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Abstract: 
 

The central argument of this thesis is that, for all their differences of 

membership, affiliation, and program, the various literary 

organisations formed in Brisbane in the 1880s and 1890s variously 

contributed to the definition, creation and promotion of what we 

would now call ‘civility’ in a colonial society that was widely perceived, 

even by its own inhabitants, as raw, rude and ‘un-civil’. 
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Introduction 
In 1885, a visitor to Brisbane, a Melbourne travel writer Lachlan 

Beaton, published his impressions of the northern city in a ten-page 

article in the Melbourne Review, the third in a series on ‘Our Sister 

Cities’.  The initial impressions are, to say the least, ambivalent.  He 

notes ‘a curious air of newness about the whole town’, causing, at 

first, ‘a feeling almost of embarrassment, as a guest might experience 

upon arriving at an entertainment before the preparations were quite 

completed’.1  It reeks of prosperity, but is ‘a parvenu amongst cities’, 

and the approach up the Brisbane River – twenty-five miles of 

‘melancholy swamp, with mangroves waist-deep in water’, which ‘set 

the traveller a-wondering how on earth he could ever reach terra 

firma, should he have the misfortune to be cast on these slimy shores’ 

– hint at a recent and as yet only partial emergence from the primeval 

ooze itself. 

 

First impressions give way to a genuine admiration for the force, 

vitality and beauty of the place, evident especially in the number and 

scale of the churches and public buildings, such as the just-

completed Queensland National Bank, and the Colonial Mutual 

Assurance Company ‘looking [significantly] rather like a section of an 

ecclesiastical building in the wrong place’ – and in the delightful 

prospects of Domain and river.2  But the most striking feature of the 

city, Beaton felt – ‘the real glory of Queen Street’ – was its luxury 

shops: ‘music shops, milliners, confectioners, art furniture dealers, 

booksellers, highly-coloured chemists and fashionable tobacconists’.3 

 

He was also impressed with the recreational and sporting facilities, 

catering for cricket, football, lawn-tennis, sailing or rowing, as well as 

fishing and walking; ‘in every direction there are inducements for 

                                                 
1 L.Beaton, ‘Our Sister Cities, No.3 – Brisbane’, Melbourne Review, Vol X (Melbourne,  Sydney, 
Adelaide, Brisbane & Auckland: George Robertson & Co., 1885), p. 32. 
2 Beaton, p. 34. 
3 Beaton, pp. 34-5. 
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healthy and manly competition in athletic’, as well as opportunities 

(‘though not much frequented’) for gentler, more contemplative retreat 

in the Botanical Gardens, Bowen Park and elsewhere.4   

 

But there were reservations to be entered about Brisbane – serious 

ones.  ‘In considering what the fathers of the city have done for the 

intellectual diversion of the people the result is hardly so 

satisfactory.’5  Musical performances, though numerous, well-

attended and worthy, fall short of reputed standards; and he is 

surprised and somewhat scandalised to find a city as wealthy and 

important as Brisbane with no ‘picture gallery’,  

 

Beaton was also disturbed to find that the largest bookshop in 

Brisbane did not cater to the more cultivated reader. To his inquiry 

after a copy of Pepys’s Diary the attendant responded by confusing it 

with a Letts’ personal diary. The situation goes from bad to worse: 
Not being able to get Pepys, we asked the young lady if she had “Boswell’s Life 
of Johnson”- Dr. Johnson. “Doctor Johnson?” she said. “Isn’t he dead?” “Yes,” 
we replied, “he has been dead for some time.” “I thought so; well, we don’t take 
much interest in him in Brisbane now,” and they had no such book she said. 
Finally, in despair, we asked if they had any French novels. “No! and you can’t 
get such a thing in Brisbane!! This remark, uttered by the young person with 
undisguised impatience at the unusual demands of her eccentric customer, 
closed the negotiations (38). 

 
Ignorance was bad enough.  What concerned Beaton even more was 

the attitude and manners of the shop assistants. The Brisbane 

community by the mid-1880s was an unusual mix of ‘old lags’, recent 

immigrants, ‘currency’, and Aborigines; given the diversity of ethnic 

identities and legal statuses, little wonder if a certain ‘flattening’ of the 

norms of social deference had occurred among the working 

population, especially the younger people.  Beaton attributes the 

perceived incivility or ‘bad manners’ of Brisbane shop workers not to 

the heterogeneity of the population but rather to the spread of colonial 

ideas of democracy: 

                                                 
4 Beaton, pp. 36-7. 
5 Beaton, p. 37. 
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Far from being obsequious . . . they are hardly even respectful. Being a 
democratic country, Jack is as good as his employer (the word master is 
banished entirely from the vocabulary, as being an incongruous and 
unnecessary impertinence in a free land), and certainly on a level with his 
customer.6 

 

His own attitude seems, on the whole, to have been one of cheerful, if 

slightly rueful tolerance; but the concern he registers is real 

nonetheless: 
 
While agreeable to impart information, he prefers giving advice, and he gives it. 
And, by main strength as it were, the shopman establishes himself on a 
friendly and even familiar footing with his employer’s client; and the best plan 
for the latter, if he wishes to be attended to, is to humbly accept the position, 
and make the best of it.7  

 
Beaton’s remarks about a lack of civility and cultivation in the 

Brisbane community expressed concerns that were shared and echo-

ed by many prominent residents. As discussed in chapter One, for 

example, members of the [North] Brisbane School of Arts committee 

and various newspaper editors were very vocal about their concerns in 

print, and three years after Beaton’s visit, many of them rallied 

together to establish Brisbane’s first reading union, the Brisbane 

Literary Circle. It was not the only, or indeed the first, such response 

to the problem.  In 1878, at a time of recovery from a severe drought 

and an economic depression, the Johnsonian Club was established.8  

Beaton enjoyed its hospitality seven years later, and seems to have 

regarded it as contributing to, or somehow a part of, the recovery 

process.  
 

The central argument of this thesis is that, for all their differences of 

membership, affiliation, and program, the various literary 

organisations formed in Brisbane in the 1880s and 1890s variously 

contributed to the definition, creation and promotion of what we 

                                                 
6 Beaton, p. 35. 
7 Beaton, p. 35. 
8 Pugh’s Queensland Almanac, Law Calendar, Directory, Coast Guide, and Gazetteer, 1879, William 
Thorne, Brisbane, p. 86. 
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would now call ‘civility’ in a colonial society that was widely perceived, 

even by its own inhabitants, as raw, rude and ‘un-civil’. 

 
Such an argument presupposes the emergence into public awareness 

of something that might be called a ‘civility crisis’ – a shared sense, 

that is, that the matter of standards in personal and public behaviour 

had come to a head, that the problem had become acute and could 

not be allowed simply to work itself out over time, that it needed to be 

proactively addressed in new ways.  Two factors in particular seem to 

have been influential in creating this kind of awareness, and in 

shaping the kinds of cultural responses the society made to it: 

prosperity and hardship.  

 
The economic boom conditions Beaton observed in 1885 had begun to 

appear some ten years earlier.  By the end of 1874, the colony of 

Queensland had an estimated population of 163,517. This put it 

fourth behind Victoria with 808,437, New South Wales with 584,278 

and South Australia with 204,623. And it was growing and 

diversifying. By the third quarter of the following year, migrants 

increased Queensland’s population by 14,000, or 8 percent, of which 

Chinese migrants made up almost half, followed by British migrants 

(4,459), intercolonial arrivals (2,304), and South Sea Islanders 

(1,396).9 At this time, immigration was officially encouraged because 

of the ‘surprising ability of the colony to absorb all kinds of labour’10 

though there was some resentment, particularly towards the Chinese 

in Brisbane and North Queensland.11 

 
One indicator of the colony’s prosperity, and specifically of the 

availability of large amounts of disposable cash, was the high price of 

land. During October a large sale of crown lands in Brisbane realized 

upwards of £1,000 per acre. The total amount of money that changed 

                                                 
9 Pugh’s Queensland Almanac with Law Calendar Directory and Coast Guide, 1876, Thorne and 
Greenwell, Brisbane, p. 77.  
10 Pugh’s, 1876, p. 74.  
11 Pugh’s 1876, p. 50. 
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hands by the end of the sale was £8,974 7s 6d.12 Contemporary 

commentators noted that these prices were more reminiscent of those 

fetched for land in London than in a colonial city in its infancy.13 
 
Brisbane, the capital of Queensland, though less exclusively central to 

colonial trade, transport and administrative networks than Sydney or 

Melbourne,14 had nonetheless – precisely because of the colony’s 

growth and prosperity – begun to consider itself as a town that could 

aspire to emulate, and eventually even rival, the power and 

sophistication of the big southern capitals. Though the Brisbane 

population was still only 26,000 in 1880, this figure represented a 

doubling over the previous ten years.  By 1890, the population of 

Brisbane proper had climbed to 28,000, but the recently proclaimed 

municipality of South Brisbane added a further 23,000 inhabitants, 

producing an effective population of over 50,000 in what would later 

become the core of the modern city.   

 
Continuing prosperity was accompanied by more demands from the 

labouring classes. On 1 March a demonstration was held in support of 

an eight-hour working day.15 The Shearer’s Union formed at 

Toowoomba on 18 March and a meeting of journeymen butchers was 

held at the Town Hall, Brisbane to abolish Sunday work.16 

 
Pastoral businesses were prospering too. The extension of runs and 

the improvement of stock breeds meant that Queensland’s squatting 

interest was a going concern and by this stage it was supplying stock 

to the southern colonies, particularly Victoria.17 In March, the Port 

Curtis district sold 10,000 cattle at £4 10s per head. In August a sale 

                                                 
12 Pugh’s, 1876, p. 65. 
13 Pugh’s, 1876, p. 75. 
14 Lewis, Glen 1973, A History of the Ports of Queensland: A Study in Economic Nationalism, 
University of Queensland Press, St.Lucia, pp. 76-94. 
15 Pugh’s, 1876, p. 46. 
16 Pugh’s, 1876, p. 48. 
17 Pugh’s, 1876, p. 48. 
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of blood stock at Toowoomba realised from between 300 to 350 

guineas per head. One horse sold for £450.18 

 

A bonus of such a highly successful blood stock industry was an 

equally successful horse-racing industry. Although the sport was 

enjoyed at the larger Brisbane racecourses, such as Eagle Farm, it 

also featured at many of the regional centres such as Warwick, 

Goondiwindi, Stanthorpe, Rockhampton and Toowoomba.19 

  

Such prosperity had its effects on lifestyle, whether urban or rural.  

Private wealth created new spaces for leisure as well as the money to 

fill them with individual and collective activities of a pleasurable and 

improving kind, always supposing that ‘content’, in the form of 

cultural knowledge and expertise, could be supplied.  So long, in other 

words, as a certain percentage of wealthy families wished to use their 

time for more meaningful ends than physical recreation or moral 

dissipation there was a need for organisations to provide the means 

with which to attain those ends. 

 

There was a further consideration as well, which was that popular 

recreations such as horse-racing tended to increase the likelihood of 

unruly behaviour; but it was not just at the racetrack that scenes of 

an unfortunate kind occurred.  Not even the gentlemanly game of 

cricket was immune!  In a match played at Brisbane in 1876 between 

the Gympie and Albert clubs, the rainy conditions made the playing 

field sloppy and tempers must have flared because the game was not 

finished owing to a dispute.20  Alternative forms of entertainment in 

which disruptive passions, whether fuelled by avarice, drink, or 

parochial partisanship, could be displaced by passions of a more 

elevated and co-operative nature were sorely needed. 

 
                                                 
18 Pugh’s, 1876, p. 59. 
19 Pugh’s, 1876, pp. 56, 59. 
20 Pugh’s, 1876, p. 51. 
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The second factor contributing to Brisbane’s ‘civility crisis’ was the 

notable series of hardships that afflicted the city in the 1870s, and the 

sense they created of a community in which the co-operative ‘coping’ 

arrangements necessary to ensure reasonable levels of relief and 

assistance to people at risk were manifestly inadequate.   

 

The boggy conditions endured at the cricket match just alluded to 

were commonplace in Brisbane during 1875-76, as weather 

conditions alternated between extremes of heatwaves and flood and 

were punctuated by intermittent fires. On the first day of February 

1876 a fire broke out at Deasley’s photographic studio in Queen 

Street. By the end of the same month gale force winds at sea and 

heavy rain produced serious flooding. All coach and railway traffic was 

halted, and although railway traffic resumed by the beginning of 

March, the winds remained severe. The City of Brisbane and other 

vessels that arrived off Cape Moreton were unable to berth because of 

the hazardous coastal conditions.21 

 
Two more fires broke out in July. The first was in Edward Street, on 

11 July, which destroyed two houses and three shops, the second in 

Ann Street, on 13 July. Brisbane relied on its City Volunteer Fire 

Brigade to control these outbreaks. Late in the same month, heavy 

rains and severe coastal storms resumed, again causing flooding in 

several parts of the colony. Two months later, an exceedingly hot day 

was reported for 3 October. This was followed from the middle to the 

end of the month with heavy thunder storms with hail. A particularly 

violent storm on Logan Road produced hailstones the size of hen’s 

eggs (some examples of which were brought into town by Cobb’s 

coach).22 

 

                                                 
21 Pugh’s, 1876, pp.45- 49. 
22 Pugh’s, 1876, pp. 57-66. 
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The boggy conditions also played havoc with the colony’s agriculture 

industry. Sugar cane in particular suffered because of rust.23 In 1875, 

Brisbane had several horticultural and agricultural societies: the 

Queensland Acclimatisation Society, the Philosophical Society, the 

East Moreton Agricultural and Horticultural Association. A new 

addition in 1875 was the National Agricultural and Industrial 

Association of Queensland, which held its inaugural meeting on 13 

August.24 The city’s agricultural and horticultural interests 

culminated in the annual Queensland Exhibition, which was held on 

8 July, and was opened by Governor Cairns.25 It appears that in this 

area at least the coping infrastructure of the colony was already well-

developed by the mid-1870s. 

 
The humidity caused by alternating floods and heat waves had severe 

effects on health conditions in the city. Brisbane’s Local Board of 

Health had to work to capacity dealing with complaints about 

disrespectful interments; with measles epidemics; and with sanitary 

reform.26 By May the mortality rate for measles in Brisbane, Ipswich 

and the Darling Downs was double the previous year’s average and by 

June, it had exceeded all previous averages.27  

 

In general terms, the wave of hardships that washed over the capital 

in these years, though hardly to be compared with the cataclysms of 

1893, were more than sufficient to alarm responsible citizens and to 

alert them to the need to build better, more inclusive and more 

responsive networks of mutual assistance and relief. Some measures 

were already in place to effect improvements in the two key 

dimensions of Brisbane’s ‘civility crisis’ – the conduct of its 

population, and the social resources available to them. Again, a 

                                                 
23 Pugh’s, 1876, p.74. 
24 Pugh’s, 1876, p. 60. 
25 Pugh’s, 1876, p. 57. 
26 Pugh’s, 1876, pp. 47, 55, 57. 
27 Pugh’s, 1876, p. 55, 56. 
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snapshot of events and circumstances in the years 1875-1876 can 

provide a sense of this. 

 

Much of the city’s entertainment was organised by its clubs and 

societies. Celebrations held on 24 May to celebrate the Queen’s 

birthday give an indication of the sort of variety they offered. Included 

in these were races at Eagle Farm under the auspices of the 

Queensland Turf Club, an entertainment by the Independent Order of 

Good Templars, and the Caledonian Society’s Festival and Ball.28  We 

can see the integral part societies played in colonial Brisbane in an 

entry in Pugh’s Almanac regarding the swearing-in of Governor 

Cairns: 

 
[January] 23 – His Excellency landed at Brisbane, and with an escort of several 
societies. Queensland Volunteers, Mayor and Corporation of Brisbane, and 
many citizens, reached Government House about 12.30p.m., where he received 
addresses and took the oath of allegiance as Governor of the Territory. 
Business was generally suspended from 10 a.m. to 2 p.m.29 

 
Public lectures were another well-patronised activity. A subject that 

was increasing in popularity, was scientific discovery. During this 

year, the Curator and Analytical Chemist of the Queensland museum, 

Karl Theodore Staiger, presented a series of lectures on chemistry, 

and a Mr Mackay also gave a lecture at Oxley on, ‘Every Day 

Science’.30 Accompanying the increasing interest in scientific research, 

and clearly to some degree an outgrowth or effect of it, was a growing 

interest in religious scepticism or ‘freethought’.  

 

A visiting lecturer from Melbourne, J. Tyreman, presented a series of 

lectures on spiritualism at the [North] Brisbane School of Arts to 

packed audiences. This speaker has been given credit in Chapter Nine 

for inspiring the formation of a freethought society in Brisbane. The 

first of his series of public lectures was presented on Sunday 6 June, 

                                                 
28 Pugh’s, 1876, p. 54. 
29 Pugh’s, 1876, p. 44. 
30 Pugh’s, 1876, pp. 52, 53, 58, 60. 
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the week before the colony’s southern and western railway line was 

opened to Brisbane.31 As the freethought movement in general relied 

heavily on the work of its missionaries, this facility undoubtedly 

provided more opportunities for in-coming and out-going passenger 

traffic, and increased opportunities for cross-fertilisation between the 

various inter-colonial freethought organisations.    

 
Brisbane, despite its ethnic diversity, was a largely Christian 

community, and while there was some conflict between freethinkers 

and Christians, inter-denominational disagreements were probably 

more intense, especially in the area of education. The passing of the 

Education Act in 1875 paved the way for the provision of ‘free 

education of a useful kind to nearly every child in the colony’,32 and 

also for the abolition of State Aid to church-run schools. The Catholic 

and nonconformist churches clashed over the issue: whereas the 

Catholic Church fought to retain State Aid to its schools, non-

conformists agitated against it in favour of ‘national’ education. Non-

conformists held that ‘all civil duties are to be performed by Christian 

men in a Christian spirit’, a view that originated in Britain.33  

 

The spread of popular education in Britain had been closely connected 

to church voluntary organisations. A notable example was the Sunday 

school movement, which gave rise, in turn, to ‘mutual improvement’. 

Jonathan Rose describes nineteenth century Scottish Sunday schools 

as ‘indigenous working-class self-help institutions’, and maintains 

that, ‘mutual improvement societies often took the form of a more 

advanced level of Sunday school’.34  

 

                                                 
31 Pugh’s, 1876, p. 55. 
32 Pugh’s, p. 76. 
33 Guardian, 21 Jul. 1860 in Morrison, Allan A. 1951, ‘Religion and Politics in Queensland (to 1881), 
Journal [Royal Historical Society of Queensland], vol. 4, no. 4, p. 463. 
34 Rose, Jonathan 2001, The Intellectual Life of the British Working Classes, Yale University Press, 
London,  p. 62. 
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Sunday schools in Brisbane were run by the Brisbane Sunday School 

Union. Its committee met monthly and members of the union during 

1875 comprised six Congregational schools, six Baptist schools, four 

Wesleyan schools, five Presbyterian schools, two United Methodist 

Free Church schools and two Primitive Methodist Schools.35 Another 

significant Protestant youth initiative was the Young Men’s Christian 

Association (YMCA), a Brisbane branch of which was established 20 

July, 1875.36  

 
The Protestant sects were constantly jostling with the Catholic 

community for political supremacy. By the mid 1870s the ‘political 

influence of the Protestant sects had waned to some extent’.37 Their 

primary vehicle of Evangelical campaigning – newspapers – had 

passed out of their hands. The heyday of Protestant newspaper 

ownership had been the 1860s, when all of the major metropolitan 

newspapers were under their control. Baptist deacon Thomas Blackett 

Stephens bought the Moreton Bay Courier from fellow church member 

James Swan in 1861. He made it a daily paper and changed its name 

to the Brisbane Courier. In 1863 he absorbed its rival, the Guardian, 

which had been established by Congregationalists and in 1866 he 

founded the Queenslander. His younger brother managed it and 

Theophilus Pugh, publisher of Pugh’s Almanac and fellow church 

member, printed and published it. By 1873, however, due to serious 

illness, T. B. Stephens sold the last of his newspaper interests.38  

 

Frustrated by what they perceived as a serious problem of the 

established press not paying enough attention to issues they believed 

were extremely important, a group of very active ministers banded 

together to establish their own newspaper, which would be the voice of 

                                                 
35 Pugh’s, 1876, p. pp. 359-360. 
36 Pugh’s, 1876, p. 58. 
37 Morrison, Allan A. 1951, ‘Religion and Politics in Queensland (to 1881)’, Journal [Royal Historical 
Society of Queensland], vol. 4, no. 4, p. 465. 
38 Williams, Melvin, 1995, Cameos of Baptist Men in Nineteenth Century Queensland, BHSQ 
Historical Series No 2, Baptist Historical Society of Queensland, pp. 12-13. 
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non-Anglican Protestants.39 On 10 June 1875, the first issue of the 

Queensland Evangelical Standard was published.40  The Standard 

joined the ranks of the other Brisbane metropolitan newspapers: The 

Courier and The Telegraph (both published daily), and The 

Queenslander and The Week (both weekly). The other two Brisbane 

serials were The Journal of Commerce (monthly) and The Queensland 

Government Gazette (weekly).41 

 

In 1880, Rev. William Poole arrived in Brisbane. His clerical duties 

included overseeing the Young Men’s Mission Class, which later 

became the Young Men’s Christian Investigation and Improvement 

Society (YMCIIS). Poole’s own interests, motivation and political 

commitment were factors that influenced the direction taken by the 

YMCIIS to develop members’ written and forensic skills for their civic 

and political engagement. As a young man, Rev. William Poole 

achieved scholarly distinction at the Bristol Baptist College. Reference 

to his extensive personal library, which was posthumously donated to 

the Church,42 as well as his lifetime involvement in newspapers, 

politics and religion, provides some indication of the slant of his 

guidance. The year that Poole moved to Brisbane, the abolition of land 

and money grants by the State to the Church took effect, 

strengthening the Protestant position. 

 

As indicated in Chapter Eight, many of Brisbane’s literary and 

debating societies were church auxiliaries. Apart from these, 

Brisbane’s cultural activity appears to have been dominated by 

musical entertainment. The Brisbane Musical Union was very active. 

In 1875, it performed, ‘Messiah’, Handel’s oratorio, ‘Judas 

Maccabeus’, Costa’s ‘Eli’ and ‘Elijah’.43 The Queensland Theatre and 

                                                 
39 Morrison, pp.465-466. 
40 Pugh’s, 1876, p. 55. 
41 Pugh’s, 1876, p. 133. 
42 Queensland Baptist, 1 Apr. 1913, pp. 56-57. 
43 Pugh’s, 1876, pp. 43, 52-53, 56, 61. 
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School of Arts were the main venues for the various performances. 

Some other musical highlights of the year included: Signora Palmieri 

and Company, the Italian Opera Troupe, Mlle. Jenny Claus and 

Lyster’s English Opera troupe.44  

 

Towards the end of the decade some significant cultural developments 

occurred. In 1879 the [North] Brisbane School of Arts relocated to a 

fine new building in Ann Street, which is still (in 2004) standing. The 

new accommodation boasted ‘spacious balconies and verandahs, lofty 

and well-ventilated reading-room, additional club-rooms’. It contained 

about 7,000 books and its general Reading Room was open daily, from 

8 a.m. to 10 p.m. and the Ladies’ Reading Room from 9 a.m. to 6 p.m. 

A single subscription fee was 5s. per quarter and family tickets 7s. 6d. 

per quarter.45 The South Brisbane Mechanics’ Institute did not fare so 

well. Extensive frauds and forgeries were discovered in the Real 

Property Office. S. L. Petersen was charged with misappropriating 

£900 of the Institute’s funds.46 

 

Other than the courses of study and library collections offered 

through the [North] Brisbane School of Arts and the South Brisbane 

Mechanics Institute, however, there was little in Brisbane at this time 

to interest people with more developed cultural pursuits.  

 

Two of the founding members of the Johnsonian Club, Scotsman, 

James Brunton Stephens and Englishman, Horace Earle, had 

migrated to Queensland in 1865.  Both men were among the 400 

passengers on board the Flying Cloud who had left England headed for 

Moreton Bay. These passengers were a cross-section of the sorts of 

people who came to Queensland and whom one might expect to meet 

on the streets of Brisbane. Records of the voyage show that one of the 

passengers lodged a complaint to the Queensland Government after 
                                                 
44 Pugh’s, 1876, pp. 46, 49, 55, 59. 
45 Pugh’s, 1879, p. 394. 
46 Pugh’s, 1879, p. 78. 
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the voyage, expressing disgust at the standards of hygiene and 

shipboard behaviour. He insisted that no one should have been 

allowed to board without six changes of clothes, pointing out that 

many of them only had one. The result was a lice infestation. The 

complainant also drew attention to the gratuitous cursing, swearing, 

fighting and the throwing of ‘different things’, making it dangerous to 

pass up or down the steerage at any time, night or day. More 

passengers complained of, ‘violence by the hospital nurse, the . . . 

non-observance . . . of the Sabbath, physical assaults by the cook, the 

shortage of water . . . the lack of candles, and the vermin brought on 

board by some immigrants’.  Such behaviour and conditions at least 

gave Stephens and Earle a foretaste of the kind of uncivilized 

behaviour and conditions they would find when they arrived in 

Brisbane – and for which they would seek remedies. 

 
During the four month unbroken voyage, Stephens became 

acquainted with Earle, the shipboard schoolmaster, who tutored the 

children and offered evening classes for adults. Out of the passenger 

list of over 400, sixteen enrolled, only to abandon their scholarly 

efforts shortly afterwards. Earle commented that his students ‘were 

most thoroughly illiterate, not possessing the knowledge even of the 

simple Elements of Education’.47  

 

Stephens was thirty-one years old and Earle thirty-four when they set 

foot on Queensland soil. Although Stephens’s literary career was still 

in its embryonic phase, three of his poems and two of his short stories 

had already been published in Chambers’ Journal and Sharpe’s 

London Magazine.48 Stephens did not settle permanently in Brisbane 

until 1876, having spent several years teaching in country schools. 

After this time, Stephens and Earle met informally with other men 

who were interested in cultural pursuits. In 1878, this small group 

                                                 
47 Hadgraft, C. 1969, James Brunton Stephens, University of Queensland Press, St Lucia, Qld.  p. 40. 
48 Hadgraft, pp. 31-32. 
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channelled its energy into establishing what was to become the 

Johnsonian Club. Given their initiation into Queensland colonial life, 

it is easy to understand why they sought the company of others who 

shared their interests, and why they might take refuge in an exclusive 

gentleman’s literary club of their own making. 

 
Some measures were already in place to effect improvements in the 

two key dimensions of Brisbane’s ‘civility crisis’ – the conduct of its 

population, and the social resources available to them. Again, a 

snapshot of events and circumstances in the years 1875-1876 can 

give us a sense of this. 

 

I referred earlier to the behavioural and structural dimensions of 

Brisbane’s perceived ‘civility crisis’ in the last three decades of the 

nineteenth century.  Insofar as personal behaviour – the ‘uncivil’ 

conduct of the population – is seen as the central issue, an 

understanding of the ways in which literary societies might have been 

seen as addressing it can perhaps be gained by considering the classic 

work of the historical anthropologist Norbert Elias, The Civilizing 

Process, originally published in 1939, but still in many ways a seminal 

work. 

 
Elias argued that what we regard at any given time as ‘civilized 

behaviour’ is entirely socially determined and culturally constructed.  

His central thesis is that ‘every particular characteristic that we 

attribute to [the civilizing process] – machinery, scientific discovery, 

forms of state, or whatever else – bears witness to a particular 

structure of human relations, to a particular social structure, and to 

the corresponding forms of behaviour’.49 ‘Good behaviour’ is then a 

continuous negotiation between the ‘social structure and the 

                                                 
49 Elias, Norbert 1982 (1939), The Civilizing Process: State Formation and Civilization, vol. 1, eng. 
trans. Basil Blackwell, Oxford, p. 50.  
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structure of the personality’50 which is reinforced by learned inhibitors 

such as shame and repugnance at ‘bad behaviour’. 

 
Elias draws heavily on a short treatise by Erasmus of Rotterdam 

entitled, De civilitate morum puerilium (On civility in children), showing 

how this text responded to a contemporary social need, as indicated 

by its overwhelming popularity. The book was published in 1530, and 

during the six years after its publication it was reprinted more than 

thirty times.51 Elias also discusses how Erasmus’s treatment of the 

concept of ‘civilitas’ henceforth shaped a new and more focussed 

meaning for that word – and incidentally gave rise to several new 

vernacular equivalents, of which the English ‘civility’ was one.52 

 

The booklet is dedicated to a prince’s son and instructs him how to 

behave in society. It is primarily concerned with outward bodily 

propriety – not entirely cynically, since outward behaviour was 

conventionally considered an expression of the inner person – but 

certainly with an element of calculation as to the public impression it 

would therefore convey.53 Elias notes that Erasmus spoke with the 

same candour about basic bodily functions such as spitting, nose-

blowing and defecating as he did about dress, facial expressions, 

bodily carriage and gestures. He uses Erasmus’s discussion to 

illustrate some of the changes that later happened to ideas of ‘good 

behaviour’, arguing that silences on particular topics occurred as 

feelings of embarrassment were attached to particular behaviours. As 

the embarrassment associated with certain types of behaviour 

increases, the point is reached when speaking about or even hearing 

much of what Erasmus discussed openly in the sixteenth century is 

abhorrent.  This, Elias contends, is one of the symptoms of the 

ongoing civilizing process. 

                                                 
50 Elias, p. 191. 
51 Elias, p. 54. 
52 Elias, p. 54. 
53 Elias, pp. 55-56. 
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One of the examples Elias uses to illustrate behavioural changes is 

the disappearance of the unconcern over the sight of the naked body. 

Another is table manners. Elias affirms that ‘nothing in table manners 

is self-evident or the product, as it were, of a “natural” feeling of 

delicacy’. The use of spoon, fork, and napkin has been defined and 

modified over centuries of social intercourse, in the process becoming 

an instrument of class distinction and differentiation.54  Another is the 

virtual demise of public expectoration (spitting), where earlier 

explanations in terms of hygiene are dismissed in favour of the 

enforcement of social categories and boundaries. 

 
By the nineteenth century, ‘civil conduct’ incorporated many of the 

particular behavioural practices and prohibitions just alluded to; it 

also embraced several of the more seriously ethical elements of the 

older aristocratic codes of ‘courtesy’.  With the rise of the European 

and English middle classes, ideals such as discretion, tact, and 

consideration for others migrated from the courtly class to the 

emerging bourgeoisie as the latter gradually became the new arbiters 

of civilized behaviour.55  

 

The relevance of Elias’s classic work for an understanding of how 

Brisbane in the late nineteenth century tried to come to terms with its 

crisis of civility is, first, that it can help us to appreciate the historical 

relativity and context-specificity of civilized conduct; secondly, that it 

highlights the short-term malleability of those morally neutral 

elements of human behaviour that constitute a large part of what is 

(or can be) regarded as civilized conduct; and finally, that it underlines 

the multiplicity of those elements.  It suggests that a set of cultural 

initiatives that focussed simultaneously on the moral and behavioural 

dimensions of civility, without being overly prescriptive as to the forms 

                                                 
54 Elias, pp. 106-107. 
55 Elias, pp. 48-49. 
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of personal conduct that would count as ‘civilized’, might have some 

hope of effecting real change.  The framing argument of much of what 

follows is that the new literary societies set out to do just that, and 

with some success. 

 

But as I suggested earlier, the ‘civility crisis’ needs to be understood 

on two levels: as a problem of personal conduct, and as a broader 

societal problem – as the problem of an ‘un-civil society’.  To bring this 

second aspect into focus Elias needs to be complemented by some 

awareness of the more recent work on the concepts of ‘civil society’ 

and ‘social capital’.   

 

Studies of social capital draw attention to how lives can be made more 

productive by social ties. Robert D. Putnam defines social capital as 

‘connections among individuals – social networks and the norms of 

reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them’.56 He maintains 

that individuals find advantage in association with help, sympathy 

and fellowship, and that the community as a whole benefits through 

the cooperation of all its parts, which fulfil both private and public 

ends.57  More recent research has attempted to refine and elaborate 

Putnam’s definitions and distinctions.  Researchers have argued, for 

example, that different combinations of ‘network characteristics’ – 

their scope, extent, density and diversity – affect the operation of 

social capital in various ways.58  

 

The key distinction Putnam makes is between ‘bridging’ and ‘bonding’ 

social capital. Bridging social capital, he explains, is outward-looking 

and encompasses ‘people across diverse social cleavages’. It is ‘better 

for linkage to external assets and for information diffusion’. Bonding 

                                                 
56 Putnam, Robert D. 2000, Bowling Alone: the Collapse and Revival of American Community, Simon 
& Schuster, New York, p. 19. 
57 Hanifan in Putnam, p. 19. 
58 Stone, Wendy and Hughes, Jody 2002 Social Capital: Empirical Meaning and Measurement 
Validity, Research Paper no. 27, Jun., Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne, pp. 4-5. 
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social capital, by contrast, is inward-looking and tends to ‘reinforce 

exclusive identities and homogeneous groups’. It is ‘good for 

undergirding specific reciprocity and mobilizing solidarity’.59 Putnam 

points out, however, that the two types of social capital are not always 

mutually exclusive as: ‘Many groups simultaneously bond along some 

social dimensions and bridge across others’.60 These definitions have 

been used in this thesis as a means of developing an understanding of 

the benefits that motivated people in nineteenth century Brisbane to 

join literary societies and clubs, while further insight into the various 

successes and failures of these societies and clubs has been gained by 

analysing their network characteristics.  

 

It will be possible to show, for example, how members of the 

Johnsonian Club used their interest in literature to define the social 

parameters of their ‘gentlemen’s club’. By networking with one 

another members were able to progress their own social, cultural and 

professional interests. The Brisbane Literary Circle, by contrast, 

explicitly embraced Matthew Arnold’s quest for ‘universal culture’ and 

sought to achieve this goal by soliciting membership from all social 

classes and disseminating literature to the masses. Its founders 

believed in literature as a means of achieving the Arnoldian ideal of 

personal perfection, which could be realised especially through 

studying the classics. Membership of the Brisbane Literary Circle was 

dominated – at least numerically – by women, and as indicated by its 

example and that of other women’s literary societies like the 

Shakespeare Reading Society and the Girls’ Reading Circle, the 

classics offered women one of the few respectable entrées into the 

male-dominated public sphere. 

 
The political agenda of the Young Men’s Christian Investigation and 

Improvement Society, to take a rather different instance, required its 

                                                 
59 Putnam, p. 22. 
60 Putnam, p. 23. 
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members to hone their writing and forensic skills as part of their 

professional and intellectual development in preparation for later civic 

engagement. In a similarly self-promoting vein, one of the stated goals 

of the Queensland Literary and Debating Societies Union was to 

develop itself into a larger, stronger body in order to enhance the 

career opportunities of members of Brisbane’s debating societies.  

 
Although the Brisbane Freethought Association spent a significant 

amount of time debating and lecturing, its use of literature was quite 

different again from that of the other literary and debating societies in 

that ‘mutual improvement’ was of secondary importance to its use as 

a means of buttressing the non-religious freethought ideals, which 

they vigorously promoted to the wider community.  

 

National organisations such as the Queensland Scottish Association 

and the Burns Club celebrated their country’s literature and literary 

heroes as a means of maintaining psychological links with their 

homeland and of transplanting, in part, their cultural history into 

their chosen country of residence. The Burns Club also used it as a 

practical means of cultural inclusion and outreach to people of all 

nationalities in the local community.  

 

The broad range of ideals, objectives, agendas and memberships that 

we can identify in the many literary societies that were formed in 

Brisbane in the 1880s and 1890s – and for whose activities sufficient 

evidence can be found (an important qualifier) for any coherent 

account to be given – provides ample substance for the central claim 

of this study.  That claim is that the remarkable burgeoning of literary 

societies in Brisbane from about 1880 to the turn of the century was 

part of a very positive response to a perceived ‘civility crisis’ in 

Brisbane in the 1870s, building a ‘civil society’ by establishing new 

social, cultural and professional networks across the city, and 

involving a cross-section of the Brisbane community – a very broad 
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cross-section in terms of its class, religious, ethnic and gender 

diversity – in activities designed to encourage ‘civil conduct’ at every 

level. 

 

Retrieving this important and interesting dimension of Brisbane’s 

cultural history poses a considerable archival challenge to any 

researcher. The city’s history of fires and floods has destroyed many 

literary club and society records. This coupled with the relatively late 

establishment of Queensland’s central repository library, the John 

Oxley Library in 1934, as compared with New South Wales’s Mitchell 

Library, which opened in 1910, and South Australia’s Mortlock 

Library, which first began collecting archival material in 1867, means 

that the present project has had to rely heavily on (unindexed) 

newspapers which ensure that the information is deeply buried. 

Perseverance has attested, nevertheless, that Brisbane was indeed 

bristling with clubs and societies – many of them literary, or with a 

pronounced literary component. 
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Chapter One: 

Brisbane Literary Circle: the quest for ‘Universal Culture’ 

 

The Brisbane Literary Circle was arguably one of Brisbane’s, if not 

Australia’s, more significant cultural movements. Established in 1888, 

it was the first home reading union in Australasia. In contrast to other 

literary societies, home reading unions offered members systematic 

courses of instruction. For its purposes, the Brisbane Literary Circle 

concentrated on teaching English history and literature.   

 

This chapter will examine the appeal of the Brisbane Literary Circle in 

colonial Brisbane in the context of assumptions regarding culture and 

literature that were current at the time. Crucial to this study is an 

examination of the strategies instituted to achieve social outcomes of 

mutual-improvement by the circle’s committee. Also of interest, is the 

high level of social connectedness and civic engagement of various 

Brisbane institutions such as the newspapers and the [North] 

Brisbane School of Arts in promoting the Brisbane Literary Circle’s 

ambitious Arnoldian quest for ‘universal culture’. Particular attention 

will also be paid to understanding why the circle failed to attract the 

interest of the working-classes, which had always been the primary 

targeted audience. One suggestion that will be offered is that it was 

because the Circle’s committee, notwithstanding its in-principle 

commitment to extending self-help opportunities to the working class , 

placed greater emphasis, in practice, on building and defending 

‘civility’ within a homogeneous middle class group than it did on 

opening its courses of instruction to a wider and more socially diverse 

audience. To do so would have required more detailed ‘engineering’ of 

the curriculum than they had the wherewithal to implement, simply in 

order to allow and encourage progression from the more basic 
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practical readings through to an ‘higher’ appreciation of more 

sophisticated readings such as the classics. 

 

In the second half of the nineteenth century, technological innovation, 

mechanisation and consolidation of production systems in the 

publishing industry, along with increased literacy as a result of 

universal schooling, assisted in the creation of new markets for 

popular fiction. The proliferation of ‘penny dreadfuls’ or ‘bloods’ as 

they were sometimes called was cause for anxiety among proponents 

of ‘high’ culture.   Matthew Arnold’s definition of culture as ‘“the best 

that has been thought and said in the world” became a slogan for 

allegiance to “standards,” reverence toward the classics, and deference 

to critics skilled at sorting edifying books from the useless or 

harmful’.1  

 

Defenders of ‘high’ culture embarked upon various projects to provide 

guidance to the best books including publishing ventures such as 

John Morley’s English Men of Letters series published in Britain, and 

reading-advice books like Noah Porter’s Books and Reading: Or What 

Books Shall I Read and How Shall I Read Them (1871) published in 

America.  Reading Unions, distinguished by open membership to the 

general public and systematic courses of reading, targeted the 

educationally disadvantaged.  Overseas examples included the 

National Home Reading Union (Britain) and the Chautauqua Literary 

and Scientific Circle (America).  

 

The Chautauqua Literary and Scientific Circle (CLSC) was a major 

influence on the Brisbane Literary Circle. It originated from the 

Chautauqua Institution, which began in 1874 in New York State, and 

was initially known as the Fair Point Sunday School Assembly.  It was 

                                                 
1 Rubin, J. S. 1992, The Making of Middlebrow Culture, University of North Carolina Press, 
Chapel Hill, p. 14. 
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founded by two Methodists, Lewis Miller, inventor and manufacturer, 

and John Heyl Vincent who later became Bishop of his church in 

Europe.2 The Chautauqua circle began operation on 10 August 1878.3 

Its objective was to ‘promote habits of reading and study in nature, 

art, science, and in secular and sacred literature … especially among 

those whose educational advantages have been limited.’4 Although the 

deprived were the target group, ‘many college graduates, ministers, 

lawyers, physicians, and accomplished ladies [were also] pursuing the 

course’.5  

 

The programme required an average of one hour’s reading per day.6 

Memorial days were set aside to celebrate identities and assessment 

was by written reports and examinations.7  A four year reading course 

was available, and diplomas were awarded to graduates.8 In 1887/8, 

60,000 people were reading in connection with the circle.  By 1891, 

this figure had tripled.  In the first twenty years 10,000 new circles 

were initiated.9 ‘The social and geographical spread of the 

Chautauqua circle reached out to every quarter of the country and 

may well seem to have taken in the whole span of American 

occupations and conditions.’10  With the rapid spread came the need 

for a mechanism to provide unity and member support.  A local daily 

newspaper was replaced by a monthly publication called The 

Chautauquan.  It was profit-making and took advantage of the 

mushrooming captive audience.11  

 

                                                 
2 Morrison, T. 1974, Chautauqua: a Center for Education, Religion, and the Arts in America, 
University of Chicago Press, Chicago, p. 17. 
3 Morrison, p. 55. 
4 Morrison, p. 57. 
5 Morrison, p. 55. 
6 Brisbane Courier, 3 Aug. 1888, p 4. 
7 Morrison, p. 57. 
8 Telegraph, 3 Aug. 1888; Brisbane Courier, 2 Aug. 1888; Morrison, p 31. 
9 Figures for 1887-88 found in Brisbane Courier, 2 Aug. 1888, p 4; figures for 1891, and the 
number of new circles in the first twenty years in Morrison, p. 65. 
10 Morrison, p. 66. 
11 Morrison, p. 62. 
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Another venture, but one that was established as non-profit, was (and 

still is) its book shop. Historically it supported the various courses 

offered through the institution, which included ‘a choice assortment of 

books, religious and literary, as well as the prominent papers of the 

day’.12 Throughout the years of the Brisbane Literary Circle, the 

Chautauqua circle remained the constant example of success. Local 

newspapers published enticing titbits of its activities. This example 

was published in the Brisbane Courier: 
Among the members of the Class of [18]95 in the Chautauqua Reading Circle, 
is a young Japanese girl, who expects to graduate with her class at 
Chautauqua next year. This bright girl student is a member of an educated 
Japanese family, who gave her every opportunity offered at home; but her 
desire to come to America was so strong that they consented and several years 
ago she entered Wilson College, in Pennsylvania. She was graduated last 
summer, and succeeded in winning a fellowship in the woman’s department of 
the University of Pennsylvania. She has been taking the four years’ course of 
the C.L.S.C. in order to be well acquainted with this famous American 
educational plan, and expects to make use of its methods, so far as may be, on 
her return to her own country.13 
 

The global publicity that the Chautauqua Institution received meant 

that oblique references to it needed no explanation as local 

communities were familiar with it. For example, in a local report about 

the activities of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) in 

Brisbane, it was written that: ‘Mrs Brentnall was unanimously elected 

president, and on re-entering the room received the ‘Chautauqua 

salute’.14 The report provided no explanation of what a ‘Chautauqua 

salute’ was. Obviously, the women at the WCTU knew what it was and 

because no explanation was provided, it appears the newspaper 

believed its reading public also knew.  

 

The ‘Chautauqua salute’ had its origins in 1887, when deaf mute, S.L. 

Greene presented Bible stories through sign language and pantomime 

to an audience at Chautauqua. After his presentation Vincent 

reminded the audience that Green could not hear applause and 

                                                 
12 High, John, 2000, ‘Centenarian Bookstores, Part IV’, Publishers Weekly, New York, 30 
Oct., p. 31. 
13 Brisbane Courier, 31 Jan. 1895, p. 6. 
14 Brisbane Courier, 26 Sep. 1890, p. 5. 
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suggested they show their appreciation by waving their handkerchiefs. 

‘So began the ‘Chautauqua Salute’, which persisted as a form of 

special tribute on occasions of more than common enthusiasm, 

though only when called for by the head of Chautauqua in person’.15 

 

In the lead up to the formation of the Brisbane Literary Circle, 

Brisbane newspapers documented and became involved with debates 

about popular fiction, while the [North]Brisbane School of Arts 

committee concluded that the ‘tension between the popular demand 

for fiction’ and serious reading should be resolved in favour of a ‘sense 

of obligation to promulgate higher tastes’.16 Editor of the Brisbane 

Courier, William Kinaird Rose provides a typical example of the 

concern that was voiced over the perceived overindulgence in fiction 

during this discussion of the 1887/8 statistics for loans from the 

School of Arts Library: 

Making every allowance for the legitimate use of light literature, and even for 
the innocent weakness of human nature, it must be owned that for a School 
of Arts library, the proportions in which the various classes of books are 
asked for is a little humiliating. Out of a total of 61,099 volumes issued 
during the year, no fewer than  46,702, or 76 per cent, are described as 
fiction.17 

 

Although these statistics compared favourably with those of other 

public libraries in Australia, and ‘not so high as at some of the free 

public libraries in England’18 local paranoia remained.  

 

An indication of the high levels of social connectedness and civic 

engagement in the Brisbane community was indicated by the efforts 

made by community leaders to remedy what they perceived as an 

unacceptable lack of cultural pursuits in the local environment. Their 

actions were in direct response to comments made by the editor of the 

                                                 
15 Morrison, p. 58. 
16 Cleary, James T. 1967, ‘The North Brisbane School of Arts, 1849-1899’, BA (Hons) Diss. 
University of Queensland, p 173. 
17 Brisbane Courier, 28 Jul. 1888, p. 4. 
18 Telegraph, 3 Aug. 1888, p. 4. 
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Evening Observer, Walter J. Morley19 who acknowledged Brisbane’s 

impressive organisational vitality, but expressed concern over the 

paucity of clubs in Brisbane that sought to cultivate the mind: 

Of clubs with other objects, pertaining mainly to enjoyment, we have enough and 
to spare – musical clubs, bicycle clubs, cricket, football, and tennis clubs, and 
social clubs without end…. But there is one aspect of our nature, and that not 
the least important, which from the club point of view is almost wholly neglected, 
and which is profoundly in need of some such stimulus to secure its being 
attended to at all.20 
 

Morley argued that after leaving school there was little incentive for 

the public to pursue intellectual interests, and the community as a 

general rule was only interested in reading popular novels.  He 

described this as a ‘serious evil’, and his suggested remedy followed 

along the lines of the National Home Reading Union, which was a 

newly formed literary society in England. Its president was, Headmaster 

of Rugby School, Dr John Percival.  

 

The discussions that took place in the press, and the [North] Brisbane 

School of Arts, indicate that the desire to establish a reading society 

was predicated on broadly liberal values, ideas and assumptions that 

dominated English literary culture in the late nineteenth century.  

Implicit in the argument for a reading society is the assumption that 

culture is a desirable feature in any society. Perhaps the most well 

known commentator on this subject was Matthew Arnold whose ideal of 

universal culture was developed in a range of articles and books, the 

most famous being Culture and Anarchy (1869). To him culture 

represented ‘the disinterested endeavour after man’s perfection.’21  It 

required ‘a pursuit of our total perfection by means of getting to know, 

on all matters which most concern us, the best which has been thought 

                                                 
19 According to the current editorial manager of the Courier Mail, Gareth Evans, standard 
practice in newspaper protocol during this period was for the editor to be responsible for 
authorship of Leader Columns. 
20 Evening Observer, 21 January 1888, p 4. This is a single located instance where the term 
‘clubs’ is used to include ‘societies’ and ‘circles’ and ‘associations’. In discussions about 
named literary groups, there is a definite distinction between societies, circles and 
associations, which tend to be interchangeable terms, and clubs, which follow the lines of the 
English gentlemen’s clubs. 
21 Arnold, Matthew Arnold 1889, Culture and Anarchy, Smith, Elder & Co., London, p. 29. 
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and said in the world’.22  He argued that perfection was the means to 

both an individual and social end: 

Culture, which is the study of perfection, leads us … to conceive of true human 
perfection as a harmonious perfection, developing all sides of our humanity; 
and as a general perfection, developing all parts of our society.23 

 

The type of education he recommended for the pursuit of the state of 

perfection, was the study of humanities, with particular emphasis 

given to the classics.24 The example the Observer gave of the National 

Home Reading Union, provided systematic courses of study to adults 

on a broad range of subjects by the educated middle-class. This was 

consistent with Arnold’s appeal to people of the middle-class to ‘fulfil 

their duty as the “natural educators” of the eager and irrepressible 

working masses’.25 

 

Whereas the editor of the Observer attacked the community’s 

preoccupation with popular fiction. [North] Brisbane School of Arts 

committee members expressed wider concerns when they railed 

against the whole novel genre.  At the 1887/8 annual meeting, the 

chairman and president, R. Gailey, lumped fiction into one category 

when he invoked the ‘assistance of the members to use their best 

endeavours to counteract’ the interest in fiction by ‘urging on the 

young men with whom they were acquainted, the importance and 

necessity of cultivating a better knowledge of the arts and sciences’.26 

 

A similar set of assumptions underlay the immensely popular English 

Men of Letters series, edited by John Morley.  In particular, contributors 

to the series were concerned with what they perceived to be the mass’s 

‘nonrespectable’ reading habits, that is, their preoccupation with 

                                                 
22 Arnold, p. 8. 
23Arnold, p. 11. 
24 Palmer, Imelda 1979, Matthew Arnold: Culture, Society and Education, Macmillan, South 
Melbourne, p. 86. 
25 Arnold in Baldick, C 1983, The Social Mission of English Criticism 1848-1932, Clarendon 
Press, Oxford, p. 34. 
26 Telegraph, 3 Aug. 1888, p 4. 
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popular novels.  Edmund Gosse, for example, called upon literary 

professionals to provide assistance to a public ‘groping their way 

through the darkness of the book-market’.27  According to Frederic 

Harrison, random reading indulged in for pleasure at the expense of the 

accumulation of knowledge, was a ‘misuse of books’.28 Harrison spoke 

in metaphors of health.  He argued that ‘we are debilitated by wanton 

reading and made unable to consume that which is intellectually 

wholesome’.29  Contributors to the English Men of Letters series 

therefore, had a more specific project than Arnold’s ideal for a universal 

culture of perfection.  They were geared towards an attack on the ‘yellow 

back fiction’, and what they perceived as its insidious influence on 

society.   

 

This critique of popular fiction runs hand in hand with another 

development.  In the second half of the nineteenth century, as the 

institution of literature became more professionalised, one of the 

significant literary products, fiction, started to be regarded as a literary 

form, rather than as entertainment. As Richard Stang contends: 
When the august Edinburgh Review, oldest of the literary quarterlies and very 
conscious of its authoritative position as the upholder of standards, announced 
in 1853 that prose fiction was not ‘an insignificant or trivial province of 
literature,’ the statement could be accepted as definitive for most of the English 
critics of the 1850s and 1860s.30 

 

Distinctions were now being made between different forms of fiction. 

George Eliot, for example, rejected the role of the novelist as entertainer, 

and drew attention to the responsibility involved with publishing. She 

argued that prose fiction was an art form, and guidance should be 

conveyed through the author’s ability to evoke imagination and feelings: 
If Art does not enlarge men’s sympathies, it does nothing morally…. The only 
effect I ardently long to produce by my writings, is that those who read them 

                                                 
27 Gosse in Kijinski, John L 1991, ‘John Morley’s “English Men of Letters” Series and the 
Politics of Reading’, Victorian Studies, Indiana University, Winter, p. 209. 
28 Harrison in Kijinski, p. 208. 
29 Kijinski, John L. 1991,‘John Morley’s “English Men of Letters” Series and the Politics of 
Reading’, Victorian Studies, Indiana University, Winter, p. 209. 
30 Excerpt from Edinburgh Review in Stang, R. 1959, The Theory of the Novel in England 1850-
1870, Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, p. 46. 
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should be better able to imagine and to feel the pains and the joys of those who 
differ from themselves.31 

 

Nevertheless, contributors to the English Men of Letters series 

‘encouraged readers to regard prose fiction as a second rate genre’.32 

With this the accepted premise, they made distinctions within the novel 

genre according to respectability.33 One strategy was to examine the life 

of the writer as a means of assessing the value of the work.34 Another 

was to look at the ‘strengths and limitations of realism’.35 Novel writers 

could lose their ‘respectability’ by choosing subject matter that, 

although real, was morally offensive or ‘non-healthy’.36 The other 

violation of so-called respectable realism occurred if writers used their 

books to make social or political statements or criticisms.37 Prose 

regarded as superior was expected to ‘tutor the reader in general lessons 

of public virtue’.38 Here the emphasis was on public virtue. Kijinski 

asserts that ‘although domesticity is often cited as a wonderful English 

virtue, the private settings of the domestic novel seems not to be worthy 

of serious consideration’.39 

 

Richard Hutton, who contributed the volume on Sir Walter Scott, 

compared two categories within the novel genre – the domestic and the 

historic novel. His comparison offers a summary of characteristics for 

‘popular’ as opposed to ‘serious’ fiction.  The domestic novel, if lacking 

in artistic merit, was written off as ‘popular’, because it merely pandered 

to the pleasures.  A characteristic that placed works within the great 

English tradition was ‘manliness’. ‘Good’ and ‘bad’ literature was partly 

understood in gendered terms: 40 
The domestic novel, when really of the highest kind, is no doubt a perfect work 
of art, and an unfailing source of amusement; but it has nothing of the tonic 
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influence the large instructiveness, the stimulating intellectual air, of Scott’s 
historic tales…. The domestic novel, even when its art is perfect, gives little but 
pleasure at the best; at the worst it is simply scandal idealized.41 

 

The [North] Brisbane School of Arts’ broad criticisms of fiction, and 

the Observer’s attack on popular fiction, show that these two groups 

were focussing on different aspects of the same argument pushed by 

the contributors to the English Men of Letters series.  At one level, 

contributors encouraged readers to regard prose fiction as a second 

rate genre, this was the view critics from the [North] Brisbane School 

of Arts supported; while the Observer focussed on the next level, 

which made distinctions between the various types of novels, and the 

value attached to those regarded as ‘respectable’.  The intention of 

distinguishing between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ fiction was to provide guidance 

to good reading.  

 

As there was some disagreement or differing focuses concerning the 

criteria of ‘good’ reading, the compilation of a reading list of the ‘best 

books’ was not straightforward. This was one of the main tasks of the 

Brisbane Literary Circle’s Committee. Its choice of one type of book 

over another, which in this case was English literature and history 

over utilitarian subjects, as well as the level of treatment it gave the 

books on the reading list and learning strategies it employed (such as 

examinations), defined the circle’s membership and effectively 

excluded some sectors, namely the one that it paid greatest lip service 

to targeting – the working-classes. Further discussion on these 

aspects will continue at a later stage of this chapter. 

 

Formation of the Brisbane Literary Circle: 

From the outset, the Brisbane Literary Circle was intended to be an 

educational movement.  Some evidence of this is in the speeches that 

were made at the initial public meeting; as well as its occasional 
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listing in Pugh’s Almanac under the heading, ‘Educational’, where its 

details appeared alongside schools and colleges. 

 

Brisbane’s institutional connectedness is demonstrated through the 

responsive interaction between newspapers, which suggested the need 

for a reading society, the [North] Brisbane School of Arts, which acted 

on the suggestion, and Reginald Heber Roe of the Brisbane Grammar 

School who assisted with the venture. Roe became involved in the 

Brisbane Literary Circle after he was approached by the secretary of 

the [North] Brisbane School of Arts, Dudley Eglinton.  It was through 

him that the dual intellectual provenance of the Brisbane Literary 

Circle was established.  He brought to the group his educational 

philosophies, which were largely influenced by Matthew Arnold, and 

his preference for the example of the largest reading society in the 

world – the Chautauqua Literary and Scientific Circle. 

 

Although Britain’s National Home Reading Union was attracting 

interest at the time, Roe preferred the American model.  The reason 

for this can probably be located in a statement that he made in his 

later claim that ‘America is the country most suitable for us to turn to 

for example, partly because its condition a century ago was very 

similar to that of Australia now in origin and population and in 

material condition . . .’42 

 

President of the [North] Brisbane School of Arts, R. Gailey, chaired the 

public meeting that was held on 2 August 1888 for those interested in 

forming a reading club.  During his opening speech he declared that, 

‘considering the amount of light literature which was read, something 

of a more solid character should be introduced, if possible’.43  He 

called upon Roe who presented his lengthy address, ‘A Plea for a 
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 33

Reading Society’.  Roe promoted the benefits of literature in terms of 

the social and cultural capital generated within the literary society’s 

environment: 

‘How will such a society help to bring about the results we desire?’  I believe 
that it will quicken in all members the sense of duty of self-improvement in 
intellectual matters, and more, it ought to infuse into each member an 
enthusiasm to make others round him think too and share his thoughts.44 

 

Roe alluded to the achievements, scope and structure of the CLSC and 

proposed the local reading society adopt similar structural operations, 

namely: a selection committee to be appointed for the purpose of 

organising the reading list; monthly examination questions or 

‘Memoranda’ to be forwarded to the committee for correction, and 

memorial days to be designated.  He stopped short of recommending 

affiliation with the Americans, however, as he felt that ‘their course of 

reading is selected from American text-books, and relates so much to 

American history that . . . on the whole, it will be better to adapt their 

methods to our wants’.45  

 

During his speech, Roe emphasised the need for guidance to ‘good’ 

books, and deferred to Thomas Carlyle: 

It is very important that we should choose the right class of book.  Carlyle 
tells us that ‘books are like men’s souls divided into sheep and goats, some 
few are going up and carrying us heavenwards; others, a frightful multitude, 
are going down, doing ever the wilder mischief’46 

 

Roe posed the question to the audience: ‘How much of our mental 

activity is wasted by being directed to worthless fiction instead of solid 

wholesome English literature’.47  He continued with an appraisal of 

the subjects he believed were appropriate for the reading society’s 

curriculum:   

We should confine ourselves to the best histories, ancient and modern, and 
to standard English literature which is now placed within the reach of us all 
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by the excellent publications of Morley’s Universal Library, the Camelot 
Classics, and Cassell’s Universal Library.48 

 

Of the recommended subjects, Roe was most passionate about 

Shakespeare because of its literary merit and its historical accuracy. 

His reasons for this are indicated in a later paper presentation he gave 

at the Brisbane Literary Circle: 

We want to make all our education more literary, to bring the mind of the 
pupil into contact with more and more beautiful thoughts, noble characters, 
and striking scenes of the world’s history, at the same time giving him the 
habit of criticising and comparing and expressing subtle distinctions in 
accurate language.  Can any subject be more suitable for this purpose than 
Shakespeare’s writings.49 

 

In yet another paper presentation on his favourite subject he 

recommended the use of complementary study aids including: 

Abbott’s Shakspearian Grammar for the differences between Elizabethan and 
modern English; Schmidt’s Shakspearian Lexicon for comparison of parallel 
passages, an expensive but invaluable work; Dowden’s Shakspeare Primer, the 
best shilling’s worth of information extant on Shakspear’s life and time and 
metrical criticism; and lastly, Geroinus’s commentaries, for a thorough 
analysis of the characters and general history of all his plays in detail. With 
these books of reference and any ordinary annotated edition of a single play, 
he will have within his reach all that is worth knowing about it.50 

 

While lessons at the Chautauqua circle covered history, literature, 

science, art, music and bible study; the emphasis in the Brisbane 

circle’s curriculum was standard English literature and history.  The 

reason Roe gave for restricting studies to these fields was that 

subjects such as ‘the dead languages’, modern languages, 

mathematics and science, required ‘more actual teaching than our 

society could give and more time and mental effort than most of our 

readers could afford’.51 Whereas Roe embraced the Arnoldian ideals of 

‘disinterestedness’ and ‘harmony’, his promotion of the ideal of 

‘universal culture’ through a curriculum that concentrated on the 
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study of English literature and history, narrowed the definition of 

culture to British culture. 

 

Aware of the constraints that a reading society would have to operate 

within, Roe paraphrased and adopted John Heyl Vincent’s defence of 

the Chautauqua Literary and Scientific Circle: 

Its teaching is necessarily open to the charge of being superficial.  It has not the 
thoroughness of university work, nor will it give that depth which any specialist 
who devotes himself to knowing all about one subject may acquire by his own 
efforts; but it will help to bring within the reach of all some of the ennobling, 
purifying, and stimulating ideas of our best literature52 
 
 

Roe elaborated on the benefits of literature to all classes of people: 

The teacher finds refreshment in new ideas outside of his school work which 
gives fresh vigour to his intellect and keeps him from becoming a mere 
machine; the busy man of the town who is never so busy but that he can 
find some time each day for reading rejoices in an association which opens to 
him a world of enjoyment outside of his business worries.  It helps parents to 
keep ahead of their children in culture, to share and guide their thoughts 
instead of living in a separate intellectual sphere, and falling behind them as 
the education of the young advances in depth and range of knowledge.  It 
finds favour with the thoughtful amongst the working-classes, with whom 
there often exists a keener hunger after knowledge than is found amongst 
those who have more transitory pleasures within their reach.53 

 

A major benefit he perceives for teachers appears to be the cultural 

capital generated in an evolving literary society environment. The 

diversity of the group would be a key contrasting factor to the familiar 

(and possibly staid and repetitive) school environment. His perceived 

benefits to the businessman is balance. Whereas the businessman is 

expected to apply himself to the practical day to day tasks in the 

public sphere of business enterprise, reading enables him to turn 

inwards to enjoy the private world of literature and its potential for 

personal development of intellectual pursuits and humanitarian 

sensibilities.   
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The expectation that parents would be able to keep ahead of their 

children in culture, is recognition of the lack of opportunities for adult 

education in an ever-changing world in which ‘education of the young 

advances in depth and range of knowledge’. Whereas the notion of 

mother as natural nurturer and teacher is sustained, in this instance 

both parents are endowed with the ability to guide their children’s 

thoughts, given the appropriate facilities, which he believed could be 

supplied through a systematic course of reading.  

 

And finally, the working-classes that had less opportunity and 

therefore access to formal education because of greater financial 

pressures and constraints. Roe does make a distinction at this point, 

separating out the ‘thoughtful amongst the working-classes’ from the 

others, which he does not do with the other classes. Although the 

Brisbane Literary Circle paid greater lip service to targeting the 

working-classes, this comment indicates that Roe, although he was 

encouraging new membership from all quarters had reservations 

about some sectors of the working-classes in the quest for universal 

culture. To an extent it also explains the later friction that occurred 

between Roe and other committee members as well as newspaper 

editors who believed the curriculum should include reading that 

would be more appealing to the working-classes, instead of pushing 

one category that they believed held little interest for them. This will 

be discussed in greater depth later in this chapter. 

 

The conclusion to his plea for a reading society combined the 

arguments put forward by contributors to the English Men of Letters 

series, in which they recommended affirmative action against the 

overindulgence in popular fiction, with the Arnoldian ideal of universal 

culture:  
it will help to check the waste of time and demoralisation of intellect and soul 
caused by the modern craze for fiction; and it will spread I hope through all a 
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higher sense of the duty of self-improvement, and a livelier enthusiasm in the 
cause of universal culture.54  

 

S. W. Brooks followed Roe’s address and took a swipe at the [North] 

Brisbane School of Arts’ curriculum by comparing it with the 

Chautauqua circle’s curriculum. He declared that it ‘would be far better 

than the one they had at present . . .’55 This statement met with 

audience acclamation.56  Based on what is known of the membership of 

the [North] Brisbane School of Arts, and the Brisbane Literary Circle we 

can assume this audience was largely middle-class.  (Cleary maintains 

that the working-classes rejected the [North] Brisbane School of Arts, 

and later newspaper reports reveal this was also the case with the 

Brisbane Literary Circle.57)   

 

Wendy Stone and Jody Hughes refer to the various forms of trust and 

reciprocity that govern people’s confidence or trust in institutions as 

‘institutional relations’ and maintain that: ‘These basically concern 

trust in the formal institutions of governance and markets and 

include, for example, fairness of rules, official procedures, dispute 

resolution and resource allocation’.58 The audience’s response to 

Brooks’s comment indicates dissatisfaction with the current curriculum 

and possibly its governance. This may have been owing to the fact that 

although the middle-class dominated membership, the institution was 

controlled by the more cultured section of the urban elite:  
The School of Arts was a haven for the cultured British migrant who still had 
connections with the homeland and close contact with English ideas and 
literary tastes…. Their superior education and cosmopolitan outlook meant 
that they were extraordinarily receptive to overseas ideas which they proceeded 
to diffuse in Queensland … Through their influential positions in society and 
politics, they were able to institutionalize their aspirations in cultural bodies 
such as the Public Library, Museum, University and … Technical College.59 
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During the course of the evening, the audience applied pressure to 

break from the School of Arts. For the benefit of those who were not 

prepared to become members of the School of Arts to gain 

membership into the reading society, it was agreed that intending 

members did not have to be subscribers to the School of Arts.  Despite 

this decision, the ties between the two organisations remained very 

strong.  This was indicated by the transcripts of the Brisbane Literary 

Circle’s meetings being published in The School of Arts Chronicle.  On 

the banner of the front page of the Chronicle, the logo for the Brisbane 

Literary Circle appeared side by side with the logo for the Technical 

College.  In addition, most Committee members of the Brisbane 

Literary Circle were also committee members of the [North] Brisbane 

School of Arts.  

 

It appears that there was a distinct lack of trust in the [North] 

Brisbane School of Arts by the middle and working classes. Whereas 

the middle-class was highly critical of it, the working-classes rejected 

it outright. Jonathan Rose’s research shows that the British working-

classes also rejected Mechanics’ Institutes. The main reasons he cites 

for their seeking alternative reading rooms and adult schools to those 

offered through Mechanic’s Institutes were that they were ‘founded 

and governed by paternalistic middle-class reformers where religious 

and political controversy was usually barred and the premises could 

be uncomfortably genteel’.60   

 

Given that the School of Arts was governed by a group of intellectual 

elites and its subscribers were predominantly middle-class and that 

these same people now sought involvement with the Brisbane Literary 

Circle, it is highly likely that a similar genteel environment as that 

described by Rose in the British Mechanics’ Institutes, existed in the 
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Brisbane Literary Circle, rendering it an uncomfortable environment 

for people of the working-classes. Although the majority of those 

attending the public meeting were people of the middle-class who had 

some grievance with the [North] Brisbane School of Arts. Their 

attendance and reaction to discussions about the failings of the 

[North] Brisbane School of Arts, suggests that they were hopeful of 

establishing a circle that would be more able to accommodate their 

needs. The absence of the working-classes at this meeting, on the 

other hand, suggests that this sector did not have any such hope for 

the new reading society.  

 

Referring to the Chautauqua circle, S.W. Brooks moved the resolution 

‘That such an organisation be established here, to be called the 

Brisbane Literary Circle, its aim being to promote habits of reading 

and study in all departments of literature, and generally to aid in the 

development of intellectual culture’.61 Although J.F. Horsley seconded 

the resolution, he felt the proposed name was too narrow, and should 

not just identify Brisbane.  If the reading society was to be successful 

in its quest for universal culture, he argued, it should extend beyond 

Brisbane.  Horsley’s suggested amendments were not accepted, and 

the name and geographical scope remained.  However, in a pamphlet 

that the Circle published shortly after it was established, it stressed 

that: 

It strongly desired that local circles should be formed in many places 
throughout the colony, and the Council will render all assistance in its power 
to any who may be willing to undertake the establishment of a circle in any 
locality.62 

The Circle followed through with this promise and provided assistance 

to Maryborough, Ipswich, Gympie and possibly Bundaberg.63  
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The Brisbane Literary Circle was fully established on 2 August 1888, six 

months after the appearance of the article in the Observer. Stone and 

Hughes describe the essence of social capital as quality social relations 

attained through norms of trust and reciprocity, which affect ‘the 

capacity of people to come together to collectively resolve problems they 

face in common64, and achieve outcomes of mutual benefit’.65 In this 

instance, the commonly perceived problem was a cultureless society. 

Roe deferred to Matthew Arnold’s solution, which was through ‘the 

study and pursuit of perfection’,66 and a commitment from ‘great men of 

culture’ to diffuse ‘from one end of society to the other, the best 

knowledge, the best ideas of their time’.67  

 

The cultural objective of the Brisbane Literary Circle was to be: 
a school at home, a school after school, a school for every age.  It is for people 
who . . . desire to pursue a systematic course of instruction.  It is for men and 
women of every class and calling. . . . even those whose attention is engrossed by 
professional, political, or domestic duties – may, with advantage to themselves, 
join in this undertaking which cannot fail to widen the scope of their knowledge 
and, by enlarging their culture, enhance their capacities for usefulness.68     

 

Key words used in this context, such as ‘school’, ‘knowledge’, ‘culture’ 

and ‘usefulness’, were, and still are, associated with schools of arts.  

This choice of words indicates the committee’s desire to re-establish in 

part the historical connection of schools of arts and mechanic’s 

institutes, which was to provide utilitarian education to the working-

classes.  However, the provision of utilitarian education was rejected by 

the circle’s committee in favour of the dissemination of ‘culture’, though 

the particular desire to educate the working-classes was sustained.  The 

secretary, W. Hill stated in a retrospective speech at the circle’s annual 

meeting in 1892, that it had been ‘one of the principal objects of the 
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circle … to encourage habits of reading and culture amongst the 

working-classes’.69  Ways in which the circle targeted the working-

classes included: the resolution that ‘the fee of membership do not 

exceed 5/- a year’ (it was set at 2/670); the selection of affordably priced 

publications; and a time allocation for study of forty minutes per day, 

six days per week71 in recognition of their long working hours.   

 

A regular attraction that featured in the circle’s programme was the 

river excursion. These outings were significant in that they 

demonstrated commitment by circle organisers to foster enthusiastic 

enjoyment of literature, by facilitating informal discussion of literary 

topics among members and friends.  This strategy enabled individuals 

to develop social ties and friendships creating a positive environment 

for mutual improvement. The usual procedure for these outings was 

for the group to board the government steamer and cruise to a 

designated picnic location along the Brisbane River, where they 

gathered for general business, followed by literary entertainment, 

interspersed with refreshments.  On the boat ride back, an impromptu 

concert would take place.72 This sort of activity advanced the belief in 

the outdoor surroundings as a means of promoting a healthy mind, 

body and soul, which contrasted with the notion of the ‘disease’ of 

popular fiction. Potential for interaction between script and setting 

during these outings was not overlooked by reporters: 
Mr L.E. Groom read a paper on ‘Human Feelings and Nature’ which, with its 
quotations from various exponents of Nature was very appropriate to the 
surroundings of grassy sward and shady foliage; nothing of course was said 
of the mosquitos, which by this time had been driven off by the smoke of the 
fires; or of the ants, whose insinuating advances were not always to be 
denied.73  

 

During 1889 the meetings were held bi-monthly alternating between 

indoor and outdoor. The indoor meetings were held on Thursday 

evenings in the Brisbane School of Arts building in Ann Street. The 
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programme consisted of general business, paper presentations, 

readings and recitations, interspersed with light refreshments and 

musical entertainment referred to as ‘glees’.74 This mix of social and 

literary activity was deliberately designed to further promote an 

environment for optimum mutual improvement. The popularity of the 

gatherings increased over the years and by 1890 indoor meetings were 

held fortnightly and outdoor meetings were quarterly.75 River 

excursions remained the most popular. On one occasion 150 people 

attended: 

The Brisbane Literary Circle gave another of their enjoyable outings last 
Saturday when about one hundred and fifty members proceeded up the river to 
Fig Tree Pocket in the little steamer Pearl.  The literary portion of the 
entertainment was given by Messrs. Brooks, Shirley, Woodcock, Woolcock, 
O’Shea and Mrs. Foott, while the musical part was contributed by Messrs. 
Seymour Dicker, Ohman, Heu[s]smann and Salisbury.76 

 

The Brisbane Literary Circle Committee used the established guidelines 

as discussed in the English Men of Letters series, to distinguish between 

‘good’ and ‘bad’ fiction, when prescribing set readings and the same 

principles were embraced by members during discussion.  For example, 

although George Macdonald was a very popular writer, the value of his 

work was recognised by members for its moral content and guidance.  

The Rev. W. Osborne Lilley presented a paper on Macdonald, and in his 

opening statement, he said that he regarded him as ‘one of the noblest 

religious teachers of this generation’, and praised his novels above all 

his other works (including his poetry), extolling the author’s ability to 

encourage ‘moral growth and lofty perfection’. 77  Another example was 

Looking Backwards. In the postscript Bellamy explained that the book: 
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although in the form of a popular romance, is intended, in all seriousness, as a 
forecast, in accordance with the principles of evolution, of the next stage in the 
individual and social development of humanity.78 
 

The circle received the book as the author had intended.  During 

discussion no-one even referred to it as a novel.  Nevertheless as a 

novel, it possessed the required characteristics for it to be regarded as 

‘respectable’: it was written by a man; it contained public acts of 

heroism; and it offered a moral lesson to its readers. Extraction of the 

moral value from prescribed readings (and not only from novels) was 

given a high priority.  An early example was Roe’s presentation of As 

You Like It, during the first river excursion.  It was reported that: ‘the 

moral of the play was specially dealt with . . .  He showed how the play 

illustrates the moral set forth by Thomas Lodge in the pastoral romance 

of Rosalynde’.79 

 

The Brisbane Literary Circle set aside Memorial days to ‘bind 

themselves to read literary selections from the authors designated and 

collect facts about them and maxims from them’.80  Although not a 

Memorial Day a special occasion was made of Tennyson’s 80th birthday.  

The circle celebrated the occasion with a dramatic version of the poet’s 

work ‘Princess’.81 Its principal day, however, was ‘Inaugural Day’, which 

celebrated the initiation of the Club.82 Roe’s implied preference to devote 

Memorial Days entirely to literary heroes was rejected, but so too was 

the extensive range of disciplines Chautauqua drew from for its 

notables.  

 

As organisers were determined that their circle should be all inclusive 

they established the society as non-sectarian and apolitical. They did 

however, show respect for ‘Sabbath observance’ by scheduling social 
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activities such as their river picnics on Saturdays. (This is probably just 

as well, because in the 1890s religious groups lobbied against the use of 

the government steamer for social activities on Sundays.83) The 

committee did not include religious or political figures on the honours 

list, but drew from the fields of Literature, Science and Art.84  In 1889, it 

honoured Shakespeare; Johnson; Macaulay; Lamb and Darwin.85 With 

regard to the latter, John Laurent contends that ‘an interest in Darwin 

and evolution and indeed in science generally, does seem to have been a 

feature of intellectual life in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries’.86 

 

Laurent draws attention to a chapter in Darwin’s Descent of Man titled 

‘The Moral Sense’ which discusses the evolutionary development of 

‘social instincts’ in man: 
Notwithstanding many sources of doubt, man can generally and readily 
distinguish between the higher and lower moral rules.  The higher are founded 
on social instincts, and relate to the welfare of others.  They are supported by 
the approbation of our fellow-men and by reason.87 
 

These principles were embraced by the Brisbane Literary Circle.  The 

club was established as a result of concern for the ‘welfare of others’, 

combined with the desire to assist the broader community, but in 

particular the working-classes in the evolution of ‘social instincts’ 

towards moral elevation. This was in keeping with a development in the 

late 19th century of the rationale for altruism.   

 

The intention of the Brisbane Literary Circle to promote universal 

culture and the strategies it used to do this, defines its social capital 

as what Robert D. Putnam refers to as bridging (or inclusive) as 

opposed to bonding (or exclusive). Whereas the example of the 

                                                 
83 Lawson, Ronald 1973, Brisbane in the 1890s: a study of an Australian Urban Society, 
University of Queensland Press, St. Lucia, Qld, p. 280. 
84 Lawson, p. 280. 
85 Lawson, p. 280. 
86 Laurent, J. 1994, “This Meeting is Now Closed’: the Social Significance of the Institutes in 
Retrospect” in P. Candy & J. Laurent (eds), Pioneering Culture: Mechanics’ Institutes and 
Schools of Arts in Australia, Auslib Press, Adelaide, p. 376. 
87 Darwin in Laurent, p. 376. 



 45

Johnsonian Club’s use of bonding social capital was ‘good for 

undergirding specific reciprocity and mobilizing solidarity’88, the 

Brisbane Literary Circle sought to promote  better ‘linkage to external 

assets and for information diffusion’.89   

 

Ever keen to support all programmes of cultural outreach, the Brisbane 

Literary Circle, like its American counterpart, supported the University 

Extension movement.  Griffith, Roe and Woolcock were three of the five 

names on the original council for the Queensland University Extension 

Movement.  The other two, Littleton E. Groom and Sir Charles Lilley,90 

although not on the Brisbane Literary Circle Committee, were members, 

and also on the [North] Brisbane School of Arts Committee.  The 

Brisbane Literary Circle provided a supportive platform for Griffith to 

discuss his plans for a university.  The Courier reported a speech he 

made at the first Annual General Meeting of the Brisbane Literary 

Circle: 
he was yet certain that before twelve months were over the Legislature would 
declare in favour of the formation of a university. (Applause.)  He thought the 
University of Queensland would be a democratic university - (applause) - and 
that it would not be limited to any particular branch of science, but embrace all 
departments of learning. (Hear, hear.)91 

 

The circle also followed the example of other reading unions such as 

the CLSC and the Home Reading Union, with regard to their 

committees, which comprised highly reputable scholars and writers. 

According to Stone and Hughes, the ‘number of associational ties’ or 

‘connectedness in the civic realm’, provides a measure of the level of 

generalised social capital, which relates to ‘the sense of trust and 

reciprocity that exists between people within the local area, and among 

people in general’.92 Individuals on the circle’s committee were extremely 

‘well connected’. Pooled together as they were in the circle’s committee, 
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it was a potent mix of human capital with a diverse range of civic and 

social networks in various spheres. In view of the indicators of social 

capital, which are the levels and diversity of norms (measures of the 

quality) and network characteristics (structure of relationships),93 it can 

only be concluded that this organisation had the potential to be 

extremely influential.  

 

As well as Roe, executives included Chief Justice and previous Premier 

of Queensland, (Sir) Samuel Walker Griffith, who was the president of 

the club for the first four years; James Brunton Stephens, who was a 

founding member of the Johnsonian Club in Brisbane, and 

subsequently described as Australia’s ‘first notable scholar-poet’94; Mrs 

Leontine Cooper, French teacher, journalist and author of many short 

stories published in the Boomerang; James Park Thomson, founder of 

the Queensland branch of the (Royal) Geographical Society of 

Australasia, and author of more than 200 scientific papers during his 

lifetime;95 John Shirley BSc, University of London graduate, 

educationalist dedicated to a number of scientific societies, which 

included the Royal Society of Queensland and Australasian Association 

for the Advancement of Science;96 John Laskey Woolcock, BA, 

University of Sydney graduate, a scholar, teacher and private secretary 

to (Sir) S. W. Griffith, and later parliamentary counsel.97 

 

A distinguishing feature of groups with high levels of connectedness 

is a relatively homogeneous informal network.98 This explains the 

circle’s lack of connection with people outside their own status group. 

According to Ronald Lawson, Brisbane was not a ‘class society’ in 
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the Marxist sense (characterised by antagonism and conflict 

between the classes), but ‘best described in terms of a continuum of 

status based upon occupation’. He maintains that ‘individuals 

enjoying approximately equal prestige formed loose status groups of 

varying sizes’.99 It would therefore seem that when it came to 

soliciting new membership, the circle was locked into networks 

within the middle and upper-classes, offering little opportunity to 

recruit members from the working-classes.  

 

After it became abundantly clear that the working classes were not 

interested in joining the Brisbane Literary Circle, Roe became 

resigned to what he believed was the impossible task of using 

societies such as the Brisbane Literary Circle to bridge the social 

hierarchy in their efforts to achieve ‘universal culture’: 
Personally I am persuaded that it is useless to hope to draw the working-classes 
into the Literary Circle or into any group consisting of persons better off than 
themselves, they are not at ease there.100 

 

The level of education was another indicator of homogeneous informal 

networks. According to Stone and Hughes: 
Those with the highest level of education are most likely to have educationally 
homogenous [sic] networks (that is, their partners and close friends also tend 
to be highly educated), and those with very low levels of education are the 
second most likely group to have educationally homogenous [sic] networks 
(that is, their partners and close friends also tend to be poorly educated.101  

 

This indicates that the problem of integrating the working with the 

middle-class in any venture was compounded by these social factors, 

which would have inhibited the extension of the necessary norms of 

trust and reciprocity between the different social classes. This would 

have undoubtedly sabotaged the Brisbane Literary Circle’s ‘bridging’ 

intention. This was confirmed in a later comment that: ‘The greater 
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number of the members had been those who had enjoyed the benefits 

of education in universities and the higher schools’.102  

 

The level of treatment given to prescribed readings tended to be quite 

in-depth. For example, the paper presented on Gronlund’s Co-operative 

Commonwealth, demonstrated a highly critical analysis. Brooks 

reported that Mr. T.E. White 
combated the author’s supposed facts as given in Chapter One of the 
Commonwealth, by quotations from the reports of the Queensland Woollen Co., 
showing that the author is misleading in theory, and wrong in his facts.103 

 

Discussion followed, with the case being argued for and against 

Gronlund by ‘Mr. L. Groom, Mr. S.W. Brooks, Mr. G. Cannon, Mr. R.H. 

Roe, and Mr. Boyd Mackay’.104 

 

Reactions to the BLC: 

Although there are no surviving minutes of the circle’s meetings, its 

activities were so thoroughly documented by the Brisbane press, that 

it was possible to reconstruct its story through this medium. The 

Telegraph devoted two very substantial articles in the same edition.  In 

one, the Chautauqua circle was alluded to as an example of what was 

expected from the Brisbane Literary Circle:  
The aim of the whole scheme is not only to derive the greatest possible benefit 
from books by selecting those best worth reading, but to enable the readers to 
obtain a fund of the most useful general information.105 

 
The Brisbane Courier also approved: 
 

A society for the promotion of useful reading ... should, if wisely gone about, 
prove one of the most beneficial enterprises in our city or colony.106 

 
. . . and of course the original catalyst, the Evening Observer applauded 
the initiative: 
 

too much importance cannot be attached to any movement which aims at a 
thorough diffusion of the thoughts of the best intellects and the inculcation of 
ideas which humanise and refine.107 
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After the circle was established, the Queenslander and Boomerang 

joined the other three newspapers in voicing their approval, and they 

all continued to report on the circle’s activities throughout its 

existence. William Lane’s campaigning style of journalism represented 

the interests of the working classes. During his years as editor of the 

Boomerang, he took a particular interest in the Brisbane Literary Circle 

and wrote regular reports on its activities. His opinions indicate first 

hand experience with the group, suggesting his presence at the 

gatherings.  Although the Circle targeted the working-classes, its 

membership was predominantly middle-class. This might explain some 

of Lane’s less than complimentary comments. For example: ‘. . . 

members will read Macbeth.  As very few of the members of the Circle 

are even tolerable readers, a somewhat dreary entertainment may be 

looked for. . . .’108 The reason for such overwhelming newspaper 

interest and support is suggested by Elizabeth Webby: 

Throughout Australia, it was commonly the newspaper proprietors who, as 
official arbiters of tastes and morals, and as apologists for either radical or 
conservative points of view, sought, both through their own publications and 
through their support for the cultural work of the local institutes, to dispel 
‘the stagnant waters of ignorance.’109 

 

The only metropolitan newspaper that showed a noticeable lack of 

interest in the reading club was the Queensland Figaro and Punch.  

This is puzzling given that Figaro’s scope included culture.  It covered 

School of Arts activities, so why then did it ignore the Brisbane 

Literary Circle?  One possibility was a personality clash between the 

editor, John Edgar Byrne, and member/s of the circle’s committee.  As 

School of Arts events were published, it may be concluded that the 

conflict was with someone who was involved with the circle, but not 

with the School of Arts.  This narrows the field to (Sir) Samuel Walker 

Griffith, who was the president of the circle for the first four years, 
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and Reginald Heber Roe.  The likely person is Griffith as it is well 

documented that Byrne could not endure him.110  

 

The Brisbane Literary Circle Committee had a tangible connection 

with the newspaper fraternity and it appears that it was able to exploit 

this relationship to obtain quite a deal of newspaper publicity for their 

venture. This provided them with a way of disseminating information 

about the society and soliciting membership. Many journalists and 

editors became involved at various levels. For example, Mrs Leontine 

Cooper was a committee member and wrote regularly for the Courier 

and Queenslander.111 She also had short stories published in the 

Boomerang in 1889 and 1890, and was the Queensland correspondent 

for The Dawn: a Journal for Australian Women.112  The editor of the 

Brisbane Courier, William Kinnaird Rose, was also a member of the 

Brisbane Literary Circle.  Dudley Eglinton whose name appears 

regularly in reports covering the circle, wrote for the Courier and 

Queenslander on scientific subjects.  Charles Brunsdon Fletcher who 

was secretary for the first two years, wrote for the Boomerang. (He later 

became the editor of the Courier).  Vice president S.W. Brooks had 

extensive newspaper experience:  
He began his literary career on the Observer…. He was on the staff of the 
Telegraph for some 20 years and contributed regularly to the Brisbane 
Courier . . .  In 1893 he launched the Spectator, an antisocialist newspaper . 
. .  In 1895 he became part-proprietor of the weekly, Moreton Mail, and sole 
proprietor in 1896.  He continued to contribute to the Telegraph and Figaro, 
and for a time was president of the Queensland Country Press 
Association.113 

 

Approximately 100 people registered to join the Brisbane Literary 

Circle,114 and applicants were required to fill out a form providing: 

‘name in full; residence; occupation; married or single; and age last 
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birthday, or in decades (10 to 20, 20 to 30, etc.)’115 This information 

was used as a type of club census.116 The Boomerang expressed 

concern over the honesty of the data with this tongue-in-cheek quip: 

‘What woman between twenty and forty will answer the last question 

truthfully?  If they will, indeed, at any age’.117 

 

A report in the Boomerang, which erroneously referred to this meeting 

as a gathering of the Chautauqua Literary Society offers some insight 

into the gender mix of membership and council: 
 A meeting of the members of the Chatauqua [sic] Literary Society took place at 

the School of Arts last Friday night. The members of committee or council were 
balloted for and it will be gratifying to ladies to learn that two of their sex 
headed the poll - Mrs. Cooper and Miss Beanland.  A great many members 
were enrolled, quite half of the number being ladies.118 

 
 

Women: 

From 1888 to 1890, the Brisbane Literary Circle had a committee of 

eleven, two of them were women. In 1888 they were journalist and 

French teacher, Mrs Leontine Cooper and Principal of the Brisbane 

Girl’s Grammar School, Miss Sophia L. Beanland. In 1889 Mrs H. 

Jordan took over from Beanland who resigned due to her departure to 

England.119  In the next two years (1891-92), the committee increased to 

twelve, with women office-bearers increasing to three (Mesdames 

Shelton, Leontine Cooper and poet, Mary Hannay Foott120). Although 

the number of women on the committee was not proportionate to the 

larger female membership, the election of women was a progressive 

move, and set the example to the [North] Brisbane School of Arts, which 

did not have female representation on its committee until 1892.121 By 

1896 the disproportionate number of men to women on the committee 
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had almost been rectified with the committee registering eight men and 

six women: 
President, the Hon T. J. Byrnes; vice-presidents, Messrs W. Yaldwyn, PM, and W. 
Hill; council, Mesdames Foott, Leontine Cooper, and Bourne, Misses Burdorff 
and Raymond, and Messrs. R. H. Roe, MA, J. Shirley, B.Sc, L. E. Groom, MA, 
LLM, and W. Power; joint secretaries, Miss Macintosh and Mr W. J. Byrara.122  

 

The initial suggestion to include women on the committee was made by 

James George Drake MLA (who was a founding member of the 

Johnsonian Club). This gave rise to disagreement within the circle’s 

ranks owing to the importance of ‘getting the most suitable persons to 

act as managers of the society’.123 Their use of the democratic ballot 

process to allow members to decide the outcome was an 

acknowledgment of the greater female membership and a willingness to 

welcome women into traditionally male strongholds, as they must have 

known that the result of a ballot where the majority of voters were 

women was a fait accompli in favour of women committee members. 

 

Although women dominated membership, it appears they were not 

active in decision making and policy, as there are no documented 

instances of them proposing or seconding any motions.  They were also 

less forthcoming in paper presentations, and less active in follow-up 

discussions.  There are no examples of women becoming involved in 

discussions on parliamentary politics or economics, so it appears that 

these subjects remained exclusively male domains.  Women who did 

become involved in the discussions restricted their opinions to moral 

and social issues.  Examples are in the report on Mr T. E. White’s 

presentation on Gronlund’s Co-operative Commonwealth.124 None of the 

women entered into the debate over Gronlund’s economic theories. Two 

women members briefly expressed their views on social issues, firstly 

concerning domestic servants, and secondly, the ‘drink question’.  Male 

members then took up on issues of class politics.125 
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Possible reasons for women’s lack of participation in traditionally male 

domains may have had to do with their desire to maintain their current 

definition as ‘ladies’ and to guard against antagonistic attitudes, such 

as those expressed in some of the local newspapers. Some examples of 

these indicate suspicion of educated women. These comments were 

made about members at Brisbane Literary Circle social gatherings: 
whatever collegiate or literary honours any of the ladies of the party may have 
won, their social gifts and graces seemed in no way to have suffered thereby.126 
 

. . . and this derogatory reference to the blue stocking: 
There was nothing particularly ‘blue’ looking about the ladies, and the 
gentlemen, however devoted to books at other times, had evidently determined to 
enjoy themselves on this occasion in a thoroughly social manner.127  

 

As a way of encouraging more female participation the circle initiated 

the ‘Woman’s Night’. The event was advertised as ‘a field day for the 

ladies’, where: ‘Papers are to be read by lady members only.  The 

discussion is to be conducted as much as possible by ladies.  It is 

even whispered that a lady will take the chair’.128 This initiative is one 

of the better examples of how the Brisbane Literary Circle encouraged 

the development of social and civic skills, such as public speaking and 

self-expression in all its members – both male and female, in what was 

intended to be a supportive environment.  

 

Mrs Leontine Cooper presided at the first ‘Women’s Night’ and although 

the participation was female dominated, there was still a strong 

demarcation between ‘women’s’ and ‘men’s’ subjects as indicated by the 

speakers’ choice of topics and the ensuing discussions.  By allowing the 

speaker to choose the subject of their presentation, the women who 

were most comfortable discussing their traditional roles of mother, wife 

and housekeeper were able to develop certain ‘public skills’ without 

feeling their domestic role was threatened or under attack. 
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Mrs Shelton and Mrs Mary Hannay Foott spoke to the topic, ‘Woman’s 

Place in Village Settlement’, both discussing the role of the wife and 

mother in village settlement.  Male members followed with discussions 

about economic issues that had not been raised by either speaker.  

These issues included State-aided village settlement, which was raised 

by S. W. Brooks, and Professor Shelton discussed the economic 

differences between agricultural life in America compared to 

Australia.129  

 
 
Another topic that was introduced by one of the female members on a 

different occasion was Modern Literature. Mrs Foote130 discussed 

contemporary poets in her paper titled ‘The Coming Laureate’.  

Swinburne won the vote: 
Swinburne was named on the ground of the high quality of his poetic genius, 
his command of language, the excellence of his English, his achievements, his 
versatility, and his great lyric gift.  The blemishes marring much of his early 
work, were held to have been atoned for in his later, and particularly in his 
recent, verse.131 

 

Reference to his genius, achievements and versatility, indicate the 

biographical nature of the discussion.  The choice to study Swinburne 

at first appears to be a radical departure from the nineteenth-century 

literary model, which was concerned with moral elevation. However, 

these opinions partly reflected current opinion articulated in reviews 

published in English newspapers.  Whereas American critics never 

forgave Swinburne for his earlier work, Poems and Ballads, because of 

its ‘separation of art and morality’,132 English critics received Poems and 

Ballads: Second Series favourably.133 With the influence of positive 

reviews, and Swinburne’s shift of emphasis in his later works from 
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‘blasphemy and sensuality’,134 his works became more acceptable to the 

period, which is probably why they were also acceptable to this group. 

An observation Victoria Emery makes of Melbourne’s Ladies Social 

Reading Club (established 1903) also applies to this discussion of 

Swinburne: [Their reading] ‘was focused on particular aspects of the 

texts and their authors which were entirely consistent with reading 

ideologies of the time, and with the advice literature which grew out of 

it’.135 

 

The other Mrs Foott, (Mary Hannay), was also an active member. After 

the death of her husband in 1884 she earned her living as a teacher, a 

journalist and poet.136 An example of one of her paper presentations 

titled, ‘The First Three Australian-born Poets, with special reference to 

Henry Kendall’ was reported in the Evening Observer, and will be 

discussed later in this chapter with reference to the introduction of 

Australian writers into the circle’s curriculum. 

 

[Mary] Alice Ham was another prominent female member of the circle. 

She was one of the first members of the Brisbane Literary Circle and 

also a member of the Bush Naturalists. Ham wrote poetry and her love 

of nature became a recurring motif in her writing. ‘The Garden I 

Know’, was her first published poem and it appeared in The Week 

sometime in the 1870s under the nom de plume of ‘Florian’. A book of 

her poems titled, Coward or Hero was published posthumously in 

1928. Consistent with the pattern of the careers of other prominent 

women in the Brisbane Literary Circle she was a teacher and a 

journalist. She taught special classes at St John’s Day School in 

Brisbane and at Mrs Barlow’s Girls Boarding School at Toowoomba. In 

her later years she took positions as a ‘Finishing Governess’. Her 

career as a journalist included writing for the Courier and like Mary 
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Hannay Foott, she contributed to the ‘Women’s Page’ of the 

Queenslander.137 At one of the Brisbane Literary Circle meetings, she 

read an article titled, ‘Was Thackeray a Cynic?’138  

 

Working-classes: 

The Brisbane Literary Circle failed to attract the working-classes. As 

indicated in this next editorial from the Brisbane Courier, the Circle’s 

curriculum, which focussed on literature and the classics and 

excluded utilitarian subjects, was blamed: 
It may be said that these subjects are chosen because the Circle wishes them; 
but is not this simply to perpetuate the evils of exclusiveness and of failure in 
regard to the people and the subjects had in view by the Union?  We would like 
to see our Circle making an effort to include the working-classes in its educative 
net.139 

 

Jonathan Rose’s research into British working-classes does not support 

this basic assumption that the working-classes were not interested in 

high culture. He cites abundant examples of working-class people 

finding their way to authors such as those prescribed on the Brisbane 

Literary Circle’s reading list.  

 

One example was miner, Chester Armstrong (b. 1868). He is a useful 

example because his autobiography chronicles not only the ‘role of 

mutual improvement in transforming [his] working-class intellectual 

life’,140 but also the progression of his reading, from ‘the Bible and 

Pilgrim’s Progress, Baxter’s Saints’ Rest and some devotional 

volumes’,141 which were the main staple of reading available in the 

Cumberland village where he grew up. He credited his father, whom 

Rose describes as a ‘self-help Radical’, for being responsible for 

awakening his political consciousness by reading aloud the paper, 

‘which brought home the horrors of the Afghan and Zulu wars’.142 
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After moving to another mining town, Ashington, he made use of the 

Mechanic’s Institute library and ‘discovered “a new world” and “a 

larger environment” in Defoe, Marryat, Fenimore Cooper, Dickens, and 

Jules Verne’.143 The Mechanic’s Institute was the only cultural 

institution available when he arrived, but as the town’s mining 

population grew so too did its cultural institutions. These included: ‘a 

Co-operative society hall that featured political speakers, a Harmonic 

Society concert hall and orchestra, a Miners’ Association hall, a new 

library, several new churches, and Gilchrist Lectures on the sciences 

that attracted large and rapt audiences’.144 

 

In 1898, Armstrong added to this impressive list of cultural 

organisations when he established the Ashington Debating and Literary 

Society. From here his reading broadened to include: ‘Shakespeare, 

Burns, Shelley, Keats, Tennyson, Byron, Whitman, Wordsworth, Scott, 

Robert Browning, Darwin, and T. H. Huxley’.145 His story tells how his:  
traditional Nonconformist commitment to freedom of conscience was propelling 
him beyond the confines of Primitive Methodism, as far as Unitarianism, the 
Rationalist Press Association, and the Independent Labour Party. His tastes in 
literature evolved apace: Ibsen, Zola, Meredith, and Wilde by the 1890s; then on 
to Shaw, Wells, and Bennett; and ultimately Marxist economics and Brave New 
World.146 

 

By plotting the development of the reading tastes of people like 

Armstrong, who had not received a high-school, much less a 

university education, a parallel may be drawn with the less educated 

working-classes of Brisbane. This comparison points to one very likely 

reason why Brisbane’s working-classes rejected the Brisbane Literary 

Circle. Its course of reading did not progressively develop its less 

educated members’ reading tastes and prepare them for the more 

sophisticated literature of Shakespeare and others. By comparison, 

Chautauqua’s curriculum offered a wider range of reading spanning 
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from practical utilitarian subjects through to the more sophisticated 

readings. This enabled members to develop and progress their reading 

tastes.  

 

Armstrong’s story also shows that while newspapers were an 

important source of accessible information to the working-classes, 

they awakened in their readership strong political awareness. Rose 

contends that in contrast to middle-class Mechanic’s institutes and 

Schools of Arts, ‘political controversy found a home in mutual 

improvement societies until around 1850, faded out in the mid-

Victorian years, then revived in the 1880s’.147 This was because up 

until 1870, when the Education Act was passed, these societies were 

important adult remedial education providers. When near universal 

literacy was achieved as a result of the Act, ‘they could turn to 

exploring politics and literature on a more sophisticated plane’.148 

Rose also points out that up until the late 19th century women were 

mostly excluded from mutual improvement activities. This may have 

been due to the large political content of these meetings and the 

exclusion of women from the public sphere and from voting. 

  

A parallel may be drawn between the British and local working-classes 

in their intense interest in so-called ‘controversial’ political issues and 

their use of newspapers as a primary source of information and 

current awareness. Rod Kirkpatrick maintains that: 
The most dramatic impact on the Queensland press of the 1890s came from 
the outspoken and radical labour movement which had mushroomed since its 
emergence in 1886. By the end of the eighties it had determined to enter 
politics in its own right and had begun to provide the organisation necessary 
to send working men into Parliament.149 
 

Leaders of the Labour movement believed that if the workers were to 

make headway, they had to be mobilised, but first they had to be 

educated. They believed that the means of educating them and ‘of 
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countering the essentially conservative outpourings of the established 

newspapers’, was through a ‘distinctively Labour press’. Early 

Queensland examples included: ‘the Croydon Mining News and the 

Charters Towers Times in 1887, and the Mundic Miner, Georgetown, in 

1889’.150 This genre continued to spread throughout the 1890s. 

 

Among Brisbane’s most influential personalities in the early Labour 

movement was William Lane who helped establish The Boomerang 

(1887 – 1892) and who became the first editor of The Worker 

(established March 1890).151 The Worker focussed on publishing news 

undoubtedly regarded by the middle-class as ‘controversial’ and 

brought it to the attention of the working-classes for their 

consideration and discussion. It sought to balance the current 

newspaper reporting agenda because it was convinced that ‘news 

detrimental to the Labour cause was carefully selected and enlarged 

upon and favourable news was excluded or distorted by the 

commercial press’.152 Editors of other Labour journals followed this 

lead.  

 

The Worker was published by the cooperative financial effort of ‘the 

Building Trade Council, the maritime unions, the bush unions, the 

Shop Assistants’ Union, the Miners’ Union and others’.153 The 

patronage of these organisations alone guaranteed a circulation of 

fourteen thousand a month.154 This figure provides an indication of 

the level of interest in this sort of information. As previously 

mentioned, the Brisbane Literary Circle sought to be non-sectarian 

and apolitical, indicating that it adopted similar attitudes and stances 

to the British Mechanic’s Institutes. This is another possible reason why 

it was rejected by the working-classes in Brisbane. 

 
                                                 
150 Kirkpatrick, p. 131. 
151 Kirkpatrick, p. 131. 
152 Guyatt in Kirkpatrick, p. 132. 
153 Kirkpatrick, p. 131. 
154 Kirkpatrick, p. 132. 
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Whereas Roe’s educational philosophy was largely blamed for the lack of 

working-class support, a more likely explanation is the different 

ideologies pushed by the Brisbane Literary Circle compared to those of 

the highly successful Chautauqua, which determined the reading list. 

The educational philosophies of John Heyl Vincent, who was the 

primary influence on the Chautauqua Literary and Scientific Circle, had 

religious origins. His reasons for promoting mass education were 

politically and socially motivated: ‘to increase the power of the people in 

politics’ and to ‘promote understanding between the classes of 

society’.155 He recommended the study of a wide range of subjects, 

including science, general knowledge, music and the arts, as he believed 

this was appropriate ‘in a world made by a universal creator’.156 His goal 

was to provide books ‘best worth reading’, and also “to enable the 

readers to obtain a fund of the most useful general information”.157  The 

Chautauqua’s curriculum catered to both the cultural and utilitarian 

needs of its members. There was considerable autonomy within the 

individual circles to organise this at the local level.  Although they met 

to discuss and study the prescribed readings, ‘some circles developed 

supplementary interests ranging from lemon culture to cookery.  Some 

put more emphasis on science’.158 In comparison, Roe’s promotion of 

Arnold’s philosophies rendered the political and social dimensions a bi-

product of a quest for cultural perfection and a deeper understanding of 

self, hence the preoccupation of humanitarian subjects like history and 

literature. This also meant the Brisbane Literary Circle’s ‘level of entry’ 

was quite a deal higher than that of the Chautauqua circle. If it had 

been successful in enlisting members from the working-classes, the 

circle would have had to be able to cater to the cultural development of 

a diverse group with a range of educational needs. This would have 

been problematic given that it was one large society and lacked the 

autonomy of the smaller Chautauqua circles. 
                                                 
155 Morrison, T. 1974, Chautauqua: a Centre for Education, Religion, and the Arts in America, 
University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 53-54. 
156 Morrison, p. 26. 
157 Telegraph, 3 Aug. 1888, p 4. 
158 Morrison, p. 66. 
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Whereas the Chautauqua Literary and Scientific Circle was responsive 

to its members’ utilitarian and cultural interests, the Brisbane 

Literary Circle Council only allowed for its members’ cultural 

interests, as outlined in Hill’s speech delivered in 1892: 

Though your council have always kept in view the desirableness of having the 
fortnightly meetings occupied by discussions of the books prescribed in the 
Circle’s course of reading, no absolute rule to this effect has been observed, and 
papers by members on any literary subject in which they were interested have 
always been welcomed, some of which created a vast amount of interest.159 

 

Examples of some papers chosen by members that created much 

interest and debate were: Bellamy’s Looking Backward; General Booth’s 

Darkest England; papers given during the Woman’s Night: ‘Woman’s 

Place in Village Settlement’, ‘Woman as a Bee-Keeper’ and ‘Man in his 

Relation to Woman, and his Probable Extinction in the Near Future’; 

and Congo Free State.160 

 

 

 

Another factor that may have inhibited membership recruitment, not 

only from the working-classes, may well have been the circle’s use of 

examinations. Its course of reading was divided into three-monthly 

segments, after which examinations were held.161 As with Chautauqua, 

it was believed that examinations facilitated the learning process.  The 

importance attributed to examinations is indicated by the circle’s logo 

displayed on the front page of the Brisbane Literary Circle brochure, and 

on the front cover of the Chronicle.  It consists of a circle with the words 

READ MARK LEARN inscribed around the inside.  Although it was not 

compulsory for members to take the examinations, it was highly 

recommended. 

 

                                                 
159 Brisbane Courier, 19 Nov. 1892, p. 6. 
160 Brisbane Courier, 10 Aug. 1891, p. 6. 
161 Brisbane Literary Circle, 1888, Watson & Ferguson, Brisbane, p. 5. (Pamphlet produced by 
the Brisbane Literary Circle.) 
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The questions were to be answered as far as possible from memory, but 

as stipulated in the brochure, ‘when memory fails, the students may 

refer to their books for help, but must give the answers in their own 

language.’162  Members successful in the completion of course 

requirements were awarded certificates, which were presented on 

Inaugural Day.  As exclaimed in a horrified editorial in the Boomerang, 

it was no mean feat to satisfy the requirements: 
The Brisbane Literary Circle has issued its first list of questions to the members 
on the past quarter’s reading. 

  
 It would be a matter of curiosity to know who propounded these learned 

questions; an ambitious individual evidently, who was more anxious to exhibit 
his own erudition than to ascertain the knowledge of the members.  Some of 
these wonderful queries are absurd, to say the least of them.  For instance, 
questions 3, 6 and 5 on Hamlet are -“State or indicate any reference to folk-lore 
as in relation to portents or cock-crowing, etc;” “Give Hamlet’s argument on “Is 
Life Worth Living?” and “Explain unhonsel’d, [sic] disappointed, unanll’d.” [sic]  
It would be interesting to learn how many of these famous questions are 
answered and by whom.  There might be more replies if the papers containing 
the queries were intelligibly written for grown-up readers instead of for fourth-
form scholars.163 

 

These views may have found support with the majority of members. 

Unlike Chautauqua, the Brisbane Literary Circle’s system of 

examination was made use of by only a few members.164 The type of 

questions on the examination papers were clearly one reason for the 

lack of response, the other was simply the unfavourable reaction to 

examinations. Although Brisbane Literary Circle committee member 

and Principal of the Girl’s Grammar School, Sophia Beanland, happily 

debunked paranoia regarding equal education for women when she 

argued that: 
Some alarmists say, ‘If we educate the girls to such a pitch as we do the boys, the 
next generation will be idiots’. Far from being proven, there is no evidence that 
judicious and literal education injures the health or tends to the development of 
idiocy.165 
 

. . . she made it clear that she did not favour of the use of examinations: 
Working against time, and devouring enormous masses of indigestible 
information with competitive examinations in view is not education. Neither is it 

                                                 
162Brisbane Literary Circle, p. 4. 
163 Boomerang, 12 Jan. 1889, p. 8. 
164 Brisbane Courier, 19 Nov. 1892, p. 5. 
165 Boomerang, 4 Feb. 1888. 
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judicious under any circumstances to encourage or even sanction such 
examinations for girls of highly nervous temperament.166  
 

It is likely that her opinion was fairly representative of contemporary 

attitudes. As the Circle’s membership was dominated by women, this 

could have been a major reason contributing to the lack of member 

support of examinations.  

 

It appears that the circle made inconsistent use of examinations. As 

early as 1888, a few months after the inauguration, the Observer 

thanked the committee for ‘discarding for the present the somewhat 

formidable idea of examinations’ maintaining that this action had ‘made 

the door of entrance and plan of study as simple and easy as it could 

well be made’. He hoped ‘that the response they meet with from all 

classes will give speedy promise of a growth not far behind that of the 

famed Chautauqua circle of America’.167  

 

As indicated by later feedback from the special meeting that was held to 

review the track record of the circle after it decided to merge with the 

Australasian Home Reading Union it appears that exams were 

reinstituted. The Hon. T. J. Byrnes shows that women were not alone in 

their aversion to examinations. He revealed that he had previously 

refrained from joining the Brisbane Literary Circle as he disliked 

examinations, but would join the Union (on the assumption that there 

would be no examinations).  It appears that the final word on the 

continued use of exams had not yet been decided, as Bishop Webber 

disagreed with Byrnes’s opinion and ‘did not see how examination could 

be avoided’.168 This is rather ironic given the inconsistency of this 

educational strategy with the circle’s other strategies that encouraged 

mutual improvement and enjoyment of literature. However, as Byrnes’s 

later membership indicates, examinations were abandoned. 

 

                                                 
166 Boomerang, 4 Feb. 1888. 
167 Evening Observer, 22 Sep. 1888, p. 4. 
168 Ibid. p. 220. 
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Merger with the Australasian Home Reading Union: 

By the end of 1891, it was evident to all concerned that the Brisbane 

Literary Circle was faltering.  Its popularity peaked in 1889 with 173 

names being registered and in 1890 with 110 registered members.  By 

1891 the circle’s number of financial members reduced to 73, and in 

1892 it had only 53.169  Nevertheless, the circle had attracted the 

attention of other quarters. In January 1892, Roe was invited to speak 

about the Brisbane Literary Circle at the national conference in 

Hobart, of the Australasian Association for the Advancement of 

Science (AAAS).   

 

The Literature and Fine Art section of the AAAS had decided to make 

a dynamic break from its parent body and form an independent 

reading union.170 This move was a sign of the times.  Subject 

specialisation within education made attempts to integrate the science 

disciplines with humanities increasingly difficult.  The break-away 

section established the new reading union in January 1892.  

Representatives from New South Wales, Victoria, New Zealand, 

Queensland and Tasmania formed the committee.  For the 

Queensland branch, R.H. Roe became the president and W. Hill the 

secretary.171 Its purpose was to develop a ‘taste for recreative and 

instructive reading among all classes of the community,’ and to direct 

‘home study to definite ends’.172 The Australasian Home Reading 

Union (AHRU) sought to achieve these ends by publishing courses of 

reading to accommodate the different tastes, requirements and classes 

of readership.  

 

                                                 
169 Figures for 1888 were found in the Circle’s pamphlet, Brisbane Literary Circle, p. 2; figures 
for 1889 - “Brisbane Literary Circle” in Brisbane Courier, 10 Aug. 1891, p. 6; figures for 1890 
and 1891 -  “Brisbane Literary Circle Annual Gathering” in Brisbane Courier, 10 Aug. 1891, p. 
6; figures for 1892 -  The A.H.R., vol. 1, no. 1, 1894, p. 5. 
170 Morris, Edward E. 1892, ‘How a section died and a union took its place,’ The A.H.R., vol 1, 
no 1, 1892, p. 4. 
171 Morris, p. 5. 
172 Morris, p. 5. 
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At a special meeting held in May 1892, members of the Brisbane 

Literary Circle decided to merge their circle with the Australasian Home 

Reading Union.  The main reasons for doing so included: books would 

be easier to obtain for a larger institution; a larger union would have a 

greater chance of survival; increased membership meant the 

organisation would be more financial173; and the reading course would 

be able to cover a larger range of subjects, making the union ‘better 

adapted for meeting the requirements of every class of students’.174  

 

Along with the merger with the AHRU came access to its monthly 

magazine, the A.H.R..  It contained introductions to prescribed readings; 

answers to questions; and branch news. Although the Brisbane Literary 

Circle previously had access to The School of Arts Chronicle, space and 

cost restrictions did not allow for anything more than its use as a venue 

to publish detail about meetings.  Local businesses did not support the 

Chronicle with their advertising and it was discontinued in June 1892 

after twelve issues of 2,000 copies per run, owing to the ‘heavy expense 

incurred in printing’.175  

 

Although members of the Brisbane Literary Circle were keen to 

participate in the benefits of a larger union, they did not intend losing 

their identity.  They qualified the announcement that they would merge 

with the additional phrase with ‘to a certain extent’.176 Their branch 

maintained the freedom to decide local operations, and kept its name.   

The fourth and final annual meeting of the Brisbane Literary Circle as 

an independent club was held on 18 November 1892, in the 

Temperance Hall in Ann Street to cater for greater numbers.  The 

Bishop of Brisbane, the Right Rev. Dr. Webber, presided.  Suggestions 

were made by members and visitors for the new organisation, and 

dissatisfactions with the current circle were aired.   

                                                 
173 The A.H.R., vol. 1, no. 8, 1892, p. 219. 
174 Brisbane Courier, 19 Nov. 1892, p. 5. 
175 [North] Brisbane School of Arts Annual Report, minutes, month ending 30 June 1892. 
176 Brisbane Courier, 1 Oct. 1892. 
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John Shirley was optimistic that the new organisation would connect 

with yet another non-reading class, the country farming community.  

He believed books available in farm libraries were of ‘exceedingly scanty 

proportions’177 and that ‘the formation of branches of the Home Reading 

Union would assist the farming population to gain a knowledge of the 

glorious literature.’178 It was at this meeting that the use of 

examinations was questioned. The sort of membership that the circle 

attracted was also discussed with a view to continuing efforts to gain 

working-class participation.  

  

After the merger with the AHRU the editor of AHR paid tribute to the 

Brisbane Literary Circle: 
The Brisbane Literary Circle, the pioneer of the Home Reading movement in 
Australia, has, after a distinguished career of four years, sworn allegiance to the 
younger and more national association, and is henceforth a part of the AHRU.  
This will probably mean in the near future an accession of several hundred 
members, without taking into account the influence of its example, and of its 
active proselytism throughout the colony of Queensland.179 

 

The merger offered renewed hope for ‘universal culture’. Newspapers 

were, once again, ready to support this latest development. The 

Brisbane Courier claimed that: 
The Australasian Home Reading Union is now doing for Australia what 
Chautauqua has done for America…. We are glad to find that a new move has 
been made to place the best thoughts of the best minds in the way of 
everybody. 

 
The promoters of the Brisbane Literary Circle some years ago had large ideas 
when they founded that society for mutual improvement.  Its boundaries were 
intended to be as wide as the colony, and its intentions were to reach the 
deepest reader if necessary…. Unfortunately there was some dark witch present 
whose magic reversed the spells of those who worked so hard for success…. In 
this direction there are great possibilities when we consider the needs of our 
working men and the best ways of reaching them.180 

 

Although the curriculum continued to be dominated by English 

history and literature, after the merger with the Australasian Home 

                                                 
177 The A.H.R., vol. 1, no. 8, 1892, p. 219. 
178 The A.H.R., vol. 1, no. 8, 1892, p. 219. 
179 The AHR, vol 1, no 8, 1892, p 211. 
180 Brisbane Courier, 21 Mar. 1893. 
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Reading Union, Australian poetry was introduced by members via 

paper presentations.  Mrs Mary Hannay Foott read a paper titled ‘The 

First Three Australian-born Poets, with special reference to Henry 

Kendall’. The other writers she discussed in this paper were W.C. 

Wentworth and Charles Harpur. According to a newspaper report, it 

was very well received: 
The members of the union, who showed their appreciation by a large 
attendance, listened with great interest to what was said concerning these 
three writers and their works, and to the extracts with which the paper was 
illustrated. . . . A lady visitor from New South Wales, and a gentleman from the 
same colony each expressed in cordial terms their thanks to Mrs Foott for the 
tribute paid by her to the memory of the earliest poets of the mother colony; 
and the lady asked permission to read one of Kendall’s sonnets, which she did 
in a very graceful manner. Altogether a most enjoyable evening was spent.181 
 

Another example of a well-received paper presentation on Australian 

literature was the one given by the Attorney-General and leader of the 

Bar, Hon. T. J. Byrnes. His subject was James Brunton Stephens.  

Byrnes discussed Stephens’s nationality and his poetry, paying 

tribute: 
to the noble patriotism and prophetic forecast and immovable faith in the 
greatness of the future destiny of Australia, which breathed throughout his 
works.  He touched also on the poet’s gifts of humour, his culture, and his 
sensitive descriptions of Australian scenery.182      

 

The previous support and interest shown by the newspaper group in the 

activities of the Brisbane Literary Circle waned, as it became obvious 

the original promise of universal culture was not being delivered.  The 

circle continued into the 20th century as a small but dedicated group 

committed to the pursuit of culture.183 At the conclusion of one of its 

gatherings held in the first decade of the new century, Roe gave an 

address on the aims of the Circle, and according to the newspaper 

report, he: 
dwelt upon the pleasure and instruction which is to be derived from a systematic 
course of reading. He expressed the hope that all the members of the circle would 
do their best to further its objects by regularly attending its meetings, and 

                                                 
181 Evening Observer, 1 Jun. 1894, p. 5. 
182 Evening Observer, 29 Jun. 1894, p. 6. 
183 Although I have not followed through with research into when the group disbanded, it was 
still in existence in April 1909.  An article on R.H. Roe states that he ‘is president of the Brisbane 
Literary Circle’. Brisbane Courier, Apr. 7 1909, p. 5. 
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procuring the attendance of their friends. A most enjoyable afternoon was spent, 
and on return to the wharf three cheers were given for Mr. Roe.184 

 

If the circle had been able to extend its networks to include people from 

the working-classes, it would have had to implement a more diverse 

reading list to cater to the broader range of educational levels of 

members in the group. The likely trade-off for increased membership 

from all levels of the social spectrum would have been the loss of the 

existing camaraderie and corresponding high levels of trust and 

reciprocity, which was characteristic of smaller groups of like-minded 

people. This in turn would have decreased the potential for mutual-

improvement. It seems apparent that this was a major concern of Roe 

when he defended the current direction of the circle: 
If there are any in Brisbane who want a course on science or travel, or education, 
or biology, or music, it would be a very simple matter for them to form a group 
for that purpose and they would get every assistance from Mr L. E. Groom in 
their work. More local groups are wanted rather than any large accession to the 
numbers of the Literary Circle, for in proportion as the gathering gets larger the 
number of persons willing to speak grows smaller, and so the most useful part of 
the circle’s work, that of promoting discussion of a conversational nature 
between its members, becomes impaired185 
 

This strategy of encouraging and supporting the establishment of 

smaller circles around the country was used by the Chautauqua circle 

with great success and was now able to be pursued by the 

Australasian Home Reading Union.  

 

The Brisbane Literary Circle is arguably one of Brisbane’s, if not 

Australia’s, more significant cultural movements. It was Australia’s 

first home reading union and it contributed to the wider social and 

cultural movement by being instrumental in the establishment of 

other regional literary circles. Its experience was also drawn upon 

when the larger Australasian Home Reading Union was formed. 

Although it failed to achieve ‘universal culture’, its committee’s efforts 

increased civility in colonial Brisbane by fostering a high regard for 

                                                 
184 Evening Observer, 21 Nov. 1905, p. 2. 
185 Brisbane Courier, 12 Feb. 1894, p. 7. 
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literature and a congenial environment within the circle for social 

intercourse, friendship and literary endeavour.  
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Chapter Two: 

The Johnsonian Club: ‘Those Ungodly Pressmen’ 

In contrast to the Brisbane Literary Circle’s outreach focus, which 

sought universal cultural elevation through its systematic courses of 

reading and instruction, the Johnsonian Club was highly exclusive 

and was primarily concerned with creating the optimum environment 

for the social, cultural and professional advancement of its carefully 

chosen members. Characteristics that distinguished it from its 

contemporaries and firmly established it as a highlight of Brisbane’s 

social life for members and visiting dignitaries were its good humour, 

fellowship and strong literary focus. This chapter will discuss some of 

the characteristics of the original Literary Club founded by Dr Samuel 

Johnson and Sir Joshua Reynolds in Lichfield in 1764. Of interest are 

the similarities between the two clubs and the way in which the 

Brisbane club was able to replicate the spectacularly successful 

sociability of the Literary Club through its own stated objective, which 

sought above all else homogeneity of membership. This chapter will 

show how membership restrictions established certain network 

characteristics within the club, which were crucial for the 

advancement of its members. 

 

Gentlemen’s Clubs were, and to an extent still are a preoccupation of 

the English, although one nineteenth century expert on clubs, John 

Timbs, has dated the existence of men’s clubs back to the days of the 

Athenians with their symposia, and some of their other meetings, 

which required each of the members to contribute a portion of the 

feast, bear a proportionate part of the expense and give a pledge at a 

fixed price.1  Drawing on his research and personal experience, Timbs 

concluded that ‘all celebrated Clubs were founded upon eating and 

                                                 
1 Timbs, John [1872], Clubs and Club Life in London: with Anecdotes of its Famous 
Coffee-Houses, Hostelries, and Taverns from the Seventeenth Century to the Present 
Time, Chatto and Windus, London, p. [1]. 
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drinking, which are points where most men agree, and in which the 

learned and the illiterate, the dull and the airy, the philosopher and 

the buffoon, can all of them bear a part’.2 

 

The gentlemen’s Literary Club that Dr Samuel Johnson and Sir 

Joshua Reynolds founded in London in 1764, and that was still active 

in 1969,3 has been a source of inspiration to successive Johnsonian 

clubs that have spread throughout the world to countries such as 

Australia, the United Kingdom, the United States, Canada, Sweden 

and Japan.4  It is no accident that Australia is listed first, as research 

has shown that the Johnsonian Club that operated in Brisbane from 

1878 until 1991, was the first known offshoot of the original.  

 

That researchers of Johnsoniana have made no mention of the 

existence of the Brisbane club in any of their published works seems a 

surprising oversight, given this claim and the club’s longevity.  A likely 

explanation is that the only publicly accessible club records are of its 

later years (1946-61), and they make no mention of member’s literary 

pursuits, offering little that could be of interest to these researchers. 

For instance, by 1899 the Brisbane Johnsonian Club had 144 

                                                 
2 Timbs, p. [1]. 
3 Clifford, James & Green, Donald J. [1970], Samuel Johnson: A Survey and Bibliography of 
Critical Studies, University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis Clifford and Green, p. 117, entry 
6:9. 
4 Some earlier clubs and societies include: The Johnson Club of London, est. 1884 (Hill 20-
21); the Johnson Club [Bath], operating 1899 (Clifford & Green entry 6:15, p.117); The 
Johnson Club [Lichfield], operating in 1901; The Johnson Society [Lichfield], established in 
1909 (Clifford & Green entry 6:22, p. 118); the Johnson Society of London, established in 
1928 (Clifford & Green 1). Still later ones mentioned in the Johnsonian News Letter include: 
Societas Jonsoniana (Norway), and The Johnson Society of the River Plate (Buenos Aires), 
both operating in 1961; The Johnsonians (New York), founded in 1949; the Johnson Society 
of the Great Lakes Region (U.S.) founded 1959, which merged with the Johnson Society of the 
Midwest (Ohio to the Rockies) to form the Central Region society (Gold 27 Jul. 1988: B2).The 
Johnsonian Society of Kansas was founded 1961 (Clifford & Green 119 entry 6:44) and the 
Johnson Society of the North West (western Canadian provinces and northwestern United 
States) was founded in 1966 (Clifford & Green 119 entry 6:46)  The University of Virginia 
Johnson Club was operating in 1961 (Clifford & Middendorf XX 3 Sep. 1961: 1-3), and the 
Johnsonians (Conn. USA) was operating in 1979 (Sheppard 42). Johnsonian clubs and societies 
continue to be established.  That there is currently a Samuel Johnson Club of Japan, 
provides some indication of their universal and timeless appeal. 
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registered members,5 by which time the list of names shows that the 

legal fraternity far outnumbered journalists and literati. Although the 

literary focus was strong in the years preceding the turn of the 

century, the absence of any mention of them in records of its later 

years indicates the club’s focus had shifted away from literature and 

Johnsoniana, making it simply an elite social club for professionals. 

Presumably this shift occurred because the early literary impetus was 

diluted over successive years, and the mandatory requirement of 

prospective members to have an interest in literature and the arts was 

eventually forgotten. 

 

The widespread appeal of the Literary Club was largely due to Dr 

Johnson’s influence. Johnson, following Francis Bacon, took the view 

that: ‘reading makes a full man, conversation a ready man, and 

writing an exact man’.6  In his discussion of this quote from Bacon, 

Johnson maintains that the elevating powers of literature are brought 

about through reading great works, discussing them fully, and then 

allowing an even closer scrutiny and analysis of one’s thoughts on the 

subject by arranging them in the written form.  A club such as Dr 

Johnson’s, provided an ideal venue for the practice of these activities, 

ensuring the social and professional development of its members.  In 

another of his famous quotes, Johnson alluded to the necessity of 

sociability: ‘If a man does not make new acquaintances as he 

advances through life he will soon find himself alone.  A man, Sir, 

should keep his friendship in constant repair’.7 

 

                                                 
5 Rules of the Johnsonian Club: Established 1878, rev. 1898, The Club, Brisbane, pp. 26-28. 
6 The Adventurer 85, 28 Aug. 1753.  The original quote by Francis Bacon was, ‘Reading 
maketh a full man; conference a ready man; and writing an exact man’, ‘Of Studies’, Essays, 
1625, cited in Samuel Johnson: the Idler and the Adventurer, J. Bate & John M. Bullitt & L. F. 
Powell (eds), 1963, Yale University Press, New Haven. 
7 Bange, R. F. 1988, Johnsonian Club Inc: Founded 1878, [the Club], Brisbane, p. 5. This 
quote dates back to 1755 and is reproduced in George Birbeck Hill 1971, (ed.), Boswell’s Life 
of Johnson: together with Boswell’s Journal of a Tour to the Hebrides and Johnson’s Diary of a 
Journey into North Wales, vol.1, rev. and enl. by L.F. Powell, Clarendon Press, Oxford, p. 300. 



 73 
 

Dr Johnson and most of the other members of the Literary Club were 

journalists and authors,8 and although it began as a ‘club of authors 

by profession’, this covenant relaxed in later years as the group 

increasingly became more elitist.  By 1857, the majority of members 

were those having some claim to literary distinction, as opposed to 

those having to write to earn a living.9  In an article that appeared in 

the National Review, the author, a Mr Taylor, commented on this: 

Perhaps it [the Literary Club] now numbers on its list more titled members 
and fewer authors by profession, than its founders would have considered 
desirable. . . . At all events, the Club still acknowledges literature as its 
foundation, and love of literature as the tie which binds together its 
members, whatever their rank and callings.10 

 

Dr Johnson was the dominant figure who presided over the 

conversation and direction of the group to the extent that it became 

known as Dr Johnson’s Club,11 but even after his death, the club 

continued as did its reputation for being highly exclusive.  This 

comment by the Bishop of St. Asaph gives an indication of the great 

honour that was bestowed on individuals invited to join the club: 

I believe . . . that the honour of being elected into the Turk’s Head Club [this 
is one way it was referred to before it was named the Literary Club], is not 
inferior to that of being the representative of Westminster or Surrey.12   

 

The defining characteristics of the Literary Club were: its beginning, 

which was as a journalist’s club; its exclusive membership; its strong 

cultural, but in particular literary focus; and Johnsoniana. Some of 

the earliest descendants of the Literary Club sought to replicate these 

features, whereas many later clubs and societies established more 

popularist models, selecting not much more than Johnsoniana from 

the aforementioned characteristics. The Brisbane Johnsonian Club’s 

                                                 
8 Timbs, John 1872, Clubs and Club Life in London: with Anecdotes of its Famous 
Coffee-Houses, Hostelries, and Taverns from the Seventeenth Century to the Present 
Time, Chatto and Windus, London, p. 183. 
9 Timbs, p. 182. 
10 Taylor in Timbs, p. 182. 
11 Timbs, p. 186. 
12 Timbs, p. 176. 
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stated objective indicates that it sought replication. Its constitution 

decreed that:  

The Johnsonian Club is instituted for the association of gentlemen connected 
with Journalism, Literature, the Drama, Science and Art; Medical 
Practitioners duly qualified; Barristers-at-Law; and Solicitors of the Supreme 
Court.13 

 

Although lax about everything else, this objective provides evidence of 

the overriding concern with professionals, and shows that the 

Johnsonian Club sought homogeneity through membership 

restrictions.  Like the original Literary Club, it defined itself by gender, 

profession, class, and firm belief in the elevating effects of cultural, 

and in particular literary, exchange. It appears that the reason 

organisers sought an homogeneous membership was to gather 

together members of ‘like-mind’. According to Wendy Stone and Jody 

Hughes, ‘the identification of shared values facilitates the formation of 

trusting, reciprocal relationships’. They also contend that ‘heightened 

levels of trust and reciprocity are those aspects of relationships 

argued to enable cooperative action for mutual benefit’.14 

 

The way in which this literary society might be seen to have addressed 

the ‘civility crisis’ can perhaps be understood in the light of Norbert 

Elias’s emphasis on the malleability of social behaviour by means of 

everyday rules and routines. A club such as the Johnsonian enabled 

the banding together of men most of whom no doubt believed in the 

elevating effects of ‘Culture’ in the Arnoldian sense. These included – 

and demanded –standards of personal conduct and behaviour that 

might be collectively regarded by the group as constituting ‘civility’. 

But these men were also immersed, to differing degrees, in the always 

potentially unruly masculine culture of a colonial city, and the petty 

rules and ‘playful’ rituals which, as we shall see, the Johnsonians 
                                                 
13 Rules, (rev. 1898), p. 11. 
14 Stone, Wendy & Hughes, Jody 2002, Social Capital: Empirical Meaning and Measurement 
Validity, Research Paper no. 27, Jun, Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne, p. 
20. 
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imposed upon themselves. The club clearly provided a mechanism 

conducive to civility, which was usefully complementary to the serious 

dissemination of Culture: this was a mechanism of release and re-

containment of disruptive social energies in a safely protected social 

and physical environment. 

 

The initial idea to form a Johnsonian Club in Brisbane developed from 

a suggestion made by Brisbane writer, Horace Earle.  He was so 

impressed with the nature of the small literary circle, of which he was 

a member, that he suggested it should be expanded into a literary 

club. Although the informal and unnamed literary circle had only 

been operating for a short time, it had proven to be ‘both instructive 

and entertaining’.15  Members met every Saturday evening at each 

other’s homes for ‘friendly association and the study of current 

literature’.16  

 

Acting on Earle’s suggestion to expand the circle, another member, 

William Senior, ‘plunged into the matter of the Club’s formation’.17  

No reason is given why they favoured a Johnsonian club over other 

options, but research into the original Literary Club has revealed that 

one of its members was the famous political economist, Nassau 

William Senior (1790-1864). If there was a family connection this 

might explain William’s choice of club, making the Brisbane club the 

world’s first offshoot of the Literary Club.  William would have been 

twenty-six years of age when Nassau died, so if they had been in 

contact with one another it may have been enough to influence the 

young Senior to persuade his colleagues to form a club after the 

example of Dr Johnson’s Literary Club.  

 

                                                 
15 Rules, (rev. 1898), p. 7. 
16 Rules, (rev. 1898), p. 7. 
17 Rules, (rev. 1898), p. 7. 
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It appears though, that only an unsubstantiated and tenuous 

connection can be made between William and Nassau William Senior. 

A birth certificate showed a William Senior was born illegitimately to 

a Maria Senior in 1838 in Wakefield in the county of York. No proof 

has been located to confirm that this was Nassau’s niece (unmarried 

daughter of Nassau’s brother, Francis).18 William never married, and 

a factor that tempts speculation is that there is no mention in any of 

his obituaries of his parentage. Given his high standing in 

gentlemen’s circles this is a little unusual. 

 

Apart from the ‘Senior connection’, the Brisbane group might have 

been inspired by world wide reports about the famous club’s activities 

and collected information about it from any number of sources.  

According to a nineteenth century commentator on London clubs, the 

reputation and activities of the Literary Club were far reaching: 

it had made itself a name in literary history . . . Its meetings were noised 
abroad; the fame of its conversations received eager addition, from the 
difficulty of obtaining admission to it; and it came to be as generally 
understood that Literature had fixed her head-quarters here19  

 

Another reason the local coterie may have decided to form a 

Johnsonian Club could have been that it identified with the Literary 

Club’s membership of journalists and writers, as the Brisbane group 

also had a very tangible connection with the press and publishing.  

Although Earle would become editor of the Queensland Mercantile 

Gazette, at this stage he was working as an accountant and freelance 

writer.20 Senior had accepted an appointment from the Queensland 

government to come to Brisbane to establish and edit Queensland’s 

                                                 
18 Nassau William Senior’s Family family tree available online: Graham Milne (updated 
October 1998) ‘The Descent of Hughes’. Retrieved October 4, 2000 from  
http://www.gmilne.demon.co.uk/tree.htm 
19 Forster in Timbs, John 1872, Clubs and Club Life in London: with Anecdotes of its Famous 
Coffee-Houses, Hostelries, and Taverns from the Seventeenth Century to the Present Time 
Chatto and Windus, London, p. 176.  
20 Brisbane Courier, 3 Jun. 1919, p. 9. 
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Parliamentary Hansard,21 and Drake, Willoughby and Carl Adolf 

Feilberg were working under him as Hansard reporters.  The other 

three, James Brunton Stephens, Joseph Augustus Clarke and John 

Henry Nicholson were teachers who regularly submitted 

contributions to newspapers.  

 

By the time they formed their club several of them had already 

published books. Senior, a keen angler, was more commonly known 

to readers of fishing journals by his nom de plume, ‘Red Spinner’.  

Before coming to Australia he published Notable Shipwrecks (1873) 

and books on angling: Waterside Sketches (1875); By Stream and Sea 

(1877); and Anderton’s Angling (1878).  While in Brisbane, he wrote 

Travel and Trout in the Antipodes (1880).  After he left Brisbane he 

continued writing and publishing books on fishing and angling.22   

 

Horace Earle had published his first book, Ups and Downs, or 

Incidents of Australian Life (1861).  As the title suggests, and as 

stated in the preface of the book, Earle’s intention was to provide, 

through tales and characters, a contemporary account of the lifestyle 

in Australia in 1861: 

In introducing his readers to the Australia and Australians of a few years ago, 
the author feels confident that he has introduced them to a place and people 
full of interest; and those of his friends who are so patient as to accompany 
him to the end of his volume, he trusts will obtain both information and 
amusement.23 

 

John H. Nicholson, who by 1878 was Head Teacher at the Enoggera 

State School,24 wrote prolifically, although he did not submit the bulk 

                                                 
21 Undated obituary notice from the British newspaper Southern Echo. In Newspaper Clippings 
File, “Biog – Senior, William”, in possession of John Oxley Library.  
22 British Biographical Archive, K. G. Saur, Munchen, [1991], series 2, fiche 1757, entry 277. 
23 Earle, Horace 1861, Ups and Downs; or Incidents of Australian Life, A. W. Bennett, London, 
p. viii. 
24 Register of Teachers/Male, series no. PRV7912-1-1, in possession of Queensland State 
Archives, Brisbane, vol. 1, p. 45. 
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of his work for publication.25  Some of his prose, poetry and articles 

were published under the pen names of ‘Salathiel Doles’ or ‘Tadberry 

Gilcobs’,26 and he was a regular contributor to The Queensland 

Baptist.27  Although he began writing his most famous work, The 

Adventures of Halek: An Autobiographical Fragment in the 70s, it was 

not published until 1881.28   

 

Lastly, the most acclaimed Man of Letters in this group was James 

Brunton Stephens, who at that time was Head Teacher at Ashgrove 

State School.  Throughout the 1870s, while he was alternating 

between tutoring for families on outback stations in Queensland, and 

teaching for the Board of Education at the Normal School in 

Brisbane, he firmly established his literary reputation by publishing 

The Black Gin and Other Poems (1873) and The Godolphin Arabian: 

the story of a horse (1873). This small coterie recruited two more 

newspaper men.  Both editors, they were John Warde of the 

Telegraph, and Gresley Lukin of the Brisbane Courier and the 

Queenslander.29   

 

Although these men were keen to expand the circle into a club they 

took steps to ensure its exclusivity.  It was probably for this reason 

that they chose not to advertise the proposed inaugural meeting 

publicly via newspapers.  Instead, they relied on their own networks 

and they carefully hand-picked prospective members: 

invitations were sent to many well-known literary and scientific men who 
readily responded.  In August, 1878, a meeting was held at the old 

                                                 
25 Kellow, H. A. 1930, Queensland Poets, Harrap, London, p. 61. 
26 Hornibrook, J. H. 1953, Bibliography of Queensland Verse, Government Printer, Brisbane, 
p. 56. 
27 Some examples include: “Pharisees in Japan,” 1 Feb. 1896; “The Secret of Rest”, 2 Mar. 
1896; “Though He Were Dead,” 2 Mar. 1896. 
28 “The Reviewer” (nom de plume) 1896 “The Adventures of ‘Halek’”, Australian Tropiculturist 
and Stockbreeder and The Queensland Manufacturer, Brisbane, 23 May, p. 124. 
29 Rules, (rev. 1898), p.7. 
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Cosmopolitan Hotel in George Street, and the Club was formed.  The greatest 
amount of zeal was manifest in collecting duly qualified members.30  

 

The men elected to the first committee, all newspaper journalists and 

editors, were: Gresley Lukin (President); John Warde (Vice-President); 

Angus Mackay, then the Agricultural Editor of the Queenslander 

(Treasurer) and H. Willoughby (Secretary).31  In subsequent years the 

executive committee expanded.  Arthur John Carter (pseudonym 

‘Kismet’) who established his reputation as a writer with a series of 

articles he published in the Courier about the causes and effects of 

war,32 together with Horace Earle ‘work[ed] the club into active 

existence’.33  The latter was elected the first Treasurer in 1880, along 

with the first auditors, A. J. Boyd and R. Miller.  In 1883, William 

Henry Ryder, who had previously ‘been engaged in newspaper work’ 

but at that time was working as chief clerk in the Immigration 

Office,34 became the club’s first librarian. 35  Given the predominance 

of members from the Fourth Estate, it is not surprising that this 

gentlemen’s club was sometimes referred to as a press club.   

 

The main activity the Johnsonian Club used to promote association 

among its members was Saturday evening fish suppers, which 

alternated with dinners on special occasions.  This continued 

throughout the life of the club.36  As was the case with the Literary 

Club and other London-born gentlemen’s clubs, the food and liquid 

refreshments combination was the hook on which the content of their 

gatherings hung.  One of Dr Johnson’s quotes that was published in a 

later edition of the Johnsonian Club’s handbook, and obviously held 

very dear to them, reads: “I mind my belly very studiously, and very 

                                                 
30 Rules, (rev. 1898), p 8. 
31 Rules, (rev. 1898), p 8. 
32 Brisbane Courier 5 Nov. 1917, p. 6. 
33 Rules, (rev. 1898) p. 8. 
34 Brisbane Courier 1 Mar. 1915, p. 6. 
35 Pugh’s Queensland Almanac Directory and Law Calendar, Theophilus P. Pugh, Brisbane, 
1880 and 1883. 
36 Rules, (rev. 1898) p. 8. 
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carefully; for I look upon it, that he who does not mind his belly, will 

hardly mind anything else.”37   

 

Following the suppers and dinners, the Johnsonians enjoyed the 

pleasures of cultural exchange.  An account of a typical evening’s 

activities is described here. After dinner: 

the regular business of a Johnsonian evening began.  Long clay pipes were 
produced, and songs, readings, and recitations added to the evening’s 
enjoyment.38 

 

The following examples of dinner presentations provide a thumbnail 

sketch of the subject range of their lectures: ‘The Macbeth of Russia’ 

by W. Kinnaird Rose; ‘The Temptations of Sancho Panza’ by Mr 

Duffield; ‘The Death of the last Irish Parliament’ by S. Robinson; ‘The 

First Johnsonian Club’ presented by Mr. McDermott and ‘an 

interesting paper on a trip to Canada . . . illustrated by lantern 

views’.39  The first of these presentations received a full report in the 

newspaper.  Edinburgh University educated, Kinnaird Rose (who 

became editor of the Courier in 188840) provided an academic 

treatment of Russian history, drawing parallels between Boris 

Godunow and Macbeth.  Rose’s interdisciplinary approach was 

thought provoking.  In the build-up before the paper presentation, it 

was reported that, ‘there was some little curiosity to know who could 

have been selected as the parallel to the Scottish regicide and 

usurper’.41  A description of the content of his paper confirms Rose’s 

scholarly prowess, and his ability as an entertaining after dinner 

speaker: 

                                                 
37 Bange, p. 7. Quote dates back to 1763.  Reproduced in George Birbeck Hill ed., Boswell’s 
Life of Johnson: together with Boswell’s Journal of a Tour to the Hebrides and Johnson’s Diary 
of a Journey into North Wales, rev. and enl.  by L.F. Powell, vol.1, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 
1971, p. 467. 
38 Daily Observer, 17 Jan. 1887, p. 3. 
39 Brisbane Courier, 9 Aug. 1884; Brisbane Courier, 15 Jul. 1885, p. 5; Queensland Figaro, 13 
Jan. 1883, p. 22; Evening Observer, 28 Feb. 1895, p. 4. 
40 Spencer Browne 1927, A Journalist’s Memories, Read Press, Brisbane, p. 123. 
41 Brisbane Courier, 29 Jun. 1885, p. 5. 
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The lecture proved to be a most interesting chapter of Russian history, the 
chief figure of which was Boris Godunow, who flourished towards the end of 
the sixteenth century, and who caused the murder of the heir apparent to 
the Russian throne in order to secure the crown for himself.  His 
consultation of witches regarding his future, and other correspondences with 
the Macbeth of Shakespeare were brought out in an interesting form42 

 

Members also used the club as a venue to trial their own original 

work.  Spencer Browne recalls a preview of James Brunton Stephens’ 

latest poem: 

The most delightful night that I spent at the Johnsonian [sic] was after the 
move into Elizabeth-street, and on the occasion of Brunton Stephens reading 
from manuscript his new poem, “Angela.”  It was a long poem, and the motif 
was the love between a devoutly Christian maid and a chivalrous man who 
was an agnostic.  I remember some of the poem – a sad and impassioned 
work.43 

 

As might be expected another of its subjects was Johnsoniana. An 

example was John Henry Nicholson’s paper, ‘Johnson the Grumbler 

and Johnson the Great Man’. Nicholson drew from Boswell’s account 

of Samuel Johnson, as well as Johnson’s own letters.44 Other tributes 

to the club’s namesake included its centenary celebrations of 

Johnson’s death, held on 13 December 1884. A large part of the 

evening was devoted to directing questions at members requiring them 

to answer á la Dr Johnson. All questions were prefaced with the 

Johnsonian form of address and while their framing displayed an 

intimate knowledge of the subject and a sense of humour, the ‘what if 

…’ scenarious opened the ‘Johnson story’, allowing it to take on a life 

of its own: 

 
Sir, if your mother had been a man in disguise, what effect might this have 
had upon your style of composition? 
 
Sir, if your initials had been reversed, would your preference for rancid 
butter have been increased or otherwise? 
 
Sir, how would you advise an octogenarian, who had been kidnapped in his 
infancy, to spend the remainders of his life? 

                                                 
42 Brisbane Courier, 29 Jun. 1885, p. 5. 
43 Browne, p. 77. 
44 John Henry Nicholson, papers, OM 72-58, in possession of John Oxley Library, State 
Library of Queensland, Brisbane. 
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Sir, if Joan and the Countess are the same in the dark, what apology would 
you make to the Earl? 
 
Sir, if Savage had died in Newgate instead of Bristol Gaol, how would you 
have acted if you had put yourself in his place?45 

 

This next reminiscence of Spencer Browne, captures the bohemian 

atmosphere of the supper gatherings, which were characterised by 

their intellectualism, informality and familiar masculine icons.  It also 

provides some insight into the different roles and levels of status 

attributed to the various members.  Although it was a gathering of the 

like-minded, there were obvious distinctions between the exemplars of 

culture and the neophytes: 

In 1881 the Johnsonian Club had its home in the Belle Vue cottage adjoining 
Belle Vue Hotel.  It was a great rallying place for writers.  Once a month we 
had a supper, which was always an absolute delight.  After supper we 
smoked our clays, the long churchwardens, with a jar of tobacco on the table 
free to all.  Brunton Stephens, Carl Feilberg, Richard Newton, John Flood, 
“Bobby” Byrnes (whose Christian names were John Edgar), A. J. Carter, 
Horace Earl, and other men of splendid comradeship and genius would be 
there, and we youngsters regarded them as veritable Gamaliels at whose feet 
we sat and drew in wisdom.46 

 

Membership was very selective and it appears that it was important 

for Johnsonians to maintain and promote the elite reputation of the 

club as a means of attracting prospective members who fitted the 

desired criteria, that is, culturally elite professional men. Like the 

Literary Club, the Brisbane Johnsonians controlled membership by 

using a ballot system.  Candidates for new membership were 

nominated by a member and seconded by another before their names, 

professions and addresses could be recorded in the ‘Candidates Book’.  

Their details remained in the book for at least one month before they 

could be voted in as members.47     

 

                                                 
45 James Brunton Stephens, papers, OM64-27; OM71-32; OM82-48, in possession of the 
John Oxley Library, State Library of Queensland, Brisbane. 
46 Browne, p. 77. 
47 Rules, (rev. 1898), p. 16. 
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Unlike many other societies and clubs, the Johnsonians did not 

publish regular reports on their activities, as was often done to seek 

public approval and solicit new membership. One of the main uses 

they made of newspapers was to advertise to its members, dates for 

their special ballot meetings, then subsequently to release the names 

of new members and executive.48 The few examples of newspaper 

reports that did discuss club activities give reason to believe they were 

used to promote a particular image of the club to the local community.   

 

These reports linked the club’s name with the names of its 

distinguished guests. They also publicised the professional 

achievements of its members. It is reasonable to assume that these 

reports were written by Johnsonian Club members given that 

standard procedure with club reports was either for a member to 

submit copy to the newspaper office for publication, or for a journalist 

to cover the event.  It is more than likely that one of the journalist 

members of the club was responsible for either of these tasks. 

 

An example of a report that promoted the professional achievements 

of members was one in which the chairman congratulated James 

Brunton Stephens on his recent publication of a complete edition of 

his literary works.49  Reports such as this had the potential of 

bringing credit to the club and raising its profile, thus increasing its 

status within the community.  

 

Another report that promoted a particular image of the club was 

concerning a memento the Johnsonians gave to the actor, William 

Creswick. The form of the article title establishes a physical 

connection between the club and the dignitary: ‘The Johnsonians and 

                                                 
48 Some examples of advertisements: Queensland Figaro, 19 Apr. 1884, p. 311; Brisbane 
Courier, 25 Oct. 1884, p. 5; Brisbane Courier, 1 May 1885, p. 1. 
49 Brisbane Courier, 19 Oct. 1885, p. 5. 



 84 
 

Mr. Creswick’. The presentation of the memento did not occur at a 

function that the general public might have been interested to read 

about, so to use newspaper jargon, the event was not ‘newsworthy’. As 

the report indicates it was a very low-key affair: 

Mr. J. A. Clarke, who left for a trip to Sydney last Saturday, was the bearer of 
the album presented to Mr. William Creswick by members of the Brisbane 
Johnsonian Club. 

 

The level of description provided in the report about the Johnsonians’ 

choice of gift they gave to Creswick, the way they packaged it, and 

what they chose for its contents, appears to be an encoded 

representation of the image of the club as the members defined it.  

 

The reporter’s interchangeable use of the word ‘book’ with ‘album’ in 

the description of the item confirms the similarity between the two.  A 

book, of course, is the most powerful and obvious literary icon.  It is 

the tool, or if one is to use the terminology of the period, the 

companion, of the intellectual and scholarly.  It was described as a 

‘book . . . splendidly bound in calf by Warwick and Sapsford, 

embossed, and bearing the following inscription in gilt letters:- 

“William Creswick, Esq., a Souvenir from the Johnsonian Club, 

Brisbane, Queensland. . . .”’50  Providing this detail in the report 

facilitates the association of the book with the Brisbane Johnsonian 

Club, and the report emphasises to the reader the club’s good taste 

(and wealth) in its choice of binding, embossing and gilding.   

 

The remaining description establishes the Johnsonians as the 

culturally élite by providing detail about the original artwork and 

poem specially created by two of its members: 

The frontispiece, or dedicatory page, the work of Mr. J.A. Clarke’s pencil, has 
a beautifully designed border interwoven around eight admirable vignette 
illustrations in sepia.  Four of these are scenes from “Hamlet,” “Othello,” 
“Macbeth,’ and “King Lear.”  The others are likenesses of the immortal bard, 

                                                 
50 Queenslander, 17 Jan. 1880, p. 73. 
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of Mr. William Creswick, and representations of the house where 
Shakespeare was born and of his last resting-place.  The page bears the 
following dedication from the pen of Mr. J. Brunton Stephens:- 

 

This was followed by a full reproduction of Brunton Stephens’s 

original poem: 

 

TO 

WILLIAM CRESWICK, Esq., 

FROM 

THE JOHNSONIAN CLUB. 

 

If ever, weary of the loud acclaim 

 That, echo-borne o’er intervening seas, 

 From England to the glad antipodes, 

Is now re-echoed unto whence it came, –  

If ever, weary of the din of fame, 

 Thou seek’st a quieter homage – look on these. 

 Perchance our voiceless praise may soothe and please, 

When clamorous plaudits, mingled with thy name, 

 Perturb the aged heart that sighs for rest. 

 

Accept our gift: and be it that face to face 

 We nevermore may meet thee, friend and guest; 

Yet in each “counterfeit presentment” trace 

Continual greeting, wheresoe’er  the place 

 That with thy presence and thine art is blest. 

 

 Brisbane, December 5, 1879. 51 

 

 

Whereas the depictions of Shakespearian characters and the bard’s 

home is a tribute to Creswick and his vocation, they also demonstrate 

the members’ own literary cultivation through their familiarity with, 

and appreciation of Shakespeare and these classics.   

 

                                                 
51 Queenslander, 17 Jan. 1880, p. 73. 
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At the bottom of the report it is noted that the album ‘contains the 

portraits of the president and of several members of the Johnsonian 

Club’.  This physical conjoining of Shakespearian characters and 

Johnsonian Club members within the memento, is representative of a 

group photograph of Creswick’s mutual friends, both fictional and 

real, established within the same league as one another. The 

statement that ‘the album is in every respect a most appropriate 

souvenir . . .’ draws attention to the club’s savvy in its ability to 

choose (and create) just the right gift.  

 

Another pronounced example of a newspaper report that promoted the 

club’s connections and self-defined image is regarding a club dinner 

that was attended by one of its more distinguished members, the 

Premier of Queensland, Sir Samuel Walker Griffith. The article states 

that: 

[The Chairman,] Mr. Newton … in a humorous speech, wished a pleasant 
journey to Sir Samuel Griffith, whom he accused of neglecting the 
Johnsonians, and amusing himself in leisure moments by drafting new Acts 
of Parliament.  He hoped that he would visit the Savages when in London, as 
he would be a representative Johnsonian of whom they would be very 
proud.52 

 

Griffith responded in kind, displaying eloquence with language and 

effortlessness with impromptu banter as evidenced in his counter jibe 

at the Johnsonian Club, which as previously established, was 

primarily made up of journalists: 

He repudiated the accusation of drafting bills by way of diversion, and 
maintained that he was just as fond of doing nothing as most people.  He 
maintained, also, that he liked meeting journalists, and he believed they did 
not altogether dislike him, although they sometimes dissembled their love 
rather successfully.53 

 

The way this newspaper report captured the playful denial of social 

status in this exchange confirmed to the reader the image of the 

Johnsonian Club as an elite club for professional men.  
                                                 
52 Daily Observer, 17 Jan. 1887, p. 3. 
53 Evening Observer, 17 Jan. 1887, p. 3. 
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The club’s cheerful mix of good fellowship and congeniality, and its 

strong literary and cultural focus made it an appealing feature of 

Brisbane’s social life for members and visiting dignitaries. Replication 

of these features was a possible indication of its success. It was noted 

in the Figaro that: ‘up Townsville way I hear they have started a 

Literary and Scientific Club, in imitation of our own Johnsonian’.54 

These were also the key characteristics that distinguished it from 

other contemporary Brisbane clubs, notably The Queensland Club 

(est. 1860) and the Union Club (est. 1865).55 The Boomerang reported 

that, ‘A recent visitor from America expresses, as his opinion, that it 

[Johnsonian Club] was the “jolliest club in Australia”’.56  Similarly, 

another distinguished guest, Mr. L. Beaton described it as a place 

where: 

of a Saturday night, the wit and talent of the city meet to discourse upon all 
imaginable subjects and to exemplify the advantages and enjoyments of 
unconventional good fellowship. The premises are small, but the hospitality 
is simply unbounded, and of the kindest and most genial sort. . . . the Club, 
it need hardly be said, is a great success and is likely to continue so. . . . The 
mention of the other clubs of the city come in conveniently here, but there is 
really little of interest to say about them.57 

 

A feature of the club was its relaxed atmosphere and this was 

achieved by its informality. One strategy was to dispense with dinner 

speeches.58 Beaton’s description of the entertainment highlights this 

easy-going, friendly atmosphere, ‘. . . entertainment is mixed in with 

songs, recitations, general conversation, beer, tobacco, and “Welsh 

rabbits,” and everyone is free to come and go as he listeth.’59 

 

                                                 
54 Queensland Figaro, 10 Feb. 1883, p. 93. 
55 Queensland Post Office Directory, Weatherill, Brisbane, 1888 pp. 57B and 58B. 
56 Boomerang, 23 Feb. 1889, p. 12. 
57 Beaton, L. 1885, “Our Sister Cities: No. 3 – Brisbane”, Melbourne Review, vol. 10, no. 37, p. 
39; Bange, p. 12.  
58 Daily Observer, 17 Jan. 1887, p. 3. 
59 Beaton, p. 39. 
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Dignitaries who were hosted by the Johnsonian Club included actors, 

opera singers, editors and judges.60 It is interesting to note that many 

of the invited guests were from professions that qualified for club 

membership. By establishing connections with these people the 

Johnsonians strengthened their position within this well-defined 

range of professions and the culturally elite.  It also made provision 

for future assistance to members’ personal, professional and cultural 

advancement. As indicated by the reference made by Newton to the 

Savages, the Johnsonian Club also networked with other national and 

international ‘clubs of distinction’.61  By 1898, it was ‘on terms of 

reciprocity with the Yorick Club, of Melbourne; the Athenaeum Club, 

of Sydney; the Savage Club, of London; and the Lotos Club, of New 

York’.62  

 

Surprisingly though, the early Johnsonian clubs were largely ignorant 

of each other’s existence. There are no accounts of visiting members 

from or to other Johnsonian clubs prior to the turn of the century. 

One of the more famous of the original Literary Club’s descendants 

was the Johnson Club of London (est. 1884). A story published in the 

Atlantic Monthly in 1896 by one of its members was an attempt to 

introduce itself to Americans. Although the Brisbane Johnsonian Club 

predated the London club by six years, the article highlights the 

ignorance of the Brisbane Johnsonian Club by both the guest 

speaker, who was an Australian cricketer, and the host club: 

“Till this evening,” he remarked, “I never heard Dr. Johnson’s name.”  (Here 
there was a cry of “shame.”)  “Yes,” he continued, “and I will venture to 
assure that gentleman who cries out ‘shame’ that, day after day, he might 
ride for hundreds and hundreds of miles through that country from which I 
come without meeting with a single man who had ever heard the doctor’s 
name.  Nevertheless . . . I am ready to allow that were I not B[onnor]63 the 

                                                 
60 Queenslander 28 Jun. 1888, p. 982; Brisbane Courier 18 May 1885, p. 5; Figaro, 9 Jun. 
1883, p. 374; Queenslander, 11 Aug. 1888, p. 219; Boomerang, 25 May 1889, p. 8; Daily 
Observer 17 Jan. 1887, p. 3; Boomerang 21 Feb. 1891, p. 9; 19 Jul. 1890, p. 10; 28 Mar. 
1891, p. 9; Evening Observer, 20 Feb. 1891, p. 2. 
61 Bange, p. 17. 
62 Rules, (rev. 1898), [n.p.]. 
63 The cricketer George John Bonnor (1855-1912), was known as, “the Australian Hercules” 
because of his strength. He toured England in 1880, 1882, 1884, 1886 and 1888. 
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cricketer, I would willingly be Dr. Johnson.”  Amid what shouts of applause, 
what rattlings of glasses, what beatings of the table, did he not resume his 
seat!64 

 

Although the Johnsonians were very discerning about who were 

admitted as members or guests, the club did not operate as a discreet 

entity hived off from society. The social nature of the club ensured 

that members had plenty of interaction with each other, a host of 

local, inter-state, national and international guests, and other 

international ‘clubs of distinction’. This offered ample opportunities for 

them to ‘get ahead’. According to Stone and Hughes, ‘different 

“capabilities” of social capital relate to the range of the network 

characteristics’.65 The Johnsonian Club’s network characteristics were 

extensive and ranged in density from close friendships through to new 

acquaintances. Other network ties would have included those made 

between members and their various professional institutions 

(newspapers, courts-of-law, schools, etc.). 

 

Putnam’s research shows that productivity soars for ‘a well connected 

individual in a well connected society’.66 As indicated by the following 

discussion of the personal and professional development of the Club’s 

founding members, the benefits of social capital were substantial for 

members of such a ‘well-connected’ club. 

  

J. A. Clarke’s social and professional association with James Brunton 

Stephens continued throughout many years. They worked together on 

                                                                                                                                            
Biographical information found in: Rick Smith 1993, ABC Guide to Australian Test Cricketers, 
ABC Books, Sydney, pp. 19-20; reference to him making this speech at a post-match dinner 
at the Johnson Club of London in: Simon Hughes (29 June 2000). Making Waves at Lord’s 
Hughes, Simon, (29 June 2000), Making Waves at Lord’s. Retrieved December 15 
2000, from The Electric Telegraph Web site: 
http://www-aus.cricket.org/link_to_database/A.../039574_ET_29JUN2000.htm  
64 Hill, George Birkbeck 1896, “The Johnson Club,” Atlantic Monthly, LXXVII Jan. pp. 20-21. 
65 Stone, Wendy and Hughes, Jody 2002, Social Capital: empirical Meaning and Measurement 
Validity, Research Paper no. 27, Jun. Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne, p. 4. 
66 Putnam, Robert  2000, Bowling Alone: the Collapse and Revival of American Community, 
Simon & Schuster, New York, p. 20. 
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projects in which Clarke illustrated Stephens’s poetry.67 In Stephens’ 

case, although he had already written most of his life’s major works by 

the time the Johnsonian Club was established, he continued to write. 

In 1885 he published another major work, Convict Once: and other 

poems (1885 - republished 1888). But it was through the club’s 

promotion of his literary achievements in newspaper reports etc. that 

his professional career flourished.  In 1883, his reputation attracted 

the attention of the Governor of Queensland, Sir Arthur Kennedy, and 

his daughter.  According to Spencer Browne, ‘The Governor was a 

keen admirer of the poet’s more serious work, and so was Miss 

Kennedy, who was a great reader and a keen critic.’68  Miss Kennedy 

reputedly used her influence to bring about Stephens’s appointment 

in January 1883 to the Colonial Secretary’s Office as despatch 

writer.69  Stephens spent his remaining nineteen years in this 

comparatively highly paid position with the public service, 

concurrently publishing poetry, critical essays and reviews for 

newspapers such as the Brisbane Courier, the Australasian 

(Melbourne) and the Bulletin’s ‘Red Page’ (Sydney). The Boomerang 

commented about the ‘large and fashionable audience’ that attended 

his play, Fayette; or Bush Revels: An Original Australian Comic Opera 

(1892). This was probably referring to Stephens’s Johnsonian 

connections.70 His reputation in the community was well-established 

and highly valued and his talents were often called upon, as on the 

occasion of the ‘Australian Night’, which was organised in Brisbane in 

1892: 

Many of the items of the programme will have an Australian origin, an 
opportunity being thus afforded of listening to the productions of native 
composers. The Australian Anthem (words by Mr. J. Brunton Stephens) will be 
the opening piece.71 

 

                                                 
67 Evening Observer, 22 Sep. 1890, p. 4. 
68 Browne, p. 72.  
69 Hadgraft, Cecil 1969, James Brunton Stephens, University of Queensland Press, Brisbane, 
p. 85. 
70 Boomerang, 2 Apr. 1892, p. 12. 
71 Evening Observer, 25 Jan. 1892, p. 5. 
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John H. Nicholson also enjoyed the benefits of a network of high-

profile friends and contacts.  Preparing for a trip to America to join his 

fiance, Nicholson was provided with references and letters of 

introduction from ‘leading literary men and statesmen of Australia, 

including the then Prime Minister of the Commonwealth, the late Hon. 

Alfred Deakin . . .’72 

 

Horace Earle’s connection with the Johnsonian Club was significant 

enough to be mentioned in his obituary where it was noted that after 

he retired, ‘practically the whole of his time was spent in the work of 

the club, by whose members he was familiarly known as “Daddy”’.73  

(He may have been assigned this nickname because he was the eldest 

of the founding members.)  His lifetime’s literary achievements 

included contributing the first and other serial stories to The Week.74  

He also submitted contributions to the Bulletin.  (In one particular 

instance he published a humorous verse as a way of having the final 

word over the treatment he received from a barrister named Duffy, 

who bullied and patronised him in the Parker-[J.A.]Clarke court case 

of 1893.75)  In addition to his earlier book, Ups and Downs, or 

Incidents of Australian Life (1861), he published several others on 

travel.76 

 

  

James George Drake died at the age of 91.  While he was still alive 

Punch paid tribute to him recognising his ‘thorough knowledge of 

English literature’, noting that,’ “A good biography interests him just 

as much as a keen debate in the Senate’.77  He may well have put his 

membership with the Johnsonian Club to good use, as he was 

described in this same article as being a man that ‘likes to share with 
                                                 
72 Henry A. Tardent 1923, “John H. Nicholson – His Life and Works”, Queensland Society 
Magazine, Sep. p. 13.  
73 Brisbane Courier, 3 Jun. 1919, p. 9. 
74 Brisbane Courier, 3 Jun. 1919, p. 9. 
75 [Earle, Horace] poem, Bulletin, [Sydney], 22 Apr. 1893, p. 12. 
76 Brisbane Courier, 3 Jun. 1919, p. 9. 
77 “A Favourite of Fortune”, Punch, [Melbourne], 30 Mar. 1905, p. 404. 
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a friend the pleasure he experiences in finding some flower or gem of 

literature. . . .’  In one obituary notice he was recognised for his high-

profile (and longevity): ‘sole survivor of Australia’s first Federal 

Ministry, oldest member of the Queensland Bar, oldest ex-member of 

the Queensland Legislative Assembly, and oldest ex-member of any 

“Hansard” staff in Australia . . .’78 

 

When Carl Feilberg died it was written that ‘Queensland has lost its 

ablest writer . . .’79  Spencer Browne maintained that he was ‘a literary 

genius, a picturesque and rapid writer and a great worker’.80  He 

became editor of the Brisbane Courier in 1883, and ‘held the position 

with skill and ability until his death’ at the age of forty-three.81  He 

also published light literature in the Australasian, Vanity Fair and 

many other periodicals and newspapers.  The remark was made that, 

‘There is hardly a newspaper of note in the Southern hemisphere for 

which he has not written’.82  Shortly before his death, he had 

despatched some of his work to a London publisher, however his 

premature death stopped him from fully realising his writing talent.83 

The other founding members, William Senior, John Warde and 

Gresley Lukin left Queensland and the Johnsonian Club before they 

retired.  

 

The benefits of social capital also extended beyond the boundaries of 

the club and its members to the wider community. Moral support was 

given to other artists by featuring their work in after-dinner/supper 

recitations.  On one particular occasion, club member, John Laskey 

Woolcock (who at that stage was the private secretary to Premier [Sir] 

                                                 
78 ‘Death of Mr. J. G. Drake Ends Notable Career’, Telegraph, 1 Aug. 1941. 
79 Evening Observer, 25 Oct. 1887, p. 5. 
80 Browne, p. 346. 
81 Evening Observer, 25 Oct. 1887, p. 5. 
82 Evening Observer, 25 Oct. 1887, p. 5. 
83 Brisbane Courier, 26 Oct. 1887, p. 5. 
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Samuel Walker Griffith84) read a poem written by ‘Mr. John Farrell, of 

Queanbeyan, N.S.W.’ titled, ‘How He Died’.85  According to a report on 

the evening, the poem was favourably received: ‘The reading of a very 

striking piece from the advance sheets of a new volume of poems by 

an Australian author attracted a good deal of attention’.86  On another 

occasion they were host to the musician M. Cyril de Valmency who 

treated them to an after dinner recital. 87 Financial assistance was 

also provided. Wybert Reeve, with the co-operation of the Johnsonian 

Club, gave a benefit for the wife and family of Marcus Clarke.88  

 

The goodwill and service of members to the club and the community 

was a source of pride. On one occasion, the club hosted a dinner ‘with 

the object of doing honour to two of its vice-presidents – Mr. W. 

Kinnaird Rose and Dr. W. S. Byrne’.  The report explained that the 

dinner was a combined welcome home to Byrne and a bon voyage for 

Rose, held in recognition of their contributions both to the club and 

the wider community.89 Members as well as the wider community 

benefited from the Johnsonian Club’s social capital. As Putnam 

observes: 

Social capital can thus be simultaneously a ‘private good’ and a ‘public good’. 
Some of the benefit from an investment in social capital goes to bystanders, 
while some of the benefit rebounds to the immediate interest of the person 
making the investment.90 

 

Anti-Johnsonianism: 

Putnam, however, also observes that ‘strong in-group loyalty may also 

create strong out-group antagonism’.91 This was true in the case of 

the Johnsonians. Evidence of its ‘strong in-group loyalty’ may be 

                                                 
84 Johnston, W. Ross 1990, “Woolcock, John Laskey (1861-1929)”, Australian Dictionary of 
Biography, vol. 12, Melbourne University Press, p. 571. 
85 Daily Observer, 17 Jan. 1887, p. 5. 
86 Daily Observer, 17 Jan. 1887, p. 3. 
87 Daily Observer, 17 Jan. 1887, p. 3. 
88 Browne, p. 302. 
89 Evening Observer, 8 Jun. 1891, p. 4. 
90 Putnam, p. 20. 
91 Putnam, p. 23. 
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found in the ‘Johnsonian Address’ composed by James Brunton 

Stephens, in which he distinguishes between Johnsonians and others: 

So we (to-night at least) will hold it true 

That all mankind divides itself in two;- 

Two classes only form the race of man – 

JOHN-SO-NI-AN and NON-JOHN-SO-NI-AN.92  

 

One of its antagonists was the editor of the Queensland Figaro. John 

Edgar Byrne, otherwise known as ‘Bobby’ Byrne, was described as a 

‘voracious bookworm’.93 Ironically, his membership in the Johnsonian 

Club attests to his support of the club’s literary focus and cultural 

ideals.  However, as a champion of what he referred to as the ‘gentle 

public’, Byrne established his newspaper as the voice of an ‘eminently 

respectable and sensitive community’.94 As demonstrated in his poem, 

‘A Johnsonian Moral’, which he published in Figaro, he took exception 

on behalf of the larger Brisbane community, to the club’s elitism: 

 

A Johnsonian Moral 

 

Upon this earth there is no place, 

 With Brisbane can compare, 

Where “stars” of all kinds visit oft 

 From here, there, ev’rywhere. 

Excelling all both living, dead, 

 Unborn, too, I admit; 

If what they advertise be true, 

 They ought to make a “hit.” 

But Brisbane folk are not blind quite, 

 Insulting though it be; 

And some who come, and serve them right! 

 Don’t make much £, s. d.  

 

                                                 
92 Rules, (rev. 1898) p. 30. 
93 Loader, B. E. ‘The Life of “Bobby Byrne”’, unpublished manuscript in possession of the 
Fryer Library, Brisbane, p. 14. 
94 Queensland Figaro, 6 Jan. 1883, editorial, p. 2. 
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Pianists, male and female, phew – 

 Have had their little fling; 

Flautists and prima donnas, too, 

 Have had their toot and sing. 

And lecturers and actors, yes, 

 And nigger minstrels black, 

Have done the city, more or less – 

 This moral hurl we back:- 

Don’t think the Brisbane folk quite blind; 

 Or Queensland so benighted; 

Pretensions just a shade less find, 

 And we’ll be more delighted.95  

 

Women were also excluded from membership. In later years the club 

renegotiated its gender bias and admitted them as full members, 

however this did not occur until 1983.96 An article that was written in 

the form of a letter was published in the Queensland Figaro in 1885. It 

was titled, ‘A Yankee Girl’s Impressions of the Sunny South’, and it 

lampoons the Johnsonian Club for its un-gentlemanly behaviour. The 

author was ‘Lucinda Sharp’, which was one of William Lane’s noms de 

plume. Editor of the Boomerang and later the Worker, Lane was an 

advocate of the working-class, so the elite middle-class Johnsonian 

Club offered him a ready target. The ‘letter’ evokes elements of the 

club ethos.  It also identifies views that were fairly representative of 

women, or more precisely in this case – wives. ‘Lucinda’ rated the 

Johnsonian Club low in the lineup of prospective clubs a husband 

might join.  She wrote: 

“Haw, Charley!” I murmured, coaxingly, “do tell! I know you have got 
something you want to say?” 

“Well! Luce,” he admitted, “it’s nothing to speak of.  Only I’m thinking of 
joining the Johnsonian Club.” 

Nothing to speak of!  Only going to join a club, and a John-sonian Club at 
that!… Mother told me before I got married that all men joined something or 
other, and so I should try to get Charley to join something quiet.  I’d been 
thinking of persuading him into the Y.M.C.A. – you know we used to know 
some real nice Y.M.C.A. young men – and here he was in a John-sonian 

                                                 
95 Queensland Figaro, 4 Jul. 1885, p. 15. 
96 Courier Mail, 9 Mar. 1991. 
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Club.  Why the very name is enough to disgrace it – it smells of pipes, beer, 
whisky, philosophical dissertations and questionable stories. 

 

He explained gradually, as I’d let him get a word in, that the Johnsonian was 
a most respectable affair, and had started as a newspaper men’s hob-
nobbery. . . . I began to weep bitterly, and tell him when he saw the grass 
growing on my grave he’d be sorry. 

 

It seems, however, that the Johnsonian Club has climbed up-hill, and, 
though it’s still called a press club, isn’t so any longer.  The original 
promoters didn’t know enough to run it, so they let in outsiders, who 
gradually swamped them.  “The respectable” element now predominates; 
and, if I could believe Charley, have thoroughly purged it of those ungodly 
pressmen.97 

 

‘Lucinda’s’ opinions point to the deeper concerns of women during 

this period.  The two clubs she compared, the Johnsonians and the 

YMCA, fostered contrasting models of manliness.  The YMCA was an 

Evangelical club that fostered the model of the Domestic Man.  It was 

founded in Melbourne in 1871 to ‘extend “home influence” to all the 

boys in the colony’.98 The emergence of the cult of domesticity in 

England coincided with the rise of Evangelicalism, which championed 

married life and temperance.  These ideals were exported to Australia 

through English immigrants, offering a counter culture to the 

established colonial model of manliness.   

 

Lucinda disapproved of the Johnsonians, drawing attention to their 

profession: ‘those ungodly pressmen’.  As most of the members were 

journalists, it is not surprising that the Johnsonians promoted the 

ideals of the colonial press concerning masculinity. Bohemianism, a 

characteristic of the club, was closely linked with the ideal of the 

Bushman, epitomised by a man’s independence of spirit and a 

freedom from domestic ties.  This national character was celebrated 

through literature during the 1880s and 90s and promoted heavily 

                                                 
97 Queensland Figaro, 15 Aug. 1885, p. 249. 
98 Lake, Marilyn 1992, ‘The Politics of Respectability’, in Gillian Whitlock & David Carter (eds), 
Images of Australia: an Introductory Reader in Australian Studies, University of Queensland 
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through newspapers, most notably the Bulletin.99 The Johnsonians’ 

perceived need to periodically escape from home life was demonstrated 

in their supper gatherings, which took the form of a man’s night out. 

Through verse, one of the founding members, Horace Earle 

established the boundaries of expected manly behaviour, beginning 

with guidelines for alcohol consumption and concluding with 

enjoyment of tobacco: 

Each clubber must his own grog score discharge, 

Nor shout for brother, nor the club at large. 

Each shall attend unto his guest’s requirement, 

And see him through until that guest’s retirement. 

No filthy talk nor song shall mar the pleasure 

Of guest or clubber, but in fullest measure 

Each shall in modest-wise the fun sustain, 

And with due heed the careful goblet drain.  

So shall we smile behind the fragrant clay, 

And with enjoyment crown the closing day.100 

 

The manliness of writing diverges somewhat from the ‘bush legend’ as 

the role of the Johnsonians as portrayed in the club anthem, 

‘Johnsonian Song’, also written by Earle, likens them to soldiers 

rather than to Bushmen. Earle uses the war metaphor in which the 

pen, pencil and other writing utensils were weapons and journalists 

the soldiers fighting off ‘the vicious and the vile’.  The song outlines 

the responsibilities of those committed to serve the Fourth Estate and 

also acknowledges the importance of the skilled and eloquent writer to 

influence the masses in their effort to move towards a more civil 

society: 

 
JOHNSONIAN SONG 

 
   I. 

A brotherhood of heart and hand, 

                                                 
99 Lake, pp. 158-159. 
100 Rules, (rev. 1898), p. 35. 
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    We pledge ourselves to be, 

   To quaff a glass or shed a tear, 

    When glass or grief we see; 

   To work together with our might, 

    And force the world to own 

   There is potency in pen and ink, 

    In pencil, wood and stone. 

 

    Chorus –  

    Moving on, moving on, 

     Our watchword e’er shall be, 

    For the cause of truth and progress, 

     Johnsonians are we. 

 

   II. 

We may differ perhaps in politics, 

 In questions, too, of weight; 

But we bind ourselves unitedly 

 To serve the Fourth Estate; 

To wield our pens or pencils in 

 An honest, manly style; 

To crush with all our might and main, 

 The vicious and the vile; 

 

Chorus –  

 

III. 

To fight our battles worthily, 

 Whiche’er may be our side; 

To elevate the life and thought; 

 To teach, amuse, and guide; 

To scatter germs of hope and peace; 

 To conquer – in a word. 

To prove it certain that the pen 

 Shall supersede the sword. 

 

Chorus –  

 

IV. 
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And when around the board we sit 

 With pipe in mouth we’ll cast 

A thought upon the old press world, 

 On him now in the past; 

On him whose work will ever live, 

 That scholar true and tried –  

Old Johnson! prince of writers gone, 

 Our patron and our pride. 

 

Chorus –  

 

V. 

And then with hearts the purer for 

 The retrospective glance 

We’ll kindlier view each other’s faults, 

 And willing hands advance. 

We’ll sink each lurking envy, and  

 Subdue each bitter mood; 

And drink each other’s hearty health 

 In love and brotherhood. 

 

Chorus –  

 

    Horace Earle101  

 

An interesting point of connection between the two professions that 

dominated the Johnsonian Club, writers and lawyers, is that they 

represent the power of the written and spoken word. Whereas Earle’s 

poem talks about the power of the pen to ward off the ‘vicious and the 

vile’, lawyers feature heavily in discussions about the role and power 

of oration throughout history. A prime example is its use in the law 

courts of the ancient Romans and Greeks to defend and promote 

human rights and civil liberty. Eloquence was of paramount 

importance in imparting the message:  

Like the actor the lawyer carefully cultivated his diction and adapted the 
rhythm of his speech to his aims, eliciting pathos, reaching for the sublime, 
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speaking confidentially, or using sarcasm or the powers of seduction. He used 
other resources as well, twisting his toga or accompanying his speech with 
gestures calculated to raise a laugh, move his hearers to tears, or elicit their 
approval.102  

 

Perhaps the heavy responsibility 19th century society placed on 

lawyers and writers to uphold civility was what made these two 

professions so compatible in the Johnsonian Club, to the point of 

their dominating membership.  

 

Prior to the turn of the century the Johnsonian Club demonstrated its 

commitment to upholding contemporary nineteenth-century values 

regarding literature, the manliness of writing, and the elevating effects 

of cultural exchange. Like the Literary Club, it made provisions for its 

members’ social, cultural and professional advancement. The 

wonderful opportunities the Johnsonian Club provided for its 

members to forge friendships and professional alliances with each 

other and with guests was largely facilitated by the club’s exceptional 

fellowship and congeniality. This had been achieved through rigorous 

membership restrictions, which sought to bring together men with 

similar cultural and professional interests. As observed with its 

financial and moral support of other artists, the club’s goodwill 

extended through its networks into the larger society establishing its 

social capital as ‘simultaneously a “private good” and a “public 

good”’.103  
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Chapter Three: 

Scottish Societies 
 

Because of the genealogical link between Australia and Britain, 

societies such as the Brisbane Literary Circle and the Johnsonian 

Club mostly celebrated English literary culture, so the various 

national societies added yet another cultural dimension to the local 

environment. The establishment of these national societies in 

Brisbane is an indication that other sectors of the Brisbane 

community noted an unhealthy lack of ‘civilising’ agencies in the local 

environment and sought to contribute a remedy to the ‘civility crisis’ 

by transporting and transplanting the best of their homeland’s culture 

to their chosen country of residence.  

 

Many of these national organisations did in effect address themselves 

to the two key dimensions of Brisbane’s ‘civility crisis’ – its 

recreational and infrastructural deficits. They did this, in the first 

instance, by introducing alternative, ethnically distinctive forms of 

entertainment – dancing and music, for example – that encouraged 

their members to perpetuate the ‘civilised’ mores and standards 

derived from their own national traditions within the local Brisbane 

community. Secondly, by providing support networks to assist 

destitute individuals and families from their various homelands, they 

contributed to the development of a civilising social infrastructure.  

 

Where the Scots were concerned, the two main national organisations 

were Scottish or Caledonian societies, which usually had a 

philanthropic, social and cultural focus; and Burns clubs, which 

tended to be purely cultural with a strong social focus. This chapter 

will discuss the Scottish societies that were established in Brisbane 

prior to the turn of the nineteenth century and explore possible 

reasons for the rather competitive relationship that developed between 
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them. As part of this exploration, the objects, focuses and activities of 

each of these societies will be discussed. 

 

Contemporary commentators encouraged integration of the national 

societies with the wider community wherever possible. One newspaper 

reporter approved of ‘representatives of all nationalities’ at the 

inaugurating function of the Warwick Caledonian Society. They 

observed that:  
The old landmarks of creed and country seem to be thrown aside and like the 
proceedings which marked the inauguration of the Hibernian Society on the 
previous night, individuals of all shades of opinion seemed to fraternise and 
join in showing their appreciation of the establishing in Warwick of societies of 
a social character.1 
 

The philanthropic focus of Scottish or Caledonian associations 

throughout the Empire was primarily concerned with ‘taking care of 

its ‘ain’ and the allocation of limited funds to needy Scots rendered 

them somewhat exclusive, providing a good financial reason to 

distinguish between Scots and non-Scots. In contrast to the exclusive 

nature of national philanthropic societies, the Burns clubs were 

renowned for their enthusiasm for sharing their country’s culture with 

anyone with an interest in Scottish literature (and a taste for haggis).  

 

A particularly interesting and jolly example of the latter was found at 

the Scottish settlement of Spencer, which is in Clay County in the 

north-western corner of Iowa. A report about its celebration of Burns’s 

birthday was published in the Daily Observer, indicating that the 

editor thought there was sufficient interest in the local community in 

this event and how it was celebrated overseas. The settlement existed 

‘under the auspices of the Scottish-American Land Company’ and was 

described as ‘one of the loneliest parts of the western prairie’. A visitor 

to the area attributed the township’s well established social networks 

and camaraderie to its isolation and the eagerness of its settlers to 

                                                 
1 Report from unnamed newspaper cited in, Warwick Caledonian Society, Hi jock – afore ye go: 
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escape the tedious drudgery of farm life. Their entertainment indicates 

that the locals subscribed to the culture of mutual improvement: 
Social meetings, at which songs, dances, recitations, and debates are carried 
through with perfervid spirit and earnestness, are held once a fortnight at 
certain of the settlers’ houses, and are worth all the trouble and travel that a 
visit to them entails.2 

 

Although it is not mentioned whether or not the Spencer settlement 

had a named club, the festival it held to commemorate Burns’s 

birthday followed very closely the protocol of Burns club gatherings. It 

incorporated large doses of ‘speechifying’ throughout the evening; the 

familiar Burns club toasts; as well as the all-inclusive cultural 

outreach focus. According to the unnamed visitor, of all the ‘gay and 

festive’ gatherings that were held at Spencer, this was the one that 

eclipsed them all. The visitor who happened to be there for the 

occasion was surprised and thrilled to be included in the general 

invitation that was sent around the country inviting all and sundry to 

attend. According to him, the festival attracted: 
not only . . . all Scotsmen within range, but also . . . many Americans, who 
turned out in goodly numbers from the adjacent townships of Hartley and 
Sibley, more, perhaps, for the sake of the supper and dance than of showing 
appreciation for the genius of the poet.3 

 

Haggis was the traditional dish at Burns Club celebrations, so if it was 

served in this instance, it was highly successful.  

 

The cosmopolitanism of the gathering and the evident unifying force of 

culture was a feature of the celebration. After dinner, during the 

course of the evening, the chairman, who was Irish, proposed several 

toasts beginning with the ‘health of the President of the United States’. 

This was followed by another to the Queen, which ‘called forth 

unbounded enthusiasm’ with everyone standing to sing ‘God Save the 

Queen’. Then the toast of the evening was made to ‘the memory of 

Robert Burns’. The Chairman excused his Irishness by ‘demanding to 

know whether all English-speaking races were not united in their 
                                                 
2 Daily Observer, 19 Apr. 1884, p. 6. 
3 Daily Observer, 19 Apr. 1884, p. 6. 
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appreciation of the works of Burns, and whether all nations were not 

at one in the admiration of genius’. The Chairman’s final toast was to 

the ‘American guests’. After he resumed his seat, the sleigh driver who 

had transported some of the guests across the ‘snow covered prairie’ 

to the ‘house of entertainment’, proposed yet another toast. This one 

was to the ‘Health of the Ladies’. 

 

The next toast, according to the visitor, was ‘perhaps . . . the one most 

worth listening to’. It was delivered by Mr Thompson Jeffrey, a former 

classics master of the High School of Edinburgh. Whereas the usual 

protocol of Burns clubs was to toast ‘The Poets and Poetesses of 

Scotland’, he made a toast to American literature. According to the 

visitor, it appeared that it was the Americans in the audience who did 

not fully appreciate the quality of the speaker’s treatment of the 

subject: 
His address was pitched perhaps just a little too high above the heads of the 
company in general, especially of the American portion, upon whom sundry 
allusions to Ariel and Prospero and others of that ilk appeared to be completely 
lost.4 
 

The connection that Scottish emigrants maintained with their 

country’s history and culture through gatherings such as these is 

significant. Jeffrey’s concluding comment indicates that in this 

instance the local Scots also kept well-informed of the current affairs 

of their homeland through periodical literature: 
The popularity of current Scottish literature, not forgetting the Scotsman and 
Chamber’s Journal out in this part of the world, was referred to, and 
acknowledgement made of the continued attractiveness of the reading matter 
of these journals.5 
 

After the speeches, everyone sang ‘Auld Lang Syne’ with ‘hands 

across’. The tables were then cleared away to make room for dancing 

that would continue into the wee hours. The marvellous sociality that 

this occasion facilitated was described by the visitor: 
The sleighs were brought round to the veranda one by one. The guests stepped 
forth reluctantly, shook hands and bade good-bye all round, and were swiftly 
whisked away across the prairie to their respective homes, looking dazed and 
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sleepy after all the dancing and speechifying, but profoundly convinced that a 
happier, gayer, jollier time they had never spent in their lives.6 
 

Another key feature of the gathering was the general goodwill that was 

extended to all. It seems that organisers of events such as these were 

keen to promote the Scottish culture to people of all English speaking 

nations and to do so in a positive and friendly fashion. As indicated by 

the toasts, this was achieved by recognising the government and 

culture of all of the attendees’ countries.  

 

Meanwhile on the other side of the globe, the first formal society 

established for homesick Scots in remote, colonial Brisbane was the 

Caledonian Association of Queensland. It was formed in 1862, and its 

objects indicate a strong social, cultural and philanthropic focus: 
To form a bond of union amongst Scotchmen resident in the Colony, to 
maintain a friendly intercourse with their countrymen in the different colonial 
towns, to call them together for friendly competition in the national games, and 
to aid and relieve all Scotchmen who may be in misfortune or distress.7   
 

This society ceased operation on 12 July 1875 as a result of a decision 

made at a special meeting held in the Town Hall to consider its 

future.8 It wasn’t until 1884,  the year that marked Australia’s biggest 

influx of Scottish migrants,9 that two new Scottish cultural 

organisations were established in Brisbane. They were the 

Queensland Scottish Association, which was established 16 May 1884 

and the Burns Club, which was formed five months later on 4 

November. Sir Thomas McIlwraith was the President of the 

Queensland Scottish Association for the duration of its life,10 and the 

mayor of Brisbane, John McMaster, was one of its vice-presidents in 

                                                 
6 Daily Observer, 19 Apr. 1884, p. 6. 
7 Pugh’s Queensland Almanac Directory and Law Calendar, 1866, Theophilus P. Pugh, 
Brisbane, p. 92. 
8 Pugh’s, 1876, p. 57. 
9 Scottish immigration figures to Queensland from: Queensland Parliament Legislative 
Assembly, Votes and Proceedings, Agent General’s Reports, 1882-4 in Jennifer Harrison, “I am 
far beyond the sea: Scots in Queensland 1824-2004" in Tartan in the tropics: The Scots in 
Queensland seminar, Centre for Public Culture and Ideas incorporating the Queensland 
Studies Program, Griffith University, 28 March 2004.  Papers forthcoming. 
10 Pugh’s Almanac, listed under ‘Brisbane Directory’, ‘Scottish Society’, 1885-1886; then 
under ‘Brisbane Directory’, ‘Queensland Scottish Association’, 1887-1896. 
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its first year. McMaster also became president of the Burns Club when 

it formed later that year.  

 

The Brisbane Burns Club was a men’s club and like the Johnsonian 

Club, its membership was determined by the ballot system.11 Initially, 

it met in William Sloss’s rooms, Queen Street. (Sloss was a pastry 

cook, confectioner and baker.12) Then from 1887 its new club room 

was in the Queensland Club Hotel in Mary Street.13 Unlike the 

Johnsonian Club, its hospitality extended to family as well as friends 

on celebratory occasions outside of the club’s business meetings. 

Although no mention of club membership fees was found, it is 

reasonable to assume it had them.  

 

By comparison, the Scottish Association levied a subscription fee and 

its members were ‘enrolled’ or ‘admitted’. Like the Burns Club, its 

council was ‘balloted’.14 Initially its office was at the Stock Exchange 

in Queen Street then it moved to the Bank Chambers at 185 Queen 

Street.15 By 1891, it found more permanent accommodation in the 

meeting rooms in Kent’s Buildings, Adelaide Street.16 

 

The Queensland Scottish Association articulated the full range of 

philanthropical, cultural, educational and social concerns of Scottish 

people living in Queensland in its nine stated objects: 
1. Assisting those connected with Scotland, by birth or descent, with 
information and advice.  
2. Affording pecuniary or other assistance to members, and to those in 
distressed circumstances, connected with Scotland.  
3. Encouraging Scottish immigration.  
4. Assisting in cultivating a taste for Scottish literature and art, and in 
developing a knowledge of the national character and history as exemplified in 
the antiquities, music, games, and ancient dress of Scotland.  

                                                 
11 Evidence of the ballot system reported Daily Observer, 30 Jul. 1887, p. 3. 
12 The Brisbane Post Office Directory and Country Guide, for 1885-6, Watson, Ferguson and 
Co., Brisbane, 1885, p. 289. 
13 Daily Observer, 12 Mar. 1887, p. 3. 
14 Evening Observer, 7 Jul. 1891,  p. 6; 7 Aug. 1891, p. 4. 
15 Queensland Post Office Directory, 1888, ‘Institutions Directory’, p. 79B; Queensland Post 
Office Directory, 1889, ‘Institutions Directory’, p. 318A. 
16 Evening Observer, 9 May 1891, p. 7. 
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5. Encouraging the cause of education in Queensland, by initiating courses of 
lectures, and founding bursaries and scholarships.  
6. Promoting good fellowship by holding gatherings, celebrations, concerts, etc. 
7. Encouraging the cause of philanthropy in Queensland by donations to 
public charities, etc.  
8 Founding a Scottish Institute or Museum.  
9 Supporting movements in Scotland of an educational, philanthropical, or 
national character. 
 

 

These objects indicate that the prime concern of this society was to 

further Scottish interests and provide support to Scottish people living 

in Queensland. If the order of objects is any indication of priority, then 

looking after their own took precedence. The committee’s request to its 

members ‘to assist in making the roll of membership useful for 

reference by supplying to the hon. sec. the name of their birthplace 

and the date of their birth and arrival in Queensland’,17 was probably 

to facilitate the first and second objects. An additional indication of its 

strong ‘in-group’ identification was the decision made at its inaugural 

meeting to have a society badge.18  

 

In contrast the general aim of the Burns Club was to provide a facility 

for Scottish people to come together to enjoy, and importantly, to 

share their culture with the wider community. Its prime object bound 

its sociality firmly to its cultural focus. It was simply:  
the annual celebration of the birthday of Robert Burns, occasional reunions for 
the cultivation of social and intellectual intercourse amongst the members and 
the encouragement of Scottish literature and music.19 

 

The explicit desire was expressed at its inaugural meeting that it 

‘should not be exclusively Scotch, but that persons of any nationality 

could join if desirous’. This willingness to share its country’s culture 

with others was consistent with the American example. If this goodwill 

extended from other regional and international Burns organisations, 

then this might contribute to the reason why institutions all around 

                                                 
17 Daily Observer, 23 Jan. 1885, 1885, p. 3. 
18 Daily Observer, 17 May 1884, p. 4. 
19 Daily Observer, 5 Nov. 1884, p. 4. 
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the world (not only Scottish societies) embraced Burns’s birthday. As 

noted by James Stevenson and Iseabail Macleod: 
The Burns Federation (formed in Kilmarnock in 1885) lists 1057 Burns Clubs 
or Scottish Associations affiliated to the Federation. Many other organisations, 
including schools, hold Burns Suppers. And one should not forget the respect 
accorded to Burns in the USSR. At least one Burns Supper is held every year 
in the Soviet Union, and the Soviets issued a stamp to commemorate the 
bicentenary of the poet’s birth.20 

Whereas the Brisbane Literary Circle sought ‘universal culture’ 

through its curriculum of British history and literature, it appears 

that the Burns Club sought to disseminate Scottish culture and 

history through the unifying force of Robert Burns. 

 

The inaugural addresses of the presidents of the two organisations 

highlight the different slants on their cultural focuses. President of the 

Queensland Scottish Association, Sir Thomas McIlwraith, exhorted 

fellow Scots ‘both Highlanders and Lowlanders to hold fast to all that 

was noble and generous in their national traditions’.21 At the first 

anniversary supper of the Burns Club, its president, Alderman 

Galloway, who like his predecessor, at the time of his presidency of 

the club was Mayor of Brisbane, indicated the desire to achieve the 

wider objective of disseminating Scottish culture. A newspaper article 

reported that: 
[he] trusted [the Brisbane Burns Club] would be the means of perpetuating the 
memory of the bard in our midst, and inspiring a love for his works amongst 
the people. (Cheers.)22 

  

Women were a crucial component of the social side of both 

organisations. They attended Burns Club gatherings in the capacity of 

invited guests. The Scottish Association, on the other hand, admitted 

them as members. Perhaps the reason for this had to do with the 

Scottish Association’s strong philanthropic focus and the traditional 

role women played in this type of work (eg. temperance, educational, 

healthcare, benevolent, etc.). This category of work accorded women 

                                                 
20 Stevenson, James A. C. with Macleod, Ideabail 1989, Scoor-oot: A Dictionary of Scots Words 
and Phrases in Current Use, Athlone Press, London, pp.117-118. 
21 Queensland Figaro, 4 Oct. 1884, p. 420. 
22 Daily Observer, 24 Jan. 1885, p. 5. 
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legitimacy in the public sphere and for this reason it is likely that the 

Queensland Scottish Association considered it appropriate to admit 

them as full members. However, their membership rights do not 

appear to have extended to appointment onto the executive committee 

as there was no female representation there. 

 

A curious turn of events occurred the following decade in January 

1892, when the Burns Club joined forces with members from a 

Scottish pipe band, which had previously operated under the auspices 

of the Scottish Association.23 The result of this union was the 

Brisbane Caledonian Society and Burns Club (BCSBC). Continuing in 

the tradition of the Burns Club, the new society also promoted 

cultural dissemination. Its first president was Alderman Robert Fraser 

who, like the previous Burns Club presidents, also became Mayor of 

Brisbane, 1894-95.24 Its stated objects were uncannily similar to the 

cultural focus of the Queensland Scottish Association: 
A. The social and intellectual improvement of its members. 
B. The study of Scottish history, literature and traditions. 
C. The perpetuation of the memory of illustrious Scots. 
D. The preservation of those characteristics and customs which have 

contributed to Scottish greatness.25 
 

It did not have the philanthropic focus of the Queensland Scottish 

Association so was released from the obligatory in-group focus, 

however, the cultural overlap established them as rivals to some 

degree. Unfortunately there are no records or newspaper reports 

about the formation of the BCSBC, so it is not known what motivated 

this development. The question arises as to why the Burns Club did 

not simply amalgamate with the Queensland Scottish Association to 

become the Queensland Scottish Association and Burns Club. It 

                                                 
23 Frederick Walter Robinson Collection, item 5/454, ‘Brisbane Caledonian Society and Burns 
Club’ in box 11, mss 5/451-480 ‘Queensland Cultural Organisations: results of a survey 
conducted in 1951’, in possession of Fryer Library, University of Queensland. 
24 Waterson, D. B. 1972, A Biographical Register of the Queensland Parliament 1860-1929, 
Australian National University Press, Canberra, pp. 64-65. 
25 Frederick Walter Robinson Collection, item 5/454, ‘Brisbane Caledonian Society and Burns 
Club’ in box 11, mss 5/451-480 ‘Queensland Cultural Organisations: results of a survey 
conducted in 1951’, in possession of Fryer Library, University of Queensland. 



 110 
 

appears that it was the Burns Club that was not amenable to such an 

amalgamation, as there are indications that the Scottish Association 

may have welcomed the union. For instance when the Scottish 

Association noticed reduced numbers at its socials after the formation 

of the BCSBC, it expressed ‘regret at the existence of the two kindred 

national societies in Brisbane’. Its following comment apparently 

aimed at the BCSBC that: ‘as due notice had not been given no 

definite action could be taken’,26 indicates a lack of communication 

(and cooperation) on the part of the newly established organisation. 

 

Another indication of the likelihood of the Scottish Association being 

agreeable to an amalgamation was its decision to:  
obtain suitable premises where Scotchmen could meet together at the close of 
the day, and where suitable literature would be provided after the manner of 
the working men’s clubs in England. The motion was carried unanimously.27 
 

This arrangement would not have been necessary had the two 

organisations amalgamated, as the Burns Club already followed the 

tradition of ‘working men’s clubs in England’.  

 

An initial observation of the names of the two organisations: Brisbane 

Caledonian Society and Burns Club, as opposed to the Queensland 

Scottish Association, indicate the new society may have intended to 

have a more local focus. However, this was not the case, as the 

Scottish Association did not see itself as having a larger role within 

the colony. This became evident when the Mulgrave Caledonian 

Association of Bundaberg approached it to coordinate a writing 

project. The project entailed each Scottish society in the colony 

undertaking to write a paper on the Scots in its area from colonisation 

to the present, showing the Scottish influence on its welfare, through 

Scottish ‘pioneers, legislators in Parliament, or other councils, and in 

the various trades and professions’. The Mulgrave society envisaged 

                                                 
26 Evening Observer, 9 Sep 1893, p. 4. 
27 Daily Observer, 23 Jan. 1885, p. 3. 
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that ‘the articles, when complete, would be bound together in book 

form under the title, ‘The Scot Abroad’.28 
 

Although they saw the merit in such a project, members of the 

Queensland Scottish Association’s committee objected to it not only 

because of its potentially elephantine scale, but more importantly, 

because they felt that the Mulgrave Association had offloaded the 

responsibility of coordinating this project onto them.29 As a result they 

did not support the project and it never eventuated. 

 

 There are many other indications of the Scottish Association’s local 

focus, including its sports days and socials, which were held in 

Brisbane. There is no indication in any newspaper reports that 

regional Scottish societies were contacted and invited to attend. In 

addition, an allocation of funds was regularly subscribed to local 

charitable institutions and to both of the Brisbane grammar schools 

for educational prizes.30 

 

It was only after the Brisbane Caledonian Society was established that 

the Scottish Association widened its role to interact more with regional 

Scottish societies. This was indicated in 1894, when it initiated ‘open 

communication with the secretaries of the kindred societies in the 

provincial towns with a view to holding a series of popular concerts 

during the winter months’. (They were held in Maryborough, 

Bundaberg, Gympie and the Darling Downs.)31 It is possible that this 

initiative may have been the result of the BCSBC forcing it to extend 

its boundaries, because by then, the new society may have captured 

Brisbane’s market with its programme of monthly concerts and 

                                                 
28 Evening Observer, 15 Feb, 1888. 
29 Evening Observer, 22 Feb, 1888. 
30 Daily Observer, 23 Jan. 1885, p. 3. In 1888, the report read, ‘Six guineas had been 
subscribed towards educational prizes for the scholars attending the local grammar schools’ 
(Evening Observer, 15 Feb, 1888). The regularity of the donation is indicated by the wording of 
the 1891 report: ‘A sum of £5 5s had been again offered to the Grammar Schools for 
competition’ (Evening Observer, 7 Aug. 1891, p. 4). 
31 Evening Observer, 7 May 1894, p. 4; 28 Jul. 1894, p. 7. 
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dances.32 There is a case for arguing that the BCSBC was not 

established to answer a need for an organisation with a more local 

focus, as at that stage, the Queensland Scottish Association already 

had that one. 

 

While the BCSBC was attracting larger numbers at its gatherings and 

socials, the Queensland Scottish Association noticed a downturn in its 

attendance numbers.33 This could have been due to the increased 

choice of social activities now being offered by the competing 

organisations. Names that appear in newspaper reports and in lists of 

the respective organisations’ executive committees indicate that there 

was little overlap in membership. 34 Perhaps the Caledonian Society 

was drawing patronage away from the Scottish Association. It is also a 

possibility that the Brisbane Caledonian Society and Burns Club was 

attracting new membership from Scots who had previously abstained 

from joining the Scottish Association and perhaps were excluded from 

the Burns Club because of its membership restriction to men only.  

 

A strong reason for Scots not joining the Queensland Scottish 

Association is hinted at in a comment made in Queensland Figaro. It 

points to anti-McIlwraithian sentiment. As previously mentioned, 

McIlwraith was president of the Scottish Association for its duration, 

so this comment may provide some insight into the situation at hand. 

It was made about Andrew Love, a member of the Herberton 

Caledonian Society. It reads: 
if there is anything Scotch about, Andy is sure to be up to his neck in it. So it 
appears now that he has fossicked out a few Scotchmen in Herberton and 
started a Caledonian Society. Andy is an out-and-out Lib. and severed his 
connection with the Herberton Advertiser because Myers was a 
McIlwraithian.35 

 

                                                 
32 Evening Observer, 8 May 1894, p. 5. 
33 Evening Observer, 9 Sep 1893, p. 4. 
34 Names on executive committees listed in Queensland Post Office Directory, ‘Brisbane 
Directory’. Years searched: 1892-1900; Pugh’s Almanac, 1892-1900. 
35 Queensland Figaro, 8 Mar. 1884, p. 191. 
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If McIlwraith was indeed responsible for this rift, then it was despite 

all efforts made by the Scottish Association to establish itself as non-

political ‘in the party sense of the word’.36 The intention from its 

inauguration had been that it would afford ‘a platform on which 

politicians of all shades of opinion could meet in friendly intercourse, 

and on common ground’.37 Perhaps it was the constituents rather 

than the politicians who were less able to be drawn into the society. 

  

Whereas the Scottish Association demonstrated reluctance to combine 

forces with kindred Scottish societies to achieve goals, as 

demonstrated with ‘The Scot Abroad’ project, the Burns Club made at 

least one attempt to cooperate with the Scottish Association. In 1888, 

the President of the Brisbane Burns Club, Alderman Galloway, 

contacted the President of the Queensland Scottish Association, Sir 

Thomas McIlwraith, to suggest their organisations combine forces 

(and funds) to erect a statue of Robert Burns in Brisbane. In his letter 

to McIlwraith, he asked if subscription lists might be opened and that 

funds be lodged in the Queensland National Bank under his and 

McIlwraith’s joint names. Galloway was particularly eager to obtain 

McIlwraith’s support with this venture, as he stated that it was 

important that McIlwraith, ‘the leading Queensland Scotchman – 

should be prominently identified with the object in view’.38 The joint 

project did not eventuate, however, the Burns Club continued on its 

own to raise funds. One activity was a dramatic performance staged at 

the Gaiety Theatre by the Gaiety Dramatic Company. Unfortunately 

for the Club, the Observer’s review canned the performance and may 

well have discouraged further patronage: 
The entertainment consisted of a play in three acts, entitled, ‘My Word of 
Honour’, and the farce, ‘Up a Tree’. Neither the play nor the farce disclosed 
superlative merits, and, although the ladies and gentlemen who took part in 
them strove hard to please the small audience that was present, the 

                                                 
36 Daily Observer, 17 May 1884, p. 4. 
37 Daily Observer, 17 May 1884, p. 4. 
38 ‘McIlwraith/Palmer Papers, OM64-19/131, item number 1750. In possession of the John 
Oxley Library, State Library of Queensland, Brisbane. 
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entertainment fell short of the expectations which the advertised programme 
had excited. The same bill will be presented this evening.39 

 

It was not until 1929 that the statue was finally erected in Centenary 

Place and was dedicated to Brisbane by the Burns Club.40  

 

The Burns Club’s recognition of its part in the larger cultural 

movement is also indicated in one of the regular toasts it made to the 

‘Burns Clubs a’ the World O’er’. It appears that there was also quite a 

deal of importance attached to the welfare and development of brother 

Burns clubs. An example of the sort of fraternal interest shown in one 

another may be found in the letter of congratulations that the 

Brisbane club received from the Greenock Burns Club: 
A communication was received from Mr J. B. Morrison, secretary of the 
Greenock Burns Club, congratulating the local society on its successful career, 
and wishing its members a happy New Year. The Greenock Burns Club, which 
includes amongst its members Lords Rosebery, Brabourne; Kelvin, 
Blythswood; and Hall Caine, Robert Buchanan, Professor Blackie, Hon. A. J. 
Balfour, Sir F. Leighton, H. M. Stanley, Andrew Carnegie, and many other 
distinguished men, is the oldest society of the kind in the world, having been 
established in 1802.41  

 
On another occasion the Greenock Burns Club sent the Brisbane club 

‘a beautifully designed and artistic programme, bound in morocco, 

and got up for the anniversary, held on the 25th January’ [1895].42 

This was probably sent as a gesture of goodwill. It showcased the 

presentation and format of their programme and gave the Brisbane 

club an idea of the sorts of activities it had organised to celebrate 

Burns’s birthday. This served the additional purpose of sharing 

information and ideas. 

 

Activities: 

The dinner ceremony of the Brisbane Burns Club followed the protocol 

of Burns Clubs the world over. The Scottish meat pudding Haggis was 

                                                 
39 Evening Observer, 19 Oct. 1888, p. 4. 
40 Brisbane Courier, 15 Aug. 1929. 
41 Evening Observer, 9 Jan. 1895, p. 4. 
42 Evening Observer, 19 Apr. 1895, p. 5. 



 115 
 

introduced with a recitation of Burns’s ‘Address to a Haggis’, which 

begins: 
      Translation: 

Fair fa’ your honest, sonsie face,  Fair is your honest happy face 
Great chieftain o’ the pudding-race!  Great chieftain of the pudding 
race 
Aboon them a’ ye tak your place,  Above them all you take your place 
Painch, tripe, or thairm:   Stomach, tripe or guts 
Weel are ye wordy o’ a grace   Well are you worthy of a grace 
As lang’s my arm.      As long as my arm43 

 

 

Burns’s use of the Scottish vernacular and his toast to a traditional 

Scottish dish were ways he celebrated the Scottish culture. 

 

Whereas the Brisbane Johnsonian Club dispensed with all speeches, 

a feature of Burns club gatherings was the prolific after dinner toasts 

and speeches. The Brisbane club did not, however, toast as many 

countries as the Spencer Club, which suggests that attendees at the 

local functions were largely of British descent. After the loyal toasts, 

the club made the usual toasts to: ‘His Excellency the Governor’, ‘The 

Army, Navy, and Volunteers’; ‘The Mayor and Town Council of 

Brisbane’; ‘The poets and poetesses of Scotland’; the ‘Ladies’ and 

‘Burns Clubs a’ the World O’er’. Another standard Burns club toast 

was, ‘The Land We Live In’.44 This toast draws attention to the respect 

these clubs show for the various countries Scots chose to live in. The 

main toast was always ‘The Immortal Memory of Robert Burns’ and 

this was usually proposed by the president who assumed the chair. 

The concluding anthem was ‘Auld Lang Syne’.  

 

During the toast of ‘The Immortal Memory of Burns’, at the Burns 

Club’s first anniversary supper, the Chairman and President of the 

club, Mr J. McMaster, dwelt on some of Burns’s appealing 

characteristics: 
                                                 
43 ‘The World Burns Club: Robert Burns World Federation’ (2004), p. 3. Retrieved 18 May 
2004 from  
http://www.worldburnsclub.com/begin/address_to_a_haggis.htm 
44 Daily Observer, 24 Jan. 1885, p. 5. 
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Burns was a man who spared no man, but he was one of those genial and 
hearty men whose sympathy was always with the poor and the needy. He was 
the enemy of tyrants and those who trod the working men underneath their 
feet. 45 

 

Whereas these characteristics were celebrated, accusations of less 

exemplary behaviour were either ignored or refuted by means of 

turning to his writing and citing appropriate passages to argue that 

they provided a truer indication of Robert Burns’s character. For 

example, during another toast to ‘The Immortal Memory of Burns’, a 

couple of years later, the Chairman and President, Alderman Galloway 

contended that:  
Burns had been accused of being too fond of ‘a drappie’, but his works 
inculcated sobriety and abstinence. Indeed, there were many poems of Burns’s 
which might well be used by Blue Ribbonists and other temperance bodies 
with good results.46 
 

The chairman used the same strategy to refute the claim that Burns 

was an atheist, citing his much-loved poem, ‘The Cottar’s Saturday 

night’47. Two years later he resumed the same argument: 
It had often been averred that Burns was irreligious, but he denied that the 
man who wrote ‘The Cotter’s Saturday Night’, ‘To Mary in Heaven’, and 
paraphrased some of the Psalms in the way Burns did could have any infidel 
tendency, but the poet caricatured most strongly many of the religious 
practices of the age he lived in. His poems, if they did not speak the language, 
contained the very essence of Christianity.48 
 

Burns’s national hero status as well as the power of his writing to 

unify all Scots and capture the hearts of people of other nationalities 

was regularly toasted. This speech by Galloway is fairly typical:  
they were not met that evening simply as Scotchmen, but as admirers of a 
bard who had touched the hearts of people of all nations. Of course, as 
Scotchmen in a far off land, they looked with pride to the ploughman poet who 
had sung so sweetly and so well of their native country.49 

 

The main way in which the Club celebrated Burns was by reciting and 

singing his poetry and folksongs written or adapted by him.50 On some 

occasions members also performed their own compositions. During 
                                                 
45 Daily Observer, 24 Jan. 1885, p. 5. 
46 Daily Observer, 27 Jan. 1887, p. 3. 
47 Daily Observer, 27 Jan. 1887, p. 3. 
48 Evening Observer, 26 Jan. 1889, p. 4. 
49 Daily Observer, 27 Jan. 1887, p. 3. 
50 Some examples are reported in the club’s first anniversary celebrations, Daily Observer, 24 
Jan. 1885, p. 5. 
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the annual celebration in 1887, a member ‘delivered with emphasis an 

original poem on the anniversary of the poet’.51 On another occasion, 

the original song titled, ‘Auld Mither Scotland’ was sung.52  

 

The club’s other literary activities included essay presentations and 

lectures.53 The life, motivation and character of Robert Burns in the 

context of the period in which he lived, were of as much interest to 

Burns Club members as his poetry and folksongs. Their interest in 

Burns, therefore, required a broader comparative study of Scottish 

history and literature. An example of a comparative study of Burns’s 

history and literature was given in a paper presentation by Mr J. Philp 

who ‘sketched Burns’s life, critically examined his poetry, and paid an 

eloquent tribute to his memory’.54 
 

Like the American club mentioned earlier, the Brisbane Burns Club 

also organised debates. Whereas the Scottish Association established 

itself as non-political ‘in the party sense of the word’,55 the Burns Club 

took a similar stance on subjects that had the potential to cause 

conflict. No reports about the Burns Club’s debates have been found, 

only a reference to its stipulation that religion and politics would be 

excluded from the list of topics56 (a forerunner of a similar prohibition  

by the RSL). This is in marked contrast with the central focus on 

these subjects in debating societies such as the Young Men’s 

Christian Investigation and Improvement Society.  

 

The Brisbane Literary Circle also barred discussion of these subjects 

when it established itself as non-sectarian and apolitical. It seems 

that the Scottish organisations and the Brisbane Literary Circle were 

concerned that tension and factional breakdown may occur as a result 
                                                 
51 Daily Observer, 27 Jan. 1887, p. 3. 
52 Brisbane Courier, 29 Oct. 1892, p. 6. 
53 An early reference in Daily Observer, 27 Mar. 1886, p. 4, to the secretary taking the names 
of members interested in reading essays, ‘original or selected’, indicates the regularity and 
ongoing nature of this activity.  
54 Daily Observer, 1 Apr. 1887, p. 2. 
55 Daily Observer, 17 May 1884, p. 4. 
56 Daily Observer, 12 Mar. 1887, p. 3. 
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of debate or discussion of potentially volatile subjects. Whereas this 

posed a threat to the good humour and fellowship of these 

organisations, it may have been seen as presenting an added threat to 

the Brisbane Literary Circle and the Burns Club because of their 

stated intentions to universalise culture in the general community. 

Whereas the Brisbane Literary Circle sought to cross all social 

boundaries in its cultural outreach programme, the Burns Club 

sought to cross national boundaries.  

 

In 1887, the Burns Club’s literary focus was consolidated by its 

allocation of club funds to a library, which became known as ‘The 

Poet’s Corner’.57 Members also donated books to the collection. In one 

instance, it was announced that ‘Mr R. Mar had presented the club 

with several volumes for ‘The Poet’s Corner’.58 In 1896, after it became 

the BCSBC, members expressed interest in the formation of a 

circulating library and benefit concerts were held to fund the project.59  

 

The Scottish Association’s fourth object, of ‘promoting and instilling 

Scottish culture’, was broader than the Burns Club’s interest in 

Scottish history and literature and although it too celebrated Burns’s 

birthday, it also organised national games and sporting events. In its 

first year, it initiated annual gatherings of ‘Highland Sports and 

Games’ at the National Association Grounds and Exhibition Buildings, 

Bowen Park. Admission was free to members and their families, and 

for everyone else: adults – 1 shilling; children – half-price. It boasted 

over £200 in prizes and over thirty competitions, ‘more or less of the 

national character’. The first event of the day was the Opening Reel, 

which was contested by the Ex-Officio (previous officials). This was 

followed by flat races, sack races, bagpipe playing, Highland Fling 

competitions, bicycle races, putting the light stone, highland dancing, 

walking matches, throwing the light hammer, Gillie Callum (in 
                                                 
57 Daily Observer, 12 Mar. 1887, p. 3. 
58 Daily Observer, 1 Apr. 1887, p. 2. 
59 Evening Observer, 23 Oct. 1896, p. 5; Evening Observer, 7 Apr. 1899, p. 2. 
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costume), hurdle races, young ladies Highland Fling, a quoit match, a 

wrestling match (Scottish style), throwing the heavy hammer, sailors’ 

hornpipe, tilting at the ring on horseback, highland dress (best 

dressed highlander), running high jump, Irish Jig, tossing the caber, 

Hop Step and Jump, and the Reel of Tulloch (in costume).60  

 

The main feature of the programme was Donald Dinnie, who was 

billed as ‘the champion athlete of the world’. He was engaged ‘to 

exhibit his wonderful feats of strength and skill’.61 The sporting 

occasion was concluded with a ball in the evening, in which a 

‘splendid Band of Eighteen Performers’ was engaged ‘under the 

Conductorship of Mr P. Larsen’.62  

 

It seems that the cultural circumstances of the sports day engendered 

a civil tone in the day’s events. The president, John McMaster, was 

very impressed: 
he said he had never seen a more orderly crowd or a programme better carried 
out, and his opinion was endorsed by the Governor [Sir Anthony Musgrave], 
who attended the sports, preferring them to the attraction of the races.63  
 

The Governor’s preference for the Scottish sports day over horse-

racing probably had a lot to do with his disapproval of the rampant 

materialism and power-play, not to mention the ‘volatility which often 

emerged at the end of elitist racing carnivals’.64  

 

As was the case with the Burns Club, the Scottish Association also 

tied sociality closely to its cultural focus. Unsurprisingly, this had 

practical benefits. A comment made at the society’s 1890/91 annual 

meeting attributed the society’s increased membership to the 

popularity of the social gatherings.65  

                                                 
60 Advertisements placed in Queensland Figaro, 1 Nov. 1884, p. 575; Queensland Figaro, 18 
Oct. 1884, p. 511. 
61 Queensland Figaro, 1 Nov. 1884, p. 547. 
62 Queensland Figaro, 18 Oct. 1884, p. 511. 
63 Daily Observer, 23 Jan. 1885, p. 3. 
64 Mackenzie-Smith, p. 108. 
65 Evening Observer, 7 Aug. 1891, p. 4. 
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The main social attractions were its weekly dances66 and annual 

reunions. The latter were referred to as its Glasgow Fairs. They were 

open to ‘the Scottish residents of Brisbane’ and the first half of the 

1891 programme boasted an ‘excellent musical programme’. Members 

were responsible for providing the musical entertainment and their 

choice of songs show that the entertainment drew from the wider 

Scottish tradition, compared to Burns Club nights, which 

concentrated more on the writings attributed to Burns: 
The proceedings were opened with an overture by Mrs Hogg. Mr A. H. Heslop 
followed with a song, ‘Bonnie Dundee’, for which he was warmly applauded. 
Miss Doig, who has a sweet voice, sang ‘Jock o’ Hazeldean’ and ‘Be kind to 
Auld Grannie’. Mrs Christie was very cordially received and her rendering of 
‘The hames o’ ain folk’ and Mr R. Millen sang ‘Uncle Wull’ in character, and he 
was encored for the patriotic song, ‘The Macgregor’s Gathering’. Amongst the 
best items of the evening were the comic sketches of Mr J. Heiton, ‘Maggie 
Suppleyow’ and ‘Jeely Rhubarb Jock’.67 
 

The second half of the evening was devoted to ‘feats of swordsmanship 

and strength’ by two guest performers, Duncan C. Ross and a 

favourite guest performer, Donald Dinnie who, as previously 

mentioned, had been the star attraction at the society’s first annual 

gathering of Highland sports and games seven years previously. 

Throughout history Scots had gained solid reputations as soldiers, ‘on 

their own account or in the service of others’,68 and this display was a 

celebration of soldering skills:  
Mr Ross displayed wonderful skill with the sword. He cut a bar of lead ¾in. in 
thickness suspended from two swords by a ring of paper without breaking the 
paper.  
 

He also demonstrated his ability to make a clean kill and Dinnie 

paraded his brute strength: 
(Mr Ross) cut a potato placed on a man’s neck, and almost succeeded in 
cutting a sheep in two with one stroke of the sword. Mr Dinnie, by his weight-
lifting, showed that he is still capable of performing feats of great strength.69 
 

                                                 
66 Evening Observer, 2 May, 1891 p. 4; Evening Observer, 9 May 1891, p. 7; Evening Observer, 
16 May 1891, p.2. 
67 Evening Observer, 18 Jul. 1891. 
68 Thorburn, W. A. 1981 ‘Soldiers and Soldiering’, in A Companion to Scottish Culture, ed. 
David Daiches, Edward Arnold, London, p. 360. 
69 Evening Observer, 18 Jul. 1891. 
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The evening’s entertainment concluded with the musical character 

sketch, ‘Half-an-hour wi’ Tam o’Shanter and Souter Johnnie’ 

performed by several members and finally, ‘a Highland fling by Mr 

Dinnie’.70  

 

 ‘Encouraging the cause of education in Queensland . . .’ was another 

object of the Scottish Association and strategies included: ‘initiating 

courses of lectures’. In 1885, these were organised in cooperation with 

the [North] Brisbane School of Arts. A Technical College Sub-

Committee and a Scottish Association Educational Committee worked 

together to organise a course of fortnightly lectures. The combined 

committee, which consisted of ‘Messrs Walker, Brooks and Ringrose’, 

was responsible for securing lecturers and chairmen, preparing the 

syllabus and making any other necessary arrangements.71 

 

The primary benefits were directed at the members of these two 

institutions as indicated by the admission fee, which favoured 

members: 
5/- for the course (of 6 lectures) or 2/6 to members of either society with their 
wives and families, and the charge for a single, lecture be 1/- to the public or 
6d to members.72 
 

The first lecture of the series, ‘Aerostation and Voyages in the Air’, was 

given by Professor Pepper. The only information published about it 

was that it was illustrated by chemical experiments, and a number of 

views’.73 The final lecture was on, ‘Education’, and the committee 

approached Sir Anthony and Lady Musgrave to speak to the topic.74 

 

Another strategy was to found ‘bursaries and scholarships’. As 

mentioned earlier, the two local grammar schools were the recipients, 

                                                 
70 Evening Observer, 18 Jul. 1891. 
71 [North] Brisbane School of Arts – Meeting of the Technical College Committee, minutes, 15 
Jun. 1885. 
72 [North] Brisbane School of Arts, ‘Meeting of the Technical College Committee’, minutes, 15 
June 1885. 
73 Brisbane Courier, 9 Aug. 1884. 
74 [North] Brisbane School of Arts, ‘Meeting of the Lecture Sub-Committee’, minutes, 4 Sep. 
1885. 
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and their students were duly awarded for scholarly excellence. In 

1888, the association took advantage of the opportunity to combine its 

cultural and educational objects by announcing that: ‘In future these 

prizes would be given for Scottish history’.75  

 

In contrast, the Burns Club’s approach to education was not through 

formal educational institutions but via the use of their organisations 

as a medium for cultural outreach. The potential for exploiting Burns 

Clubs for this purpose was discussed by a member of the Greenock 

Burns Club, Professor John Stuart Blackie, in his article, ‘Burns 

Clubs and Scottish Education’, which was published in the Glasgow 

Herald and republished in the Brisbane Courier. In it he argued that: 
there cannot be a doubt that, next to our Presbyterian Churches, the most 
efficient forces expressive of our character as a people are the songs of Burns 
and our Burns Clubs. . . . Scotland would stand so long as she taught her 
sons to sing the Psalms of David and the songs of Burns.76 
 

Blackie cited the example of the Greenock Burns Club, maintaining 

that the distinguishing ‘expression of national feeling’ in this club was 

its innovative strategy to direct the interest of young Scots towards 

Burns: 
it has put itself forward directly as a moral force in the field of education. The 
Burns Club in Greenock has instituted a fund for the annual distribution of 
prizes among the young lads and lasses of the district for excellence in the 
singing and recitation of select pieces from the repertory of our national 
minstrel77 
 

He encouraged other Burns clubs to follow the Greenock example, 

recognising not only the potency of these clubs as a medium for the 

dissemination of national culture but also their power to address what 

he perceived to be the neglect by formal educational institutions to 

inculcate national identity: 
May I, therefore, be allowed to indulge the hope that the various Burns Clubs 
over broad Scotland will before this time next year be found following the noble 
example of the men of Greenock; and may I further take this occasion to hint 
that neither in our Universities, nor in our schools, so far as my observation 

                                                 
75 Evening Observer, 15 Feb, 1888. 
76 Same article published in Brisbane Courier, 10 Sep. 1890, p. 7; Evening Observer, 11 Sep. 
1890, p. 5.  
77 Same article published in Brisbane Courier, 10 Sep. 1890, p. 7; Evening Observer, 11 Sep. 
1890, p. 5.  
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goes, is that prominence given to national song and national story which in a 
healthy system of education they are entitled to claim.78 
 

Blackie asserted that he was not advocating cultural superiority, but 

cultural equality through mutual recognition of co-existing national 

cultures: 
Nor would I be understood as saying this in any narrow spirit of exclusively 
Scottish nationality; as members of the same British Empire, every true 
Scotsman will sing, ‘The Battle of the Nile,’ or ‘Steady, boys, steady’ with no 
less enthusiasm than ‘Scots wha hae’ or ‘Auld lang syne’. . . . John Bull, while 
I shall never cease to thank God that by fellowship with such a large and 
reputable gentleman I have become the citizen of an empire as great in the 
modern world as the Roman was in the old, at the same time I hope I shall ever 
bear in mind that I shook hand with him in 1707 as an equal partner in the 
business, not as a flunkey to wait upon his lord.79 

 

Both the Queensland Scottish Association and the Greenock Burns 

Club saw the value in connecting with its youth as a means of 

perpetuating their national culture. Perhaps both organisations 

implemented strategies because they identified a lack in educational 

institutions to make provisions for the teaching of Scottish culture 

under the Imperial banner.  

 

Brisbane Caledonian Society and Burns Club: 

A popular cultural activity organised by the Brisbane Burns Club and 

continued by the BCSBC was ‘Hallowe’en Sprees’.80 The origins of 

Hallowe’en are in ‘the great winter feast of the pagan Celts, marking 

the beginning of the winter half of the year’. It was believed that the 

night before the first day of November was a time when spirits ‘walked 

abroad while mortals celebrated at home’. A Scottish Hallowe’en 

diversion was for girls and young women to divine who they might 

marry by using various methods, most of which are mentioned in 

Burns’s poem, ‘Hallowe’en’.81  

 

                                                 
78 Same article published in Brisbane Courier, 10 Sep. 1890, p. 7; Evening Observer, 11 Sep. 
1890, p. 5.  
79 Same article published in Brisbane Courier, 10 Sep. 1890, p. 7; Evening Observer, 11 Sep. 
1890, p. 5.  
80 Evening Observer, 5 Oct. 1888, p. 4; Brisbane Courier, 29 Oct. 1892, p. 6. 
81 Bruford, A. J.  ‘Festivities and Customs, Seasonal’, in A Companion to Scottish Culture, ed. 
David Daiches, Edward Arnold, London, pp. 118-119. 
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The first ‘Hallowe’en Spree’ organised after the formation of the 

BCSBC, boasted increased numbers. It was held at the Protestant Hall 

and began with a soiree, followed by a concert, which consisted of 

members singing Scottish songs and reciting Scottish poetry. One of 

the members, Mr J. Wilson, performed the Highland Fling. The 

concert was followed by dancing until the early hours of the 

morning.82  

 

The main feature of the night was a lecture presented by Rev. J. F. 

McSwaine titled, ‘Scotchmen the world over’. McSwaine elaborated on 

the familiar theme expressing his: 
pleasure at being in attendance at a gathering which demonstrated so forcibly 
the faith, honesty, patriotism, and independence, as well as the priceless value 
of the domestic affections and the brotherhood of man so characteristic of 
Scotchmen and lovers of Burns.83 
 

He referred to the ‘enterprise of Scotchmen’ and their efforts in 

‘representing the humane and enlightened nation which had faithfully 

discharged the highest duty of diffusing knowledge and promoting 

justice’.84 He also expressed concern over the dilution of the Scottish 

national culture, but looked to Burns as an unadulterated reminder of 

Scottish history and heritage: 
Though the Scottish nationality was year by year being merged in the 
nationality of England, yet the distinguishing characteristics of Scotchmen so 
nobly portrayed by Burns still remained distinct, and made the Scotchman 
abroad more intensely Scotch than his countrymen at home. 
 

Like Professor Blackie of the Greenock Burns Club, he was concerned 

that schools were not teaching young Scots about their cultural 

heritage and railed against the current money-getting culture of 

colonial countries: 
He regretted the tendency in this country to teach the children of Scotch 
descent so little of the traditions of their fatherland, and pitied the country 
where patriotism was no more, and the science of money-getting reigned 
supreme.85 
 

                                                 
82 Brisbane Courier, 29 Oct. 1892, p. 6. 
83 Brisbane Courier, 29 Oct. 1892, p. 6. 
84 Brisbane Courier, 29 Oct. 1892, p. 6. 
85 Brisbane Courier, 29 Oct. 1892, p. 6. 
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He concluded by outlining the benefits young Scotsmen in the colony 

could derive from joining the society. BCSBC activities planned for the 

following year included a poetry and Scottish history competition. (The 

report did not specify whether it was to be a competition for youth, 

adults or both.)86  

 

Another example of entertainment organised by the BCSBC was a 

concert that was described as ‘unique a kind as has ever been held’. 

Its theme dealt with ‘The Homes and Haunts of Robert Burns’. 

Highlights included ‘a series of Burns-selected songs by the 

Caledonian Choir’ and a lecture by Rev. Nisbet, which was 

complemented by ‘limelight views’.87  

 

By 1894, the society was holding regular literary evenings. These were 

provided primarily for the benefit of members and guests. The club 

solicited subject authorities to present lectures and in one report the 

secretary announced that, ‘a grand literary night would be held in 

July [1894], when Mr D. R. McConnel, M. A., would deliver a lecture.88 

(The subject of the lecture was not divulged.)  

 

Women too, were able to play a more active role in the organisation, 

and were a popular feature of the entertainment. One example was a 

joint effort between male and female members: ‘Miss Janet Wilson 

sang with feeling, “Burns is awa” a song written by Mr John McIntyre, 

of Brisbane’.89  

 

The more prominent inclusion of women and the increase in social 

and intellectual activities such as lectures, suggests a heightened level 

of competition between the new society and the Scottish Association. 

Nothing demonstrates more clearly the competition and the lack of 

                                                 
86 Evening Observer, 15 Sep. 1893, p. 2. 
87 Evening Observer, 7 Apr. 1899, p. 2. 
88 Evening Observer, 29 Jun. 1894, p. 4. 
89 Brisbane Courier, 29 Oct. 1892, p. 6. 
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cooperation between the two societies than the separate celebrations 

they each held annually to commemorate Burns’s birthday. A prime 

example was in 1894, when the two concerts were reported one after 

the other on the same page in the Evening Observer. While the 

Queensland Scottish Association held its concert in its rooms in 

Kent’s Building, the BCSBC held its concert in its rooms in the 

Colonial Mutual Society’s building.90 

 

Despite their differences, the efforts that national organisations such 

as the Queensland Scottish Association, Burns Club and the Brisbane 

Caledonian Society and Burns Club made to interface with the wider 

community meant that the greater population benefited from their 

project of importing the best of their country’s culture and instilling it 

into the midst of a new homeland. Perhaps their greatest good was 

their infusion of civility into the local environment. One of the 

examples that best demonstrated this was the national games, which 

had been organised by the Scottish Association. The cultural aspect of 

these games elevated the tone of the sport, in strong contrast to sports 

like horse-racing, which habitually degenerated into unruly 

behaviour. Other benefits to the local community included: increased 

fellowship and sociality through dances, festivals and dinners; greater 

opportunities for intellectual stimulation through organised lectures 

and literary evenings; and above all, the sharing of culture. 
 
  

                                                 
90 Evening Observer, 26 Jan 1894. 
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Chapter Four: 

Women’s Literary Societies 

 
Whereas national organisations imported their country’s culture and 

instilled it into the local environment, a different sort of ‘cultural 

trafficking’ occurred with women. This chapter will indicate how 

women used literature as their entrée into the public sphere and also 

how they were able to use the social and cultural capital of their 

literary societies to develop certain skills and networks, which enabled 

them to advance further into this domain. 

 

The way in which gender might have inflected the ‘civility crisis’ is 

suggested by E. B. Gretton of the Young Men’s Christian Investigation 

and Improvement Society (see Chapter Five). In his three part essay, 

‘Women Outside Christendom’, Gretton regards the treatment of 

women as an indication of how civilisation (and perhaps civility) has 

advanced through Christianity. He argues that ‘It is not mere 

civilisation, but to the spirit of life in Christ, that Woman owes all she 

has and all she has yet to gain’.1 He draws on the Christian doctrine 

that ‘man and woman were created equals, to be mutually dependent 

for the well-being and happiness of each’,2 and asserts that: 

 
In Christ is magnified not force of will but the glory of a Divine humility. 
Therefore it was that from that time forward Womanhood assumed a new place 
in this world. She in whom these qualities, for the first time declared Divine in 
Christ, were the distinctive characteristics, steadily and gradually rose to a 
higher dignity in human life.3 

 

He concludes his essay by quoting from a lecture given by William 

Ewart Gladstone when he was the Lord Rector of Glasgow University, 

in which he states: 

 

                                                 
1 Gretton, E. B. 1895, ‘Women Outside Christendom’ in ‘Our Review’, vol. 1, [p. 83.] 
2 Gretton, in ‘Our Review, p. 12. 
3 Gretton, in ‘Our Review, [p. 83]. 
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When it alleges that our advanced morality, such as it is, is really the work, 
not of Christianity, but of civilisation, require it to show cause why this 
advanced morality has never grown up except under the aegis of the Gospel, 
why the old civilisations were one and all smitten with decay and degenerated 
in moral tissue even before they lost their intellectual vigour. When you are 
assured that marriage and the laws of purity are safe, ask how it was that the 
ancients in these capital respects marched continually downwards, and that 
only in Christian times and lands have these laws come to, and maintained, 
authority.4 

 
 

As outlined in the Introduction of this thesis, the Brisbane community 

was largely Christian, so the women’s response to the ‘civility crisis’ 

may well be regarded as a conscientious effort to promote women’s 

equality in a Christian society. 

 

A phenomenon that has emerged throughout this study is the 

attraction of middle-class women to literary societies. A possible 

reason for this may well have had to do with their being more familiar 

and comfortable with literature and the classics having studied them 

during their high school years, than say, women from the working-

classes who were less likely to have received high-school education 

and therefore the opportunity to study them. By the last quarter of the 

nineteenth century, private schools for girls, which were mostly 

attended by daughters from the middle-class, offered the usual 

practical ‘accomplishments subjects’ (music, art, needlework, 

cookery). These were accompanied by courses devoted to providing 

greater cultural depth and understanding, ‘which it was recognised, 

could come only with language and literature, some classical 

knowledge and historical perspective, and the sciences’.5 These 

subjects were socially acceptable for study by women and they offered 

them a legitimate pass into the public sphere. An obvious channel was 

through the literary society.  

 
Some context for Brisbane women’s involvement in literary societies 

will be established through a discussion of broader trends. Jan 
                                                 
4 Gretton, in ‘Our Review’, [pp. 83-84]. 
5 Chambers, Coral 1986 Lessons for Ladies: a Social History of Girls’ education in Australasia, 
1870-1900, Hale & Iremonger, Sydney, p. 134. 
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Roberts’s research into the history of suffrage in Australia reveals that 

Sydney’s Women’s Literary Society (WLS) ‘provided the emerging 

leaders and members of the women’s movement with a vital stepping 

stone between the domestic and the public’.6 She observed that: 
Mrs Lawson, Mrs Curnow and Mrs Gullett, Miss Windeyer, Miss Badham, Mrs 
Wolstenholme, Miss Scott, Mrs Montefiore and others gained confidence and 
support from each other, widened their reading, developed committee 
management and debating skills and techniques and, most importantly, built 
up networks in the press, law and politics.7 

 

In addition to establishing networks and developing forensic and other 

skills useful in the public sphere, literary, mutual-improvement and 

debating societies were ideal venues for airing controversial topics that 

would lead into group discussion and debate. After issues had been 

fleshed out and arguments strengthened in the literary society 

environment, they could then hold their own in other domains in the 

public sphere. Among the numerous examples of exchange on aspects 

of ‘the Woman Question’ is a proposal that was put before New 

Zealand’s Thames Mutual Improvement Association by ‘Jenny Wren’ 

in 1884. She advocated a national scheme to train and educate boys 

and girls to promote the ‘future welfare and happiness of both sexes’.8  

 

Whereas women’s literary societies and circles were socially 

acceptable, women’s clubs, whether or not they had a literary focus, 

were problematic owing to demarcation and behavioural concerns. In 

contemporary discussions during this period, the terminological 

distinction was consistently applied between ‘clubs’ as opposed to 

‘circles’ and ‘societies’. As clubs were traditionally a male domain, 

their activities had been defined by previous male examples, which 

included much eating, drinking and smoking.  

 

                                                 
6 Roberts, Jan 1996, ‘Maybanke Anderson: The Domestic and the Public’, A Woman’s 
Constitution?: Gender and History in the Australian Commonwealth, (ed.) Helen Irving, Hales 
and Iremonger, Sydney, p.25.  
7 Roberts, p. 25. 
8 Chambers, p. 31. 
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In a letter published in The Princess: a Lady’s Newspaper, ‘Mab’, 

mentions that discussions were being held about the establishment of 

Women’s Clubs in Sydney. She does not mention whether or not these 

clubs would have a  literary focus, but she does express some 

trepidation about entering the male domain: ‘It sounds dreadfully 

mannish, doesn’t it dear?’ On the local scene the Boomerang springs 

to the defence of the newly established Women’s Club in Brisbane, but 

ends by contributing to the barrage of reports using humour to convey 

the scandal of women’s clubs:  
A Southern paper unkindly remarks that at the Brisbane ladies’ newly formed 
club, tea will be provided for some, whisky for others and powder and puffs for 
all. This is decidedly a libel on the ladies of Brisbane society, especially the 
whisky part of it, for it is only in one or two instances that the fair occupant 
has been found asleep in her carriage, as the coachman pulled up, as ordered, 
at the shop door.9  

 

Good food, drink (alcohol) and a ready supply of tobacco were 

elements of the traditional club environment that were used to 

promote sociability among members. (See chapter on the Johnsonian 

Club.) Although this was expected in men’s clubs, constant 

reassurances were given to the public via journalists’ reports that 

these excesses were not part of the women’s club environment. The 

annual dinners of London’s Literary Ladies Club, which comprised 

high profile women writers in the fields of drama, poetry, fiction and 

journalism, attracted international newspaper coverage. Reports 

tended to reduce the intellectual content by taking the form of social 

gossip columns, fixating on descriptions of the dinner menu and most 

importantly liquid refreshments: 
We are able . . . to contradict on the best authority the false rumour that there 
was a course of Bath Buns on the menu, and that among the vine was Tea. On 
the contrary, the literary ladies consumed whitebait, and salmon, and filets of 
beef, and other wholesome and sufficient articles of food. . . . After dinner . . . 
the ladies drank the health of the Queen, chiefly in black coffee . . . those more 
truly conscious of their mission lighted their cigarettes10  

 

. . . as well as the womens’ attire: 

                                                 
9 Boomerang, 16 Feb. 1889, p. 8. 
10 Brisbane Courier, 16 Jul. 1889, p. 6. 
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The dresses . . . were more remarkable for comfort than for vain and empty 
show, and that species of garment known as the ‘silken blouse’ was especially 
conspicuous.11  

 

In this instance the minimal male presence was also worthy of note: 
Proud man was not admitted to the feast, except in the fitting capacity of 
waiter. After dinner he retired . . .12 

 

The content of the evening consisted of papers delivered on literary 

topics as well as issues relating to the women’s debate:  
Mrs Mona Caird worked round to the great subject with which she has linked 
her name to all time, and favoured the company with her views on the 
marriage contract. Mrs Kroeker recited a triolet, a little thing of her own which 
she had composed in the lift on her way up to the gilded halls in which the 
banquet was held. Mrs Meynell, who has composed sonnets, spoke of poetry; 
Miss Harriet Jay had every right to speak on the drama, and Miss Mathilde 
Blind responded to the toast of ‘Literature’.  

 
The tone of this report reflects some defensiveness and malice on the 

part of the author. Nevertheless, the essential description was 

probably accurate. Topics spoken to at the following year’s gathering 

(1890), addressed the same line up of subjects, but were infused with 

a noticeable increase of feminist views. Once again the tone is 

irritatingly patronising, but the content enlightening: 
Mrs Graham R Tomson spoke for ‘Poetry’, and maintained that poetry knew no 
sex, and that with a freer education women were now taking their proper place 
side by side with men. Mrs. Freiligrath Krocher paid a tribute to the memory of 
Amy Levy (one of last year’s guests) in a few original verses. Miss Mabel Collins 
spoke for ‘Fiction’, and had secured her notes inside her fan. Miss Billington 
spoke for the Press, and Mrs Furley Smith for the ‘Married Ladies’. After great 
difficulty, Miss Temple was persuaded to say a few words in favour of that 
product of modern days – the happy spinster. After still greater difficulty a lady 
was found to speak for the gentlemen, agreeing with Tom Hood that ‘we cannot 
live with them, and yet we cannot live without them’.13 
 

Women’s lobby groups encouraged women to move deeper into the 

public sphere and targeted women’s organisations, including women’s 

literary societies. An example is the National Council of Women 

(NCW), which was established in 1899 to draw women’s organisations 

                                                 
11 Brisbane Courier, 16 Jul. 1889, p. 6. 
12 Brisbane Courier, 16 Jul. 1889. p. 6. 
13 Brisbane Courier, 21 Jul. 1890. 
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into the suffrage campaign. 14 Two examples of literary societies that 

affiliated with it are Tasmania’s Nil Desperandum Society (est. 1889) 

and the Itinerants (est. 1894).  

 

Both of these literary societies were fairly representative of 

contemporary middle-class women’s literary societies. The Nil 

Desperandum Society was founded by Lady Hamilton. The young 

women who became members were secured by her through invitation, 

so it was quite exclusive. The group met twice a month at Government 

House, and Lady Hamilton chose the subjects for discussion as well 

as the speakers. Many governors’ wives during this period extended 

their benevolent duties to literary societies for young women. Other 

examples include the literary circle that was established in the 1880s, 

by Lady Mary Anne Barker, wife of Western Australian Governor, Sir 

Frederick Napier Broome.15 Another was the Austral Salon founded in 

Melbourne in 1890 by eight presswomen. Its progressive object was 

the ‘intellectual advancement of women’. However, this later relaxed 

(perhaps by necessity for its continued existence) to include more 

‘female’ pursuits such as music, art and charitable causes. Early 

membership was restricted to professional women, with sympathisers 

of either sex admitted as associate members. The Countess of 

Hopetoun was the first president, and she was followed by a 

succession of governors’ wives ceasing with Lady Gibson-Carmichael 

who preferred being patroness.16 

 

With regard to the Itinerants, many of its early members had 

previously been members of Nil Desperandum, but had resigned in 

1891 over a dispute with Lady Hamilton over her demand for the 
                                                 
14 Pearce, Vicki, 1985, ‘”A Few Viragos on a Stump”: the Womanhood Suffrage Campaign in 
Tasmania, 1880-1920’, in Papers and Proceedings: Tasmanian Historical Research Association, 
vol. 32, no. 4, p. 155.  
15 Lady Barker was the widow of Sir G.R. Barker, K.C.B., and she kept her title until Broome 
was knighted in 1884 (Australian Encyclopaedia, Grolier Society of Australia, Sydney, vol 2, p. 
162.). Broome was Governor from 2nd June 1883 – 20th December 1889 (Australian 
Encyclopaedia, vol. 4, p. 356.). 
16 Chambers, p. 35; Emery, V. M., 1998, ‘Reading and After: Literary Community, Identity and 
Practice in Melbourne circa 1886-1910’, PhD thesis, University of Melbourne, p. 242. 
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resignation of one of the members.17 Many of the disenfranchised 

members of Nil Desperandum joined the Australasian Home Reading 

Union, and the Itinerants evolved from this society. It did not have a 

fixed meeting place and its name was a reflection of the roving nature 

of their meeting places, which were at the various members’ houses.18  

 

Both of these societies outwardly appeared to be fairly conservative 

women’s literary societies and ones that posed no apparent threat to 

the sexual status-quo, yet their affiliation with the NCU is an 

indication of their dissatisfaction and of their desire to broaden their 

horizons and opportunities. Because membership of these two 

organisations comprised the Governor’s wife and other women who 

were prominent through the status of their husbands or fathers, they 

were able to make shrewd use of their male connections to inject 

considerable authority into the feminist cause.  

 

An all-female national society that supported women’s 

enfranchisement and education was the Order of the Daughters of the 

Court. By 1894 it had its own journal, The Court: a Journal of the 

Order of the Daughters of the Court and for Women by which time it 

claimed to have coteries in Victoria, Queensland, New South Wales, 

Western Australia and Tasmania, as well as overseas membership. 

Each coterie had its own focus ranging from charitable, educational, 

literary, domestic and artistic activities. As no records of any 

Queensland coteries have been located, it is not known whether or not 

there was a Brisbane coterie and if there was, if it had a literary focus.  

 

Most accounts of women’s activity in Brisbane tend to indicate that 

Brisbane women were conservative, trailing behind their sisters in 

some of the other colonies in taking up the feminist cause. It is 

                                                 
17 Alexander, Cynthia, 1985, ‘The Itinerants – a Ladies’ Literary Society’, in Papers and 
Proceedings: Tasmanian Historical Research Association, vol. 32, no. 4, pp. 147-148. 
18 Alexander, Cynthia, 1985, ‘The Itinerants – a Ladies’ Literary Society’, in Papers and 
Proceedings: Tasmanian Historical Research Association, vol. 32, no. 4, p.149. 
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therefore probably worth mentioning some sources that indicate that 

although they may not have been as well mobilised, Brisbane women 

most definitely showed great interest in furthering the cause. For 

example, a report was published about a gathering of what was 

erroneously referred to as ‘The Ladies’ Club’. This was probably meant 

to be the Women’s Club. In the report it mentioned that its members 

were connected with ‘church work and philanthropic and temperance 

organisations’. The reason for the gathering was to honour their 

special guest Mrs Harrison Lee, who: 
gave an address in advocacy of woman suffrage, and the question was 
afterwards discussed by the lecturer and the other ladies present with no little 
vivacity.19  

 

With regard to the Brisbane Literary Circle, although it had a large 

female membership, it was controlled by a male dominated committee 

and did not become involved in furthering feminist political agendas in 

the way that all-female societies such as The Itinerants and Nil 

Desperandum were able to. However, two of the circle’s first women 

committee members, Sophia L. Beanland and Mrs Leontine Cooper, 

demonstrated through their ‘extra curricula activities’ a commitment 

to improving conditions for women.  

 

Both of these women were already actively promoting equal 

opportunities for women before joining the Brisbane Literary Circle. 

Principal of the Girls’ Grammar School, Sophia L. Beanland, 

published an article in the Boomerang advocating equal education for 

girls. Beanland contended that greater educational opportunities 

would better equip women to fulfil their various roles and to face the 

challenges of ever changing and increasing demands made on them:  
As time moves forward it brings the duties and obligations of school-fellow, 
friend, in most cases of wife and mother, in some cases of bread-winner for 
self or for self and other dependant ones. For these duties . . . the best 
educated woman is the one best fitted. Given women of equal natural abilities 
and character, the one whose body, mind, and soul has been the most fully 
and perfectly trained and developed will best discharge the duties and 

                                                 
19 Evening Observer, 18 Aug. 1893, p. 2. 
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obligations which devolve upon her, no matter what form these duties and 
obligations may take.20 
 

Her concluding argument emphasises the overall benefit of educated 

women to society: 
Surely the duties of women, though in many respects they differ from those of 
men in kind, and even because the field of woman’s labour has been greatly 
enlarged and many avenues of honourable and lucrative employment are open 
to her which were formerly closed, giving her some independence of spirit and 
room for development of character, surely rendering her a fitter companion 
without robbing her of that tenderness and devotion which are her strongest 
traits, are of the highest importance to the welfare of the race, and the fitting 
her for the due performance of them is worthy of great and costly care. Neither 
can there fairly be overlooked her claim to a fuller life, to the pure and lofty 
enjoyment of the cultivation of those powers with which she has proved 
beyond a doubt that she is endowed.21 

 

Mrs Leontine Cooper’s considerable background in journalism 

included being the Queensland correspondent for Louisa Lawson’s 

women’s magazine, The Dawn.22 She was also involved in the 

Women’s Franchise Association (later known as the Women’s Equal 

Franchise Association), which ‘sought the extension of male voting 

rights to women’.23 In a short newspaper article that was published in 

1894, the reporter mentioned that Mrs L. Cooper was the president 

and that she chaired the meeting.24 That these two women ‘headed the 

poll’ for the Brisbane Literary Circle’s committee, indicates that their 

ability to perform executive duties was recognised by the people who 

voted for them. The result of this ballot also indicates a subtle 

transaction in the larger trend of women utilising the literary society’s 

social and cultural capital. In this instance, the percentage of women 

voters, probably voted for women representatives because they felt 

they would have their interests represented in the Brisbane Literary 

Circle. 

 

                                                 
20 Beanland, Sophia L. 1888, ‘The Education of Woman’, Boomerang, Feb. 4. 
21 Beanland, Sophia L. 1888, ‘The Education of Woman’, Boomerang, Feb. 4. 
22 Clarke, Patricia, 1988, Women Writers and Journalists in Nineteenth Century Australia, 
Allen & Unwin, Sydney, p. 166. 
23 Lawson, p. 125. 
24 Evening Observer, 4 Jul. 1894, p. 5. 
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Accounts that have been located of women’s literary societies in 

Brisbane are sparse and incomplete. Two very scanty two-sentence 

reports about the Shakespeare Reading Society25 and a single report 

of the Girl’s Reading Circle26 were published in Brisbane’s 

metropolitan newspapers. As far as can be determined, these two 

societies were independent of any governing institutions and were run 

by women for women. Unfortunately, available information on these 

two societies is too scanty to know if they had suffrage or other 

political aspirations or whether they affiliated with women’s groups 

that did.  

 

Shakespeare Reading Society: 

The crop of Shakespeare Reading Societies that were being established 

around the globe were attracting the interest of women. This is not 

surprising given previous discussion on how women could use 

literature and the classics as their entrée into the public sphere.  If 

not the original, then certainly one of the very first models was the 

Shakespeare Reading Society established in London in 1874. Mention 

was made about it in an 1890 issue of the Brisbane newspaper The 

Week.27 Although the president during this year was Henry Irving, a 

cursory check on the internet shows that a percentage of subsequent 

Shakespeare Reading Societies were established by women and had 

all female membership. Examples include the one founded by 

Charlotte Stopes in 1914. Although founded after the turn of the 

century, many of Stopes’ earlier years were devoted to writing books 

and articles related to Shakespeare. In 1910, she published her 

magnum opus, William Hunnis and the revels of the Chapel Royal: a 

Study of His Period and the Influences which affected Shakespeare 

(reprinted in 1963). In 1916 she received an Award of the British 

Academy for her ‘Shakespeare’s Industry’. The collection of Stopes’ 

                                                 
25 Boomerang, 25 Jul. 1891, p. 7; Boomerang, 15 Aug. 1891, p. 7. 
26 Evening Observer, 28 Jun. 1894, p. 4. 
27 The Week, 26 Apr. 1890, p. 33. 
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papers held at University College London also track her interest in 

‘women’s suffrage and other women’s questions’.28 

 

Another connection between Shakespeare Reading Societies and 

women is Genny G. Colburn Darley’s efforts to organise the local 

women of Claymont, Delaware into a Shakespeare reading society29, 

which occurred sometime before her husband’s death in 1888. (There 

is no indication of whether or not she was successful.) Her middle-

class background and education make her a prime candidate for such 

a venture: ‘Born in Cambridge, Massachusetts, she was the daughter 

of Warren Colburn, a noted mathematics teacher (at Harvard) and 

math text book writer’. She ‘loved the arts and Shakespeare in 

particular’ and was a society lady who ‘apparently had to try very hard 

to adjust to rural Claymont . . . after her marriage to Felix in 1859’.30  

 

A more oblique reference to a Shakespeare reading society is a 

fictional depiction by Joseph C. Lincoln, which provides a rich sense 

of the fabric of American life in the 1890s: 
[Captain Cy’s] evenings were spent at Simmons’s store. We have no clubs in 
Bayport, strictly speaking, for the sewing circle and the Shakespeare Reading 
Society are exclusively feminine in membership; therefore Simmons’s store is 
the gathering place of those males who are bachelors or widowers or who are 
sufficiently free from petticoat government to risk an occasional evening out.31  

 

According to a sketchy newspaper article, the Shakespeare Reading 

Society that was established in Brisbane by ‘the Misses Lilley and 

other young ladies’ sometime before July 1891, conducted its 

meetings at Mrs Connolly’s residence at South Brisbane.32 The Lilley 

sisters in question were probably the daughters of politician and 

judge, Sir Charles Lilley, who incidentally was a member of the 

                                                 
28Stopes, C. University College London, Papers, http://www.aim25.ac.uk/cgi-
bin/search2?coll_id=1598&inst_id=13 
29 Darley, Genny G. Colburn, http://www.angelfire.com/de/focdarley/msdarley.html 
30 Ibid. 
31 Lincoln, Joseph C., Cy Whittaker’s Place, p. 24. A public domain document available at: 
http://sailor.gutenberg.org/etext02/cywht10.txt 
32 Boomerang, 25 Jul. 1891, p. 7 maintains that ‘the Shakespearean Reading Society 
inaugurated some time ago . . .’ 
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Brisbane Literary Circle and was on the [North] Brisbane School of 

Arts Committee. His family were good friends with Mrs Ellen Marie 

Glynn Connolly and family of South Brisbane.33  

 

The Lilley family was large consisting of six boys and seven girls,34 and 

a perusal of their family tree suggests that in 1891 the likely players 

could have been any or all of these young women: Ethel Mitford Lilley 

(who would have been 24 years of age in 1891); Gertrude Sarah Lilley 

(21 years of age) and Sibyl Mitford Lilley (18 years). It is likely that Mrs 

Connolly’s only daughter, Mabel35 was one of the ‘other young ladies’ 

who founded the society.  

 

Prior to living in Brisbane, the Connolly family lived in Gayndah. After 

Mrs Connolly was widowed in 1870, she took her children to England 

to have them educated, and Mabel was educated at a Sacred Heart 

school. When they returned to Australia, they took up residence in 

Brisbane. The mobility of both the Lilley and Connolly families is a 

factor contributing to the likelihood of their being aware of exemplary 

Shakespeare reading societies abroad. 

 

Mabel’s memories of her home life at Grey Street, South Brisbane 

provide context and atmosphere to the sort of environment in which 

the young women of the Shakespeare Reading society operated: 
Ellen [Mabel’s mother] ‘was quite a beauty . . . She was very intellectual and well 
read . . . Our home was the scene of many happy gatherings . . . In the more 
formal social life in which we shared to the full, dinner parties and fortnightly 
receptions at Government House, a series each winter of big dances to which one 
was invited in a formal manner. The theatre to which one looked forward to 
seeing the Italian Opera and Gilbert and Sullivan’s; the plays of Pinero, Shaw and 
Wilde etc. . . .’36 

By inviting her distinguished friends and colleagues into her family 

home, Mrs Connolly exposed her children to her high profile social 

                                                 
33 Family research by descendant of Mrs Connolly, Carolyn Nolan [nee Connolly]. 
34 Lilley family tree obtained from family descendant, Peter Lilley. 
35 Descendant of the family, Carolyn Nolan (nee Connolly) provided access to her family tree. 
No exact dates of birth or death are available for Mabel, but she was within the age range of 
the Lilley sisters mentioned. 
36 Personal family documents in possession of Carolyn Nolan (nee Connolly). 
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network increasing their own opportunities for inclusion in that 

network. Their exposure to literature, theatre and opera also grounded 

them in the more elite cultural pursuits so that they could 

comfortably take their place in ‘high society’. The young women in the 

group were ‘well connected’ and their familial and social networks 

benefited their reading society.  

 

Although the young women mostly gathered at Mrs Connolly’s 

residence to read Shakespeare, another report in the Boomerang 

mentions that they went on a river excursion at the invitation of Miss 

King and read Twelfth Night.37  

 

No details are provided of who Miss King might have been, but shortly 

before this article appeared, the Queenslander newspaper announced 

that ‘Mr H. E. King and family have taken up their residence at 

Tabbikoom, South Brisbane . . .’38 H. E. King was a Courier leader 

writer whom Spencer Browne described as: 
an Irishman of an old Church of England family . . . [who] had all the best 
that education could give him. He was in the Imperial Army for some years, 
but threw up his commission to come to Australia.39 

 
Browne described him as ‘a very polished and trenchant writer’, and 

noted of his professional and literary achievements that: 
In later years, and when over 60, he went for the Bar, passed his sons 
became a journalist and did remarkably well in Brisbane and elsewhere. He 
was, I believe, formerly a partner in the Brisbane Sunday Sun.40 
 

Like the Lilley family, the King family was a large family of sons and 

daughters.41 The Miss King referred to in the newspaper article could 

have been the eldest of H. E. King’s daughters, as period etiquette 

dictated that the eldest daughter should be referred to using the title 

‘Miss’, without the qualifying first name. However, H. E. King also had 

an unmarried sister, Katherine, who was formally addressed as Miss 

                                                 
37 Boomerang, 15 Aug. 1891, p. 7. 
38 ‘Social Gossip’ in Queenslander, 1 Aug. 1891, p. 197. 
39 Browne, Spencer 1927, A Journalist’s Memories, Read Press, Brisbane, pp.73-74. 
40 Browne, p. 74. 
41 Browne, p. 72-74. 
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King. Given that she held familial seniority over her unmarried nieces, 

it is highly likely that she was the Miss King in question. Another 

indication that it was her is that the Miss King in question initiated 

the invitation to the young women in the Shakespeare Reading 

Society. This indicates a more senior or authoritative position in the 

transaction.  

 

If the ‘Miss King’ was Katherine, then the literary connection may well 

have been the reason for the invitation. According to Spencer Browne, 

Katherine King was an author well known to many Queenslanders for 

her book Lost For Gold. It is a tale based on fact that dealt ‘with the 

life and death of Griffen, who was hanged at Rockhampton for the 

murder of his subordinates on the Peak Downs escort’.42  

 

The levels of other ‘capitals’ such as ‘human capital’ (education) and 

‘financial capital’ (financial wellbeing) were high in this group. 

Members shared similar socio-economic backgrounds of affluence, 

education and relative freedom from financial constraints and 

domestic responsibilities, and of course, their common interest in 

Shakespeare. The Lilley and Connolly women were all from upper 

middle-class families, and their high-school education would probably 

have included the study of culture and the classics. Another common 

characteristic of the young women was their marital status, as they all 

remained single. There is every likelihood that their similar 

backgrounds and circumstances would have lent to similar attitudes. 

According to Stone and Hughes, ‘the more similar attitudes are, the 

higher are reported measures of trust and reciprocity’.43 This being so, 

then there is every indication that this group was extremely rich in 

trust and reciprocity. These are possible reasons why the society, 

according to the Boomerang, ‘successfully carried on’.44  

                                                 
42 Browne, p. 74. 
43 Stone, Wendy and Hughes, Jody 2002 Social Capital: Empirical Meaning and Measurement 
Validity, Research Paper no. 27, Jun., Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne, p. 20. 
44 Boomerang, 25 Jul. 1891, p. 7. 
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The mention of this group’s reading of Twelfth Night with Miss King, 

the title of the society, and the example of other Shakespeare reading 

societies indicates that their reading list was purely Shakespeare. 

Reginald Heber Roe’s belief in the elevating effects of repeated study of 

Shakespeare provides an insight into the existence and function of a 

society that was dedicated to the reading and re-reading of 

Shakespeare. Roe believed that Shakespeare’s writing brought 

students into contact with ‘more and more beautiful thoughts, noble 

characters, and striking scenes of the world’s history’. In addition to 

this, he believed that repeated study of Shakespeare developed in the 

student the ‘habit of criticising and comparing and expressing subtle 

distinctions in accurate language’.45  

 
If this was the motivation of the young women of the Shakespeare 

Reading Society, then it is likely that their reading was taken seriously 

and the function of such a society was educational and social. The 

camaraderie of the group contributed to their member’s mutual 

improvement and as evidenced in their outing with Miss King, who 

was an acquaintance outside of the Shakespeare Reading Society, it 

contributed to the wider community’s cultural capital. 

 

Girls’ Reading Circle: 

The single newspaper article located on the Girl’s Reading Circle 

reveals that it was established in the first quarter of 1894.46 Its 

membership, like that of the Shakespeare Reading Society, appears to 

have been made up of young middle-class women. Two names of 

members that are mentioned in the article are the circle’s secretary, 

Miss Skyring and the winner of its literary competition, Miss Haase. 

Reference to Miss Skyring’s secretarial position indicates that the 

circle’s organisation was formal. (Along with office-bearers comes the 

establishment of rules and behavioural expectations.) 
                                                 
45 The Queenslander, 11 May, 1889, p. 886. 
46 Evening Observer, 28 Jun. 1894, p. 4. 
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It is likely that ‘Miss Skyring’ was the grand daughter of wealthy 

property owner, Daniel Budd Skyring, who arrived in Australia from 

London in 1833. He spent some years in Sydney working as both a 

builder and tailor47 before coming to Brisbane in 1843 to live and to 

further his business interests. Once in Brisbane, he purchased large 

tracts of land in the CBD, and established one of the first drapery 

stores, a dairy, a quarry as well as sugar cane, cotton, grape and 

pineapple plantations.48  

 

After Daniel’s death, one of his sons, Thomas, inherited the land site 

between ‘Adderton’ and Boyne Street- Bowen Terrace (now Kemp 

Place)’. He later agreed to sell this land to All Hallows so that the 

convent could make its necessary extensions.49 Two of Daniel’s 

granddaughters, Blanche (whose full name was Edith Mabel Blanche) 

and Lucy Skyring, attended All Hallows between February 1888 – 30 

June 1890 and February 1888 – December 1889, respectively.50 

Again, considering period etiquette, it is highly likely that the elder 

Blanche was the Miss Skyring referred to in the newspaper article. 

That is not to rule out the possibility that both of them were members.  

 

Another person who was mentioned in the newspaper article who 

links the Miss Skyring in question to Daniel’s family is Dr Booth. The 

article mentions that, ‘On Wednesday evening last the members of the 

Girls’ Reading Circle invited a few friends to be present at the 

residence of Dr Booth, South Brisbane’. The surgeon, Dr James Booth 

of Cordelia Street, South Brisbane was married to one of Daniel’s 

daughters, Amelia, making them Blanche and Lucy’s cousin and 

cousin-in-law. 

 
                                                 
47 Mahoney, Jean-Marie, 1985, Dieu Et Devoir: The Story of All Hallows’ School, Brisbane, 
1861-1981, Boolarong Publications for All Hallows’ School, Brisbane, p. 56. 
48 Mahoney, p. 56. 
49 Mahoney, p. 56. 
50 Records in possession of All Hallows Convent. 
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The Skyring girls’ educational background at All Hallows Convent 

provides some insight into their interest in a reading society and their 

choice of books. All Hallows sought to prepare its pupils after leaving 

school ‘to take their place responsibly as Christian women in the 

society of the colony’.51 The range of subjects that were taught to 

assist in this objective in 1888, which is the time the Skyring girls 

enrolled, included in its second form the ‘accomplishments subjects’ 

(music, art, needlework, cookery) as well as Reading, Grammar, 

English Literature and English History. In addition to these, its First 

Form offered University Certificates.52  

 

The newspaper article reports that the circle met at Dr Booth’s 

residence to hear the adjudicators’ report on the Tennysonian papers 

that had been written by circle members. The circle’s choice of poet 

was also endorsed by the Brisbane Literary Circle as indicated by its 

dedication of one its memorial days to him. Adjudicators for the Girl’s 

Reading Circle were Mr S. H. Boden and (Sir) Littleton E. Groom. 

Booth, Boden and Groom were all members of the Brisbane Literary 

Circle53 and Groom was a committee member of both the Brisbane 

Literary Circle and the [North] Brisbane School of Arts.54 Some 

examples of their paper presentations at the Brisbane Literary Circle 

included Booth’s on ‘Charles Kingsley’ and extracts from Thackeray 

‘showing his high opinion of women’. Boden’s ‘able paper on “The 

Poetry of Milton”’ and Groom’s lecture on ‘Robert Browning’, 

‘Coleridge’ and ‘Faust’.55 

 

Boden commented on ‘the working of the circle, and pointed out that 

Tennyson was a poet peculiarly suited for study by them’. Although 
                                                 
51 Mahoney, p. 21. 
52 The Australian, 15 Feb. 1888, p. 13 in Mahoney p. 332. 
53 A report about Boden’s paper presentation titled, ‘The Poetry of Milton’ was published in 
Evening Observer, 12 May, 1893, p. 2. 
54 Listings of committee members for both institutions may be found in Pugh’s Almanac. 
55 Kingsley: Evening Observer, 29 Nov. 1890; Milton: Evening Observer, 12 May 1893, p. 2; 
Thackeray: Evening Observer, 13 Dec. 1890, p. 5; Browning: Evening Observer, 10 Jul. 1891, 
p. 2; Coleridge: Evening Observer, 29 May, 1891, p. 4; Faust: Evening Observer, 4 Mar. 1892, 
p. 3. 
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the report does not give Boden’s reason for saying this, it is likely that 

it was because Tennyson fulfilled the criteria of literature that was 

regarded as elevating and ‘wholesome’ by critics such as those 

discussed in the Men of Letters series in Chapter One. The group’s 

choice indicates the members’ awareness of and compliance with this 

recommended criteria of literature. 

 

After the adjudicators had finished commenting on the ‘leading 

characteristics of each paper’, the meeting ‘took a conversational 

turn’. Men other than adjudicators were also present at the meeting.56 

They agreed that ‘the members of the circle must have entered con 

amore into the study of their poet’. Although this comment was clearly 

intended as encouragement and praise to the young women, it is 

telling of the men’s own perception of the female intellect, which they 

tied to emotion, emphasising passion and feelings over analytical 

prowess. This was a common perception of female intellect during the 

19th century.  

 

The circle member’s recruitment of prominent Brisbane men as 

adjudicators and their meeting place at Dr Booth’s residence 

demonstrates their ability to use their social and familial networks to 

benefit their circle’s objectives. Like the Shakespeare Reading Society, 

it also contributed to the wider community’s cultural capital through 

its involvement of people interested in literary pursuits who were from 

outside the immediate group. As in the case of the Shakespeare 

Reading Society, a reporter made a positive comment about the 

sustainability of this circle. In this instance, however, specific 

reference is made to its financial viability with the comment that: ‘It 

may be said that the circle . . . has only been in existence for a few 

months, and presents the unique feature of being conducted, and 

conducted successfully, without any monetary funds whatever’. That 

the reporter marvelled over this feat could be an indication of the 
                                                 
56 Another name that was mentioned was Mr Crisp Poole. 
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circle’s unusual independence from church, state or other male-

dominated committees.  
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Chapter Five: 

 

Young Men’s Christian Investigation and Improvement 

Society: Empowerment through Writing 
 

Whereas women were discovering the use they could make of their 

literary societies as stepping stones into the public sphere, members 

of Brisbane’s Young Men’s Christian Investigation and Improvement 

Society (YMCIIS) aggressively exploited the potential of their society to 

take them deep into the centre of public activity. For nineteenth 

century colonial culture generally, reading literature was the primary 

instrument of self-improvement, but for the YMCIIS writing seems to 

have taken its place as the favoured form of literary engagement, for 

moral, political and professional purposes. The intention of this 

chapter is to indicate how the YMCIIS defined its objects and suggest 

that the maleness of the society was a factor that facilitated this 

important shift towards the exploration of writing as a means of self-

improvement. A further suggestion will be made that the profession of 

journalism played a particular role in shaping the YMCIIS members’ 

views regarding writing and self-improvement.  

   

The YMCIIS was an auxiliary of the South Brisbane Baptist Church 

and was part of the church’s network of mutual assistance and 

support. A main reason why churches established young people’s 

organisations was to lead them ‘to Christ and into His Church, to 

establish them firmly in the faith, and set them at work in the Lord’s 

vineyard’.1 Such youth organisations were also well recognised during 

this period as an instrument for mutual improvement, as indicated by 

the spread of popular education in Britain through the Sunday school 

movement. The establishment of the YMCIIS may also be viewed, 

then, as a response to the twin dimensions of Brisbane’s ‘civility 

                                                 
1 Queensland Freeman, 15 Feb. 1888, p. 8. 
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crisis’, which I have suggested, were concerned with the conduct of its 

population, and the social resources available to them.  

 

From the viewpoint of the Society’s founders, of course, the religious 

dimension was paramount, but it remains the case, nonetheless, that 

the YMCIIS contributed a distinctive and different form of recreational 

opportunity to the mix, quite independent of its Christian mission, 

and that was writing.  Debating was the other civilising activity it had 

to offer, but other societies could and did offer that too.  Writing, 

however – ostensibly for self-improvement, but also very much for 

pleasure – was almost the exclusive monopoly of the YMCIIS at this 

time.  In relation to the second, infrastructural requirement for 

civility, the well-developed Christian networks of mutual assistance 

and public charity was obviously of crucial importance. 

 

The major initiative of the YMCIIS was its manuscript magazine, ‘Our 

Review’. The provenance of the use of manuscript magazines as a 

means of mutual improvement is located in the mutual improvement 

movements of Great Britain. They were unpublished, hence the term 

manuscript, and their use was primarily to provide members with an 

accessible outlet for both their writing and their opinions. An early 

example was one that was edited by John Bedford Leno (b. 1826), in 

an Uxbridge mutual improvement society. According to Jonathan 

Rose, this manuscript magazine was the origin of the Chartist journal, 

Spirit of Freedom.2  

 

The society expressed its strong belief in the benefits of a manuscript 

magazine by urging other literary and debating societies to follow its 

example. In the Introduction to the first volume of ‘Our Review’, the 

editor anticipated that ‘so great will be the force of the example, that 

the organs of Literary and Debating Societies will be numerous’. 

                                                 
2 Rose, Jonathan 2001, Intellectual Life of the British Working classes, Yale University Press, 
London, p. 64. 
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Although the YMCIIS was under the impression that it was the first 

literary and debating society in Queensland to establish a manuscript 

magazine,3 this was not the case.  At least two years earlier, a 

manuscript magazine titled, ‘Valley Venture’ was being produced in 

Brisbane by a Presbyterian society called the Valley Religious and 

Literary Association.4 (See Chapter Six.)  Nevertheless, the YMCIIS 

actively promoted the benefits of a manuscript magazine to other 

literary and debating societies ensuring its use in more societies.   

 

Although writing was a crucial mutual improvement activity of the 

YMCIIS, members also devoted much of their time to debating and 

public speaking. The society’s stated objects establish the order of its 

mutual improvement focus:  
1. To cultivate the Art of Literary Composition 
2. For the discussion of questions relating to Theology, Politics, Art, Science, 

Literature, etc., etc.5 
 

This focus on written and forensic skills aligns with the methods of 

agitation used in the larger Evangelical movement. D. W. Bebbington’s 

research into the history of Evangelicalism in Britain shows that when 

Evangelicals ‘were drawn into mass crusades against social evils’, they 

sought reform through the parliamentary process6; and that the 

strength of their movement was realised through being ‘outspoken 

and widespread’.7 They held public lectures and meetings8 and also 

made great use of the press, recognising its might as a means for 

proselytising and achieving the political and social goals of their 

church.  The Anglican Church, for example, had been aware of this 

power for many years.  It owned and controlled the large publishing 

arm, the Religious Tract Society, which produced long-running and 

very influential periodicals such as: The Leisure Hour (1852-1894); 

                                                 
3 ‘Our Review’, vol. 1, p. 1. 
4 Evening Observer, 26 Oct. 1893, p. 2. 
5 ‘Our Review’, verso page, vol. 1. 
6 Bebbington, D. W. 1989, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: a History From the 1730s to the 
1980s, Unwin Hyman, London, pp. 132-133. 
7 Bebbington, p. 135. 
8 Bebbington, p. 135. 
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Sunday At Home (1853-1894); The Boy’s Own Paper (1879-1967); The 

Girl’s Own Paper (1880-1906 continuing under variations of title until 

1956.)  

 

On the Brisbane front, Allan A. Morrison, argues that during the 

1860s, ‘the press of the day was completely under the control of the 

Protestant sects’.9 By the mid seventies, however, their influence had 

waned with the disappearance of the Guardian, and the control of the 

Moreton Bay Courier moving completely out of the hands of Baptist 

deacon, Thomas Blackett Stephens.10 In 1875, the Queensland 

Evangelical Standard was established in response to the lack of 

outlets for Protestant political and religious expression. Morrison 

maintains that ‘at this time Brisbane had a very active and energetic 

body of Protestant ministers who held very strong views and were 

seeking means to express them.’11 They concerned themselves with 

local as well as international issues: 
In local politics they feared that some attempt would be made to restore State 
aid, but they were even more disturbed by religious events overseas, for the 
declaration of papal infallibility had been made, and the old hostility to Rome 
had been revived in full force. This was also the period of the revivalist 
campaigns of Sankey and Moody and the development of ritualism within the 
Anglican Church.12 
 

Ministers on the Council for the Queensland Evangelical Standard also 

made good use of the art of public speaking recognising the traditional 

power of public oratory, placing high value on the forensic skills used 

in speaking clearly and persuasively at public meetings and the like: 
[They] followed the practice of the earlier Liberals in maintaining the old 
Radical technique of the public meeting. Many of . . . [them] were experienced 
public speakers and even when they took no direct part the paper encouraged 
meetings to discuss political affairs.13 

 

One of these ministers, Rev. William Poole, was a guiding force in the 

activities of the YMCIIS. Immediately after he accepted the pastorship 

                                                 
9 Morrison, Allan A., ‘Religion and Politics in Queensland (to 1881)’, Journal [Royal Historical 
Society of Queensland], vol. 4, no. 4, 1951, p. 462. 
10 Thomas was the father of YMCIIS member, Llewellyn. 
11 Morrison, p. 465. 
12 Morrison, p. 465. 
13 Morrison, p. 469. 
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of the South Brisbane Baptist Church in 1880,14 he embarked on a 

project to increase youth interest and membership in the church.  He 

founded and was the president of the original Young Men's Mission 

Class, and remained its president when it became the YMCIIS. While 

his wife Mary supervised the Young Women's Devotional Class and 

channelled the young women’s interests into sewing circles and fund 

raising activities for the church, Poole began by providing a series of 

lectures to the young men.15 He also gave public lectures. One of his 

earliest talks was titled, ‘Modern Newspapers’.16 This was a subject on 

which he was very well informed. His career in newspapers began in 

Melbourne. In 1869, ‘he became one of the first proprietors of the 

Melbourne Evening Herald’, after which time he spent seven years as 

sub-editor of the Age.17 His role on the Age ‘demanded extreme tact 

and political knowledge’. At one stage, Poole had even toyed with the 

idea of entering politics.18    

 

After he settled in Brisbane in 1880 Poole continued to advance the 

political goals of the Church through newspapers. He became a 

frequent leader writer for the Brisbane Courier, editor of the 

Queensland Freeman and the Queensland Baptist, and as mentioned, 

he was on the Council for the Queensland Evangelical Standard.19 

Spencer Browne remembered Rev. William Poole as a good, quiet man 

– tall and dark with a short beard whom he believed to be ‘a better 

writer than a preacher’.20 Undoubtedly, Poole’s experience and 

knowledge would have been invaluable to the mutual improvement 

focus of the YMCIIS, which was to develop members’ written and 

                                                 
14 South Brisbane Baptist Church, minutes,  27 May 1880. 
15 South Brisbane Baptist Church, minutes, 1 July 1880. 
16 South Brisbane Baptist Church, minutes, 19 July 1882. 
17 Queensland Baptist, 1 Apr. 1913, p. 57. 
18 Queensland Baptist, 1 May 1913, p. 67. 
19 Brisbane Courier, 29 Sep. 1913; Queensland Baptist 1 May 1913, pp 67-68; Queensland 
Baptist 1 April 1913, pp 56-57; William Higlett , ‘Rev. William Poole’, 1995, Queensland 
Baptist Forum, Baptist Historical Society of Queensland, [Brisbane], no. 30, p. 3. 
Forum: Baptist Historical Society of Queensland, no. 30, p. 3; Allan A Morrison, “Religion and 
Politics in Queensland (to 1881)” in Journal [The Historical Society of Queensland], vol. 4, no. 
4, 1951, p. 466. 
20 Browne, Spencer, 1927, A Journalist’s Memories, Read Press, Brisbane, p. 127-128. 
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forensic skills. The alignment of the society’s mutual-improvement 

focus with Poole’s professional activities, indicates the collective 

aspiration of YMCIIS was similar professional involvement.   

 

The stated object of the Young Men’s Mission Class, which later 

evolved into the YMCIIS, was ‘the mutual improvement of its 

members, with a view to direct Christian usefulness’.21  Throughout 

the life of the Society, tension existed between the first and second 

parts of this formulation.  Church deacons, for example, criticised the 

young men for indulging in mutual improvement activities and 

ignoring their duty towards Christian usefulness.22  As early as 1887, 

a comment was made in a church report that the second part of the 

original statement of the object was not being met: ‘As yet the Mission 

has not done much beyond providing for the mutual improvement of 

its members, but the end and view of its existence will not be reached 

until the young men will be led to more direct work for Christ’.23   

 

An explanation for the different emphases placed on the society’s 

object may be located in developments on the wider stage. According 

to Bebbington, the basic premise of Evangelicalism was that 

scholarship was subordinate to Christian usefulness. He maintains 

that the reason for this lay in the fear that ‘the acquisition of human 

wisdom would not bring a person to heaven’, but may ‘inflate his pride 

as to turn him aside from the heavenly path’.24 The criticism of the 

early men’s Society indicates that the deacons subscribed to the basic 

Evangelical premise.  That the criticism was levelled in the first place 

and that the name of the men’s group was changed to the Young 

Men’s Christian Investigation and Improvement Society indicates that 

members, on the other hand, endorsed a later view, which held that, 

‘the greatest need of humanity was not rescue from its futile ways 

                                                 
21 Report. South Brisbane Baptist Church. Year ending 30 June 1882. 
22 Report. Vulture Street Baptist Church. 1 Jul. 1885 to 30 June. 1887. 
23 op. cit., Report. Vulture Street Baptist Church.  
24 Bebbington, p. 137. 
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through salvation, but effort that would apply knowledge for the 

betterment of the world’.25 This shift away from faith was part of a 

larger trend and was quite evident in Britain from the 1870s onwards: 

It was the era of the so-called ‘Victorian crisis of faith’ when young men began 
to discern insuperable objections to Christian belief. The proportion of 
graduates proceeding to ordination, and especially of first-class men, 
registered a sharp down-turn.26 

 

According to Bebbington, this shift of emphasis onto intellectual 

inquiry was a result of ‘Enlightenment optimism [and] seemed to fit 

the experience of industrial growth in the mid-Victorian years’.27 

Accordingly, the Evangelical organ, The British Quarterly Review, 

‘wished to adhere to orthodox truth and yet “to encourage free and 

reverent enquiry”’.28  

 

The Church’s answer to what was perceived as the self-indulgent 

mutual improvement societies was the Christian Endeavour Society.  

A fervent editorial in The Queensland Freeman exclaimed that, ‘It 

cannot be insisted on too strongly that the Society of Christian 

Endeavour is the [sic] first and last and always a “Religious Society”’.  

The Christian Endeavour Society maintained a literary interest, but it 

always remained subordinate to the original focus of Christian 

endeavour. It was described as having ‘social and literary and other 

features . . . [but was] not a social nor literary Society’.29 

 

Nevertheless, the YMCIIS held fast to its views on the subject. The 

member who wrote under the nom de plume ‘Watchman’, charged: ‘the 

honest doubter is more to be commended than the trusting student 

who quietly accepts, without investigation, everything presented to 

him’. He adamantly proclaimed that: ‘Sincere investigation will always 

                                                 
25 Bebbington, p. 141. 
26 Haig, A. 1984, The Victorian Clergy, in Bebbington, p. 141. 
27 Bebbington, p. 141. 
28 ‘Theological liberalism’, British Quarterly Review, April 1861, p. 488 in Bebbington, p. 144. 
29 Queensland Freeman, 15 Feb. 1888, p. 9. 
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lead to truth!’30 As scientific discovery and the notion of progress 

enjoyed prominence during this period of rapid industrialisation, it is 

not surprising that this theme features in ‘Our Review’. Yet essays 

gave a positive treatment of subjects relating to scientific innovation 

only if there was no perceived threat to labour. Examples of positive 

treatments include contributions about typewriters, trams and a 

technical paper on explosives.31  

 

The socialist perspective of ‘Our Review’ is quite a prominent feature 

of the journal and it seems that the Church was not its provenance. 

As Bebbington assures, despite the: 
swelling chorus of working-class opinion, the churches ignored the appalling 
conditions of the poor along with ‘the evils of competitive middle-class society’. 
In these circumstances churchgoing was steadily eroded.32 

 

The upsurge of the socialist movement was tied to the rapid 

industrialisation of the period, which raised new labour issues. It was 

a very idealistic movement, which probably explains Deian Hopkin’s 

observation that it ‘was a movement of young people in this period’.33 

One reason socialism may have appealed to this group of young men 

may have related to their own concerns regarding their future 

employment and working conditions. 

 

Members of the YMCIIS introduced the labour question into the 

YMCIIS where they could grapple with it. According to the leading 

Primitive Methodist campaigner at the turn of the century, Arthur 

Guttery, ‘It was not his business to propose schemes of redress or to 

suggest legislative measures. That was the duty of Statesmen and 

Cabinets. It was his business to denounce abuses and wrongs and 

                                                 
30 ‘Watchman’, ‘Nicodemus the Investigator’ in ‘Our Review’, vol. 2, pp. 53-54. 
31 ‘Typewriter: He, She, or It?’, vol. 2, p. 33; ‘The Typewriter Again’, vol. 2, p. 34; ‘Tram 
Traction’, vol. 2,  p. 57; ‘Explosives’, vol. 1, p. 51.  
32 Bebbington, p. 143. 
33 Hopkin, Deian 1988, ‘The Left-Wing Press and the New Journalism’, Papers for the Millions: 
The New Journalism in Britain, 1850s to 1914, Wiener, Joel H. (ed.), Greenwood Press, New 
York, p. 232 
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shams . . .’34 Whereas this might have been the Evangelical way, 

suggesting remedies was exactly what was expected of the socialist 

press. According to Hopkin, its prime purpose was ‘to provide a 

distinct view and policy on issues of the day as part of a process of 

political proselytization’.35 YMCIIS members’ took a Christian socialist 

stance, applying socialist press strategies such as suggesting remedies 

and accompanying them with ‘some moral lesson or ethical 

observation’.36  

 

The most popular subjects of essay contributions to ‘Our Review’, 

were parliamentary politics and religion. In one essay, ‘Christians and 

Politics’, the contributor, A. J. Oliver, makes a direct link between the 

two. His recommendation that all Houses of Parliament and local 

governing councils be filled with Christians37 is recognition of the 

Evangelical preference for the parliamentary process. The 

conscientious way in which the YMCIIS members approached their 

parliamentary responsibilities is demonstrated in the recommendation 

made by the editor of ‘Our Review’, Edward Holliday, concerning 

gambling.  He urged ‘all candidates at the next General Election be 

sounded on the question’.38 

 

An observation of the group shows that in 1895, which was the same 

year that it established its manuscript magazine, most of the members 

who were old enough registered to vote. Poole also registered to vote in 

this year.39 Although it was a period of industrial unrest, this was not 

                                                 
34 Bowran, J. G. [n.d.] ‘The Life of Arthur Thomas Guttery,’, in Bebbington, p. 135. 
35 Hopkin, Deian ‘The Left-Wing Press and the New Journalism’ in Wiener, p. 229. 
36 Hopkin,  in Wiener p. 231. 
37 ‘Our Review’, vol. 1, pp 47-48. 
38 ‘Our Review’, vol. 1, p. 32. 
39 Apart from Percy Proctor, all members including Rev. William Poole were located in electoral 
rolls: [Queensland State Electoral Rolls from 1860 to 1900], Colonial Secretary’s Office, 
Queensland, microfilmed by Queensland State Archives, Brisbane. Electoral District of 
Brisbane, South. Percy Proctor was located in electoral district of Woolloonhabba.  Llewellyn 
Stephens - Electoral District of Brisbane, South, 1900, p. 88; Robert Samuel Ross -  Electoral 
District of Brisbane, South, 1895, p. 82; Percy Proctor – Electoral District of Wooloongabba, 
1900, vol. 21, p. 54; Rev William Poole – Electoral District of Brisbane, South, 1895, p. 76; 
Edward Holliday – Electoral District of Brisbane, South, 1896, p. 42; John Bond – Electoral 
District of Brisbane, South, 1899 p. 10; Edward Beazley Gretton – Electoral District of 
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something that was peculiar to 1895.  This suggests that the impetus 

for YMCIIS members to cast their votes came from internal factors 

such as the activities and increased solidarity of their group during 

this year.  That the members of this group registered to vote en masse 

indicates the club environment fostered the development of 

characteristics such as group identification, political self-

consciousness and self-expression. 

 

Bebbington identifies three broad ‘classes of wickedness’ that 

stimulated Evangelical political action. They were ‘obstacles to the 

gospel’, which included the example of slavery because it was 

perceived as a ‘barrier to missionary progress’. The next was 

‘substitutes for the gospel’, which referred to any alternative religious 

or secular systems of belief, and the last ‘class of wickedness’ was 

‘sin’. Sexual wrongdoing was of particular interest in this category.40  

 

Examples of essay contributions to ‘Our Review’ indicate that YMCIIS 

members were concerned with at least the first two ‘classes of 

wickedness’. With regard to the first, ‘obstacles to the gospel’, an 

example is, ‘Behold He Prayeth’, by J. Bond. In this essay the author 

perceives the power that the industrial age took from God and laid at 

the feet of man, or specifically the ‘possessor of the wherewithal to 

supply their needs’, as the obstacle. The reform he suggests is 

socialism: 
Take from Man the usurped power: leave in the hands of the community the 
function of distributing the product of its labours, and you will remove one of 
the greatest obstacles in the way of the recognition of the Higher Power. 

 

Examples of essay contributions that show concern over the second 

‘class of wickedness’ (‘substitutes for the gospel’), include a lengthy 

three-part essay, ‘Women Outside Christendom’ by E. B. Gretton and 

‘Freethought – What is it?’ by C. Rogers. Firstly, in Gretton’s essay, 
                                                                                                                                            
Brisbane, South, 1899, p.38; Lonsdale Gretton – Electoral District of Brisbane, South, 1899, 
p. 38; Albert Joseph Phipps – Electoral District of Brisbane, South, 1899, p. 76; Leonard 
Stiles Rich – Electoral District of Brisbane, South, 1895, p. 60.  
40 Bebbington, p. 133-4. 
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the author describes the sins inflicted on women in non-Christian 

cultures. He recognises that women are also sinned against by 

Christian men, but that these sinners ‘had to bear the reproach of 

their own consciences, and the dread of punishment after their 

departure from this life’. He compares this with their treatment in 

other religions: 
The heathen had no such restraints on his passions; the examples afforded 
him by the licentiousness and brutality of the gods he worshipped, and the 
cruelty and unrestrained sensuality of the priests, would deaden any possible 
sense of shame in the course he was pursuing, instead of exciting a 
consciousness of wickedness.41 

 

In the other example, Rogers argues that: 
Freethought, and indeed all forms of unbelief, demonstrate that ‘man by 
nature knows not God,’ and that the insatiable craving for the things of 
Eternity, found the world over, can be met and satisfied only by that Word 
which God’s wisdom and love have placed in the hands of mankind42  

 

There are no contributions that deal with the third ‘class of 

wickedness’ (‘sin’), if ‘sin’ is understood in its usual sense. As 

previously indicated, however, a major concern of members was 

capitalist exploitation of the working-classes. Perhaps they regarded 

this as society’s greatest sin. Their essay contributions are infused 

with very definite humanitarian principles. According to Bebbington, 

‘the dynamic of the Evangelical approach to politics was hostility to 

sin’,43 so it could not ‘properly be labelled “humanitarian”’.44 Although 

he is quick to point out that its action had humanitarian results.  An 

example he uses to explain this seeming contradiction is the anti-

slavery case in which George Stephen, roused the ‘religious public 

against colonial slavery by branding it as “criminal before God”’. As 

Bebbington confirms: 
The Evangelical public was aware of the cruelties perpetrated by slaveholders 
long before the sudden upsurge of demands for the termination of slavery. 
Inhumanity in itself did not prod their consciences. Evangelicals did not 
display a blanket humanitarianism in politics. Rather, they mounted periodic 
campaigns against particular evils.45 

                                                 
41 Gretton, E. B. ‘Woman Outside Christendom’, in ‘Our Review’, vol. 1, p. 11. 
42 Rogers, C. ‘Freethought – What Is It?’ in ‘Our Review’, vol.. 2, p. 65. 
43 Bebbington, p. 135. 
44 Bebbington, p. 133. 
45 Bebbington, p. 133. 
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The motivation to ‘condemn features of existing policy’ regarded as 

sinful, rendered the Evangelical commitment one of negative policy 

reform.46 Whereas humanitarianism may not have been an 

Evangelical motivator for political policy, it certainly was a socialist 

motivator. In his paper, ‘Machinery: Its Effect on Labour’, W. Riley 

observes that: ‘business people in Denver, Colorado, who are large 

advertisers, have boycotted the newspapers using the Linotype’. He 

draws attention to the ethical reason for this situation and uses the 

story to emphasise a moral: 
‘because,’ say they, ‘it neither eats, drinks, or wears clothes.’ Now this is a 
forcible argument against all Machinery, because though it produces it does 
not consume, and we are consequently the victims of over-production, or 
rather, under-consumption.47 
 

He concludes by quoting Karl Marx’s perspective on the relationship of 

machinery to society and its potential as a force for good if it is kept 

out of the hands of Capitalists.48  
 

Another essay on this theme was written by Robert Samuel Ross, who 

would later become a pioneer of the Labour movement. It was titled, 

‘The Revolt of Labour’ and shows early signs of his passion for social 

justice, which he continued to pursue throughout his life as a ‘writer, 

agitator, organiser, propagandist [and] educator’.49 In this early essay 

he targets ‘capitalistic tyranny and oppression’ and embeds Arnoldian 

ideologies within the socialist solution:  
Evolution – not Revolution – will alone produce the remedy for existing 
distress. But the time is ripe for action, and Socialism is offered as a stepping-
stone to universal industrial harmony.50  

 

An interesting observation of the nature of manuscript magazines and 

the motivation of the contemporary socialist press is that both were 

not in the business of profit making. Whereas manuscript magazines 

                                                 
46 Bebbington, p. 135. 
47 Riley, W. ‘Machinery: Its Effect on Labour’ in ‘Our Review’, vol. 2, p. 51. 
48 Riley, W. ‘Machinery: Its Effect on Labour’ in ‘Our Review’, vol. 2, p. 51. 
49 Ross, Edgar 1988, These Things Shall Be!: Bob Ross, Socialist Pioneer – His Life and Times, 
Mulavon, West Ryde, N.S.W., p 11. 
50 Ross, R. S. ‘The Revolt of Labour’ in ‘Our Review’, vol. 2, p. 60. 



 158 
 

were released from the pressure of funding publication, soliciting 

advertising and increasing circulation, the socialist press refused to 

embrace the ‘forces of commercialisation and profit-making that 

constituted the foundations of the mainstream press’. 51 Yet the 

socialist press did have to concern itself with publishing expenses and 

circulation figures, as its objective was to secure ‘long-term conversion 

of the electorate’.52 The scope of British socialist newspapers included: 

feature articles, essays, and, following contemporary practice, the 
serializations of contemporary novels ranging from those written by Jack 
London to those of H. G. Wells and approved classics from the past, including 
Carlyle and Emerson . . .and the poetry of Whitman, Wheeler Wilcox, Ruskin, 
and socialist contemporaries such as William Morris and Edward Carpenter. 

Likewise the foremost Brisbane example, the Worker, covered similar 

ground: 

a ‘Worker’ calendar; a page of ‘pars’ entitled ‘In the Workers’ World’; a leader of 
‘The Gospel of Organisation’; the draft scheme of the ‘Australian Labor 
Federation’; a review of ‘Looking Backward’. . . Henry Lawson, Francis Adams, 
John Farrell, Fred Broomfield, and many others contributed verses.53 

 

Although the scope was similar to commercial newspapers, the 

selection of content was governed by political considerations such as 

the author being a socialist or the contribution having political 

relevance’.54  

 

The role of the editor of ‘Our Review’ seems to have been to arrange 

the material for its reproduction and to make editorial comment. 

There is no indication that he decided which contributions to include 

or exclude. This being so, the content of the magazine indicates one of 

two things: that the group as a whole was interested in similar topics, 

those being the politics of church and colony, or that members wrote 

about the sorts of subjects they felt the group as a whole would be 

interested in reading. This along with their collective agreement on 
                                                 
51 Hopkin in Wiener, Joel H. (ed.) 1988, Papers for the Millions: The New Journalism in Britain, 
1850s to 1914, Greenwood Press, New York, p. 225.  
52 Hopkin in Wiener, p. 230. 
53 Ross, Lloyd, [1980], William Lane and the Australian Labor Movement, bound and 
distributed by Hale and Iremonger, Sydney, p. 99. 
54 Hopkin in Wiener, p. 232. 
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socialism as the answer to current industrial problems resulted in a 

sort of natural accord of subject and perspective within the magazine. 

An outcome is that the content and scope of ‘Our Review’ has a strong 

resemblance to that of the typical socialist newspaper.  

 

An obvious difference, though, was that contributions were mostly by 

YMCIIS members. There is, however, one example where this is not 

the case. On one occasion a poem written by John Henry Nicholson, 

author of Halek and member of the Johnsonian Club was included. It 

is titled, ‘Enough’, and is about a man who has lived a good life and 

looks forward to meeting his maker.55 The inclusion of this 

contribution is a divergence from policy, as the first stated rule of ‘Our 

Review’ was: ‘That the Contributors to the Magazine shall be confined 

to Members of the Y.M.C.I. and I. Society’.56 Perhaps the excitement of 

landing a ‘scoop’ and the religious theme of the poem, in this instance, 

overrode the original condition. The opportunity to obtain this poem 

was probably a result of the connection between YMCIIS member, 

Robert Samuel Ross and Nicholson, as Nicholson was Ross’s grammar 

tutor during this period.57 The tone of the introduction to the poem is 

reminiscent of the commercial press: ‘By the author of Halek – now 

first published’.     

 

Many of the contemporary literary societies that encouraged reading 

for self-improvement defined this in cultural terms, and they mostly 

focussed on the classics.  Members of the YMCIIS, on the other hand, 

were more interested in developing their analytical and conceptual 

skills so that they could strengthen their debating prowess, possibly 

in preparation for their professional involvement in public affairs. 

Although reading was encouraged in the YMCIIS it was for the 

secondary purpose of keeping abreast of events and opinions.  
                                                 
55 ‘Our Review’, vol. 1, [p. 94]. 
56 ‘Our Review’, verso page. 
57 Bulletin, ‘Red Page’, 4 Oct. 1923, p. 3. 
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Through reading, members had a supply of material that they used to 

flesh out in inter-club and home debates as well as in magazine 

contributions. ‘Open-Eye’ establishes why it was important for 

speakers to maintain a broad knowledge base, implying the need for 

opinions to be well-informed: 
Every member should make a point of ventilating a new idea.  However brief 
may be his remarks, each speaker should strive to shed a little fresh light on 
the subject under discussion.  Let us avoid vain repetition and aim at 
clothing our ideas with a little originality.  Else we rouse no dormant thought 
and remain forever in a state of self-satisfied ignorance.58 

 

The editor of ‘Our Review’ explained that the column, ‘From Month to 

Month’ had been established to assist members to acquire ‘a thorough 

knowledge of contemporary history’.59  Contributors to this column 

were required to write a summary of newspaper reports on local as 

well as overseas politics and events and give opinions on each.  Extra 

incentive was offered to members to contribute to this column by 

making it into a competition.60 Rev. Poole was the judge of this 

section, and only winning entries were included in ‘Our Review’.  

 

Elsewhere in the same issue, Llewellyn Stephens observed the scope 

for discussion and debate offered by newspapers, and suggested how 

individuals could use this resource to educate themselves on electoral 

issues in order to become informed voters:  
Every school of thought is represented by some organ, and by watching the 
papers we have clearly laid before us any question of public interest presented 
from twenty points of view, by as many trained and able writers, who comment 
on each others [sic] views in our presence, and so, by our votes, we can decide 
any question in an intelligent manner.61 

  

People of the British working-classes also used newspapers for 

current awareness and as a means of increasing their literacy skills. 

This was demonstrated in the example of Chester Armstrong (b. 1868) 

cited in Chapter One: ‘his political consciousness was awakened when 

his father, a self-help Radical, read aloud the weekly paper, which 
                                                 
58 ‘Our Review’, vol.. 2, p. 67. 
59 ‘Our Review’, vol.. 1, p. 2. 
60 ‘Our Review’, vol. 1, p. 2. 
61 ibid., p. 27. 
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brought home the horrors of the Afghan and Zulu wars’. In another 

example: ‘William Farish (b. 1818) acquired basic literacy and political 

knowledge by reading newspapers to Newton weavers’.62  

 

Benefits that these readers derived from reading newspapers included 

increased literacy, current awareness and political consciousness. 

Because members of the YMCIIS were already literate, it seems 

apparent that current awareness and political consciousness were 

their primary objectives. This combined with their mutual 

improvement focus, which was the development of members’ forensic 

and written skills, indicates the collective aspiration of this group was 

to become involved in the public affairs of Church and Colony. As 

Putnam confirms: ‘Political knowledge and interest in public affairs 

are preconditions for more active forms of involvement’.63 

 

It seems that the large amount of time that members devoted to 

reading newspapers resulted in their regard for journalists rising to 

the level of hero-worship. In his essay ‘The Press’, Llewellyn Stephens 

described newspaper editors as ‘trained’ and ‘lynx-eyed’.  Another 

contributor, ‘Stylus Swift’ argued that ‘much of the religious, moral, 

political, fiscal, and social reform which has been accomplished, has 

become, through the Press . . . actively propagated, and . . . brought 

to a successful issue’.64 While ‘Recorder’ maintained that ‘The 

nineteenth century imperatively demands that the man who wishes to 

influence his day and generation shall be able to wield his pen with 

proficiency’.65  These and other comments seem to show that the 

YMCIIS members esteemed the skills of journalists, and possibly 

coveted the means at their disposal to influence the public mind.   

 

                                                 
62 Rose, pp. 74 and 64 respectively. 
63 Putnam, 35. 
64 ‘Our Review’, vol. 2, p. 11. 
65 ibid., vol. 2, p. 9. 
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Perhaps YMCIIS members’ veneration of journalists had to do with a 

broader development during that period, namely, New Journalism. 

This was the label given to the period of change that culminated in the 

profession during the last two decades of the nineteenth century. A 

distinguishing feature of the New Journalism genre was the increased 

‘degree to which the personality of the author became part of the 

substance of journalism’.66 This was characterised by more 

opinionated reportage and the attachment of the journalist’s name or 

at least personalised by-line to their articles. (The previous etiquette 

had been anonymous contributions or generic by-lines like ‘Our 

Correspondent’.) Presenting robust opinions was already a 

characteristic of socialist reporting, but up until now socialist 

reporters had remained more or less shadowy figures. However, it is 

during this period that, to a degree but in no way comparable to the 

commercial press, some socialist journalists emerged from the 

shadows, despite their aversion to individualism and their fear of 

reprimand from their employers.67 One extreme example of a socialist 

journalist who was an institution in his own right and whose 

personality most certainly underwrote his writing was Brisbane’s 

William Lane. An unnamed subscriber wrote this about him: ‘He made 

all things New. He gripped – and across all these years he grips. He 

was a prophet, priest, and king’.68 

 

The increased prominence, or perhaps elevation, of journalists may 

have inspired YMCIIS members to regard them as role-models because 

of their own professional aspirations. Owing to increased literacy and 

publishing production systems, writing and journalism offered a 

means of gaining white collar employment, as well as achieving the 

status that went with it. An early article published in Saint Pauls 

titled, ‘The Trade of Journalism’, outlines how much easier it is for 

                                                 
66 Hopkin in Wiener, p. 229. 
67 Hopkin in Wiener, pp. 228-229. 
68 Ross, Lloyd 1980, William Lane and the Australian Labor Movement, L. Ross, Sydney, p. 
101. 
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young men to gain employment as a journalist than in any of the 

other professions: 
Indeed, access to a good library of reference, not in itself a very difficult or 
expensive object to accomplish, is about the only outlay absolutely essential to 
success as a professional writer. And, in spite of all that has been written 
about the difficulty of getting any sort of employment as an unknown aspirant 
to literary fame, we believe there is no trade in which it is so easy to get a start 
as that of Journalism.69 

 

This next article published in the Pall Mall Budget and republished in 

the Evening Observer was probably a tongue-in-cheek reaction to this 

sort of encouraging advice literature. The lengthy article begins: 
It is imperative, if you wish to write with any power and freshness at all, that 
you should utterly ruin your digestion. Any literary person will confirm this 
statement. . . . “We learn in suffering what we teach in song.” This is why men 
who live at home with their mothers, or have their elder sisters to see after 
them, never by any chance, however great their literary ambition may be, write 
anything but minor poetry. They get their meals at regular hours, and done to 
a turn, and that plays very devil – if you will pardon the phrase – with one’s 
imagination.70 

 

Edward Holliday’s opinion that: ‘Nowadays, one who cannot express 

himself in clear passable English labours under a serious 

disadvantage’,71 was a concern of the socially anxious lower middle 

‘clerical’ class who, during this period, were besotted with the need for 

self-improvement, primarily so that they wouldn’t fall back into the 

working classes.   

 

Clearly, practice was an important part of the self and mutual-

improvement ethic. As Edward Holliday asserts: ‘The grand secret is 

practice, but it must be practice on correct lines’.72 In both volumes of 

‘Our Review’, he reviewed books that he felt would provide the best 

guidance.  They were: English Lessons for English People by Dr E.A. 

Abbott and Prof Seely; How to Write Clearly by Dr Abbott  and 

                                                 
69 Trollope, Anthony (ed.) 1868, ‘The Trade of Journalism’, Saint Pauls: A  Monthly Magazine, 
vol. 1, Oct. 1867 to Mar. 1868, p. 309. 
70 Evening Observer, 18 Aug. 1894, p. 3. 
71 ‘Our Review’, vol. 1, p. [8]. 
72 ‘Our Review’, vol. 1, p. [8]. 
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published by Seely & Co for 1/6; and Longman’s School Composition 

by David Salmon.73  

 

An observation of working class mutual improvement societies in 

Great Britain shows that members ‘commonly rose in the world, often 

into the ranks of journalism’.74 William Donaldson cites numerous 

examples of editors who had been nurtured by the ‘culture of mutual 

improvement in Victorian Scotland’. They included: 
William Scott of the Montrose Review, shoemaker W. H. Murray of the Falkirk 
Herald, railwayman James Bridges of the Perthshire Advertiser, engineer Henry 
Alexander of the Aberdeen Free Press, James Macdonnell of the Times, and 
Alexander Allardyce of Blackwood’s75 

 

There seems to be a strong case for arguing that the profession of 

journalism had an impact on the group’s exploration of writing as a 

means of self and mutual-improvement. It appears that through ‘Our 

Review’, YMCIIS members sought to replicate the culture of the 

newspaper and periodical press.  Holliday indicates that he expected 

the fellowship of the magazine to facilitate mutual improvement: 
A magazine constituted as this one is, affords a splendid field for the practice 
of English Composition, and, moreover, furnishes an inducement to write.  It 
is out of the question to speak of exercising the power of composition for its 
own sake.  It is in the sociality of a good magazine that the best inducement 
will be found.  Here we meet with comrades of our own calibre, with the 
common bond of union – the desire for mutual improvement.  While but 
appearing to join in the sociality of the magazine, we are acquiring facility in 
composition, and educating ourselves to some purpose.76 

 

The importance of social interaction in the mutual improvement 

process is recognised by many clubs and societies, but interestingly in 

this instance, ‘sociality’, it seems, also extended to being on paper.  

Within the pages of ‘Our Review’ there is a culture of written 

interaction.  Contributors debated topics, presented research and 

expressed their views to one another.  

 

                                                 
73 ‘Our Review’, vol. 1, p. 7; vol. 2, p. 24. 
74 Rose, p. 61. 
75 Rose, p. 61. 
76 ‘Our Review’, vol. 1, p. 4. 
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Perhaps the sort of sociality that the editor was trying to encourage 

was after the example of other reader-written periodicals. An example 

was the Scottish Dundee, Perth, and Forfar People’s Journal. Like the 

earlier cited manuscript magazine example edited by John Bedford 

Leno, it also had Chartist origins. It was founded in 1858 and was 

characterised by interactivity and a display of journal-ownership by its 

subscribers. As outlined by Rose: 
Its working-class subscribers contributed letters, reports of meetings, notes on 
Scottish folklore and history, and commissioned articles, as well as thousands 
of entries to fiction and poetry competitions.77 
 

The mutual improvement ethic was sustained through its provision of 

feedback on any rejected contributions. Its editor, William Latto, was a 

Chartist weaver who purportedly ‘read books propped against his 

handloom, and learned Latin from a Free Kirk minister’. By 1866, its 

circulation was over 100,000 and by 1914, a quarter of a million. 

These figures outstripped all other weekly newspapers outside of 

London, and its penetration of remote northern Scotland set the 

example to all other periodicals.78 An Australian model might have 

been Sydney’s Bulletin, and in particular ‘The Red Page’, which 

encouraged ‘literary debate, literary self-consciousness, and group or 

local identification’.79 A more likely example might have been 

Brisbane’s Worker. Lloyd Ross, son of YMCIIS member, Robert Samuel 

Ross, wrote and published William Lane’s story. He describes the 

sociality of Lane’s newspaper: 
A reading room was started at the ‘Worker’ headquarters. . . . Lane wrote. He 
preached. He stormed . . . He founded debating societies and reading clubs 
among the workers. . . . He found that the ‘Worker’ was carrying his message 
beyond the boundaries of the city and bringing him into contact with the 
bushmen, who were henceforth to supply the main recruits for his army.80 

 

When Holliday referred to members joining in ‘the sociality of the 

magazine’, it seems he was also referring to the actual practice of 

reading the magazine.  There is no evidence to suggest that ‘Our 
                                                 
77 Rose, p. 61. 
78 Rose, p. 61. 
79 Carter, David & Whitlock, Gillian, “Institutions of Australian Literature” in Australian 
Studies: A Survey, ed. James Walter, Oxford UP, Melbourne, 1989, p. 119. 
80 Ross, p. 101-102. 
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Review’ was duplicated for distribution to its members for solitary 

reading. The existing two volumes are loose leaf, with the pagination 

pencilled onto the top of most of the pages.  This, and references 

within the magazine to meetings being set aside to read ‘Our Review’ 

suggests that it was read in much the same way as a family might 

read a single copy of a regular newspaper.  Sections of the magazine 

were probably divided up among the members present at the meeting 

and exchanged with one another until each member had the 

opportunity to read all of the sections. This routine would have further 

promoted interaction among members as they would, no doubt, have 

discussed each other’s articles and the content with one another 

during these sessions.   

 

Newspaper editors and journalists also provided the benefit of their 

professional experience through lectures. They were frequent guest 

speakers at the various literary and debating societies and took a keen 

interest in promoting self-improvement to the community. Acting 

Editor of the Brisbane Courier, E. J. T. Barton was guest speaker at 

the Petrie Terrace Baptist Church Mutual Improvement Association.  

He presented a paper titled, ‘Books and Reading’, and at the 

conclusion of his talk he made an appeal to the members of his 

audience that if they wished to achieve self-improvement, writing as 

well as reading was required: 
it is very useful, after reading each work to write out, in order, your ideas 
about it.  You may give a sketch of the leading characters, or of what you 
regard as the leading thought of the book which is more important; but be 
sure you write something of your own, and do not take up another book till 
you have done so.  These appear to be simple matters, but they are of great 
consequence to those who read with a purpose, and I hope that all members 
of this Mutual Improvement Society are or will become such readers.81  
 

Implicit in the last statement and Barton’s plea is the notion that 

writing is a tool for developing certain analytical and conceptual skills.  

One of the contributors to ‘Our Review’ who entered under the nom de 

plume of ‘Blakey’, elaborated on this idea:  

                                                 
81 Barton, E. J. T. 1887, ‘Books and Reading’, Queensland Freeman, 15 Jul. pp. 12-13.  
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The habit of committing our thoughts to writing is a powerful means of 
expanding the mind, and producing a systematic arrangement of our views 
and opinions.  It is this which give [sic] the writer a vast superiority as to the 
accuracy and extent of his conceptions over the mere talker.  No one can ever 
hope to know the principle of any art or science thoroughly who does not 
write as well as read upon the subject.82 

 

Whereas the art of writing is a well discussed topic, one of the few 

references to reading material, other than newspapers, appears in 

Holliday’s response to ‘Recorder’s’ praise of his book reviews.  Holliday 

warned against blindly accepting opinions expressed in book reviews.  

He also asserted that by only reading reviews, and not consulting the 

book, the reader becomes guilty of superficial reading.  His next 

comment incorporates some 19th century debates concerning reading.  

They are: study versus superficial reading; and classics versus 

transient modern titles: 
The aim of a good reader is not to read as many books as possible within a 
given time, but to study books.  Anything more detrimental to mental culture 
than the habit of racing through books it would be difficult to conceive.  A 
young man will derive more intellectual power by studying works which have 
already influenced the world, than by reading as many as possible of 
contemporary works, ninety percent of which will be unknown ten years 
hence.83 

 

The gender bias of the Society’s membership indicates a determined 

effort to protect its manly pursuits from what they may have perceived 

as interference or distraction. Nevertheless, it caused quite a deal of 

criticism and it may have been one of the main reasons for the 

Society’s demise. ‘Recorder’s’ defence against attacks over the 

YMCIIS’s exclusion of women was denial: 
Some time ago it was publicly stated that our members made no effort to 
publish abroad the fact that on certain Sundays ladies were admitted to our 
meetings.  The inference was that although this custom had been instituted 
the presence of ladies was not desired!!  There never was a greater mistake 
made.  As a matter of fact announcements regarding the innovation have 
been freely circulated, the institution has been continually referred to from 
the pulpit of the S[outh]B[risbane] Baptist Church, and special stress has 
been laid on its existence at all social and other gatherings held under the 
auspices of the Society . . . At the same time it must be admitted that, 
personally, our members make little effort to secure the attendance of the 
gentler sex, and thus increase the popularity of the institution.84 

                                                 
82 ‘Our Review’, vol. 1, p. 93. 
83 ‘Our Review’, vol. 2, p. 11. 
84 ‘Our Review’, vol. 2, p. 67. 
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Pressure to include women was building.  Members’ attitudes towards 

female membership were noticeably influenced by their society’s 

interaction with some of the other contemporary literary and debating 

societies.  Reports of their visits appear in the column, ‘Kindred 

Societies’. The feature that most impressed the YMCIIS delegation 

during a visit to the Woolloongabba Scientific Literary and Debating 

Society was that two women opened the debate that was scheduled for 

that meeting.  In his account of the visit, ‘Stylus Swift’ reported that: 
During the debate our members, who had been courteously invited to speak 
took occasion to compliment the Woolloongabba Soc on the ability shown by 
their lady members, and to express their conviction that our own society 
would benefit considerably by the admission of the more loquacious sex.  
This was a rather sudden conversion of at least two of the deputationists, 
and speaks well for the persuasive eloquence of the Woolloongabba ladies.85 
 

 Apparently, the speaker who offered these congratulations had, on an 

earlier occasion, ‘fought tooth and nail’ against the proposal to include 

women in the Society.86  The speaker’s comments may or may not 

have merely been an exercise in diplomacy while in the presence of 

the host society.  Nevertheless, pressure to make these comments was 

there, and it was occasioned because of the interaction between the 

two societies.  It is also interesting to note a subtle manoeuvre by the 

YMCIIS to avoid pressure to open its ranks. The alteration to the 

subtitle of ‘Our Review’ in volume two is very telling.  In volume one, 

the banner reads: ‘Our Review: the Organ of the South Brisbane 

Young Men’s Christian Investigation and Improvement Society’.  In 

volume two, words have been neatly crossed out of the subtitle so that 

it becomes: ‘Our Review: the Organ of the South Brisbane Christian 

Investigation Society’.  Whereas the rest of the magazine is 

typewritten, the banner is written in calligraphy.  To completely redo 

the banner would have been time-consuming and costly.  The crossed 

out words leave the reader pondering, as there was no announcement 

to declare the change in the title or scope of the society.  It seems that 

                                                 
85 ‘Our Review’, vol. 1, p. 53. 
86 ‘Our Review’, vol. 1, p. 69. 
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although the group succumbed to the pressure to include women in 

its activities, if only for the sake of a much-needed increase in 

patronage,87 it never actually granted them official membership.  The 

crossing out of those few crucial words appears to be an attempt by 

the Society to be less overt about its exclusively male membership.  

This may have had something to do with their intention to enter the 

second volume in the manuscript magazine competition where it 

would be on display to people outside of the immediate group who 

may have been critical of their gender bias.   

 

While their refusal to open membership to women attracted criticism 

from external agencies, within the parameters of the society, 

observation of group dynamics shows that its male-centricity also 

expressed itself in more or less oppressive forms. One of the members, 

twenty-nine year old Percy Proctor was a short man of approximately 

5ft 4in, a vegetarian, and a member of the Theosophical Society.88  

The perceived ‘femininity’ of these characteristics provided occasion 

for the other members’ ridicule.  The strongest example of a personal 

swipe at Percy Proctor is a poem written by ‘Half-a-Brick’, which 

appears in the column, ‘As Others See Us’.  This column had been 

established to provide some scope for humour through ‘gently 

insinuated’ idiosyncrasies of the members.89  Concerned over the 

misuse of this column by ‘Half-a-Brick’, the editor, twenty-one year 

old Edward Holliday, parried his verbal pugilism with a counter punch 

in the form of another poem in which he requested ‘Half-a-Brick’ and 

other contributors to refrain from being too personal.90 

 

The year after the YMCIIS was disbanded, a meeting was held at the 

South Brisbane Baptist Church for those interested in forming what 

would become the South Brisbane Literary and Debating Society.  
                                                 
87 ‘Our Review’, vol. 1, p. 95. 
88 This character sketch has been constructed from various criticism of him that appear in 
articles throughout ‘Our Review’: vol. 1, pp. 35, 36, vol. 2, p. 72. 
89 ‘Our Review’, vol. 1, p. 3. 
90 ‘Our Review’, vol. 1, p. 36. 
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Familiar names of members from the YMCIIS appear in the report of 

this event, but the most striking feature of the meeting is the large 

representation of women.91  This new society quickly established itself 

as a parliamentary literary and debating society and it is interesting to 

note that as a sign of the coming times, its first ‘mock’ ministry 

consisted of both men and women.92 

 

The optimism expressed in ‘Our Review’ for the future direction of the 

manuscript magazine in the Society, and indeed Queensland, belied 

the faltering existence of the YMCIIS itself.  Owing to the symbiotic 

relationship between magazine and Society, the magazine could only 

survive if the Society remained intact. By 1895, the group’s demise 

was imminent.  An inquiry was recommended into the Society’s 

debates, and the matter was brought to the attention of the deacons.93  

No reason was documented in the minutes for the inquiry, but 

presumably, it was the subject scope that concerned them. One topic 

that created some friction among the YMCIIS members, and could well 

have been reported to the deacons, was ‘remarriage of divorcees’.  The 

contributor writing under the name of ‘Open Eye’ reported that 

Edward Holliday had announced that he had boycotted the meeting as 

a protest against the ‘class of subject’ treated that afternoon.94   

 

This inquiry and the presumably unresolved dispute between the 

deacons and YMCIIS members over the primary emphasis of the club 

(i.e. Christian usefulness or mutual-improvement), is an indication 

that the Society was negotiating some strong undercurrent. There is 

no further mention of the YMCIIS after the request for an inquiry into 

its debates was documented in the Vulture Street church minutes on 

19 June 1895, and the last existing issue of ‘Our Review’ is 29 June 

                                                 
91 Flashes, 30 Apr. 1896, p. 14. 
92 Evening Observer, 22 May 1896, p. 4. 
93 Vulture Street Baptist Church, minutes, in possession of the Baptist Archives, Brisbane. 
94 ‘Our Review’, vol. 1, p. 68. 
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1895.  It appears then, that the YMCIIS was disbanded, and ‘Our 

Review’ was the accompanying casualty.         

 

An epilogue to this chapter offers an answer to the final question: 

Were the youthful aspirations of the men in the YMCIIS realised in 

their professional lives?  One of the younger members, Llewellyn 

Stephens, who was the son of newspaper proprietor, businessman, 

politician and Baptist deacon Thomas Blackett Stephens, became a 

Member of the Legislative Assembly.  Llewellyn began his career as a 

law clerk, and later became a solicitor.95  The editor of ‘Our Review’, 

Edward Holliday, was a clerk up until his early death at the age of 

thirty-four years.96 The butt of the group, Percy Proctor, was also a 

clerk. The youngster of the group, Albert Phipps worked in the 

publishing industry as a compositor.97   

 

Robert Samuel Ross ‘entered the printing trade as a seventeen-year-

old apprentice in a family firm’. After he left his father’s printery in 

Brisbane he became editor of the Queensland Sportsman and later the 

Barrier Truth (Broken Hill).98 Other examples of his work include a 

discussion of John Henry Nicholson’s Halek in ‘The Red Page’ of the 

Bulletin,99 and a pro-socialist article titled, ‘A Socialised Press’ in Both 

Sides.100 He also published the ‘freethought/radical’ magazine, Ross’ 

Monthly of Protest, Personality and Progress, in Melbourne from 1915-

1923.101 Occupations of two other members who were not mentioned 

by name in this paper were warehouseman and chemist, and several 

other members were not in paid employment up until 1899.  (Data 

about occupations ceased being included on the electoral rolls after 

this year.)  

                                                 
95 Electoral rolls, Brisbane – South, 1899; Brisbane Courier, 12 Sep. 1934, p. 10. 
96 Death Certificate, 1904. 
97 Electoral rolls, Brisbane – South, 1899. 
98 Edgar Ross, p. 13, 53-55. 
99 ‘Red Page’ Bulletin, 4 Oct. 1923, p. 3. 
100 Ross, Robert Samuel 1920, ‘A Socialised Press’, Both Sides, July, p. 9. 
101 Stein, Gordon 1981, Freethought in the United Kingdom and the Commonwealth: a 
Descriptive Bibliography, Greenwood Press, Westport (Conn.), p. 134. 
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It appears that the collective aspiration of the members of the YMCIIS 

was to fulfil their ambition to enter the public affairs of church and 

colony.  This at the very least meant becoming informed voters and 

critical thinkers.  The function members ascribed to the society was a 

practice ground to develop civic responses. These included political 

consciousness and self-expression.  It appears they perceived 

journalists as skilled and articulate commentators and adjudicators of 

events and it is likely that they sought to emulate the working 

environment, culture and practices of journalism through their use of 

‘Our Review’. The idea to use writing as the means to develop their 

analytical and conceptual skills seems to have partly derived from the 

traditions of colonial journalism and was reinforced by a generous 

serving of colonial masculinism. 

 
 
 



 173 
 

Chapter Six: 
 
Valley Religious and Literary Association 
 
 
Whereas there was a strong ‘division of labour’ in the South Brisbane 

Baptist Church with Mrs Poole channelling the interest of its young 

women into ‘women’s work’ (sewing, charity, etc.) and Rev. Poole 

encouraging the professional development of the young men of the 

YMCIIS, Rev William Christopher Radcliffe, pastor of the Presbyterian 

Church in Warner Street, Fortitude Valley, encouraged equal 

participation in all activities by all of the young members – female and 

male – of the Valley Religious and Literary Association. This chapter 

will concentrate on a sample period of 1892-93 inclusive, examining 

strategies he used to encourage their maximum participation.  

 

A long standing activity that was in place before Radcliffe was 

appointed President of the Valley Religious and Literary Association, 

and one that he also made good use of, was ‘Letter Nights’. On these 

occasions members responded via letter to a nominated topic. The 

letters were read aloud at the gatherings, and both the way in which 

the writers addressed their topics and their letter writing skills were 

criticised and discussed by the group.  

 

The art of letter writing could be viewed in part as a code of civility 

because of the associated etiquette and strict conventions which, if 

not complied with, indicated a lack of manners and education on the 

part of the writer. A profusion of letter writing manuals were 

published in the 19th century, prompting Cecile Dauphin to question 

whether this was an indication of the popularity of the occupation, 

whereby demand gave reason for supply, or whether it was the result 

of educationalists or publishers eager to promote the spread of 
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writing. 102 In either case, letter writing was a tool of communication 

in a civil society and one that could be made use of by mutual 

improvement and literary societies. 

  

It was also an ideal way of ensuring women’s participation. The nature 

of letter writing and the option to assume noms de plume provided 

some anonymity to the writer if shyness was an issue. Newspaper 

reports that covered their activities never revealed who wrote the 

letters, which is an indication that the group was not told either. This 

activity was also one that both women and men could feel comfortable 

with as both had occasion to write letters in day to day life outside the 

club environment.  

 

The choice of topics that were nominated (most probably by the 

president) also provides indication of an attempt to entice women 

members to voice their opinions. At the very least, they were subjects 

that women could speak to, and at best they incited women to have 

their say. A sample of the range of topics includes: ‘Queen Street on a 

Saturday Night’; ‘Should a husband go pleasure seeking and leave his 

wife at home?’, which received about a dozen letters from both men 

and women members; ‘Should Sacred Concerts be held on Sunday?’; 

‘Our Girls’, followed at a subsequent meeting with, ‘Our Boys’.103  

 

Although the topic ‘Our Girls’ attracted a ‘very large attendance’ and 

much discussion afterwards, only two letters were received from 

members, and it was also noted that on this occasion Miss Walker 

was the only female speaker to follow-up with discussion. To ensure 

more participation on the next occasion, the president nominated ‘a 

                                                 
102 Dauphin, C. 1997, ‘Letter-Writing manuals in the Nineteenth Century’ in Chartier, R., 
Boureau, A. & Dauphin, C., Correspondence: Models of Letter-Writing from the Middle Ages to 
the Nineteenth Century, Princeton University Press, New Jersey, p. 147. 
103 Letter topics in order: Evening Observer, 18 Sep. 1891, p. 2; Brisbane Courier, 22 Sep. 
1892, p. 2; Evening Observer, 19 May, 1893, p. 2; Evening Observer, 14 Jul. 1893, p. 4; 
Evening Observer, 18 Aug. 1893, p. 4. 
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number of both lady and gentleman members . . . to write on “Our 

Boys”’.104 

 

Self-expression and thoughtful responses were encouraged, and this 

resulted in a number of different points of view being offered through 

the letters as well as during follow-up discussion. A lack of animosity 

over differences of opinion is indicated by this observation: ‘the 

different views taken by the writers proved to be both instructive and 

entertaining’.105 Positive and friendly discussion may have been 

facilitated by Radcliffe through his participation and guidance, as 

indicated by frequent references to his close involvement with the 

group’s activities and discussion. For example, ‘After the letters had 

been read both sides were discussed by a number of the members, 

including the Rev. W. C. Radcliffe and the chairman’.106  

 

A seemingly natural progression from letter nights was the club’s 

establishment of an in-house manuscript magazine titled, ‘Valley 

Venture’. Similar opportunities for members to furnish their opinions 

in writing through a reasonably anonymous process would have been 

available through contributions to this journal. The Baptist YMCIIS 

produced the first issue of its manuscript magazine, ‘Our Review’ in 

1895, and loudly proclaimed in the editorial that it was the first 

manuscript magazine in the colony. Unbeknown to it, the ‘Valley 

Venture’ had beaten it to the punch by two years. In both of these 

instances the manuscript magazines were a product of literary 

societies connected to the church. 

 

There appears to be an historically tangible link between reader-

written periodicals, mutual improvement societies and Sunday 

schools. The provenance of reader-written periodicals may be located 

in the culture of 19th century Scottish working-class mutual 
                                                 
104 Evening Observer, 14 Jul. 1893, p. 4. 
105 Evening Observer, 18 Sep. 1891, p. 2. 
106 Brisbane Courier, 22 Sep. 1892, p. 2. 
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improvement. (Examples such as the ‘remarkably interactive’ Dundee, 

Perth, and Forfar People’s Journal have been cited in Chapter Five.)  

 

 Whereas Rev William Poole has been credited with being a major 

influence in the establishment of the YMCIIS’s ‘Our Review’, a similar 

case may be argued for Radcliffe being a guiding force in the 

establishment of ‘Valley Venture’. He was closely involved with the 

group. The first two issues of ‘Valley Venture’ were produced in June 

and October 1893, ten months after Radcliffe took up his Brisbane 

posting. Unlike William Poole, Radcliffe’s career did not include 

journalistic experience and practices. Born at Lisacreevy, County 

Down, Ireland, Radcliffe was university educated: 

 
in 1864 [he] . . . graduated Bachelor of Arts in Queen’s College, Belfast, in the 
Royal University of Ireland in 1886, and took the Theological Hall Course in 
the Assembly’s College, Belfast.107 

 
Radcliffe remained Minister of the Fortitude Valley congregation until 

the end of 1904 when he became General Secretary for the 

Presbyterian Church of Queensland, and then Treasurer in 1937. A 

keen educationalist, his focus is apparent in his pursuits: 
a Member of the Senate of the University of Queensland. He was a Member of 
the Emmanuel College Council and the Recorder of the College since its 
inception: a Member of the Presbyterian and Methodist Schools Association, 
and its chairman for . . . five years. He took an active part in the establishment 
of our Church Schools and to his wise guidance and careful supervision, much 
of their success is due.108 

 
As there are no extant examples of the ‘Valley Venture’ and no 

surviving records of the Warner Street Presbyterian Church, it is 

impossible to analyse the ‘Valley Venture’ to the extent that was 

possible for ‘Our Review’. Nevertheless, the few newspaper reports 

available109 reveal that members assumed the roles of any model 

published journal. In its first year, it had an editor, Mr J. McCallum; 

                                                 
107 Secretary, Public Service Board (comp.), [1869-1902], Blue book for the year, Government 
Printer, Brisbane, 1943, Memorial Minute no. 56, ‘Rev. William Christopher Radcliffe’, pp. 23-
24.  
108 Blue Book, 1943, Memorial Minute no. 56, ‘Rev. William Christopher Radcliffe’, pp. 23-24. 
109 Evening Observer, 9 Jun. 1893, p. 2; Evening Observer, 26 Oct. 1893, p. 2. 
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contributors; a production staff, which included an illustrator that 

went by the name of ‘Tam O’Shanter’ and a lithographer.  

 

Instead of reading the magazine in the way that the YMCIIS members 

read it, which was by separating it into segments and passing them 

around for individuals in the group to read silently, Radcliffe assumed 

the chair and read the articles to the group, drawing on the pedagogic 

model of reading aloud for learning. Afterwards members verbally 

criticised the articles. Perhaps this strategy was an attempt to draw 

members out getting them used to addressing the whole group. The 

supportive club environment was very evident when the 

announcement was made that the first issue of the magazine was 

finished: 
The chairman [Radcliffe] in his concluding remarks expressed his hearty 
approval of the paper, and moved a vote of thanks to the secretary (Mr J. 
McCallum) as editor, which was carried amidst applause.110  

 
The improvement of the second issue of the ‘Valley Venture’ was 
noted: 

The little paper besides being twice the size of the first number, is much better 
in point of quality. . . . The get up is also excellent, and reflects considerable 
credit upon both writer and lithographer.111 

 
The high standard of the ‘Valley Venture’ was also acknowledged a few 

years later. In 1895, after much pressure was applied by the YMCIIS 

to the organisers of the annual Music and Literary Competition 

organised by the Queensland Literary and Debating Societies Union to 

include a manuscript magazine competition, the category was finally 

included. (See Chapter 5, p. 181) ‘Valley Venture’ was entered and 

won first prize.  

 

‘Ladies’ Nights’ was another event the Valley Religious and Literary 

Association used to encourage women’s participation in public 

speaking. It was described as a regular and ‘pleasing’ feature of the 

club’s programme that always attracted large audiences of members 
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and friends. The earliest and most publicised example of a ‘Ladies’ 

Night’ was initiated by the Brisbane Literary Circle and it is highly 

likely that this is where this club got the idea. On these occasions 

women members went to the extra trouble of decorating the platform 

with flowers and evergreens. A piano was provided and entertainment 

in the form of songs, piano solos and recitations by women members 

took place after the main part of the evening. During interval, fruit 

was handed out.  

 

As well as the sorts of domestic topics addressed by women in the 

Brisbane Literary Circle, the young women in the Valley Religious and 

Literary Association used humour to lampoon their male oppressors. 

Other newspaper comments indicate that members made frequent use 

of humour to get their points across. This comment is fairly typical: 

‘The writers handled the subject in a very able manner, and although 

they were very amusing, a number of very interesting and useful 

points were brought out.’112 On one of their more daring women’s 

nights, described in a newspaper report as eclipsing all previous 

efforts, eleven women members staged a mock special meeting of 

women, ‘some of whom considered that all men were tyrants, and 

thought that it was time they emancipated themselves from the 

injustice to which they were being subjected’. ‘But’, as the report 

continued, ‘all not agreeing with this view, the meeting broke up in 

confusion’.113  

 

Their ability on these occasions compared to when they were required 

to go solo with paper presentations, provides an indication of just how 

successful ‘Ladies Nights’ were in securing women’s participation. 

During the sample period of 1892-93, there was only one occasion 

when a woman member presented a paper. It was Miss Guthrie who 

spoke on a domestic issue, ‘Home Influence’: 

                                                 
112 Brisbane Courier, 22 Sep. 1892, p. 2. 
113 Evening Observer, 22 Sep. 1893, p. 4. 
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The subject received full justice at the hands of the essayist. She pointed out 
the great responsibilities of parents, especially mothers, in the duty of training 
their children, and in making the home attractive.114 

 
Domestic and other topics that did not challenge status quo sexism 

were relatively ‘safe’ as presentations. Although the expression of 

different points of view was encouraged, a topic such as this would be 

unlikely to cause dissent. This would likely release the speaker from 

the need to defend her views alone and in front of the group. It seems 

apparent from a comparison between examples from the ‘Ladies Night’ 

and this solo paper presentation, that women members looked to their 

own gender for support and as a source of confidence. The choice of 

subject of this example was conservative, and her approach more 

earnest. Yet on ‘Ladies Night’ occasions, it is likely they were able to 

provide greater moral support to one another. The benefit of this was 

indicated in their increased confidence to broach more controversial 

subjects.  

 

Guest lecturers were also invited to speak to the group on their areas 

of expertise. They included Government Analyst, Mr J. B. Henderson, 

who spoke on Chemistry,115 and medical practitioner, Dr Byrne who 

spoke on ‘The Heart and Blood Circulation’. The newspaper reported 

that Byrne spoke to 150 ‘auditors’. 116 The use of the word ‘auditors’ 

points to the active role expected of the audience to respond to and 

provide some sort of critique of the lecture, or at least to take notes. It 

appears that there was greater interaction and discussion on points of 

debate when a member gave a paper than when a guest did so. The 

usual response reported in newspapers to guest lecturers was a polite 

vote of thanks by one of the members. 

 

In contrast, when member, James McMinn, gave a paper on Oliver 

Cromwell, he spoke of: 

                                                 
114 Evening Observer, 29 Sep. 1893, p. 4. 
115 Evening Observer, 15 Sep. 1893, p. 2. 
116 Evening Observer, 4 Aug. 1893, p. 4. 
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the social conditions of the people at the period in which Oliver Cromwell lived 
and played such a noble part. He described the character, ability, and the 
successes of the great military genius and administrator in such a manner 
that it could not fail to interest his auditors.117 

 
On this occasion, a number of members commented on and criticised 

the paper. Although the women participants were usually 

outnumbered by the men in these discussions, the women presence 

was nevertheless there: ‘The paper was afterwards criticised, Miss 

Douglas and Messrs McNab, Kelso, Guthrie, and McNab taking 

part.’118 Although active criticism and comment was encouraged, the 

conclusion of each of the meetings usually brought a vote of thanks to 

the main speaker and an encouraging comment from the president to 

all those who participated. In this instance the president [Radcliffe], 

‘praised the essay, and touched on some of the debatable points 

discussed by the various speakers’.119  

 

Radcliffe was passionate about English literature, authors and poets, 

and in the papers he presented in the sample year of 1893 he lectured 

only on this subject. An example is a paper on ‘John Milton’, in which 

he: 
gave a most interesting outline of the great poet’s life. In the course of the 
lecture he read a number of choice pieces from some of the best introductions 
and poems.120 
 

While ministering at the Valley church, Radcliffe was described by 

editor of Figaro, Bobby Byrnes, as ‘a young man . . . yet in thought 

and culture he is not young’. Byrnes went on to describe Radcliffe’s 

method of imparting information: 
He makes no pretensions to anything having the faintest semblance of oratory, 
but there is a quiet earnestness, a logical force that grips you, and you follow 
for the simple reason that you cannot help yourself.121 
 

                                                 
117 Evening Observer, 26 May 1893, p. 2. 
118 Evening Observer, 26 May 1893, p. 2. 
119 Evening Observer, 26 May 1893, p. 2. 
120 Evening Observer, 7 Jul. 1893, p. 4. 
121 The Presbyterian Outlook, ‘Death of Rev. W. C. Radcliffe, B.A.’, vol. 25, no. 11 (1 Apr. 
1943), pp. 1, 4; Presbyterian Outlook, 1 Jun. 1927, p. 15.    
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This comment bears out with the members’ reaction to his paper on 

Milton. It was reported that he was listened to ‘with rapt attention, 

and was ‘thoroughly appreciated’.122 

 

On another evening, Radcliffe led the group in ‘Selections from 

Shakespeare’, in which male and female parts were played by 

members: 
The well-known court scene from the ‘Merchant of Venice’ was gone through in 
a capital manner by Misses Walker and Spence, who took the parts of Portia 
and Nerissa, and the Duke, Shylock, Bassanio, Gratiano, and the Merchant 
were well and ably represented by Messrs Kelso, Caskey, Gellatly, McMill, and 
McCallum. The quarrel between Brutus and Cassius from ‘Julius Caesar’ was 
given by Messrs. Kelso and Caskey, while Mr Gellatly recited very creditably 
‘Hamlet’s Soliloquy’ and ‘Wolsey’s Fall.123 

 
Another topic was, ‘A Review of Jane Eyre’. Radcliffe introduced the 

subject and gave ‘a brief and interesting sketch of the career of the 

authoress, and explained the motive which prompted her to write the 

book’. Although the young men in the group were more vocal, Miss 

Walker also gave a lengthy response. The newspaper report noted 

that: ‘Miss Walker and Messrs Kelso, Guthrie, and McCallum . . . 

criticised the work and its leading characters in a most interesting 

manner’.124 Critical analysis was a departure from the group’s usual 

literary activities of reading and reciting. The newspaper report noted 

that: ‘This was the first time that such a subject had been attempted 

by the members, and it proved to be quite a success’.125 Radcliffe’s 

efforts to direct the members’ learning into more difficult fields of 

inquiry reflects the educational focus of the society. 

 

By 1895, when the Queensland Literary and Debating Societies Union 

contacted the various literary and debating societies in and around 

Brisbane to join the union, the Valley Religious and Literary 

Association had formed its own parliamentary debating arm distinct 

from its literary group. However, in its earlier years the literary and 
                                                 
122 Evening Observer, 7 Jul. 1893, p. 4. 
123 Evening Observer, 1 Sep. 1893, p. 4. 
124 Evening Observer, 21 Jul. 1893, p. 4. 
125 Evening Observer, 21 Jul. 1893, p. 4. 
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debating components had been combined and was called the 

Fortitude Valley Presbyterian Church’s Literary and Debating Class.126 

The name changes are significant in that they trace the development 

of the society. The competing emphases of debate and literature 

caused a split that eventuated in the formation of two distinct entities: 

the Valley Religious and Literary Association and the Valley 

Parliamentary Debating Society.127  

 

This divergence enabled more growth of the separate units. However, 

debating continued at the Valley Religious and Literary Association 

after the split, so it appears that debating as such was not out of 

bounds for this group, only parliamentary debating. The split occurred 

after Rev. Radcliffe became the church’s minister, and presumably out 

of consideration for both its female and male members. Women were 

excluded from the parliamentary arena and consequently may have 

had little interest in involvement with this sort of debating. In the year 

prior to Radcliffe’s appointment and shortly afterwards, debating 

topics focussed very much on the parliamentary arena. They included 

the women’s franchise bill, which was ‘rejected by a large majority’128 

and a mock election of candidates for Fortitude Valley. On this 

occasion three male candidates stood for election representing the 

ministerial, opposition and labor parties. They gave speeches on ‘land-

grant railways, kanaka labour, borrowing, taxation, one-man-one-

vote, retrenchment; and the bonus system’.129 There is no mention in 

these reports of any involvement by female members.  

 

After the parliamentary debating component was transferred from the 

literary group, debating topics begged for women’s involvement. They 

included, ‘Which is the most valuable to society, mental or physical 

                                                 
126 Mention of the society under this name appears in The Queensland Evangelical Standard, 
3 Jun. 1887, p. 1004. 
127 Constitution, rules and standing orders of the Valley Parliamentary Debating Society, 1902, 
Outridge Printing Company, Brisbane. 
128 Evening Observer, 29 May 1891, p. 5. 
129 Evening Observer, 15 May 1893, p. 5. 
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effort?’130 and an inter-club debate on vegetarianism.131 It seems, 

however, that women members were not yet ready for involvement in 

this activity as all officiators and speakers on these occasions were 

male.  

 

It is likely that the friendship and association between members 

played a significant role in the mutual improvement of its members 

and for keeping the young people interested in maintaining their 

contact with the church. Quarterly socials were used as a way of 

strengthening these connections. The usual programme of events on 

these social occasions included songs, recitations, readings, 

instrumental performances and refreshments.132 

 

Another significant factor is the decision not to use examinations. This 

indicates an emphasis on mutual improvement rather than on other 

educational strategies for self improvement and competition. The 

discussion surrounding the use of examinations by the Brisbane 

Literary Circle, and in particular the comment made by T. J. Byrnes 

that he had previously refrained from joining the Brisbane Literary 

Circle as he disliked examinations, indicates that they had the 

potential to discourage some membership.  

 

An overview of the strategies employed during Radcliffe’s presidency of 

the Valley Religious and Literary Association indicate how he was able 

to use the club to encourage maximum participation in the church 

and its activities by the younger fraternity. He was particularly 

sensitive towards the needs of female members, who tended to need 

more encouragement to join in the activities. The positive relationship 

depicted in this chapter between members of the Valley Religious and 

Literary Association with its governing institution (the church) stands 

in strong contrast with the unhappy relationship between the middle-
                                                 
130 Evening Observer, 23 Jun. 1893, p. 2. 
131 Evening Observer, 28 Jul. 1893, p. 4. 
132 Evening Observer, 30 Jun. 1893, p. 2. 
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class and the [North] Brisbane School of Arts as depicted in Chapter 

One. 

 

The strategies that Radcliffe employed for maximum participation 

included his carefully chosen topics for letter nights and debates that 

women could address; the use of particular writing activities, such as 

‘Letter Nights’ and the establishment and use of a manuscript 

magazine, which overcame problems relating to shyness, while 

facilitating self-expression and mutual improvement; the separation of 

parliamentary debating from the club’s activities so that the young 

men could follow through with their interest in this field without 

sidelining the young women members; the rejection of the use of 

examinations, which put pressure on individuals to independently 

achieve and compete with one another; and finally, the camaraderie of 

the society, which was established through an encouraging and 

friendly environment and facilitated by quarterly socials. All of these 

strategies facilitated mutual improvement and generated social 

capital, which was in the best interest of the church.  
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Chapter Seven: 

South Brisbane Literary and Debating Society 
 

The South Brisbane Literary and Debating Society was the first 

literary and debating society in Brisbane to grant women members full 

rights of participation in all of its activities, which included 

membership of its committee, permission to present papers, edit its 

manuscript magazine, stand for election in its ‘mock’ parliament, and 

debate parliamentary issues. Whereas women’s participation 

remained low in the Valley Religious and Literary Association despite 

formal membership, the South Brisbane Literary and Debating Society 

actually gained full participation of all of its female members. Some 

particular reasons for this difference will be suggested below but 

perhaps the general reason was that with the arrival of ‘first wave 

feminism’ and the movement for women’s suffrage, the time was 

simply ripe for Brisbane women to take a more active part in their own 

society. In order to illustrate the main characteristics of this 

groundbreaking society, this chapter will focus on a sample period of 

one year, March 1896 – March 1897, which was the first year of its 

life.  

 

The South Brisbane Literary and Debating Society was established 

through the South Brisbane Baptist Church with the assistance of the 

Queensland Literary and Debating Societies Union (QLDSU) out of the 

ashes of the all-male Young Men’s Christian Investigation and 

Improvement Society (YMCIIS). Its focus and direction is a testament 

to the very best influences of each of these agencies. Indications of the 

relationship this society had with the QLDSU are provided in Chapter 

Eight. The following discussion will provide some indication of its 

relationship with these other agencies. 
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The progressive character of this society can be attributed to a 

combination of several elements. It is likely that these included the 

overwhelming pressure that had been applied to the YMCIIS to extend 

its club membership to women. The contemporary climate was 

registering more empathy towards the feminist cause than ever before. 

Indeed, as was shown in Chapter Five, the YMCIIS was strongly 

criticised and even disadvantaged on account of excluding women 

from membership. Past members of the YMCIIS may have been 

primed by this experience for a more liberal inclusion of women 

members in the new society. A possible reason for their changed 

attitude towards female membership may have related to perceived 

benefits for themselves, as membership in a larger more progressive 

society had the potential to offer them better opportunities for their 

own development. 

 

During this decade a pattern was emerging in the larger literary and 

debating society fraternity. Whereas the YMCIIS was abandoned for a 

new more progressive society in the South Brisbane Literary and 

Debating Society, in 1891, the Mowbraytown (Presbyterian) Young 

Men’s Guild transformed into the East Brisbane Literary and Debating 

Society.133 The new society allowed for female membership. However, 

it seems apparent from some of the debate topics, that this society 

was still grappling with the ‘equality question’. For example, one of its 

topics was ‘Should the Parliamentary Franchise be Extended to 

Women?’: 
Mr. A. D. Sillars spoke in the affirmative, and was answered by Mr. J. Macfie. 
The discussion became general, and one lady member (Mrs. Proctor) spoke on 
behalf of allowing women the power to vote if they chose. After the leaders had 
replied a vote was taken, when 45 favoured the affirmative and 11 the 
negative.134 

  

                                                 
133 This was discussed during the 1891/92 annual report of the Mowbraytown Presbyterian 
Church in, Brisbane Courier, 15 Jan. 1892, p. 6. This transformation occurred in 1891 as the 
society was referred to by its new name in 1891 in, Evening Observer, 16 Oct. 1891, p. 5. 
134 Evening Observer, 16 Oct. 1891, p. 5. 
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On another occasion when the activity for the evening was ‘Letters to 

the Editor’, the subject was, ‘Are the Mental Capabilities of the Sexes 

Equal?’ In this instance: 
eight letters were received, the majority upholding the equality, while the 
minority were divided as to whether the female sex was superior or inferior in 
intellect. The general opinion of the members who took part in the discussion 
that followed . . . favoured the equality of the sexes.135 

 

Although there is no indication that this society allowed its female 

members to stand for election in its parliament, it did allow them to 

participate in all other activities, although they were made into a 

special event. For example, although they held ‘Letters to the Editor’ 

nights, women members were only nominated to be the editor on 

special ‘Ladies’ Newspaper Evenings’. On one occasion: 
Mrs P[ercy] Proctor was voted to the chair. After the transaction of the usual 
business Miss Sinclair (the editress) read the leading article, which dealt 
principally with the position occupied by women in the world, their influence 
for good or evil over man, and advocated strongly woman suffrage. Two 
subleaders followed, one on “Patience,” and the other on “Man,” the latter 
giving a woman’s opinion on the masher, the everyday, and the ideal man. The 
“On dit” column, which was in the hands of Miss Stirling, evoked great 
merriment, as the local hits were exceptionally good. Two articles, the first a 
short sketch of the life and works of “George Eliot,” and the second, the subject 
of which was “Some Types of Young Men,” portrayed the intellectual, conceited, 
selfish, dancing, masher, and musical type of young men very truthfully. The 
open column for letters to the editress called forth letters on perseverance, 
knowledge, smoking, and remittance men. There was one contribution to the 
poet’s corner, entitled “Life and Death,” written by a member of the society.136 
 

It appears from the content of this evening, that women members 

dealt with issues concerning women on evenings specially designated 

to them. Another specially designated occasion was the ‘Ladies’ 

Evening’. On one occasion: 
Miss Clements occupied the chair, and Miss Stirling read the various papers 
sent in, one of which was “A Trip to Jimna Diggings,” a racy sketch written by 
herself. The other papers were, “Rest and Peace at Eventide,” “Our 
Opportunities,” “When a Girl Begins to Think,” and “Habits.”137 

 

Another reason for the more progressive direction taken by the South 

Brisbane Literary and Debating Society could have had to do with the 

strength of convictions held by the women who sought membership. 

                                                 
135 Evening Observer, 29 Apr. 1892, p. 5. 
136 Evening Observer, 24 Jun. 1892, p. 4. 
137 Evening Observer, 3 Jun. 1893, p. 2. 
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At one of the gatherings of the YMCIIS, the Editor of ‘Our Review’ read 

the paper titled, ‘Criticism on “The New Woman”’ on behalf of its 

absent author. A number of female visitors who were present evidently 

objected. The occasion was reported in ‘Our Review’ and reference was 

made to bifurcated garments (trousers) and whistling, which were 

important icons of the New Woman. The depiction of the New Woman 

is as a rather garrulous type. This representation is achieved with the 

account of the editor’s narrow escape from the New Woman’s ‘gamp’ 

(umbrella): 
That bravery is a considerable element in our Editor’s character is evidenced 
by his consenting to read so strong an article as I.C.U’s reply to ‘The New 
Woman’, in the presence of so many ladies who, it is privately known, have 
shown a strong favour for She who yearns for emancipation in the shape of 
bifurcated garments. It is said that he has had considerable difficulty in 
convincing some of the said ladies that he was reading a reply by I.C.U. and 
was not speaking for himself. When last seen on that eventful day he was in 
close proximity to the ‘gamp’ of an irate New Woman, and had ultimately to 
take refuge on a tram which the New Woman could not stop, as she did not 
number among her ‘many accomplishments’, the useful art of Whistling.138  

 

Although this account was three years after the discussion that was 

held in the East Brisbane Literary and Debating Society concerning 

the equality of the mental capabilities of the sexes, one can well 

imagine that if this topic was discussed in front of this group of 

women, members who dared to argue that women’s intelligence was 

inferior to men’s, would have certainly experienced the gamp of at 

least one of these women. 

 

Unlike in the case of the YMCIIS, which experienced antagonism from 

the Baptist Church deacons that eventually led to its demise, the 

South Brisbane Literary and Debating Society appears to have gained 

the deacons’ almost immediate approval. After a few months of 

operation, the society received a letter from them offering their 

assistance.139 This show of support could have been a result of the 

new society addressing the main criticism levelled at the YMCIIS, 

which was its members’ apathy towards including women. In a half-
                                                 
138 ‘Our Review’, vol. 1, [p. 68]. 
139 Evening Observer, 12 Jun. 1896, p. 4. 
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hearted attempt at defending themselves against this criticism, 

‘Recorder’ indicates their awareness of how they could overcome the 

disfavour in which they found the YMCIIS: ‘it must be admitted . . . 

our members make little effort to secure the attendance of the gentler 

sex, and thus increase the popularity of the institution’.140 The 

popularity of the new society certainly increased as indicated by the 

deacons’ support and the strong attendance numbers at weekly 

meetings, which averaged between thirty and thirty-two. 

  

It was customary for parliamentary literary and debating societies to 

debate current and topical issues. An indication of the climate in 

which the South Brisbane Literary and Debating Society was formed 

is reflected in its first debate, which was on women’s franchise: 
A bill to amend the Election Act of 1885 by granting the franchise to women 
was read a first time, and its resumption made an order of the day for 
Thursday week.141 
 

After the second reading of the bill the debate resumed. Significant 

roles were assumed by women members and the outcome of the 

debate went in favour of women’s enfranchisement. This contrasts 

with the treatment this topic received in the Valley Religious and 

Literary Association where all debaters were men and the bill was 

‘rejected by a large majority’.142 

 

 One astute past member of the YMCIIS and a member of the South 

Brisbane Literary and Debating Society, Robert Samuel Ross, had 

paid homage to the dedication of women to bettering their situation 

with a view to improving society in his contribution to ‘Our Review’, 

titled, ‘The New Woman’. He noted that ‘Temperance, Dress, and 

Educational Reform, are three of the great matters attracting the 

attention of the New Woman’.143 It was therefore quite appropriate 

                                                 
140 ‘Our Review’, vol. 2, p. 67. 
141 Evening Observer, 5 Jun. 1896, p. 4. 
142 Evening Observer, 29 May 1891, p. 5. 
143 ‘Our Review’, vol. 1, p. 17. 
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that in this new society a woman was elected the Minister for 

Education, enabling her to present her case during this debate: 
The debate on the woman suffrage question was resumed by the Attorney-
General (Miss May Dibley), and spoken to by the Minister for Education (Mrs 
Abrams), the Premier (Mr E. Holliday), the Rev. W. Poole, and the Colonial 
Secretary (Mr R. S. Ross). The bill extending the franchise was adopted by a 
large majority.144 

 

Other topics that the South Brisbane Literary and Debating Society 

debated during the sample year included: ‘the proposal to abolish the 

Upper House’ and ‘to found a free university, and establish higher 

State schools’.145  

 

Robert Putnam’s observation that: ‘Political knowledge and interest in 

public affairs are critical preconditions for more active forms of 

[community] involvement’,146 was true of other literary and debating 

societies, notably the YMCIIS. There is evidence that suggests it was 

also true of this society. A possible example of the South Brisbane 

Literary and Debating Society as a group entity becoming involved in 

issues of community concern occurred with regard to the University 

Extension movement. As noted in a report: ‘The matter of aiding the 

University Extension movement was referred to the Managing 

Committee’.147  

 

The lowest recorded attendance occurred when Sir S. W. Griffith was 

guest speaker. The newspaper report paid attention to this anomaly, 

mentioning nothing of Griffith’s speech: ‘Though many members were 

absent for the purpose of hearing Sir S. W. Griffith last evening, 

twenty-five answered to the roll call’. 148 The reason for this drop in 

attendance can only be speculated on as none was given. One result 

of literary and debating societies debating parliamentary topics was 

                                                 
144 Evening Observer, 4 Jul. 1896, p. 5. 
145 Evening Observer, 4 Jul. 1896, p. 5; Evening Observer, 4 Sep. 1896, p. 5; 
146 Putnam, Robert D. 2000, Bowling Alone: the Collapse and Revival of American Community, 
Simon & Schuster, New York, p. 35. 
147 Evening Observer, 4 Jul. 1896, p. 5. 
148 Evening Observer, 12 Jun. 1896, p. 4. 
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that they became very politically conscious (and conscientious). If the 

drop in attendance was because members rejected Griffith’s political 

stance, organisers may have found this boycott a little disappointing 

given the opportunities for debate that might have arisen during 

discussion with Griffith. 

  

Although parliamentary debate was the main focus of this group, it 

was not the only one. Other cultural and social activities that the 

South Brisbane Literary and Debating Society indulged in were 

mentioned during the planning stages of its agenda of activities: 
The committee met prior to the meeting, and several sub-committees were 
appointed for the purpose of arranging a reunion, a recitation competition, 
and a classical concert.149 

 

These activities would have provided some relief from the intensity of 

parliamentary debating. It was also a means for members to develop 

perspectives and knowledge through experiencing a range of social 

and cultural activities. The added practical benefit to members was 

that this extra reserve of knowledge might mean they were better 

prepared for impromptu speaking and debating. Subjects relating to 

culture were also broached in paper presentations. An example was 

Mr A. W. Jewell’s presentation titled, ‘Shoddy and Art’, in which: 
the essayist defined true art, and deplored the growth of shoddy in the 
colonies. Ruskin’s influences on art was alluded to, and reference made to the 
indebtedness of art to the ancient Church.150 
 

John Ruskin (1819-1900) was a member of the Pre-Raphaelite 

movement’, which believed that, ‘the medieval world was purer in form 

than the post-Renaissance world because it was more closely tied to 

nature’. The most influential Victorian writer on the arts, Ruskin 

became the philosophical leader of the Arts and Crafts Movement, 

which began in England during the 1860s. He deferred to the 

medieval society with its hand crafted wares and compared it to 

Britain’s industrial society, which he believed ‘was morally degenerate 

                                                 
149 Evening Observer, 7 Aug. 1896, p. 5. 
150 Evening Observer, 7 Aug. 1896, p. 5. 
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and pernicious, driving the labouring class into cultural and material 

poverty’.151 He launched attacks on newly developed mechanised 

production systems and accompanying innovations such as the 

assembly line because they separated the worker from the creative 

process (and thus from nature).152 He believed that man’s work should 

be creative labour and that the modern methods of mass production 

were dehumanising. His use of the word ‘shoddy’ was in reference to 

cheap mass produced products. The Christian socialist stance that 

A.W. Jewell takes in his paper presentation is consistent with that 

taken in ‘Our Review’ by some of the members of the Young Men’s 

Christian Investigation and Improvement Society regarding the ‘labour 

question’. (See Chapter Five.) 

 

Another example of a paper presentation was ‘Literature’ given by Mr 

C. F. Bardsley. Unfortunately no details were published other than: ‘a 

very interesting time was spent in discussing the matter’.153 Other 

activities that were introduced to hone skills relating to discussion 

and debate included the ‘question box’. Once again, no description 

was published of how this activity was conducted, but it probably 

involved questions being formed by members, written down and 

dropped into a box. It is likely that a member was then invited to draw 

question topics from the box, one at a time, for the group to discuss. 

This example shows that topics were liberal and diverse, providing 

some indication of the breadth of knowledge expected of members: 
questions relating to love, astrology, sex influence, impromptu speaking and 
the ‘bloomers’ were asked, and freely and with great animation discussed.154 

 

The defunct YMCIIS laid the groundwork for the South Brisbane 

Society to continue the tradition of using an in-house manuscript 

                                                 
151 Harvey, Charles & Press, Jon 1996, ‘William Morris – Art and Idealism. (Victorian Values)’, 
History Today, May, p. 2. January 3, 2004 from 
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Movement in the American Midwest’. (n.d.), p. 1. Retrieved May 25, 2004 from 
http://www.cl.utoledo.edu/canaday/artsandcrafts/roots.html  
153 Evening Observer, 27 Mar. 1897. 
154 Evening Observer, 12 Jun. 1896, p. 4. 
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magazine. Its new environment was acknowledged by instating a 

woman editor who was responsible for the smooth operations of the 

journal.155 No other details were published during 1896/7 about the 

manuscript magazine. As its predecessor, ‘Our Review’ was the most 

successful initiative of the YMCIIS, it is highly likely that the South 

Brisbane Literary and Debating Society’s manuscript magazine was 

intended to build on its philosophy of providing a venue for the 

development of members’ writing skills. This in turn was probably 

intended to broaden and strengthen a range of other social and 

professional skills. (See Chapter Five.) The interaction that occurred in 

‘Our Review’ between contributors was likely to continue with the new 

manuscript magazine, indicating that the society’s emphasis on 

discussion and debate would extend to written discussion and debate. 

 

Perhaps the progressive nature of the South Brisbane Literary and 

Debating Society may be attributed largely to the period in which it 

was established. It was now that the question of women’s 

enfranchisement was gaining some heat in the political arena. The 

society’s formation appears to have resulted from the need of past 

members of the YMCIIS to escape the stigma of membership in the 

socially outdated YMCIIS.  If they were to salvage their credibility and 

get on with the business of mutual-improvement, it seems that they 

needed to become part of a literary and debating society that was 

sensitive to the current climate of equal opportunities for both sexes. 

The inclusion of women members in all activities not only made the 

South Brisbane Literary and Debating Society socially acceptable, but 

it also established it as the most progressive society in Brisbane. For 

the women members, it represented a major coup for the feminist 

cause and opened the way for greater opportunities for their own self-

improvement and empowerment. A major outcome of social capital in 

a group such as this would likely be the capacity of members to 

                                                 
155 Evening Observer, 7 Aug. 1896, p. 5. 
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operate in an environment that fostered change, enlarging their own 

capacity for greater achievement and development.  
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Chapter Eight: 

Queensland Literary and Debating Societies’ Union 

 

This chapter will show how organisers of the Queensland Literary and 

Debating Societies’ Union (QLDSU) promoted a sense of shared 

identity and extended norms of trust and reciprocity to Brisbane’s 

literary and debating societies to form the QLDSU, which was 

established in 1894.1 It will also show how its favoured method of 

‘performance competition’ subsequently limited its appeal to debating 

societies and others that embraced the performance model of reading 

and music. As will be shown, there was an abundance of literary and 

debating societies in Brisbane during the 1880s-90s, and this 

development in the formation of a union to coordinate them 

represents the next phase of civic engagement and social capital. As 

the Premier of Queensland, Sir Samuel Walker Griffith, declared at the 

first annual gathering of the QLDSU, ‘. . . as in other things, union is 

strength . . .’2  

 

During the 1890s, the decade leading up to the federation of 

Australia’s colonies, it seems that the ethos of solidarity and strength 

in numbers for the achievement of collective goals was being 

embraced.  A glance through contemporary Brisbane metropolitan 

newspapers shows that unions proliferated. Their range spanned the 

spectrum of social, religious, sporting and cultural. A few examples 

were: Women’s Christian Temperance Union; Pastoralists’ Union; 

Farmers’ Union; Australasian Home Reading Union; Brisbane Musical 

Union; Choral Union; National Cricket Union; Presbyterian Women’s 

Missionary Union; Christian Endeavour Union; Methodist Union; 

Sunday School Union; Brisbane Ministers’ Union; Queensland Sunday 

School Union.   

                                                 
1 Evening Observer, 17 Mar. 1894. p. 4. 
2 Evening Observer, 18 Oct. 1894, p. 4. 
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The Queensland Literary and Debating Societies’ Union was 

established as a result of the Brisbane Debating Society 

(Parliamentary Branch) investigating the possibility of establishing a 

parliamentary union from the various parliamentary societies in and 

around Brisbane. Parliamentary debating societies provided a practice 

ground that took the form of a mock parliament.  It provided its 

members, many of whom were aspirants to careers in politics, with an 

environment to develop and hone certain professional skills. By 

following the formal procedures of parliament in conducting meetings, 

elections and debates, they provided an avenue for members to: 

practise public speaking and express opinions; gain an understanding 

of the workings of parliament; and develop opinions regarding the 

issues of the day.   

 

The society elected a Select Committee from its members on November 

1893 to discuss the possibility of a union parliament, but this initial 

intention was expanded upon, and by the first inter-society meeting, 

which took place four months later, delegates from literary as well as 

debating societies were invited to attend and discuss the prospect of 

establishing a literary and debating societies’ union along the lines of 

those already operating in South Australia, New South Wales and 

elsewhere.3  The oldest of them, the South Australian Literary 

Societies’ Union, was formed in 1883.  It organised literary 

competitions, debating tournaments and reading clubs for affiliated 

society members, and presided over a union parliament.  It also 

published its own journal, The Literary Societies’ Journal, and year 

book.4  The interest shown by the various societies that the Brisbane 

Debating Society had contacted, and the numerous letters of support 

                                                 
3 Evening Observer, 7 Nov. 1893, p. 4. 
4 Drinkwater, Derek 1997, “Federation Through the Eyes of a South Australian Model 
Parliament,” Papers on Parliament, no 30, Nov., pp 121-122. 
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that were read at the inaugural meeting,5 indicates the time was ripe 

for federation. Significantly, it also suggests respondents shared the 

same values and the desire to establish a coordinating body. This was 

crucial for establishing norms of trust and reciprocity to facilitate 

mutual benefit for members.6 

 

Established in March 1894, the union’s existence was formalised with 

the adoption of its constitution and by-laws, the election of officers to 

its committee, and the drawing up of a syllabus.7 Organisers bolstered 

the union’s authority by electing as its patron, the Governor of 

Queensland, Sir Henry Wylie Norman.  Norman accepted the position 

and remained the union’s patron until his departure from Australia in 

1895.8  The next Governor of Queensland, Lord Lamington continued 

in the role.9 The benefit of obtaining a distinguished and credible 

patron was recognised by the YMCIIS: 

His Excellency [Sir Henry Wylie Norman] has evidenced a keen interest in the 
Union since its inception, and once satisfied of the practicality of its aims and 
objects readily consented to become its first Patron. To his attendance and 
patronage undoubtedly can the great success of the Union’s first annual 
gathering be attributed.10 

 

According to Stone and Hughes, ‘Heterogeneity of social ties may 

promote linkages with a diverse range of networks and hence access 

to a broad range of resources or opportunities’.11 The increased size 

and capacity of the union compared to an individual debating society 

had the potential to ensure greater stocks of social capital. The 

Brisbane Debating Society saw the role of a parliamentary union as 

the mechanism that would coordinate activities between the various 

parliamentary debating societies in and around Brisbane, and provide 
                                                 
5 Evening Observer, 13 Oct. 1894, p. 5. 
6 Stone, Wendy and Hughes, Jody 2002, Social Capital: Empirical Meaning and Measurement 
Validity, Research Paper no. 27, Jun. Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne,  p. 
21. 
7 Evening Observer, 17 Mar. 1894, p. 4. 
8 Evening Observer, 4 Aug. 1894, p. 5.  
9 Evening Observer, 5 Jul. 1895, p. 5. 
10 ‘Our Review’, vol. 2, p. 56. 
11 Stone and Hughes, p. 5. 
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a richer ‘parliamentary experience’ through inter-society debates and 

the like.  

 

The union’s network characteristics included networks between 

members, affiliated societies and the union’s committee. How well 

members knew one another, and whether or not they formed close 

friendships, determined the types of social capital produced by the 

union’s networks. Stone and Hughes define the types of trust and 

reciprocity and maintain that: ‘familiar/personal forms of negotiated 

trust and reciprocity’ are the result of ‘informal ties’ found in close 

friendships. ‘Generalised relationships’ are those relationships formed 

between people in civic groups, and these are characterised by 

‘generalised trust and reciprocity’. Relations with ‘institutional 

systems’ and ‘ties to power’ are characterised by ‘trust in institutions’. 

An example of ‘generalised trust and reciprocity’ is demonstrated 

through the relationship that formed between the YMCIIS and the 

Brighton Road Guild just prior to the formation of the union. The 

positive relationship that resulted from them visiting and interacting 

with one another provides some indication of the potential of the 

union to increase the levels of social capital within Brisbane’s literary 

and debating societies by facilitating more of this kind of interaction. 

This appraisal of a meeting between the YMCIIS and the Brighton 

Road Guild was ‘published’ in ‘Our Review’: 

It would hardly be right, to close without reference to the geniality and 
courtesy shown by the Chairman. He spoke feelingly about the pleasure and 
profit derived from such visits, and thought the friction of intellect which 
ensued was bound to be productive of great good. May the two societies soon 
meet, in the common bond of unity – in the ranks of the Queensland Literary 
and Debating Societies Union.12 

 

The union’s stated objects were:  

to be to cultivate a friendly feeling between the members of the societies of 
the union (1) by arranging debates between the societies; (2) by giving help at 
any of the meetings of such societies of the union as may desire it; (3) by 

                                                 
12 ‘Our Review’, vol. 1, [p. 88]. 
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having annual literary competitions or other meetings of a public character; 
(4) by establishing a union Parliament; (5) by such other methods as may be 
deemed advisable by the General Committee. To seek to improve the 
condition and working of the associated societies by delegates meeting and 
considering matters likely to further these objects.13 

Implicit in these objects is the belief that membership of the larger 

union had the potential outcomes of increasing levels of human 

capital, which might take the form of member’s further refining their 

forensic, civic and other skills because of interaction with a larger 

more heterogeneous membership. Not to mention the increased 

financial capital, which would enable the expanded scope and 

activities. 

 

Determinants of social capital in this group, therefore, would include: 

shared goals among members, the quality of networks within the 

group, which according to these objects were to be cultivated by union 

support and assistance at several levels, and economic viability. 

Desirable outcomes of social capital would include: the ‘capacity to 

“get ahead”’, members’ participation and inclusion in a vibrant 

programme of events, which would be enabled by volunteerism and 

cooperation as well as participatory democracy and quality 

governance.14  

 

An illustration of how the QLDSU fulfilled its commitment to these 

objects may be found in the example of its relationship with the South 

Brisbane Literary and Debating Society. Representatives of the 

Queensland Literary and Debating Societies Union conducted 

proceedings at a well-attended meeting that was held at the South 

Brisbane Baptist Church to discuss the formation of a new literary 

and debating society: 
Mr W. H. Chambers, the ‘father’ of Brisbane debating societies and the 
esteemed president of the Queensland Literary and Debating Societies’ 
Union, occupied the chair, and in his valuable opening remarks alluded to 
his 20 years’ connection with these organisations and to their growth and 

                                                 
13 Evening Observer, 17 Mar. 1894, p. 4. 
14 This analysis formed with the use of Figure 1, Stone and Hughes, p. 2. 
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advancement. Subsequently, Mr C. J. Gummer, the active and able General 
Secretary of the Union, addressed the meeting, emphasising the great need 
and advantage of these societies.15 
 

After the evening’s entertainment concluded, E. B. Gretton proposed, 

‘That in the opinion of this meeting it is desirable that a South 

Brisbane Literary and Debating Society be formed, and this meeting 

pledges itself to assist such movement.’ As an indication of the female 

participation that was to be anticipated in this society, ‘a vote of 

thanks to the chairman, proposed by a lady, concluded the 

proceedings’.16 

 

The union followed through with its goodwill and assistance to the 

South Brisbane Literary and Debating Society by attending its first 

meeting and informing its members of parliamentary practice, which 

was intended to assist them with procedural etiquette regarding their 

‘mock’ parliament and debates: 

Mr W. H. Chambers, president of the Literary and Debating Societies’ Union, 
occupied the chair at the meeting of the South Brisbane Debating Society last 
evening. In his introductory remarks he imparted much instruction relative to 
Parliamentary practice.17 

 

Although Chambers chaired the meeting he did not dominate its 

proceedings, as indicated by the scope available to the South Brisbane 

Literary and Debating Society to establish its own ‘personality’. It was 

the first society affiliated with the union to include women in its 

parliamentary debates. On this occasion both female and male 

members were elected to the ‘ministry’: 

The ‘Governor’s Speech’ was read by the Acting Speaker (Mr Chambers), and 
the formation of the Ministry announced as follows:- Premier and Colonial 
Treasurer, Mr E. Holliday; Colonial Treasurer, Mr E. Holliday; Colonial 
Secretary, Mr R. S. Ross, Minister for Works and Railways, Mr E. H. 
Farnsworth; Minister for Education, Mrs Abrams; Attorney-General and 
Postmaster-General, Miss May Dibley; Minister for Labour, Works, and 
Railways, Mr W. Riley.18 

 
                                                 
15 Flashes, 30 Apr. 1896, p. 14. 
16 Flashes, 30 Apr. 1896, p. 14. 
17 Evening Observer, 22 May 1896, p. 4. 
18 Evening Observer, 22 May 1896, p. 4. 
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The QLDSU continued in its supportive role. At the request of the 

South Brisbane Literary and Debating Society, a representative of the 

union attended one of its meetings to assist with proceedings. Its 

consistently large attendance numbers, which averaged between thirty 

to thirty-two, and its progressive decision to include women elicited 

words of encouragement and congratulations from the union 

representative: 

In the absence of the Speaker, Mr G. J. Grice, of the Brisbane Debating 
Society, at the request of the committee, acted in that capacity. In his opening 
remarks he congratulated the society on its strength and on the new departure 
made by introducing ladies.19 

 

The South Brisbane Literary and Debating Society reciprocated by 

assisting the union with the organisation of the literary competition. 

At a meeting of the South Brisbane Literary and Debating Society: 

Further arrangements with reference to the forthcoming literary competition 
were made, and Messrs Jewell, Bardsley, and Riley were appointed a sub-
committee to organise an inter-society debate during October.20 

 

This example demonstrates an outcome of mutual benefit derived 

through an exchange of trust and reciprocity between parties. By 

assisting this society, the union raised its own level of human capital. 

In return, the members of the South Brisbane Literary and Debating 

Society gained a sophisticated understanding of parliamentary 

procedure as demonstrated in this later instance: 

The Premier’s motion, - ‘That, in the opinion of the House, it is desirable that 
the Legislative Council cease to exist,’ was debated with some warmth, the 
motion being spoken to by Messrs E. Holliday, W. A. D. Bell, C. F. Bardsley, J. 
Smith, Rev. W. Poole, G. Rogers, R. S. Ross, and L. Gretton. At 9.30 the 
Opposition, who were in strong force, were enabled to suspend the Standing 
Orders, and a motion was carried, - ‘That the mover be now heard.’ On the 
question being put the Government were defeated on the voices, whereupon 
the Premier tendered his resignation. The ‘Governor’ afterwards ‘sent for’ Mr W. 
A. D. Bell (Leader of Opposition), who will form a Ministry.21  

  

                                                 
19 Evening Observer, 5 Jun. 1896, p. 4. 
20 Evening Observer, 4 Sep. 1896, p. 5. 
21 Evening Observer, 17 Jul. 1896, p. 5. 
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As indicated in the union’s practical objects, its emphasis was on the 

forensic and this reduced its appeal to those literary societies that did 

not have a debating component or branch. Purely literary societies like 

the Shakespeare Reading Society, for example, would have had little 

interest in affiliating with this union.  Although the Brisbane Literary 

Circle joined, it limited its participation to providing essayists to the 

affiliated societies on request.22 (An essayist was someone who read 

their essays to an audience in the form of a paper presentation.) 

  

By 1898, eighteen literary and debating societies had affiliated with 

the union.  As well as the Brisbane Debating Society, they were: Albert 

Street Wesleyan [Literary and Debating Society(?)]; St Peter’s Literary 

and Debating Society (West End); St Bridget’s (Red Hill); Young Men’s 

Christian Investigation and Improvement Society (YMCIIS) – Vulture 

Street (ceased operation in 1895); Woolloongabba Social and 

Debating; Central Parliamentary; Coorparoo [Literary and Debating 

Society (?)]; Queensland Shorthand Writers’ Association; Brisbane 

Literary Circle; Zillmere School of Arts Literary and Debating Society; 

Valley [Religious and Literary Association’s] Parliamentary Debating 

Society; Eagle Junction Parliamentary Debating Society; Kent Street 

Mutual Improvement Society; Metropolitan Debating Society (ceased 

operation in 1897); Holy Cross Guild; Brisbane Catholic Young Men’s 

Society; St Joseph’s Literary and Parliamentary Debating Society; 

South Brisbane Literary and Debating Society.23 Other societies that 

were contacted by the union were: Ipswich Parliamentary; Christ 

Church; Albion Parliamentary; Young Men’s Christian Association 

Literary and Debating; and Gatton debating societies.24 

 

                                                 
22 Evening Observer, 8 Mar 1895, p. 2. 
23 Names of affiliated societies as reported in newspapers are often short forms. This list of 
affiliates compiled from: Evening Observer, 18 May 1894, p. 2; 15 Jun. 1894, p. 5; 6 Jul. 
1894, p. 5; 8 Mar. 1895, p. 2; 3 May 1895, p. 2; 2 Aug. 1895, p. 8; 10 Apr. 1896, p. 2; 11 
Aug. 1896, p. 7; 7 May 1897, p. 8; 19 Apr. 1898, p. 5; 22 Jun 1898; 10 Apr. 1896, p. 2; 7 
May 1896, p. 3.  
24 Evening Observer, 18 May 1894, p. 2; Evening Observer, 15 Jun. 1894. p. 5. 
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The names of the various societies that joined forces in this list 

indicates the QLDSU contributed to raising the levels of civility in 

Brisbane by unifying potentially factional groups through a common 

interest. One clear example was the recruitment of the Brisbane 

Catholic Young Men’s Society. This suggests that the history of 

suspicion and antagonism between the Catholic and Protestant 

Churches might have been partially overcome in this instance because 

of their common interest in mutual improvement. 

 

At first glance, the Queensland Shorthand Writers’ Association 

appears to be the odd one out, but a closer examination provides an 

explanation for their interest in affiliation. The members of this 

association did not participate as speakers in the debates.  The 

practical role they assigned themselves was to ‘take reports of public 

debates, and to act as . . . [Hansard] reporting staff on the formation 

of the Union Parliament’.25  It was anticipated from the inception of 

the literary and debating societies’ union and stated in one of its 

objectives that a union parliament would be established under its 

umbrella.  This happened the following year in May 1895.26 

 

The union’s first committee consisted of delegates from the various 

affiliated societies, and they represented the interests of their 

respective societies. To give an idea of the numbers involved, it was 

reported that at one of the union’s meetings held in 1894 (these were 

not restricted to committee members), the seventeen delegates in 

attendance represented about 400 members.27   

 

The group was predominantly male and although a smaller proportion 

was female, up until at least the turn of the century there was no 
                                                 
25 Evening Observer, 4 Aug. 1894, p. 5. 
26 Evening Observer, 5 Apr. 1895, p. 2. 
27 Evening Observer, 6 Jul. 1894, p. 5. 
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female presence on the committee. This may have been due to their 

smaller numbers, as the majority of women tended to be members of 

literary rather than debating societies, and most of the affiliated 

societies were either purely debating societies, or the parliamentary 

debating component of literary and debating societies.  One reason 

why women were not well represented in debating societies was that, 

although it was socially acceptable for them to express opinions about 

domestic and some social issues of the day, there was still a general 

lack of encouragement shown to them to speak on the full range of 

issues debated in parliament.  Generally, parliamentary debating 

societies did not admit women into their ranks, and those that did 

were relative newcomers established in the 1890s amid the colony’s 

various women’s suffrage movements, such as the South Brisbane 

Literary and Debating Society. (See Chapter Seven.) As indicated by 

the contents of debating handbooks (example titles will be cited later 

in this chapter), and newspaper reports of topics debated by the 

various societies, most of the debating topics were poached from 

newspapers and parliamentary discussion.   

 

Other ‘network characteristics’ included religious diversity, as 

demonstrated by the inclusion of the Brisbane Catholic Young Men’s 

Society along with the various Protestant societies. Significantly, there 

is no record of union organisers inviting the Brisbane Freethought 

Association’s debating society, which was established in 1886,28 to 

join the QLDSU. Brisbane’s Freethought Association, like other 

freethought associations being established around the world, 

developed in opposition to the dominant religion within its local area. 

For Brisbane that meant Christianity.  

 

Reasons why the QLDSU did not invite the Brisbane Freethought 

Literary and Debating Society to join its ranks are open for 

                                                 
28 Daily Observer – Brisbane, 20 May, 1886, p. 4. 
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speculation as there are no extant records of explanation, though it 

does seem fairly obvious that it might have been regarded as 

inappropriate given the large numbers of literary and debating 

societies that were connected to churches. Although the historical 

provenance of mutual-improvement and debating societies was 

Sunday Schools,29 which explains the link between churches and 

mutual improvement societies, an explanation for this robust activity 

of church literary and debating societies in Brisbane was related to 

the capital’s broader multi-religious society. The 1891 census shows 

the Brisbane community was strongly religious with 95.3 per cent of 

the population belonging to a Christian denomination, though 

fragmented into a variety of denominations.30  

 

The exclusion of the Brisbane Freethought Literary and Debating 

Society indicates that although the union sought heterogeneity in 

membership, it also required shared goals. Although the Freethought 

Association staged public debates and lectures for proselytising and 

entertainment reasons, there was a clear discrepancy between its 

motivation and that of the mutual-improvement focussed literary and 

debating societies of the QLDSU. (This difference will be discussed 

further in Chapter Nine.) 

 

The QLDSU’s programme for the first round of inter-society debates 

(June to August, 1894) was: YMCIIS v Woolloongabba ‘Is it desirable 

to extend the franchise to women?’; St Peter’s v Brisbane, ‘Is it the 

function of the State to provide work for the unemployed?’; St 

Bridget’s v Brisbane, (topic unknown).31  The next round began in 

September: Brisbane v Albert Street Wesleyan Mutual Improvement 

Society, ‘Should the Bible be introduced into State Schools?’; 

Woolloongabba v St Bridget’s, ‘Is an income tax desirable?’; St Peter’s 

                                                 
29 See chapters on Brisbane Literary Circle and YMCIIS for discussion by Jonathan Rose. 
30 Lawson, Ronald 1973, Brisbane in the 1890s, University of Queensland Press, St. Lucia, p. 
248. 
31 Evening Observer, 18 May 1894, p. 2; Evening Observer, 20 Jun. 1894, p. 2. 
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v YMCIIS, ‘Is the use of tobacco injurious?’32  Topics from later years’ 

programmes included: ‘Should capital punishment be abolished?’33; 

and ‘Would Queensland benefit by federating at the present time 

[1898]?’34  The union also organised public debates in which members 

of the public were invited to attend and a fee was charged.  The first 

was held 16 August 1894 and the topic was, ‘Which is the better 

policy for Queensland, Free-trade or Protection?’.35   

 

As well as debates, the QLDSU organised lectures. The subject scope 

of these was also contemporary issues being debated in parliament 

and newspapers.  As more time was available to lecturers than to 

debaters, lectures tended to provide more in-depth analyses. One 

example was a series given by Rev. A. C. Hoggins, on political 

economy. The series was not well attended.36 This indicates the 

members’ main interests in the union was not so much the 

pedagogical content of the programme, but the opportunities it 

provided for their practical development and application of forensic 

and civic skills.   

 

Although newspapers were the main source of reading for debates, 

debating handbooks were also used. They included pro and con 

arguments for social and political issues, and to a lesser degree, 

literary and other cultural topics.  Some examples of contemporary 

publications were: The Australian Debater: a Guide to the Principal 

Questions of the Day, Giving the Best Arguments on both sides by 

Edward A Vidler (Sydney: George Robertson & Company [n.d.]) and 

Handbook for Literary and Debating Societies: Including 83 Examples of 

Questions for Debate with Summarized Arguments on Both Sides by 

Laurence M. Gibson (London: Hodder and Stoughton [n.d.]). 
                                                 
32 Evening Observer, 6 Jul. 1894, p. 5; 12 Sep. 1894, p. 4; 
33 Evening Observer, 19 Apr. 1898, p. 5. 
34 Evening Observer, 24 Mar. 1898, p. 5. 
35 Evening Observer, 1 Sep. 1894, p. 4. 
36 Evening Observer, 25 Jul, 1896.  
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Advice literature for other aspects of literary performance such as 

elocution and public speaking were also consulted.    An example is: 

The Literary Class Book; or, Readings in English Literature to which is 

Prefaced an Introductory Treatise on the Art of Reading and the 

Principles of Elocution by Robert Sullivan (Melbourne and Adelaide: 

George Robertson, 1883).  An example of another resource for 

performance readings is: Recitations: Humorous and Dramatic 

(Melbourne: John Pollard [n.d.]).  

 

Following the southern example, organisers of the QLDSU made 

rumblings at the end of its first year of operation to extend its network  

and scope: 

The union now embraces the majority of debating and literary societies in 
Brisbane, and during the year these have been brought into closer touch by 
means of public debates, which have been well attended.  The operations of 
the union, however, are by no means confined to debate.  It is intended to 
extend on the lines of the union of New South Wales and South Australia, 
embracing literature, art, music, and the drama in addition.37 

 

The union extended the debate ethos of competition and adjudication 

to include these other areas by establishing annual musical and 

literary competitions and entertainments.  This strongly suggests that 

union members subscribed to the contemporary belief held by many 

debating societies that competition was a most effective means for 

promoting self-improvement and subsequent human advancement. 

Unlike other pedagogical strategies like examinations, competitions did 

not involve cramming large amounts of information, but perfecting an 

established routine as in the case of performance, or essay 

competitions, such as the one organised by the Girl’s Reading Circle for 

its members. (See Chapter Four.) 

 

                                                 
37 Evening Observer, 13 Oct. 1894, p. 5. 
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The union chose public venues for its competitions, and the audience, 

which played an important role in this form of competition, was not 

restricted to affiliated members.  Such events offered considerable 

scope for the union to advertise its activities to the general 

community. The solicitation of large audiences, which were made up 

of people from outside the immediate group, means that the union 

contributed to the wider community’s cultural capital. On the 

downside, however, because it unreservedly embraced the 

performance model of literary engagement, at the expense of other 

forms, the union’s direction headed into some questionable tangents.  

These will be discussed in the next part of this chapter, which 

examines the annual competitions and entertainments. 

 

According to Victoria Emery, Literary Competitions, which were an 

extension of ‘the idea of the concert or amateur performance’, came 

into their own from the last quarter of the 19th century through to the 

first decade of the next: 

Variously called musical, literary, elocutionary, artistic, or some combination 
of these terms, the cultural competition became a well-known phenomenon, 
providing an outlet for performers, some of whom became semi-professional 
competitors.38  

 

The first annual competition held by the QLDSU was on 16 August, 

1895.39 Categories and numbers of entries in the first competition 

were: ‘[manuscript] magazines, 2; stories, 3; essay, “Socialism; what is 

it?” 4; reading, 10; recitation, 18; oration, 17; pronunciation, 13; vocal 

music, 13; and shorthand, 6.’40  As indicated by the concentration of 

entries in the oratorical categories, it appears that most of the 

societies that joined, subscribed to a well defined cluster of ideas 

surrounding the benefits of the performance model of orality and 

competition. These included: the assumption of correct and incorrect 
                                                 
38 Emery, Victoria M. 1998, ‘Reading and After: Literary Community, Identity and Practice in 
Melbourne circa 1886-1910’, PhD thesis, University of Melbourne, pp. 137-8. 
39 Evening Observer, 5 Jul. 1895, p. 5. 
40 Evening Observer, 2 Aug. 1895, p. 8. 
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methods of performance and oratorical delivery; the notion of the 

audience’s role as ‘peer critique’, or adjudication by ‘representatives of 

communal authority’; the belief in both competition and feedback via 

constructive criticism as a ‘way to encourage and improve’.41  

 

Consistent with other inter-state literary competitions, the ‘culture of 

critique also extended to the manuscript journals or occasional 

writings produced by the clubs’.42 However, a manuscript magazine 

competition was only included in the QLDSU programme after 

considerable discussion and lobbying. (A manuscript magazine was an 

in-house unpublished magazine.  Usually, it was the organ of amateur 

organisations, and its members contributed to and produced the 

serial for internal use.  In this instance, affiliated societies with 

manuscript magazines were eligible to enter them in this competition.)  

 

The request made by the vice-president of the Young Men’s Christian 

Investigation and Improvement Society, E. B. Gretton, to include a 

manuscript magazine category in the competition, was initially 

refused by the union secretary, C. J. Gummer.  The reason Gummer 

gave was that three out of the ten societies that were currently 

affiliated with the union would not be able to take part as they were 

purely parliamentary societies.  This inspired a strongly worded letter 

to the editor of the YMCIIS’s manuscript magazine, ‘Our Review’, from 

one of its contributors, ‘Functus Officio’.43  After discussing Gummer’s 

letter the YMCIIS decided to continue to apply pressure on the union 

and to lobby other affiliated societies about the benefits of establishing 

manuscript magazines.44  The union did relent and it included the 

category in the competition, but the initial objection suggests a level of 

                                                 
41 Ideas suggested by Victoria Emery, p. 135. 
42 Emery, p. 137. 
43 ‘Our Review’, vol. 1, [p. 28]. It is difficult to connect the Latin meaning of this 
pseudonym, which is ‘having fulfilled one’s office’, to the letter, and one cannot help 
noticing how closely these two words resemble the obscene directive!   
44 ‘Our Review’, vol. 1, [p. 70]. 
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resistance to embracing and promoting literary avenues outside the 

realm of oral performance.  This was despite the implied support in 

the union’s name, of interaction between literacy and orality. 

  

Encouraged by their victory, the YMCIIS pushed for the union to 

establish its own journal.  The union appointed the editor of the 

YMCIIS’s manuscript magazine, Edward Holliday and another member 

of the union, F. Passey to inquire into the possibility.45  Instead of a 

journal, the union opted for a year book. Its format followed the 

example of those published by the South Australian, and the New 

South Wales Literary and Debating Societies’ Union. Information was 

being collected for the first issue in April 1896, and discussion about 

the success of the first issue was published in May 1897. This 

indicates the first issue of the Year-book was published either late in 

1896 or in the first quarter of 1897.46 

 

The YMCIIS’s motivation for establishing a union journal was inspired 

by academic and professional considerations.  Its members believed 

that by developing writing skills, they could improve their analytical 

and conceptual skills, which in turn would improve their debating 

prowess. (See Chapter Five).  It appears though, that the union went 

ahead with the idea of a corporate publication for practical and 

operational reasons relating to disseminating information to its 

network of members: 

The union is to be congratulated upon the first issue of their Year-book, and 
it has proved to be of very great assistance to the General Committee and 
executive officers.  It is, in fact, almost indispensable to the successful 
carrying on of our work, as it not only focuses the work of the union, but is 
practically the only means of disseminating necessary information among the 
majority of our members.47 

  

                                                 
45 Evening Observer, 5 Jul. 1895, p. 5.  
46 Evening Observer, 10 Apr. 1896, p. 2; Evening Observer, 7 May, 1897, p. 8. Unfortunately, 
no examples are held in any Australian libraries. 
47 Evening Observer, 7 May 1897, p. 8. 



 211 
 

The union’s decision to include an additional solo singing competition 

that did not require competitors to be members of an affiliated 

society48 further amplified its preoccupation with promoting 

performance above other forms of literary engagement.  As affiliation 

was a requirement in all other categories, this attempt to maximise 

participation in the performance category of the competition, was a 

departure from the specified role that the union had set itself in its 

objectives and later discussions regarding its constituency.  In some 

instances there was overlap between the union’s programme of 

musical competitions and Brisbane’s annual musical eisteddfod 

organised by the Eisteddfod Council of Queensland.  

 

Nevertheless, the strong support of the union’s annual Musical and 

Literary Competition by affiliated societies and the larger community 

seems to indicate approval of its extended boundaries. It also 

demonstrates a commitment to further enlarging its audience, 

encouraging greater involvement from the general community in its 

activities. One benefit of this strategy was increased publicity 

resulting in the creation of a larger profile for the union.  

 

The competition drew together Brisbane’s amateur performance 

artists, and because it was well publicised they were assured of a 

large audience to perform to, which was a crucial component of the 

performance model of literary and musical engagement. An additional 

strategy that organisers used to raise the profile of the event included 

inviting prominent figures to chair the programme, judge the 

competitions and give lectures. The judging panels of the competitions 

consisted of Brisbane’s authorities in the various categories.  For the 

1895 competition the judges were:  

Literary, Messrs. R. H. Roe, David Owen, and S. W. Brooks; elocution 
Messrs. W. Syson, T. Collins, and the Rev. H. Simmons; musical, Messrs. S. 

                                                 
48 Evening Observer, 5 Jul. 1895, p. 5. 
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G. Benson, Seymour Dicker, and R. T. Jeffries; shorthand, selected members 
of the Queensland Shorthand Writers’ Association.49 

 

The ability of the union to secure Brisbane’s elite authorities in each 

of these fields to act as judges for the competition indicates that its 

network had strong ties to the ‘institutional realm’, characterised by 

norms of trust and reciprocity in its ‘institutional relations’. This 

arrangement between the elite authorities and the union is mutually 

beneficial. Whereas the union obtained the best adjudicators and 

judges for each of its competition categories, the selection of these 

people to perform these duties was in effect a public acknowledgement 

of their leadership in their respective fields of expertise, which 

probably served in the best interests of both parties. 

 

The other event the union organised to promote oral display and 

performance was its annual gathering, which developed into a very 

polished entertainment.  Each year the organisers solicited the 

presence of the union’s patron, the Governor of Queensland, and 

during the evening, awards were presented to the winning entrants of 

the union’s competitions.  The literary entertainment on these 

occasions consisted of paper presentations and recitations.   

 

The first gathering was held on 17 October 1894. The Governor was 

present, attended by Captain Pyne, and Sir Samuel Walker Griffith 

occupied the chair.50  Even before the Brisbane Literary Circle 

affiliated with the union in 1895, R.H. Roe and John Shirley were 

invited speakers.  In 1894, Roe read a paper about the establishment 

of the early debating societies in England, which was titled, ‘Historical 

Gleanings about Literary and Debating Societies’, and Shirley followed 

                                                 
49 Evening Observer, 2 Aug. 1895, p. 8. 
50 Evening Observer, 18 Oct. 1894, p. 5. 
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with a paper on ‘Addison’.51 The following year Roe chaired, and 

Shirley read a paper, ‘Rise of Japan to Power: Historical Parallels’. 52 

 

Surprisingly, the pomp and ceremony of these competitions and 

entertainments did not attract a great deal of attention from the 

newspaper fraternity.  Although the newspapers promoted the QLDSU 

to an extent by publishing copy submitted to their offices53 about the 

union and its activities, they did not take up its story with the 

enthusiasm and idealistic hope that they had done previously with the 

Brisbane Literary Circle.  It seems that their expectations of literary 

unions were somewhat reduced since the circle’s establishment and 

its subsequent affiliation with the Australasian Home Reading Union 

(AHRU). In a positive light, this meant that the union was not 

operating under the pressure that the circle had previously been 

under.   

 

Like the newspapers, the AHRU also appears to have been a little 

reserved with the QLDSU.  The early attempt by the QLDSU to 

amalgamate the two unions was rejected by representatives of the 

AHRU, Reginald Heber Roe and Lyttleton E. Groom.  They did not give 

their reasons, but it is likely that it was because of the unions’ 

different emphases.  Whereas the AHRU embraced the pedagogic 

model of reading with its study of literature, the QLDSU pursued the 

performance model of reading, as indicated by its objectives and 

demonstrated by its facilitation of debates and other oratorical 

displays.  At the conclusion of the meeting between the delegates of 

the two unions, a rather non-committal proposition was made: 

                                                 
51 Brisbane Courier, 18 Oct. 1894, p. 5. 
52 Evening Observer, 23 Nov. 1895, p. 6. 
53 Identical reports appeared in both the Evening Observer and the Brisbane Courier, 
indicating that they were submitted by one of the members, and not written by a newspaper 
journalist. 
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‘delegates from both unions should consider the possibilities of 

mutual help’.54 

 

Another impact that the QLDSU had to deal with as a result of 

following in the wake of the Brisbane Literary Circle and the AHRU, 

was some misplaced expectations by some sectors over the literary 

and debating union’s role.  Two of the founding members of the 

Brisbane Literary Circle, S. W. Griffith and R. H. Roe applied pressure 

to the union to try to do what the Brisbane Literary Circle could not, 

which was to achieve ‘universal culture’.  In Griffith’s opening speech 

at the annual entertainment, he did not acknowledge the union’s 

practical and very specific agenda (viz. advancement of forensic skills).  

This suggests that his expectations were a carry over from those held 

for the Brisbane Literary Circle, and its pedagogical approach to its 

curriculum: 

He thought that no one could fail to appreciate the advantages that attached 
to such a union and the facilities it afforded for acquiring knowledge on every 
conceivable subject.55 

 

A year later, Roe gave the opening speech in which he, like Griffith, 

placed pressure on the union to expand its membership.  By this time 

Roe had relinquished the Brisbane Literary Circle of its responsibility 

to achieve ‘universal culture’, but now he directed the union to expand 

its ranks: 

he alluded to the athletic body in Brisbane.  When he was in the Oxford 
Debating Union, he had noticed that debaters made sneering remarks with 
regard to footballers and running men, etc, whilst the athletic men held 
themselves aloof from the literary men.  He considered that the athletic 
element should be induced to join the society, and he trusted that members 
would use their influence in this direction during the coming vacation.56  

 

The future direction of the union shows that it did not take on the 

circle’s baggage. It continued well into the 20th century with some 

                                                 
54 Evening Observer, 18 May 1894, p. 2. 
55 Brisbane Courier, 18 Oct. 1894, p. 5. 
56 Evening Observer, 23 Nov. 1895, p. 6. 
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modifications to its scope and name.  The last newspaper report to 

hand, published August 1932 in the Brisbane Telegraph, describes a 

debate between the Queensland Debating Societies Union and the 

Combined University debating team.57  The modification in its name 

points to its strength.  Brisbane’s history shows that the gap it filled 

best was coordinator of the debating fraternity, as other organisations 

were already in place to assist the literary and musical groups. 

 

The union achieved all of its objectives.  The energy it expended 

organising its annual competitions, not to mention the inter-society 

debates indicates that it subscribed to the contemporary belief in 

competition as one of the best means of self-improvement and human 

advancement. However, because it restricted its competitions to 

events that required audiences, its emphasis was squarely on 

performance.  This resulted in entertainment becoming the priority, 

and whereas music was increasingly featuring in its programme, 

many forms of literary engagement outside the performance model 

were ignored.  Nonetheless, it is evident that the union tapped into the 

existing wants of the public, which may have helped it to survive for 

longer than the purist literary societies that were more inflexible and 

ideological. It also tapped into Brisbane’s existing social capital 

uniting disparate societies through its network building efforts of 

promoting a sense of shared identity and reciprocity. The obvious 

advantage to members was an enlarged operating and support 

environment, which provided increased opportunities for mutual 

improvement and development of their forensic and civic skills. 

 
 
 
  

                                                 
57 Brisbane Telegraph, 25 Aug. 1932, p. 8. 
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Chapter Nine: 
 

Brisbane Freethought Association: Liberty of Thought and 

Opinion 
 

Unlike many contemporary literary and debating societies, the 

Brisbane Freethought Association, which was established in 1875, 

was less interested in mutual improvement for personal and 

professional development than it was in mobilising action for political 

causes. Nevertheless, the benefits derived from membership in the 

Brisbane Freethought Association were similar to those gained in 

other contemporary debating societies, namely the development of 

forensic and intellectual skills and the raising of political 

consciousness. Like other societies discussed in this thesis, it 

recognised the value of fellowship within the association environment 

as a crucial element for fostering cohesion to strengthen its ability to 

achieve collective goals. This chapter will show how the Brisbane 

Freethought Association created its own micro-community within 

Brisbane by drawing the whole family into the society through a 

rigorous social and educational programme. It will also discuss how it 

used literature and literary figures to buttress ‘free-thinking’ views, 

and how it interacted with the larger environment. 

 

Like the social and educational philosophies that provided the 

foundations of other societies such as the Brisbane Literary Circle and 

the Johnsonian Club, the development of the Brisbane Freethought 

Association is best understood in the context of wider movements. The 

words ‘freethinking’ and ‘freethought’ first appear in English literature 

at the end of the seventeenth century.1 However, in England and 

throughout the rest of Europe the ‘phenomenon of freethought had 

existed, in all but name, ‘long before it could express itself in 
                                                 
1 Robertson, J. M. 1936, A History of Freethought: Ancient and Modern to the Period of the 
French Revolution, vol. 1, London, Watts & Co., p. [1]. 
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propagandist writings, or find any generic name save those of atheism 

and infidelity’.2 The historical meaning of the word was, ‘thought that 

is free of the assumptions of religious dogma’, and the freethought 

movement developed around the world in opposition to the dominant 

religion within its local area.  (For example, in the United Kingdom 

and the British Commonwealth it opposed Christianity, while in India 

it opposed Hinduism.) Most of the proponents of the movement felt 

that religion was responsible for much of the great harm that had 

been done in the world, and they looked to freethought, which 

included atheism, rationalism, secularism, deism, agnosticism and 

humanism, as the counter force. Freethinkers supported the concept 

of freedom of religion, and this included their personal right to 

freedom from religion.3  

 

It appears that a primary function of the freethought movement in 

Great Britain was educational and it made great use of publishing 

projects to raise awareness. The emphasis on publishing was so great 

that the work of various British freethought leaders during the period 

1760-1860 transformed the movement into one with its own 

periodicals, publishers and organisations.4 Freethought tracts 

advocated birth control, the abolition of slavery, public education, and 

the idea of biological evolution. Yet the disparate nature of freethought 

meant that individual freethinkers were free to agree or disagree with 

any of these ideas and still remain within the movement.5 Not 

surprisingly, there was quite a deal of dissent and factional infighting. 

 

Powerful speaker and debater, Charles Bradlaugh (1833-1891), 

became one of the most prominent leaders of the movement. He along 

with Joseph Barker (1806-1875) established and initially co-edited the 

freethought journal, The National Reformer. In Bradlaugh’s efforts to 
                                                 
2 Robertson, p. 4. 
3 Stein, Gordon 1981, Freethought in the United Kingdom and the Commonwealth: a 
Descriptive Bibliography, Greenwood Press, Westport (Connecticut). p. [vii]. 
4 Stein, p. 39. 
5 Stein, p. [vii]. 
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mobilise isolated freethought organisations throughout the country, 

he joined forces with freethought writer, publisher and lecturer, 

Charles Watts (1836-1906), to form the National Secular Society. 

Bradlaugh became its president, and the society has since been 

credited with having ‘brought together as many of the various isolated 

freethought organizations as it was possible to do’.6  

 

After Bradlaugh’s death, George William Foote, who was the founder 

of another influential freethought journal, The Freethinker, became 

president of the National Secular Society and eventually the next 

unchallenged leader of British freethought. He was renowned for his 

highly developed forensic skills, and great love of literature. (His 

essays on Shakespeare were published as pamphlets.)7 One of Foote’s 

greatest contributions to the freethought movement was his strategy 

to legalise bequests to freethought organisations, which to date had 

been illegal because they were used to oppose Christianity.8 

 

Seminal freethought publications included Thomas Paine’s, The Age of 

Reason (1795), and although Paine was not involved with the 

freethought movement, this was arguably the most popular and 

influential freethought book ever written. It remained in print for over 

175 years, and went through hundreds of editions and many language 

translations.9 Another famous influence on the movement was Jeremy 

Bentham (1748-1832) who was noted for his social and economic 

reforms and writings. He wrote several freethought publications 

including the pamphlets, The Church of England Catechism Examined 

and A Few Self-Contradictions of the Bible. His most powerful 

contribution to freethinking was his book, Analysis of the Influence of 

                                                 
6 Stein, pp. 54-55. 
7 Stein, p. 62. 
8 Stein, pp. 61-62. 
9 Stein, pp. 22 - 23. 



 219 
 

Natural Religion on the Temporal Happiness of Mankind, which he 

published under the pseudonym ‘Philip Beauchamp’.10 

 

Imprisonment for blasphemy was a common punishment for 

publishing freethinkers, and as a result of the large number of 

prosecutions that occurred during the period around the mid-

nineteenth century, freethinkers united to oppose laws against 

blasphemy.11 An organisation called The Anti-Persecution Union was 

formed to raise money to help fight and prevent blasphemy 

prosecutions. Other supportive freethought organisations included: 

The London Secular Society, which hired a full-time missionary; the 

Halls of Science, which was an outgrowth of the Owenist movement; 

and the Fleet Street House in London, which served as headquarters 

for freethought activities. These included James Watson’s publishing 

business, which moved there in 1853.12 Watson originally came to 

London in 1822 in response to an appeal from pioneer freethought 

publisher and bookshop owner, Richard Carlile, for volunteers to work 

in his shop, as he, his wife and sister were all either in jail or standing 

trial. Watson later set up his own printing shop and publishing office, 

and became the major freethought publisher from 1835-1853.13 As 

well as publishing to reach larger audiences, freethinkers also 

lectured locally and abroad as a way of extending their networks and 

recruiting more freethinkers. Presumably, it was a series of 

freethought lectures held in Brisbane that inspired a number of local 

citizens to establish their own freethought society.  

 

John Tyerman of Melbourne presented a series of lectures in June 

1875 in the [North] Brisbane School of Arts on ‘Spiritualism and Free 

Thought’.14 A former clergyman, Tyerman became a spiritualist and 

                                                 
10 Stein, pp. 36. 
11 Stein, p. 39. 
12 Stein, p. 37. 
13 Stein, p. 34. 
14 Advertisement for series of lectures in Brisbane Courier, 3 Jun 1875, p. 1; ‘Spiritualism: its 
Character and Claims to Investigation’, Brisbane Courier, 8 Jun 1875, p. 3. 
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theistic freethinker. In 1870 he accepted an invitation from the 

spiritualists of Melbourne to be their lecturer. The following year, 

however, he broadened his scope to include freethought when he 

founded the Spiritualist and Freethought Propagandist Association. 

He also authored several books and pamphlets on freethought and 

spiritualism including, Free-thought Vindicated (1880) and Hymn Book 

for the Use of the Spiritualist and Freethought Propagandist Society 

(1874). Two of his published lectures included: Is There a Devil? Or, 

The Scarecrow of Christianity Unmasked (1875) and Is There a Hell? 

Or, the Doctrine of Eternal Punishment Examined in the Light of Reason, 

Justice and Benevolence (1873).15  

 

A journalist commented on the second lecture he gave in Brisbane, 

noting that ‘there was again a large attendance, both the hall and 

gallery being quite filled’.16 Another report about a later meeting 

qualified the figure as ‘about 300 people’.17 The recurring comment in 

newspaper coverage about the large numbers of people attending 

these gatherings indicates that the time was probably ripe for the 

establishment of a freethought society in Brisbane.  

 

Shortly after this series of lectures, an advertisement was placed in 

the newspaper for a meeting of people interested in forming a 

Brisbane Free Thought and Mutual Improvement Association.18 

Although the society was formed, the Mutual Improvement part of the 

title was dropped. As this meeting was not reported in any of the 

newspapers, there is no record of the reason this was done. However, 

the mutual-improvement of members was acknowledged in the 

society’s stated objects, which were: ‘the furtherance of Free Thought 

principles, our moral and intellectual improvement, and the 

                                                 
15 Stein, pp. [129]-130. 
16 Brisbane Courier, 8 Jun. 1875, p. 3. 
17 Brisbane Courier, 25 Feb. 1884. 
18 Brisbane Courier, 28 Jun. 1875, p. 1. 
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promotion of intercourse amongst Free Thinkers’.19 Perhaps the 

reason the words ‘Mutual Improvement’ was not included in the title 

was because the personal benefit to members was perceived as 

secondary to the central focus, which, like their national and 

international counterparts, was to further freethought principles.  

 

What then were freethought principles? One of the longest serving 

presidents of the Brisbane Freethought Association, Wallace Nelson, 

defined freethought in terms of its positive commitments and beliefs, 

although in this report he seems to be defining it in response to a 

particular way it has been attacked: 
Mr Nelson said it was a serious error to suppose that freethought or 
secularism was a purely negative system. Freethought might deny creation, 
but it affirmed evolution; it might deny revelation, but it affirmed reason; it 
might deny supernaturalism, but it affirmed naturalism; it might deny that 
creed was higher than conduct, but it affirmed that conduct was higher than 
creed. The lecturer then proceeded to claim that the principles of freethought 
and secularism were frequently acted upon in daily life by people who openly 
repudiated them. All science, all art, all civilisation were the result of secular 
principles. It was because men loved this life, and not because they despised 
it, that they laboured to improve it and adorn it. It was the love of wife and 
children and home, rather than the love of Deity, that inspired men in all 
heroic endeavour. Love in its widest and deepest sense was the great Atlas 
that carries on its broad shoulders the civilisation of the world.’20 

 
The association’s activities were deliberately geared towards action. 

This included rigorous debating; publishing; conveying consensual 

opinion to public figures; and ultimately, lobbying for legislative 

reform. During the association’s 1887 June half-yearly meeting, one of 

its committee members, George Fish: 
spoke of what he hoped would be the not-far-distant time when Freethinkers 
would possess political influence in the land, and steps would be taken to 
remove the legal disabilities under which they laboured. The Oaths Act, and 
the measures against blasphemies, and other ancient Acts should all be 
repealed or amended.21  

 

Public lectures and paper presentations were a feature of the 

association. Their subjects ranged from arguments refuting the truth 

of Biblical facts to discussions on current issues and parliamentary 
                                                 
19 Supplement to the Ipswich Observer, 28 Sep. 1878. 
20 Evening Observer, 27 Aug. 1894, p. 2. 
21 Daily Observer – Brisbane, 30 Jun. 1887, p. 6. 
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politics as well as spirituality and theosophy.22 Many of these papers 

were commentaries on contemporary issues from the freethought 

perspective, and these demonstrated high levels of political 

consciousness. An example was a paper simply titled, ‘Free Thought 

Discussion’, by Mr Gavin Pettigrew. (Earlier discussions of freethought 

wrote it as two words.) Free thought itself was a contentious social 

issue during this period, and this paper was in response to a leader 

article published in the Telegraph, which drew attention to the 

individualism of free thought and the seeming contradiction of 

freethought societies. It was published in the Supplement to the 

Ipswich Observer, with the editorial preface: ‘We have been requested 

to publish it as a special favour, and as there is nothing objectionable 

we insert it’. Pettigrew’s response defended free thought by explaining 

certain misconceptions. He referred to the common objects of the 

Brisbane Freethought Association and posed the question: 

Are not these objects such as men can band themselves together for? . . . Even 
taking the object of a Free Thinker as he defines it – viz., to think just as he 
likes (if it were possible, which is questionable) – is it not conceivable that a 
number of these independent thinkers might desire to unite on a basis that 
would admit of their being able to think for themselves as freely as they ever 
did?23 

 

Other examples of commentary on current affairs include Wallace 

Nelson’s lectures: ‘The Ministerial Crisis’; ‘Should the State Endow 

Roman Catholicism’; ‘Christ and Christmas: a Lecture for the Season’; 

‘Religion in our State Schools: a Review of the Courier controversy’; 

‘The Truths of Science versus the Assumptions of Religion, with 

Comments on the Anglican Synod and the Science Congress’.24  

 

The Brisbane Freethought Association also discussed literature and 

used it to buttress freethought views and to add authority to their 

                                                 
22 Reports on papers can be found in: Brisbane Courier, 25 Aug. 1877, p. 1; 19 Jan. 1880; 16 
Mar. 1880; 6 Jul. 1880; 25 Feb. 1884; Daily Observer, 13 Jan. 1887, p. 3; 27 Aug. 1894, p. 
2.; Boomerang, 21 Apr. 1888.  
23 Supplement to the Ipswich Observer, 28 Sep. 1878. 
24 Evening Observer, 1894: 1 Dec, p. 2; 15 Dec. p. 4 (2nd ed.); 22 Dec. P. 4. 1895: 5 Jan. p. 2; 
12 Jan. p. 2.  
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arguments. For example, in a paper presentation by an unnamed 

member, which was titled, ‘Religion or Delusion, which is it?’ it was 

reported that the speaker: 

was severe on sectarian education, and especially so on the so-called religious 
teaching in our State schools. He was a thorough believer in education by the 
nation for the nation. He produced an array of statistical evidence showing that 
crime decreases with the advance of schools, but increased with the number of 
churches. Ignorance and crime went hand in hand, as did education and 
morality.  

 

He then drew on contemporary literary figures to add authority to his 

own views: 

He went deeply into the several religious teachings of the day, and made some 
apropos quotations from the scientists and great thinkers, notably Tyndall, 
Huxley, Carlyle, and others. He believed with Marcus Clarke that ‘the elevation 
of the human race will be the future religion,’ and with Huxley that ‘it is 
impossible to be a true son of the Church and a loyal son of science,’ and that 
‘anything without evidence is not only illogical but immoral.’ 25 

 

In 1894, the Evening Observer advertised a series of lectures on the 

‘Poets of the Century’ to be given by Wallace Nelson. The first of these 

lectures, which was to be presented the following evening was, ‘A 

Night with Lord Byron’.26 Unfortunately, follow-up reports of these 

lectures were not published. However, the way in which Nelson 

approached these poets may have been similar to the strategy he used 

when discussing Robert Burns in a later lecture. A full report of this 

lecture shows that he highlighted aspects of the bard’s life and 

literature to show how they connected with the freethought world-

view.    

 

His lecture was titled, ‘Robert Burns as Man, Poet, and Freethinker’. 

Whereas the Scottish organisations (discussed in Chapter Three) 

celebrated Burns’s life and writing and claimed him as their national 

hero, Nelson homed in on particular characteristics of the bard’s life 

and work to claim him as a freethinker. A newspaper report observed 

                                                 
25 Brisbane Courier, 16 Mar. 1880. 
26 Evening Observer, 21 Jul. 1894, p. 2. 
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that Nelson dealt ‘with the poet as a freethinker’. Nelson exploited this 

approach and during his discussion he also claimed other famous 

literary figures, regardless of whether or not they were intentionally 

involved in the freethought movement. He maintained that:  

Burns, like Voltaire and Paine, and most freethinkers of the last century, 
believed in the existence of a personal God. But he opposed with all his heart 
and soul the narrow Calvinism of his age, and lashed with the whip of satire 
hypocrisy and superstition. Indeed Burns had rendered no greater service to 
mankind than in assailing the sombre and revolting creed which at one time 
threatened to blight and blast all that was purest and best in the Scotch 
character. In the course of his address the lecturer gave readings from Burns, 
including “Scots wha hae”, “To a Mouse”, “A man’s a man for a’ that”, and 
“Holy Willie’s Prayer.”27 

 

Brisbane freethinkers rejected the dominant Christian belief in heaven 

and hell, so spirituality and the afterlife were popular subjects for 

discussion. In a lecture titled, ‘The Last Moments of Great Infidels’, 

Nelson refutes what he believes were misconceptions concerning last 

minute conversions to Christianity by exemplary infidels: 

freethinkers died as bravely as other people. The stories about the death-bed 
recantations of Paine and Voltaire were, he said, utterly without foundation. 
Paine’s three biographers – Cheetham, Rickman, and Cobbett – united in 
affirming that he had died, as he had lived, an enemy to superstition. Voltaire 
had, indeed, gone through the form of accepting the sacrament shortly before 
he died, but he did so in order to secure decent burial. In his day the corpse of 
a man dying outside the pale of the Catholic Church was flung into the nearest 
river. Shortly before the last Voltaire had signed his name to these words: “I die 
adoring God, not hating my enemies, and detesting superstition.” The lecturer 
then described the last moments of Vanini, Bruno, Cuckle, Byron, and 
Danton.28  

 

He concluded this lecture by using the example of famous literary 

men to show that their great thoughts and earthly deeds were their 

legacy to humankind, and that this was how they achieved 

immortality. This view was in strong contrast to the Christian belief in 

eternal salvation. He declared that:  

the only immortality in which he had faith was the immortality of great 
thoughts and worthy deeds. The mortal part of Paine and Voltaire and 

                                                 
27 Evening Observer, 25 Jan. 1892, p. 4. 
28 Evening Observer, 18 Jan. 1892, p. 4. 
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Shakspeare had passed away for ever, but their great thoughts still lived and 
vibrated in the heart of humanity.29 

 

This theme is continued in another of his lectures, ‘The Debate on the 

Governor’s Speech’, when he concluded by saying that: 

England owed her greatness to her Miltons and her Shakspeares, to her 
Cromwells and her Gladstones, to her Newtons and her Darwins, to the singers 
of great songs, to the reformers who had toiled and suffered and even died for 
freedom, to her great investigators who had made Nature yield up her secrets 
and enabled man to compel the forces of the universe to minister to his 
wants.30 

 

In another lecture on the afterlife, ‘A Night with the Ghosts: an 

examination of W.T. Stead’s Ghost Stories’, Nelson argued against the 

existence of ghosts. Once again, he drew on famous literary figures to 

illustrate his argument and challenge the belief in an afterlife. His 

light-hearted approach was an effective weapon of ridicule: 

He did not know of a solitary ghost who had ever performed a sublime action. 
Shakspeare, Dickens, and Burns now and then appeared at séances, but they 
had wofully degenerated since entering the ghostly state. Dickens no longer 
manifested his inimitable humour, Burns no longer wrote good songs, and 
even the immortal dramatist himself talked commonplace drivel. If those great 
ones still lived it would be an act of humanity if somebody would quietly 
strangle them. Such was his veneration for Burns and Shakspeare that he 
would a thousand times rather believe that they had sunk into eternal silence 
than that they still survived to jerk out State inanities in séance chambers.31 

 

The ridicule worked well for Nelson. When he asked the audience to 

raise their right hand if they had ever encountered a ghost, ‘Only one 

hand was held up, its possessor explaining that he had not seen a 

ghost but that he had heard a voice’.32 

 

International guest lecturers were a feature of the Freethought society. 

Although they addressed the same subjects as the local speakers, they 

injected a cosmopolitan feel. One visitor, Mrs Sarah Parker, 

                                                 
29 Evening Observer, 18 Jan. 1892, p. 4. 
30 Evening Observer, 30 Jul. 1894, p. 4. 
31 Evening Observer, 29 Feb. 1892, p. 2. 
32 Evening Observer, 29 Feb. 1892, p. 2. 
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introduced herself as ‘the celebrated Irish orator from America, via 

England, Algiers, and India’.33 As with lectures presented by local 

freethinkers, many of the guest lectures seem to have been intended 

to raise the community’s awareness of contemporary politics and 

current events. This was a common interest held by all of the 

parliamentary debating societies. Examples include the ‘recent action 

of the Hon. W. B. Dalley in dispatching an Australian contingent to 

the Soudan’34 and ‘Gladstone and Home Rule’. Newspaper reports on 

the lectures and debates are fairly scanty, but one is available for the 

last topic. It reads:  
[Mr W.W. Collins] said that Ireland was made a present to England by the 
Pope of Rome in the 12th century. The history of the government of Ireland by 
England was traced step by step from that time down to the present, and 
severely condemned. The reasons advanced in favour of Home Rule were 
absentee landlordism and the tyranny of English officialism, which was 
claimed to predominate in every institution. The lecture was preceded by the 
singing of hymns, instead of the usual secular concert.’35 

 

Although parliamentary politics was of great interest to the 

freethinkers, they also saw the limitations of legislation in dealing with 

some social evils, and in these instances conferred responsibility onto 

the individual to live within certain moral boundaries. A blatant 

example may be found in the discussion led by Joseph Collings on his 

paper regarding ‘temperance or total abstinence as a panacea for 

drunkenness’. In it he argued that ‘nothing less than total abstinence 

would stem the current of the vice’.36 As freethought encompassed a 

diversity of views, the debates were often well fleshed out by members 

with differing views. The discussion that followed this paper 

presentation was no exception: ‘the majority of those who took part 

agreed in the main with the . . . speaker’, but did not hold his extreme 

views.37 

 

                                                 
33 Brisbane Courier, 7 Apr. 1885, p. 4. 
34 Daily Observer – Brisbane, 1 Jul. 1886, p. 3. 
35 Brisbane Courier, 19 Nov. 1888, p. 4. 
36 Daily Observer – Brisbane, 3 Jun. 1886, p. 5. 
37 Daily Observer – Brisbane, 3 Jun. 1886, p. 5. 
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Another good example was the debate that followed the paper by Mr 

Harris, titled ‘Jesus: Myth, Man, or God – Which?’. This is another 

instance of members grappling with issues of morality. According to a 

newspaper report, the discussion was ‘marked with spirit and 

animation:’38 

[Harris] cite[d] ancient history to show that Jesus had no historical existence 
except in the four Gospels in the New Testament. Dr. Lardner, Dr. Draper, 
Suetonius, the Jewish Talmuds, and Josephus were amongst the authorities 
quoted. The opener contended that Jesus was of mythical character and had 
been copied from Krishna, who lived 700 years before Christ.  

 
Although seven of the eight speakers involved in the debate endorsed 

the lecturer’s contentions, one of them was more concerned with the 

example of Jesus rather than the truth of his existence. He argued 

that: 
the New Testament had a spiritual meaning which the crude materialist 
could not possibly understand, and whatever Jesus might have been his life 
was beautiful, and he thought no well-thinking person could take exception 
to it as an example of purity and self-sacrifice.’39 

 

As evidenced, the subjects of paper presentations were often 

provocative and they initiated active discussion. This newspaper 

comment about a paper titled, ‘The Spirit Land as seen by a 

Clairvoyant’ indicates that debate was an established and expected 

progression from paper presentations: 
The usual style of debate carried out is to hear all sides of the question set 
down for hearing, and on last evening several sides were fairly represented, 
the reader himself, a spiritualist, answering several of the objections in a 
charitable and fair spirit.’ 40 

 

These debates indicate how freethought enabled subjects that had 

previously been regarded as ‘sacred’, to be openly discussed and 

questioned. Because everyone was encouraged to contribute to 

debates, it was not considered offensive to disagree with anyone else’s 

opinion as this was an acceptable way of ‘getting at the truth’. This 

meant that a more elaborate, possibly more civilised form of debate 

                                                 
38 Daily Observer – Brisbane, 21 Oct. 1886, p. 4. 
39 Daily Observer – Brisbane, 21 Oct. 1886, p. 4. 
40 Brisbane Courier, 25 Aug. 1877, p. 1. 
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and discussion was evolving in the Brisbane Freethought Association. 

As indicated, the Freethought Literary and Debating Society was not 

invited to join the QLDSU for the probable reason that its views were 

offensive to Christian debaters. Its ‘no holes barred’ approach to 

debating topics is also a sharp contrast to societies such as the 

Brisbane Literary Circle and the Brisbane Caledonian Society and 

Burns Club that banned discussion of politics and religion in an effort 

to maintain harmony within the group. 

 

It appears that wherever possible, freethinkers channelled the 

association’s energy into follow-up action to outside agencies. An 

example was the message they transmitted to Charles Bradlaugh’s 

secretary after one of the members presented a paper about him. The 

resolution that was made after discussion was: 

That the Brisbane Freethought Association has much pleasure in according 
Mr. Charles Bradlaugh its best thanks for the courageous, wise, and able 
manner in which he so successfully fought for freedom of conscience on the 
occasion of his taking his seat as member of Parliament for Northampton, 
and that it desires to express a hope that he may be long spared to help on 
the cause of secularism, which has been to him the labor and the love of a 
lifetime. 41 

 

The increased popularity of the debating that followed paper 

presentations resulted in an offshoot, which was named the Brisbane 

Freethought Literary and Debating Society. It was inaugurated on 

Tuesday evening, 18 May 1886 in the Freethought Hall on the corner 

of Eagle and Queen Streets. Significantly, when the Queensland 

Literary and Debating Societies Union was established in 1894, there 

is no evidence of organisers inviting the Brisbane Freethought Literary 

and Debating Society to join the union. Perhaps this was an indication 

of their disapproval. The 1891 census showed Brisbane to be a 

strongly religious society with 95.3 per cent of the population 

belonging to a Christian denomination, although fragmented into a 

                                                 
41 Brisbane Courier, 6 Jul. 1880. 
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variety of denominations.42 Many of the literary and debating societies 

that were contacted by the union were connected to churches. (See 

Chapter Eight.)  

 

The Brisbane Freethought Literary and Debating Society contributed 

greatly to the success of the association. By 1887, it was credited with 

having contributed to multiplying the association’s membership by six 

from the previous year to 180.43 As was the case with their lectures, 

the debates received the consistent newspaper comment that they 

attracted large audiences. Average attendance ranged from between 

forty to sixty people.44 Much the same subjects were covered in their 

debates as in their lectures. Some example topics of debates were: 

‘That the Bible does not teach the future punishment of sin’; ‘The Irish 

Question’; and ‘Phrenology v. Spiritualism’.45  

 

The association placed a heavier emphasis on follow-up action to 

debated issues after the Freethought Literary and Debating Society was 

established. The inaugural meeting of the debating society provides a 

typical example of proceedings. Mr Henry Burton who was the society’s 

first president chaired this meeting. Admission was free to members, 

while a charge of 6d was made to non-members. The first paper, which 

was given by Mr George Fish of South Brisbane, was titled, ‘The Oaths 

Question’, in which he contended that:  
the Freethinkers of Brisbane ought to urge the consideration of the question 
upon the Queensland Parliament, so that Freethinkers would not be debarred, 
as they are now, from acting on a jury. The action of the New Zealand 
Government in substituting a general affirmation for the customary oath ought, 
in Mr. Fish’s opinion, to be initiated here. 46  

 
After taking their recommendations back to the association’s general 

committee, the decision was made at the following half-yearly meeting 

                                                 
42 Lawson, Ronald 1973, Brisbane in the 1890s: a Study of an Australian Urban Society, 
University of Queensland Press, St. Lucia, Qld, p. 248. 
43 Daily Observer – Brisbane, 30 Jun. 1887, p. 6. 
44 Daily Observer – Brisbane, 20 May 1886, p. 4; 23 Sep. 1886, p. 4. 
45 Daily Observer – Brisbane, 3 Jun. 1886, p. 5; 23 Sep. 1886, p. 4; 21 Oct. 1886, p. 4; 21 
Apr. 1887, p. 4; 19 May 1887, p. 4. 
46 Daily Observer – Brisbane, 20 May 1886, p. 4. 
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to send a delegation of prominent members of the association to the 

Attorney-General to request that the Oaths Act be amended in favour 

of affirmation.47 The reason Walker gave for taking this action was 

that ‘it would bring their association more prominently before the 

notice of the public and let them see what was being done’. He 

continued by admonishing the press, citing one of the Freethought’s 

main bones of contention, which was that: ‘If the Press would report 

their lectures and their meetings and do them justice, there might not 

be a necessity for such a step being taken.’48  

 

The lack of interest shown by Brisbane’s metropolitan newspapers in 

reporting their lectures and activities indicates a unanimous rejection 

by this sector of the Freethinker’s creed. This is in stark contrast to 

their overwhelming support of the goals and objects of the Brisbane 

Literary Circle, which although non-sectarian, embodied mainstream 

Christian values. 

 

Unfortunately for the Freethought Association, this meant that it 

received very little free publicity. This in turn reduced its capacity to 

reach mass audiences. So, like their counterparts in Great Britain, 

members organised their own publishing opportunities. In some 

instances the Brisbane freethinkers self-published their lectures and 

debates as a way of disseminating their views to the larger 

community. An example of one of their publishing ventures was, 

Christianity versus Infidelity: Report of the Discussion between H.A. 

Long, Esq., of Glasgow and Dr. J.L. York, of California, U.S.A. held in 

the Academy of Music, Brisbane, (1886). The debate was conducted 

over six nights and the booklet is a full transcription of the key 

speakers’ papers. The publisher was William Rowney of Queen Street, 

Brisbane. 

 

                                                 
47 Daily Observer – Brisbane, 13 Jan. 1887, p. 3. 
48 Daily Observer – Brisbane, 13 Jan. 1887, p. 3. 
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At the end of the association’s twelfth annual meeting, members 

discussed the possibility of producing a weekly freethought newspaper 

as a strategy to reach a mass audience. Mr H. Burton explained that:  

Freethinkers would, as a body, have an opportunity of expressing a free and 
independent opinion on all matters whether religious, social, or political. He 
complained that freethought had not been allowed fair play by the Brisbane 
Press, and affirmed that although the movement had received more notice 
during the past few months than it had ever done before, some, at all events, 
of the reports of the debates in the Academy of Music had been both garbled 
and one-sided.49  

 

There is no evidence that a new Brisbane freethought newspaper was 

established at that time. However, four years later in 1890, the 

opportunity for the society to reach a national audience presented 

itself when its current president, Wallace Nelson, became editor of the 

Australian freethought journal, Stockwhip, which had previously been 

edited in Sydney. Although this publishing opportunity countered the 

resistance of Brisbane’s metropolitan newspapers to promote 

freethought ideals and philosophies, it met with further resistance 

from yet another sector of the Brisbane community’s established 

power infrastructure. This time it was from the Postmaster-General, 

Hon. C. Powers, who refused the society access to the postal service to 

distribute its journal. The main reason Powers gave for his decision 

was that: 

The Stockwhip was not a newspaper, and had not been registered as such. 
According to the law every newspaper had to be registered in the Supreme 
Court, and a bond given that nothing blasphemous or seditious would be 
published in it. 

 

He continued by saying that: 
He did not think that the organ of the freethought people should be carried 
through the post at the expense of the State to ministers, congregations, and 
others who did not want it.50 

 

Considering the general antagonism the Freethought Association had 

received from the rest of the community to date, a most intriguing 

                                                 
49 Daily Observer – Brisbane, 1 Jul. 1886, p. 3. 
50 Evening Observer – Brisbane, 19 Apr. 1890, p. 2.  
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development unfolded. A delegation comprising freethought 

representatives and ‘several gentlemen belonging to different religious 

denominations’51approached the Postmaster-General, in support of 

the interests of the Freethought Association. They expressed concern 

over what they believed was an unjust decision on the part of the 

Postmaster-General to refuse the society access to the postal service. 

Another interesting development was that whereas the metropolitan 

newspapers had previously shown little interest in reporting 

freethought activities and lectures, this whole meeting was published 

in full, detailing both sides of the conflict. This indicates the level of 

newspaper interest in seeing justice served.  

 

One of the delegates was S.W. Brooks, who as mentioned in Chapter 

One, was on the Brisbane Literary Circle Committee. He explained the 

underlying concern of the deputation (and probably the newspapers): 
Mr. Brooks, speaking as one who was in favour of liberty of thought and the 
propagation of all sorts or opinions, believing that to be the best way of 
getting at the truth, considered that the Stockwhip should have the same 
privileges as were accorded to other newspapers. Somewhat similar remarks 
were made by Messrs. Leftwich, [T.] Forrester, and Watson [MLA].52   

 

Brooks’s strong background in scientific inquiry and research was 

possibly a strong motivation for his concern. His early empathy with 

the rights of freethinkers found further expression in 1909, when he 

became secretary of the Queensland Rationalist Press Association 

when it was established in Brisbane.53 

 

                                                 
51 Evening Observer – Brisbane, 19 Apr. 1890, p. 2. 
52 Evening Observer – Brisbane, 19 Apr. 1890, p. 2. 
53 Dahlitz, Ray 1994, Secular Who’s Who, Desktop Design and Copy Centre, University of 
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The Freethought members who were present also stated their case, 

maintaining that they believed themselves to be good citizens who 

contributed their share to the Brisbane community and society in 

general. Committee member, Mr J. Campbell, argued that: 

The Freethought Association paid taxes to the municipality for the Lyceum 
Hall, and no church in the city did that. The freethinkers were as good citizens 
as any other portion of the community, and they ought to have the same rights 
as were granted to other people.54 

 
Although the association opposed the dominant Christian views of 

mainstream Brisbane it operated within the larger society. Never at 

any stage was there any hint of it seeking to separate itself from the 

larger community as was the desire of many utopian communities. 

Instead, it took advantage of Brisbane’s existing infrastructure. 

Initially, it held its meetings in the Town Hall until it took out a long-

term lease on the Eagle Street Hall, which soon became known as the 

Freethought Hall.55 It also hired the Gaiety Theatre to accommodate 

larger audiences for special lectures. The probable reason it operated 

this way was because it viewed the larger community as a target for 

potential conversion to freethought.  

 

Regardless of all efforts, the deputation was not successful in 

overturning the Postmaster-General’s decision. He stood his ground, 

offering the deputation two options: 

one was to prove by means of the law that he had acted wrongly; the other, 
to convince him by a majority of the Legislative Assembly that he had done 
wrong in not allowing the Stockwhip to be circulated at the expense of the 
State.56 

 

With this channel of information-dissemination ruled inaccessible to 

the association, the obvious remaining means was its own lecturing 

platform. Shortly after the altercation with the Postmaster-General, 
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Wallace Nelson spoke at the Gaiety Theatre to the topic, ‘Who are the 

Blasphemers, and What is Blasphemy?’ to a large audience. He made:  
special reference to the attempt of the Government to shackle the freedom of 
the Press. . . The lecturer contended that blasphemy was a relative term. 
When Paganism was popular and Christianity unpopular, Christianity was 
blasphemy and Jesus was condemned as a blasphemer. When Christianity 
became powerful and Paganism weak, Paganism became blasphemy and 
Christianity orthodoxy. Blasphemy was orthodoxy out of fashion, and 
orthodoxy was blasphemy because fashionable. At the close of the lecture a 
resolution condemning the twenty-third clause of the Post and Telegraph Bill 
was unanimously carried.57  

 
The incident with the Postmaster-General flagged to the Freethought 

Society that its options for promoting freethought were largely limited 

to its lecturing platform. This resulted in it placing greater value and 

emphasis on this form of outreach, as indicated by its subsequent 

name change from the Freethought Association, to the Freethought 

and Free Platform Association.58 

 

Significantly, the Freethinkers chose to hold their lectures on Sunday 

evenings, most likely as a counter to the established Christian ritual. 

The result of this was that churchgoers were precluded from 

attendance, and vice-versa. This frustrated much of the oppositional 

debate, although there were the occasional challenges to one another 

to repeat either religious sermons or freethought lectures on a week 

night to enable public debate.59   

 

Like many other societies, the Brisbane Freethought Association 

placed great emphasis on its social activities. As early as May 1887, 

socials became monthly events. They were held on the first 

Wednesday of each month in the Eagle Street Hall, and their purpose 

was twofold: to cultivate ‘good relations and closer fellowship amongst 
                                                 
57 Evening Observer, 28 Jul. 1891, p. 2. 
58 Because of the lack of available data, it is unclear when the change occurred. Newspaper 
articles published between 1890 and 1894 do not offer any clarification on the matter, as they 
glossed over its name and simply referred to the activity, eg, ‘Freethought social’. It is certain 
however, that the change had taken place by April 1894, as this is the name the club was 
referred to in a report about one of its socials in Evening Observer, 4 Apr. 1894. 
 
59 An example is the challenge Rev. B.O. Spicer extended to freethought member, Professor 
Simon. Reported in Brisbane Courier, 25 Feb. 1884. 
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the members of the association’;60 and to raise funds.61 The 

programme for the first social included songs, duets, recitations, 

dancing and Indian club exercises. 120 people attended and, as on 

this occasion, high levels of attendance were the norm throughout the 

1880s-90s.62  

 

On one occasion the recitation was, ‘The Dream of Eugene Aram’. The 

author of this poem is English poet, Thomas Hood (1789-1845) and its 

theme deals with the all-consuming guilt of a man who murdered 

another to steal his gold. This poem may have been of interest to 

members of the Brisbane Freethought Association because it explored 

the notion that man is accountable for his earthly actions in this 

lifetime. In the poem, the protagonist cannot escape ‘the fierce 

avenging Sprite,/ Till blood for blood atones’.63 The ‘fierce avenging 

Sprite’ may be a metaphor for his own guilt, which pursues him 

relentlessly through his dreams and waking hours. This theme relates 

well to discussions held by the Freethought Association about 

spirituality and the importance of living a decent and meaningful life 

on earth. Freethinkers like Wallace Nelson did not believe it possible 

to achieve immortality in an afterlife, but it was a person’s lifetime of 

‘great thoughts and worthy deeds’, that ‘still lived and vibrated in the 

heart of humanity’.64 This poem may have offered a lesson or moral to 

those contemplating wrongdoing.     

 

The rest of the entertainment on this occasion consisted of the women 

singing solos. These included ‘Ever of Thee’ and ‘Won’t You Buy My 

Pretty Flowers’. 65 These evenings offered variety. Sometimes cards, 

chess and draughts were enjoyed, 66 as was instrumental music67. On 

                                                 
60 Daily Observer – Brisbane, 5 May 1887, p. 4. 
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another occasion raffles were drawn for quite expensive prizes.68 The 

hall was always decorated, usually with festoons of flowers, 

evergreens, fairy lights and Chinese lanterns. Refreshments were on 

hand, and dancing finished at midnight. One of the more memorable 

social evenings was the first for 1894. It was praised as being their 

‘most successful and enjoyable ever held’. The Freethought 

Association booked the Centennial Hall to accommodate ‘an 

exceedingly large gathering of men and women’. This time the 

decorations included, as well as the usual flowers and evergreens – 

flags.69 The type of flag was not described in the newspaper report. 

However, if various national flags were displayed, this may have been 

an attempt to promote cross cultural participation, along similar lines 

described in discussion of the Burns Club.  

 

Presumably, women were unable to become members of the Brisbane 

Freethought Association. The wording of a comment in an 1894 

newspaper report noted that the Hon. Secretary made a presentation 

to Wallace Nelson ‘on behalf of the ladies and friends of the 

association’.70 The ladies and friends were referred to separately from 

members of the association. In addition, a perusal of all of the names 

of the Association’s executive published in the various years of the 

Queensland Post Office Directory were men’s names. Comments made 

in newspaper reports about the freethought lectures indicate that 

there were never many women in the audience, eg: ‘by the time the 

lecturer appeared on the platform, there was a considerable 

assemblage in the hall. Amongst those present I counted twenty-five of 

the gentler sex’.71 

 

                                                                                                                                            
67 Brisbane Courier, 12 Jun. 1885. 
68 Evening Observer, 30 Apr. 1892, p. 2. 
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71 Queensland Figaro, 29 Mar. 1884, p. 249. 
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Women were however, encouraged to participate in the association’s 

social activities. One of the club’s lecturers, Mr Henry Burton spelled 

out the reason why: 
Those who were members of the association came in to and went out of their 
usual Sunday evening meetings and did not know each other. It was thought that 
they were too careless of the sentimental or poetic side of life – which was no 
doubt the most pleasing and attractive – in their zeal to see the practical side 
looked after.72 

This division between the practical and ‘sentimental or poetic’ sides of 

the association’s functions and activities correlate with the 

stereotypical male and female roles, and may have dictated the 

boundaries for women within the association. For example, the 

practical side was concerned with parliamentary politics – and women 

were unable to vote. Activities viewed as feminine such as singing, 

recitations and poetry reading were the realm of the society’s socials, 

and it was here that the traditional homemakers were encouraged to 

play their part by balancing the association’s hard-core ‘business’ with 

an appealing social side, which would also pave the way to better 

relations and bonds of friendship between its members. Their reasons 

for promoting sociality within the society indicate a recognition of the 

benefits of social capital. 

 

The Freethought Association like others such as the Brisbane Literary 

Circle and Shakespeare Reading Society featured river picnics in their 

programme of mutual-improvement. Wallace Nelson, once again, drew 

on the literary fraternity to buttress certain ideologies. In this 

instance, it is significant that he quoted a woman, George Eliot, to 

explain the importance of the feminine or social side of the society’s 

activities: 
[He] declared that nothing on earth was purer or even holier than to spend in 
the glorious sunshine a day of mutual happiness and joy. George Elliot had 
said that the community of joy was the root of love, and the lecturer expressed 
the opinion that they would all love each other more and desire to serve each 
other the more because they had spent that day in enjoyment together.73 
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It was very much a family affair and children were also included in its 

programme through the society’s Lyceum. According to the instructor 

of the Lyceum, Mr Mitchell, the teacher’s role was to  
teach the children what they knew to be true, and although different to the 
lessons taught in Sunday schools he thought they tended to do a great deal 
more good. . . .  the object of the teachers being to instil into the minds of 
young people principles of morality and to show them how to grow up to be 
honest and upright men and women.74  

 
The Lyceum had a gymnasium, and in 1887, they discussed 

introducing other activities such as marching and singing.75 By that 

year they had 90 children registered with the Lyceum, and the average 

attendance was 70.76 Large numbers of visitors on Sunday mornings 

also swelled their attendance figures, in some cases by about fifty. 

According to Mitchell, their greatest difficulty was obtaining the 

necessary number of teachers. He proudly announced that ‘the 

children were instructed in almost every subject under the sun – 

except theology. (Cheers and laughter).’ At the same meeting Mr Fish 

added that the children were taught “exact science, that is, positive 

truths.” They did not indulge in speculative opinions, but taught them 

how to live and not how to die’.77  

 

The Freethought Association charged subscription fees and these 

entitled members to full benefits, a voice in the management, and in 

the choice of lecturers and lectures. In their quest to increase 

membership numbers they discussed revising their constitution to 

allow visitors free admission to their Sunday evening lectures. It was 

envisioned that expenses would be defrayed by taking up collections 

and increasing their members’ subscription fees to two pounds and 

two shillings. 78 This contrasts with many of the other contemporary 

literary and debating societies who paid subscription fees to defray 

costs of activities indulged in by members for their own benefit. Their 
                                                 
74 Daily Observer – Brisbane, 13 Jan. 1887, p. 3. 
75 Daily Observer – Brisbane, 30 Jun. 1887, p. 6. 
76 Daily Observer – Brisbane, 30 Jun. 1887, p. 6. 
77 Daily Observer – Brisbane, 30 Jun. 1887, p. 6. 
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consideration of such an option points to its outreach focus. As there 

was no follow-up newspaper editorial on this discussion, it is not 

known whether this eventuated. 

 

Although Freethinkers organised their own social activities, had their 

own political agenda and established their own means for educating 

their children through their use of a Lyceum, they established 

themselves firmly within the heart of the Brisbane community. The 

likely reason for this was the convenient proselytising opportunities 

this afforded. Like the Brisbane Literary Circle, the Brisbane 

Freethought Association’s social capital was largely of the bridging 

kind. There is ample evidence of this in the provisions members made 

for visitors and guests to attend their lectures and debates, their 

utilisation of the established infrastructure through their entry into 

the political arena to lobby for legislative reform and their interest in 

spreading their views through publishing projects and lectures. The 

Freethought Association’s contribution to civility was the energy it 

expended on these activities to instil greater diversity of views and 

opinions into mainstream society and it used famous literary figures 

to buttress and lend authority to ‘free-thinking’ views. As indicated by 

the incident with the Postmaster-General, the most notable civil 

response this society elicited from the wider Brisbane community was 

tolerance. The Freethought Association’s existence in the larger 

community was legitimised by its Christian opponents on the grounds 

of their common belief in the right to liberty of thought and opinion.  
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Conclusion: 
A feature of Australian literary societies that has attracted sustained 

attention in other studies is the nature and extent of the ‘networking’ 

they facilitated.  Lesley Heath, for example, in her study of Sydney 

literary societies in the 1920s has been able to show that an extensive 

pattern of cross-membership existed among the Australian English 

Association, the Society of Women Writers, the Junior Literary 

Society, the Sydney University Literary Society, the Henry Lawson 

Literary Society, and the Fellowship of Australian Writers. She 

contends that ‘from the establishment of these literary societies in the 

1920s until 1935, a network of educated middle class writers and 

influential cultural nationalists fostered and disseminated to a wide 

section of society the notion of an Australian literature and founded 

an organized front for its promotion’.1 

 

It has not been possible to point to a similar networking pattern 

among the Brisbane literary societies selected for this study, for two 

reasons: the paucity of extant evidence; and the diverse nature of the 

sample group that was chosen. As the purpose of this study was to 

examine the different ways literature was used by a cross-section of 

very different groups, it is not surprising that there was little or no 

cross-membership between these societies. For instance, gender is the 

obvious (but not only) reason that would preclude women from the 

Shakespeare Reading Society becoming members of the Young Men’s 

Christian Investigation and Improvement Society; just as the religious 

beliefs of members of the church youth auxiliaries would rule out 

their joining the Freethought Association; and members of a 

Presbyterian youth auxiliary would be unlikely to also join a Baptist 

auxiliary. (It is, however, highly likely that some of the members in 

                                                 
1 Heath, Lesley, 1996, ‘Sydney Literary Societies of the Nineteen Twenties: Cultural Nationalism and 
the Promotion of Australian Literature’, PhD thesis, University of New South Wales, Sydney, p. 2. 
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these societies were also members of other societies outside this 

study.)   

 

Significant cross-membership did, however, occur between committee 

members of the Brisbane Literary Circle and its parent body, the 

[North] Brisbane School of Arts. Many Johnsonian Club members 

were also committee members of the School of Arts and some were in 

the Brisbane Literary Circle. James Brunton Stephens and Samuel 

Wood Brooks are two names that crop up in all three organisations.  

 

Membership of the church auxiliaries spanned both the blue and 

white collar working classes as well as a minority of middle-class 

members. The Freethought Association comprised mostly 

businessmen members, who were complemented by their wives and 

families in the activities and pursuits of the society. Membership of 

the Scottish societies ranged from municipal authorities such as 

successive mayors of Brisbane and an ex-Premier of Queensland to 

working-class Scots. Women’s societies such as the Shakespeare 

Reading Society and the Girls’ Reading Circle were dominated by the 

daughters of middle class families. 

 

A notable feature of the Circle’s committee is the high levels of 

altruism as indicated by the sole purpose of its existence, which was 

to achieve ‘universal culture’ through a program of educating the 

masses. Members of the Johnsonian Club also contributed to 

elevating the communal mind by rendering their services as guest 

lecturers and facilitators of literary pursuits to the various Brisbane 

societies. Both of these organisations were most certainly middle-class 

and their cultural mentoring to the working classes may have been in 

response to educationalists like Matthew Arnold who called to the 

middle-class to educate the working classes. 
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The low levels of cross-memberships between this sample of Brisbane 

Literary Societies coupled with the breadth of classes, genders and 

ethnicity bespeaks a wider cultural outreach than that displayed in 

the Sydney movement, which Heath suggests was safely middle-class 

and largely self-referential.2 Although Victoria Emery’s sample of 

Melbourne societies (1886-1910) was, like this Brisbane study, also 

quite diverse, she notes that ‘the available records indicate that both 

sexes were likely to be more comfortable in groups of their own 

gender, and under an education regime divided by both class and 

gender’.3 In that sense, the Brisbane movements could be described 

as being more genuinely Arnoldian or ‘cross-class’. 

 

An anxiety at the core of Brisbane’s ‘civility crisis’ was a sense of the 

country’s provinciality and inability to access Britain’s civilising 

institutions. This, coupled with the fear of the intellectual and cultural 

malaise that might result from this if equivalent local institutions were 

not developed, was cause for great concern in many quarters. Such 

apprehension was expressed, for example, in the Evening Observer 

article that was responsible for jolting Brisbane into taking action to 

establish a reading society in Brisbane along the lines of Britain’s 

National Home Reading Union. The article makes its readers mindful 

of the expectation of Australia to ‘toe the line’ and contribute to British 

greatness:   

 
If, as may be plausibly asserted, the conditions of our climate are even more 
opposed to mental than to physical exertion, there is all the more need that we 
find or devise a counteracting influence which may conserve to us here also 
the pre-eminence of the British race.4 

 

The larger Australia-wide movement during this period that was 

addressing the concern over Australia’s provincialism, was the debate 

over nationality and Federation. To some degree Brisbane’s ‘civility 

                                                 
2 Heath, p. 3. 
3 Emery, Victoria 1998, ‘Reading and After: Literary Community, Identity and Practice in Melbourne 
circa 1886-1910’, PhD thesis, University of Melbourne, p. 129. 
4 Evening Observer, 21 Jan. 1888. 
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crisis’ was resolved – at least symbolically – with the coming of 

Federation and the raised expectations of Australia’s future as an 

imperial nation. In his popular, and indeed ‘semi-official’ Federation 

ode, ‘Fulfilment’, for example, James Brunton Stephens applauds 

Australia’s long-awaited Federation and celebrates the notion of 

national unity and the possibilities it provides for a prosperous 

national future. 

 

Many of the benefits of Federation that Stephens emphasises in 

‘Fulfilment’ are the same – though on a larger scale – as those 

discussed by Putnam in his appraisal of the sorts of benefits 

individuals might expect from joining a club or society, notably 

increased opportunities for individual advancement and access to a 

larger pool of resources. In analogous fashion, it has been suggested 

in this thesis that the establishment of the various literary societies 

and clubs was a response to the ‘civility crisis’ and that the core 

motivations for people banding together into groups to form these 

societies in the first place, was an attempt to improve their own 

individual access to cultural and intellectual resources while at the 

same time addressing the broader community problem of what they 

perceived as an ‘uncivil society’. 

 

In ‘Fulfilment’, by way of comparison, Stephens alludes to the 

potential advancement of Australia through its membership of a 

larger, more powerful imperial entity:  
 
O People of the onward will, 
Unit of Union greater still 
 Than that today hath made you great, 
     Your true Fulfilment waiteth there, 

Embraced within the larger fate 
     Of Empire ye are born to share – 5 

 

In the three lines that conclude the above stanza, he rises above his 

fear of Australia remaining an insignificant British outpost with all the 
                                                 
5 Cantrell, Leon 1977, The 1890s: Stories, Verse, and Essays, University of Queensland, St. Lucia, p. 
134. 
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disadvantages of isolation, and places faith in the power of Federation 

to elevate the status of Australia to an equal footing with Britain. His 

forecast of the future holds expectations of a closer, more embracing 

and inclusive relationship between the two countries.  The new nation 

will be:  

 
No vassal progeny of subject brood, 
No satellite shed from Britain’s plenitude, 
But orbed with her in one wide sphere of good! 
 

Stephens’s emancipation from his deep-seated fear of Australia being 

left behind by Britain in its social and cultural advancement, brings 

with it relief in the understanding that Australia was now very much a 

part of the larger imperial network. Translated into Brisbane’s literary 

environment, the euphoria and optimism surrounding the emergence 

of the new nation seem to have produced (if only briefly) a more 

relaxed and confident social ambience, one in which literary and other 

cultural pursuits could be enjoyed in and for themselves, free from 

external social and political agendas, during the period immediately 

following Federation.  

 

Some sense of the quality of this post-Federation feeling of release and 

resolution to the ‘civility crisis’ is given by the following newspaper 

report about the Brisbane Literary Circle.  It indicates a more relaxed 

approach to its members’ enjoyment of literature, in strong contrast to 

the missionary zeal with which it was originally imbued. At the 

conclusion of one of its gatherings held in 1905, its founder and 

President, Reginald Heber Roe, gave an address on the aims of the 

Circle. It was reported as follows: 

 
[Roe] dwelt upon the pleasure and instruction which is to be derived from a 
systematic course of reading. He expressed the hope that all the members of 
the circle would do their best to further its objects by regularly attending its 
meetings, and procuring the attendance of their friends. A most enjoyable 
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afternoon was spent, and on return to the wharf three cheers were given for 
Mr. Roe.6  

 

As history shows, the moment of release and relaxation was short-

lived, as the anxious local agendas of the ‘civility crisis’ were replaced 

by a whole new set of national agendas, those one might expect to 

beset a novice nation, now more than ever under pressure to produce 

its own brand of literature.  

 

Although the Brisbane Literary Circle and the Johnsonian Club made 

some token efforts to introduce discussion about Australian literature 

prior to Federation, it was not until well into the first quarter of the 

twentieth century that national literature became a significant focus. 

Lesley Heath argues that this focus emerged sooner rather than later.  

She writes: 

 
An examination of the literary societies which were established in Sydney in 
the nineteen twenties demonstrates that, rather than being “a period of 
comparative cultural stagnation . . . [when there] was little encouragement for 
literary activity of any kind within Australia”, and perhaps “the saddest phase 
of Australian culture”, the nineteen twenties and early thirties was a time 
when committed cultural nationalists battled against an initially indifferent 
public in the interests of Australian literature with the literary societies 
providing the authoritative centre thought to be non-existent.7 

 

One striking example of a Brisbane society that found an Australian 

literary focus after Federation is the Australian Natives Association. 

Prior to Federation, none of the four Brisbane branches of the A.N.A. 

showed any interest at all in literary pursuits. It was only in the 

decades after Federation that the Association made culture part of its 

purview and began sponsoring Australian authors and promoting 

Australian literature.  

 

The Johnsonians, it seems, moved in the opposite direction. After the 

turn of the century (and Federation) the Johnsonian Club shifted its 

focus away from literature and Johnsoniana, making it simply an elite 
                                                 
6 Evening Observer, 21 Nov. 1905, p. 2. 
7 Heath, p. 300. 
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social club for professionals. Although it continued to call itself the 

Johnsonian Club, it did not continue its earlier members’ efforts to 

promote and instil culture into the local environment, which perhaps 

implies a less acute sense of obligation to do so.  Cultural redemption, 

it seemed, would arrive by way of the new nationalist conduit to the 

wider world; and the effective abandonment of Doctor Johnson and 

his work as anything more than a residual icon signifies precisely that 

shift of focus. 

 

Brisbane’s cultural responses to the ‘civility crisis’ drew from wider 

social and cultural movements. As Emery observes, ‘The ways in 

which reading was approached and appropriated in this period, had a 

great deal to do with beliefs regarding books, literary culture and the 

need for intellectual, moral and social improvement’.8 Some well-

developed belief systems regarding such approved approaches may be 

identified in the following newspaper article, which was first published 

in the New York Sun and republished in the Queenslander in 1886. It 

takes the form of an editor’s response to a ‘letter to the editor’. The 

unspoken assumption that this exchange depends on is the authority 

of the editor to command deference from the letter writer who seeks 

initiation into the company of refined society. The letter writer appeals 

to the editor for advice: 
Will you kindly inform a young man what the essentials of ‘culture’ are, also 
what are proper works to read? I desire to be a good conversationalist, but 
always feel ill at ease and am bashful. Can you suggest a way to successfully 
overcome the latter?9 
 

The editor confidently responds by clarifying the real question at 

hand: 
Culture, dear boy, has come to be a cant term, and no end of nonsense and 
platitude has been written and talked about it . . . What you mean is 
cultivation. You want to know what is necessary to make you a cultivated 
man.10 

 

                                                 
8 Emery, p. 72. 
9 Queenslander, Dec. 11 1886, p. 932. 
10 Queenslander, Dec. 11 1886, p. 932. 
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This distinction the editor insists upon, between ‘culture’ and 

‘cultivation’, might almost be glossed as a distinction between 

Matthew Arnold’s notion of ‘culture’, which is ‘the study of perfection’ 

that potentially leads to a harmonious perfection of the individual and 

humanity; and Norbert Elias’s more pragmatic, even slightly 

calculated and cynical notion of ‘cultivation’, as learning and putting 

into practice the codes of civilized conduct to which society has given 

its approval at any given time on the historical continuum.  

 

The editor provides the following checklist of intellectual and social 

skills that must be diligently addressed before a person may be 

considered ‘cultivated’:  
Everything within the range of knowledge, of thought, and of taste is 
necessary. All good books will help you to the end, and some which are not 
good may assist you in the way of comparison. Association with cultivated 
people and conversation with them are indispensable aids. The taste to 
discriminate the good from the bad in all art is essential. Social refinement is 
requisite.11 

 

The assumption built into the editor’s advice to endeavour to ‘become 

interested in what interests cultivated people’ if he wishes to become a 

good conversationalist, is that there are also characteristics that 

distinguish a ‘good’ conversationalist from a ‘bad’ conversationalist 

and that those characteristics are determined by knowledge of the 

‘right’ topics, which, in turn, are determined by other cultivated 

people. 

 

The editor explains that to make the transition from awkward 

bashfulness to confident conversationalist it was necessary to acquire 

a good grounding in the ‘right topics’ of conversation. This, the editor 

explains, would result in a more confident interaction with others. The 

desired outcome would be the transition from one who is awkward in 

their application of studied behaviour to one who is more confident 

and at ease with cultivated society. 

                                                 
11 Queenslander, Dec. 11 1886, p. 932. 
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Whereas Arnold promotes the pursuit of self-realisation through a 

deeper communion with authors of the ‘best that has been thought 

and said in the world’, the newspaper editor advises the young letter 

writer, that for the purposes of becoming cultivated and a good 

conversationalist, it was necessary to concentrate on studying good 

art in order to develop a deeper understanding and appreciation of it. 

This, in turn, should provide a secondary benefit of eventually leading 

to its enjoyment: 
Be careful to read the books of the masters of the literary art, so that you will 
be insensibly affected by their style until you come at last to distinguish and 
prefer and require the superior sort. If you go to hear music, see to it that it is 
the music of the great artists, and take pains to look at good pictures, for 
gradually you will find yourself learning to enjoy them alone.12 
 

 

Many of the concerns, anxieties and assumptions embedded in this 

exchange between the newspaper editor and the letter writer found 

common ground in the literary societies examined in this thesis. The 

purpose of this study has been to draw on a broad cross-section of 

Brisbane’s literary organisations to provide some indication of their 

effectiveness in promoting civilized values, attitudes and activities in 

the local environment.  

 

It has been suggested that Brisbane’s answer to Dr Johnson’s famous 

Literary Club of Lichfield, the Johnsonian Club, provided a cultural 

haven for professional men with a strong interest in literature and the 

arts. Like its role-model, it applied stringent membership restrictions 

to ensure group homogeneity. Although camaraderie was fostered by 

many literary societies and clubs to enhance mutual-improvement, 

the Johnsonian Club encouraged good fellowship to strengthen 

internal and external bonds. Its elite network of national and 

international guests, who shared the club’s central focus, ensured 

cultural vitality in Brisbane’s midst. 

                                                 
12 Queenslander, Dec. 11 1886, p. 932. 
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The possibility of Matthew Arnold’s ideal of ‘universal culture’ 

attracted the interest and enthusiastic support of institutions such as 

the [North] Brisbane School of Arts and the newspaper fraternity, 

which had been growing increasingly anxious over the lack of cultural 

pursuits for the average inhabitant of Brisbane. These institutions 

were instrumental in mobilising the local community to form the 

Brisbane Literary Circle. Among the Circle’s achievements was its 

success in fostering a high regard for literature in a very sociable and 

encouraging environment. The systematic course of study it mounted 

focussed on British literary classics and history. Shakespeare was a 

special favourite of the reading union’s primary guiding force, 

Reginald Heber Roe, because of his belief in Shakespeare’s unique 

combination of historical accuracy and literary sublimity. 

 

Literature also had a place in many church youth auxiliaries that 

were established to initiate young people into the way of the church. 

The President of the Valley Religious and Literary Association, Rev. 

William Radcliffe shared his passion for English literature and poetry 

with members of this group through his lectures on Milton, 

Shakespeare and Jane Eyre. He also directed the members’ learning 

into more difficult fields of inquiry such as critical analysis, which 

reflected the educational focus of these sessions.  

 

The collective aspiration of the members of the Young Men’s Christian 

Investigation and Improvement Society to enter the public affairs of 

church and colony was expressed and implemented through their 

innovative exploration of writing as a means of self-improvement. They 

also used other society and inter-society debates and discussion to 

develop civic responses. 

 

National clubs and societies like the Scottish Association and the 

Burns Club, which later became the Brisbane Caledonian Society and 
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Burns Club, added another cultural dimension to the local 

environment. These infused civility into the environment in sporting 

and social, as well as literary, occasions through their distinctive 

mission – to transplant the best of their homeland’s national culture 

into the local environment. They used national bards like Robert 

Burns to celebrate the Scottish culture and to share it with the locals.  

 

Women had a different use for literature: it offered them a respectable 

entrée into a ‘literary public sphere’ where they could develop certain 

skills and networks, enabling them to advance further into other 

public domains if they so desired. The young women of the 

Shakespeare Reading Society and the Girls Reading Circle had their 

own network of friends outside their respective societies and they used 

them to further their literary endeavours. As indicated by the 

concentrated reading of Shakespeare in the Shakespeare Reading 

Society and the essay competition on Tennyson in the Girls Reading 

Circle, the classics were a central focus of these groups. The South 

Brisbane Literary and Debating Society, which was the first literary 

and debating society in Brisbane to grant women members full rights 

of participation in all of its activities (and also to receive full 

participation from them), created increased opportunities to all of its 

members men and women alike, for self-improvement and 

empowerment.  

 

The Queensland Literary and Debating Society tapped into Brisbane’s 

existing social capital, uniting the various and disparate literary and 

debating societies around Brisbane by promoting a sense of shared 

identity and by extending norms of trust and reciprocity to them. A 

result was an enlarged operating and support environment for all 

society members, and this increased their opportunities for mutual 

improvement and development of forensic and civic skills. 
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One of the major contributions that the Freethought Association made 

to the cause of greater civility was the energy it expended on activities 

that would instil greater diversity of views and opinions into 

mainstream society. It drew on literature and famous literary figures 

to buttress and lend authority to their ‘free-thinking’ views. Although 

there was quite a strong reaction against them during the period, 

opposing Christian forces were quick to defend their common belief in 

the right to liberty of thought and opinion.  

 

The telling of these stories has revealed a very healthy level of civic 

engagement, social connectedness and an impressive organisational 

vitality in colonial Brisbane during the last two decades of the 19th 

century. Significantly, it also indicates the contribution the various 

literary societies made to Brisbane’s civil society through their 

infusion of both imperial and transatlantic cultural theories, 

dispositions and practices into the local Brisbane environment. 
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APPENDIX: 
 
Newspaper reports of societies and clubs: 
 
A society’s official name was not always used in the various newspaper 
reports. This list uses the name that appears in each cited report. This is not 
a comprehensive list of clubs and societies operating in Brisbane – merely a 
sample.  
 
 
BRISBANE: 
Assistant Teachers’ Literary Class – Central Boys’ School 
Evening Observer, 13 Jul. 1896, p. 6 (paper, ‘The Life and Teachings of 
Buddha, as Depicted by Sir Edwin Arnold in his Light of Asia’ 
 
East Moreton Teachers’ Association 
Evening Observer, 4 May, 1891, p. 6 (paper presentation by Mrs Hannay 
Foott, ‘Children in English Literature’. Full transcription of Foott’s paper.) 
 
Australasian Association for the Advancement of Science 
Evening Observer, 30 Aug. 1888, p. 3 (meeting in Sydney, paper 
presentations) 
Evening Observer, 9 Jan. 1890, p. 4 (discussion of geology paper presented 
Melbourne) 
Evening Observer, 10 Jan. 1890, p. 5 (discussion of papers presented 
Melbourne, including one paper on the gesture language of Aborigines) 
Evening Observer, 11 Jan. 1890, p. 5 (account of more papers presented 
Melbourne – subjects: hygiene and agriculture) 
Evening Observer, 23 Jan. 1890, p. 7 (paper, ‘Literature and the Fine Arts’) 
Evening Observer, 12 Dec. 1890, p. 4 (discussion of next AAAS annual 
meeting in New Zealand – literature and fine arts still included) 
Evening Observer, 6 Feb. 1891, p. 2 (R. H. Roe’s address, ‘Literature in 
Education’ full transcription) 
Evening Observer, 22 Apr. 1893, p. 5 (preparations for 5th meeting of AAAS 
in Adelaide)  
Evening Observer, 9 Sep. 1893, p. 5 (discussion about Brisbane’s 
representatives at AAAS meeting in Adelaide) 
Evening Observer, 28 Sep. 1893, p. 2 (Mr De Vis, curator of Brisbane 
Museum gave lecture, ‘The Diprotodon and Its Times’, at Adelaide meeting of 
AAAS) 
Evening Observer, 6 Oct. 1893, p. 6 (5th annual meeting of AAAS) 
Evening Observer, 15 Jun. 1894, p. 5 (Chief Justice Way accepted position of 
President for Section G – Social Science) 
Evening Observer, 3 Sep. 1894, p. 2 (discussion of the Economic Science 
section’s proposed agenda for the year ahead) 
Evening Observer, 6 Oct. 1894, p. 6 (15th meeting of the local committee of 
the AAAS) 
Evening Observer, 1 Jan. 1895 
Brisbane Courier, 1 Jan. 1895, p. 1 (advert for meeting, some names of exec. 
Committee) 
Evening Observer, 1 Jan. 1895 (list of additional papers to be read at 
Brisbane session) 
Evening Observer, 4 Jan. 1895 (Meeting at Brisbane: History of the 
Association) 
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Evening Observer, 8 Jan. 1895, p. 4 (19th meeting of the Local Committee of 
AAAS – included the hon. secretary of the Johnsonian Club) 
Evening Observer, 11 Jan. 1895, p. 4 (preparation for the Science Congress) 
Evening Observer, 14 Jan. 1895, p. 4 (lecture at Science Congress, ‘The 
Cryptozoic Fauna of Australasia’) 
Evening Observer, 15 Jan. 1895, p. 3 (addresses on the arts and industries 
of Australia) 
Evening Observer, 15 Jan. 1895, p. 4 (Science Congress – the morning’s 
proceedings: Governor’s paper, ‘A West Indian Island’) 
Week, 18 Jan. 1895, pp. 10-16 (full programme of lectures for the Brisbane 
congres) 
Evening Observer, 15 Apr. 1895, p. 5 (meeting of Publication Committee of 
the AAAS) 
Evening Observer, 17 Apr. 1895, p. 2 (2nd meeting of Publication Committee, 
AAAS) 
Queenslander, 20 Jul. 1895, p. 131, col. 2. 
Evening Observer, 16 Jan. 1896, p. 2 (editorial criticising the AAAS for being 
too exclusive) 
Evening Observer, 22 Oct. 1896, p. 5 (2nd Sydney meeting of AAAS) 
Science Books & Films (Special Edition 1998), pp. 3-39 (‘Celebrating 150 
Years of Advancing Science’) 
(Also plenty of publications on and by this group.) 
 
 
Australasian Home Reading Union 
Fryer has some info on AHRU 
 
Maybanke Anderson: the domestic and the public, mentions her involvement 
with the AHRU 
 
Pugh’s Almanac, ‘Brisbane Directory’, 1898, lists the names on the Executive 
Council. 
 
Queensland Post Office Directory, 1895-96, ‘Societies and Institutions – 
Educational’ (lists names of Executive Council) 
 
Queensland Post Office Directory, 1897-1899, ‘Educational Directory’ (lists 
names of Executive Council) 
 
Evening Observer, 15 Dec. 1892, p. 2 (first meeting of the Queensland 
section of the AHRU) 
Evening Observer, 4 Oct. 1893, p. 2 (new circle at North Pine inaugurated) 
Evening Observer, 23 Oct. 1893, p. 6 (literary excursion – substantial article) 
Evening Observer, 3 Nov. 1893, p. 6 (full transcription of paper presentation 
by Hon. T. J. Byrnes, ‘Henry Lacordaire’) 
Evening Observer, 7 Jan. 1895, p. 2 (annual meeting of council) 
 
Australian Literature Society 
In: John, Mathew. Papers 1849-1929, in possession of John Oxley Library. 
OM74-17. 
 
Radvansky, S. & P. (ed), ’Twist Heather and Wattle (first minute book of the 
Australian Literature Society 1899-1903, Monash Uni. Library, Melb. 1990. 
(168pp) 
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Australian Natives’ Association Branch 1 (Brisbane) – Oddfellows Hall, 
Charlotte Street 
Brisbane Courier, 5 Sep. 1885, p. 5 (meeting to discuss the formation of this 
association in Queensland) 
Queenslander, 12 Sep. 1885, p. 433 (establishing a branch of the ANA in 
Queensland) 
Brisbane Courier, 31 Oct. 1885, p. 2 (establishing a branch of the ANA in 
Queensland) 
Evening Observer, 14 Nov. 1885, p. 5 (songs, recitations) 
Brisbane Courier, 13 Mar. 1886, p. 5 (essay presentation, ‘Newspaper Press’) 
Daily Observer, 27 Mar. 1886, p. 4 (songs, readings, recitations) 
Evening Observer, 7 May 1886, p. 5 (debate, ‘Should land be national or 
private property?’) 
Evening Observer, 20 May 1886, p. 5 (committee formed to prepare syllabus 
for the next half year) 
Daily Observer, 1 Jul. 1886, p. 3 (first half-yearly meeting) 
‘Moot Points’, Queenslander, 10 Jul. 1886, p. 58 (questioning the criteria for 
membership) 
Daily Observer, 9 Sep. 1886, p. 5 (picnic to celebrate first anniversary of 
association in Brisbane) 
Daily Observer, 7 Oct. 1886, p. 5 (steps to be taken to form a board of 
directors to take the management and promote the formation of other 
branches in Queensland) 
Daily Observer, 21 Oct. 1886, p. 4 (debate, ‘Free-trade and Protection’) 
Daily Observer, 2 Dec. 1886, p. 5 (establish branch at Ipswich; songs and 
readings) 
Daily Observer, 16 Dec. 1886, p. 5 (paper, ‘The Life of General Grant’) 
Daily Observer, 30 Dec. 1886, p. 4 (half-yearly meeting) 
Daily Observer, 27 Jan. 1887, p. 5 (discussion of the Chinese question) 
Daily Observer, 10 Feb. 1887, p. 5 (Australian, monthly newspaper, 
published in the interests of the ANA in Victoria) 
Daily Observer, 3 Jun. 1887, p. 5 (best means of drawing members together 
– suggestion: games such as chess, draughts and dominoes, along with 
singing, recitations, etc.) 
Daily Observer, 17 Jun. 1887, p. 5 (lecture, ‘Queensland History’) 
Evening Observer, 22 Sep. 1887, p. 6 (juvenile branch established) 
Evening Observer, 6 Oct. 1887, p. 5 (to include more essay and discussions 
of various sorts) 
Evening Observer, 20 Oct. 1887, p. 6 (motion to establish juvenile branch 
withdrawn) 
Evening Observer, 17 Nov. 1887, p. 6 (parlour games) 
Evening Observer, 30 Dec. 1887, p. 6 (paper, ‘Has the Brisbane branch of 
the association proved the success its founders anticipated?’) 
Evening Observer, 18 Jan. 1888, p. 6 (presidential inaugural banquet) 
Evening Observer, 10 Feb. 1888, p. 5 (next meeting ‘Ladies night’ – each 
member expected to bring a lady) 
Evening Observer, 22 Mar. 1888, p. 5 (proposed ‘That two nights every 
quarter be set apart as ladies’ nights’) 
Evening Observer, 6 Apr. 1888, p. 2 (parlour games) 
Boomerang, 7 Apr. 1888, p. 3 (criticism of ANA) 
‘The Federal Question: Australian Natives’ Association, Brisbane Co-
operating’,  



 265 
 

Evening Observer, 26 Jul. 1888, p. 5 (debate, ‘Ought the association to admit 
others than natives?’ resolved No.) 
Evening Observer, 30 Aug. 1888, p. 4 (quarterly social) 
Evening Observer, 25 Nov. 1889, p. 6 
Evening Observer, 27 Dec. 1889, p. 4 (usual fortnight meeting at Assembly 
Rooms, Centennial Hall)  
Evening Observer, 9 Jan. 1891, p. 4 (smoke concert, visitors from Ipswich 
and South Brisbane branches) 
Evening Observer, 27 Jan. 1891, p. 6 (300 excursionists visited the Bay – 
one third had travelled from Ipswich) 
Evening Observer, 6 Feb. 1891, p. 5 (lecturette, ‘Max Adeler’s Works’) 
Evening Observer, 2 May 1891, p. 6 (social gathering: songs and dancing) 
Evening Observer, 18 Sep. 1891, p. 7 (lecture, ‘The Circulation of the Blood’) 
Evening Observer, 24 Jun. 1892, p. 4 (harmony, games: cribbage, euchre 
and draughts) 
Evening Observer, 21 Jul. 1892, p. 2 (Ladies Night) 
Evening Observer, 28 Oct. 1892, p. 6 (lecture, ‘Savage Life in the South Sea 
Islands’) 
Evening Observer, 26 Jan. 1893, p. 4 (anniversary sports day) 
ANA – Branch 3 [?]  (Woolloongabba) – Five Ways Assembly Hall 
Perhaps this is Branch No 2. It was reported in Evening Observer, 18 Jun. 
1896, p. 2 as being Branch No. 3. 
Evening Observer, 21 Nov. 1896, p. 5 (lecture on phrenology in aid of the 
Australian Natives’ Association Benevolent Fund) 
ANA – Branch 3 (South Brisbane) – Good Templars Hall, Glenelg Street: 
Evening Observer, 7 Nov. 1889, p. 6 (forming a new ANA branch: South 
Brisbane Branch No. 3) 
Evening Observer, 30 Jan. 1890, p. 5 (business meeting) 
Evening Observer, 13 Feb. 1890, p. 5 (harmony) 
Evening Observer, 27 Feb. 1890, p. 4 (songs, recitations and dancing) 
Evening Observer, 27 Mar. 1890, p. 4 (harmony) 
Evening Observer, 8 May 1890, p. 5 (impromptu speeches) 
Evening Observer, 22 May 1890, p. 2 (social gathering) 
Evening Observer, 5 Jun. 1890, p. 5 (lecture on phrenology) 
Evening Observer, 4 Jul. 1890, p. 6 (smoke concert) 
Evening Observer, 17 Jul. 1890, p. 5 (impromptu speeches) 
Evening Observer, 31 Jul. 1890, p. 4 (lecture by Dr J Booth, ‘Australian 
Poets) 
Evening Observer, 20 Nov. 1890, p. 5 (smoke concert to celebrate its first 
anniversary) 
Evening Observer, 30 Jun. 1893, p. 4 (address on aims and work of the 
association) 
Evening Observer,  
ANA – Branch 4 (Valley): 
Evening Observer, 3 Feb. 1897, p. 3 (weekly meeting, change meeting place 
to Forresters’ Hall, Brunswick Street) 
 
Newspaper articles about Melbourne conference: 
‘Natives Conference’, Evening Observer, 23 Jan. 1890, p. 6 
‘Australian Natives’, Evening Observer, 22 Jan. 1890, p. 4 
‘Federation. Visit of Victorian Delegates. The Australian Natives’ Association. 
Addresses by Visitors’, Evening Observer, 9 Jun. 1896, p. 6  
 
Bellamy Society (utopian, Socialist, literary group) – Bowen Street 
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Evening Observer, 2 Oct. 1890, p. 6 (papers, ‘Labour and Socialism’ and 
‘Equation and the Equivalent Theories in Socialism’) 
Evening Observer, 9 Oct. 1890, p. 6 (usual weekly meeting, debate and 
discussion: position of working man of to-day compared with 5 centuries 
ago) 
Evening Observer, 17 Oct. 1890, p. 2 (blind lecturer, Mr John Saunders to 
deliver address, ‘Looking Forward: or a Glimpse into Socialism’, at Gaiety 
Theatre under auspices of Bellamy Society) 
Week, 18 Oct. 1890, p. 18 (internal split) 
Week, 25 Oct. 1890, p. 11 (report on John Saunders’ lecture, ‘Socialism, or a 
Peep into the Future by a Blind Man’) 
Other newspaper discussions about Bellamy: 
Evening Observer, 29 May 1890, p. 2 (Bellamy and the Millennium’) 
Evening Observer, 6 Sep. 1890 (‘Mr Bellamy and the New Nationalist Party – 
II) 
Evening Observer, 8 Sep. 1890, p. 7 (‘Mr Bellamy and the New Nationalist 
Party – III) 
 
Brisbane Gordon Club – St Mary’s clubroom, Kangaroo Point  
(Named after Australian poet, Adam Lindsay Gordon.)  
Evening Observer, 10 Jun. 1899, p. 2  
Brisbane Courier, 7 Jun. 1907, p. 6 (13th annual general meeting) 
 
Brisbane Liedertafel – rooms in New Zealand Building, Queen Street 
Pugh’s Almanac, sample years: 1889-1893 
‘Brisbane Liedertafel’, papers in possession of John Oxley Library 
 
Evening Observer, 18 Jan. 1888 (annual meeting) 
Boomerang, 15 Dec. 1888, p. 13  
Boomerang, 17 Aug. 1889, p. 8 (smoke concert) 
Boomerang, 7 Sep. 1889, p. 8 (concert) 
Boomerang, 9 Nov. 1889, p. 8 (smoke concert) 
Boomerang, 23 Nov. 1889, p. 8 (last grand concert of the season) 
Boomerang, 17 May 1890, p. 10 (first concert of the season) 
Boomerang, 9 Aug. 1890, p. 10 (concert, ‘The Desert’) 
Boomerang, 4 Oct. 1890, p. 10 (concert) 
Boomerang, 20 Dec. 1890, p. 11 (river outing) 
Boomerang, 4 Apr. 1891, p. 9 (first concert of season) 
Boomerang, 11 Apr. 1891, p. 7 (concert) 
 
Brisbane Women’s Club – room in Elizabeth Street 
‘Brisbane Women’s Club. New Settlers League Good Neighbour Council. 
Papers in possession of John Oxley Library. 
 
Boomerang, 16 Feb. 1889, p. 8 (newly established club) 
Queenslander, 16 Mar. 1889, p. 496 col. 1 
Queenslander, 20 Apr. 1889, p. 739 col. 1 
Evening Observer, 18 Aug. 1893 p. 2 (‘An “At Home” to Mrs Lee’) 
 
East Brisbane Bercan Society – Primitive Methodist Mission Room, Norman 
Street 
Evening Observer, 6 Apr. 1894, p. 5 (discussion, ‘Dissension in Jacob’s 
Family’) 
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Ladies Literary Society 
‘Syllabus. Ladies Literary Society, 1939’, papers in possession of John Oxley 
Library. 
 
Philosophical Society 
Marks, Elizabeth 1960 ‘The Queensland Philosophical Society 1859-1882: 
some activities and personalities of Queensland’s first Scientific Institution’, 
(Talk to Queensland Women’s Historical Association.) Typescript no 502, in 
possession of the John Oxley Library. Also in Pamphlet collection. 
 
Pugh’s Almanac and Queensland Post Office Directory lists names of 
Executive Committee 
 
Queensland Bowkett Benefit Building Society 
Evening Observer, 22 Aug. 1891, p. 4 (concert) 
 
Queensland Literary Society – City Council Chambers 
Pugh’s Almanac, 1864, p. 79, lists names of Executive Council 
 
Queensland Shorthand Writers’ Association 
Evening Observer, 30 Sep. 1895, p. 3 (results of September examinations) 
Evening Observer, 2 Jun. 1898, p. 5 (monthly meeting) 
‘Shorthand Writers’ Association: The Annual Ball’, Evening Observer, 11 
Jun. 1898 
 
Theosophical Society – their rooms in Elizabeth Street 
‘Lecture on Theosophy’, Evening Observer, 24 Jan. 1894 (Miss J. L. Watson 
gave address, ‘Tehosophy, Karma, and Reincarnation’) 
Australian Christian World, 5 Apr. 1895, p. 2 col. 2. 
Evening Observer, 7 Jun. 1895, p. 4 (monthly general meeting, paper, ‘Crude 
Thoughts on Karma’) 
‘Theosophy Again’, Australian Christian World, 11 Oct. 1895, p. 3  
‘Death and After’, Countess Wachtmeister’s Lectures’, Evening Observer, 12 
Oct. 1895, p. 7 (delivered in the Temperance Hall) 
‘Theosophy and Vegetarianism’, Evening Observer, 12 Mar. 1896, p. 3  
Evening Observer, 22 Apr. 1897, p. 2 (annual reunion, stated the main 
tenets of the society) 
Evening Observer, 28 Apr. 1899, p. 2 (social gathering: short addresses some 
by women who spoke on the woman’s place in the Theosophical movement) 
 
Wesleyan Home Mission Society 
‘Wesleyan Festival: Musical and Literary’, Evening Observer, 5 Sep. 1896, p. 
2 
‘Musical and Literary Festival’, Evening Observer, 5 Sep. 1896, p. 5 
 
‘Y’ Union 
Young Man’s Magazine: a monthly journal devoted to the Interests of 
Queensland Young Men. Held John Oxley Library. 
 
Australian Christian World, Apr. 1895, p. 5 (Our Herald  YMCA’s organ)  
 
Evening Observer, 28 May 1892, p. 5 (Corinda branch: paper, life of Miss 
Havergal.) 
 



 268 
 

Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) - Victoria Chambers, Queen 
Street 
Pugh’s Almanac, sample year 1867, p. 90. 
Queensland Post Office Directories, sample years: 1888, p. 65b; 1889, p. 
316a 
 
Brisbane Courier, 12 Mar. 1885, p. 4, col. 7 
Brisbane Courier, 10 Apr. 1885, p. 4, col. 6 
Brisbane Courier, 27 Apr. 1885, p. 1, col. 4 
Brisbane Courier, 15 May 1885, p. 4, col. 7b (Board of Management Meeting) 
Brisbane Courier, 26 May 1885, p. 4, col. 6b (establish a literary and 
debating society) 
Brisbane Courier, 3 Jun. 1885, p. 5, col. 1a (musical and literary evening) 
Brisbane Courier, 28 Jul. 1885, p. 4, col. 6b (Monthly Board Meeting) 
Brisbane Courier, 14 Sep. 1885, p. 4, col. 7b (meeting) 
Brisbane Courier, 21 Sep. 1885, p. 4 cols 3-4 (leader story on the new 
building) 
Brisbane Courier, 21 Sep. 1885, p. 5, col. 2b 
Brisbane Courier, 28 Sep. 1885, p. 4, col. 7 
Brisbane Courier, 5 Oct. 1885, p. 5, col. 1 
Brisbane Courier, 6 Oct. 1885, p. 5, col. 1 
Brisbane Courier, 12 Oct. 1885, p. 5, col. 2b (service) 
Brisbane Courier, 13 Oct. 1885, p. 3, col. 7a (social service) 
Brisbane Courier, 26 Oct. 1885, p. 4, col. 7 
Brisbane Courier, 30 Oct. 1885, p. 3 cols 2-3 (annual meeting) 
Queensland Freeman, 15 Nov. 1886, p. 3 (general secretary resigns) 
Queensland Freeman, 15 Dec. 1886, p. 3 (new appointment to General 
Secretary position) 
Queensland Evangelical Standard, 18 Feb. 1887, p. 705 (annual monthly 
meeting: decided to publish a monthly paper called The Signal) 
Queensland Freeman, 15 Feb. 1887, p. 3 (new secretary making some 
changes, greater educational focus; additional newspapers and periodicals 
for reading room; publish monthly journal, The Signal) 
Queensland Evangelical Standard, 4 Mar. 1887, p. 746 (welcome the 
appearance of The Signal, organ of the YMCA of Queensland) 
Queensland Evangelical Standard, 25 Mar. 1887, p. 805 (annual gathering) 
Queensland Evangelical Standard, 1 Apr. 1887 (finances of YMCA not good) 
Queensland Evangelical Standard, 1 Apr. 1887, pp. 824-825 (muscular men) 
Queensland Evangelical Standard, 7 Apr. 1887, p. 845 (monthly board 
meeting: book reception; Professor Horatio G. Parker, the celebrated 
Canadian poet and Shakespearian reciter to give series of lectures) 
Queensland Evangelical Standard, 27 May 1887, p. 982 (secretary 
canvassing for his Bruce auction to wipe off the heavy debt which cripples 
the YMCA) 
Queensland Evangelical Standard, 5 Aug. 1887, p. 109 (address, ‘The 
Drinking Customs of Society’) 
Queensland Freeman, 15 Mar. 1888, p. 4 (new secretary appointed) 
Brisbane Courier, 13 Nov. 1888, p. 5 ( Mr Gellatly read essay, ‘Imperial 
Federation’) 
Evening Observer, 22 Jul. 1891, p. 4 (YMCA’s organ, Young Men’s Review 
now in its second year) 
Evening Observer, 23 Jul. 1891, p. 2 (offered use of their well-stocked 
reading room to visitors from Maryborough and Gympie) 
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YMCA Bible Class 
Queensland Evangelical Standard, 15 Jul. 1887, p. 53 (visitor describes what 
happens at Bible Class) 
 
YMCA Social Class 
Brisbane Courier, 20 Oct. 1885, p. 5, col. 7b (singing, reading & recitations) 
 
Parliamentary, literary and mutual improvement societies: 
 
Newspaper article re Parliamentary Debating Societies: 
Queenslander, 27 Mar. 1886, p. 498. 
 
Unnamed Brisbane Parliamentary Debating Club, newspaper article: 
Queensland Figaro, 8 Dec. 1883, p. 919 (transcription of letter by Chairman 
of the Club expressing changing opinion of McIlwraith and Griffith) 
 
Mutual Improvement Associations 
Pugh’s Almanac 1873, lists Brisbane Executive Committee and other 
regional Executive Committees, p. 106. 
Pugh’s Almanac 1865, lists Brisbane and Milton Executive Committees, p. 
97.  
Brisbane Courier, 1 Sep. 1885, p. 5 (meeting at Baumann’s Café) 
 
Albert Street Mutual Improvement Debating Society 
Brisbane Courier, 11 Jun. 1891 (paper by president, Rev. A. J. Webb, on 
‘Tennyson’) 
Evening Observer, 30 Jul. 1891, p. 3 (lecture on ‘Russia’) 
Brisbane Courier, 30 Jul. 1891, p. 6 (lecture on ‘Russia’) 
Evening Observer, 12 Sep. 1894, p. 4 (public debate between this society and 
Brisbane Debating Society – held in the Wesleyan Schoolroom. Topic: 
‘Should the Bible be Introduced into State Schools?’) 
Evening Observer, 5 Aug. 1896, p. 4 (lecture by Mr W. Fryar, ‘Evening with 
the Poets’) 
 
 
Albert Street Wesleyan Social and Literary Society 
Evening Observer, 13 Nov. 1895, p. 6 (annual picnic) 
 
Albion Parliamentary Debating Class 
Evening Observer, 20 Apr. 1889, p. 5 (parliamentary debate about the Naval 
defence grant) 
Evening Observer, 27 Jun. 1889, p. 4 (parliamentary session, questions put 
to the heads of Government departments) 
 
Ann-street Methodist Free Church Mutual Improvement Class 
Brisbane Courier, 29 Oct. 1885, p. 3. (‘A Night with the Poets’) 
 
Bands of Hope: 
Fortescue Street – Fortescue Street Baptist Church 
Queensland Freeman, 15 Sep. 1886, p. 13 (membership over past 7 years) 
 
Hendra 
Queensland Freeman, 15 Apr. 1886, p. 11 (annual tea meeting, songs, 
recitations, duets, dialogues) 
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Petrie Terrace 
Queensland Freeman, 15 Jan. 1886, p. 12 (annual meeting) 
Queensland Freeman, 15 Jan. 1886, p. 12 (monthly meeting) 
Queensland Freeman, 15 Mar. 1886, p. 12 (short address, songs, recitations) 
Queensland Freeman, 15 Apr. 1886, p. 11 (meeting, recitations, dialogues, 
and songs) 
Queensland Freeman, 14 May 1887, p. 13 (visit from Wharf Street Band of 
Hope, recitations and other entertainment) 
 
Wharf Street 
Queensland Freeman, 15 Jan. 1886, p. 12 (annual meeting) 
Queensland Freeman, 15 Feb. 1886, p. 11 (visit from ‘True Blue Band of 
Hope’ – songs, recitations) 
Queensland Freeman, 15 Apr. 1886, p. 11 (monthly meeting) 
Queensland Freeman, 14 May 1887, p. 13 (humorous dialogue, ‘Two Heads 
are Better than One’) 
 
South Brisbane – Baptist 
Queensland Freeman, 15 Apr. 1886, p. 11 (monthly meeting, songs duets 
and readings) 
Queensland Evangelical Standard, 7 Apr. 1887, p. 844 (usual monthly 
meeting, songs and recitations) 
Queensland Freeman, 15 Aug. 1887, p. 11  
 
Brisbane Parliamentary Debating Society – Darragh’s Buildings, Queen 
Street; Courier Building rooms, rooms in Eagle Street 
Evening Observer, 8 Oct. 1890, p. 4 (debate on separation) 
Evening Observer, 17 Mar. 1892, p. 2 (opened its 7th session) 
Evening Observer, 9 May 1893, p. 4 (parliamentary debate, ‘That the policy 
of the Government, as foreshadowed by Sir Thomas McIlwraith, is conducive 
to the best interests of the people of Queensland’) 
Evening Observer, 17 May 1893, p. 6 (parliamentary business) 
Evening Observer, 27 Jul. 1893, p. 5 (debate, ‘New Australia’) 
Evening Observer, 26 Sep. 1893, p. 4 (lecture, ‘Modern Thought’) 
Evening Observer, 17 Oct. 1893, p. 2 (moved motion to form a Union 
Parliament [QLDSU]) 
Evening Observer, 9 Mar. 1894 (advertising annual meeting) 
Evening Observer, 8 Jul. 1894, p. 5 (paper by Mr. St Ledger, ‘Carnot, 
Anarchists, and Revolutionists’) 
Evening Observer, 19 Jun. 1894, p. 2 (parliamentary debate, ‘That the 
Legislative Council be abolished, and the referendum be adopted’) 
Evening Observer, 28 Aug. 1894, p. 2 (parliamentary debate, ‘That the 
Government do not possess the confidence of this House’) 
Evening Observer, 12 Sep. 1894, p. 4 (public debate between this society and 
Albert Street Mutual Improvement Society. ‘Should the Bible be introduced 
into State Schools’) 
Evening Observer, 18 Sep. 1894, p. 5 (parliamentary business and a paper, 
‘Thrift’) 
Evening Observer, 2 Oct. 1894 (parliamentary debate) 
Evening Observer, 29 Oct. 1895, p. 2 (26th parliamentary meeting) 
Evening Observer, 15 Mar. 1898, p. 3 (16 annual meeting) 
Evening Observer, 16 Mar. 1898, p. 5 (parliamentary business) 
Evening Observer, 19 Apr. 1898, p. 2 (several issues debated) 
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Evening Observer, 8 Jun. 1898, p. 8 (parliamentary business and debate, 
‘That public works be carried out by officers of the Works Department, and 
not by private contract’) 
Evening Observer, 21 Jun. 1898, p. 6 (parliamentary debate, ‘That it is 
desirable that efficient measures be adopted for the prevention of floods in 
and around Brisbane, and the better navigation of the Brisbane River’) 
Evening Observer, 28 Jun. 1898, p. 8 (annual banquet, interesting literary 
discussion) 
Evening Observer, 25 Oct. 1898, p. 4 (parliamentary business) 
Evening Observer, 1 Nov. 1898, p. 4 (parliamentary debate, ‘That all 
members of the Executive Council and Cabinet be chosen from the 
legislative Assembly’) 
Evening Observer, 10 Apr. 1899, p. 2 (described as, ‘second oldest institution 
in Brisbane’) 
Evening Observer, 6 Jun. 1899, p. 3 (weekly meeting, parliamentary 
business) 
Brisbane Courier, 22 Mar. 1913, p. 7 (30th annual meeting) 
 
Bulimba School of Arts Debating Class – Bulimba School of Arts 
Evening Observer, 8 Aug. 1888 (propose changing the class to a 
parliamentary debating society and dropping ‘School of Arts’ from its name.) 
 
Central Parliamentary Debating Society – Foresters’ Hall, Brunswick 
Street 
Town Hall; Trades Hall, Turbot Street 
Evening Observer, 16 Dec. 1892, p. 5 (meeting to draw up rules and working 
of society) 
Evening Observer, 4 May 1893, p. 5 (discussed a Bill to Amend the Payment 
of Members Act of 1892) 
Evening Observer, 7 Apr. 1893, p. 4 (second reading of the Bill to Amend the 
Elections Act of 1885) 
Evening Observer, 20 Apr. 1893, p. 2 (same story as Apr 21 1893) 
Evening Observer, 21 Apr. 1893, p. 2 (bill to amend the Payment of Members 
Act) 
Evening Observer, 26 Sep. 1893, p. 4 (parliamentary business) 
Evening Observer, 4 Jul. 1894, p. 5 (public debate, ‘Single Land Tax’) 
Evening Observer, 9 Aug. 1894, p. 4 (motion that was discussed: ‘The 
abolition of capital punishment’ 
 
Christian Endeavour 
Queensland Freeman, 15 Sep. 1887, p. 15. (History of Christian Endeavour – 
first society in Portland) 
Queensland Freeman, 15 Feb. 1888, p. 8. (its purpose: lead young people to 
the Lord) 
Brisbane Courier, 24 Oct. 1888. (musical selections and reading several 
short biographical sketches of local celebrities: Lady Musgrave, Mrs Swan, 
Sir S.W. Griffith, Hon. B.D. Morehead, Rev. W. Whale) 
Queensland Freeman, 15 Mar. 1888, pp. 8-12 (its rules and constitution) 
Queensland Freeman, 15 May 1888, p. 13. (the church and the young) 
Queensland Freeman, 15 Jun. 1888, p. 13. (paper presentations – Bible 
studies) 
 
Eagle Junction Parliamentary Debating Society 
Colborne, William Parry. Papers in possession of John Oxley Library. 
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East Coorparoo Literary Society – Congregational Church  
Evening Observer, 18 Sep. 1891, p. 7 (mock election) 
Evening Observer, 15 Oct. 1891, p. 4 (lecture, ‘The Art of Lithography’) 
 
Indooroopilly Literary and Debating Society – Wesleyan School Room 
near Indooroopilly Station 
Evening Observer, 6 Oct. 1888, p. 2 (inauguration of society) 
Evening Observer, 8 Oct. 1888, p. 2 (same article as Oct. 6) 
Brisbane Courier, 8 Oct. 1888, p. 5 (inauguration of society) 
Evening Observer, 18 Oct. 1888, p. 2 (impromptu speeches on the subject, 
‘Sharp Practice’) 
Brisbane Courier, 7 Nov. 1888, p. 5 col. 2(b) (‘Adam Lindsay Gordon’ – 
Australian poet) 
Brisbane Courier, 21 Nov. 1888, p. 5 col. 1 
Brisbane Courier, 13 Dec. 1888, p. 5 col. 1 (substantial article) 
 
Kent Street Mutual Improvement Society – meeting room, Kent Street, 
New Farm 
Pugh’s Almanac, 1900, lists names of Executive Committee 
Post Office Directory, 1899, 1900, lists names of Executive Committee. 
 
Evening Observer, 5 Aug. 1896, p. 4 (‘Is Woman Inferior to Man?’) 
Evening Observer, 25 Sep. 1896, p. 4 (‘Prize Impromptu Speech’) 
Evening Observer, 29 Jun. 1897, p. 4 (essay presentation, ‘Commerce of the 
World’) 
 
Lutwyche and Albion Parliamentary Debating Class – Temperance Hall, 
Lutwyche 
Daily Observer, 22 May, 1884 (meeting to establish this society) 
Brisbane Courier, 17 Sep. 1885, p. 5 (parliamentary discussion re land grant 
for School of Arts) 
Brisbane Courier, 26 Mar. 1886, p. 5 (discussion of a bill to levy a tax on 
bachelors) 
Daily Observer, 14 Apr. 1886, p. 5 (parliamentary debate, to abolish prisons 
and penal establishments and substitute them for corporal punishment)  
 
Metropolitan Parliamentary Debating Society – Universal Club  
Queensland Post Office Directory – 1895/1896, lists names of Executive 
Committee, under heading ‘Societies and Institutions, p. 652A) 
Evening Observer, 1 Aug. 1895, p. 4 (affiliation with QLDSU) 
Evening Observer, 21 Nov. 1895, p. 3 (elected members to represent their 
society at the QLDSU) 
Evening Observer, 28 Nov. 1895, p. 5 (parliamentary business) 
 
Mowbraytown Young Men’s Guild 
Queensland Evangelical Standard, 18 Nov. 1887, p. 408.(Debate) 
Queensland Evangelical Standard, 2 Dec. 1887. (readings and recitations) 
Queensland Evangelical Standard, 21 Oct. 1887. (debate, ‘Are theatrical 
amusements injurious to the morals of a country?’) 
Evening Observer, 18 Jan 1888, p. 5. (impromptu debates including ‘local 
option, and whether trade unions are conducive to the welfare of the working 
man’.) 
Brisbane Courier, 21 Nov. 1888, p. 5 col. 1 
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Evening Observer, 3 Jun. 1891, p. 4 (canvassing district for membership. 
Claim, ‘only society of its kind in this part of the town . . . 
undenominational’) 
Brisbane Courier, 15 Jan. 1892, p. 6 (Young Men’s Guild transformed into 
East Brisbane Literary and Debating Society) 
 
East Brisbane Literary and Debating Society – Mowbraytown Presbyterian 
Schoolroom 
Evening Observer, 12 Jun. 1891, p. 2 (readings, recitations and songs) 
Brisbane Courier, 13 Jun. 1891, p. 5 (readings, recitations and songs) 
Evening Observer, 16 Jun. 1893, p. 4 (Dudley Eglinton, of the School of Arts 
gave lecture on Tennyson) 
Evening Observer, 19 Jun. 1891 (impromptu debates) 
Brisbane Courier, 20 Jun. 1891, p. 6 (impromptu debates) 
Evening Observer, 3 Jul. 1891 (letter box night) 
Evening Observer, 10 Jul. 1891, p. 5 (parliamentary election) 
Brisbane Courier, 25 Jul. 1891, p. 3 (paper, ‘Ambition’) 
Evening Observer, 31 Jul. 1891, p. 4 (essay, ‘How does it look? What will 
people think?’) 
Evening Observer, 7 Aug. 1891, p. 2 (debate, ‘Are strikes justifiable?’) 
Brisbane Courier, 8 Aug. 1891, p. 6 (debate, ‘Are strikes justifiable?’) 
Evening Observer, 14 Aug. 1891, p. 6 (short papers, ‘’Perseverance’; 
‘Memory’) 
Evening Observer, 16 Oct. 1891, p. 5 (debate, ‘Should the Parliamentary 
Franchise be Extended to Women?’) 
Evening Observer, 11 Sep. 1891, p. 2 (debate, ‘Is it Desirable to Introduce 
the Bible into State Schools?’ – different article to that listed below) 
Evening Observer, 12 Sep. 1891, p. 2 (debate, ‘Is it Desirable to Introduce 
the Bible into State Schools?’) 
Evening Observer, 18 Sep. 1891, p. 4 (essay on ‘Progress’) 
Evening Observer, 25 Sep. 1891, p. 5 (business meeting) 
Evening Observer, 9 Oct. 1891, p. 4 (paper, ‘Cremation’) 
Evening Observer, 23 Oct. 1891, p. 2 (essay, ‘Youth and Degeneration’) 
Evening Observer, 30 Oct. 1891, p. 6 (two papers, ‘Vegetarianism’ & ‘Drink’) 
Evening Observer, 13 Nov. 1891, p. 5 (2 papers, ‘Our Birthplace’ & ‘Russia 
and the Eastern Question’) 
Evening Observer, 20 Nov. 1891, p. 5 (meeting: songs, pianoforte solos, and 
readings) 
Evening Observer, 4 Dec. 1891, p. 4 (letter-box night, ‘Why do people not 
attend church?’) 
Evening Observer, 11 Dec. 1891, p. 6 (first annual picnic) 
Evening Observer, 18 Dec. 1891, p. 7 (comment in report: ‘kindly interest the 
Press had evinced in the society’) 
Brisbane Courier, 16 Jan, 1892, p. 5 (moonlight excursion) 
Evening Observer, 29 Apr. 1892, p. 5 (Letters to the Editor: ‘Are the Mental 
Capabilities of the Sexes Equal?’) 
Evening Observer, 13 May 1892, p. 6 (paper, ‘Henry George’s Reply to the 
Pope’s Encyclical’) 
Evening Observer, 24 Jun. 1892, p. 4 (‘Ladies’ Newspaper Evening’) 
Evening Observer, 8 Jul. 1892, p. 2 (musical evening) 
Evening Observer, 5 Aug. 1892, p. 2 (lecture by Mrs Proctor, ‘Love, 
Courtship, and Matrimony’) 
Brisbane Courier, 24 Sep. 1892, p. 6 (paper presentations, ‘Humorous  
Writings of James Kay’ ‘Oor Scotch Tongue’, and other readings) 
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Brisbane Courier, 1 Oct. 1892 (business meeting – adoption of syllabus) 
Evening Observer, 2 Jun. 1893, p. 2 (Ladies’ Evening) 
Evening Observer, 3 Jun. 1893, p. 2 (lady’s night: women members 
conducted meeting and read papers) 
 
Esoteric Society 
Evening Observer, 20 Aug. 1891, p. 4 (paper presentation, ‘Food and Its 
Enjoyment’) 
 
Mutual Improvement Class – Brunswick Street Church – Primitive 
Methodist 
Queensland Evangelical Standard, 16 Jul. 1886, p. 48. 
Evening Observer, 8 Oct. 1890, p. 4 (essay presentation, ‘The Sin of 
Rebellion’) 
 
Mutual Improvement Class – Petrie Terrace Baptist Church 
Queensland Freeman, 15 Jul. 1887, p. 6. (lecture, Mr. E.J.T. Barton, ‘Books 
and Reading’) 
Daily Observer, 30 Jul. 1887, p. 5. (musical and literary entertainment – 
recitations, etc.) 
Queensland Freeman, 15 Aug. 1887, p. 11. (musical and literary 
entertainment) 
Queensland Freeman, 15 Sep. 1887, p. 12. (lecture by S.W. Brooks, ‘Notable 
books written in prison and in exile, with some account of their authors’) 
Queensland Freeman, 15 Oct. 1887, p. 12. 
Queensland Evangelical Standard, 2 Dec. 1887, p. 448. (lecture, ‘Infidels and 
Infidelity’) 
 
Mutual Improvement Class – Primitive Methodist Chapel, Bulimba 
(A woman member read a paper on the reformation focussing on the lives of 
5 women of the time.) 
Queensland Evangelical Standard, 29 July 1887, p. 88. 
 
Mutual Improvement Class – Wesleyan Church, Toowong 
Brisbane Courier, 10 Jul. 1890 
 
New Farm Parliamentary Debating Class – Kent Street Schoolhouse 
Brisbane Courier, 3 Feb. 1880 
Brisbane Courier, 10 Sep. 1880 (commencement of 3rd session) 
Queensland Figaro, 13 Jan. 1883, p. 27 (picnic on Boxing Day) 
Brisbane Courier, 10 Oct. 1888, p. 6 
Evening Observer, 6 Nov. 1889, p. 5 (federation proposals of the government) 
 
New Farm Men’s Society – house in Brunswick Street, which affords a good 
reading room and a recreation hall 
Evening Observer, 13 Sep. 1893, p. 2 (opened new building in Brunswick 
Street and address made about the benefit of debating and mutual 
improvement societies) 
 
New Farm Mutual Improvement Society – meeting rooms, Kent Street, 
New Farm 
Evening Observer, 5 Mar. 1898 (impromptu speeches) 
Evening Observer, 15 Mar. 1898, p. 4 (readings and recitations) 
Evening Observer, 29 Jun. 1898, p. 2 (essay presentation, ‘Courage’) 
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Evening Observer, 14 Jun. 1898 (impromptu speeches) 
Evening Observer, 5 Jul. 1898, p. 5 (election of office-bearers) 
Evening Observer, 12 Jul. 1898, p. 4 (‘British Athletic Sports’) 
Evening Observer, 3 Aug. 1898, p. 5 (essay presentation, ‘Life of Sir Walter 
Scott’) 
 
Evening Observer, 23 Aug. 1898, p. 4 (elected committee to organise concert)  
Evening Observer, 30 Aug. 1898, p. 5 (subject, ‘Essays on Spare Moments’) 
Evening Observer, 4 Oct. 1898, p. 5 (address, ‘Habits’) 
Evening Observer, 11 Oct. 1898, p. 2 (concert fixed for 29 Nov.) 
Evening Observer, 19 Oct. 1898, p. 5 (debate, ‘Is Cricket or Football the More 
Scientific Game?’) 
Evening Observer, 25 Oct. 1898, p. 4 (continuation of ‘Is Cricket or Football 
the More Scientific Game?’) 
 
 
[North Brisbane] School of Arts Debating Society – Chess Room, School of 
Arts, Ann Street 
Photograph of this society in John Oxley Library’s photo collection under 
heading: Brisbane – Clubs & Societies – the Literary & Debating Society, ca. 
1900. 
 
Executive Committee listed in Pugh’s Almanac, 1886. 
 
Brisbane Courier, 14 Aug. 1878, p. 1 (advert for next debate, ‘The advantage 
of a Protective Tariff’) 
 
The society must have lapsed. Arrangements to establish a debating society 
documented in the [North] Brisbane School of Arts, General Meeting of 
Committee – Sep. 10 1884. 
Other mentions in the minutes of the society’s activities: 
General Meeting of Committee – 11 Mar. 1885  
General Meeting of Committee – 17 Feb. 1886 
General Meeting of Committee – 10 Mar. 1886 
Special Meeting of Committee – 19 Mar. 1886 (society indicates it does not 
want to be tied to the School of Arts. 2 years later Brisbane Literary Circle 
indicates same) 
General Meeting of Committee – 16 Jan. 1889 
 
Daily Observer, 24 Jan. 1884 Editorial (objectives of the new society) 
Brisbane Courier, 17 Oct. 1884, p. 5 (debate topic, ‘That the time has arrived 
for the federation of the Australian colonies under a republican form of 
government’) 
Brisbane Courier, 27 Nov. 1884, p. 5 (debate topic resumed: ‘desirableness of 
establishing compulsory military service’) 
Brisbane Courier, 3 Dec. 1884, p. 5 (debate topic, ‘Public Land should be 
leased, not alienated’) 
Brisbane Courier, 8 Jul. 1885, p. 5 (‘That it is not desirable to prohibit by 
legislation the employment of barmaids in public-houses’) 
Brisbane Courier, 9 Jul. 1885, p. 6 (report on ‘That it is not desirable to 
prohibit by legislation the employment of barmaids in public-houses’) 
Brisbane Courier, 15 Jul. 1885, p. 5 (‘Whether a newspaper is justified in 
taking a party view of politics’) 
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Brisbane Courier, 16 Jul. 1885, p. 5 (report on ‘That a newspaper is not 
justified in taking a party side in politics’) 
Brisbane Courier, 23 Jul. 1885, p. 5 (‘Is novel-reading calculated to improve 
the mind?’) 
Brisbane Courier, 30 Jul. 1885 (‘Is intentional deception, under any 
circumstances, even for the preservation of life, justifiable?’) 
Brisbane Courier, 15 Sep. 1885, p. 1 (advert: inter-society debate with YMCA 
Debating Society, ‘That the introduction of the lash for brutal assaults, 
garrotting, etc, is beneficial and necessary for public safety’) 
Brisbane Courier, 17 Sep. 1885, p. 5 ( debate topic, ‘That the Introduction of 
the Lash for Brutal Assaults, Garroting, etc., is Beneficial and Necessary for 
the Public Safety’) 
Brisbane Courier, 1 Oct. 1885, p. 5 (‘That the aboriginal races of Queensland 
should be preserved and protected’) 
Brisbane Courier, 7 Oct. 1885, p. 5 (first annual meeting) 
Brisbane Courier, 8 Oct. 1885, p. 5 (detail of first annual meeting) 
Brisbane Courier, 14 Oct. 1885, p. 6 (paper presentation by J. B. Fewings, 
‘The Best Means for the Disposal of the Dead’) 
Brisbane Courier, 22 Oct. 1885, p. 5 (paper presentation, ‘Land and Building 
Societies’) 
Brisbane Courier, 11 Nov. 1885, p. 5 (discussion topic, ‘The Political 
Education of a Democracy’, introduced by Mr. Tomlinson, Bachelor of Arts 
and Engineering, Trinity College, Dublin) 
Brisbane Courier, 12 Nov. 1885, p. 6 (paper presentation, ‘The Education of a 
Democracy’) 
Brisbane Courier, 25 Mar. 1886, p. 5 (musical and literary entertainment) 
Daily Observer, 6 May 1886, p. 2 (essay presentation on Shorthand and 
Shorthand Writers) 
Daily Observer, 20 May 1886, p. 3 (‘Republicanism v. Monarchy’) 
Daily Observer, 25 Aug. 1886, p. 4 (‘Is modern civilisation the result of 
evolution of Christianity?’ Next topic: ‘That low prices are not beneficial to 
the community’) 
Daily Observer, 9 Sep. 1886, p. 3 (‘That private ownership in land should be 
abolished’. Next topic: The advantages of baby-farming’)  
 
 
Park Church Young Men’s Guild  
Brisbane Courier, 8 Dec. 1888, p. 5 col. 2 (reading of Letters to Editor) 
 
Pastor’s Bible Class [Pastor W. Whale] – Wharf Street Baptist Church 
Queensland Freeman, 15 Mar. 1887, p. 11. (lecture by Mr H.G. Gray, 
‘Cowper, and his poems’) 
Queensland Evangelical Standard, 11 Mar. 1887, p. 764. (lecture, ‘Cowper, 
and his poems’) 
 
Rocklea School of Arts Debating Class 
Evening Observer, 14 Jun. 1889, p. 5 (debate, ‘The Attitude of the Imperial 
Government relative to the Chinese Restriction Bill; was it justifiable?’) 
 
Rosalie and Milton Mutual Improvement Society – Baptist Church, 
Fernberg Road, Rosalie 
Evening Observer, 27 Oct. 1892, p. 5 (essay presentation, ‘Argentine 
Republic’) 
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Evening Observer, 12 Jan. 1893, p. 4 (next meeting to be held in new rooms 
at Milton School of Arts) 
Evening Observer, 11 Oct. 1893, p. 4 (syllabus drawn up. Decided this 
society to be a Parliamentary Debating Class) 
 
Saint Bridget’s Parliamentary Debating Society 
Evening Observer, 17 May 1894, p. 4. (social) 
Evening Observer, 15 Nov. 1894, p. 2. (charity musical and literary 
entertainment) 
 
Saint Patrick’s Catholic Young Men’s Society  
Pugh’s Almanac, 1865, p. 98; 1866, p. 94; 1867, p. 90. 
 
Saint Peter’s Mutual Improvement Society – Church of England, West 
End  
Evening Observer, 6 Oct. 1893, p. 4 (songs and recitations) 
Evening Observer, 4 Jul. 1894, p. 5. (parlour games) 
 
Saint Peter’s Debating Society 
Evening Observer, 4 Oct. 1894, p. 4. (musical and literary entertainment) 
Brisbane Courier, 19 Oct. 1894, p. 7. (impromptu speeches; next ‘Ralph 
Waldo Emerson – author, lecturer, poet’.) 
 
Saint Peter’s Literary and Debating Society – West End 
Queensland Post Office Directory (1895-1896), p. 652A 
 
Saint Joseph’s Debating Society – Catholic, Kangaroo Point 
Evening Observer, 24 Mar. 1898, p. 5. (inter-society debate) 
Evening Observer, 19 Apr. 1898, p. 5 (Catholic inter-society debate) 
Evening Observer, 14 Jul. 1898, p. 5. (lectures on parliamentary topics)  
Evening Observer, 20 Jul. 1898, p. 3. (parliamentary debating) 
Evening Observer, 3 Aug. 1898, p. 5. (parliamentary debating) 
Evening Observer, 4 Aug. 1898, p. 5. (parliamentary debating) 
 
Saint Joseph’s Literary and Parliamentary Debating Society – Catholic, 
Saint Joseph’s Schoolroom, River Terrace, Kangaroo Point 
Pugh’s Almanac, 1900, p. 568. 
 
Sandgate Parliamentary Debating Society – lecture room, School of Arts 
Brisbane Courier, 26 Nov. 1888, p. 5 col. 1 
Boomerang, 1 Dec. 1888, p. 13 (celebration of its first session with a dinner) 
Evening Observer, 19 May 1899, p. 5 (1st session) 
Evening Observer, 10 Jun. 1899, p. 5 (parliamentary business) 
 
Savage Lacrosse Club 
Brisbane Courier, 23 Oct. 1888, p. 5 col. 1 (annual meeting) 
Evening Observer, 22 Mar. 1889, p. 4 (smoke concert, toasted ‘The Savages’ 
and ‘The Press’) 
 
Sherwood Presbyterian Young Men’s Guild – Sherwood Presbyterian 
Church 
Evening Observer, 2 Sep. 1892, p. 4 (‘Tombstone Epitaphs’) 
Evening Observer, 4 Nov. 1893, p. 4 (reading of newspaper edited by Mr R 
Pollock) 
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Evening Observer, 17 Nov. 1893, p. 2 (readings and recitations) 
Evening Observer, 1 Dec. 1893, p. 4 (‘Original Stories’) 
Evening Observer, 9 Feb. 1894 (essay presentation, ‘True Manliness’) 
 
Social and Literary Association – School room under Ann Street Free 
Methodist Church 
Brisbane Courier, 2 Jul. 1890, p. 5 (‘Selections from the Favourite Poets’) 
 
South Brisbane Literary Society – Grey Street Congregational Church 
Brisbane Courier, 29 Jul. 1891, p. 3 (social, songs and recitations) 
 
Taringa young Men’s Club 
Evening Observer, 16 May 1894, p. 4 (objects: moral, physical, and 
intellectual training of youths, especially those of the working classes who 
were forced to leave school at an early age.) 
 
Technical College Students’ Debating Class – School of Arts, Ann Street 
Queensland Post Office Directory, 1895-95, p. 652A, lists names of Executive 
Committee 
Evening Observer, 12 Jul. 1894, p. 5 (rules discussed by committee; next 
debate, ‘The Pen is Mightier than the Sword’) 
Evening Observer, 26 Jul. 1894, p. 2 (‘Impromptu Speeches’) 
Evening Observer, 23 Aug. 1894, p. 2 (debate, ‘Women’s Franchise’ – decided 
in the negative) 
Evening Observer, 13 Sep. 1894, p. 6 (debate, ‘Should Black Labour be 
Abolished?’) 
Brisbane Courier, 8 Nov. 1894, p. 5 (paper presentation, ‘The Lives of 
Garfield and Lincoln Contrasted’) 
 
Toombul Workers’ Political Organisation – Wooloowin; Breakfast Creek 
Evening Observer, 23 Aug. 1894, p. 2 (debate, ‘Should the Labour party go 
on in direct course, or compromise with any other party?’) 
Evening Observer, 7 Sep. 1894, p. 4 (impromptu speaking: several ladies 
took part) 
 
Toowong School of Arts Debating Society – committee room of School of 
Arts 
 
Toowong Debaters – Masonic Hall, Toowong 
‘Toowong Parliamentary Society’, 1905, typescript no. 897, in possession of 
John Oxley Library 
Minutes. Parliamentary Debating Society, 1899-1901, OM80/008 in 
possession of John Oxley Library. 
Evening Observer, 29 Jun. 1898, p. 5 (Federation) 
Evening Observer, 6 Jul. 1898, p. 4 (Federation) 
Evening Observer, 13 Jul. 1898, p. 2 (debate, half holiday once a week in 
shops and factories) 
Evening Observer, 19 Jul. 1898, p. 5 (‘That the Government, allowing the 
influx of Japanese into Queensland, have not the confidence of the country’) 
Evening Observer, 26 Jul. 1898, p. 5 (‘That the Government, allowing the 
influx of Japanese into Queensland, have not the confidence of the country’) 
Evening Observer, 18 Aug. 1898, p. 5 (parliamentary business) 
 
 



 279 
 

(United) Free Methodist Guild – Ann Street 
Brisbane Courier, 29 Oct. 1885, p. 3. (debate) 
Queensland Evangelical Standard, 5 Aug. 1887, p. 108. (Rev. Osborne Lilley 
gave a paper on ‘Manners’. During his lecture he made reference to 
Tennyson and Dickens.) 
Brisbane Courier, 29 Oct. 1885, p. 3. 
Queensland Evangelical Standard, 21 Oct. 1887, [p. 328?] 
Queensland Evangelical Standard, 11 Nov. 1887, p. 388 
Queensland Evangelical Standard, 18 Nov. 1887, p. 408. 
Queensland Evangelical Standard, 25 Nov. 1887, p. 428. 
Queensland Evangelical Standard, 2 Dec. 1887 (Discussed topical issues.) 
 
Valley Religious and Literary Association –  
Evening Observer, 23 Oct. 1891, p. 2 (debate, ‘Standing Armies: are they a 
necessity?’) 
 
Valley Parliamentary Debating Society – Forresters’ Hall, Brunswick 
Street; Oddfellows’ Hall, Brunswick Street 
 
Constitution, Rules and Standing Orders of the Valley Parliamentary Debating 
Society, Outridge Printing Company, Brisbane, 1902. (John Oxley Library) 
 
Evening Observer, 21 Nov. 1895, p. 83  
Evening Observer, 5 Dec. 1895 (‘That in the opinion of this House it is 
desirable that capital punishment be abolished’) 
Evening Observer, 16 Jul. 1896, p. 4 (‘Undesirable Races Immigration Bill’ 
passed) 
Evening Observer, 6 Aug. 1896, p. 4 (debate, ‘Free Railways’) 
Evening Observer, 20 Aug. 1896, p. 5  
Evening Observer, 21 Aug. 1896, p. 5  
Evening Observer, 27 Aug. 1896, p. 4 (federation proposals) 
Evening Observer, 10 Sep. 1896, p. 4 (federation proposals) 
Evening Observer, 26 Mar. 1897, p. 4 
Evening Observer, 8 Apr. 1897, p. 4 (Premier gives notice of motion for 
municipalisation of gas and water) 
Evening Observer, 29 Apr. 1897, p. 4 (Premier and his colleagues hand in 
resignation) 
Evening Observer, 13 May 1897, p. 5 (Premier and his colleagues hand in 
resignation) 
Evening Observer, 20 May 1897, p. 2 (debate, ‘That this House is of opinion 
that a republican form of government is preferable to a monarchical system’) 
Evening Observer, 3 Jun. 1897, p. 4  
Evening Observer, 10 Jun. 1897, p. 2 
Evening Observer, 21 Apr. 1898, p. 5 
Evening Observer, 5 May 1898, p. 5 
Evening Observer, 13 May 1898, p. 4 (second reading of bill to establish 
county council for Brisbane) 
Evening Observer, 19 May 1898, p. 4 
Evening Observer, 2 Jun. 1898, p. 5 
Evening Observer, 9 Jun. 1898, p. 5 (debate, ‘Brisbane Municipality Bill of 
1898’) 
Evening Observer, 17 Jun. 1898, p. 4,  p. 5 (several questions, influx of 
Japanese, the New Guinea Syndicate, etc.) 
Evening Observer, 7 Jul. 1898, p. 5 (paper, ‘French Revolution’) 
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Valley Wesleyan Mutual Improvement Class 
Courier Mail, 23 Oct. 1888, p. 5 (column 1) 
 
Wharf Street Young Men’s Mutual Improvement Society 
Queensland Figaro, 9 Aug. 1884, p. 163. 
 
Wharf Street Church Literary Circle 
Brisbane Courier, 8 Jun. 1907, p. 15. (magazine evening – members read 
their contributions) 
 
Woolloongabba Debating Society –  
Evening Observer, 30 Jul. 1891, p. 3 (paper on India) 
 
Woolloongabba Social, Literary, and Debating Society –  
Evening Observer, 28 Sep. 1893, p. 4 (book concert in aid of their library) 
 
YMCA Literary and Debating Society  
Pugh’s Almanac, 1867, p. 90, lists names of Executive Council. 
Brisbane Courier, 20 Nov. 1884, p. 5 (readings and recitations, next paper to 
be a review of Henry George’s works) 
Brisbane Courier, 3 Dec. 1884, p. 5 (devoted to junior members who gave 
readings and recitations) 
Brisbane Courier, 16 Dec. 1884, p. 1 (advert. readings, recitations & 
impromptu addresses) 
Brisbane Courier, 25 Feb. 1885, p. 5 col. 4 (usual weekly meeting) 
Brisbane Courier, 11 Mar. 1885, p. 5 col. 2 
Brisbane Courier, 16 Jun. 1885, p. 5 col. 2b (advert) 
Brisbane Courier, 17 Jun. 1885, p. 5, col. 2b (muscular Christianity) 
Brisbane Courier, 25 Jun. 1885, p. 4, col. 6b  
Brisbane Courier, 30 Jun. 1885, p. 5 col. 2a 
Brisbane Courier, 4 Jul. 1885, p. 5, col. 3b 
Brisbane Courier, 7 Jul. 1885, p. 5, col. 1b (essay, ‘Tyranny of Custom’) 
Brisbane Courier, 11 Jul. 1885, p. 5, col. 6b (ordinary meeting) 
Brisbane Courier, 14 Jul. 1885, p. 5. col. 3 (‘Air in Relation to our Dwellings’) 
Brisbane Courier, 15 Jul. 1885, p. 5 (lecture, ‘Air in relation to our 
Dwellings’) 
Brisbane Courier, 4 Aug. 1885, p. 1, col. 4 (advert) 
Brisbane Courier, 12 Aug. 1885, p. 5, col. 5a (paper, ‘Abolition of Capital 
Punishment’) 
Brisbane Courier, 24 Aug. 1885, p. 1, col. 4b (musical and literary 
entertainment) 
Brisbane Courier, 27 Aug. 1885, p. 5, col. 5b (debate to be held with School 
of Arts Debating Society) 
Brisbane Courier, 8 Sep. 1885, p. 1, col. 4 (impromptu addresses) 
Brisbane Courier, 12 Sep. 1885, p. 8, col. 6b (‘Young Men their Privileges and 
Duties’) 
Brisbane Courier, 15 Sep. 1885, p. 5, col. 6b (debate, disposal of Crown 
lands) 
Brisbane Courier, 21 Sep. 1885, p. 4 (editorial, opening of Sydney’s YMCA 
building)   
Brisbane Courier, 22 Sep. 1885, p. 5, col. 1a  (debate, ‘Ought the Crown 
Lands of the Colony to be Leased or Sold’) 
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Brisbane Courier, 24 Sep. 1885, p. 5, col. 6b (YMCA & School of Arts Debate) 
Brisbane Courier, 29 Sep. 1885, p. 1, col. 5 
Brisbane Courier, 29 Sep. 1885, p. 5 (debate, ‘Which is the more preferable, 
town or country life?’) 
Brisbane Courier, 6 Oct. 1885, p. 5, col. 1b 
Brisbane Courier, 7 Oct. 1885 p. 5 (meeting, entertainment included series of 
readings and recitations) 
Brisbane Courier, 12 Oct. 1885, p. 1 col. 7b (advert. ‘What is Heroism?’) 
Brisbane Courier, 12 Oct. 1885, p. 5, col. 2b (advert. for lecture, ‘Young Men, 
their Privileges and Duties’) 
Brisbane Courier, 14 Oct. 1885, p. 6 (report on lecture, ‘What is Heroism?’) 
Brisbane Courier, 17 Oct. 1885, p. 1, col. 3b (‘An Hour with the Stars’) 
Brisbane Courier, 17 Oct. 1885, p. 5, col. 5b (advert.) 
Brisbane Courier, 22 Oct. 1885, p. 6, col. 2b (‘An Hour with the Stars’) 
Brisbane Courier, 24 Oct. 1885, p. 1, col. 4b (impromptu addresses) 
Brisbane Courier, 28 Oct. 1885, p. 3, col. 2b (impromptu addresses) 
Brisbane Courier, 6 Nov. 1885, p. 5 (annual meeting) 
Brisbane Courier, 11 Nov. 1885, p. 5 (inter-society debate with School of 
Arts, ‘That members of Parliament should not be paid out of the public 
revenues’; impromptu debates: ‘Irresponsible government with special 
reference to our Legislative Council’; ‘Should publicans be compensated for 
loss of license through the operation of local option’; ‘Should the 
Government provide central sugar mills’; ‘Local option’; ‘Should the Bible be 
read in State schools’) 
Brisbane Courier, 12 Nov. 1885, p. 6 (debate, ‘That Members of Parliament 
should not be paid from the public revenue’) 
Brisbane Courier, 28 Nov. 1885, p. 1 (advert for closing present session with 
musical and literary entertainment) 
Brisbane Courier, 28 Nov. 1885, p. 6 (close present session with musical and 
literary entertainment) 
Brisbane Courier, 27 Feb. 1886, p. 1 (advert. opening meeting, musical and 
literary entertainment) 
Brisbane Courier, 4 Mar. 1886, p. 6 (new session. Entertainment included 
anthems, quartets, and solos of the newly formed YMCA choir; short address 
by Mr R Sumner, ‘Self-Culture’) 
Brisbane Courier, 30 Mar. 1886, p. 5 (address on Mr W. E. Gladstone) 
Evening Observer, 14 Apr. 1886, p. 3 (paper, ‘The Press’) 
Evening Observer, 25 Feb. 1888, p. 6 (musical and literary entertainment in 
aid of debating class) 
Evening Observer, 3 May 1888, p. 4 (‘newspaper’ night) 
Brisbane Courier, 10 Oct. 1888, p. 4, col. 7 (debate, ‘Should Publicans get 
Compensation?’) 
Brisbane Courier, 30 Oct. 1888, p. 1 (advert. for debate, ‘Is the Use of the 
Lash Justifiable?’) 
Brisbane Courier, 31 Oct. 1888, p. 5 col. 3 
Evening Observer, 31 Oct. 1888, p. 4 (debate, ‘Is the use of the lash 
justifiable?’) 
Brisbane Courier, 7 Nov. 1888, p. 5 (impromptu debates) 
Brisbane Courier, 13 Nov. 1888, pp. 1 & 5 (‘Imperial Federation’) 
Brisbane Courier, 20 Nov. 1888, p. 6, col. 1 (‘James Russell Lowell’) 
Brisbane Courier, 21 Nov. 1888, p. 4, col. 7  
Brisbane Courier, 27 Nov. 1888, p. 1 col. 3 (advert.) 
Brisbane Courier, 5 Dec. 1888, p. 4 col. 7 
Evening Observer, 5 Nov. 1889, p. 2 (impromptu debating) 
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Evening Observer, 31 May 1890, p. 4 (debate, ‘Should the State repress 
infidel literature?’) 
Evening Observer, 18 Sep. 1891, p. 7 (mock election) 
Evening Observer, 4 Mar. 1892, p. 2 (debate, ‘Is black labour essential to 
tropical agriculture?’) 
 
Young Women’s Class – Wharf Street Baptist Church 
Queensland Freeman, 15 Nov. 1886, p. 4. (gave an ‘At Home’ – songs, 
recitations, etc.) 
Queensland Freeman, 15 Jun. 1887, p. 3. (organising anniversary: literary 
and musical entertainment) 
Queensland Freeman, 15 Jul. 1887, p. 4. (celebrated 2nd anniversary. 
Meetings described: ‘At these meetings the members were engaged in plain 
and fancy needlework, and during the term of working, books of an 
interesting kind are read, combining work and instruction’.) 
 
Young Women’s Mission Class – City Tabernacle 
Evening Observer, 25 Jul 1894, p. 6. 
 
Primitive Methodist young Men’s Literary and Debating Class – Primitive 
Methodist Church, Merton Street 
Evening Observer, 27 Jun 1891, p. 4. 
(Met to read their manuscript journal. It featured original poetry.) 
 
Leichardt Street Primitive Methodist Mutual Improvement Class 
Brisbane Courier, 30 Mar 1886, p. 5. 
Evening Observer, 14 Jun 1888, p. 2. 
 
Primitive Methodist Mutual Improvement Society of Leichhardt Street 
Queensland Evangelical Standard, 23 Dec. 1887, p. 508. 
 
Primitive Methodist Mutual Improvement Classes of the Valley and 
Leichhardt Street 
Queensland Evangelical Standard, 11 Nov. 1887, p. 388.  
Queensland Evangelical Standard, 11 Mar. 1887, p. 764. (debate) 
 
Mutual Improvement Class - Brunswick Street Primitive Methodist Church 
Queensland Evangelical Standard, 4 Mar. 1887, p. 744. 
Evening Observer, 3 May 1888, p. 2. 
 
Valley Wesleyan Mutual Improvement Class 
Courier Mail, 23 Oct. 1888, p. 5 col. 1. (lecture) 
 
Sherwood Presbyterian Church Young Men’s Guild – Sherwood 
Presbyterian Church 
Evening Observer, 1 Sep. 1893, p. 4. (‘Parliamentary Night’) 
Evening Observer, 13 Oct. 1893, p. 4. (Debate – ‘Does the Barbarian Live a 
Happier Life than a Civilised Person?’) 
Evening Observer, 27 Oct. 1893, p. 2. (lecture – ‘Anglo-Israelism’) 
Evening Observer, 4 Nov. 1893, p. 4. (newspaper reading) 
 
 
Valley Religious and Literary Association – Valley Presbyterian Church  
Evening Observer, 1 Sep. 1893, p. 4. (‘Selections from Shakespeare’) 
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Wickham Terrace Presbyterian Debating Society – Divinity Hall, Ann 
Street 
Evening Observer, 26 Jun. 1897, p. 4. (Discussion – ‘Napoleon v. Wellington’) 
 
Wickham Terrace Literary and Debating Society – Divinity Hall, Ann 
Street 
Evening Observer, 14 Jun. 1898 (drawing up of next syllabus) 
 
North Brisbane Presbyterian Literary and Debating Union – Divinity Hall, 
Creek Street. 
Evening Observer, 21 Feb. 1889, p. 4. (Inauguration) 
 
Presbyterian Young Men’s Guild – Park Presbyterian Church 
Queensland Evangelical Standard, 14 Oct. 1887, p. 306. (discussion, ‘Land 
Question’) 
Evening Observer, 25 Jan. 1889, p. 5. (parliamentary election) 
Evening Observer, 22 Feb. 1889, p. 5. (parliamentary election) 
Evening Observer, 22 Mar. 1889, p. 5. (parliamentary debating) 
Evening Observer, 17 May 1889, p. 5. (essay, ‘Characters we meet with’) 
Evening Observer, 31 May 1889, p. 2. (debate, ‘Would the Australian 
colonies be benefited by separating from the British Empire.’) 
Evening Observer, 9 Aug. 1889, p. 4. (lecture, ‘Electricity’) 
 
Mutual Improvement Class – Enoggera Terrace Presbyterian Church 
Queensland Evangelical Standard, 21 Oct. 1887. (debate, ‘Are strickes 
justifiable?’) 
Queensland Evangelical Standard, 2 Dec. 1887. (lecture, ‘Reading’) 
Evening Observer, 14 Jun. 1888, p. 2. (debate, ‘Is intemperance or ignorance 
the most cause of the crime and misery of the world.’) 
Evening Observer, 22 Mar. 1888, p. 3. (debate, ‘Has the warrior, or 
statesman, exercised the more beneficial influence on the world.’) 
 
Grey Street Literary and Debating Society – Grey Street Congregational 
Church 
Evening Observer, 23 Mar 1889, p. 2 (celebrating anniversary of association 
with literary and musical entertainment) 
Brisbane Courier, 2 Jul. 1889, p. 6 (lecture on George Eliot) 
Telegraph, 4 Feb. 1890, p. 5. 
 
Brighton Road Congregational Literary and Debating Society -  
Evening Observer, 3 May 1888, p. 4 (social meeting; young men’s society) 
 
Brighton Road Parliamentary Debating Class 
Evening Observer, 14 Jul. 1896, p. 5 (usual weekly meeting, second reading 
of a bill to enable Queensland to take part at the Federal Covention) 
 
South Brisbane Mutual Improvement Society – Congregational Church, 
South Brisbane 
Brisbane Courier, 17 Jun. 1880 (lecture, ‘Evening With the Poets’) 
Brisbane Courier, 19 Jun. 1880, p. 5 (full report of ‘Evening with the Poets’ – 
the first in a series of lectures) 
Brisbane Courier, 27 Jul. 1880 – next to editorial (lecture by William 
Brookes, ‘Newspapers’) 
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Brisbane Courier, 18 Sep. 1885, p. 1 (advertising a lecture)  
Queensland Freeman, 16 Aug. 1888, p. 13  
 
Young People’s Union – Broadway Street Congregational Church 
Daily Observer, 25 Jan. 1896, p. 5 (newly established union for elder 
scholars attending church – public entertainment) 
 
Wharf Street Mutual Improvement Society – Protestant Hall, Ann Street 
Brisbane Courier, 4 Aug. 1885, p. 4 (3rd annual entertainment) 
Queensland Evangelical Standard, 10 Jun. 1887 (continues under its new 
name: 
Parliamentary and Literary Debating Class) 
 
Wharf Street Christian Endeavour 
Evening Observer, 7 Feb. 1888. (inauguration) 
Queensland Freeman, 15 Feb. 1888, p. 9 (described as haviong literary 
features but is not a literary society) 
Queensland Freeman, 15 Feb. 1888, p. 13. 
Queensland Freeman, 15 Feb. 1888, p. 3. (first Endeavour Society in the 
colonies) 
Queensland Freeman, 16 Apr. 1888, p. 3. (humorous and useful lecture, ‘A 
Dish of London Tongues’.) 
Queensland Freeman, 16 Apr. 1888, p. 12. (paper presentations and 
discussion of the Bible’s use of the word salt) 
Queensland Freeman, 15 May 1888, p. 10 (2 papers published in full: 
‘Temperance’ and ‘Domestic Troubles’) 
Queensland Freeman, 15 May 1888, p. 11 (follow-up report on ‘A Dish of 
London Tongues’.) 
Queensland Freeman, 17 Sep. 1888, pp. 8-10 (7 Convention of the Christian 
Endeavour at Chicago) 
Queensland Freeman, 17 Sep. 1888, p. 13 (lecture, ‘The Glorious Dreamer’ – 
anniversary of Bunnyan’s death) 
Queensland Freeman, 17 Nov. 1888, p. 9. (‘Our Poetesses: Mrs Mary 
Hemans’) 
 
Queensland Literary and Debating Societies Union 
Evening Observer, 20 Jun. 1894, p. 2 (inter-society debates: West End v. 
Brisbane; Woolloongabba v. Vulture Street) 
 
Zillmere School of Arts Debating Class 
Evening Observer, 23 Aug. 1894, p. 2 (decide to form a debating class) 
Evening Observer, 23 Sep. 1895, p. 6 (monthly social of Zillmere School of 
Arts) 
Evening Observer, 24 Jul. 1896, p. 5 (annual meeting of Zillmere School of 
Arts) 
 
National Societies: 
 
Brisbane Cambrian Society – rooms of the YMCA 
Executive Committee listed in Pugh’s Almanac, 1885-1889 
Daily Observer, 23 May 1884, p. 5 (general meeting of newly formed club to 
draw up  
Objectives – also lists objectives) 
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Boomerang, 23 May 1891, p. 7 (discussion about Cambrian Club’s concert 
and dance the previous week) 
Brisbane Cambrian Choir 
Evening Observer, 14 May 1891, p. 6 (social gathering) 
 
Hibernian Benefit Society of Queensland – Synod Hall, Edward Street 
Post Office Directory, 1888. Lists names of Executive Council. 
 
Hibernian Australasian Catholic Benefit Society 
Boomerang, 4 Oct. 1890, p. 10 (concert and ball held at Albion Hall) 
Brisbane Courier, 25 Mar. 1880 (sports day at the National Society’s 
grounds) 
Catholic Leader, 3 Apr. 1969, front page (‘Archbishop’s Tribute to Hibernian 
Society’) 
 
Saint Joseph’s Hibernian Society 
Post Office Directory and Pugh’s Almanac, 1899, list names of Executive 
Council 
 
Brisbane Scandinavian Union – Grosvenor Hotel, George Street 
Boomerang, 10 Aug. 1889, p. 8 (Mask and fancy dress ball, Centennial Hall) 
Pugh’s Almanac, 1884-1892 (Lists meeting place, Executive Committee 
members’ names. In the 1885 and 1886 listings there is also mention of a 
Scandinavian Sick Society) 
 
German clubs and societies: 
See: Corkhill, Alan 1992 Queensland and Germany: Ethnic, Socio-Cultural, 
Political and Trade Relations 1838-1991, Academia Press, Melbourne, 
Chapter 7. 
 
Deutscher Turn Verein 
Photo of meeting place in John Oxley Library’s photo collection under 
heading: ‘Brisbane – Clubs & Societies – Deutscher Turn Verein, ca 1896 
 
Boomerang, 24 Aug. 1889, p. 8 (ball) 
Boomerang, 29 Aug. 1891, p. 7 (Masquerade Ball) 
Queensland Figaro, 25 May 1889, p. 801 (page of illustrations of Masquerade 
Ball costumes) 
 
Deutscher Vereinigung (founded 1894) 
Australian Christian World, 27 Sep. 1895, p. 3 (aims of group) 
 
German Club – Cnr Albert and Elizabeth Streets 
Photo of some of the club’s members in John Oxley Library’s photo collection 
under heading: Brisbane – Clubs & Societies – German Club, ca 1890 
 
Brisbane Courier, 15 Oct. 1888 (smoke concert) 
 
Danish Association 
‘Danish Association’, papers in possession of John Oxley Library. 
 
Queensland Irish Association –  
Pugh’s Almanac – lists names of Executive Committee 
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O’Hagan, J. 1923, papers in possession of the John Oxley Library. 
(Presidential address by J. J. Leahy 9 Nov. 1923 on the occasion of the 
unveiling of a portrait of its late president, Mr P. J. McDermott.) 
 
Newspaper article: ‘St. Patrick’s Day in Brisbane’, Queensland Figaro, 22 
Mar. 1884, p. 231. 
 
Queensland Irish Volunteers 
Brisbane Courier, 17 Mar. 1880, editorial (St. Patrick’s Day in Australia) 
Brisbane Courier, 18 Mar. 1880 (St. Patrick’s Day in Brisbane) 
Queensland Figaro, 15 Mar. 1884, p. 214 (advert. for St. Patrick’s Day 
celebrations) 
Boomerang, 17 Aug. 1889, p. 8 (ball) 
Boomerang, 31 Aug. 1889, p. 8 (ball) 
Boomerang, 9 Aug. 1890, p. 10 (second annual ball) 
Boomerang, 24 Oct. 1891, p. 7 (social evening) 
Boomerang, 8 Nov. 1890, p. 10 (excursion to Redcliffe on steamer, Natone) 
Boomerang, 19 Mar. 1892, p. 7 (St. Patrick’s Day celebrations) 
  
Queensland Irish Association Literary and Debating Society 
Courier Mail, 10 Jul. 1916, p. 4 (debate, ‘Private enterprise had failed in 
supplying the needs of the people’) 
 
Londoner’s Club and Institute – clubrooms, Kent’s Buildings 
Evening Observer, 22 Jan. 1895 (usual monthly social) 
 
Temperance, Friendly Societies and Lodges: 
 
Queensland Post Office Directory, ‘Temperance Societies’, Examples: 1875, 
pp. 144-146; 1888  p. 54B-57B (lists all of the temperance societies and 
their branches; Executive Committees and pledges) 
 
Pugh’s Almanac also lists the societies, their branches, etc. Also lists ‘Free 
Libraries and Reading Rooms’, which has an entry for the Oddfellows’ 
Library, Temperance Hall, Edward Street, Fortitude Valley. Letter to the 
Editor of Brisbane Courier, 23 Feb. 1874, expresses disgust at the lack of 
reading material available in this public reading room. 
 
Photos in John Oxley Library’s photograph collection: 
Brisbane – Clubs and Societies – Ulster Lodge 
Brisbane – Clubs and Societies – North Australian Lodge, ca 1873 
Brisbane – Suburbs – Manly, ca 1929 (Girls from MUIOOF Childrens’ Home 
est. 1921) 
 
Articles in Queensland Figaro: 
9 Feb. 1884, p. 119 (Blue Ribbon movement in Cooktown) 
‘Personals’, 8 Mar. 1884, p. 189 (temperance lecturer) 
 ‘Blue Ribbon Movement’, 21 Jun. 1884, p. 499 
‘Sticking to his Colours’, 5 Jul. 1884, p. 8 (cartoon) 
‘Prostituting a Worthy Cause’, 14 Jun. 1884, p. 474 
6 Sep. 1884, p. 319 (joke) 
13 Sep. 1884, p. 349 (joke) 
‘New Rum Meant Madness’, 27 Sep. 1884, p. 392 
4 Oct. 1884, p. 420 (local incident) 



 287 
 

‘Temperate Temperance’, 18 Oct. 1884, p. 508 
 
Activities: 
Brisbane Courier, 12 Jul. 1880 (concerts at Temperance Hall) 
Brisbane Courier, 27 Aug. 1880 (prospectus of an International Temperance 
Conference) 
Brisbane Courier, 16 Jul. 1880 (Professor Blackie – see chapter on Burns 
Club – presided at one of a series of weekly concerts in City Hall, Glasgow 
under the auspices of the Abstainers’ Union.) 
 
Blue Ribbon Gospel Temperance Society – School of Arts 
Brisbane Courier, 29 Sep. 1885, p. 3 (falling off of numbers) 
 
Blue Ribbon Society – cnr. Albert and Charlotte Streets 
Evening Observer, ‘Blue Ribbon Society’, 11 May 1891, p. 6 (meeting) 
 
District Grand Lodge of Freemasons under the Grand Lodge of Scotland 
– Masonic Hall 
Evening Observer, 28 Jul. 1891, p. 6 (quarterly communication and annual 
meeting) 
 
Hope of South Brisbane – their hall in Vulture Street 
Brisbane Courier, 7 Aug. 1884 
 
Independent Order of Good Templars  
Brisbane Courier, 19 Feb. 1873, p. 1 (advert. IOGT public meeting) 
‘Formation of a Good Templars’ Grand Lodge for Queensland’, Brisbane 
Courier, 21 Feb. 1873 (recommended establishing monthly publication, 
Queensland Good Templar, and establishment of Temperance libraries) 
‘Good Templars’ Grand Lodge Meeting’, Brisbane Courier, 23 Feb. 1874 
(second annual session) 
Brisbane Courier, 4 Aug. 1884 
 
Juvenile Rechabites – Temperance Hall 
Evening Observer, 19 May, 1891, p. 2 (procession of over 100) 
Evening Observer, 12 May 1891, p. 4 (songs, recitations) 
 
M. U. Independent Order of Oddfellows  
Brisbane Courier, 19 Feb. 1874 (Loyal United Brothers Lodge, MUIOOF, first 
annual meeting) 
Brisbane Courier, 3 Mar. 1880 (opening of new Valley hall built by the Loyal 
Hope of the Valley Lodge of Oddfellows) 
Brisbane Courier, 15 Mar. 1880 (official opening of new hall in Wickham 
Street, owned by Hope of the Valley Lodge)  
Evening Observer, 9 Feb. 1884, p. 5 (United Brothers’ Lodge opening new 
hall in Caxton Street) 
Brisbane Courier, 9 Aug. 1884, p. 3 (new lodge room in Electra Street) 
Boomerang, 10 Aug. 1889, p. 8 (Evening Star Lodge holding a ball) 
 
Queensland Blue Ribbon United Temperance Workers – Protestant Hall, 
Ann Street 
‘Blue Ribbon Movement’, Brisbane Courier, 11 Aug. 1884, p. 5 
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Women’s Christian Temperance Union 
‘Women’s Christian Temperance Union’, newspaper clippings file in 
possession of John Oxley Library. 
 
Penny Readings – Kenmore Hall 
Evening Observer15 Jun. 1889, p. 2 (programme of readings for concert in 
aid of the General Hospital) 
Evening Observer, 9 Aug. 1889, p. 4  
 
Silver Readings 
Brisbane Courier, 13 Nov. 1888, p. 5 col. 2 
 
Newspaper column, ‘Literary Chitchat’: 
Evening Observer, 16 Aug. 1898, p. 8 (Discussion about how Australian and 
Queensland authors are breaking into international scene (Louis Becke, 
John Arthur Barry and Mr Herbert McIlwaine) 
 
Shakespeare in Brisbane: 
Evening Observer, 28 Oct. 1892, p. 5 (lecture by Canon Kemmis in All Saints 
Schoolroom, ‘Shakespeare Once More’) 
Palmer, Joan 1950 ‘Shakespeare in Brisbane’, English Literature II, Faculty 
– Arts, U.Q. Typescript in possession of the John Oxley Library. 
 
REGIONAL (reported in Brisbane newspapers): 
Austral Association (founded by George Essex Evans) 
‘Toowoomba’s Literary World’, Steering Wheel and Society & Home, 1 Jan. 
1942, pp. 46-57  
 
Australian Natives Association – Townsville Branch 
Evening Observer, 30 Nov. 1889, p. 5 (federation) 
 
Caxton Club – Buchanan’s Hotel - Townsville 
Queensland Figaro, 10 Feb. 1883, p. 93 (local club similar to Brisbane’s 
Johnsonian Club to start, will be named Caxton Club)  
Queensland Figaro, 24 Feb. 1883, p.135 (joke) 
Queensland Figaro, 3 Mar. 1883, p. 151 (Townsville, Morgan and Thady 
O’Kane both proposed members) 
 
Charters Towers Literary & Debating Society 
Minutes of weekly meetings, 1899-1903, OM65/8, in possession of John 
Oxley Library 
 
Garrick Club (Ipswich) 
‘Garrick Club’, minute books, 1900-1912, OM75/27, in possession of John 
Oxley Library 
 
Gordon Club 
Brisbane Courier, 20 Aug. 1885, p. 4 (Townsville, inauguration. Named after 
Adam Lindsay Gordon) 
 
Gympie Literary Circle 
Evening Observer, 7 Sep. 1889, p. 2 (George Essex Evans presented paper on 
Thackeray’s Vanity Fair’, published in full in local newspapers.) 
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Boomerang, 26 Oct. 1889, p. 8 (published pamphlet containing papers that 
have been presented to this group) 
Boomerang, 2 May 1891, p. 7 (Mrs A J Brown gave a humorous reading by 
Will Carleton) 
 
Gympie Mutual Improvement Association 
Pugh’s Almanac, 1872, p. 113; 1874, p. 374. 
 
Hibernian Society of Gympie 
Queensland Figaro, 22 Nov. 1884, p. 665 (soiree) 
 
Ipswich Literary Circle 
Evening Observer, 20 Jul. 1891, p. 6 (outing to Goodna to meet Brisbane 
Literary Circle) 
Evening Observer, 20 Aug. 1891, p. 8 (Executive Council meeting) 
Boomerang, 8 Nov. 1890, p. 10 (concert) 
Boomerang, 27 Dec. 1890, p. 11 (hon. secretary leaving) 
Boomerang, 21 Feb. 1891, p. 9 (first meeting of year, musical and literary 
entertainment) 
Evening Observer, 4 Jul. 1891 (invited the Brisbane Literary Circle to an 
outing at Goodna) 
 
Literary and Debating Society (Croydon) 
Queenslander, 1 Aug. 1891, p. 197 (newly formed society) 
 
Maryborough Scandinavian Society 
‘The Maryborough Scandinavian Society’, Brisbane Courier, 29 Jan. 1880 
(lists goals, reasons for its formation, etc.) 
 
Maytown Debating Club 
Queensland Figaro, 29 Nov. 1884, p. 687 (newly formed club) 
 
North Ipswich Methodist Mutual Improvement Class 
‘Revised rules of the North Ipswich Methodist Mutual Improvement Class’, 
1902, in possession of John Oxley Library. 
 
Saint Patrick’s Literary Society 
Northern Mining Register, 9 Mar. 1892, p. 5 (debate, ‘Would the re-
introduction of kanaka labor be beneficial?’) 
 
Townsville Mutual Improvement Society 
Queensland Figaro, 16 Aug. 1884, p. 203 (impromptu speeches – one 
member had his speech written out) 
 
Wynnum Debating Class 
Queensland Figaro, 20 Jan. 1883, p. 43 (response to Figaro’s criticism) 
 
INTERSTATE: 
 
Ivanhoe Club 
Queenslander, 5 Sep. 1891, p. 437 (social) 
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OVERSEAS: 
 
Gloucestershire Ladies’ Debating Society 
Queenslander, 19 Jan. 1889, p. 115 col. 4 
 
Literary Ladies (England) 
Brisbane Courier, 16 Jul. 1889, p. 6 (annual dinner) 
Brisbane Courier, 21 Jul. 1890 (annual dinner) 
Evening Observer, 20 Jul. 1891, p. 2 (3rd annual dinner) 
 
 
Manchester Mill and Working Girls’ Society 
Evening Observer, 15 Feb. 1892, p. 5 (goals and objectives) 
 
Mattoon Women’s Reading Club (Illinois) 
Hooper, Brad, 2001, ‘The Mother of All Book Clubs’, Booklist, 15 Sep. pp. 
194-195 
 
Savage Club (London) 
Boomerang, 20 Jul. 1889, p. 8 (entertained Mr David Christie Murray who is 
now due to tour Australia) 
 
Victor Hugo Society (London) 
Evening Observer, 23 Jul. 1894, p. 2 (newly formed debating society, 
established by Victor Hugo’s nephew, Count Abel Hugo) 
 
Women’s Progressive Society 
Evening Observer, 20 Jul. 1891, p. 2 (new member: Ibsen, vice president) 
 
Young Ladies’ Debating Society (Troy) 
Brisbane Courier, 4 Sep. 1880 (editorial comment: these women opting for 
longer courtships) 
 
Young Men’s Christian Association – Exeter Hall, London 
Queensland Freeman, 15 Jun. 1886, p. 3 (annual meeting) 
 
Other newspaper reports: 
‘London Clubs’, Daily Observer, 26 Jan. 1884, p. 6 
‘Holiday Studies’, Queenslander, 6 Oct. 1888, p. 626 (includes Chautauqua) 
 
 
 


