when she was three. Forever after, she remembered the town she wished it had been. From the Goffs’ two-story home near the Mary River, she could see the Maryborough sugar factory. She imagined the factory for the rest of her life as a cane field, even transposing it to a dry, high, inland wheat town. “We lived by a lake,” she once recalled, “by a sugar plantation….At night, when the moon was shining, there was a small bright lake beyond the cane fields, the tin roof of the sugar mill absorbed the light of the moon and stars and set off a whitish shimmer, so our house and the mill roof appeared to be flush with the land.”25

Within this fairyland cane field, she later wove semi-autobiographical books around two servants, including Ah Wong, named after a Chinese cook who worked for the Goffs (at the time, it was customary to have Chinese cooks on sugar plantations) and Johnny Delaney, named in honor of their hunchbacked Irish groom, stable boy and carpenter. Johnny Delaney was so important, Lyndon wrote, that “when we were young we thought we had three parents: mother, father, and Johnny.” He taught them how to hide from Kate Clancy, “our gorgon nurse.”

Only much later, and only to trusted interviewers, did she confess that these stories were an amalgam of her childhood memories and that not everything she said should be taken for granted.

Early in 1902, Travers Goff was transferred—demoted, Lyndon later believed—to a new job with the AJS Bank in Brisbane. The Goffs traveled south early in the year. As an employee, but not the boss of the bank branch, Travers Goff’s annual salary was shaved by £50, and he had no servants allowance.26 The family lived on Brisbane Street, Ipswich, where their second daughter, Barbara Ierne (known as Biddy), was born in April that year. This was the start of a great deal of ferment and change in the Goff household. Travers Goff was soon forced into the disruptive job of standing in for other employees when they were on leave, first at Clifton on the Darling Downs near Toowoomba during August 1903, then during May 1905 at the bank’s branch at Killarney, northwest of Brisbane. By then Margaret Goff was heavily pregnant with their third child. The family lived at “Heytor,” Lisson Grove, Wooloowin, and Travers was officially a mere “bank clerk.”27

Before the birth of the Goffs’ third daughter, Cicely Margaret (Moya), in July 1905, Helen Lyndon, then five, was sent to Sydney to stay once again with Aunt Ellie. She never quite knew why she was sent away to her aunt. She thought it might have been a treat just for herself. In any case, that was how she decided to take it.

The journey from Brisbane to Sydney lasted all night. The guard lifted the five-year-old onto a makeshift bed in the luggage rack of his van. Lyndon heard the train’s whistle as the carriages slid through the darkness, watched lighted windows in the little settlements along the way before drifting to sleep. The train was an iron thread, a fiery necklace, linking Mother in Brisbane with Aunt Ellie in Sydney. She liked to think that Ellie had sent the train herself. It was her own carriage taking her to the haven of a fairy godmother.28 Many children would have clung to their mothers, the separation too much to bear. Helen Lyndon, though, was an adventurer even then.
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Ellie and Allora

There she stood on the platform. Tall and gaunt, lips pursed tight. Her hat was almost airborne, its two pigeon wings bracketing the crown. Aunt Ellie leant on an ivory-and-ebony walking stick. “Hurrumph! Here you are at last!” The train was two minutes late. That greeting again! Lyndon had heard it before. Ellie’s contralto never changed. Lyndon thought she sounded like Father Bear when he saw someone had been eating his porridge.

The driver ushered Aunt Ellie, her maid Elizabeth and the little blond girl into the carriage, and drove to Number 2 Albert Street. Lyndon vaguely remembered the special wallpaper—“one of the best you’re likely to see”—the rows of photographs in close military formation on the piano, on the table tops and the mantelpieces, the way Miss Elizabeth grumbled about her “daily burden” as she scrubbed Lyndon’s face until it burned and bundled her into frilled dresses and fur-collared coats. And how Aunt Ellie’s mustache prickled her when she stooped to kiss her good night.

Aunt Ellie, a bulldog with a sentimental core, remained fixed in Lyndon’s adult memory even more vividly than her parents. In a little book about Aunt Ellie’s life, she described her as stern and tender, secret and proud, anonymous and loving. Her great aunt “stalked with her silent feet” through the pages of Mary Poppins.1 Ellie lent her mannerisms to more than one woman in the Mary Poppins adventures. Not only did she live again in the starched and bustling figure of Mary Poppins herself, but she could also be found in the fearsome Miss Andrew—the nanny of Mr. Banks—and in Miss Lark, the Banks’s arrogant yet romantic neighbor. Miss Andrew and Miss Lark—two fictional women of a certain age, neither burdened by husbands—represented the two sides of Aunt Ellie’s character, bossy and benign.

Like Miss Lark, Ellie had two dogs, or rather a succession of dogs, always called Tinker and Badger. Although a child might be dismissed into thin air with a word, Ellie would dissolve into sentimentality over “anything with four legs, a patch of fur, a tail or a bark.” And while the pet was often placed in the best spare bedroom, the child would be sent to a cot in the attic.

When Ellie was in one of her generous, indulgent moods, she gave Lyndon presents more extravagant and special than any little trinket her parents could afford. For her third birthday, Ellie presented Lyndon with a precious gift, a Royal Doulton bowl, with three little boys playing horses. The bowl later appeared in “Bad Wednesday,” a story in Mary Poppins Comes Back, as a christening gift given to Mrs. Banks by her Great Aunt Caroline.

Aunt Ellie was said to be disappointed in love, having fallen for one of her cousins, a member of Parliament, whom she felt she could not marry. After that, she never found the right man, but instead embraced in her fold many nieces and nephews, acting as the central pole of a familial merry-go-round, controlling all.

The old woman and Lyndon ate lunch together every day. The little girl was shocked by how much her aunt devoured, perhaps a dozen peaches at a sitting and most of the stew, leaving only what looked like a bundle of bones. She knew Ellie more intimately than her other great aunt, Jane. But both, in her adult memory, were forever linked as a pair of crows—much as she had seen herself as a hen—perched on a fence or outlined against the horizon, with an air of “terrible conviction, assurance and an unassailable knowledge that they were right,” as she wrote in an unpublished article. As Lyndon became a specialist on the meaning and origin of legends, she would know by the time she wrote those words that a crow is usually an omen, a warning of bad luck, but can also be a fairy in disguise, usually a fairy with trouble in mind.

She decided the great aunts were to blame for “my never being able to endure authoritarianism of any kind.” They were “huge cloudy presences…watching everything that transpired….I vowed when I grew up never to be like that. They are the authoritarian figures which have stayed with me…they were cruel, they wanted the world for themselves.”2 When she was told that Aunt Jane lived on her capital, Lyndon imagined her secretly living on her own person, gnawing at a finger or toe, or wolfing down an organ.

Aunt Ellie was not merely conjured up out of Lyndon’s imagination as a powerful woman. She really did have position and power in Sydney society. Ellie lived to a great age, surviving into her nineties, an independent woman who never leant on a man other than her father for financial support. She carefully nurtured a social network and took care not to fossilize; Ellie often visited the Goffs in Queensland and traveled to and from England more than fifteen times.

In her will, Ellie revealed the essence of both her character and her social circle. She listed thirty separate bequests, explained in exquisitely intricate detail. Her most loved possessions were to be shared by her sister, nieces, nephews, grandnieces, grandnephews and friends, who included the founding family of the Colonial Sugar Refining Company, the Knoxes, who lived near Albert Street in the mansion Fiona.

These bequests, which might have come from Mary Poppins’s carpetbag, included a traveling clock, travel hold-all and travel rug, silver table napkin ring, sugar sifter, teapot, tea caddy and spoon, teaspoons and sugar tongs, a Danish china tea set, framed photographs, two large cameo brooches, a tantalus, letter weight scales, cream-and-gold Wedgwood, a cut-glass and silver smelling-salts bottle and a silver-topped scent bottle, both engraved HCM, silverplate cutlery, all with the Morehead crest, a copper preserving pan and ladle, candelabra, a Russian commemorative mug, Worcester vases, and a gold thimble in its own case.

Ellie left shares, as well, including stock in the Australian Gas Light Company and the Colonial Sugar Refining Company which had earned her a £150 annual dividend. The shares were divided between Lyndon, her sister Cicely Margaret (Moya), and other nieces and grand nieces. The Goff girls eventually received Ellie’s shares in the Commercial Banking Company of Sydney as well.

•  •  •

Lyndon celebrated her fifth birthday at Albert Street with Ellie, documenting for her parents the gifts she received in letters written in wobbly but careful penciled handwriting. The letters are eloquent with the silent presence of Ellie at her shoulder, supervising the five-year-old’s first attempts at composing a letter. She asked her mama if the new baby had blue eyes and curly hair (as she did herself), whether the baby cried when she was christened, and how much Biddy liked her new sister, who was known as Moya from her earliest days.

Lyndon’s father and mother had already told her they might call the baby Moya, which they said was Irish for Mary. Travers Goff was clearly hoping for a boy, whom he planned to call Brian Travers Goff. He wrote back to his little girl that he had heard from Aunt Ellie that Lyndon had grown “very fat. Why, little woman, you will be like a prize pig when you get home again. Never mind, we will all be delighted to see you home again after your nice long holiday. As you will be back so soon we are not going to send your birthday present to you but you will get it when you return.”3

Back home, the “fat” girl had only just opened her present when her mother told her she must stay with friends until things settled down. Baby Moya needed all her attention. Lyndon later wrote that she always suffered from being the eldest of three girls.

Three months after the baby was born, Travers Goff was transferred again, to the Australian Joint Stock Bank branch in Allora, a small inland town on the Darling Downs, eighty kilometers from Toowoomba in southern Queensland. He started work as the bank manager on October 16, 1905. The next eighteen months were the most critical of Lyndon’s early years. Most of her childhood memories came from that time and place, high up in the Darling Downs, where a sudden catastrophe was to change the direction of her life. She lived those days in Allora with the kind of intensity that often precedes either a triumph or deep disappointment.

Allora was a perfect place for dreaming. Quiet, far from anywhere, the town was bitingly cold in winter and intensely hot in summer—extremes that helped her imagination take flight as she sat before the fire and gazed into its flames or lay on the grass and looked at the heavens after summer’s late sunsets. Lyndon felt a sense of emptiness and loneliness in Allora, whose melodious name hid its more prosaic origins—the Aboriginal word gnallarah, meaning “the place of the swamp.”

The Australian Joint Stock Bank had maintained a branch in Allora for almost thirty years, its double-doored banking chamber opening onto the wide main street of the town, Herbert Street. The manager and his family lived in a residence attached to the bank, the whole surrounded by a veranda in the generously deep Queensland style. In summer, the sun wrinkled and burned the Allora townsfolk deep brown. Verandas and umbrellas provided the only shade. In winter, though, the wind swept through the bank manager’s house. The winds bit more deeply than they did on the coast; the maids did their best to keep fires burning in all the high-ceilinged oblong rooms leading off the wide, cool hallway.

The two older Goff girls liked to play in the warm kitchen, or in summer, in the big weedy paddock out in back. At dusk, their friends would drift home, calling to one another in fainter and fainter voices as they parted and ran home across the gardens and fields. As they climbed into bed, the two girls still called to one another until they began to fall asleep.

Before her eyes closed, Lyndon watched the shadows climb the wall, bend in half and slip along the ceiling. What was that tapping on the wall, that rustling, creaking, groaning? She feared that an ancient mariner or cruel army captain was hidden behind her bedroom door, scraping the wall with a pencil. He wore red breeches, a blue jacket and tattered epaulets, his knees were bent in pain, the result of an old bullet wound.4 Her mother reassured her the tapping was simply the wooden house “stretching itself luxuriously after the heat of the day.” “See,” she would say, flinging the door open, “he’s not there and you know it!” The trouble was, Mother was speaking of a real captain. Lyndon’s captain was inside her head, and her head was a door her mother could not open.5 She found she could conjure up from her own mind the most fearsome monsters as well as a host of fairy-tale creatures. Fairies, giants and djinns stalked the earth, as close as her shadow.6

In the garden and paddock beyond, she made tiny parks for poor people. The Lilliputians sat on blades of grass and took tea. She thought she might look like a giant cloud to these dwarves. Her finger would be as big and scary as a lion.7 The park became a story, “The Park in the Park,” in the fourth Mary Poppins book, Mary Poppins in the Park, in which Jane Banks makes a tiny park for poor people. There, everybody is happy and no one ever quarrels. Flowers were trees, twigs were benches, and plasticine men lived in the houses and played at the funfair. “I had a passion for making these miniature clearings, no more than a foot square, all over our garden.”8 A grown-up foot could blot out the whole fantasy at any moment.

Lyndon was much closer to animals than people; she took care not to step on an ant or a beetle. They might be princes in disguise. She also was close to an imaginary friend, a child her own age and size. That Friend, she called him. She loved the big paddock with its spare, sunbaked trees and its slip fence. This paddock was later transformed into the Chelsea park visited so often by the Banks children and Mary Poppins. There, the slip fence became an elegant iron railing, the lean grass of the paddock a juicy lawn to be watered, and the kookaburras dissolved into nightingales. The horse mushrooms in the middle of the paddock grew into a merry-go-round.9

Lyndon felt surrounded by the spirits of the trees, by the grass and stone, but most of all by the stars. In Allora, the stars in the night sky seemed closer than in Brisbane, so close Lyndon thought she could hear them humming.10 One of her father’s odd-job men, Johnny Delaney, taught Lyndon basic lessons about the constellations until she “knew the southern sky at night like a book.”11 The heavens seemed “a celestial suburb…inhabited by a circle of friends,” among them the two pointers of the Southern Cross, Berenice’s Hair, Venus, and Orion with his studded belt.12 Her favorite star was Hesperus or Venus.

She liked to imagine a great community at play in the sky. Friends and families must be circling, meeting and dancing. She knew Castor and Pollux, brothers and heroes, had been made into twin stars so they could be close forever. Lyndon hoped that might happen to her parents.13 The heroes and creatures from ancient Greece who gave their names to the constellations were her first lesson in mythology, which grew to become a comfort, then an obsession in her later life.

The view of the heavens by night was both friendly and all-enveloping, but before the dark blue washed over the sky, there was that hour or more to be endured. Twilight. Dusk. For Lyndon, this was a time of melancholy and sometimes panic, when the “long rays of the sun lay across the earth like stripes on the back of a zebra.”14 “Will the sun come up tomorrow?” was one of the many questions her parents brushed off. “Of course . . .” “If someone knew and understood how anxious I was about the sun, what a help it would have been to me.”15 She would flee into the lighted house for comfort.16

How much of this anguish was created in retrospect is hard to know. It certainly sounded a romantic idea. As an adult, Lyndon wrote of twilight as the prime hour of childhood when anything can, and indeed does happen, when the game passes and the child sets out alone on the “glowing tide of dusk, a feeling of melancholy and sweetness possessing his spirit.”17 The feeling was reinforced by the poem she loved by the Irish writer George William Russell, who imagined a child playing at dusk, the moment when the grown-ups call him in from his dream.

Call not thy wanderer home as yet,

Though it be late.

Now is the first assailing of

The invisible gate

Be still through that light knocking,

The hour is thronged with fate.

Such dreams, she wrote, could be smuggled into the house and kept alive in some secret cupboard. Her father, too, was intrigued by the dusk. He stood by her, head tipped back, searching the sky for the first star.18 At such a moment, the child was making her plans for life, while the romance was twice as fabulous for a Lyndon, a future writer, who was “building a storehouse from which she could draw her treasures.”19 But Lyndon went even further along this romantic path. She claimed her own journey and search for meaning arose from these moments at twilight.20

The night sky and the sunset grew into a ribbonlike theme in her articles and books. The tales of Mary Poppins are studded with stories of the Banks children playing in the stars, Poppins descending from the stars and ascending in a trail of stardust, and the various children in her articles puzzling over the moon—what was on the other side? Why was the moon broken when it was not a full moon?

Lyndon said she was happiest living in houses where she could actually see the sun set,21 and she felt she wrote best at twilight. She often quoted other writers as having similar thoughts, including Georges Simenon, who said his children feared sunset, and the children’s writer who later became her literary heroine, Beatrix Potter. The fascination with and fear of the dark remained with her into old age. She even panicked at blackouts in theatres.22

Lyndon also dwelt on the feelings of melancholy that washed over her at twilight, feelings that anticipated how an adult might feel at the frustration over a day lost, or much worse, a life wasted. At each sunset, she thought there must be something else.23 Lyndon did not know what this something was, but…“as far as the wind blows and the sky is blue, I would go and find it…I seized on any opportunity that would set me on my way.”24

At first, her escape route might have come with the gypsies. Lyndon had heard they walked the world and stole children. Her story, frequently told, never varied: a miragelike group of tall men in blue gowns and their veiled women, perhaps Mohammedans, were camped in peaked tents near her home. She stood nearby, hoping to be picked up like an item from a bargain counter, as she said. Lyndon offered the most stately man one of her sandals. He inspected it, but quietly returned it to her foot and directed her back to the road. Whether fantasy or reality, the dreamy quality of the story gives it a sexual undertone, as if the man were inspecting the young girl’s wares, but found them wanting. “They didn’t take me!” she told her parents. “Not surprising,” scoffed Margaret and Travers.

Instead, the path to escape came through books. One of her Morehead relatives in England sent her a special issue of the Children’s Encyclopedia, along with a letter from a certain Mr. Arthur Mee soliciting further book sales. The letter, apparently handwritten, was addressed “Dear Child.” It was, she thought, her first love letter. The grown-ups, however, rudely assured her that the handwriting was done by some sort of machine and that thousands of children had received the same letter. Lyndon did not believe them. A friend would not betray her. She wrote to Mr. Mee, explaining who she was, and asking him to send her the fare to England. “The answer was long in coming, and when it came, unsatisfactory. I was reprimanded for bothering that dear Mr. Mee.”25

Lyndon had already read all the fairy stories, “the great set pieces, to be wept over and doted on,” about the Snow Queen, the Little Mermaid, the Sleeping Beauty, Cinderella, all full of nymphs, crones and strong mother figures. These Grimms’ tales curdled her blood with delight and horror, as the women dispensed justice or found romance. Lyndon preferred the maidens who were brave rather than ciphers, like the Goose Girl and the fearless Sleeping Beauty. All the villains, dwarves, giants and stepmothers, wicked fairies, dragons and witches stayed with her for life. She liked the wickedest women most. Her mother wondered why Lyndon preferred “Rumpelstiltskin” when “The Miller’s Daughter” was “so much nicer.” Much nicer, yes, but much less interesting. She was fascinated by the evil forces of the stories, the black sheep, the wicked fairy. The Grimms’ tales were black, in contrast to the blander, saccharine whiteness of Hans Christian Andersen’s fairy stories. She did wonder sometimes if she, too, were a wicked witch, one of the “devil’s party,” as Blake said of Milton.26
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