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FOREWORD
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The first time I ever heard of Herbert Dyce Murphy was when Moira Watson was a student in my writing class in 1987. She and her sister had been among the children Dyce Murphy invited to spend holidays at his house at Mount Martha during the 1930s. My thoughts kept returning to the image of Mr Murphy driving his large open Fiat slowly along the foreshore of the Mornington Peninsula. The car was filled with children, the boys sitting on kerosene tins, the girls wearing hats over which were thrown pastel-coloured chiffon veils. It was an image that could have been conjured up by Fellini; it had a powerful dream-like quality. But the story of this bizarre and regal progress by the sea didn’t appear in Razzle Dazzle, Moira’s book of stories about her early life. Why not? I asked. She said the story of Mr Murphy was so strange and complex and dear to her that she had decided to leave it out. Sometimes the things we leave out are the things that really matter.


In 1993 Moira and her husband Peter bought the romantic old Murphy house and now live there. That’s a fairytale, if you like—the child in the thrall of a spellbinding figure grows up to inhabit the enchanted realm and write out the history.


So who was Herbert Dyce Murphy? Was he a spy for British Intelligence before World War I? Was he the model for the woman in the white dress in The Arbour by E. Phillips Fox? He was certainly a fabulous storyteller and raconteur. The ludic and dream-like quality of parts of his life are in odd contrast to the harsh, adventurous episodes, such as his journey to Antarctica. And there were duller, more conventional moments. In some ways he resembled Lewis Carroll, and there is evidence that dark anxieties troubled him. But there is no suggestion that he ever imposed his blacker thoughts on anyone else. In The Spy Who Loved Children, the paradoxes of his character resolve themselves in a dazzling generosity of spirit, in a life lived with great imagination, verve, courage and tenderness.


When Moira began her search for the elusive Mr Murphy, she was thought to be preparing a hagiography, as if she was in the process of canonising a saint. There is no doubt that she has always been devoted to Mr Murphy, and that he has exercised a fascination over her. Perhaps it is her devotion that has led her to search for the faults, the cracks and smudges in the narrative of his life; her admission of the flaws puts a poignant signature of authenticity on the story.


What really delights me is the fact that in the 1930s Herbert Dyce Murphy told his stories to a group of children round the fire in the house he built by the sea, and that sixty years later one of those children could return his love by the creation of this passionate document which seeks to do justice to his memory.


Carmel Bird
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Nobody can write the life of a man, but those who have eaten and drunk and lived in social intercourse with him.


Samuel Johnson


All that is important is that the facts should be known—and people should realise that, if we are not careful, myths can become more powerful than facts.


Len Fox


Every character in a biography contains within himself for herself the potential for a reverse image.


Janet Malcolm, A House of One’s Own


You never know a story until it’s written. Until the circumstances that made the author write it have been removed . . . I mean until, set down in a book, it becomes external, far off, separate from and lost for all eternity to its author.


Marguerite Duras, Yann Andrea Steiner





Chapter 1
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SEARCHING FORMURPHY


On a night of storm in the Mediterranean around the turn of the century, a British yacht battled to hold her course and avoid colliding with another vessel. At the helm could be seen a slim figure, obviously a skilled sailor, called from bed by the skipper to cope with this emergency. The incident would have had no particular interest except that the person at the helm was wearing a pink transparent nightgown. In the confusion, someone on the approaching boat flashed a searchlight across the yacht’s deck. If he had picked out the person at the helm he would have seen not only the pink gown but also that it was being worn by a man. This was Herbert Dyce Murphy, cross-dressing spy for Great Britain on the Continent and self-styled Australian heiress, Miss Edith Murphy.


Murphy was to relate this episode to an enthralled audience, fifty years later, at the Bread and Cheese Club in Melbourne. ‘I never got such a fright in my life’, he claimed, and went on to tell them that it was his custom to have a pair of pyjamas with him which he donned when there was no fear of discovery. In order to maintain his disguise, however, he had had to buy a couple of nightdresses. He was charged double or treble because the saleswoman noticed he was wearing very expensive earrings (provided by British Military Intelligence) and she put him down as a wealthy client. It wasn’t until he got home that he found the nightgowns were transparent, which wouldn’t have mattered much but for the sudden emergency on the bridge. He was always on guard against incidents that might blow his cover, he said. He seems to have got away with it, this time.


When he had an audience roaring with laughter and wiping their eyes, Murphy was spurred on to embroider his stories a little more each time—what was fact and what was fiction often blurred.


[image: image]


Apart from my parents, Murphy is the figure from n1Y childhood I can still conjure up most easily: above all I remember the intensely blue eyes, deeply hooded, and the smile that went through you like a charge of electricity. It is hard for me to visualize him as a woman, though, because by the time I knew him his face was weatherbeaten and lined by years spent on whaling ships and in the Antarctic.


I think Murphy slipped up a bit in his role when he bought the transparent nightgowns, but I can imagine how it happened. I picture him walking into the lingerie department of an exclusive London store, wearing a blue velvet dress, the same one he wore for the portrait which used to hang in his sitting room at Mount Martha, and a large straw hat with roses on it. (He said flowers on a hat took attention away from the face, whereas a plain hat drew attention to it. And he went veiled, always veiled.)


The keen-eyed saleswoman, smart in her black frock, assesses her new customer. Murphy realizes that if he can fool her, he can fool anyone.


Because he is a bit embarrassed, a little nervous, his husky voice is higher than usual, which adds authenticity to his part. The expensive nightgowns, made of beautiful materials like georgette or chiffon, are in elegant boxes, and the saleswoman rifles through the layers of tissue paper, showing him the yokes of the folded gowns, some embroidered with silk roses and others trimmed with expensive lace. When she suggests taking them out of their boxes to show them to him more fully, Murphy demurs, saying hastily they seem to be just what is required. As he loosens the drawstrings of the expensive bag on his wrist and takes out his purse, the saleslady notices his beautiful doeskin gloves. She registers too the thick wad of pound notes being unfolded to pay the bill. She is intrigued and puzzled by her new customer, and tries to take in every detail. The fingers of the gloves, for instance, are strained tightly over the knuckles. The saleswoman thinks maliciously that these hands are in fact too large to be acceptable in a well-born young lady. She would like to find out her client’s name, and cunningly suggests that the parcels be delivered. But the client courteously declines in her husky voice, and leaves without further conversation, taking her parcels with her.


I can imagine, too, Murphy standing on the bridge in the storm in the Mediterranean. The wind whips his flimsy nightgown around him, hampering his efforts to stand firm and hold the helm steady. The waves are washing over the deck. His hair—I wonder about his hair. He told us the people at Military Intelligence made him grow it for his role, saying that at times wigs could be a dead giveaway. He wore it drawn back, pinned to the nape of his neck in a cluster of curls. I remember it as light brown, threaded with grey, and receding from his temples. I can’t visualize him wearing it in a feminine style when he was a female spy—loose, blowing around his face in the wind and the rain. In fact, the harder I try to imagine him, the harder it becomes to remember him at all. He starts to recede, to dissolve, and I panic. After all these years, I couldn’t bear to lose him altogether.
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A few years after his spying role, when he had resumed his masculine identity, Murphy was one of the twenty-eight men accepted by Sir Douglas Mawson for his 1911 Antarctic Expedition, and became, in Mawson’s words, their ‘raconteur par excellence’.


It was during the long days and nights when they were snowbound that botanist Charles Laseron, a fellow member of the Expedition, said of him, ‘Herbert is a genius, who from an ounce of fact can manufacture a mountain of entertainment’. How does one capture this man, who wrote his own myths, wove his own legends during his own lifetime?


I didn’t intend to write a life of Herbert Dyce Murphy. Whenever the idea came back into my mind over the years, I dismissed it as being too difficult—and all so long ago. The part of his life that I knew best was back in the 1930s. I even omitted him from the memoirs I wrote about my childhood. I left out one of the most important parts. I couldn’t capture it and I didn’t know why. There was no mention of all the times my younger sister Lesley and I spent down at Mount Martha at the home of Herbert Murphy, a man who loved children, a man who always had about a dozen children and one or two mothers to stay with him during school holidays. Herbert Dyce Murphy, a forty-year-old bachelor when we first met him, was a Pied Piper we would have followed to the ends of the earth.


As time goes by, it seems more and more important to me to try to determine just what made those times so special. They were so different from our ordinary lives. From the moment Lesley and I, each clutching our bakelite suitcases, climbed into our father’s old Willy’s Knight Tourer with its scratched mica side curtains and rattled off down the beach road to Mount Martha with our parents, our excitement mounted steadily. It seemed to take forever to get there, driving through seaside towns such as Carrum and Seaford with glimpses of their flat white beaches through the scrub. Despite the name, Mount Martha is actually a seaside township, with high rocky cliffs in places, set on a lovely sweeping curve of Port Phillip Bay. There is a steep headland, a mere apology for a mountain, which drops away again to the flat beaches of Dromana and Rosebud. We wondered aloud as we ticked off the towns we were passing through which other children would be there these holidays, whether Sarah the old beagle/fox terrier cross had any more puppies, or whether Mr Murphy had made anything interesting since we had last been there, a new bridge for the railway line, perhaps, or an addition to the fire-watching tower.


When we turned into the dim tunnel of ti-tree that lined the drive to Mr Murphy’s house we entered another world. Everything was different, even time was altered. It seemed to stretch forever, unrelated to clocks or set events.


Mr Murphy would come out to greet us, shaking hands with us all, and accepting with every appearance of surprise and delight our usual presents of Hillier’s chocolates in their dark red box, and the rich fruitcake my mother always made him.


There was always a certain smell as we went indoors—a mixture of roast dinners, toast made over an open fire and the lemony tang of the citronella used to combat the mosquitoes. We loved our usual bedroom, small and monastic with two narrow beds, their hard mattresses criss-crossed with rusty patterns from the wire springs. Even the rough twill sheets, generally with a lumpy seam where they’d been turned sides-to-middle, and the hairy grey army blankets were special, because they were so different from the linen and soft pink blankets we had at home.


There was a whole row of these bedrooms in a wing that ran uphill because Mr Murphy couldn’t be bothered to level the land. All the bedrooms were tiny except the large one at the end, which was always ‘bagged’ by about four of the older girls. The size of the bedrooms and the low roofs of some parts of the house were due to the fact that Mr Murphy had made the bricks himself: with the help of his friend Marlborough, and he said he wasn’t going to make any more than strictly necessary. As he was only five foot eight, and used to living in cramped quarters on sailing ships, he made some rooms in the house on a scale more suited to children than adults. For people who lived in that house in subsequent years, it was sometimes an inconvenience.


I am one of those people. A few years ago, my husband and I were looking for a house out of town in which to retire. It seemed fate that Mr Murphy’s Mount Martha house should be on the market at just that time. It felt like coming home. Although the house had been rather altered over the years, it still had what the real estate agent called ‘good vibes’. My husband felt it too. And now, living here, I am often reminded of the ‘good vibes’ of summer holidays with Mr Murphy. I had forgotten that we sometimes helped him make extra bricks for bridges over ponds and so on until recently, when my sister Lesley, looking out of the sitting-room window, said, ‘And that’s where we used to make the bricks—just out there. Do you remember they had straw in them?’


Outside we could sit on the arched bridges Mr Murphy had built across the ponds, and look down at frogs sitting on the lily pads, brilliant green like grass after rain, staring up at us with their golden eyes before they leapt into the water to join the huge red and black and hideous flesh-pink goldfish that swam slowly past.


It was always a relief to find that the big white open Fiat was safely in the garage, with its two improvized kerosene-tin seats strapped on either side of the wooden running boards, where the brave boys sat. Sometimes on a clear day (and how clear and sunny those far-off summers seem) we drove steadily as far as Sorrento or Portsea for our picnics. Imagine today if somebody drove a carload of children along the Esplanade at a steady twenty miles an hour, with the hood down and two of the boys sitting confidently on kerosene tins. On these magical days the only fly in the ointment—and it was rather a large one—was that the girls all had to wear veils. We sat there with our sunhats anchored under our chins with elastic, and over them we wore coloured veils made of some thin crepey material. Bright pink, mauve, blue and green, they were stored in the side pockets of the car. We took them out obediently and tied them over our faces before we started, breathing a last breath of the fresh sea air before the stuffiness of the veils enveloped us.


‘A woman’s greatest asset is her skin. You’ll thank me when you grow up’, Mr Murphy would say when there were rebellious mutterings from some of the older girls. This was in the mid-1930s and the impact of the unique car proceeding at a snail’s pace with its veiled occupants was enormous. I used to look back along the road to see the pedestrians open-mouthed, gaping after us. My one consolation was that nobody knew it was me behind that bright pink veil, but on the way home while we were sitting eating icecreams outside the Mount Martha kiosk with our veils tossed back, every customer approaching the kiosk could stare at us. At first it almost spoilt the pleasure of those crisp cones with the tiny slivers of salty ice in the rich vanilla icecream, but later I got used to going shopping in Mornington with my veil tossed nonchalantly back over my hat.


We had freedon1 on those holidays—far more freedom than we ever had at home—so that stitched into the tapestry of our days was the scarlet thread of danger. Mr Murphy took it for granted that we were intelligent enough and sensible enough not to do anything foolish, so we were on our mettle, but we had small adventures nonetheless.


There was the time we were walking down the Esplanade towards Balcombe Creek and were nearly at the bottom of the steep hill when Lesley, who had set out on an old bone-shaker bike of Murphy’s, called out, ‘Look out, no brakes!’. She was careering down the hill behind us at breakneck speed. She would probably have come to a standstill if she had managed to steer the bike across the bridge onto the flat, but a very brave and rather foolhardy girl called Joan Skamp jumped out onto the road in front of her and grabbed the handlebars, so that they both fell on the road in a heap. Lesley cut her chin open rather badly, and our long-suffering father had to drive down and collect her. He stitched it up himself: and for years the stitch marks showed on the point of her chin.


There was the time, too, when we were walking through the long grass down the bank of Balcombe Creek to go boating, and I stood on a snake, a thick dark brown snake. I was standing on its body just behind the head, and I was mesmerized. Mr Murphy was walking along behind us with an oar over his shoulder, and I said, ‘Mr Murphy, I think I’m standing on a snake’. He told me quietly to step off it backwards while he attacked it with the oar. However, Sarah, the old dog, leapt in and managed to kill it by shaking it. It turned out to be a tiger snake, fortunately rather sluggish due to the cold weather. Needless to say, this was added to Mr Murphy’s repertoire of stories, but he told it in such a way that instead of feeling foolish for standing frozen on the thick dark body I felt clever because he said I showed great presence of mind in keeping the snake immobilized until Sarah was ready to attack it. And it was always so with Murphy’s stories. He was amusing, but never unkind at the expense of anybody else. He taught us to be tolerant of human frailty, of people’s foibles.


We knew that when we went home the world would shrink a little and divide up into small segments again, from the time we woke up in the morning. When we left Mount Martha we took with us, as well as a jar of wriggling tadpoles, a new image of ourselves, of what we were capable of, an expanded vision of the world and our place in it. We grew a year in a couple of weeks.


In recent years the children who gathered at Mount Martha with Mr Murphy have had reunions, and each time one of us remembered something about Mr Murphy it led to more incidents, more memories. Judy, one of four beautiful Adams sisters who started going down to Mount Martha before 1930, remembered the chocolate. He was addicted to chocolate, the darker the better. On the evenings when we weren’t playing charades or having a concert we sat around reading, and the only sound was the rustle of the silver paper as Murphy ate his Energy chocolate, or the roars of laughter as he read the latest Punch. His chocolate was the only thing he didn’t share with us, although he was extremely generous in other ways. In fact, he hid any portion of the block he didn’t finish. He used to put it behind books in the bookcases, or at the back of the large framed photographs of ships that were lined up on top of the shelves. Judy reminded us that chocolate was almost his downfall on Sir Douglas Mawson’s expedition to the Antarctic. He was in charge of stores, and the men’s daily rations had to be scrupulously weighed out when they were out on sledging trips. This was difficult, because the weights belonging to the scales had been lost in the sea when the Aurora was being unloaded, but Murphy had the solution. He used quarter-pound blocks of cooking chocolate as weights. However, temptation proved too much. He gradually ate most of the chocolate, and ended up in temporary disgrace.


My cousin Barbara, who lives in Bordertown now, made a tape of her memories which I played to the Murphy gathering. Barbara remembered his toes. There were cries of agreement when we heard her saying that his two big toes crossed over the others at right angles, due, he said, to frostbite. We could all visualize those deformed toes which were revealed when he took off his shoes and socks and rolled up his old trousers to launch the two rowing boats from the beach. He had to have special high boots made to accommodate them. I used to wonder why he bothered to mend them on a shoemaker’s last in the big garage because I knew he had lots of money—I measured his wealth by the number of icecreams he bought us. I didn’t realize that the old boots had become comfortable for his crippled toes, and that new ones probably took a while to wear in. His feet became a major worry to him towards the end of his life. Neil Taylor, President of the Mornington Historical Society, who drove him to church, recalls that he could only wear moccasins, and that even they needed to have holes cut for his big toes.


Talking of his bare feet made us remember the times when we wanted to go out in the dinghy but he thought the offshore wind might carry us out to sea. So, to save disappointing us, he hitched a rope to the bow of the larger of his two boats, and hauled us along parallel with the shore. We rowed too, one oar each, and tried to steer a straight course with our rudder, aided by instructions shouted from the shore and much hilarity when one of the smaller children caught a crab or steered us around in circles. Mr Murphy trudged along on the hard sand at the edge of the waves, with a thick rope over his shoulder, in much the same manner that he must have hauled a sled in the Antarctic in 1912.


We all agreed that our love of the sea, and of fishing, stemmed from those days. We learnt enough about the sea, too, to respect its moods, and enough about fishing to catch a bucketful of flathead each time we went out. All we took for bait was a piece of bacon, and after catching the first greedy fish we cut it up and used it for bait. We threw back all the smaller ones—too many bones and too much trouble to clean. Port Phillip Bay was teeming with fish in those days, so we could afford to be fussy.


Talk of fishbones prompted Judy to say, ‘Remember Rosemary?’. Rosemary and her sister Margaret were English, with a pretty widowed mother. The two girls were Mr Murphy’s wards. He educated them, and put Margaret through medicine. He paid the fees for several women to become doctors at a time when it was an unusual career.


Rosemary found it hard to cope with the rough-and-ready holiday atmosphere and the strange food. She picked her way gingerly through the small flakes of flathead her mother had prepared for her one night, then apprehensively eyed the huge steamed treacle pudding that was borne in.


‘Do puddings have bones?’ she asked plaintively, blushing and hanging her head when everyone laughed. Mr Murphy was very good on such occasions. He didn’t allow any of us to feel embarrassed and gave the victim his special smile, which made her feel amusing instead of foolish.


It was inevitable that someone at our reunion should remember the trouser buttons. It was one of our favourite jokes. We went to church at St Peter’s Anglican Church in Mornington every Sunday, each wearing the one good dress we’d taken down there. We could hardly recognize Mr Murphy in his black alpaca coat, his pin-striped trousers and white shirt with a high starched collar. Wearing his grave Sunday face, he sang all the hymns without looking at the book, then collected in a silver plate all the sixpences he had previously provided us. In the car going home to midday Sunday dinner, the mood lightened, and Mr Murphy once told us how amused he’d been one Sunday when he was counting the collection money, and found two trouser buttons among it. After this, somebody inevitably asked on the way home, ‘Any trouser buttons in the plate today, Mr Murphy?’. We thought this was hilarious.


I don’t remember when MINWa came in to Mr Murphy’s life. One school holidays she was suddenly there. Her real name was Muriel Idrene Neville Webster, but we all called her MINWa because of her initials. We went to pick her up at the Mornington railway station. She had rather a lot of luggage, and a large, strangely shaped parcel tied up in brown paper.


‘Whoever is going to carry that will have to take care’, Mr Murphy said. ‘It’s MINWa’s Sacred Basin.’ He roared with laughter as he said this, and MINWa said, ‘Herbert, you’re incorrigible’. But she smiled as she spoke. She had obviously come to stay before, and he knew what was in the parcel.


We were all very curious, but it turned out to be just an attractive china basin, the kind that, decorated with wreaths of flowers and with a ewer standing inside it, was to be found in bedrooms in Victorian times. There was probably, in those days, a chamber pot to match sitting under the bed. I thought to myself, but didn’t tell anybody, that she would have been wiser to bring the chamber pot. It was one of the few things I hated about Mount Martha holidays—waking in the middle of the night, listening to the lonely call of the mopoke out in the dark garden and the thumping of possums on the root: realizing I was going to have to make the long journey up the dimly lit hall to the lavatory, with its daddy-long-legs on the ceiling. I would try to forget the time somebody—I think it was Mary—had been bitten on the bottom by a huntsman spider (in those days we called it a tarantula) which had been hiding under the wooden seat.


Some of the mothers thought MINWa was very fussy, bringing her own basin like that so that she could wash her face in her bedroom, but I could see her point. There was only one bathroom, and the small white basin always seemed gritty with sand, and yet it also had a rather greasy surface.
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