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For Kristin
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FOREWORD


By Tracey Holmes, ABC Radio


The concept of Australians being recognized around the world as overachieving underdogs is well known. Our perception of ourselves is in no small part wrapped up in the success of our men and women on international sporting stages. It’s a consequence of one of our national pastimes—taking great pride in celebrating our sports stars.


In the twenty-first century though, we are in danger of losing sight of what should qualify an athlete as a ‘legend’, a ‘role model’ or a ‘superstar’. As sport becomes less about the traditional aims of improving the body, mind and spirit, and more about entertainment in the age of celebrity, our stars are often ranked by superficial measurements—headlines, Facebook followers and fashion choice (or lack of it).


In Hell and High Water, Rochelle Nicholls takes us back to a time when our sports men and women were not career athletes but workers who used their spare time trying to make themselves and their communities better; when sport provided a common thread for people to come together and cheer on healthy competition or to raise funds for a friend in need; when the Olympic games had to be cancelled as the world went to war and many of our athletes were sent on an international mission of a very different kind.


That every Australian does not know the story of Cecil Healy—Olympian, surf lifesaver and the only Australian Olympic gold medallist to give his life in war—is an indictment in a sports-mad nation such as this. It’s a life that should be celebrated in many forms. Cecil Healy’s story is one that should equally capture the minds of everyone, from young children learning of this country’s history through to the most hardened aficionados who prefer to measure Australia’s history through prisms other than sport.


Hell and High Water is part celebration, part tragedy. Cecil Healy was born a battler and became a leader. One of the greatest moments in Olympic history may never have happened if it wasn’t for the good sportsmanship of Cecil Healy that most definitely cost him an individual gold medal in Stockholm 1912. That moment led to a friendship with Hawaiian Duke Kahanamoku that itself spawned the birth of surfboard riding in this country via Healy’s other love, the surf-lifesaving movement.


For a man who celebrated so much of his life in the water, Shakespeare could not have dreamt up a crueller end to Healy’s life—in charge of a group of men, many whom could not swim, cornered between a river and the enemy.


Australians are familiar with the battle of the Somme. Names like Mont St Quentin and Peronne are wrapped up in any telling of the story of Australia’s role in the First World War. Cecil Healy provides a face for the many unrecognized lives that were lost there.


In telling Cecil’s story, Rochelle Nicholls transports us to a time and place that seems so foreign and yet provides the very foundations of much that we celebrate and commemorate about ourselves today.


Historically and culturally, this is a most important story, and I thank Rochelle for telling it so that all Australians may become familiar with it.


 


Tracey Holmes


ABC Radio




 


 


 


 


‘Be faithful to me every summer’, says the sea,


‘and I will give you the blessing of longevity.’


— Samuel A. Mills, The Romance of the Breakers (1906)


 


 


‘If in some smothering dreams you too could pace


Behind the wagon that we flung him in,


And watch the white eyes writhing in his face,


His hanging face, like a devil’s sick of sin;


If you could hear, at every jolt, the blood


Come gurgling form the froth-corrupted lungs,


Obscene as cancer, bitter as cud


Of vile, incurable sores on the innocent tongues -


My friend, you would not tell with such high zest


To children ardent for some desperate glory,


The old lie: Dulce et decorum est


Pro patria mori.’


— Wilfred Owen, Dulce et Decorum Est (1917)
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Warrant Officer Cecil Healy, the Australian champion swimmer. From a series created for a 1917 recruiting campaign to encourage sportsmen to enlist. [Source: Australian War Memorial: collection ID: P04366.007].




PROLOGUE


‘The hero sees values beyond what’s possible. That’s the nature of a hero. It kills him, of course, ultimately. But it makes the whole struggle of humanity worthwhile.’


— John Gardner, Grendel
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4 am, 29 August 1918


Salmon Wood, outside Peronne, France


When the surf is deeper than your waist, you stop wading and start swimming. It is the oldest adage in surf bathing. Arm over arm, body against the tug of current and toss of waves. The slap of salt water on face, clean brine in eyes and on skin and tongue.


The first breath hurts; immersion triggers reflex contraction of diaphragm and lungs, the sharp intake of oxygen, before buoyancy takes over and senses align with the sea. Then breathing is simple, feet are flippers and hands are paddles pulling long and hard against giant green ocean.


You can stop any time beyond the breakers, where the sea is now swell after swell and as easy to ride as a cantering horse. You can tread water and squint back against the glint of sun to where humanity remains, busy as ants, on the white sand, scrunching it between bare toes and squealing at unexpected rushes of foam.


In 1918, Manly Beach in north Sydney was all green and white and blue—smooth verdant lawns, powdery pale sand, breakers that flung translucent foam into the pristine air. The sea breeze tugged at hats and hair, and the sun was so dazzling it called for smoked glasses. There was ice-cream for the day-trippers, the splendours of vaudeville at the Victoria Hall and window-shopping at Campbell’s Emporium on The Corso. Such colour and gaiety stood far from the monochrome moonscape that now surrounded Second Lieutenant Cecil Patrick Healy, 19th Battalion AIF—the pulverised grey hell of France.


Yesterday, under orders from General Monash himself, the 19th had marched along the marshy southern banks of the Somme River, pursuing German troops fleeing east toward the Hindenburg Line. Shattered pine trees—distant cousins, perhaps, of the Norfolk pines that dipped their needles to shade the Manly bathers—stood sentinel over fields churned barren by the blast of bombs and the feet of doomed men and horses. The earth swayed and opened up under the barrage, black soil and rubble raining down on the troops to deaden the wails of the wounded. Ditches thick with grey water sucked and strained at sodden boots, the miasma of death rising to the noses of those who slogged and slipped within, rifles held above eyes streaming in the fug. So far from his old life beside, and within, Manly’s innocent blue sea1.


Now, as dawn came, Healy shifted uneasily in his meagre blanket roll. The stony earth was cold and slick with a mossy scum that seeped through his damp uniform and chilled his bones. He could still hear the big guns in the dark, feel the reverberation through those same stones and bones; he was unsure whether it was real or just the battlefield clamour his ears rang with day and night, booming and hissing like an angry ocean. He wanted to roll over and ease the ache where his gas mask lay sharp and ready against his side, but the men packed close around him slept, and he preferred to ache rather than rouse them with his restlessness. Further, Healy preferred being awake to being asleep; sleep was when the dreams came, dreams of rivers choked with green-faced corpses, limbs tangled like seaweed, where the water ran black and sick. In the clear, blameless Manly surf, when the water rose higher than your waist, you duck-dived and began to swim—but not here. In France, you kept your face out of the water and waded on, stepped over half-submerged dead men and watched them sink.


The ‘Fighting Nineteenth’—the 19th Infantry Battalion, First Australian Imperial Force—had served in all the major campaigns of the First World War, from Gallipoli to the blood-soaked fields of Flanders. Their distinctive brown-and-green shoulder patches had been on the frontline of the nightmare at Pozieres, at Passchendaele and at Villers-Bretonneux. Second Lieutenant Healy had joined them as an infantry platoon commander on 1 June 1918, finally achieving his cherished transfer to action after two years of chafing behind the lines in the Army Service Corps. Nothing could have been further from the purity of his old blue-water life as an Olympic swimmer and captain of the lifeguards on Manly Beach. The Western Front was an apocalypse of volcanic battles, of men blown to pieces or sent mad by the unceasing noise of bombardment, men with melted faces and blown-off limbs shooting themselves and each other amid the blood and mud and wounded and dying.


As the 19th approached the medieval town of Peronne, the banks of the Somme flattened and widened, exposing Australian backs and necks to German snipers. Peronne itself was formidable, the seventeenth-century ramparts rising sixty feet above the twin rivers, the Somme and the Cologne, which effectively formed a moat around the town. About a mile to the north stood Mont St Quentin. It seemed so inoffensive, just a hump with a few scattered trees, but it commanded Peronne and the land that stretched further east to the German defences on a line between Arras and Soissons. North of the mountain, German machine-gun emplacements crouched on Bouchavesnes Spur. Monash’s Australian forces could not take Peronne until they took the mountain and the ridge, both still held by the crack 2nd Prussian Guards.


The 2nd AIF Division, of which the 19th Battalion was a part, was ordered to assault Mont St Quentin. Major-General Rosenthal’s plan was to have the 5th Brigade (including Healy’s 19th Battalion) cross the Somme on the morning of 29 August 1918, advancing between the villages of Feuilleres and Herbecourt to launch their offensive on the mountain. The Division’s advance would cross open farmland dotted with small woods and copses to a bridge where the Canal du Nord met the Somme. When the 19th crossed the river, they would converge with the 17th, 18th and 20th Battalions in a simultaneous strike against the mountain2.


This dawn, the cusp of his first foray in command, Healy lay uneasy and wakeful. He was tortured by a desire for clean water—to drink it untainted by gunpowder and gas, to plunge his stubbled face into it and cleanse his gritty, lousy skin, to immerse himself in it, feel the pressure of it against his diaphragm and the wash of it over his body on every stroke—to drag himself through it and become clean.


Another flare of shellfire briefly lit the thicket where the platoon from C Company lay. Cecil Healy felt a stir among the sleeping men, as though they sensed the impending break of day. Carl Bentin was already awake, facing him, the hollows beneath his cheekbones black pits in the silver flash. Just 19 years old but with 18 months of service already behind him, Bentin had been a cook, Healy knew, in Tasmania, before all of this started. The youth had spent months recovering in England after taking gas at Hangard Wood, but here he was again, a teenage veteran, re-equipped with tin hat, gas mask and rifle, a boy soldier ready to march into the black mouths of the Howitzers.


In the dark, Bentin touched a finger to his forehead in a tiny salute and half a grin flickered in his eyes. ‘Lef ’tenant, sir’, he whispered. The look of trust in the boy’s eyes, faithful as a favoured pup, made Healy’s cold guts twist.


Reveille.


On his other side, Tommy Cravino stirred beneath his thin overcoat. Tiny Tommy, just 5 feet 1½ inches tall, already twice wounded, a prayer book and rosary in his breast pocket.


Zero hour, 5 am, 29 August 1918. Bully beef and cold water. Sky cold and flat, not domed and blue; the world hazy grey, not blue and white. Strange how these details hurt him today, seemed to sting his eyes and ache in his chest.


The order came to move up. It was the same commitment as was needed to enter a big sea—you couldn’t call time out if you didn’t like how the waves were coming when some poor bloke was out there struggling and getting swept away. Hesitation could mean death—his and yours. Now there was nothing but forward movement, a relentless tramp-tramp in no other direction but forward. Rifles and helmets, boots and bullets, men in company, Mont St Quentin a smudged and crouching monster across the river, the red tiled roofs of Peronne huddled at its base.


Open farmland. Men—his men—behind him, waiting for his orders. His words that might send them to their deaths.


When you paddle out, everything is both forgotten and remembered, washing the weight of the world from your shoulders, your very heart lifted by the swell.


The tearing rattle of machine-gun fire.




ONE


CASTLES BUILT ON SAND


‘Human nature is like water. It will flow in whatever direction a channel is opened.’


— Kao Tzu, Religious Dimensions of Confucianism
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Human blood contains the same salts as sea water. Some say this explains man’s affinity for swimming and the sea.


Prehistoric man swam for recreation, food gathering and survival—primeval depictions of bathing and diving are found all the way from Greece and Persia, across Asia and the Pacific Rim, to North America. While Japanese nobles competed in organised swimming races as early as 36 BC, it was not until the nineteenth century that Europeans adopted swimming as a competitive sport, holding the first swimming carnival in Britain in 18371. Australians, with their largely coastal population, swam almost from the time of British colonisation in the late eighteenth century, with the dash across Woolloomooloo Bay by Dunn and Wilson in 1832 widely considered the genesis of competitive swimming Down Under2.


Swimming for both sport and leisure soon increased in popularity in Australia as a burgeoning population of free men and increased recreation time saw swimming baths constructed along the coast. Swimming and aquatic sports have since become deep-seated within the national character. Australian beaches swarm with bronzed sun-seekers and gliding body-surfers, and the broad, brown rivers resonate with the sounds of splashing and paddling on hot afternoons. Families gather around barbecues on lake shores, watching children take their first strokes in the shallows, and Australian lifesavers perform remarkable feats against the rumbling breakers on the coast, where they drag the drowning from the clutches of the sea through sheer strength and wherewithal. Many of Australia’s greatest swimmers speak of feeling most at home when in the water, including triple Olympic champion Shane Gould. ‘For me, having harmony with the water is really important’, she says. ‘In fact, I nearly need it to survive.’3 It is, therefore, a great irony that Cecil Patrick Healy, among the greatest of Australia’s swimmers, was born not aboard a ship or watercraft, not by a rushing river or clear crystalline lake, but amid in a city, during one of the hottest and driest summers on record.


The summer of 1881–82 was a brutal one. Seventeen people died from sunstroke in a single week on the Liverpool Plains in northern New South Wales. Railway workers at Narrabri attempted to strike because of the heat and no rain worth recording fell in the Sydney catchment for months. The countryside was like tinder—sparks from locomotives caused fires to leap up at the least provocation, including at Joadja in the Southern Highlands, where only a lucky change in wind direction prevented a conflagration as a bushfire threatened the local kerosene works. The air over the city of Sydney was stultifying with heat and ash, and carriages kicked up grit that swirled in the hot breeze and stung unguarded eyes. Hollering newsboys, the clank and jostle of trams and the relentless hammering of building and expansion turned the city into a noisy, dirty furnace. Even the great blue expanse of the harbour did little to cool the westerly wind searing in from the inland like the breath of a dragon.


Woodbine Cottage, number 153 on chic Victoria Street in Darlinghurst, had not witnessed the birth of a child for seven years until Cecil Patrick Healy was born there on 28 November 1881, the fourth child of Patrick and Annie Healy. His father was amongst the most respected legal practitioners in the colony, and Woodbine Cottage, a double-storey brick terrace, was one of the best houses in the street, far enough from bustling central Sydney to be exclusive, but near enough for an easy commute by the white-collar professional. Those same Victoria Street terrace houses engendered one of Australia’s most bitter legal battles nearly a century later. The disappearance in 1975 of heiress and social activist Juanita Nielsen, who ran a hardline campaign against developers from her home at 202 Victoria Street, remains one of Australia’s great unsolved mysteries4.


In the hot summer of 1881, Patrick Healy, aspirant son of convict parents and now Crown Prosecutor for the district of Sydney, had a heavy schedule of forgers, thieves and embezzlers to pursue. Their offences were often colourful, from the theft of false teeth to pilfering of billiard balls, but despite the many trivial cases he had to attend, Healy’s reputation in the New South Wales legal fraternity was that of a giant. ‘In drawing up pleas, he has no superior in Australia and in consultations his word (is) law’, cried the Freeman’s Journal5. During his years at the Bar, Patrick Healy appeared in landmark trials including the sensational Makin baby-farming case of 1893 and Joachim v. O’Shanassy (1874), now a cornerstone of Australian native title claims6.


His growing family lived large upon his success and reputation. Cecil Healy’s early childhood was spent amid first-rate clothes and toys in the elite suburbs of eastern Sydney.There were parties and fine carriages, inner-city chambers from which his father plied his trade, and then in 1885, a move to a new residence on fashionable Elizabeth Bay Road7. Patrick Healy’s dynasty seemed assured, with a stepson and five sons of his own, all of whom he provided with every opportunity to thrive and succeed as he had. After Cecil’s birth in 1881, Annie had given Patrick two more sons—John in 1884 and Reginald in 1886—to bolster the family line. Following the move in 1885, Healy enrolled his two eldest sons, Harold, aged 13, and Claude, aged 11, as well as the teenage son from Annie’s first marriage, James Girard, at the exclusive St. Ignatius College, and took up his own new chambers in the heart of the Sydney CBD. However, beneath this façade of respectability, prosperity and wealth lay a complex family life of secrets and barely suppressed scandal, and by 1887, all was not well at 92 Elizabeth Bay Road.


Despite his privileged standing within Sydney’s best circles, Patrick Healy was not untouched by social stigma. Eyebrows had risen when, on 26 December 1868, he had married Annie Louisa Gallott in a ceremony of unseemly haste at St. Mary’s Cathedral. Annie Louisa was a widowed single mother, and an immediate source of tattle and speculation for those who had eagerly awaited the eligible young barrister’s choice of a suitable mate. Annie’s previous marriage—ironically, to another lawyer, Alphonse Bede Girard—had been socially ruinous. She was the eldest daughter of law clerk James Gallott and his socialite wife Caroline Horsey. One of nine children, Annie had been born in Melbourne but raised in Sydney and Maitland, and had married Girard in 1864 at the age of 198. Alphonse had proved far more worldly than his teenage bride. He was the son of a fascinating, adroit Frenchman, Francois Girard, who had fought with Napoleon at Waterloo and then fled to London after the fall of the Emperor. During a British purge of clandestine French revolutionaries, Girard was arrested and transported to Australia9. However, he soon gained a pardon and the dapper Frenchman established himself as a fencing maitre and dance tutor, earning a fortune in the drawing rooms of Sydney’s elite and fathering 12 children in rapid succession. The Girard offspring, all christened with flamboyant French monikers such as Marie Louiseliere, Francis Napoleon and Jules Pierre Theodore, inherited much of their father’s Gallic allure. ‘Gentleman Alphonse’ was admitted to the Supreme Court as a solicitor in 1862 and married the eligible Annie Louisa two years later. After the birth of their son James Alfred Girard in 1866, he relocated his new family to Grafton on the north coast of New South Wales, where he intended to make a grand fortune in close proximity to the Girard family estate at Walcha.


Annie’s plans to enter Grafton society as the esteemed wife of an ambitious young lawyer foundered almost immediately. Within months, there were allegations of serious embezzlement against Girard, from which he fled to Singleton, near Newcastle10. There, however, the disgrace only mounted. In 1867, Girard was repeatedly arrested for public drunkenness, on one occasion having been discovered lying incoherent in the mud outside a local hotel. The police prosecutor also claimed he had regularly seen Girard drunk while practising in court. Girard was fined a hefty 20 shillings on each occasion, avoiding jail only by dint of his status as a Supreme Court attorney11. In February 1868, the shame of his repeated indiscretions overcame Annie Louisa. Taking two-year-old James with her, she fled back to her own family in Sydney and never saw Girard again. In his typically insouciant manner, Girard continued to practice in the Singleton police court and, in April 1868, publicly proclaimed his intent to relocate back to bigger and busier Grafton. Just weeks later, the Grafton press announced Girard’s ‘premature and untimely’ death. His intemperate habits had seen him thrown out of his Singleton lodgings and forced into the local Benevolent Asylum—a threadbare institution dedicated to saving the downtrodden—where he had died ‘under distressing circumstances’ from chronic liver failure. Girard was buried without ceremony in the local Catholic cemetery, and his death went unmourned and almost unremarked12.


Twenty-four-year-old Annie Louisa squandered no tears on her wastrel husband. Just six months after Girard’s demise, she married Patrick Healy in Sydney, the marriage taking place under a ‘special licence’13. There were many reasons why these expensive special licences were granted, including for couples with family members in failing health or seeking a service outside normal parish hours, or those who suspected a pregnancy. On 7 September 1869, nine months after the ceremony, Annie and Patrick’s first child—a girl, Florence Mary—was born. Florence died of diphtheria in 1876, and although by that time Annie had three young sons, the loss of her daughter caused her such grief that it was five years before she was to give birth to another child, Cecil. During her years of sorrow, Annie had found solace in the accumulation of pretty things at her exclusive eastern suburbs home and after Cecil was born, it was she who ensured that her boys, too, wanted for nothing.


However, in 1887, the façade of respectability that Annie and Patrick had so carefully cultivated, with their fine house and air of fashion and exclusivity, gave an ominous creak. Shopkeeper Richard Smith took civil action against Patrick Healy in the Metropolitan Court to recover the amount of £10 7s. 6d. for refreshments and cigars. Despite the temerity of a simple merchant in fronting Healy, that pillar of the colony’s legal citadel, judgment fell in favour of Smith14. The case rated only a brief mention in The Sydney Morning Herald the next day, but Patrick Healy now took far greater care to conceal his dubious financial affairs. His sons remained enrolled at St. Ignatius College, Annie Louisa continued to shop among the George Street boutiques and the family still dined upon comestibles from the finest Sydney provedores and cellars. Annie bore Patrick another son, Eric, in 1888. It was two years later, in September 1890, when Cecil was eight years old, that the thin membrane of pretence truly ruptured.


On Saturday 13 September 1890, a list of bankrupts was published in city and rural newspapers across NSW. Among the miners, tailors, graziers and labourers who had fallen into financial ruin was the name of Patrick Joseph Healy, barrister-at-law. ‘The ablest and perhaps best-known Crown Prosecutor in the colony’ was publically disgraced, finally exposed as absolutely and utterly penniless15.


The year 1890 brought decades of prosperity in Australia to a juddering halt as the economic boom that had sustained the nation since the gold rush of the 1850s collapsed as part of the severe worldwide depression. Declining gold production and falling prices for wool (which accounted for 64% of export earnings in 1889) slowed the colonial economy to a wheeze. Banks ran out of money and failed, and half of Australia’s 106 million sheep were culled or lost to drought. Residential construction and public works, which had ridden on the back of massive British investment, faltered under demands from British creditors for repayment. Australia’s social fabric was rent by maritime and shearers’ strikes, as well as unsettling attempts to federate the separate colonies into an independent nation. Discontent, hunger and unemployment were licking like fire at the foundations of the young Australian nation16.


However, Patrick Healy’s financial difficulties—with accumulated debts of more than £720—were largely unrelated to the economic meltdown occurring around him. Instead, years of dishonoured debts and overspending were coming home to roost. His account with the Commercial Banking Company had been overdrawn since 1887, and with the largest Australian bank on the verge of closure, it now called in its outstanding debt of more than £180 as part of its desperate struggle to stay afloat. Healy also owed more than £160 to merchants in Sydney’s most exclusive shops, including £75 to Thompson & Giles for luxuries including dresses, ribbons, perfumes and toys. There were debts for hats, debts for dolls and debts for cabdrivers, coffee and claret, all dating back as far as 1886. The boys’ school fees at St. Ignatius’ College—more than £63—had not been paid since 1887. Perhaps most sorry of all was the unpaid rent for the use of legal chambers, with £65 owed to five legal offices in central Sydney17. Patrick Healy’s unaffordable high life was unravelling, and the fall would be spectacular.


The report of the assignee, the impressively titled Lancelot Threlkeld Lloyd, revealed the extent of Patrick Healy’s attempts to cover up his financial ignominy. In June 1889, finding himself ‘pressed for funds’, Patrick had sold all of his household furniture and then immediately rented it back, thus hiding the dishonour from his wife and family. A case was also brought against him in the Supreme Court in February 1888 by one Adolphus Rogalsky, suing Healy for ‘monies owed’ (£33). Despite the threat of legal redress, Healy simply never paid the debt. His sole credit was £50 owed to him by his sister-in-law, Margaret Gertrude Healy, the wife of his late brother Nicholas, for a half-share in a family property that Patrick had sold to her in July 1890. Because the stake had never been paid for, Patrick Healy’s sole asset existed only on paper as a debt due to his estate18.


All of this was, sadly, a familiar tale for Annie Louisa. Her own father, James Gallott, had built a solid reputation as a clerk to leading solicitors in both Sydney and Melbourne, but while both his judicial ability and kindly demeanour were unquestioned, his financial savvy was far more tenuous. Gallott had been declared insolvent twice during Annie Louisa’s childhood, first in 1847 and again in 186519. For his daughter, who had perhaps gravitated towards Patrick Healy for his perceived solidity after the waywardness of her French husband, it was a dreadful case of déjà vu.


The boys were withdrawn from St. Ignatius College and the Healys left their pretty house on Elizabeth Bay Road for a far humbler rented residence at Roslyn Gardens in inner-city Darlinghurst20. Despite its grand designation as ‘Thomond Villa’, number 22 was a simple single-storey brick house. Its twelve rooms made it one of the largest houses in the street, but it was also one of the most lowly, crouching in the imposing shadow of nearby Roslyn Hall. The area was working-class at best, grubby and noisy at its worst. Perhaps the only consolation for the staunchly Catholic Healy family was the the view of the spires of St. Canice’s church, which offered salvation—for free—just up the street.


The legal profession is, however, forgiving of such transgressions by its own. Despite his grievous financial mismanagement, James Gallott had remained working as a legal clerk until his death, aged 72, in 1893. Likewise, within days of his bankruptcy case going public, Patrick Healy was reappointed to the bench of NSW Crown Prosecutors for the summer of 1890. However, his posting was not to the prestigious Supreme Court in Sydney, but to a rural court far from the city, on the plains of the western Riverina at Hay, where he would make his living prosecuting those accused of passing fraudulent cheques and assaulting Chinese market gardeners21.
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Patrick and Annie Healy were quick to whisk their son Cecil away from the scandal of rented furniture and vengeful high-street merchants.


In 1891, Australia was still a British colony and, in the grand tradition of the motherland, private grammar schools had sprung up in the highlands above Sydney for the sons and daughters of its elite families, aiming to fill their lungs with crisp country air and their heads with classical literature and languages. While James Girard and Harold and Claude Healy had found clerkships in the city after their ignominious exit from St. Ignatius College, and the younger Healys, John, Reg and two-year-old Eric were too young to understand, impressionable ten-year-old Cecil was of an age to feel the sting of a family fall from grace. Despite his complete lack of capital, Patrick was taking no chances, whisking the boy out of the city almost overnight.
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Bong Bong Street, a principal thoroughfare in the town of Bowral, NSW, circa 1890. Bowral was a prosperous town whose bracing climate was favoured by well-to-do families seeking a classical education for their children. [Source: Berrima District Historical & Family History Society].


The Southern Highlands, which was a two-hour train journey from Sydney, may as well have been a world away for the fourth Healy son. In the early 1890s, Bowral was a small but progressive town forming a prosperous triumvirate with nearby Moss Vale and Mittagong beneath the shadow of Mount Gibraltar—‘The Gib’, to the locals. The area was settled in 1821 as part of Governor Lachlan Macquarie’s push for grazing country inland, and by 1890, Bowral boasted kerbing and macadamised footpaths to keep the dust at bay, rustic seats under shady trees, three banks, coffee rooms, a Philharmonic Society and a School of Arts whose fund-raising raffles were considered incredibly progressive22. The region, standing 2,300 feet above sea level, was proclaimed ‘the health resort of NSW’ and was rich with high-class schools, including Tennyson at Moss Vale, where pupils received tuition in music and painting, and King’s for boys in Goulburn, which boasted modern improvements such as ventilated bedrooms instead of stuffy dormitories23. It was to Kurkulla at Bowral, a new academy run by Master J. Lee Pulling, that young Cecil Healy was dispatched, far beyond the reach of further social infamy.
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James Lee Pulling, master of the Kurkulla boys’ school in Bowral. One of the most ambitious educators in the NSW colony, Pulling raised his students on a diet of classics, theatricals and, most significantly for Cecil Healy, sports. [Source: Berrima District Historical & Family History Society; original image appeared in ‘The Torch-Bearer’, Sydney Grammar School magazine, December 1938].


A man of simple tastes and high ideals, James Lee Pulling was one of the most ambitious academics in the colony. Educated at Corpus Christi College, he was the son of a Cambridge master who had raised his sons on a rich diet of Latin, classics and sports. In 1888, Pulling and his younger brother, William Blomfield Pulling, emigrated to Australia to escape the damp climate that exacerbated William’s chronic lung trouble and founded a grammar school at Scone in the Hunter Valley, where William taught until his death in 189424. In 1891, James leased one of the best residences in the Southern Highlands to start his own school, Kurkulla, whose lavish 25 acres of grounds occupied a lofty position on The Gib25.


One Kurkulla old boy wrote that ‘Mr Pulling represents all that is best and soundest in the old-fashioned classical education’, praising his ‘wide sympathy, sane judgment and kindly tolerance … which had the whole of a man’s life and not merely the passing of examinations, in view.’26 Pulling was keen on theatricals, and in 1892 his students presented a ‘grand melodramatic extravaganza’ of ‘Beauty and the Beast’ at the Bowral School of Arts, followed by a combined Christmas matinee with the nearby girls’ school of Miss Swinson—complete with Highland dancing, elastic-band exercises and nine-year-old George Lord reciting the entire Tennyson ballad ‘The Revenge’ by rote27. However, in true open-air tradition, the Kurkulla boys were also active sportsmen, and it was here that Cecil Healy had his first taste of the concepts that became so fundamental to him later in life—fair play and the purity of amateur athletic ideals. While Pulling was affectionately described by his students as forma rotunda viri (the stout man)28, the master himself played on the Bowral representative tennis team and, writing in the Australian Journal of Education, emphatically endorsed the role of games in schools as ‘an opportunity to influence the formation of character in boys’29.


Young Cecil Healy came from a family of keen and competitive sportsmen. His brother Claude was a recognised middle-distance runner and schoolboy sailor. Harold captained the Sydney Amateur Walking Club, was an official with the Amateur Athletic Association and was instrumental in establishing the New South Wales Amateur Sports Club in 1896. Harold also backed a push to form an amateur swimming and lifesaving club in east Sydney in late 1894, a body that amalgamated with the swimming branch of the Darlinghurst Harriers sports club and became known as the East Sydney Amateur Swimming Club, with Harold as its first secretary30.


Despite the temptations of field sports such as cricket and football played on the lush acreage at Kurkulla, Cecil Healy’s upbringing on the shores of Sydney Harbour was a defining factor in his own choice of athletic pursuit. Now 12 years old, he was at home on school vacation in the summer of 1894 when the East Sydney Swimming Club was formed, and joined his brothers Harold and Claude as members for its inaugural season. On the surface, Cecil’s affinity with swimming seemed rather futile. Bowral had no aquatic facilities other than the temperamental Wingecarribee River, so there was nowhere for the aspiring young splasher to practise while he was away at school. However, young Cecil swam at East Sydney meets whenever he could, catching trains home for weekend carnivals and dreaming of salt water between times. Even as an adolescent, his love affair with the water assumed adult intensity.
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There was a brief glimmer of hope for a climb back up the social ladder by the Healy family in 1892 when Patrick Healy returned to working at Sydney’s Central Criminal Court. However, for some years Patrick’s health had not been robust, and by 1895 his body was failing, although he was still travelling and working, making the long trip back to Hay in April 1895 for the local circuit court. Only in the week preceding his death did he take to his bed. Patrick Healy died on 7 September 1895 at Roslyn Gardens, aged just 52, and his funeral was held at St. Canice’s church the following day. His sons Harold and Claude were present, as were his wife, his brother Nicholas’s widow Margaret and Annie’s brother Walter Gallott. The funeral was also a Who’s Who of the colony’s legal fraternity, with Judge Backhouse and a dozen barristers-at-law in the pews31. The Catholic Freeman’s Journal mourned, ‘While he had not the gift of eloquence, [Healy] won his high place at the Bar by his soundness as a lawyer. His knowledge of civil and criminal law was as wide as it was deep.’32


Patrick Healy’s premature death was attributed to interstitial nephritis and anaemia, both features of chronic kidney failure and often associated with overuse of pain-killers. However, nephritis is also symptomatic of lead poisoning, prostate cancer, Crohn’s Disease, Epstein–Barr virus and some forms of leukaemia, any of which could have explained the extended period of ill-health Patrick endured in the years preceding his death33. His passing made Annie a widow for the second time, with no source of income and seven boys to support. There was no hope now of an escape from Roslyn Gardens or the dirt and clamour of the inner city. Fifteen-year-old Cecil was brought home from Kurkulla and enrolled at the Jesuit St. Aloysius’ College in Darlinghurst—ironically, the same school the raffish and tragic Alphonse Girard had attended.


The demise of Patrick Healy, with all the attendant lifestyle changes it forced upon his family, had perhaps one benefit—it returned Cecil Healy to the sea.




TWO


THE CELTIC WATER-CHILD


‘O Lord, methought what pain it was to drown,


What dreadful noise of waters in my ears,


What sights of ugly death within my eyes.


Methought I saw a thousand fearful wrecks,


A thousand men that fishes gnawed upon,


Wedges of gold, great anchors, heaps of pearl,


Inestimable stones, unvalued jewels,


All scattered in the bottom of the sea.’


– William Shakespeare, Richard III (Act 1, Scene 4, 22–29)
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The water was deep and clear and green, rippling black tiles visible in the dark depths. He put his feet in: no wavelets lapped against his shins, the surface was as still and perfect as a mirror. Then he drew a breath and pushed forward off the concrete lip, shutting his eyes as water closed over his head. Mindless terror constricted his chest and forced his head above the surface; he gasped for a second and instinctively trod water, then remembered to open his eyes. Nothing had changed. The yawing space was still silent, the sifted light still silver. The dark, unmoving silhouette of his brother rose above him on the pool deck, nodding approval. He took a deep breath and sank below the surface again, looking back up through the water to the wavering outline of columns and arches, his heart now bursting with unutterable joy ….


There was a Gothic allure, a taste of the drama and theatre that would characterise his future, to the opening act of Cecil Healy’s competitive swimming career; a thirteen-year-old boy, a silver cup and a soaring Italianate swimming hall hidden deep beneath the streets of Sydney.


The East Sydney Swimming Club could not have chosen a more spectacular setting for their early exploits. Sydney’s earliest swimming clubs used fenced enclosures on the harbour and nearby rivers for their training at Watsons Bay, Balmain and Parramatta, where swimmers were buffeted by waves and tides and threatened by stray sharks. By the mid-1880s, new concrete sea baths at Coogee and Bronte had introduced the shape and structure of the modern Olympic pool, although the lengths and breadths of these early pools varied greatly. In 1885, however, a revolution in bathing—the non-tidal pool—reached Sydney.


At street level, the Grand Natatorium Hotel at 400 Pitt Street, in the heart of the city’s banking and finance district, was simply another of Sydney’s stately buildings, with its rendered stone façade and Victorian columns. However, the basement of the building housed another world altogether—a great theatre of aquatics, a cavernous underground cathedral of water-sports perfectly concealed below Sydney’s hustling, noisy roadways. The self-proclaimed ‘grandest swimming baths in the world’ included a mezzanine filled with opera chairs and great banks of electric lights, all overlooking a dark sheet of salt water that filled most of the basement floor space like a theatre stage. With the baths replenished daily by water pumped direct from Sydney Harbour, the underground Natatorium was a revolution in aquatic facilities—heated water during winter, conditions unaffected by wind, waves or tide and absolutely, positively no sharks1.


The East Sydney Swimming Club made their first home at the Natatorium, holding their inaugural meet in December 1894. From the start, the club was a ‘crucible for talent’ according to historian Mark Maddox, attracting state, national and international race-winners to its stocks in the pool and powerful officials out of it. It was in this atmosphere of splendour, ego and command that the adolescent Cecil Healy, still a Bowral schoolboy, produced an eye-catching performance in his first public appearance as an amateur swimmer. On 23 February 1895, Healy collected a silver cup for victory in a 60-yard handicap race. He was just thirteen years old and seemed primed to ride the tide of success and expectation upon which the new club floated2.
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In 1894, the Grand Natatorium Hotel on Sydney’s Pitt Street concealed an aquatic playground in its basement, including a heated salt-water swimming pool. [Source: State Archives NSW: image no. 1192].


This early triumph of the fourth Healy son as a sprint swimmer was not unexpected, despite his youth and inexperience. A 1909 report by the NSW Minister of Public Instruction on the health of pupils in the state’s schools observed that children from the Southern Highlands were ‘not quite so tall, but much heavier—the heaviest children in proportion to their height in the whole State.’3 The sharp climate, hearty diet and open-air philosophy of Pulling’s school in Bowral had markedly influenced Cecil Healy’s physical development. Unlike his tall, lean, older brothers, Cecil was a stocky, muscular youth, as suited to the explosive demands of sprint swimming as to the boxing, water polo and rugby union he later excelled at. While it would be a year before Cecil left Bowral for a permanent return to Sydney, East Sydney coach George Farmer encouraged him to attend meets whenever possible in the interim, keen to add the powerful but tractable teenager to the stable of young stars already resident at his club.


When Healy did return to Sydney after his father’s death in late 1895,  he not only began to swim regularly, but was immediately absorbed into the unprecedented squad of talent that Farmer nurtured at East Sydney. Frederick Claude Vivian ‘Freddie’ Lane, two years Healy’s senior, had joined the club at about the same time and by 1898 was the Australasian 100-yard champion and the 220- and 440-yard champion of NSW. The prodigious Lane, who had won his first race at eight years of age, would become Australia’s first Olympic swimming representative and gold medallist, winning the 200-yard freestyle in the moody waters of the Seine at the 1900 Paris Games4.


There were also the Hellings brothers—Harry, George, Jack and Charles—with Jack a winner at both state and international level. His headstone in Sydney’s Waverley Cemetery proclaims him ‘the first Australian champion to compete in England’5. However, late in 1895, the East Sydney Swimming Club scored its greatest coup, attracting the most famous dynasty in Australian swimming history to the Natatorium. The Cavill family—‘Professor’ Frederick Cavill, his wife Theophila and their nine offspring—is still ‘Swimming’s First Family’ according to the International Swimming Hall of Fame6. A distance swimmer of great repute, Fred Cavill had brought his family to Australia from England in 1879 to mitigate his despair at twice failing to swim the English Channel, falling just 200 yards short at the second attempt. He built swimming baths at Lavender Bay and Farm Cove, where he and Theophila revolutionised the colony’s swim training methods and his children stormed the domestic swim scene with their wide-ranging brilliance. The eldest, Ernest, won the NSW 1,000-yard championship at just 15 years of age. Charles was the first man to swim the treacherous Golden Gate strait in San Francisco in 1896,  but drowned the following year in California. At the English championships of 1897, the third brother, Percy, became the first Australian to win a race abroad when he won both the 440-yard and five-mile events. He also won eight State and Australian championships between 1895 and 1898. Arthur (known as ‘Tums’) was NSW 500- and 1,000-yard champion before losing his life attempting to swim Seattle Harbour in 1914. Sydney was a teen prodigy, capturing the 220-yard championship of Australia at age 16, and is also credited with the invention of the butterfly stroke. Fred Cavill’s three daughters were also outstanding swimmers. Madeleine was awarded the Royal Shipwreck Relief Society medal for lifesaving in 1908, Alice worked as a swimming instructor in Australia, New Zealand and the USA, and Fredda’s son Richard Eve won a gold medal for diving at the 1924 Olympic Games7.


However, it was the youngest Cavill, Richmond Theophilus, or Dick, as he was known, who arrived at East Sydney in 1895 and outshone all of his older siblings. Born in 1884, Dick Cavill would hold 18 Australian, two English and 22 NSW titles between 1899 and 1904. In England in 1902, he became the first man to swim 100 yards in under a minute, clocking 58⅗ seconds. He is also credited with developing the independent arm and leg action of the radical new ‘crawl’ stroke and using it to win his first title, the NSW 100-yard championship of 1899.


Immersed in such a pool of aptitude, it seemed impossible that Cecil Healy could fail to thrive as a swimmer at East Sydney. The move back to the city, although coming as it did in tragic family circumstances, was perfectly timed to capture and nurture Healy’s burgeoning talent right at its genesis. He would receive the best instruction in the best facilities and swim alongside some of the most gifted and motivated athletes in the colony. It was the ultimate recipe for success.


Cecil Healy’s return to Sydney also brought benefits beyond the pool for the young man. He had always been a rather lonely child, marooned in the middle of his six siblings. The three youngest Healy boys were up to eight years younger than Cecil, while his three older brothers were seven to fifteen years his senior, and following their father’s untimely death had gone out to work, finding clerical and banking jobs in the city, which left little time for their schoolboy sibling. It had been Annie’s fear for her fourth son, the child she had borne after grieving for years following the death of her daughter, that had seen her send him away to protect him from the family’s descent into ignominy. However, for Cecil, the four years of isolation in the Southern Highlands had engendered a sense of rejection and insecurity that would pervade his character and relationships for the rest of his life. As the only child to be sent away, and with little explanation accompanying his abrupt departure, Healy’s exile bred in him a deep, unwavering doubt as to his own worth. Who was he to seek affection or recognition when he would only be pushed away? Was he valued so little that his own mother could choose him, of all her children, for banishment?


Even as a young teenager, Cecil Healy was already driven by a silent need to earn back the attention of his mother by proving his ability to compete against both his older and taller, and younger and cuter brothers. The division between the boys may have become insurmountable save for the enthusiasm with which Harold entered into the East Sydney venture, drawing Claude and then Cecil along with him. In addition to his administrative duties at East Sydney, 24-year-old Harold was a keen—if blue-collar—participant in the club’s handicap races, often swimming off 20 seconds or more for the 100 yards. He was very soon outstripped by Cecil, but this failed to daunt either his enjoyment of the fortnightly stoushes or his new-found affection for his little brother. Despite their nine-year age gap, the pair remained close correspondents throughout their lives, and Harold protected and supported Cecil during his endeavours both in and out of the pool. Claude, too, notwithstanding his preference for middle-distance running, was active at East Sydney as a committeeman, and the shared interest paved the way for a new relationship with his younger sibling. Cecil, however, remained a quiet and rather secretive child, his insecurities evident only in the ferocity with which he threw himself into his training.


While the East Sydney club excelled in its first year, with its swimmers winning three Australasian amateur championships, the balance sheet of the Grand Natatorium Hotel was not nearly so healthy. The astronomical cost of piping salt water almost two miles inland to the pool weighed heavily upon management. Despite pleas to the City of Sydney to mitigate the costs and maintain this ‘most useful establishment’, the grand bathhouse was doomed8. In 1899, the entire hotel was sold to the Salvation Army and its stately halls converted to budget accommodation, with only the skin of its original façade remaining. The luxurious pools that had cured Sydney’s rheumatics and nurtured Australia’s early swim stars were filled with concrete. The management at East Sydney clearly scented the impending demise of the pretentious establishment at the end of their 1895–96 season, voting unanimously to move the club’s headquarters to the Domain Baths run by George Farmer at Woolloomooloo.
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Young Cecil Healy’s immediate and passionate affinity with water was perhaps genetically predetermined, for his lineage was anchored deep in it. His paternal ancestors were Celts from the wildlands of county Clare, a primordial enclave on Ireland’s west coast bounded on three sides by water. With the River Shannon and its great estuary to the south, the shimmering expanse of Galway Bay to the north and the Atlantic Ocean hammering at Clare’s western edge, Healy’s heritage was profoundly linked with primeval worship of water. There were childhood tales of the madradh uisge, or sea otter, that giggling, diving denizen of the deep, and the wistful selkie, a creature living most of its life as a seal but occasionally shedding its skin to seduce an unwary fisherman in the guise of a beautiful woman. But for all the fables of silver rivers, fairy wells and fountains, Celtic waterways also spawned a narrative of darkness and horror—of the Augh-iska, the malevolent spirit pony luring children onto its back to be drowned and devoured, and the Cata, Ireland’s own river monster, with nails of iron and eyes flashing flame. The Shannon itself was named for Siann, granddaughter of the sea god Lir, who sought knowledge at Connla’s Well, despite warnings not to approach it. When the girl caught and ate the Salmon of Wisdom, the well burst, sweeping her away to drown in the sea of her forebears9.
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