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Abstract 

This thesis tells the story of an historical tradition of 

radical literacy and literature that is defined as the British 

radical literary tradition.  It takes the meaning of literature at 

its broadest understanding and identifies the literary and 

educational relations of what E P Thompson terms ‘the making of the 

English working class’ through its struggle for literacy and 

freedom.  The study traces the developing dialectic of literary 

radicalism and the emergent hegemony of capitalism through the 

dissemination of radical ideas in literature and a groundswell of 

public literacy. The proposed radical tradition is defined by the 

oppositional stance of its participants, from the radical 

intellectual’s critical texts to the striving for literacy and 

access to literature by working class people.  This oppositional 

discourse emerged in the fourteenth century concomitant with nascent 

capitalism and has its literary origins in utopian vision.  This 

nascent utopian imagination conceived a democratic socialism that 

underpinned the character of much of the following oppositional 

discourse.   

 

The thesis establishes the nexus of the oppositional discourse 

as a radical literary tradition and the earliest instances of adult 

education in autodidacticism and informal adult education.  The 

ascent of middle class power through the industrial revolution is 

shadowed by the corresponding descent of the working class into 

poverty.  Concomitant with this social polarisation is the phenomena 

of working class literary agency as the means to political and 

economic agency.  While Protestant dissenting groups such as the 

Diggers and Levellers were revolutionary activists, it was Methodism 

that formed a bulwark against revolution.  Yet it was their emphasis 

on self-improvement that contributed to an increasingly literate 

populace.  Radical texts produced and disseminated by individuals 

and organisations and read by autodidactics and informal reading 

groups are seminal in the formation of a working class identity. 
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Spearheaded by the Chartist movement, education became a central 

ethic of working class politics and the civil struggle for economic 

and political justice throughout the nineteenth and well into the 

twentieth centuries.  The avant garde movements of the early 

twentieth century are analysed as a strand of this tradition. 

   

The narrative of the thesis then moves to the penal colony of 

Australia and explores the radical literary tradition’s development 

there.  Early colonial culture is seen as having a strong impetus 

towards a developing a native literary expression of the new land.  

Where conservative colonial literature struggled to differentiate 

itself from formal British literary models, the radical heritage and 

its utopian vision of a working man’s paradise gave definitive 

expression to the Australian experience.  This expression was 

strongly influenced by Chartist ideals.  The British radical 

literary tradition is thus seen to have had a dominant influence in 

the development of a native radical literary tradition that strove 

to identify the national character.  Socialist thought developed in 

Australia in concert with that in the parent culture, and anarchist 

and libertarian trends found a ready home amongst independent minded 

colonials.  Yet, in preventing the formation of a native aristocracy 

the small radical population made a compromise with liberalism that 

saw a decidedly conservative streak develop in the early labour 

movement.    

 

There were little in the way of sophisticated radical literary 

offerings at first, but from the mid-nineteenth century a vanguard 

of radicals produced a thriving native press and other fugitive text 

forms.  At the turn of the century the native radical literary 

tradition was vibrantly diverse, with a definitive style that 

claimed literary ownership of the Australian character.  However, 

exhausted by the battles over WWI conscription and isolated by 

censorship, the Communist Party of the Soviet Union was able to 

subsume the vanguard position from the socialists.  The Party laid 

claim to the Australian radical literary tradition, at once both 
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strengthening it with the discipline of a Marxist ideology and 

diminishing its independence and diversity.  Party literary theory 

centred upon the issue of class, developing a doctrine of socialist 

realism that communist writers were expected to practice.  How well 

a writer adhered to socialist realist principles became a measure of 

their class position and loyalty. 

 

Drawing more from primary sources, the thesis develops an 

analysis of the intellectual development of the Australian post-WWII 

writer Eric Lambert through his experience of class instability 

during Depression and war.  The study examines Lambert's decision to 

join the Party and his literary response to his experiences of war, 

the Party, the turmoil of 1956 and life after the Party.  Lambert’s 

body of work is then analysed as the unintentional memoir of a 

writer working as an adult educator in the radical literary 

tradition.  Lambert's struggles, for artistic independence within 

the narrow precepts of Party dogma and with class tensions, were 

common amongst intellectuals committed to the communist cause.  Like 

many of his peers, Lambert resigned from the Party at the end of 

1956 and suffered a period of ideological vacuum.  However, he 

continued to write as a Marxian educator, seeking to reveal that 

which makes us human in the humanity of ordinary people. 

 

It is concluded that, while the Party did much to foster 

disciplined cohesion, the mutual distrust it generated amongst its 

intellectuals suppressed the independent thought that had kept the 

radical literary tradition alive.  Although the Party developed an 

ideological strength within the radical literary tradition, its 

dominance over thirty years and subsequent fall from grace acted to 

fragment and discredit that centuries-old tradition which it 

subsumed.  An argument is made for a reinvestment of the centrality 

of the radical literary tradition in the education of adults for the 

maintenance of social justice and the democratic project.  
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Statement of Originality 

 

This work has not previously been submitted for a degree or diploma 

in any university.  To the best of my knowledge and belief, the 

thesis contains no material previously published or written by 

another person except where due reference is made in the thesis 

itself. 
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Preface 

Conceptual leaps: The rationale for the thesis 

 

 This study has truly been, for me, a journey into the unknown, 

beginning with a conceptual leap from an academic background in 

theatre, psychology, sociology, radical adult education and the arts 

into the virtually unexplored disciplines of modern history, 

literature and politics.  It was made at a time when an enthusiasm 

for the principles of radical education, as espoused by the South 

American school of Paulo Freire (1979), in literacy, and Augusto 

Boal (1992) in community theatre, was beginning to wane.  I had 

begun to see that, despite the profound realisations precipitated by 

this strand of radical education, Freire's core principle of 

conscientization, emancipation from the psychological oppression 

innate to capitalism, was reified by academic study and degraded in 

practice to an indulgence.  After seven years of developing a 

theoretical base for a thesis on community theatre as cultural and 

personal development, it was important that further study be sited 

in praxis.  However, joining an existing project or establishing one 

of my own had not progressed and the prospect of undertaking further 

study without praxis was not attractive.   

 

A chance encounter had drawn attention to an uncle, Eric 

Lambert (1918-1966), a communist writer of whom I had heard a great 

deal from my mother (his sister) but had never met.  I began to read 

his novels, progressed to the fictional works and memoirs of his 

literary peers, and soon became enthralled with this hitherto 

unknown period of Australian history.  Similarly to many 'baby-

boomers,' I had been, until this point, entirely ignorant of the 

literary wing of the post-WWII Australian Communist Party.  It 

became apparent that a common element in all these writers was a 

commitment to a literature of ideas.  Diverse as they were, they 

shared a primary motivation to educate their readers, not just to 

entertain.  I occurred to me that therefore their work could also be 
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considered as a form of adult education, perhaps even central to the 

tradition of adult education.   

 

This was, for me, the first of a series of conceptual leaps  

toward conceiving the possibility of a distinct radical literary 

tradition as adult education.  As an early school leaver and 

autodidact before undertaking study as a mature student, this made a 

lot of sense to me, having gained most of my own, rather ad hoc, 

education through self-directed reading.  I had discovered from Zoe 

O’Leary’s biography of Lambert (1974) that he and Frank Hardy had 

been close friends for a period of time leading up to the 

publication of Frank Hardy’s controversial novel Power without Glory 

(PWG) (1950).  This was revealed as one of the truly dramatic and 

better known events of a period packed with great passion and high 

drama, heroes and villains, good and evil, of which I, and surely 

many others, had remained (or been kept?) in ignorance.  The next 

leap for me was the conception of this topic as an alternative 

thesis, posed as the writing of a play based upon the events of 

PWG’s publication, with the research providing the academic 

substance for the thesis.  It seemed an excellent scenario for a 

dramatisation of the history of the political issues and 

individuals, the play itself working as a piece of adult education.  

However, this was not greeted with much enthusiasm and it was 

suggested that I might consider undertaking an academic study of the 

subject of Eric Lambert’s works as adult education.  Cognisant of my 

lack of relevant background I demurred, but the exigencies of time 

and my own adventurous enthusiasm triumphed and the challenge was 

accepted. 

 

The thesis that has eventuated from these processes reaches 

across the disciplines of British and Australian Modern History, 

Literature and Politics, but is primarily sited in Adult Education.  

Indeed, the thesis argues that within each of those fields, the 

informal, grassroots origins of Adult Education has a seminal role.  

This complexity of disciplinary connections rendered theoretical and 
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methodological direction problematic.  While there was support and 

encouragement that could not make up for my lack of background in 

the relevant disciplines, which necessitated covering far more 

general history than would be done for a thesis following a 

continuous path of study.  One of the difficulties with a broad, 

grounded reading strategy is that a theoretical base is occasionally 

built before a text that may have guided that search is found, or a 

previously found text’s significance realised.  One in the former 

category was the discovery in 2001 of Bruce Scates’s A New Australia 

(1997), well after much of the ground that text covers had been 

falteringly explored and similar conclusions drawn.  Likewise, in 

terms of historical information, Stuart Macintyre’s The Reds (1998) 

would have been invaluable at the time of its publication but was 

not accessed until 2002.  As well, the value of some of the essays 

in Brian Head and James Walter’s Intellectual Movements and 

Australian Society (1988) was only recognised belatedly.   

 

Yet there most likely have been advantages too, in the wide 

reading uninhibited by a discipline’s theoretical constraints, a 

mentor’s preferences, or my own theoretical prejudices (since I had 

no theory as such).  Such a broad and atheoretical exploration has 

perhaps yielded a more rich and diverse historical landscape than 

any more focused searchlight may have done.  This complexity 

presented its own set of problems, particularly in the matter of 

choice.  There was a consistent effort required to keep the focus 

steady on the ‘forest’ of the proposed tradition and not get lost in 

the vast array of individually fascinating trees.  For my own need 

to understand, as much as for the thesis itself, it was essential to 

try to establish the origins of the tradition I was proposing and 

that meant trying to find its historical origins.  Starting that far 

back meant modern British political and literary history (much of it 

not known to me) had to be visited to ascertain if the proposed 

tradition stood up to historical evidence.  To establish the theory 

of a new tradition required both interdisciplinary reading and a 

chronological approach, but this is not always possible or 

 5



attractive.  As a consequence, my reading has tended to criss-cross 

time and disciplines, finding texts that might be suitable at a 

later date and vice-versa.  Inevitably, some parts of texts have 

been relevant to the moment but noted for later use, some relevant 

parts not recognised, and some have been forgotten. 

 

At the end of this adventure into our radical literary 

heritage the sifting process has most likely excluded as much 

relevant material as that included, important characters missing 

where lesser names are featured, and in other places well known 

identities revisited where an unknown may have been more persuasive.  

However, this has not always been from oversight as I have tried to 

highlight that which is neglected by others, pick out the ordinary 

features rather than the extraordinary, while steering enough of an 

already charted line to maintain sight of historical landmarks for 

the proposed tradition.  Some of these choices have been difficult, 

made with much consideration but not necessarily with all relevant 

information available at that time.  Sometimes the choices have been 

a matter of random discoveries or the availability or absence of 

wanted texts.   

 

And as all true adventures, this study has been at times a 

difficult, depressing and distressing experience, at other times 

joyous and immensely satisfying.  In its development it has been 

justly criticised as being 'too much a sweeping cavalcade of 

history,' but for better or worse it is done.  If I were to begin 

again the thesis would likely be much more sophisticated, with wiser 

choices made and better theoretical development - perhaps.  But as 

it stands, I can only hope that I have sufficiently made the case 

for the proposed British radical literary tradition and its nexus 

with the development of adult education.  It is my fervent hope that 

this study will serve as a worthy resource in the study of adult 

education and advance recognition of its nexus with independent 

learning and the oppositional literary discourse as necessary for 

the conduct of a robust democracy. 
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Part A: An introduction to the thesis 

 

Chapter 1. The proposal for the British radical literary 

tradition: From its origins in fourteenth century Britain to 

the work of the post-WWII writer Eric Lambert 

 

i) The longest war: The foundation thesis for the British 

radical literary tradition as adult education 

 
Education is not put on like varnish.  It springs like a plant 
from the soil and the fragrance of the earth is upon it.  

           (Tawney [1914]1966:81) 
 

This thesis tells the story of the British radical literary 

tradition and its seminal role in the development of adult 

education as a historical field of endeavour, first through a 

meta-study of secondary historical sources, then in an analytic 

examination of a twentieth century writer.  Following this 

introductory chapter, Part B first maps the historical development 

of that tradition’s heritage in the British and then Australian 

contexts.  Drawing widely from secondary sources, Chapter Two 

establishes the historical and philosophical foundations for this 

proposed tradition then moves to the inception of the Communist 

Party of the Soviet Union and its subsumption of a vanguard 

position in that tradition.  Chapters Three and Four then follow 

the transportation of the radical literary tradition to its 

Australian context through an examination of its influence on the 

development of an Australian identity.  Chapter Five examines the 

development of a socialist ethos in the Australian radical 

literary culture in more detail, the impact of the institution of 

the Communist Party here and its subsequent influence on the 

Australian radical literary tradition.  In Part C an explorative 

analysis is conducted of the life and work of the Australian 

postwar communist writer Eric Lambert as an exemplar of the 

Australian radical literary tradition.   
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An interdisciplinary approach to the telling of this story was 

necessary, one that traversed the fields of modern British 

history, literature and adult education from fourteenth century 

Britain to twentieth century Australia seeking to map the path of 

this proposed tradition.  One consequence of attempting to cover 

such a vast sweep of human endeavour is that the narrative may 

appear at times to have a touch of grand hyperbole about it.  If 

that has proven so, the risk is deemed a necessary flaw.  While 

there are significant historians, such as E P Thompson (1968), who 

have argued the case for working class agency in their own 

development, much of the history of adult education and literature 

accords the middle class dominance in those fields of endeavour.  

This study sets out to challenge that hegemony by showing the 

working class as active participants in their own education.  For 

the first part of the study the luxury of original archival 

research was precluded by time and resources and, as a consequence 

of this, hard evidence that would establish an historical 

continuity of educational endeavour by working class readers and 

writers was not always available.  Those connections have 

sometimes been drawn from incidental clues found in studies with a 

different focus.  Much of the activity and product of the proposed 

British radical literary tradition was clandestine and ephemeral, 

and so less likely to be recorded by official history than that of 

the ruling classes.  For Part B of the study, therefore, factual 

evidence has tended to be elusive, less distinctive, and has 

required that assumptions be made in the collation of material 

given in support of the central argument.  This has meant that, on 

occasion, informed opinions offered by historians in related 

fields have been accepted in support of the thesis argument in 

lieu of more direct factual evidence.  However, it is my earnest 

hope that the central thesis identifying the nexus of the urge to 

literacy and working class self-education with the production and 

reading of radical literature has successfully argued for the 
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development of a British radical literary tradition that is a 

historically didactic enterprise.  

 

The social construct of class is seen to have evolved over 

time in the contest between the growing control of economic and 

cultural power by and an emergent bourgeoisie and those from whom 

much of that wealth was derived, what became identified as the 

working class.  The thesis utilises the term hegemony coined by 

Gramsci (1971) for the dominant cultural and economic paradigm 

maintained by a ruling class in order to secure its interests.  It 

assumes that this hegemony continues to control the dominant 

discourse, is politically conservative and, for the past four 

centuries, has favoured the economic principles of capitalism and 

the free market as the utilitarian means of achieving social 

order.  The radical literary discourse differs from the formal 

precepts of literature by its inclusion of the activities of both 

the reading and writing of a broad range of literature, from 

fugitive forms of correspondence, pamphlets and journalism to the 

canonical texts.  The striving of the emergent working class 

towards literacy and access to knowledge through literature is 

seen as integral to the radical literary tradition.  The struggle 

by members of that class and those who supported them to achieve 

freedom from the poverty and ignorance imposed by laissez faire 

capitalism forms the nexus of the radical literary tradition and 

the seminal development of the field now known as adult education.  

This tradition emerged as an oppositional force that takes a 

critical stance against class, power and economics as the arbiters 

of human value.  While the broad range of radicalism from liberal 

republicanism to anarchism is represented within the radical 

tradition, its oeuvre is considered to be socialistic and 

humanistic.  It is radical because it stands outside the hegemonic 

institutions, demanding a fundamental change to the industrial-

capitalist social order.   
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From this position then, while the benign intent of liberal 

reformers is acknowledged, their collusion in the hegemony is 

considered problematic and their contributions to the radical 

tradition are as individualised as the principles from which they 

work.  To stand outside and critique the hegemony is isolating and 

stressful, and it is not imagined that all individuals maintained 

a permanent radical stance.  Nor is it suggested that all 

literature can be clearly identified as either radical or 

conservative.  It was, for much of this history, a matter of 

levels of socially legitimated access.  Indeed, the radicalism of 

the readers and writers of the radical tradition is seen to have 

derived from the challenge that these activities presented to the 

control of one class by another.  However, it is those who took 

that position of profound opposition to the social and economic 

politics of industrial capitalism who are seen as the vanguard of 

the radical tradition.   

 

In Australia the early merging of liberal and radical 

interests is seen as having had a greater influence on the 

development of the radical tradition.  An aspiration to the 

liberal ideal, where the state is seen as a neutral arbiter 

between the 'antagonistic claims of labour and capital,' has 

characterised Australian working class political organisation from 

its colonial origins (Rowse 1978:16).  However, as Rowse (1978:16-

17) points out, while the discourse of liberalism does have some 

success in providing a veneer of civil coherence, its limitations 

and internal contradictions perennially challenge its equanimity.1  

That liberal reformism has been able to modify radical claims 

sufficiently to allow passage into legislation is evidence of its 

symbiotic necessity; yet liberal reformism has rarely been the 

                                                           
1 Rowse presents the following arguments against liberalism:  It is in 
denial of demonstrable class inequities within its institutions; it is 
'embarrassed and affronted' by class struggle and the inability of the 
state to express 'the common interest'; its social theory has internal 
contradictions; and the self-image of its protagonists is 'continually 
being undermined' by these inconsistencies. 
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instigator of those claims.  For that we must look to the radical 

tradition. 

 

To one born in the mid-twentieth century with many of the 

achievements of that great adventure of the British radical 

tradition taken as givens, the discovery of the long war fought 

for those human rights and social benefits now enjoyed has proved 

both an inspiring and a cautionary assignment.  There is a 

powerful myth within adult education that the history of adult 

education emerged out of middle class endeavour, spearheaded by 

Utilitarians such as Francis Place and the Christian socialists, 

through organisations such as the Mechanics’ Institutes, the 

Worker’s Educational Association and other university extension 

agencies.  Whilst the agency of ordinary people in mass literacy 

and universal access to knowledge is acknowledged in the history 

of radical adult education, as told by R H Tawney (1966) and Derek 

Whitelock (1974), their signposts ever belong to the elite of the 

field.  Yet, as Tawney himself notes, much that those elite 

achieved was built upon the desire for freedom and knowledge of 

countless ordinary souls:  

 
Behind it lies a century of working-class educational effort. …  
Like all working class movements, The Workers’ Educational 
Association [WEA] moves in a path worn smooth by the vanguard 
of the anonymous.             (Tawney 1966:79) 
 

And it is for that 'vanguard of the anonymous' that this thesis 

argues, for due recognition of working class agency in its own 

education, not as a task imposed upon an illiterate rabble by 

benevolent rulers, but as a prize they demanded, fought for and 

won.  Their efforts are all-too frequently diminished or negated 

in the precedence accorded to middle class reformers and 

educators.   

 

Chapters Two to Four map an ancient tradition of self-

initiated and directed working class adult education, showing that 

wherever the middle class interpolate they attempt to realign its 
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functions and history to their own interests and values.  The 

study has tried to work behind those elite signposts of adult 

education history as much as was possible without the luxury of 

sufficient time for a more forensic anthropology.  To do this the 

fields of modern literary, political and cultural history were 

looked to, providing a rich source of clues in the search for the 

British radical literary tradition.  Chapter Two chronicles the 

processes by which the dialectic of the radical literary tradition 

formed as an oppositional discourse to the rise of bourgeois 

hegemony.  It establishes the nexus of that tradition with the 

development of the field of adult education.  The utopian 

imagination is seen as the conceptual engine of that oppositional 

culture, providing the means by which society might be revisioned 

to be more equitable and just.  The liberal bourgeoisie is 

credited by Habermas of creating the public sphere that ‘sought to 

transform absolutist political authority into rational authority’ 

(cited in Mohanty 1974:4), one in which Mohanty argues literature 

and literary criticism were inherently revolutionary and 

pedagogical.  This thesis argues that the bourgeoisie were not 

alone in creating that public sphere, but represented the 

privileged, articulate elite of a much wider educational momentum 

within the culture itself, one which they attempted to repress 

amongst the lower orders.  The possession of literacy and access 

to literature began to be recognised as having political agency as 

early as the fourteenth century and Chapter Two chronicles the 

evolution of a tradition of reading and writing in opposition to 

the control of knowledge by Church and State.  Attempts by those 

bodies to repress this radical momentum only resulted in 

clandestine networks and an increased radicalisation of nascent 

working class movements.  Those radical movements are shown in 

Chapters Three and Four to have been transplanted in Australian 

soil, where they developed in both similar and unique ways. 
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Chapter Two finishes with a brief discussion of the early 

twentieth century avant garde movements, which are considered here 

to be a component of the radical literary tradition.  Around the 

turn of the nineteenth century, as working class identity was 

consolidating in a distinct theoretical approach to education and 

literature, another stream of radicalism took its lead from the 

Romantics.  Eschewing the pragmatic concerns of the working class, 

avant garde artists took their oppositional challenge to the core 

of cultural politics in the successive waves of Futurism, Dadaism 

and Surrealism.  These movements were intensely political and 

propagandist, each relatively short-lived but with a potent 

imprint.  While their manipulation of media was much more diverse 

than preceding radical expression, language and text still played 

a central role in much of their agitation.  And a strident 

challenge to constraint and repression of knowledge was at the 

core of all the avant garde movements.  As with other dimensions 

of the radical tradition, these movements were small in number but 

noisy, and had a disproportionate influence on the development of 

ideas in the wider culture.  The avant garde were more active and 

influential in the European cultural context than the British, and 

less so still in the Australian context, yet their influence was 

felt sufficiently here to be accorded some discussion in Chapter 

Five.    

 

Chapters Three and Four follow the British radical literary 

tradition to Australia and argue that there it achieved a unique 

development, one that was strongly influenced by the Chartists and 

other rebellious movements amongst the convict and emigrant 

population.  The utopian urge is seen to be manifest in the 

earliest imaginings of this Great Southern Land but, with the 

lessons of America, another chance at a society free of inequity 

inspired radical minds most.  Here the progress of the British 

radical literary tradition is seen to develop into a unique 

Australian version in which democratic republicanism took a 
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central role, spurred on by the influx of free settlers and the 

growth of prosperity concomitant with the mid-century gold rush.  

From the earliest time of settlement expressions of utopian vision 

are evident in literary utterances from virtually all sectors of 

the colonial society, except perhaps those who saw perfection in 

the British Empire.  This utopian impetus is seen as central to 

the development of a uniquely Australian radical literary 

tradition, one that established those cultural identifiers that we 

have come to see as national characteristics.   

 

Chapter Five explores the development of Australian radical 

politics in relation to the production and dissemination of 

literature.  During the second half of the nineteenth century the 

socialist agenda gained considerable momentum in the formation of 

the Labour movement.  However, the Russian Revolution and 

Communist Party of the Soviet Union are seen as having 

interpolated that older tradition of struggle with its own 

‘historical convulsion.’  The Soviet Party then subsumed, and in 

crucial ways distorted, critical elements of that ancient British 

radical tradition.  The school of proletarian writing developed by 

the Party, which became known as socialist realism, is seen as 

having inherited the didactic ethos of the radical tradition and 

it was in this tradition that Eric Lambert took up his pen and 

began to write.   

 

The focus of Part C is on the analysis of the intellectual 

development and works of the post-World War Two communist writer 

Eric Lambert.  It demonstrates the continuing legacy of this 

didactic ethos of the writer of the radical tradition.  The trials 

Lambert faced are seen to be representative of writers in this 

radical tradition and his responses to the turmoil of his world 

are articulated in his body of work, which are read both as 

exemplars of the radical tradition and as an unintentional memoir.   
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ii) Making the connections: Method and theory 

The narrative outlined above has two, quite distinct, parts.  

Part B, first establishes the model for the proposed tradition in 

Britain then follows its passage to Australia and its development 

into a unique form in that context.  Chapter Two draws mostly from 

secondary sources and will appear to the informed reader to cover 

a great deal of well-trodden historical territory.  However, in 

order to establish the historical nexus of radical literature and 

the origins of adult education, these old pathways have been 

traversed yet again here.  Thereafter, the study draws from a 

mixture of primary and secondary sources, with an increasing focus 

on archival material and primary texts in Part C.  In the search 

for novel connections the study had both the advantage and the 

disadvantage of fresh inquiry, unbiased by pre-existing theory but 

also unguided by a discipline-specific body of knowledge.  A 

consequence of this is that there is no hierarchy of texts that 

have illuminated subsequent study.  Rather, the method of the 

study has something of the anthropologist’s forensic inquiry into 

history’s cultural leavings, and something of the Bower Bird’s 

eclecticism, seeking those shiny artifacts which may be nothing 

much by themselves but which add to the nest’s overall 

composition.   

 

In what might be considered a ‘grounded theory’ approach, Part 

B builds supporting evidence for the argument for the primacy of 

the radical literary tradition in the historical evolution of the 

British tradition of adult education.  This strategy is considered 

sufficient for a valuing of the radical literary tradition as a 

discrete cultural phenomenon.  It is, ultimately, a dynamic of the 

of the evolutionary culture as a whole, as Raymond Williams 

observes: 

 
Obviously it is necessary, in exposition, to select certain 
activities for emphasis, and it is entirely reasonable to trace 
particular lines of development in temporary isolation.  But 
the history of a culture, slowly built up from such particular 
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work, can only be written when the active relations are 
restored, and the activities seen in a genuine parity.    
       (Williams 1981:47) 
 
Chapters Two to Five have ‘selected’ the activities of the 

writers and readers of Britain and then Australia over six 

centuries in order to trace these ‘particular lines of 

development’ which form the proposed radical literary tradition 

and its transmutation in the Australian context.  The initiative 

for this approach was the conflating of the fields of adult 

education and radical literary endeavour, working to desegregate 

the philosophical constructs of Literature and Education.  This 

initiative was based upon an intuitive perception and not guided 

by any Marxist preconception.  Yet the challenge it posed to the 

hegemonic conception of the apolitical literary form and its 

genres is confirmed in Marxist theory which sees these conceptual 

constructs as mitigating against the valuing of left-wing and 

working class literature (Winders 1997:4-5).  A philosophical 

definition of Literature that precludes political content and 

refuses the inclusion of politically motivated texts is, 

necessarily, innately political, as Wald observes: 

 
One result of … anticommunist ideology in literary studies is 
the disempowerment of the population of ordinary people who are 
denied a genuine history of their own cultural activities 
through access to authors who wrote about strikes, rebellions, 
mass movements, the work experience, famous political trials, 
the tribulations of political commitment, as well as about 
love, sex, the family, nature and war from a class conscious, 
internationalist, socialist, feminist, and anti-racist point of 
view.  Instead, the population is often exclusively presented 
with literary role models that inculcate notions of culture 
that distort visions of possibilities for social 
transformation.                            (Wald 1990:70) 

  
The processes of liberal intellectual inquiry have subdivided 

the field of literary endeavour into discrete genres within 

further discrete traditions, mostly defined by their relation to 

an essentially bourgeois literary culture and academic theory.  

Davies identifies the period of the ‘1860s and 70s’ when this 

intellectual system began as ‘the first major economic and 
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ideological crisis in mature industrial capitalism’ (Davies 

1981:251).  He cites usage of the term Literature over time, from 

a broad cultural definition of written text to an ‘ideological 

formation … whose function is to ‘resolve’ the ideological crisis 

and the intensifying class struggle of the latter decades into an 

image of organic gemeinschaft or unity’ (Davies 1981:255).  This 

semantic shift was followed closely by a linguistic hegemony which 

‘became fully effective by being incorporated into the most 

fundamental routines of compulsory universal education’ (Davies 

1981:257).  That combination of semantic and linguistic dominance 

is argued by Davies to exclude texts, or parts thereof, that do 

not fit hegemonic parameters of Literature and to direct educated 

perception of what constitutes history and culture toward desired 

outcomes: 

 
Nor is it only that literature ‘silently’ testifies to the 
hegemony of the dominant language, even when it seems to be 
resisting or refusing it, though that is the case also.  At 
the moment when a certain corpus of texts, identified as 
‘literary’, takes up its position in the contradictory unity 
of the dominant national language and in the institutions and 
practices of compulsory state education, literature ceases to 
be the passive raw material of certain process of ideological 
production and reproduction and actively engages the terms of 
its own constitution.                (Davies 1981:258) 

 
In setting definitions too narrowly and ignoring the plethora of 

material such as letters and works not written about or published 

in Australia, critics searching for an Australian literature have 

overlooked the plethora of material from local pens from the very 

beginning of the colony (Webby in Hergenhan 1988:113-125). 

 

This thesis, then, takes the broadest interpretation of the 

term literature.  Whilst the advent of Karl Marx and Frederich 

Engels is acknowledged as profoundly influential in the 

development of a theoretical base for the radical literary 

tradition, at no point is there an attempt at either an analysis 

of Marxist theory itself or to apply a Marxist analysis.  Nor does 

it presume that Marxist theory was critical to the radical 
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literary tradition on the whole.  Where it is discussed, the point 

of focus is more to explain how Marxism provided an ideological 

framework for a developing intellectual rigour and doctrine of 

class that invested the existing radical literary tradition with a 

keener theoretical edge.  All the British radical political 

movements and literature identified in Chapters Two to Six are 

discussed in relation to, or as manifestations of, working class 

self-education and how they contributed to forging a literary 

tradition discrete from that of the canonical liberal tradition.  

Whilst the two traditions may, at times, share texts and authors, 

where the liberal tradition claims an apolitical, aesthetic ethos, 

for the radical tradition the purpose and uses of literature have 

a distinctly didactic-political function.  If this thesis is 

accepted, that literature written specifically within the radical 

tradition must be analysed first for its didactic-political intent 

and only secondly for its formal aesthetic characteristics.  This 

proposal is counter-intuitive to hegemonic literary judgement, 

which has spurned much working class and radical literature for 

its propagandist character and poor aesthetic qualities.   

 

The thesis can be seen as being initiated by an intuitive 

understanding of what Winders explains as ‘the insistence on 

history, on recognizing that social and cultural reality should 

always be regarded in process, [that] has been one of the most 

enduring themes of Marxist theory’ (Winders 1997:1).  The notion 

of a theory of the novel as a bourgeois artefact is arrived at 

through concepts such as Madame de Stael’s preconditions of 

‘gloomy writers’ and satisfied merchants; melancholy rich and 

contented masses; Hegel’s ‘epic of the middle class world’; and 

Taine’s positivist-utilitarian ‘documentation of bourgeois life’ 

(Swingewood 1975:3-9).  This hegemonic aesthetic is a powerful 

analytic tool that is pervasive, presenting the biggest challenge 

to the underpinning theory of this thesis.  By way of further 

clarification of the argument here, the following example may 
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assist.  Discussing Jack London’s The Iron Heel ([1907]1976), Fox 

praises its representation of capitalism’s social dynamics with 

its tendencies toward totalitarian and fascist regimes and 

London’s understanding that ‘a capitalist class will seek not 

merely to protect its own interests but justify such action as the 

defence of civilisation’ (Fox 1975:146).  However, in assessing 

the work’s overall value Fox reverts to hegemonic classifications 

and aesthetic values for guidance:  

 
Thus although London’s grasp of the structural basis of social 
conflict was sociologically superior to contemporary utopian 
and anti-utopian novelists, he was unable to create a genuine 
[my italics] novel.  The Iron Heel is of interest solely for 
its sociology, not for its insights into the human condition.  

(Fox 1975:149)                   
 

By doing this Fox does not allow for any expansion of the form of 

the novel beyond those parameters set by bourgeois values which, 

as he establishes, acts as a vehicle solely for the bourgeoisie’s 

own challenge to itself: 

  
The ideology of individualism is organically bound to the 
novel’s portrayal of the hero as an individual freed from the 
constraining fetters of pre-industrial ‘traditional society’, a 
hero who, rather than accept his fate and ascribed social 
position challenges their basis in the social order; the 
conflict between the individual and society is thus seen as one 
of the basic structures of the novel form.         (Fox 1975:4)                   
 

Such defining power does not necessarily ensure exclusive 

possession of a cultural form by one class, neither of the 

development of the novel form nor any other form of literature, 

unless one simply accepts those parameters in order to work with 

its analytic tools.  However, throughout the nineteenth century 

the evolving sophistication of the concept of classes, and in 

particular that of the working class, was also finding its 

articulation in literature emanating from the radical literary 

tradition; one which has its own referents and values.  

Individualism may have been a desirable metier for bourgeois 

reflection, but the working classes were only going to find 

sufficient strength to protect themselves from bourgeois 
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depredations by a literature identifying the individual with a 

group condition.  Within that oeuvre, London’s treatment of his 

characters as ciphers for their social conditions has its own 

internal literary validity that owes no apologies to bourgeois 

judgement of what makes a genuine novel.   

 

A critical reader of any class will be capable of telling that 

Iron Heel is not ‘great’ literature within the parameters of 

hegemonic literary values.  The prose is neither elegant nor 

graceful, the characters are not well drawn as individuals and do 

not engage one’s emotional sympathy.  Indeed Iron Heel has an 

aesthetic of alienation that is quite Brechtian.2  Yet London had 

earned his reputation as a writer literary prose before Iron Heel, 

so it must be considered that choice of literary style was based 

upon its intended function as a novel.  It might be argued that 

London chose to eschew the bourgeois aesthetic in order to show 

his characters as types in a dialectical relationship with their 

material conditions, that through this work many readers came to 

better understand the human condition of their society.  It might 

therefore be argued that London has written a truely radical 

novel, one that pre-empts the future theory of socialist realism.  

It might also be pointed out that, like Robert Tressell’s The 

Ragged Trousered Philanthropists ([1914] 1965), both are in the 

radical tradition of didactic novels and read, revered and 

discussed more than many a canonical classic.  The bourgeoisie 

gained and maintained its hegemony by controlling the 

dissemination of cultural narratives, a self-confirming faith in 

its necessity to hold civilisation against the forces of chaos, 

which Swingewood identifies as a salient understanding in The Iron 

Heel (1975:145-8).  Increasing wealth and privilege necessarily 

separated the bourgeoisie physically from those whence this 

benefit was extracted.  However, whilst they were much more 

                                                           
2 London preceded the writer-director Bertholt Brecht by decades but his 
use of this style anticipates Brecht’s theory of alienation. 
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culturally separated than the aristocracy had been, as a class the 

bourgeoisie was more permeable by aspirant individuals and by 

radical ideas.3  In the upheavals of the Industrial revolution 

each class was rendered mutable, historically a product of the 

other, as Marx and Engels make clear in their description of the 

bourgeois dynamic in the Communist Manifesto: 

 
All fixed, fast-frozen relationships, with their train of 
ancient and venerable prejudices and opinions, are swept away, 
all new-formed ones become antiquated before they can ossify.  
All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned, 
and man is at last compelled to face with sober senses his real 
conditions of life and his relations with his kind.  

  (Marx & Engels 1949:32) 
  
Lukacs argues that, previous to the cultural transitions of 

the Soviet Union, a writer’s audience came from ‘a narrow circle 

of intellectuals’ and even left-wing writers had feared that the 

opening up literature to a wider readership would reduce literary 

quality (Lukacs 1954:274-5).  This may have seemed true for parts 

of Europe where a movement to mass literacy had been slower, and 

the challenge it presented to established literary coteries all 

the greater.  Perhaps, too, this explains the extremity with which 

the Party approached its literary theory.  The Zhdanovite doctrine 

of socialist realism caused much authorial grief and bad 

literature to Soviet and Western writers alike.  However, while 

their impact was severe the Soviets neither invented nor owned the 

radical literary tradition, as Wald points out: 

 
A new generation of scholars must put less emphasis on the 
claim that Communism “created” a literary/cultural movement, 
although there were certainly efforts in that direction, and 
more on the view that Communist institutions, ideology, and 
committed cadres “gave voice” in various effective ways (some 
beneficial and prophetic; others deleterious and retrograde) to 
a large number of writers radicalized by the inequities of 
capitalism.        (Wald 1990:71)                       
 

                                                           
3 Harrison (1961:8) cites the physical separation of middle and working 
classes of the nineteenth century English city of Leeds, where ‘the 
middle classes occupied the healthier and more pleasantly situated areas’ 
while the working class clustered in damp, cramped housing on reclaimed 
marshland'. 
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Swingewood points out that both Marx and Engels did not consider 

politically motivated literature as necessarily good or bad per 

se, but rather that ‘the creative writer becomes a critic of 

society precisely because of the dialectical relation of artistic 

activity to social values, individuals, institutions, society’ 

(Swingewood 1975:12).  While some Party writers were mere 

functionaries, these might be seen more as the political 

equivalent to commercial hack writers.  Most intellectuals who 

became socialist and communist writers did so out of genuine 

intellectual and artistic motivation, turning their backs on ‘the 

“plums” of bourgeois life’ (Wood 1959:17).  What Wald points out 

for American radical writers holds true for all outside the Soviet 

Union:  

 
The conformity to literary doctrines that existed in the party 
- and the manifestation was much more in theory than practice - 
came mainly from inner conviction, as deluded as those 
convictions may have been about the reality of political 
freedom in the USSR.          (Wald 1990:87) 
 

Discussing how the ideas of Marx and Engels on literature 

contrasts with those mentioned, Swingewood argues that for both 

Marx and Engels: 

 
Literature is not a passive reflection of determinate interests 
- class, race, environment - or merely the personal biography 
of the writer; rather, literature emerges as both an 
interrogation and a questioning of reality, the complex 
response of specific men, who live out their lives within 
specific social groups, to the dominating human, social and 
political problems of their time.       (Swingewood 1975:14) 

 
However, like many of his peers, Swingewood mistakes Marx and 

Engels’ critical comments on literature for decisive positions.  

Indeed, Engels’s letter to Mary Harkness on her novel, A City 

Girl, commended her on having not written a ‘purely socialist 

novel’ because the ‘more the author’s views are concealed the 

better for the work of art’ (in Marx & Engels [1888]1949:33-5).4  

                                                           
4 Swingewood asserts that Engels urged Harkness to adopt a ‘less militant 
and obvious political standpoint’ (1975:12).  But in the edition I have 
Engels is definitely complimenting Harkness for not being too obvious. 
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Yet the creative act of writing was not considered by him to be 

degraded by an element of overtly political propaganda, a position 

Engels had explicated some years earlier in a letter to Mina 

Kautsky: 

 
I am not at all an opponent of tendentious poetry as such.  The 
father of tragedy, Aeshcylus, and the father of comedy, 
Aristophanes, were both decidedly tendentious poets, just as 
were Dante and Cervantes; and the main merit of Schiller’s 
Craft and Loves is that it is the first German political 
propaganda drama.  The modern Russians and Norwegians, who are 
writing splendid novels, are all tendentious. 
But I think that the bias should flow by itself from the 
situation and action, without particular indications, and that 
the writer is not obliged to obtrude on the reader the future 
historical solutions of the social conflicts pictured.  

                 (Engels in Marx & Engels [1885]1949:36) 
 

In his comments to Harkness, Engels notes that she has portrayed 

the working class as entirely passive, but then allows that:  

 
Nowhere in the civilised world are the working people less 
actively resistant, more passively submitting to fate, more 
depressed than in the East End of London.  And how do I know 
whether you have not your reasons for contenting yourself, for 
once, with a picture of the passive side of working-class life, 
leaving the active side for another work?       

(Engels in Marx & Engels [1885]1949:36)  
 

Swingewood cites how Marx ‘opposed any mechanical relation between 

artistic activity and economic structure’ (Swingewood 1975:12-

13).5   Indeed, while their followers were not left with any 

cohesive Marxian literary theory as such, had these remarks been 

remembered and respected they alone would have been sufficient to 

prevent much later misery for the socialist realist writers of the 

twentieth century.  Marx and Engels’ main concern in regard to the 

political content of creative literature was that the reality of 

circumstances portrayed should demonstrate the political position 

of the author, rather than the author imposing a position on the 

circumstances.  
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However, these comments are of a specifically literary nature, 

made in particular relation to creative writing, and what makes 

good creative writing at that.  This thesis posits a tradition 

which includes a wide range of writing, from creative fiction, 

ballads and poetry to journalism, broadsides, pamphlets and 

tracts, and from what radical and conservative alike might 

consider great to what either might consider to be bad 

literature.6  It is worth remembering that the classics of the 

hegemonic literary production stand on mountains of literary 

trash.  Whatever the genre, a nice turn of phrase and cohesive 

prose style that works intelligently with profound ideas make the 

act of reading a more pleasant experience.  Of the two, Engels’s 

writing style is the more aesthetically pleasing and Marx can not 

be said to be a consistently enjoyable read, yet his work has 

achieved canonical status for the strength of the political and 

economic theory it articulated.  It is not the matter of literary 

quality that is of issue here, but of who wrote and read the 

texts, and how the ideas contained were understood and used to 

further the radical cause.  

 

Wald cites Daniel Aaron’s (1961) argument that ‘the Depression 

and the Communist Party did not create literary radicalism; it 

focused and canalized an indigenous tradition that had, and still 

has, its own roots and raison d'etre' (Wald 1990:15).7  Bronner 

suggests that the move of mid-twentieth century critical 

theorists, particularly in cold war America, to alienate political 

theory from political action and 'the struggle for power' has 

culminated in the mistaking of 'the idea for the reality' (Bronner 

1999:1-4).  Yet as Bronner argues, ‘traditions of political theory 

                                                                                                                                                                                
5 This word was not italicised in this particular quote, but was 
elsewhere close by. 
6 The 'broadside' was a popular form of either scandalous or critical 
comment on current affairs during much of the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries. 
7 From Wald’s essay, ‘The legacy of Daniel Aaron’, referring to Aaron’s 
seminal text, Writers on the Left (1961).  
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are, after all, sustained by genuine problems and exigencies 

pertaining to political practice’ (Bronner 1999:10.  Nowhere is 

this more self-evident than in the thesis proposed here, of a 

British radical literary tradition that rose in counterpoint to, 

and protest at, the inequities of British capitalism.   

 

iii) Presences and absences: What about the radical minorities? 

In the first place it is recognised that the ethos of the 

radical literary tradition is not British alone but belongs to a 

pan-European ‘republic of letters’ and literature from a range of 

European sources fed into the British tradition.  However, this 

study sets out to establish the unique nexus of adult education 

and the radical literary tradition in British culture.  It will be 

observed that, while the term British is applied, the focus has 

been primarily on the development of that tradition in the English 

and Australian contexts with only peripheral attention paid to 

those not-insignificant contributors, the Irish, Scottish and 

Welsh.  This has been for the sake of what brevity could be gained 

rather than a lack of appreciation for those subject peoples and 

their unique radical movements.  While their subject status has 

meant that unique literary and educational movements did develop 

in each of those lands, their interactive relationship with 

English radicalism meant a shared cultural environment in which 

the struggle for freedom from oppression was universal.  The 

strong presence of the Irish in the Australian context is noted 

and, as E P Thompson points out, ‘the most prominent British 

Chartist leader, Feargus O’Connor, was an Irishman’ (E P Thompson 

1994:329).  Eric Lambert’s historical novels, Five Bright Stars 

(1954) and Ballarat (1962), identify the radical influences 

brought to Australia with the Irish, Welsh and Scots emigrants and 

Kelly (1964) deals with the institutional prejudice against the 

Irish in Australia through an examination of our most infamous 

native Irishman.  However, the focus of the thesis remains on the 

broader British radical literary tradition without paying 
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particular attention to any one group it encompasses.  This also 

applies to that largest of all so-called minorities: women.  

 

While Chapter 5 gives attention to Katherine Susannah Prichard 

and Jean Devanny, in the main this thesis may appear to neglect 

the contribution of women to the proposed radical literary 

tradition.  It has been a conscious decision not to go down that 

path, simply because the thesis is already a large and 

multifaceted subject and to treat with the subject of radical 

women one must deal also specifically with female suffrage issues 

as a separate element within the radical tradition.  These ‘woman 

issues’ were part and parcel, to a greater or lesser degree, of 

radical movements such as Owenism, Fourierism, anarchism 

libertarian socialism, the avant garde, and sectors of the labour 

unions, and can be taken here to be part and parcel of the wider 

movement towards freedom from oppression.  Indeed, feminists such 

as Dorothy Dinnerstein (1987) argue that the division of labour by 

gender was central to the wider oppression of the working class.  

McCalman (1980) cites the considerable contributions of British 

women to the nineteenth century radical cause, and the recognition 

of this by their more famous male counterparts.  Richard Carlile 

especially advanced the case for female emancipation in his 

journal the Republican, such that a ‘chance reading [of] in the 

late ‘twenties induced an almost instantaneous conversion’ in one 

Eliza Sharples (McCalman 1980:13).  There were many, many more if 

the number of female correspondents to the paper, audiences to his 

‘freethinkers’ lectures, and the numerous women who gave voluntary 

time and effort to the causes espoused by the Republican are to be 

counted.    

 

The position taken throughout is one of egalitarianism in its 

truest form, which is understood to recognise women as equal 

participants in their world, whether acknowledged in their day or 

not.  Adelaide points out that ‘early Australian literature has 
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too long been seen as a confection of the masculine, the trivial, 

the unoriginal, even the dull and uninspiring’ (Adelaide 1988:13) 

and argues that, when its female writers are given their due 

place, this can no longer be the case.  Adelaide’s (1988) 

anthology of early Australian women writers is firm evidence of 

the strength of the contribution of women to the literary field in 

general and its radical tradition on occasion, in particular in 

advancement of the feminist cause.  Modjeska makes the point that 

Australian women writers had made a considerable contribution to 

the literature but argues that:   

 
For none of these women was it a brilliant career. … For all 
their ability and talent, the history of their lives, their 
work, their struggles is often ambiguous, contradictory, 
ruptured.  There are the silences and the silencing, self-
imposed and culturally determined; there is bitterness, 
frustration, dislocation, as well as courage, determination, 
pride, and considerable achievement.    (Modjeska 1981:3) 
      

Women writers have endured every difficulty that male writers 

experienced, plus the overwhelming prejudices and constraints of a 

masculinist society.  When properly given their due it is easy to 

see the hand of many women in the radical movements, as 

contributors of poetry and short stories to papers and journals 

and writers of novels.  It also must be said that there are, 

undoubtedly, many, many, unseen hands that edited and typed, on 

occasion rewrote, and even now and then produced the original 

manuscripts of many of the works attributed to men.  Then there 

are the countless women through the ages who home-schooled 

children, acquired and preserved small family libraries, fed, 

supported and inspired their men through periods of writing, 

strikes, and all other forms of militancy.  As Whitlock and 

Bulbeck point out, the ‘covert solidarity’ that many women 

provided each other in the radical community lies in the ‘more 

personal (and friable)’ documents like diaries and letters’ 

(Whitlock & Bulbeck 1988:149).  Indeed, if a full account of 

women’s contribution to radical literature and education were made 

as a graph, I imagine it would look like an iceberg, with much of 
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it lying unacknowledged below the surface; this being as true for 

other parts of the world as for Australia.  This, then, is their 

story as much as that of their men. 
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Part B: Literature as education: The argument for 

the British radical literary tradition and its 

Australian legacy 

 

Chapter 2: Writing, reading, and freedom: The educational 

ethos of the historical British radical literary tradition  

 

i) Making the world: utopianism and the origins of British 

literary radicalism 

 
Utopias relativise the present.  One cannot be critical about 
something that is believed to be an absolute.  By exposing the 
partiality of current reality, by scanning the field of the 
possible in which the real occupies merely a tiny plot, utopias 
pave the way for a critical attitude and a critical activity 
which alone transform the present predicament of man.  The 
presence of a utopia, the ability to think of alternative 
solutions to the festering problems of the present, may be seen 
therefore as the necessary condition of historical change.  
              (Bauman 1976:13) 

  
The Black Death of 1348-49 had reduced the population of 

England to the point where those workers still hale felt a new 

independence that the high demand for their labour encouraged 

(Moore 1966:6-6).  This sense of self-worth, coupled with 

aristocratic misrule, grew until the Great Peasant Uprising 

exploded in 1381.  Rude explains that the ‘demand for equality of 

status and freedom from villeinage as a right’ (Rude 1980:43) had 

emerged in this period as a peasant ideology expressing mature 

philosophical concepts of personal liberty and independent control 

over one's own labour.  This is supported by Bauman, who argues 

that the ‘historical creation’ of individuality appeared in 

England during the fourteenth century, ‘some centuries before 

spreading to Western Europe’ (Bauman 1988:39-40).  During the 

fourteenth century a quiet rebellion had also begun against 

aristocratic franchise on knowledge.  John Wycliffe’s peasant 

schools taught vernacular literacy in the Lollardy region, 

 29



translating Latin texts into dialect for wider public access, and 

this movement continued amongst its natural milieu for at least 

another century (Kelly 1970:8-10; Whitelock 1974:18).  Leeson 

cites ‘Wyclif’ as a precursor to ‘the work ethic of the Puritans 

two centuries and more ahead’ for, while campaigning for church 

reform he also criticised the rights of demarcation claimed by 

craft ‘gilds’ as obstructive to their master’s interests (Leeson 

1979:24).  Yet the Lollards were a proscribed group, radical in 

their day, and they represent perhaps the first informal adult 

literacy movement as a form of radical adult education.  Their 

pursuit of lay access to vernacular texts almost certainly 

contributed to the English language becoming an alternative source 

of knowledge and power over the following tumultuous century.   

 

Richard II betrayed more than naïve peasant faith in the 

'justice of the king' when he executed John Ball and the leaders 

of the Peasant Uprising, he also tore another rent in the feudal 

fabric, beginning the build-up to the Civil War and the diminution 

of royal imperium (Hampton 1984:57-68).1  Amongst the aristocracy 

the concept of agriculture as a profit-making operation was 

establishing the practice of sequestering common lands and, 

replicated by prosperous yeomen, over the next three centuries 

what became known as ‘the enclosures’ displaced large numbers of 

peasants, pushing them into towns and deeper into poverty.  E P 

Thompson’s essay, ‘The grid of inheritance’ (Thompson 1994:261-

298), shows that this was a slow, uneven process lasting into the 

nineteenth century in which developing English property law 

gradually alienated land tenure from the web of customary 

practice.  This gradual fragmentation of mutuality had the effect 

of further discrediting aristocratic authority and destabilising 

                                                           
1 Believing they need only present their grievances to the king and he 
would see the justice of their claims, the peasants were deceived into 
handing up their leaders, who were promptly beheaded and their petitions 
denied.  One of these was John Ball, known as ‘the first socialist’ 
(Finch & Pine 1965:14-46). 
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the social fabric.  The breakdown of the craft guild system over 

the next four centuries, as merchants subsumed their ‘livery’ and 

imposed constraints that restricted earlier democratic management 

of membership and employment also worked to fragment cohesive 

social practices (Leeson 1979).  Leeson’s (1979) chronicle of the 

rise of the merchant class shows that, as they grew in power and 

influence, ancient guild practices of mutual support such as the 

traditional succour for a ‘travelling brother’ became increasingly 

stressed.  These first stages of a bourgeoisie brought an even 

greater challenge to the exclusive control of knowledge by Church 

and state.  The concept that the feudal lifeworld was not static 

but permeable, as much a creation of humans as of God, began its 

emergence from medieval Christian mystique into Renaissance 

humanism.  It is not surprising then, that this epoch also 

produced the seminal British utopian text articulating a 

structured political opposition to hierarchical rule.   

 

The utopian literary genre covers a broad spectrum of 

imagined social potentiality, including the antithetic dystopia 

that later also became a popular means of counter-critiquing 

visionary socialism.2  Sir Thomas More's Utopia ([1516] 1964) is 

seen by Halpin (2001:300) as both seminal and integral to the 

development of an oppositional literary discourse in which writers 

formed the ethos of a radical educational tradition.3  Neville-

Sington and Sington (1993:3,32) point out that, although a generic 

utopian construct belongs to antiquity and More had acknowledged 

his debt to Plato’s Republic, Utopia established a proto-socialist 

                                                           
2 Lyman Tower Sargent’s British and American Utopias: An Annotated 
Chronological Bibliography (1988) lists a significant number of anti-
socialist dystopias published from the 18th century on. 
3 Hampton (1984:17-18) also cites the Lollards, the great peasant 
uprisings, and More's Utopia, as manifestations of a nascent radical 
tradition.  
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dialectic with nascent capitalism in British literature.4  Utopia’s 

society, with its representative democracy, status that rotated 

without concern for heredity, and all lands held in common, 

attacks both the aristocratic indolence of the decaying feudal 

society and their misappropriation of common lands.  These early 

enclosures displaced the most vulnerable peasantry who integrated 

with discarded court retainers and disabled soldiers, begging and 

thieving, filling towns with paupers and at once creating the 

urban and migratory phenomena and making urban life uncomfortable 

and travel dangerous (Neville-Sington & Sington 1993:27).  As 

prisons filled and gibbets littered roadsides with corpses, Utopia 

delivered a reminder to the aristocracy that privilege was not 

inviolate with the remonstrance: ‘A governor of the people is made 

for the people, not the people for the governor' (More 1964:47). 

  

Thomas More was constrained by the exigencies of high office 

and ambition, but the dysfunction he observed reverberated in lay 

challenges to the authority of institutions from those with less 

to lose.  Growing vernacular literacy, attrition from the clerisy 

and new accessibility of pre-Christian texts culminated in 

sufficient controversy to prompt the Act of 1543 setting legal 

limits on what could be read by whom (Williams 1965:180).  With 

the combination of a wider range of ideas and a new sense of 

agency in human life, Millenarianism emerged as a force for 

change, the dynamic of the English Civil War, and was at the core 

of the utopian sects of the next three centuries (Neville-Sington 

& Sington 1993:174).  Halpin argues that ‘utopianism … exerted a 

powerful influence on the form and content of political 

deliberation’ (Halpin 2001:300).  This utopian vision brought 

ambitions for radical social change, particularly amongst 

Dissenting groups, who dared to dream of a society controlled by 

                                                           
4 7th-8th century BC Greek poet, Hesiod’s, Works and Days is a social 
critique in utopian form. More makes his debt to The Republic clear in 
the verse featured on Utopia’s front page of the first edition. 
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the righteous instead of the powerful (Webb 1969:36).5  H G Wells 

suggests that ‘the more disturbed men’s minds were, the more 

Utopias multiplied’ (Wells [1939] in Haynes 1990:352).  The 

development of the utopian imagination reflected a growing 

capacity amongst the laity to reflect critically upon the workings 

of its governance: 

 
There were first the Utopias of freedom and good conduct, 
Utopias that protest against fear. … But most of the later 
Utopias from the seventeenth century onwards, have been not so 
much Utopias of conduct as Utopias of organisation.  They 
included Campanella’s City of the Sun, the first definite 
socialism since Plato’s Republic. … The wistfulness of 
socialist Utopias lay in saying ‘if only we organised society 
better’.  But these other Utopias I am coming to said, if only 
we put out minds and our knowledge in order’.  That was the 
dominant thought of Bacon’s Atlantis, the greatest of all 
scientific Utopias.           (Wells [1939] in Haynes 1990:352) 
 
 

The idea that human life, even the path to God, might be 

directed by human will had enormous conceptual power, bequeathing 

utopian ambition upon even the humblest.  People began to seek a 

private relationship with religious text, exercise choices in 

material and spiritual advancement, then what they might read to 

aid that, and the genie of popular literacy was out of the bottle.  

Dissenters faced both official restrictions and civil persecution 

but their independent cast of mind brought confidence to take 

matters political and educational into their own hands.  Excluded 

from Church-run universities, Dissenters began instituting their 

own ‘short-lived and migratory, but often excellent Dissenting 

academies’ which the Tory’s Schism Bill only failed to stop with 

the death of Queen Anne in 1714 (Webb 1969:38).  Although Webb 

considers the eighteenth century as ‘a happy interval of internal 

peace’ (Webb 1969:60) this can only truly apply to the upper 

                                                           
5 The Dissenting and Nonconformist groups emerged around the Restoration 
and the ‘several hundred ministers ejected from the Parliament in 1662 
for their resistance to the imposition of the Book of Common Prayer’ 
(Webb 1969:36). 

 33



echelons of society.6  Webb does acknowledge that government had 

little interest in ‘bringing a better life to the people of 

England’ (Webb 1969:54), moving only to quell unrest amongst the 

lower orders with the Riot Act (1717), not seeming to question 

why, if the society was at peace, this Act was necessary.  

 

For a while civil unrest in Britain had looked as though it 

might pre-empt revolutionary France.  Civil experience of 

corruption in high places was undermining spiritual faith in God-

given authority and the scientific perspective was challenging its 

philosophical foundations.  However, as E P Thompson observes, by 

the second half of the eighteenth century Wesley’s Methodism had 

internalised this process, becalming much of the Dissenter’s early 

revolutionary energy to a ‘slumbering radicalism’ (Thompson 

1968:32-3).  Citizen militia had been used against civil unrest 

from at least the fourteenth century on (Leeson 1979:ch.1).  

During the last decade of the seventeenth century, as Britain’s 

war with France burdened an already factious motley, the social 

fabric was divided further, with volunteer Loyalist  

militia formed as home defence now turned upon their own people 

protesting against misrule at places like Peterloo (E P Thompson 

1994:319-329).  The savagery of the ruling class response to 

working class agitation was effective. As radicalism's 

revolutionary spirit retreated to clandestine cells, nascent trade 

unions and Chartism, Methodism at least ensured that the popular 

drive to literacy became morally desirable (Cazamian 1973:75,80).7  

Although the English Bible remained a core text, Chaucer, Bunyan 

and other texts extended even the most religious reader’s tiny 

                                                           
6 While highly informative on aristocratic and large political matters, 
Webb’s Modern England (1969) pays scant attention to the lower orders, 
dealt with extensively in his The Working Class Reader (1955). 
7 Cazamian suggests that Chartism was ‘shot through with socialist 
ideals, though they were not always made obvious’ and that Methodism was 
closely associated with Chartism:  ‘Many of the finest examples of 
devotion to the public good come from Methodism, whose practitioners were 
numerically strong among the heroes of Chartism' (1973:75-80). 

 34



private library.  And this act of private reading engaged a 

critical development, widening the path of the religious to 

contemporary intellectual discourse.   

 

Britain’s population doubled in the seven decades before 1821 

and, as social polarisation increased and middle class wealth 

consolidated, it damned the masses to poverty and ignorance with 

private and Sunday Schools serving too few, and those it did not 

well (Williams 1965:155-6).8  The resultant social pressures 

provided fertile ground for revolt and, inspired by revolutionary 

France a radical intelligentsia coalesced around ideas of an 

alternative social order.  Individuals and groups attempted to 

found utopian communities on various communitarian and educational 

principles, in particular that of Robert Owen, and this increased 

during the nineteenth century (Armytage 1961).  However, the 

pressures from the wider culture upon these individual enterprises 

were immense and the tale of British oppositional radicalism is 

one beset with obstruction from without, diversity and conflict 

within (Cazamian 1973:75; Hollis 1970; Murphy 1972; Thompson 

1968).  Yet the utopian energy of the radical movement, its 

genesis in the desire of people to make their own, better world 

proved inexorable.  Toward the shaping of a more equitable future, 

an adult educational movement grew based around literacy and 

radical texts and an oppositional literary discourse consolidated 

into what is to be argued here as the radical British literary 

tradition.  This tradition developed amongst the disenfranchised, 

the disadvantaged, and the discontented, it waxed and waned with 

bad and good governance and economic conditions, surging always 

towards the ideals of franchise and freedom. 

 

                                                           
8 Williams (1965) cites a population growing from 7 to 26 millions 
between 1751 and 1871, arguing that this would destabilise any education 
system.  
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ii) A will to change: Popular literacy and the radical literary 

culture of the oppositional discourse 

 
The Radical tradition is as much an affair of agitation and 
organisation as of political theory.  Its roots lie not in the 
studies of the learned, but in the hopes of the self-educated 
and the dreams of the humble.  It centres round the chapels of 
the north of England.  It expresses the desire of working men 
for a better and fuller life for their children.  It reflects 
the ambitions of self-made men seeking recognition for their 
class.  It expresses the protests of the outsider and the 
underprivileged.          (Derry 1967:ix) 

    
O'Day (1982:1-2) supports the suggestion that there may well 

have been a much higher level of lay literacy in the sixteenth 

century than has previously been estimated.  Indeed, for the 

lowest orders, expected to accept their lowly station as divinely 

ordered, reading itself was a subversive activity not necessarily 

owned to at an outsider’s inquiry.  During the sixteenth century 

the radical impulse to read overlapped with, and was informed by, 

ancient oral folk tradition of broadside ballads, in which Cardell 

and Spooner argue, ‘the silences speak loudly’ to those who could 

read their subversive content (Cardell & Spooner 1984:35-8).  

Here, they cite ballads such as that of the execution of the 

apprentice John Stevens for undefined sedition in 1632 that invoke 

criticism of the arbitrary abuse of power with traditional 

allusions and ‘silences’ that were well understood by their 

audience.  After the censorship Acts of 1647 and 1649 the use of 

these and other devices to evade charges of sedition increased 

(Cardell & Spooner 1984:32) and, with the growth of public 

literacy an increase of more sophisticated subversive literature 

supplemented oral tradition.  The great social upheaval of 

Protestantism had legitimated the individual’s desire to read 

privately, to gain a personal intercession with their God and His 

Bible, coincidentally developing a cognitive skill that prompted 

ideas of what else might be independently achieved.  While the 

upper classes and clergy had long enjoyed the privileges of 

education and literacy, growing perceptions of education as a 
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means of bettering one’s station in life further eroded the 

concept of divinely ordered privilege (O'Day, 1982:9-11).  Along 

with education, politics ceased to be the exclusive province of 

the nobility as growing public literacy opened philosophical 

debate and critical discourse to public audience.  The lessons of 

1381 were not forgotten, but with the empowerment of literacy came 

a choice of reading material beyond prescribed texts, in turn 

bringing new ways of thinking.  This connection did not go 

unrecognised amongst those radicals who, while they critcised 

aristocratic decadence, a chastened aristocratic rule was 

preferred to the unknown potential of ‘the mob’, as Apple points 

out:  

 
But for Voltaire and many of his followers, one caution should 
be taken very seriously.  One should take care to prevent the 
masses from learning to read.        (Apple 1993:202)  

 
Yet, as Rockwood (1965:115-16) notes, Voltaire’s writings spread 

far and wide and were read by workers who neither knew nor cared 

about such constraints but found in Voltaire the impetus for their 

deliverance from ignorance into political consciousness.  

 

Education and literacy were closely linked to utopian 

thinking and the oppositional discourse, and as social constraints 

loosened education became a popular pursuit.  Secular artisans and 

radical Protestants openly formed autodidactic associations (O’Day 

1982:211-12; Thompson 1968:322-3).9  These groups were well 

informed in the contemporary discourse and looked to the theories 

of Bacon, Hartlib, Petty and Comenius for the education of their 

scions.10  O’day (1982:9) notes that by the seventeenth century 

                                                           
9 O’Day (1982) cites the weavers's Spitafields Mathematical Society 
(1717) as one of the earliest of the working men’s educational 
organisations. Yorkshire and Lancashire weaving communities had a culture 
of self-education and poetic tradition(Thompson 1968).   
10 Nonconformists established their colleges with a more pragmatic 
education than the ‘literatus of the clergy.’ Anglican gentry reacted by 
closing schools and universities to Nonconformists (O’Day 1982). Jackson 
& Marsden (1965) chronicle one such college through centuries of change.  
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basic literacy had become a requirement for acceptance into the 

clergy, entry to which was increasingly seen as a means of 

economic rather than spiritual advancement.  The newly prosperous 

made new demands and the ‘latinate’ education offered by the 

Church had its limitations for this upward mobility (O'Day 

1982:11,260-261).  Professions also began to require more 

immediately relevant education and guilds frequently specified 

English literacy as criteria for entry.  To all sectors, literacy 

skills had come to represent increased potential for both economic 

advancement and entertainment.  The era's 'march of the intellect' 

was also leaving many behind and for the lowliest the old street 

ballads and broadsides achieved higher importance as primary 

sources now of education as well as information (Vicinus 1974:26-

38).11  These media were mostly produced in local dialects and, for 

the lower orders, vernacular literacy represented joys of a class-

relevant ‘creative independence’, exemplified in the ardent 

defence by plebeian poets of their native language (Gustav Klaus 

1985:8-16).12  Through this upsurge of popular literacy, Jacobins, 

Freethinkers and Republicans extended their reach into the media 

of the lower orders of eighteenth century society (Jacob 1981). 

 

Since feudal times a ‘literature of the streets’, of hand-

printed practical manuals, broadsheets, ballads, scandals and 

other subversive materials, had been distributed by pedlars and 

chapmen (Jacob 1981:29; Williams 1965:180; Laurenson 1972:121-2).  

Technological advances and increased political influence allowed 

the bourgeoisie to wrest control of publishing from the Church 

                                                           
11 Vicinus notes that this term, coined by Lord Brougham, the 
quintessential Victorian educationalist, became a matter of derision by 
those for whom laissez faire progress meant the 'pitting of worker 
against worker in a scramble for jobs' (Vicinus 1974:28). 
12 The plebeian poets were important in the evolution of working class 
literature, introducing the idea of work and its conditions as a valid 
subject for literature, establishing ‘a literature with laws of its own’.  
Klaus cites Stephen Duck’s use of ‘we’ instead of ‘I’ as seminal in 
working class solidarity. Plebeian poets were usually discouraged by the 
upper class, urged to return to 'more fitting labours' (Klaus 1985).  

 38



with the ‘non-renewal of the Licensing Act of 1695’, and a 

proliferation of printing presses and secular publishers ensued 

(Gustav Klaus 1985:17-18).  With the new technology came small 

publishers, newspapers and journals, and travelling libraries, 

overlapping with the ancient literature of the streets.  The rural 

exodus concentrated populations in towns and as they grew this 

literature found its way into market stalls then more permanent 

shops (Laurenson 1972).  By the early eighteenth century, 

nonconformist and secular self-education had further increased 

literacy levels in the community and a radical press paralleled 

the growth of bourgeois publications (Webb 1955:26).  With the 

advent of the novel, popular literature and social critique 

developed into an attractive vehicle of expression and the impulse 

toward popular literacy gained further momentum. 

 

Tompkins's (1969:70-113) argument that the genre of the novel 

was formed and shaped by its didactic imperative is self-evident 

in the vying of those early authors to best teach the morals of 

their age in every mode, from poorly disguised sermons to 

elaborate moral fables.  By the nineteenth century the middle 

classes had firmly established their hegemony with aesthetic 

protocols for an art form of Literature that scorned this didactic 

heritage.  These protocols acted to proscribe most radical and 

working class writing as either too poor in literary quality or, 

when antithetical to middle class values, as propaganda.  Yet as 

Lyons points out, ‘texts, whether fictional or not, embody values: 

they constitute statements of ideologies, implicit or transparent' 

(Lyons 1992:3) and the middle class novel was certainly not immune 

to advancing the interests of its own class.  To even the most 

earnest reformer the doctrine of individual fault precluded 

poverty as the causative issue for the distress they witnessed in 

their works, as Eagleton and Pierce point out: 

 
Though Mrs Gaskell’s sympathy is clearly genuine it is her 
class position of moneyed security, external to want, that 
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allows her to be objective and meticulous in her description.  
Secondly, it is the middle class who are the point of reference 
for all her material.  Her attempt to impress upon them the 
nature of working class life implies that the remedy must lie 
with the middle class, that with them is rightfully the power 
for change.          (Eagleton & Pierce 1979:34)       
  

Those social problem novels written by such middle class reformers 

as Mrs Gaskell almost invariably portray the victim as responsible 

for their own plight (Keating 1971:229).  Keating cites one of the 

few exceptions in Margaret Harknesss who attempted to develop in 

her novels an awareness of the ‘awakening of a working class 

consciousness’, expressing through a character what are, Keating 

suggests, her own thoughts: 

 
The West End is bad, or mad, not to see that if things go on 
like this we must have a revolution.  One fine day the people 
about here will grow desperate; and they will walk westwards, 
cutting throats and hurling brickbats, until they are shot down 
by the military.      (Harkness in Keating 1979:242) 
 

To see the social conditions as a contributing factor in a 

person’s downfall is to also acknowledge middle class culpability 

and, as Cazamian argues that, while undoubtedly well-intentioned, 

the majority of social novels:  

 
… evoked feelings which restrained class-hatred by arousing 
compassion on the one hand and resignation on the other.  It 
takes its place among the factors which saved England from 
revolution.           (Cazamian 1973:295)   

  
When the development of middle class literature is discussed 

it often appears as if in a vacuum from the working people 

surrounding those money-sheltered lives, a condition that their 

urban separation exacerbated.  The self-serving prejudice of the 

middleclass denied working class agency in the culture in which 

they lived and is continued in much of literary history.  However, 

it is a mistake to imagine that the cultural dynamic which had 

produced these classes had left the lower orders untouched.  

Artists respond to the world around them and, as subscription 

replaced aristocratic literary patronage, the range of authors and 
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their readers expanded to better represent the social spectrum 

(Gustav Klaus 1985:8-9).  While middle-class values were in their 

own process of formation the working class was also shaping 

itself, in both a reflection of and an opposition to bourgeois 

hegemony, and literary radicalism gained wider audience than their 

authors intended.  Rose points out that 'working people often made 

a point of reading books their employers warned them not to read’ 

(Rose 1992:56), and doubtless they followed employer’s arguments, 

absorbing critical skills as they silently served in dining rooms 

and salons.  For an intelligent servant there was plenty to 

stimulate their curiosity in contemporary discourse, as Price 

explains: 

 
Much of the energy of the writers of the day was devoted to 
defending traditional attitudes or to destroying them.  Daniel 
Defoe attacked the landed gentry in behalf of men of wealth; 
Swift exposed the increasing power of men whose loyalty was 
claimed not by tenant and estate but by interest rates and 
“paper money”.            (Price 1973:5) 

 
While Defoe’s advocacy of the new materialist individualism 

was welcome to the rising bourgeoisie, he found himself on the 

receiving end of their ire when he challenged government 

censorship (Laurenson 1972:123-4,128).13  Novels that have since 

become depoliticised icons of the liberal canon were once highly 

subversive and E P Thompson considers Gulliver’s Travels as ‘the 

most savage indictment of the reasons of power that has ever been 

written’ (E P Thompson 1994:360).  The new wealth and its 

bottleneck in the middle class made competing theories of economic 

organisation and political direction central to the argument 

between radical and conservative interests.  Kaufmann (1995) 

examines the way eighteenth and nineteenth century novel writers 

explored contemporary economic debates through the medium of 

fiction.  Here Kaufmann gives the examples of how Mary Shelley 

dealt with the debate between Tom Paine and Edmund Burke on 
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revolution in Frankenstein, and how Ann Radcliffe’s Italian 

explored the argument on private property between Malthus and 

Godwin.  For the working class reader as for their social 

superiors, the novel served as an arena of philosophical debate to 

the organic intellectual and respite for the weary.14  Minds intent 

on improvement would find intellectual stimulus wherever they 

could, and imaginations fettered by drudgery took flight from 

bleak lives in tales of romance and adventure. 

 

Tompkins (1969) explores the extraordinary popularity of the 

novel in the eighteenth century as a plethora of literary 

careerists, dilettantes and peripatetic fortune hunters flooded 

the burgeoning reading public with tall tales and true.  Although 

fiction was not a new genre, the eighteenth century novel was in 

its infancy as a mass medium and not as yet ‘a form of art’ 

colonised by middle class values.  This is reflected in the 

unsophisticated consumption of florid, unruly prose and its 

attendant literary criticism (Tompkins 1969).15  Yet, through such 

profligacy the ground rules of fiction writing were developing in 

the thousands of volumes published and disseminated by booksellers 

and circulating libraries.  This popularity of reading was not 

restricted to the major cities and there is evidence of it also 

reaching the lower classes, as Wiles (1976:85-116) shows in his 

study of eighteenth century provincial newspapers, booksellers and 

circulating libraries.  As the bourgeoisie fell in thrall to its 

literary reflection during the eighteenth century a sensibility of 

respectability began to dominate the genre.  But in the, as yet 

                                                                                                                                                                                
13 Defoe's Robinson Crusoe expounding economic individualism was 
pilloried and his ears were slit for attacking censorship in his 
satirical pamphlet The Shortest Way With Dissenters (Laurenson 1972). 
14 Gramsci coined ‘organic intellectual’ to describe people who developed 
intellectual capacities without formal training (Hoare & Smith 1971). 
15 Tompkins records the formulaic and faddish styles of texts, critics 
and the reading public.  These early novels treated with, and were read 
by, all levels of society, with clerks, lady’s maids and shop assistants 
often reading their employer’s books and belonging to the circulating 
libraries. 
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undifferentiated, textual foment the lower classes had also begun 

‘reading themselves into articulateness’ (Wiles 1976:22).  

  

 Tompkins suggests that the enthusiasm of the lower orders for 

the picaresque novel equalled the literary sentimentalism of upper 

class novels: 

 
They are muddy enough, but mud is more fertile than the 
etherialized substance of the sentimental novel, and it is the 
merit of these books that they are, in the full sense of the 
word, vulgar, that they nourished the democratic, realistic and 
humourous elements in the basement of English fiction, while 
the majority of respectable novelists were taking tea with the 
ladies in the drawing room above.            (Tompkins 1969:44) 

 

Nonetheless, the middleclass adopted the novel with such 

enthusiasm that nineteenth century literary representations of the 

lower orders are in the conservative minority, appearing only in 

the social problem novels of the reformers.  Those working class 

renderings of the social problem novel belong entirely to the 

middle class, reflecting their self-referential purview rather 

than effecting a true representation of working class life or 

instigating social change.  Tomlinson (1976) maintains that most 

real change in attitudes towards poverty was initiated by the 

reports of sanitary officials and royal commissions and that the 

‘social problem’ novels of the period had little effective 

‘reformist energy’.  However, this would entirely ignore the 

influence of the pauper press, disseminating ideas that stirred 

the oppositional energy necessary to initiate such studies.  Not 

only the threat of revolution, but also fear of contagion may well 

have also had some part, as Eagleton and Pierce (1979:10) point 

out, the limitations of such novels had more to do with the 

propagation of middle class interests:  

 

The presentation of ideas that work chiefly in the interests of 
one class as being in the common interest, and indeed superior 
to other ideas, is vital to the continued power of that class.  
This is, as the social-problem novels most clearly illustrate, 
the support of moderation, gradual reform, personal dialogue as 
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opposed to collective action, common humanity as opposed to 
class solidarity, succeed chiefly in consolidating the power of 
the middle class and have few material benefits for the working 
class.            (Eagleton & Pierce 1979:10) 

 
Indeed, such reformers did report working class needs, but 

reform of the worst industrial practices came as much from working 

class activism to educate both themselves out of poverty and their 

fellows out of oppression (Murphy 1972:ch.1) and the fear of ‘the 

mob’ this stirred in middle class minds.  Liberal reformers may 

have acted as influential channels of complaint, taking the issues 

into the bourgeois arena, but it is likely that the sheer mass of 

desperate need grown rowdy made a far greater impact.  The English 

Peasant Revolt of 1381 had seeded nascent ideas of independence 

that re-emerged in eighteenth century working class struggle 

against a middle class determined to maintain privilege at the 

expense of mass ignorance and deprivation (Altick 1957:141-72; 

O’Day 1982; Rude 1980:30; Webb 1955).16  With literacy came a more 

informed rebelliousness and Britain began to slip again towards 

revolutionary energy.  Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress (1687), 

‘written for a non-aristocratic audience without aristocratic 

patronage' (Laurenson 1972:120), had articulated the civil 

disquiet in the contemporary social order, as E P Thompson 

explains: 

 
It is above all in Bunyan that we find the slumbering 
Radicalism which was preserved through the eighteenth century, 
and which breaks out again and again in the nineteenth.  
Pilgrim’s Progress is, with Rights of Man, one of the two 

                                                           
16 O’Day and Webb cite the upper classes’ constraints on working class 
education. Altick draws from primary sources in his discussion of 19th 
century informal and formal educational provision for the poor, 
identifying the sectarian competition between the Dissenting groups and 
that of Chapel against Church as a major distraction from actual 
education activity.  Underpinning all was the agenda of class 
containment, a principal factor in government support, demonstrated in 
the clear intention to give no more than the minimum needed for basic 
literacy, the grudging and miserly attitude with which it was delivered, 
and the sheer incompetence of its implementation. Whether or not it was 
intended, Altick suggests that much of what passed for literacy 
instruction resulted in investing only an aversion to books and reading 
in the majority of their unlucky pupils.  
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foundation texts of the English working-class movement: Bunyan 
and Paine, with Cobbett and Owen, contributed most to the stock 
of ideas and attitudes which make up the raw material of the 
movement from 1790-1850.        (E P Thompson 1968:34) 

 
The depraved conditions of working class lives during the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries may have sapped energy and 

spirit from the mass, but sufficient men and women were made 

angry enough to fight for a better life (Harrison 1961:ch.1).  

Charles Dickens has been criticised for individualising his 

social criticism but this is perhaps too glib an assessment, 

one based upon a selective reading of earlier works (Jackson 

1937:88).  When his father was incarcerated for debt, Dickens 

experienced the cruelties of workhouse life, which incurred 

his lifelong anger at a society that produced such 

institutions.  Jackson cites a letter from Dickens to his 

biographer in 1854 expressing his ‘hope to have made every man 

in England feel something of the contempt for the House of 

Commons that I have’ (in Jackson 1937:89).  And Dickens 

continued to instil such contempt and inspire others to rise 

against the perpetrators well into the twentieth century.  The 

radical literary tradition may well have its roots in 

bourgeois radicalism, but it bloomed in the misery of the 

human flotsam and jetsam from the bourgeoisie and their 

industrial revolution. 

 

iii) The active habit of mind: literature and working class 

consciousness 

O’Day (1982:16-17) suggests that, while the general intent of 

middle class educational endeavour in the sixteenth century was 

towards the curing of social problems through education, in the 

seventeenth century there was a growing 'realisation that it also 

caused them’:   

 
Literacy was not essential to independence of mind but the 
ready availability of literature pleading every side of a cause 
must have had a profound influence on the rejection of 
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conformity.  One would not conclude that literacy caused 
dissent, but that it often brought discontent. … It is apparent 
that the State and Church hierarchy feared the consequences of 
teaching people to read, not the result of teaching them to 
write.  To regard reading as a passive skill is grossly 
misleading.  Reading encouraged habits of mind which were 
disturbingly active and which caused disease in the 
commonwealth.           (O’Day 1982:24) 

 
That the bourgeoisie thought they might keep the genie of 

literature in their own bottle is testament to their insularity.  

While the self-taught bard occasionally attracted favourable 

attention in their circles (Altick 1957:240-1), as a class they 

wielded their considerable power to limit the education of the 

working class to appropriate ambition.  This apprehension 

increased as it became apparent that the Sunday School’s 

instruction of working class children in piety and discipline had 

also opened other realms and proved their critic’s prophecies.  

Altick suggests that, with the rapid spread of Tom Paine’s The 

Rights of Man the ‘alumni’ of the Sunday Schools had taken to 

radical sentiments with enthusiasm and ‘the chickens hatched in 

the schools had come to roost wearing liberty caps’ (Altick 

1957:73).  Deeply embarrassed by this unexpected result of good 

works, in 1801 the Evangelical Hannah More declared to her Bishop 

that she ‘will allow no writing for the poor’ so as ‘not to make 

fanatics but to train up the lower classes in habits of industry 

and piety’ (in Webb 1955:16).  

 

Where radical intellectuals had previously disseminated their 

ideas amongst sympathetic enclaves, the Corresponding Societies 

formed a public network which, by in the late eighteenth century, 

signified a new type of political organisation, one with a 

platform of 'unlimited membership' (Thompson 1968:24).  E P 

Thompson cites the rousing rhetoric of the 1796 London 

Corresponding Society’s instruction to travelling delegates:  

 
You are wrestling with the Enemies of the human Race, not for 
yourself merely, for you may not see the full Day of Liberty, 
but for the Child hanging at the Breast. (E P Thompson 1968:18) 
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Such flagrant declarations of radicalism instigated retribution by 

legal penalty, repression of radical papers and a growing fear of 

working class insurgency attracted the arbitrary violence of a new 

form of citizen militia, the ‘Church and King’ mobs (E P Thompson 

1968:21-2).17  Verse and ballads had long taken ‘ironic discursive 

forms wherein dangerous political and religious statements could 

be disguised’, and Shelley’s epic poem Queen Mab found a ‘popular 

sympathetic audience … among radicals and discontented members of 

the working class’ (Grimes 1995).  Although aristocrats, Shelley 

and Byron were seen as champions of the radical cause and Engels 

noted their popularity amongst the lower orders: 

 
Shelley, the genius, the prophet, Shelley, and Byron, with his 
glowing sensuality and his bitter satire upon his existing 
society, find most of their readers in the proletariat; the 
bourgeois owns only castrated editions, cut down in accordance 
with the hypocritical morality of today.     

                              (Marx & Engels [1844]1949) 
 

Grimes describes how, sensing the winds of rebellion, the 

government used its libel laws to harass and intimidate known 

disseminators of the radical press: 

 
Through the vigilance of the Society for the Suppression of 
Vice and of a coterie of Home Office spies, the government was 
able to keep well apprised of any potentially inflammatory 
works issuing from the public press, and the attorney general’s 
power to file ex officio informations against publications he 
deemed suspicious enabled the government to imprison writers 
and booksellers (sometimes for many months) or to force them to 
post bail while they awaited trials that were often simply 
dropped without explanation or restitution.     (Grimes 1995:3) 

                
Leeson cites the official network of surveillance in the first 

decade of the nineteenth century, with postmasters instructed to 

open ‘the mail of certain persons and look for evidence of 

subversion and insurrection’, any of which were sent as 

‘confidential copies’ to the Home Secretary (Leeson 1979:13-14). 

                                                           
17 E P Thompson (1968) also cites here the prosecution and jailing of LCS 
members, the outlawing of the LCS organistion, and an attack by a ‘Church 
and King’ mob on Hardy’s house, resulting in his wife’s miscarriage.  
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As bourgeois fear of working class radicalism coalesced, 

analysis of working class rebellion in the bourgeois press 

stubbornly persisted with its portrayal of poverty as an 

individual failing (E P Thompson 1968).  Uprisings met with a 

barricade mentality that refused to recognise the issues at hand, 

calling for yet more repressive legislation and breeding yet 

further opposition.  Gustav Klaus (1985:47) attributes ‘the rise 

of a pauper press’ to the failure of ‘established periodicals’ to 

give fair representation to working class concerns.  Middle class 

intransigence only served to increase class-polarisation, inciting 

a climate of fear and escalating repression (Grimes 1995:1-18; 

Murphy 1972:39-45; Thompson 1968:ch.5).  From the sixteenth 

century on repression of radical intellectuals had induced an 

'international republic of letters’, a clandestine network based 

in the exile enclaves of The Netherlands that operated in a 

parallel 'radical enlightenment' in which proscribed literature 

circulated freely (Jacob 1981:20-1).  With growing working class 

radicalism and literacy, this republic of letters expanded its 

reach.   

 

Robert Owen’s ideas of education and environment fed into a 

growing array of working class organisations in the early 

nineteenth century.  Fuelled by the belief that only through 

education could the lower classes claim their estate, working 

class radicals strengthened their focus on education.  The maxim 

‘Knowledge is Power’ emblazoned Chartist publications and the 

Chartists instituted a radical educational agenda, establishing 

schools and holding adult education classes to augment their 

various publications (Simon 1972).  The middle class struck back 

with increased publications and educational efforts of their own.  

However, while they may have taught some the basics of literacy, 

the impoverished education offered to the poor by the Sunday and 

Charity Schools, Evangelical magazines, pamphlets and tracts 

failed to attract or influence their intended audience (Webb 
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1955:25-7).  Webb argues that the ‘stamped’ and ‘unstamped press’ 

of working class publications knew their market’s tastes better, 

building literacy through the act of reading and being read to, 

and continued their trade in a clandestine market (Webb 1955:28-

9).18  This literature of the streets kept the lower orders well 

informed on issues of the day with a variety of popular almanacs, 

pamphlets, and chapbooks, philosophical essays, polemics, ballads, 

poems, and scandals.  As Johnson points out, the radical press 

‘furnished texts of debate, bridging a more private educational 

experience and the more public world of a movement’ (Johnson 

1979:82).  According to Vincent, by the eighteen thirties, the 

‘“War of the Unstamped” reached a new pitch of intensity’ with 

‘prose, and poetry, written, printed, published, and bought by 

working men’ in ‘at least 562 newspapers and journals’, and by 

‘1836 about 200,000 papers a week’ (Vincent 1981:115).19  As Hollis 

(1970:xi) explains, in a population that had persisted in 

customary networks, this new repression did not severely hamper 

their distribution: 

 
Because the Unstamped were illegal their proprietors had to 
distribute them in dummy parcels, in fancy dress, and over the 
rooftops.  Because the quarto radical Unstamped were avowedly 
'educational', they provoked rival publications from the 
Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge.  Because the 
broadsheet Unstamped were profitable, they incurred the wrath 
of the stamped press, and the duty had to be reduced.  The 
Unstamped was a political activity in an educational world - 
that was what made it radical journalism.  It supported and 
complemented other political activities, such as the National 
Union of the working Classes.  And it offered an ideological 
analysis of the rights due and the wrongs done to the working 
classes.         (Hollis 1970:xi) 
 

                                                           
18 Webb explains that one of the means of repression tried was to raise 
the stamp duty on periodicals in order to put that media beyond the 
economic means of the lower classes.  As a consequence, much of the 
radical working class press was rendered illegal, or ‘unstamped’. 
19 Kelly (1970:160-164) also recounts the various taxes and parliamentary 
Acts aimed at restricting the availability of an affordable pauper press, 
which was eventually moderated when the Whigs regained power, but not 
fully abolished until 1861.  
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By the early nineteenth century the radical tradition had 

forged a loose-knit coterie of radical liberals, artists, 

artisans, and organic intellectuals whose writings combined in a 

press rivalling that of the upper classes in both profusion and 

spread.  Kelly (1970:158-60) cites the punitive reaction by 

government to criticism and the courage of writers and publishers, 

such as Cobbett, Hone and Carlile, who risked imprisonment and the 

violent attentions of ‘Church and King Mobs’ to get radical ideas 

out to the people.  Richard Carlile, editor of the influential 

radical paper the Republican, freethinker, advocate of female 

emancipation and birth control, spent six years in prison (1817-

1824) during which he continued to write for his paper under 

considerable constraint.  The continuation of Carlile’s paper, 

shop, and ‘freethinking institute’ during his incarceration was 

due to the support of his wife and a 'seemingly inexhaustible 

supply of men and women', amongst whom some one hundred and fifty 

accumulated 'a combined prison sentence in excess of two hundred 

years' (McCalman 1980:5-6).  McCalman’s (1980) study of women in 

nineteenth century radical life reminds us that women have played 

a significant role throughout the history of the British radical 

tradition, not just as supporters of men but as educators, 

writers, agitators; and died as martyrs too, in gaols and at 

massacres like Peterloo.  E P Thompson cites Mary Wollstoncraft as 

'one of the five or six truly significant ultra-radical 

intellectuals in England in the 1790s’ and aligns her Vindication 

of the Rights of Women with Paine’s The Rights of Man, as books 

that 'forever changed the terms of argument’ (E P Thompson 

1994:2,7-8).  The period of the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries was a time of foment, of great argument and 

social experiment, of great poverty and social instability, all 

the while with literacy and literature driving the pace of change. 

 

For the poor, books were costly and rare, even newspapers an 

expensive luxury, and coffee shops became a popular means of 
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keeping up with current debate (Vincent 1981:117-8).20  Altick 

(1957:249-50) and Webb (1955:33-4) both recount the popularity of 

communal reading, with whole streets clubbing together to share a 

single paper once it was finished with at the public house, and 

sedentary workmen paying someone to read aloud as they worked.21  

Chase cites John Carter’s reference to groups of workers sharing 

newspapers in Memoirs of a Working Man (1845): 

 
They clubbed their pence to pay for a newspaper and selected 
the ‘Weekly Political Register’ of that clever man, the late 
William Cobbett … The ‘Political Register’ was soon thought to 
be deficient in matters of general interest.  It was therefore 
exchanged for the ‘Courier’, which in a short time gave place 
to the ‘Independent Whig’.  From this time the men were warm 
politicians – not indeed very conversant with public affairs, 
but what they lacked in knowledge they made up by a rather 
large amount of zealous partisanship.    (in Chase 2000:80) 
 

Johnson suggests that the ‘reading habit itself needed to be 

supported by some kind of fellowship in the effort to understand’ 

and cites George Howell’s identification of ‘discussion with his 

mates in a shoemaker’s workshop’ as his stimulus to learn further 

(Johnson 1979:82).  As demanding as the exigencies of working 

class life were, a motivation to self-improvement through 

autodidacticism was prevalent in most working class organisations.  

Johnson points out that it was ‘perhaps, the press, in each 

distinctive phase, that epitomized the forms of radical education’ 

(Johnson 1979:83).  Johnson asserts that the Poor Man’s Guardian 

reached readers at their different levels of literacy and 

intellectual development, while the Northern Star was:   

 
Saturated with an educational content, even if we interpret 
‘education’ in the conventional sense.  It contained regular 
advertisements and reviews of radical literature, drew 
attention to travelling lecturers likely to appeal to popular 
audiences, noted prosecutions of flogging schoolmasters 
(presumably to warn readers off such offenders) and published 

                                                           
20 Vincent (1981) also cites Thomas Carter's autobiography, relating how 
in 1807 his workmates clubbed together to purchase Cobbett’s Weekly 
Political Register, and of breakfasting at a coffee house to read the 
previous day’s papers so that he might relay this information at work. 
21 Newspapers made from rag paper lasted through more extensive usage. 
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Charles Dickens’s expose of boarding schools from Nicholas 
Nickleby.          (Johnson 1979:83) 

                    
 

Working class writers were generally represented in these 

ephemeral media while middle class writers had access to more 

permanent and widely distributed publications.  Yet as Engels 

noted, ‘the proletariat has formed … a literature, which consists 

chiefly of journals and pamphlets, and this is far in advance of 

the whole bourgeois literature in intrinsic worth’ (Engels [1844] 

in Marx & Engels 1949:86).  And as E P Thompson notes, in the 

north of England as in other relatively stable communities 

staunchly held customary practices endured well into the late 

nineteenth century: 

 
Yorkshire traditions were vigorous, local dialect almanacs 
still thrived, The Yorkshire Factory Times made a feature of 
dialect stories and verses, and in the more isolated areas, 
like the Colne and Calder and Holme Valleys, memories were 
long.        (E P Thompson 1994:26)        

     
 

It is important to reinforce at this juncture the point that 

this thesis does not suggest that only literature with political 

subversion or class education intent belongs within the proposed 

radical literary tradition.  Indeed, intellectual stimuli were to 

be found in the act of reading itself, be it the simplest of 

texts, and working class readers were quite capable of discovering 

and enjoying, analysing and interpreting the great books of the 

Liberal canon, as Rose explains: 

 
Even an author with a conservative message could be turned to 
radical uses by working-class activists.  When Walter Scott was 
first published, he was denounced as reactionary by Thomas 
Wooler and Richard Carlile, but among the first Labour MPs he 
ranked near the top of the charts.  George Howell read The 
Wealth of Nations as a critique rather than a defence of 
capitalists … [and t]he land nationalizers inspired by Thomas 
Spence likewise appropriated John Locke as their champion.     
               (Rose 1992:65)  

 
Vincent cites the high regard held for the ‘body of classical 

literature’ by working class readers (Vincent 1981:192).  Working 
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class readers developed critical skills from all their reading, 

even of conservative propaganda, and were quite able to recognise 

quality where they found it (Rose 1992).22  Vincent also cites the 

reverence for the canon of classical literature expressed in 

working class autobiographies (Vincent 1981:192-3). It is more to 

argue that the very effort to read, to acquire books was radical 

in itself for ordinary people.  Literacy was so hard won, reading 

material so hard found and the motivation to read and write 

against institutional constraint so essentially oppositional to 

the rigidity of the class divide that ‘readers’ were exceptions in 

their communities.  Yet such people were frequently also active as 

educators within communities, even if only through their own 

revelation and example.  The oppositional discourse not only 

existed as an exchange between ‘men of letters’ but incorporated 

all those working class readers and writers whose activities 

expressed the felt demand of the inchoate masses for rightful 

inclusion in the common culture and common wealth. 

 

iv) The moral imperative of class: the battle for class integrity 

in working class literature and class education 

 
No class ever appears on the stage of history fully conscious 
of the tasks to be thrust upon it by the processes of social 
evolution. … It becomes conscious of itself as a class, and of 
its historical purpose, and becomes transformed into the class 
ready to take the future in its hands as a result of countless 
struggles with its class enemies.       (Murphy 1972:21) 
 
In 1792 Paine’s The Rights of Man was issued as a 6d edition 

increasing its readership exponentially, Cobbett’s Political 

Register, reduced from 12½d to 2d, increased its circulation to 

40,000, then 50,000, and a ‘new era of radical journalism’ had 

begun (Vincent 1981:114).  It also began an era of organised, 

                                                           
22 Rose (1992) cites working class biographies describing strategies of 
editing out Evangelical proselytizing, noting the excitement of 
discovering potential beyond class limitations in adventure stories, and 
finding validation of their human dignity from working class heroes, no 
matter how middle class the author’s assumptions.  
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class-based education.  Altick cites Francis Place’s remarks on 

the effects of Paine’s texts on his fellow members of the London 

Corresponding Society:  

 
Their political activity … “compelled them to think more 
correctly than they had been accustomed to do; it induced them 
to become readers of books, and the consequence … was that 
every one of them became a master, and permanently bettered his 
position in life”.         (Altick 1959:114) 
 

Although individual literacy was advancing through both the 

increasing public provision of primary education and more 

organised informal learning networks, readers often found 

themselves distanced from their former peers and some, through 

ambition to improve their lot, were co-opted into middle class 

pretension.23  The John Reeves Association for Preserving Liberty 

and Property Against Republicans and Levellers (1792), the 

Loyalist associations it initiated, and other similar 

organisations, cemented the combative stance between upper and 

lower classes (Philip 1995:42-70).  Philip (1995), E P Thompson 

(1968:122-9,1994:319-329) and others have shown that these 

associations countered radicalism with a barrage of conservative 

propaganda that appealed directly to the vulgar conservatism of 

such social aspirants.  According to Vincent, the Cheap Repository 

Tract Society alone ‘distributed an estimated 2,000,000 copies of 

moral tales and ballads’ between 1795 and 1796, mostly to captive 

audiences of charity, ‘and gave the political and religious 

establishment its first lesson in the potential and techniques of 

mass propaganda’ (Vincent 1981:114-15). The Loyalist campaign 

proselytised the ‘organic order of society and the 

responsibilities of the elite within this order’, arguing ‘the 

wisdom to refrain from reform in a period of crisis’ (Philip 

                                                           
23 Vincent argues that in their efforts at wide and classical learning 
these people ‘rejected the utilitarian concept of useful knowledge’ and 
placed themselves in the vanguard of their class movement rather than 
removing themselves from their class, as some historians choose to treat 
them (1981:193-203).  However, Murphy (1972) argues that some, like 
Francis Place, became more closely aligned with middle class values. 
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1995:42-70).  And they enforced this wisdom violently with 

government-sponsored authority.  As E P Thompson points out, it 

was: 

 
… the solicitor’s clerks, dancing masters and wine merchants in 
fancy dress [who] rode down the Lancashire working people of 
both sexes who were demonstrating for political reform in the 
‘battle’ of ‘Peterloo’.      (E P Thompson 1994:323) 
 
However, Philip (1995:44) argues that, by opening ranks to 

their inferiors, the elite lost some more of their authority, 

further destabilising the very status quo they desired to protect 

and, by diminishing the middle ground, effectively polarised the 

classes.  The Reeves Association bombarded the lower classes with 

tracts that attempted to ‘replace political awareness with racism, 

religion (of a kind), nationalism, sexual chauvinism, and, most 

emphatically, adherence to rigid class divisions’, simultaneously 

affirming upper class fears of the ‘violent character of their 

social inferiors’ (Philip 1995:44).  These pamphlets used forms of 

address that were developed to dumb down intellectual debate 

amongst lower class readers, yet as Philip points out, the use of 

satire and caricature invited parody and ‘demanded a literacy from 

their audience which the loyalists were attempting to deny’ 

(Phillip 1995:45).  This condescension had little success in 

endearing the Evangelicals to the poor, who had little else but 

their dignity and were not prepared to lose that to such 

blandishments (Webb 1955:26-7).24

 

Class-based educational traditions had become 

institutionalised in wealthy private schools, universities and 

colleges, differing vastly from that service delivered to the poor 

by Sunday and Charity Schools (O’Day 1982; Altick 1957; Webb 

1955).  For working men’s organisations ‘there was no call to 

formulate any elaborate educational philosophy … [and to] form a 
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class for the study of Tom Paine’s writings seemed a natural 

development’ (Harrison 1961:101).  Most working class learning 

derived from this sort of ‘book knowledge’, drawing from it ‘the 

materials and skills … to create the possibility of emancipating 

themselves from the forces that controlled their lives’ (Vincent 

1981:109).  Vincent cites nineteenth century surveys of working 

class families that demonstrate a fairly high level of book 

owning, mostly ‘tiny libraries … largely composed of works 

connected with the Protestant religion’ (Vincent 1981:110,118-9).  

However, in the climate of fear brought by the repression of 

radicalism, radical families may well have been wary of admitting 

to much reading, displaying their ‘safe’ literature to ‘reassure 

visiting clergy’ (Webb 1955:26-7).  This perhaps explains 

discrepancies between the reported paucity of books on show and 

the comparatively high literacy rates of these communities, and 

the wide distribution of the radical press (Vincent 1981:7-8).  E 

P Thompson has criticised the acceptance of statistics gathered by 

middle class reformers or government agencies, pointing out that 

radicals were well schooled in subversive mendacity for such 

occasions (1994:201-225).   

 

Scarcity of books and erratic reading patterns are features of 

nineteenth century working class autobiographies, many of which 

express a deep reverence for books and stress the importance 

placed on communal libraries by their mutual improvement 

societies, as Vincent explains:25  

 
The “Pursuit of Knowledge under Difficulties" became one of  
the key terms in the debate over the purpose of self-
education.  Its precise meaning varied according to the 
outlook of whoever was using it, yet as with several other 
such catch-phrases, the term gained wide currency because it 

                                                                                                                                                                                
24 Webb (1955:27) argues that these pamphlets were dispensed to the poor 
with such condescension that they were held in low regard and often 
consigned unread to the flames, or even more base usage.  
25 Vincent (1981:111,119) also cites examples of the irregularity and 
variety of sources that supplied most educational institute’s libraries, 
producing motley collections of which perhaps half were of any value.  
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referred to an inescapable characteristic of the working class 
readers.                              (Vincent 1981:120) 

 
Radical working class educational associations such as the Hampden 

Clubs (1812), the Union of Political Protestants (1818) and 

diverse secular groups and associations demonstrate further the 

urge to self-education amongst the labouring population (Harrison 

1961:ch.3; Kelly 1970:135-8).  Harrison draws the connection 

between these groups and radical activists, arguing that such 

groups were used for ‘publicising their objects and training their 

members … [and that] active involvement in popular movements was 

in itself an educational process’ (Harrison 1961:94).  Yet, though 

these societies did ameliorate the problems faced by the working 

person bent upon self-improvement through book knowledge, the 

spare time and a peaceful space in which to read were even scarcer 

than their beloved books.  Readers found in each other the 

inspiration and support they needed and, as Vincent remarks: 

 
What translated individual endeavour into a culture in the 
sense of a social identity which existed as a distinct element 
within the culture of the working class as a whole was not so 
much the incidence of corporate activity as the simple 
recognition, with all that it entailed, of one reader by 
another.            (Vincent 1981:125) 
 
Historians such as Kelly (1970) give all credit to the middle 

classes for working class educational endeavour.26  It may be a 

truism that middle class reformers had time and leisure to indulge 

their reforming zeal and, indeed, self-improvement was easier for 

the youthful artisan unencumbered by domestic responsibility.  Yet 

mutual improvement associations and individual autodidacts were to 

be found scattered throughout working class communities.  Harrison 

cites the radicalisation of James Watson, champion of the free 

press and foundation member of the Chartist movement.  Out of idle 

                                                           
26 Kelly suggests these middle class efforts were ‘reinforced by the 
efforts of the workers themselves’ and acknowledges some ‘grave 
weaknesses’ in the underestimation of working class intelligence, the 
patronising, dogmatic, disregard for ‘the culture of the imaginative 
faculties’ (Kelly 1970:181). 
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curiosity Watson had attended a meeting of the Radical Reformers 

in 1818 and ‘found them reading Wooler’s Black Dwarf, Carlile’s 

Republican, and Cobbett’s Register’ (Harrison 1961:96).  Although 

they were always to form a ‘minority tradition’ within the class 

as a whole, working class readers were to ‘form the nucleus’ of 

their class’s educational tradition (Kelly 1970:131); one that was 

also becoming increasingly an education in class.  The London Co-

operative Society (1824) ‘founded to promote the discussion and 

dissemination of the principles of co-operation’ was supported by 

the radical paternalists John Stuart Mill and Robert Owen (Derry 

1967:149).  Mill's liberalism had come into conflict with the 

influence of his utilitarian mentors and Owen was an uncomfortable 

mixture of communitarian utopianism and paternalism (Derry 

1967:126).  Robert Owen was a practical visionary who put his 

theories of working class education to work in his own factory 

communities.  However, Owen was very much a man of his age and 

religious persuasion and, though his paternalism may have provided 

safe haven for a fortunate few, it was not the democratic freedom 

radicals desired.  Perhaps the most influential of Owen’s 

educational theories are on early education and the formative 

influence of environment on cognitive and moral development (Derry 

1967:129-30).  While he was instrumental in the foundation of the 

Grand National Consolidated Trades Union, Owen’s political naivete 

and idealistic paternalism came into conflict with working 

people’s desire to seek their own learning rather than have middle 

class assumptions of what they needed to learn continually thrust 

upon them (Derry 1967:150). 

  

The literature of the early trade associations and unions, or 

'combinations', demonstrates a clear sense of working class 

identity and cause.  These combinations faced near-hysterical 

opposition by the ruling classes, with imprisonment and large 

fines for any communication and transportation for membership of 
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any such organisation.27  Yet they recognised their own worth, and 

Cobbett articulated that recognition:28

 
Whatever the pride of rank, or riches or of scholarship may 
have induced some men to believe, or affect to believe, the 
real strength and all the resources of the country have ever 
sprung and ever must spring from the labour of its people.  

      (Cobbett [1816] in Epstein & Thompson 1982:17) 
 
In the first half of the nineteenth century trade and craft 

unionism agitated for political representation and the reform of 

parliament.  Day-to-day life still precluded all but the 

persistent from seeking an education, but the work of the 

Chartists had begun to convince the working classes in a belief of 

their own worthiness to succeed to the goals embodied by the 

Charter.  It was Chartism, with Bacon’s maxim, ‘Knowledge is 

Power’ as the banner of its flagship paper The Poor Man’s Guardian 

(1831-5) that initiated the next major stage in radical working 

class-based education (Harrison 1961:98-108; Gustav Klaus 

1985:47).  Glasgow asserts that Chartists were, indeed, ‘the true 

pioneers in all the great movements of their time’ (in Harrison 

1961:100).  While not all of the various strands of Chartism had 

an especial focus on education (Harrison 1961:102-3), Derry argues 

that Chartism ‘embraced the thirst for education which was so 

intense among the skilled artisans throughout the nineteenth 

century’ (Derry 1967:179).  The government police spy system 

(Belchem 1980:15-27), internal dissension, and a period of 

improved employment, were to be its undoing, but its members 

gained experience in the virtues of ‘co-operative self-help’ as 

Chartists learned how to organise all manner of meetings and 

associations (Epstein & Thompson 1982:348,349-374).29  With 

                                                           
27 Compilation of nineteenth century bulletins, news and prohibition 
notices from Trade Unions and the Tolpuddle Martyrs (Lewenhak 1966).  
28 From Cobbett’s ‘Address to the Journeymen and Labourers of England’, 
Political Register, Nov 1816. 
29 The Chartists ‘exaggerated their impact upon the governments of the 
day’ and gained no official concessions during their active period, but 
these community activities gave practical experience of democratic 
processes and the development of working class identity (Derry 1967:181).  
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Chartism came also the London Working Men’s Association, for whom 

William Lovett was the driving litterateur.  Tawney (1964:18-21) 

argues that it was Lovett’s focus on the political struggle that 

allowed Feargus O’Connor and other northern leaders to snatch the 

economic struggle away from the Chartist movement: 

 
At a time when whole districts lived on the edge of starvation, 
and when the government seized every opportunity to crush 
peaceful attempts at organisation, the restraint and foresight 
needed to concentrate on slowly won political changes, which in 
turn could only very slowly bring social amelioration, were 
qualities not easily to be maintained.  Revolt seemed a more 
direct rout than persuasion.      (Tawney 1964:21) 
 

Yet while the Chartist movement stalled in the heady politics of 

the north, Tawney allows that it was Lovett’s persistence which 

‘achieved the creation of an Independent Labour Party’ (Tawney 

1964:21).  As Chartism ebbed, Chartist leaders took their interest 

in education into the co-operative movement bringing a renewed 

focus on education to this Owenite system that was not always 

appreciated (Harrison 1961:104-5).30  Although extraordinarily 

diverse in its ranks the Chartist movement generated the first 

cohesive educational thrust for working people as a class (Briggs 

1958:1-5).   

 

As this consciousness of themselves as a social class grew, an 

awareness of how an education which focused upon that identity 

might also prove a means of liberation grew and Syson points out 

that: 

 
Educating the working class becomes a crucial ruling class 
strategy in the development of British capitalism. Yet 
paralleling this development is the movement for education for 
and by the working class within its own institutions.   
                (Syson 1996:73) 

  
The working class movement was precipitate rather than parallel to 

middle class action, that is, rather than education being a 

                                                           
30 Harrison (1961:104) cites member's resistance to expenditure on 
education, preferring bonuses. 
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benefit handed down from liberal reformers, the momentum for 

education came upwards, from the working classes.  As one of many 

examples, Vincent cites the autobiography of Benjamin Brierley 

(1886) relating how the Mutual Improvement Society that fostered 

his youthful learning had ‘formed the nucleus of the present 

Mechanics Institution’ (in Vincent 1981:128-30).  The disparity in 

the paths taken by the Chartist leaders William Lovett and Francis 

Place is synonymous with the schism developing in the direction of 

working class education (Craik 1964:18; Derry 1967:ch.5).31  Lovett 

maintained his class-based ethos in education while the aspirant 

Place affiliated himself with the Utilitarian movement and their 

paternalistic approach to working class education.  Place had been 

chairman of the London Corresponding Society and instrumental in 

developing union strategy to combat the excesses of anti-

combination laws (Lewenhak 1966) but his desire for 'respectable' 

process and acquaintance inevitably distanced him from his peers.  

Place represents that sector of aspirant artisans, men with middle 

class values of gradual reform and respectability for whom the 

idea of militant insurrection was distasteful.  Yet, as Murphy 

argues:  

 
Francis Place, like many others, did not understand the part he 
was playing in the history of the class struggle.  He did not 
understand that he was at the head of a class liberation 
movement, striking off the fetters of oppression that would 
enable it to march forward with greater confidence and 
organised power.  He thought he was assisting in the 
destruction of combination.                  (Murphy 1972:34) 

 
Combination encapsulated everything the upper classes feared 

most about working class organisation.  And they were right to 

                                                           
31 Lovett was founder of the London Working Men’s Association (1831) and 
National Association for Promoting Political and Social Improvement for 
the Poor (1841). The London Mechanics Institute (1823), was founded by 
editors of the Mechanics Magazine, Thomas Hodgskin and Alexander 
Robertson, with the support of their readership. Francis Place’s own rise 
in status had brought him closer in sympathy to the Utilitarians James 
Mill and Jeremy Bentham, who contrived with Place to displace Hodgskin 
and Robertson, taking over the management of the Institute with Whig 
support.  
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fear it, for there was not only strength in numbers but also the 

powerful construct of a cohesive identity.  The Chartist movement 

produced a plethora of unions and co-operative organisations, with 

journals, magazines, and papers that, for the first time, carried 

a high proportion of self-consciously working class writing in all 

genres (Vicinus 1974:94-135).  In 1847 a landmark of working class 

history was made when a group of German political refugees acting 

as ‘the Communist Workers’ Educational Association commissioned 

Karl Marx and Frederick Engels to write their political program, 

which they published in German the following year as The communist 

manifesto (Boughton 1996:157).  The communist manifesto’s first 

English translation was not until November 1852 in the Chartist 

Red Republican (Pickering 1966:64).  Boughton (1996:155) has 

coined the term ‘Red WEA’ for this group and draws a connection 

between the uproar in respectable society at the manifesto’s 

publication and the formal institution in 1854 of the liberal-

inspired Working Men’s College (WMC).  Whitelock describes 

Christian Socialist, F D Maurice, one of the founders of the WMC, 

as 'a university don with a sore conscience about the educational 

deprivation of poor people … [who was] offended by the rampant 

materialism vocationalism of the mechanics' institutes' (Whitelock 

1974:33).  Maurice intended that, unlike Mechanics’ Institutes, 

the London WMC would ‘tackle socially and politically 

controversial issues’, but its attempts to ‘impose a middle-class, 

liberal culture did not meet with the wishes of many working-class 

or lower-middle-class people’ (Fieldhouse 1996:30).   

 

WMC co-founder F J Furnival recruited John Ruskin who began 

teaching Art at the WMC soon after it opened and wrote a number of 

texts that became important contributions to the contemporary 

educational discourse, in particular Sesame and Lilies and The 

Ethics of the Dust (Lawson 1983:4).  Ruskin was perhaps the most 

truly radical socialist of his middle class peers, and the legacy 

of More’s Utopia was central to both his Guild of St George and 
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the utopian community he established, but the inexorable forces of 

finance thwarted his most ambitious plans (Lawson 1983:ch.9).32  

The college dispensed a liberal arts education and Ruskin and his 

fellow teachers attempted to make the learning serve the student’s 

needs and this approach became a model for university extension.  

Yet it could not help but be a product of the middle class minds 

who produced it, and was rejected by radicals working for a truly 

independent working class education.  Youngman points out that 

this is in keeping with historical upper class responses to 

working class initiatives: 

 
The ruling class seeks to use adult education as a force for 
reproducing the status quo, encouraging forms of adult 
education which serve the needs of the capitalist system and 
the skill with which the working classes may organise their 
resistance and emancipation.   (Youngman 1986:37-8) 
      

The subsumption of worker-initiated Mechanics Institutes by Place 

and Brougham put the Utilitarians in control of the direction of 

institutional working class education, establishing Liberal 

precedence in the formal provision of adult education (Altick 

1957:189-90).  It was somewhat of a Pyrrhic victory, as their 

practice of excluding subjects of interest to working men managed 

to drive away those very mechanics they wished to attract (Altick 

1957:188-212).  In the Chartist papers Bronterre O’Brien warned 

that Brougham’s intervention in the Mechanic’s Institutes ‘was 

setting up to teach the workers science and humility, that the 

wheels of industry might be better oiled’ (Morris 1939:13).  While 

the working class maintained control of their own educational 

associations and Institutes in some smaller towns, they were quick 

to recognise a middle class invasion and voted with their feet 

(Altick 1957:205).  There were, of course, many working people who 

attended middle class run Institute courses, and sometimes even 

                                                           
32 Ruskin attacked the causes of poverty, establishing the Guild of St 
George, a utopian society which imposed a moral code upon its members and 
supported them in mostly agricultural enterprises, but Lawson (1983) 
asserts he died a disappointed man. 
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got what they wanted.33  However, a century of repression and 

struggle had established a physical and emotional distance between 

the classes and the working class was not comfortable around such 

condescension.  Whitelock attempts to take this failure lightly, 

if somewhat defensively, but gives away more than he knows: 

 
If the institutes had failed to hold the workers - who, anyway, 
were proving inventive in fending for themselves [my italics]- 
then they succeeded in pleasing clerks, shop-keepers and 
accountants.  These people, perhaps daunted by the high fees 
and pretensions of the implacably upper middle class literary 
and philosophical societies, soon made the institutes their 
own.  And they had as much right to adult education as anyone 
else.                      (Whitelock 1974:32)   
 

Charles Dickens was certainly a man of his age, that of self-

improvement.  However, through his personal experience and 

sensitive perception, Dickens was acutely conscious of the pride 

and dignity of working people, warning those who sought to impose 

their middle class values on these institutions that:  

 
Whatever is done for the comfort and advancement of the working 
man must be so far done by himself as that is maintained by 
himself.  And there must be in it no touch of condescension of 
shadow or patronage.      (Dickens in Jackson 1937:89)   
 

However, there were other forces at work providing the informal, 

independent working class education with a literature more suited 

to their needs, as Engels observed: 

 
And in how great a measure the English proletariat has 
succeeded in attaining independent education is shown 
especially by the epoch-making products of modern 
philosophical, political and poetical literature are read by 
working men almost exclusively. The bourgeois, enslaved by 
social conditions and the prejudices involved in them, 
trembles, blesses and crosses himself before everything which 
really paves the way for progress; the proletariat has his eyes 
open for it, and studies it with pleasure and success.  In this 
respect the Socialists, especially, have done wonders for the 
education of the proletariat.  They have translated the French 
materialists, Helvitius, Holbach, Diderot, etc., and 

                                                           
33 According to Kelly (1970:134) Thomas Hodgskin gave his anti-capitalist 
lectures, later published as Popular Political Economy, first at the 
London Institute. 
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disseminated them, with the best English works in cheap 
editions.      (Engels [1844] in Marx & Engels 1949:85) 

 
A native socialism had been developing as a moral, 

ideological and theoretical construct over the past four centuries 

and Marx and Engels were well acquainted with both this 

intellectual heritage and the discourse of their era.34  However, 

with his scientific approach to the dialectics of materialist 

relations of production and class, Marx delivered a cohesive 

theory that united working class identity at an intellectual level 

and its very practicality authorised working class primacy in the 

production of both wealth and culture (Berlin 1978:51-2).  Marxist 

dialectics provided an epistemology of the working class and 

legitimated their oppositional culture.  This appeal to science 

had great appeal to the ‘modern’ man, as Bagnall explains: 

 
The modernist frame of mind may … be seen as more concerned 
with epistemological than ontological matters. … it was more 
concerned with questions about the nature of knowledge, and the 
criteria and procedures by which that knowledge was 
legitimated, than it was with questions of being or the nature 
of the material world.  Given a sound epistemology transparent 
truth of material reality would be revealed. (Bagnall 1999:99)
      
 

Underlying this intellectual appeal of the ‘scientific method’, in 

an era of reverence for science, was the moral effect of Marx and 

Engels’ utopian prophecy of the ascendancy of the proletariat 

(Berlin 1978:11).  Marx and Engels drew attention to socialist 

philosophy in the social realism of writers such as Diderot and 

Balzac, initiating a socialist theory of the social role of 

literature (Swingewood 1972:45-50).  As the philosophy and 

ideology of socialism advanced, the oppositional culture built up 

around radical liberals and working class intellectuals grew 

confident that, with education, the masses would realise that the 

co-operative model of socialism was a far superior model for human 

                                                           
34 As Berlin (1978:10-12) shows, Marx was familiar with, and drew 
extensively upon, the philosophical inheritance of his time producing a 
unique synthesis for his dialectics. 
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concourse (Goldman 1999:89-101).  In 1884 ‘the first modern 

socialist party in Britain, the Social Democratic Federation’ 

launched its programme with a philosophy based on the writings of 

Marx and Engels (Craik 1964:32). 

 

By 1870 the workers had gained the vote and the Education Act 

extended access to elementary education which, while still leaving 

the churches with dominance in education, acted to extend 

attendance so ensuring higher levels of general literacy (Morris 

1939:15).  In the later half of the nineteenth century cheap 

periodicals publishing contemporary writing and improved supplies 

to circulating libraries meant that current literature became 

somewhat more accessible to working class readers (Altick 

1957:259).  However, books were still scarce for the poor and 

autodidacts amongst the lower classes relied upon like-minded 

friends or libraries.  Mechanics’ Institutes remained determined 

to limit subjects and collections to ‘safe’ material.  However, 

with an eye to the future of working class citizenship, Oxford and 

Cambridge began Extension courses that included politics and 

economics in order to attract working class intellectuals.35  

Goldman suggests that the dons came with complex motives:36

 
In part, university extension was animated by a genuine desire 
to inform and educate - the more so in Cambridge where those 
early courses faithfully replicated the university’s internal 
curriculum.  But many of the dons who began the movement, 
especially in Oxford, saw it as a means of fostering social 
solidarity on the shared basis of progressive social 
liberalism.                     (Goldman 1999:91) 

 

Goldman (1999) traces the development of tutorial classes to an 

initiative of the university extension movement attempting to 

accommodate working class students’ desire for group discussion.  

                                                           
35 Kelly (1970 216-19), points out that the universities had been 
extending their reach since the 1840s with new colleges and travelling 
lecturers. 
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Although extension classes served working class needs, furthering 

critical engagement in current debate and encouraging rigour in 

socialist theory, for political radicals it was also perceived to 

be a recruitment arm of the middle class, enticing the brightest 

to leave their class-interest behind in the pursuit of personal 

achievement.  The tutorial class had been a form of learning 

inherent to working class self-education from the time readers had 

begun gathering in self-directed tutorial groups and, as the 

universities responded to their new student’s demands for 

political analysis, they too became more politicised.  Those 

graduates who resisted the lure of academic comforts returned to 

their communities to become leaders of their unions and some, such 

as the Welsh Coal miner Noah Ablett, became activists and writers 

(Craik 1964:61).  The liberal ideals of disinterested knowledge 

and the Arts as an apolitical field of inquiry is antithetical to 

the development of critical class consciousness at the heart of 

working class education.  Well intended though it may have been, 

liberal academia’s encroachment into working class education 

inevitably had the effect of luring working class intelligentsia 

away from the constituency that had supported them and into middle 

class individualism.  As Syson points out: 

 
with the regeneration of the socialist movement in the late 
1870s - partially as a response to the depression - the 
rhetoric of socialism comes to have a heavy emphasis on 
education for the working class as one means to its liberation.  
This is especially the case with the Democratic Federation 
which revived the Owenite slogan, ‘Educate, Agitate, Organise’. 
          (Syson 1996:73-74) 

                                
For the class to advance as a whole it was becoming clear that 

student's loyalties to the working class communities and unions 

that were sponsoring their studies needed to be reinforced.  The 

tension between liberal reformism and working class radicalism is 

nowhere better demonstrated than in the battles fought to retain 

                                                                                                                                                                                
36 Goldman (1999) also points out that many of the radical liberal 
academics had transferred their waning religious faith to a service to 
civil society, and for some this meant to socialism. 
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Ruskin College as a dedicated working class institution (Craik 

1964:61-4).  Rallying around their maverick principal Denis Hird, 

students formed the Plebs League and, in time-honoured radical 

tradition, founded a magazine and published pamphlets in a 

campaign to remove union support from Ruskin and found a dedicated 

working class college.  Despite attempts by Oxford to discredit 

them, the cause gained support from the union papers and the 

Central Labour College that formed in 1909 continues its tradition 

of working class education in Labour Colleges today.37  The world 

they were working to change was a cruel and ugly one, a product of 

the competition workers were driven into described by Robert 

Tressell in The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists ([1917]1965) and 

the industrialism that kept a large population in the ignorance 

and poverty exemplified by George Orwell’s The Road to Wigan Pier 

([1937]1962).  The dedication of those working class activists who 

went back to their communities and strove to educate them out of 

servitude represents the evolution of a distinct working class 

identity in the radical tradition.  

 

v) The aesthetic divide: The novel of ideas, propaganda and the 

bourgeois literary aesthetic   

While the radical tradition had pursued the didacticism central to 

the inception of the novel, middleclass literature had moved to an 

apolitical aesthetic, producing a divide which further firmed 

radical literature’s educational ethos.  Carter points out that 

'nineteenth century novelists were absorbed with the process of 

adult education' (Carter 1988:12).  However, by the end of that 

century a divergence between the didactic novel of ideas and the 

canonical form of the realist novel had emerged.  The middle class 

novel had settled into its Kantian etiquette and moved to 

marginalise the didactic form pursued by radical writers.  This 

                                                           
37 For Derek Whitelock, it was the 'more extreme left-wing element' of 
the student body that then proceeded to wage 'educational guerrilla 
warfare on the left flank of the W.E.A' (Whitelock 1974:41-2). 
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schism is perhaps best exemplified in the quarrel between Henry 

James and H G Wells (Edel & Ray 1958) and reflects those same 

issues raised by middle class incursions into working class 

education.  James represented the new aesthetic of the realist 

novel where Wells, whose polemical didacticism articulated the 

socialist cause in contemporary political debate, espousing the 

novel of ideas as its centrepiece.  Wells makes clear that he 

found the constraints of the '"character" obsession' of the new 

aesthetic novel limited, 'like a blanket too small for the bed 

[of] … my tossing conflict' (in Edel & Ray 1958:222). 

 

Wells suggests that the aesthetic novel is tailored 'for the 

entertainment of secure people who liked to feel established and 

safe' (Edel & Ray 1958:221), and there were too many who were 

still neither secure nor safe.  While they may have stirred some 

middle class consciousness to reformist zeal or charitable acts, 

the social novels of Gaskell and Kingsley did not suffice as an 

instigator of awareness of the real causes of class conditions 

(Cazamian 1973). But for the most, rather than inciting a 

motivation to real social change, Cazamian argues that this genre 

'takes its place among the factors which saved England from 

revolution' (Cazamian 1973:295).  But mention of Dickens is 

frequently found in the memoirs of radicals as their first 

inspiration to work for social change.  However, while twentieth 

century radicals might cite Dickens as an early influence, 

Eagleton and Pierce argue that this was not necessarily 

intentional, perhaps more a result of his natural intelligent 

perception (Eagleton & Pierce 1979:75).  This may be somewhat 

unfair to Dickens, whose period of childhood poverty saw him 

personally exposed to many of the miseries of lower class life 

depicted in his novels.  Yet much of the nineteenth century 

working class fiction by middle class writers appears as 

naturalist 'social problem' fiction, the wider topic of poverty 

presenting the new form of the novel with too great an aesthetic 
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challenge.  Arthur Morrison found his critics of Child of the Jago 

(1896) focused on the violence and crime of the slum life rather 

than the work’s 'austerity and frankness' about poverty, doing 

more to confirm middle class prejudice than raise revolutionary 

consciousness (Keating 1971:171).38    

 

With public education a younger market opened to the 

inheritors of the ballads, broadsides and scandals overlapping 

with cheap ‘penny dreadfuls’ and an increasingly sophisticated 

radical press as publishing became cheaper.  Perhaps the most 

effective counter offensive of conservative forces to the street 

(or ‘gutter’) press was the Religious Tract Society’s publication 

of The Boy’s Own Paper (B.O.P) which worked to instil liberal 

Christian values in a wide a range of young, and not-so-young, 

readers (Warner 1976:2).  Enormously popular, B.O.P. was published 

between 1879 and 1967, first as a weekly until 1913 then as a 

monthly until its demise, introducing in its pages many who were 

to become the famous writers of their period, including Dickens, 

Jules Verne and Arthur Conan Doyle.  While snobbery was 

discouraged and the liberal virtues of egalitarianism and moral 

responsibility inculcated, B.O.P’s foundational principles were of 

the ‘self help’ individualism variety, its politics that of the 

British Empire.  Cold baths and plenty of walking were counselled 

for a boy’s health and sport, particularly rugby, was actively 

promoted as preparation for the Empire’s manly art of war: 

 
War, as we know, is the greatest game there is.  But we want 
other more peaceful games, not only to fit us for the great 
game of war but also to prepare us physically and morally – 
remember that!- for the battle of life in which every one of us 
is destined to take part.         (Warner 1976:9) 
 
Working class literacy also meant a more informed and self-

conscious readership and Robert Tressell's The Ragged Trousered 

Philanthropists ([1914]1965) found a receptive audience amongst 

                                                           
38 Morrison's work might be considered and early form of 'reportage.' 
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its natural constituency.  To Eagleton and Pierce, Philanthropists 

proved the seminal working class novel: 

 
The novel is to be at once a fundamental criticism of 
capitalism, an exposition of working-class vulnerability and an 
indication, perhaps almost a blueprint, of how to change the 
situation.          (Eagleton & Pierce 1979:81) 
 

In this last factor particularly, Philanthropists certainly set 

the formula for the socialist realism later adopted by communist 

ideology.  Other radical writers of the early twentieth century, 

such as Jack London, Upton Sinclair and Mike Gold made major 

contributions to the development of social and socialist realism.  

London’s People of the Abyss ([1907]1976) did much to expose the 

misery of London’s East End and the socially-produced conditions 

of unemployment, and Sinclair’s The Jungle ([1906]1965) described 

the working poor in America’s industrial towns in harsh detail and 

urged working people to organise politically.  For writers like 

Tressell, Sinclair and London the gritty reality of working class 

lives was the issue at hand and utopian vision was just too 

distant. 

 

The major utopian texts of the fifteenth to seventeenth 

centuries had inspired a great deal of emulation and spawned a 

utopian-dystopian genre, one in which radical ideas about social 

change and scientific progress might be fielded under the guise of 

fiction, that was distinctly different from the bourgeois novel.39  

Darwin’s Origin of the Species (1859) sparked a surge of 

scientific fantasy and utopian writing in the second half of the 

nineteenth century that continued this tradition of the novel of 

ideas.40  The utopian reformer Charles Fourier held sway amongst 

mostly middleclass radicals and particularly in America, 

influencing Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward (1888), a utopian 

                                                           
39 Neville-Sington & Sington (1993:50-53) cite More’s Utopia as spawning 
many lesser works and, Tommaso Campanella’s City of the Sun (1601-4) as 
an almost equally influential work. 
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novel expounding state socialism that became enormously popular.  

William Morris, though decidedly middle class, was a passionate 

and prolific promoter of aesthetic socialism, writing some of the 

nineteenth century's most enduring and influential socialist texts 

attempting to reconcile his own and other’s anarchist and 

socialist positions.41  For E P Thompson: 

 
… Morris was one of our greatest men, because he was a 
revolutionary; a profoundly cultured and humane revolutionary, 
but not the less a revolutionary for this reason.  Moreover, he 
was a man working for practical revolution.  

    (E P Thompson 1994:66) 
 

Morris’s aesthetic utopian novel News From Nowhere (1891) was 

written to challenge the rigid State socialism proposed by Looking 

Backward (Neville-Sington & Sington 1993:67-9) and this emergent 

debate represented the central division amongst socialists of the 

period.  Utopian fiction found another powerful exponent in H G 

Wells who declared: 

 
There will be many Utopias.  Each generation will have its new 
version of Utopia, a little more certain and complete and real, 
with its problems lying closer and closer to the problems of 
the Thing in Being.  Until at last from dreams Utopias will 
have come to be working drawings, and the whole world will be 
shaping the final World State, that will be a Utopia because it 
will be this world.        (Wells [1905]1967:370)   

 

Around the turn of the century utopian fiction became a popular 

form of oppositional discourse, envisioning all possible futures 

and inspiring a raft of anti-socialist dystopias (Clarke 1972).  

In his own utopia Wells described a humanist meritocracy in which 

he deliberately excluded the burgeoning issue of race.  Despising 

the colonial ethnology of Kipling and his ilk, Wells demonstrated 

his prescience with the assertion: 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                
40 Clarke (1974) provides an ‘annotated bibliography’ of the remarkable 
range of visionary and utopian writing between 1644 and 1970. 
41 In particular the talk, ‘How shall we live then?’ given to the Fabian 
Society (Morris [1889]1971); also Morris’ political writings (Morton 
1984). 
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With the weakening of national references, and with the pause 
before reconstruction in religious belief, these new arbitrary 
and unsubstantial race prejudices become daily more formidable.  
They are shaping policies and modifying laws, and they will 
certainly be responsible for a large proportion of the wars, 
hardships, and cruelties the immediate future holds in store 
for our earth.             (Wells [1905] 1967:329)   
 

The predictions made by Wells were borne out in the conflagrations 

of the twentieth century.  However, whilst utopian vision may have 

been the inspirational searchlight for the radical literary 

tradition, it was its relevance for the politics of their 

contemporary world that proved the immediate concerns of most of 

history’s radical writers and readers.   

 

In the twentieth century the focus of the radical literary 

tradition had been both broadened by the realisation of mass 

education and literacy, and narrowed in ideological terms, 

articulated through the theoretical development of Marxism.  Two 

fine exemplars of the flowering of the British radical literary 

tradition in the twentieth century can be seen in the short-lived 

but hugely influential journal, Left Review (E P Thompson 

1994:226-233), and the establishment of the Left Book Club (LBC) 

by Victor Gollancz in 1935 (Lewis 1970).  While the Left Review 

only ran from October 1934 to May 1938, the seminal quality of its 

contributions saw it reissued in a boxed set in 1971 that has been 

an invaluable resource to scholars of succeeding generations.  The 

LBC’s distinctive yellow and red dust jackets and red binding can 

still be seen on private and public bookshelves across the world.  

In a fairly short period after its establishment, the LBC ‘had 

materialised in a readership of 50,000, organised in 900 clubs’ 

(Lewis 1970:76).  The LBC took the tradition of earlier radical 

literary associations to the world over the next four decades, 

bringing an international intelligentsia into homes across the 

world with a system of low priced and shared reading that even the 

poorest member could access.  LBC publications ranged from 

Moreton’s People’s History of England (1938) to contemporary 
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essays, novels and poetry, Marxist texts and pamphlets on the 

Spanish Civil War, and its members spread across the classes.  Nor 

was the distribution of inspirational, educational and informative 

literature its only function.  Local LBC reading groups ran 

classes, organised local speakers and hosted visiting lecturers, 

and held rallies on issues of social and political importance.  As 

Lewis (1970:80) points out: ‘Whatever other activities were going 

on – rallies, plays, Summer Schools, public lectures – the steady 

educational work of the Club continued and was the real basis of 

its influence.’  LBC literature was at the centre of an 

international movement for human rights, civil liberties and 

against fascism and racism, its texts featuring on the bookshelves 

of liberal, religious and communist alike. 

 

vi) Long live the revolution: Literature, communism, and the 

avant-garde 

 
Revolution is everywhere and in all things; it is infinite, 
there is no final revolution …  The law of revolution is not a 
social law, but immeasurably greater, it is a cosmic universal 
law - such as the law of the conservation of energy and the law 
of the loss of energy in entropy.    (Zamyatin [1923]1969:43) 

 
As with previous revolutionary artistic irruptions such as the 

Romantics, the twentieth century's avant-garde movements made a 

significant contribution to the radical literary tradition.  A 

wild and rampant flowering of Wells's 'tossing conflict', their 

radicalism is worthy of recognition for its challenge to hegemonic 

aesthetics.  One by-product of mass literacy was the divergence of 

an already sectarian radicalism into a delta of intellectual and 

aesthetic streams.  Working class-based politics continued in the 

tradition set by Chartists and Marxist theory, while a self-

consciously 'aesthetic' brigade of avant-gardists challenged 

bourgeois hegemony through their art.  The avant garde's challenge 

to the English preference for word over image was successful in 

finally weakening the hold of Kantian notions of the separation of 
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art and life (Saler 1999:10-20).42  On the whole, like their 

Liberal counterparts, the English avant-garde movements of the 

turn of the century tended to work for aesthetic reform within the 

industrial-capitalist system rather than to replace it.  Within 

modernism, the earlier progressive push of the Romantic vanguard 

of ‘alternative, radically innovating experimental artists and 

writers’ saw the emergence of an avant garde in the late 19th 

century, described by Williams as: 

 
… aggressive from the beginning, saw itself as a breakthrough 
to the future: its members were not the bearers of a progress 
already repetitiously defined, but the militants of a 
creativity which would revive and liberate humanity.      

                (Williams 1988:3) 
 

It was for the twentieth century Russian and European avant-garde 

movements to align their art more closely with radical politics; 

but by then ideas generally moved faster in a world that rapidly 

grew smaller through technology and ever-improving transport. 

 

Sheppard considers the late nineteenth century scientist’s 

challenge to the Cartesian-Newtonian and Euclidian paradigms to 

have:43

 
… shook the … foundations of mathematics and science so that a 
sense of the relativity of knowledge began to supersede the 
belief that it was possible to arrive at a truth in some 
absolute sense.       (Sheppard 2000:62)  

  
Where William Blake's The Book of Urizen (1794) had first drawn 

attention to the form of 'the book' itself as a potential vehicle 

of challenge to the 'tyranny of reason' (Andel 1989:7), a century 

                                                           
42 Following Ruskin and Morris in their concept of an aesthetically 
integrated spiritual community, the English avant-garde worked for the 
integration of art and community.  However, though faith in the primacy 
of good design in commodities and conflation of industrial and aesthetic 
goals made for a successful art market Saler (1999:10-20) argues that it 
fell short of being the means by which capitalism was to be rendered 
human. 
43 Richard Sheppard's Modernism - Dada - Postmodernism (2000) provides a 
lively analysis of the influence turn-of-the-century scientific 
revelations had on the development of the avant-garde movements.  
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later Nietzsche was to do the same with language itself (Sheppard 

2001:62-3).44   With Freud's dismantling of the certainty of 

'rational man' epistemological uncertainty became ubiquitous, 

concomitant with but simultaneously undermining the certainties of 

modernism.  This upheaval was reflected in the aesthetics of the 

avant-garde (Sheppard 2001:46-7).  In response to this conceptual 

dissonance there was simultaneously a reaching out and a closing 

in, as Sheppard explains:  

 
The more the West attempted to dominate space and standardize 
time, the more people working across a spectrum of media and 
disciplines reacted against this project by focusing on the 
local variations of cultural time, the relativities of 
scientific time, the fluctuating vagaries of private time, and 
the non-linear nature of experience in the quintessentially 
modern environment of the dystopian city.    (Sheppard 2001:64) 
 

Blake's metaphors and metaphysics would have been at home in the 

radical milieu of the late nineteenth century, where Marxist 

materialists comingled with anarchists, Symbolists, and 

Primitivists, cross-pollinating with Spiritualism, medievalism and 

the reactionary romanticism of Nietzsche (Breton 1978).  William 

Morris proselytised an organic-aesthetic socialism that reflected 

his sympathy for anarchist thought (Neville-Sington & Sington 

1993:67-8) while the playwrights Chekov and Strindberg attacked 

bourgeois hypocrisy in their theatre, and Alfred Jarry threw the 

word 'Merde!' at Parisian bourgeois sensibilities in his pre-

surrealist theatre, Ubu Roi.45  It was all very excited, and 

exciting. 

 

Raymond Williams makes the point that a form of 'cultural 

Darwinism' had emerged out of the heroic radicalism of Strindberg 

and Nietszche, and fed directly into the strident bravura of the 

                                                           
44 Jaroslav Andel's The Avant-Garde Book 1900-1945 (1989) catalogues an 
exhibition exploring the phenomena of 'the book' as an expressive vehicle 
of change of consciousness by various avant-garde movements. 
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Futurist Marrinetti's call to extinguish the past (Williams 

1988:3).  Futurists burst upon the world stage as if they had 

invented themselves out of thin air, and indeed, that was as they 

wished the world to be: freed from a history they saw as mired in 

the ugliness of class and tradition.  They tried to deafen the 

claims of the past in attacks upon their forerunners and a 

cacophony of demands on the future, which they declared to belong 

only to the brave, the adventurous and above all to technology 

(Andel 1989:27-8).  Like the Symbolists before them, and the 

Surrealists and Dadaists to come, the deconstruction of language, 

spoken and written, was central to Futurist ideas.  No sooner had 

mass literacy been achieved than language itself was held up to 

challenge as a source of hegemony.  Futurism produced a plethora 

of publications in which the concepts of 'simultaneity' and 'words 

in freedom' were philosophical pillars. 

 

Following the horror of the Great War, Futurism took flight 

into Dadaist deconstruction and, though playfully Dionysian at its 

humanist best, eventually followed this philosophy to its 

nihilistic extreme; only to be reinvested with the playful 

iconoclasm of Surrealism.  Playful as they seemed, they were 

nonetheless deeply political and, in their own ways, these 

political-aesthetic movements were attempting to challenge the 

hegemonic literary aesthetic and its canon, to break the bourgeois 

stranglehold on culture and stake a claim for a culture free from 

class-based hierarchy.  Lewis suggests that Stalin’s declaration 

that artists and writers were ‘engineers of the soul’ was:   

 
… gratifying because it meant that artists would no longer be 
considered marginal figures, as they so often felt themselves 
to be in bourgeois society.  On the contrary, they could now 
play a vital role in bringing about the revolution.    

        (Lewis 1993:61) 
  

                                                                                                                                                                                
45 Jarry’s semial surrealist play, Ubu Roi, shocked French middleclass 
sensibilities with the first swear words on the stage when his actors 
said ‘Merde’ (shit).  
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Surrealism itself began with ‘automatic writing’ in the search for 

a ‘super’ realism, a truth behind what they saw as the 

hypocritical the mask of Victorian sensibilities.  Inspired by 

Trotsky’s biography of Lenin in 1925, Andre Breton set out on the 

rocky path that would see him and other leading Surrealists join 

the Party in 1927 (Lewis 1993; Rosemont 1978; Short 1966).  

Breton’s own principles of artistic liberty and his continued 

support of the subsequently reviled Trotsky were bound to clash 

with Party discipline and he was summoned to account by the French 

Party’s Central Commission on five occasions before they parted 

company in acrimony (Breton [1938] in Rosemont 1978:173-187; Short 

1966:10).  The Surrealist flirtation with the Communist Party only 

served to fracture the cohesion of their movement, the rigidity of 

Stalinism driving Andre Breton to break with the Party and Louis 

Aragon, whom he had originally urged to join, and to banish 

writing and theatre from the surrealist field.  In its heyday the 

Surrealist movement produced a plethora of pamphlets and writings 

in a variety of media, including five significant journals that 

Lewis argues ‘represent ideologically diverse responses to the 

left-wing debate on the relationship between art and politics’ 

(Lewis 1993:62).  However, the exiled Leon Trotsky had much more 

affinity with the avant garde than Stalin’s commissars, the 

journal Cle being founded by Trotsky, Diego Rivera and Andre 

Breton (Lewis 1993:62), and as Shaitanov points out:46

 
From the point of view of the politician, the avant-garde 
artists pushed things too far, and their ever-growing will to 
change became fatally reminiscent of ‘permanent revolution’ and 
its implication of Trotsky.    (Shaitanov 1995:46)                   

 
Yet the avant-garde movements of the first half of the 

twentieth century continued in tandem with the central stream of 

radical politics, anarchic and libertarian outriders attacking 

bourgeois hegemony with their iconoclasm.  The broad river that 

                                                           
46 Initially strong, links between Futurism and Bolshevism, became 
strained by the extremity of the Futurists (Shaitanov 1995:46). 
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had been the oppositional culture of the radical literary 

tradition became a delta in the twentieth century, spread across 

these divergent streams.  With the Bolshevik revolution of 1917 

the international working class movement had thought the long-

prophesied proletarian rising begun.  While avant-garde artists 

and writers continued their libertarian and anarchistic culture, 

most resisting co-option by the Communist Party of the Soviet 

Union (CPSU), a solid core of the radical tradition’s 

intelligentsia sought the strength of the Party’s organisation and 

its massive educational campaign (Shimoniak 1970:x).  Like Breton, 

many resisted the compromises this association required, yet still 

perceived themselves as engaged with the revolution, and continued 

to argue for the freedom of the artist against the growing 

strength of the doctrine of socialist realism, which required the 

artist to serve the Party’s needs (Lewis 1993:68).  This tension 

was to bedevil the majority of radical artists and writers who 

believed in the revolution, but also believed in their right to 

artistic freedom throughout the radical tradition’s history of the 

twentieth century. 

 

Concluding comments 

In this chapter the historical path of the proposed British 

radical literary tradition has been mapped as an oppositional 

discourse that challenged the rise of capitalism.  The origins of 

the tradition are sited in the conceptual construct of utopianism 

as a means of envisioning change.  It has also been argued that it 

was not a movement of the bourgeoisie alone, but that it was a 

grassroots movement, both reacting to the destabilisation of 

society and reaching out to claim the freedom through knowledge.  

In Chapter Three the radical literary tradition is seen to have 

been transported along with the British exiles and immigrants.  
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Ch.3 Hybrid vigour: the radical tradition in Australia 

 

i) The colonial duality: transplanted traditions of repression and 

resistance 

 
Are you for Light, and trimmed, with oil in place, 

Or but a Will o’ Wisp on marshy quest? 
A new demesne for Mammon to infest? 

Or lurks millennial Eden ‘neath your face? 
(Bernard O’Dowd in Ward 1970:101-103)1

 
Gibson (1984:2) cites Peter Heylen’s Cosmographie in Foure Bookes 

(1657) as first to name Terra Australis Incognita for the mythic 

Southern Continent, and Sargent (1999:3) notes the term in Peter 

Heglin’s utopian fantasy of ‘Unknown Parts of the World’ (1667).2  

In the historiography of utopian speculation before Australia's 

actual colonisation by Britain, confabulation is commonplace.  

Fantasists imbued this mythical land with probable and improbable 

dimensions and denizens, titillating adventurers of the mind and 

sea.  Both Defoe and Swift had featured the unknown southern land 

in fiction (Gibson 1984:11-18) and Gabriel de Foigny dubbed its 

inhabitants ‘Australiens’ (Meacham 2002).  And thus the southern 

land percolated in European imaginations for a further century 

until colonial powers reached southwards.  Fantasy merged with 

substance and the land and its inhabitants entered into British 

history.   

 

With Britain’s cynically commercial use of the colony as a 

convict dump (Vietch 1998) and the difficulties colonists had in 

adjusting farming practices and aesthetics to the environs, the 

new land’s reality fell far short of a utopian paradise.  In a 

process which White aptly terms the ‘diminishing paradise’ (1984), 

mythic expectations were replaced by real resources and social 

                                                           
1 Extract from Bernard O'Dowd's sonnet Australia, written before 1901, in 
which he expresses the optimism of many socialists and radicals who 
believed Australia might become the ‘New Jerusalem’ (Ward 1967:98; 
McQueen 1970:101-3).  
2 Sargent’s cites this as an ‘appendix to the former’ and the names are 
so similar that some typographical error may be to blame. 
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potentiality that would be more hard-earned.  No Golden Age was 

theirs but still, to the chronically deprived people from 

Britain’s rank slums better food, sunshine, and the developing 

realisation of new freedoms slowly healed the ills of generations 

in their progeny.  And as testament to the human spirit, hope held 

the barricades against what might easily have become purely a 

place of punishment and profit.  For businessmen profits expanded 

exponentially, to land-hungry squatters vast tracts of virgin (in 

colonial eyes) country bespoke power and to explorers and utopian 

fantasists the unknown inland shimmered alluringly.  For many 

involuntary immigrants there was only their residing faith in the 

dreams of their culture’s radical heritage.  Australia’s utopian 

paradox lies in these twinned circumstances: the perennial drive 

for profit with its concomitant social dysfunction and the agency 

of ordinary people’s struggle for a better life.  Increasing 

numbers of artisans, adventurers and entrepreneurs soon joined the 

discarded and disaffected in a colony governed by an elite that 

looked to its own interests and paid little more than lip-service 

to British Law.  A frontier world with chains attached, but 

culture came packed in their trunks arrayed in all the dichotomies 

of the old world’s radicalism and conservatism.  The radical 

tradition arrived too, in the hearts and minds of deported 

radicals and in private libraries.   

 

How strong the radical tradition's presence was in the 

colony's first few decades is impossible to tell.  E P Thompson 

(1994) points out that where poor record transfer made it 

possible, arrivals convicted for subversion and sedition would 

conceal their radicalism.  Literacy too might be concealed, as the 

act of reading itself had subversive implications, which makes any 

assessment of its early spread here a matter of speculation.  The 

paucity of accurate record on convict literacy is compounded by 

the repressive conditions of the early Australian colonies and the 

policy of separating known radicals after the Irish Rebel riots of 

1800 and 1804 (Boughton 1997:42; Greenwood 1978:8).  However, 

 81



middle class radicalism was outspoken in the Australian by 1823, 

as the first independent newspaper after Governor Brisbane’s 

repeal of the censorship to free up public debate on the issue of 

a native currency.3  While there were frequent vociferous debates 

on local issues by prominent liberals, amongst whom the convict 

system had its critics, a censorious vigilance by government 

agencies effectively kept convict radicals quiet until well into 

the nineteenth century (Birch & Macmillan 1962; Irving 1963; 

Coleman 1964).4   

 

The ruling class lived in constant state of anticipation of 

revolt and, being even less constrained by legality than peers at 

home, were prepared to, and often did, use any means to keep the 

lower orders cowed into quiescence.  Indeed, Moore argues that in 

Australia ‘State terror could be practised without the faintest 

suggestion of impropriety’ (Moore 1988:48-50).  Given the power 

vested in the early governors, their military support and 

remoteness from the Home Office, perhaps the most remarkable thing 

is that there were any radical voices throughout the first half of 

the nineteenth century.  Yet a momentum towards nationalist 

democratic independence had been asserted in newspapers as early 

as the Australian (1823), the Monitor (1831) (Birch & Macmillan 

1962:16; Love 1988:151) and The Currency Lad (1832).  Even the 

conservative New South Wales Magazine argued against the threat of 

censorship still hovering over editors and journalists:   

 
A Censorship is a damp, we might say an extinguisher, to the 
energies of genius.  The writer who composes under the 
consciousness that between him and the public there must be 

                                                           
3 Inaugural editorial address of the New South Wales Magazine, August 
1833. 
4 Irving (1963) confirms the dearth of concrete records of radical 
politics in the first half of the century but cites early union activity 
and contemporary observations of the intensity of public political 
debate.  Coleman's study of censorship explores early official 
constraints on colonial media. However, liberal radicalism did find 
public voice and Birch & Macmillan detail the revolutionary and radical 
images invoked in October 1831 by the Australian newspaper celebrating 
the downfall of Governor Darling who had tried to curtail the profitable 
activities of military and squatters. 
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interposed a solitary arbitrum, which may annihilate his 
productions at pleasure, and from which he has not even the 
cold consolation of an appeal, is no better than a literary 
galley slave.   (New South Wales Magazine 1833:6) 

 
After 1823, apart from the Monitor, such papers did not experience 

overt censorship, mostly because as organs of entrepreneurial 

spirit their petit bourgeois radicalism dominated the permissible 

public arena until around mid-century.  With the gold rushes of 

the fifties the Age was first published, Cannon declaring that it 

‘rolled like thunder across the land, summoning men to their 

democratic duties, hurling abuse at entrenched interests, and 

clearing the way for the Era of Progress and Enlightenment which 

seemed about to dawn’ (Cannon undated).5  Backed by Melbourne’s 

nonconformist merchants, the radical writers of the Age declared 

in the first issue: 

 
The Newspaper has become the great teacher of the age.  It 
exercises an influence more immediate, more powerful than that 
of the pulpit or the school.  It directs public opinion.  It 
gives permanent record to present history.  It is the source on 
which society depends for reliable information on topics of 
current interest, and for elucidation of public polity.  It is 
the safeguard of liberty against the excesses of power, and the 
support of government against the caprices of popular 
excitement.  It is the lever that moves society to simultaneous 
action, and gives real authority to the people.    
             (The Age 17th Oct 1854) 
 

And they endeavoured to do just that, if Cannon’s selection of 

editorials is any guide to the paper’s general tenor.  While not 

supportive of revolution, the Age’s radical liberalism drew no 

quarter in its pursuit of justice for the diggers of the gold 

fields and Aborigines alike, busily exposing corruption in 

government and business.  International radicalism, in particular 

French and American, had increased its presence with the influx of 

gold rush fortune hunters as more than a quarter of a million 

between 1851 and 1854 joined locals in the quest for the 

                                                           
5 From Michael Cannon’s foreword in The Australian Thunderer- he is also 
assumed to be the editor of this undated publication.  
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independence that only wealth could bring (Fitzpatrick 1949:105-9; 

McQueen 1970:141-6).6  As Hodges points out:  

 
Another new element came with the increased literacy of the 
many newcomers in comparison with the pre-Gold Rush 
inhabitants.  Before this time, the sentiments of the bushmen 
had largely been embodied in song and speech, but increasingly 
what was felt to be distinctively Australian was captured in 
prose and verse.                              (Hodges 1992:9) 
 
While the early bushmen may well have comforted themselves 

with ballads around their fires there is little archival evidence 

extant, bar the remnants of this oral culture that emerged in 

writing later in the century and the belated work of communist 

folklorists in the 1950s.  Yet the influence of Chartist thought 

still emerged in the utterances of emigrant working class leaders 

as far afield as the copper mines of South Australia in 1848-9 

(Davies 1995), and Chartist influence is evident in the Eight 

Hours Movement and other artisan guilds (Murphy 1896).  By mid-

century conditions had loosened sufficiently for a more openly 

radical paper, The People’s Advocate, (McQueen 1970:121-2) to 

emerge and increased literacy, literature and resources brought in 

the gold rushes saw a more open expression of radicalism.  

Thereafter, the gradual transformation of the British radical 

literary tradition into an Australian genus proves easier to 

identify, its development concomitant with both a fierce, often 

racially-based, nationalism and a determination to win the 

‘working man’s paradise’.   

 

Another problematic element besets the study here with quite 

different historical representations of an Australian identity: 

the hegemony of conservative historians and the diversity of the 

marginalised left historians, further fragmented by the emergence 

of the New Left in the mid-twentieth century (Jupp 1994:75).7  The 

                                                           
6 High demand for labour had already raised wages, but with the gold 
rushes and their concomitant wealth, in both the fortunate digger and the 
skilled labourer the desire for independence merged with older utopian 
ideals to forge a fiercely democratic ideology.   
7 Another dichotomy of Australian identity has been the 'football between 
the radical and conservative sides of Australian politics'(Jupp 1994:75).   

 84



subject is too vast for a thorough exposition of the contending 

arguments, but the brief discussion following gives some 

indication of the debate.  British Imperialism dominates much of 

the early history with a conservative Australia that is at best 

junior partner, at worst sycophant, at once proud yet oddly shamed 

by its derivative culture (E P Thompson 1994:190-98).  Organic 

historians of the nineteenth century Labour movement such as W E 

Murphy (1896) hold the Chartist influence as a central defining 

element and identify a progressive history of attainment despite 

the losses of the larger revolutionary movements.  This 

perspective was sustained in various ways until left wing history 

divided between the so-called Old and New Left perspectives.  The 

researcher is faced with an Australia inheriting both the best and 

worst of British culture, its petit bourgeois or anarchist-

socialist radicals (depending on which position) fighting for, and 

failing, winning, or partially fulfilling radical utopian 

ambition.  Murphy cites Brian Fitzpatrick’s major works (1941 & 

1939) as seminal in ‘the first generation of left historians’, but 

asserts Fitzpatrick’s ‘ambiguous relation with radical liberal 

themes’ and preference for a ‘libertarian socialist reading of 

democracy’ renders his overall position as uncertain (Murphy 

1987:85-9).  For a more positive position, the work of Russel Ward 

(1965 & 1958) is seen as having established the validity of the 

Old Left’s historical argument for a uniquely Australian 

development in the radical tradition based on democratic 

collectivism (Wells 1988).  Wells suggests the Old Left historians 

had constructed the ‘only ideologically coherent’ alternative to 

‘the liberal mainstream’ but suffered a ‘relatively rapid demise’ 

at the hands of that hegemony.  Yet Wells argues that despite 

this, they provided ‘a counter-hegemonic response and laid 

‘essential groundwork’ for the next generation (Wells 

1988:214,229-30).  Head points out that, ‘analysing the 

distinctiveness of their society … has been a typical 

preoccupation of Australian intellectuals’ (Head 1988:11).  

However, Walter argues that it is to the organic intellectuals 
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that we should turn when looking to understand the ‘function of 

ideas and the role of the bearers of ideas’ (Walter 1988:241).  

The work of both Head and Walter can be considered as support for 

the following thesis as it attempts to demonstrate the continuous 

thread of tradition, from Britain to Australia, in the uses and 

production of radical literature as the means of education with 

the motivation for social change.  Despite quite extreme 

oppression, the British radical literary tradition (as defined in 

the previous chapter) found its feet early in the new colony, fed 

by historical utopian imaginings and rapidly adapting to its harsh 

materiality with a mixture of pragmatism and stubborn 

independence.  

 

Hodge and Mishra note this duality in the Australian ethos, 

suggesting that the colony’s inception occurred during a period 

where the ‘English legal system had proliferated so many capital 

offences’ that the volume of execution had become impossible to 

implement (Hodge & Mishra 1990:118).  The concept of a society 

that had so diminished a significant sector of their peoples that 

it was overwhelmed by the numbers it had to kill is obscene to 

current sensibility.  Farrell’s (1990:ch.4) study of Australian 

colonial historiography demonstrates the range of nineteenth 

century historical writing, one which is remarkably extensive for 

such a new society and perhaps the best example of the use of 

literature to develop a new cultural and political identity.  

There was much of this writing that held faith with the country of 

origin, but which at the same time was striving to open up to the 

opportunities that distance from the old ills offered.  Perhaps 

the duality of Australia’s commercial-penal origins innately 

reflects that parent culture, one with an historical claim to 

rational justice yet which had rendered so many citizens criminal 

as to overwhelm the society with their punishment.  Hodge and 

Mishra argue that the ‘spectacle of punishment’ in British law was 

in transition between the old ‘dramatic displays of state power, 

as in the grisly ritual of public executions’ and the ‘system of 
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discipline associated with bourgeois rationality,’ concluding 

that:  

 
We can see both elements in the Australian penal colony as it 
evolved.  Governor Phillip was a representative of the new 
attitude to punishment, but others maintained the punitive 
practices that were also intrinsic to the system.         

    (Hodge & Mishra 1990:118) 
 

These dual elements, of brutality and moderation, coexisting like 

this from the inception go some way to explaining the dichotomy at 

the heart of the Australian character.  At times this conflict 

must have been most confusing for all concerned, authority and 

convict alike, with the ‘luck of the draw’ more an arbiter than 

any system in determining which form of punishment was to be 

administered.  While it is evident that many kept their cultural 

longings for freedom alive, punishment for their expression was 

more arbitrary here and radical convicts rapidly learned to keep 

these ideas to themselves. 

 

Love suggests that the critical moment in early Australian 

radicalism was the alliance between radicals and liberals to 

defeat the Squatter’s push to establish their control of 

government: ‘That apparent victory, however, was to limit forms of 

radical action in the future.  Radicals increasingly had to act in 

ways acceptable to liberal opinion’ (Love 1988:153).  Australian 

radicalism was confronted on one hand by liberal rationality and 

on the other the concerted power of archaic government and ruling 

class.  It is determining the place and function of the radical 

tradition in that complex interaction between the varying strands 

of radicalism with which this chapter struggles.  Scates gives 

credit to the dynamic of this debate, pointing out that 

‘historical traditions are rarely separate or discrete’ (Scates 

1997:4-5).  Farrell argues that McQueen’s thesis comes ‘so close 

to denying revolutionary or progressive traditions in Australia 

that the great majority of its readers might possibly have been 

justified in assuming anarchist or conservative implications from 

it’ (Farrell 1990:137).  McQueen may well be right with his 
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assertion that the average Australian working class psyche has 

ever been characterised by a petit bourgeois ambition for 

independence rather than any communistic or socialistic intent 

(McQueen 1970:188-202).  However, that radical ideals of all 

description, anarchist, freethinker, socialist and proto-

communist, were all influential in the formation of collective 

action towards independence is undeniable, and their role in 

shaping our national iconography should not be underestimated.8  A 

good many of the national identifiers called upon in times of 

struggle and crisis have derived from a radical literary 

tradition, active as a didactic force and seminal in the evolution 

of adult education, here as in Britain.  

 

Radical liberalism, socialist, communist, anarchist and 

freethinker streams of radicalism all used literature as their 

primary means of personal and public education, and this literary 

tradition, of reading as much as writing, forms the oppositional 

discourse. 9  As Scates points out, ‘whilst anarchist, socialist 

and single taxer differed in politics, personality and social 

origin, they were without exception, omnivorous readers’ (Scates 

1997:38).  Liberalism, its seat in the middle classes and a potent 

reforming energy at its most radical, has dominated the literary 

and political discourse here (Rowse 1978:39), as it did in Britain 

(Webb 1969:278-296).10  Certainly, early liberal radicalism had 

united with Chartist energy in resistance of the squatter’s push 

to establish the hegemony of an aristocratic class (Irving 

1963:20).  With their antithetical class-origins, these 

                                                           
8 Socialism and communism were almost interchangeable as terms during the 
18th and 19th centuries and it was only towards the end of the 19th century 
that any clear ideological differentiation began to emerge with Marxist 
theory. 
9 Miller’s (1973:7-9) discussion explores the debate on Literature as a 
classification and advocates inclusion of written texts in the ‘broadest 
sense’, one which includes the more ephemeral forms of correspondence, 
pamphlets and tracts and all forms of journalism that this thesis is 
based upon. 
10 Webb (1969) cites mid-Victorian liberalism, its reforms of parliament, 
the power of its philosophy of individualism, and the economic prosperity 
of the middle classes as the period of the ‘liberal triumph’.  

 88



radicalisms were always to be uncomfortable bedfellows, and the 

argument between them continues in the new and old historiography 

of the Australian Left.  From the New Left, McQueen (1970:18-20) 

argues that the innately petit-bourgeois characteristics of early 

immigrants ensured that entrepreneurial democratic liberalism 

would dominate the national psyche and act to preclude the 

establishment of any truly socialist party (McQueen 1970:18).11  

However, Burgmann finds ‘the ‘Old Left’ perspective, such as Brian 

Fitzpatrick, Lloyd Churchward, Robin Gollan and Ian Turner … more 

satisfactory than the New Left detractors of working-class 

consciousness’ (Burgmann 1985:16).  There is no one definitive 

version of the Australian tradition, one must choose it seems and, 

while every effort is made here to be balanced, the choice made by 

Burgmann holds true for this thesis also.  Bruce Scates also 

provides support for the influence of a radical socialist-

anarchist working class tradition on the Australian psyche which 

reached far beyond the small numbers identified as active in 

radical politics by virtue of signed-up members of this or that 

association: 

 
In bookshops and dance halls, on street corners and public 
platforms, men and women laid the basis of an oppositional 
culture: to be a radical was not an abstract ideological 
position, it was an experience all of itself. … Size is a poor 
criterion of significance.  The challenge of nineteenth-century 
radicalism was its very existence.  Large and small, 
Australia’s single tax, socialist and anarchist societies 
comprised a counter-hegemonic movement in late colonial 
society.                    (Scates 1997:6-7) 
 
Much of the literature on Australian radicalism focuses upon 

the 1880s and 1890s, for it was then that the national voice found 

its metier and developed broad appeal outside the radical 

community.  Most tellingly, this is also the time when socialism 

began to appear to be an inevitable outcome to a broader cross-

section of the community.  However, it would be unrealistic to 

                                                           
11 McQueen (1970:18) argues that entrepreneurial professional criminals 
made up the bulk of the transportees and that the 'Labor Parties that 
emerged after 1890 were in every way the logical extension of the petit-
bourgeois mentality and subordinated organisations that preceded them.'  
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imagine that a radical culture had emerged fully-formed to 

flourish in the 1890s without cultural heritage or colonial 

antecedent.  The contribution of the radical tradition to a 

visioning of the national character has been drawn from a wide 

range of historical studies, supported in particular by the work 

of Russel Ward (1958,1967), Verity Burgmann (1985,1980), Frank 

Farrell (1981), John Docker (1991), Bruce Scates (1997) and Bob 

Boughton (1999,1997,1996).  Despite the raw pragmatism of 

Australia’s commercial origins (Veitch 1998; Blainey 1966:16-37) 

and the formal earnestness of the colony’s desire to cling to its 

distant parent (McQueen 1970:21), it was undoubtedly the radical 

tradition’s utopian ethos that inspired the native-born 

Wentworth’s oft-quoted ode Britannia (Turner 1968:10-13; Ward 

1967:46).12  While expressing nascent nationalism, Wentworth’s poem 

manages to remain at once subservient in tone and redolent with 

the utopian ambition that infused liberal radicalism the entire 

nineteenth century.  Despite that utopian paradise diminishing in 

the light of more pragmatic concerns of early union campaigns such 

as the ‘Eight Hours’ movement and the struggles to gain political 

representation, the utopian connection permeated native Australian 

imaginings, as Inglis Moore explains: 

 
The Utopian ideal, however, was national from its beginning.  
It embraced the two forms of the Dream, but went beyond them 
into a more spacious, more spiritual, configuration of a 
millennial Australia.       (Inglis Moore 1971:269) 

 
Although there were vested interests that continued to hold to the 

primacy of British ties and still cultural insecurities that 

deferred to that parent culture, the ambitions of the radical 

                                                           
12 MCQueen (1970:21) argues that, rather than a ‘victim of British 
imperialism … it was the willing, often over-anxious partner’, evident in 
much of the early expressions of colonial loyalty.  Blainey (1966:16-37) 
first explored the mercantile aspects of Australia’s origins wherein he 
explored the commercial considerations of the venture.  Veitch's analysis 
of Australia's origins as an entrepreneurial adventure by members of the 
British Privy Council goes further.  Veitch (1988) argues that, advised 
by Joseph Banks, the early Australian colony was an entrepreneurial 
capitalist enterprise in the convict trade, servicing traders in the 
‘Spice Islands’ and commercial interests in wool and other agricultural 
commodities. 
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tradition of that older society had found fertile ground in its 

most recent spawning.  The drive to an independent Australian 

national consciousness was part and parcel of the radical 

tradition.  The work of Vance Palmer resonates with the heritage 

of that early nationalist vision in images summoned as Australia 

readied once more for war: 

 
… there is an Australia of the spirit, submerged and not very 
articulate, that is quite different from these bubbles of old-
world imperialism.  Born of the lean loins of the country 
itself, of the dreams of men who came here to form a new 
society, of hard conflicts in many fields, it has developed a 
toughness all its own. Sardonic, idealistic, tongue-tied 
perhaps, it is the Australia of all who truly belong here. ... 
it found voice in the writings of Lawson, O’Dowd, Bedford, and 
Tom Collins ... This is the Australia we are called upon to 
save.                (Palmer 1942:5) 

 
No matter that daily experience may differ with this sentiment 

permeating the national iconography, notions of what it means to 

be Australian called upon when castigating behaviour as ‘un-

Australian’ are still those of the radical tradition; of 

irreverence to authority, of equality and equity, of fairness and 

freedom.  Romantic ideals, perhaps, but these ideals have inspired 

hope in the hardest times, and radical and conservative alike have 

risked their lives for these ideals in wars and union and 

political battles. 

 

To the transported and emigrant colonial alike, multiple 

Australias coexisted as dichotomous realms in their cultural 

imagination of the new land.  Inspired by utopian speculation, the 

new ‘Great Southern Land’ represented to citizens of a corrupted 

civilisation another chance at founding a society based upon the 

principles of freedom and democracy (Inglis Moore 1971:269).  For 

the economic emigrant in search of quick fortune and return it was 

perhaps just a brief but profitable exile to the ends of the earth 

(Frost 1998:93-112).  As many failed as succeeded in this 

enterprise, but the new land often revealed itself as the fortune 

to those who chose to remain.  Charles Darwin remarked of the 

young colony that ‘a man of business can hardly fail to make a 
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large fortune’ (Birch & Macmillan 1962:72).  And for these newly 

rich, it was a rough and ready social environment where social 

graces remained the precinct of emigrant upper classes, as Denholm 

explains: 

 
The birth of the new elite was rough, vulgar, merciless and, at 
times, brutal, because men were wielding power in a rudimentary 
society, lacking gentlemanly upbringing to control their 
instincts, lacking most of civilisation’s checks and balances 
to guide them, lacking most of the institutions in which men 
normally settle their disagreements.    (Denholm 1979:167)                   
   

Certainly, circumstances did not favour intellectual or social 

niceties and Henry Savery satirised these rude, aspirant classes 

in his, The Hermit of Van Dieman’s Land (1829), which McLaren 

notes:  

 
… shows us examples of magistrates completely ignorant of the 
law, gentlemen of property incapable of elementary courtesy, 
stockholders seeking only their own profit in the name of 
public interest, landowners looking to the law only to justify 
their own tyranny, and farmers incapable of properly husbanding 
their wealth of ploughland and pasture.     (McLaren 1989:26)                   

 

Nearly forty years after it seems that these people had not 

improved much.  Marcus Clarke wrote witheringly of a squattocracy 

which blatantly abused the 1862 Land Act that attempted to 

redistribute some of their immense holdings, ‘whose names are the 

common synonyms for roughness, wealth, and meanness’, and amongst 

whom ‘there is almost a complete absence of culture’ (Clarke 

[1877]1972:382-91). 

 

For the unskilled convict languishing at the Governor’s 

mercy, with little hope of fortune and none of repatriation, these 

rude new elites were often masters whose brutality made simple 

survival a sufficient end in itself; dreams of ‘escape or 

vengeance’ the one comfort of their charge’s slavery (Turner 

1968:xi).  For literate convicts, writing home was the only 

contact with family and friends left behind, and they recorded 

their experiences in a plethora of journals, memoirs and letters 
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(Anderson 2000).13  Few records give more awful confirmation of how 

vicious convict life could be than James Tucker’s Ralph Rashleigh 

(1952).14  Yet personal and state violence permeated nineteenth 

century British society and was hardly limited to convict 

experience.  Miller gives a first-hand description its 

manifestation in Australia as a generalised culture of brutality 

that was ‘ruled by the lash … [in] a spirit of cruelty [that] 

permeated all the institutions … from the fountainhead of 

government to the parental power of every home’ (Miller 1988:5).15  

That this changed so markedly in one century can surely be 

attributed, at least in part, to the radical tradition’s campaign 

of protest against their society’s many inequalities and 

inhumanities. 

 

Official and social records confirm that experience frequently 

fulfilled the fears of those unfortunates who fell victim to 

immoderate and arbitrary authority (Anderson 2000; Thomas 1919).16  

But those assigned to the government work gangs or cruel masters 

appear to have got the worst of it and not all situations were 

universally vile.  Skilled men in professions and trades of high 

demand often avoided such trials, and some found unanticipated 

freedom.  Indeed, tales of the fortunes made by emancipated 

convicts prompted some peers at home to actively seek the same 

fate.  One English magistrate reported that ‘many persons have 

asked me what extent of crime would ensure transportation’ 

                                                           
13 Anderson's (2000) anthology of convict ballads and memoirs, letters 
and journals demonstrates the range and vagaries of convict experience.  
14 The convict James Tucker worked as a clerk ‘special’ and is verified 
as the author of the 1845 manuscript by editor Colin Roderick. Tucker’s 
records give credence to Rashleigh's account of convict experience.  
Atkinson’s (1979:28-51) study of ‘convict protest’ cites instances in 
magistrate's bench books of violent punishment for misdemeanours.  
15 Monty Miller, survivor of the Eureka Stockade, describes mid-
nineteenth-century Australia as a society in which ‘flogging was the 
gentle Christ panacea for all offences of commission and omission’ 
(Miller 1988:5).  Waterhouse cites evidence that the execution rate was 
higher than in England, though both ineffective deterrents (Waterhouse 
1995:21). 
16 Thomas cites an 1812 report and historical records of deaths in work 
gangs: '800 died in six months at a place called Toongabbie' (1919:3-4).   
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(McQueen 1971:122).  Familial ties were also powerful reasons for 

committing transportable crimes and there are many examples of 

families following their transported member through legitimate 

immigration or committing the minimum crime to achieve 

transportation (E P Thompson 1994:198).  Without doubt, for 

skilled men with either the fortitude to endure transportation or 

the resources to emigrate rewards there were aplenty:17

 
An elite hierarchy of skilled workers accounting for between 6 
per cent and 14 per cent of all transported.  These English 
labour aristocrats retained their jobs, values and self-
perceptions as elite workers in New South Wales.  We know they 
became members of the Trade Union Benefit Society, the 
printer’s union and the Sydney Mechanics School of Arts.  Not 
only was a labour elite transported, but they retained their 
values and identity in New South Wales, both at work and 
through the traditional institutions of their class.   
            (Whitlock & Reekie 1993:85) 
 
The debate about just what percentage literate radicals 

comprised of the convict population is central to the transmission 

of the radical tradition to these shores.  Docker criticises what 

he terms the ‘gloom thesis’ of Manning Clark and its adherents: 

 
As an historian Manning Clark was particularly concerned to 
give harsher, less optimistic readings of certain historical 
events and attitudes that are held to be pivotal to the radical 
nationalist account of Australian history - Eureka, and the 
gold period (what of the continuing power of the squatters and 
of the bourgeoisie in Australia’s cities?), of mateship (it’s 
really racism on the one hand, and on the other a desperate 
defence against bush loneliness), egalitarianism and equality 
(they’re really a result if high demand for labour).   
             (Docker 1984:121-122) 
 

McQueen might argue that the majority of convicts ‘were largely 

professional criminals … [with an ideology of] individual 

enterprise’ (McQueen 1970:18-19).  However, even if that were so, 

this makes no allowances for the social context of this degree of 

criminality, either for the crimes of poverty or of dissent.  Then 

                                                           
17 Skilled convicts could make demands upon employers whilst still 
assigned and, of those emancipists who did not make their fortunes, many 
made a comfortable living.  Waterhouse (1955) also supports this, arguing 
that the demand for labour gave skilled convicts an edge that they were 
quick to exploit in negotiating their conditions (Whitlock and Reekie 
1993:82).  
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there is the empirical evidence of how the criminality of their 

progeny decreased within one generation as social and material 

conditions improved.  With radicals dissembling on the nature of 

their convictions on arrival, and possibly concealing their level 

of literacy, it is unlikely that genuine figures on literacy were 

available and other identifiers need to be considered.  Whitlock 

and Reekie (1993) discuss this debate, arguing that a significant 

representation of a more socially adaptable type would indicate a 

higher percentage of literacy: 

 
At least 38 per cent of the British and Irish convicts had 
moved county within the British Isles prior to finding 
themselves shipped to the other side of the world; 12 per cent 
of the Irish had moved to Britain.  Our statistical analysis 
shows that those who had moved within the United Kingdom were 
the best educated and skilled.     (Whitlock & Reekie 1993:82) 
 
In his scathing review of Rude’s 1978 study of convict 

radicals, E P Thompson declares deep disappointment for his former 

mentor’s trust in official records that minimise the radical 

presence here (E P Thompson 1994:195).  Citing numerous records of 

radical convictions and transport, he points out that in a long 

tradition of revolt radicals knew their ‘way through the proper 

responses’ to official inquiry.  Indeed, Murtagh argues that in 

the decade following the 1798 Irish Rebellion, 'of the nearly 6000 

Irishmen … transported to Sydney', the type of offence was rarely 

identified and an estimated 61% ‘were not strictly criminal. … 

They included many of considerable education and ability, inspired 

by the normal idealism associated with a struggle for national 

freedom' (Murtagh 1969:7).18  Amongst better known transported 

radicals there were the Scottish Martyrs of 1793, all literate 

artisans two of whom held university degrees (Gibson 1984:52-3), 

and later the Scottish Radicals, entrapped by a spy system set up 

to flush out revolutionaries (Macfarlane & Macfarlane 1975).19  

                                                           
18 Home authorities sent Irish rebels with poor records intentionally so 
that they served terms well above their sentences (Murtagh 1969:7-8). 
19 Macfarlane & Macfarlane (1975) explain that the master spy Alexander 
Richmond set up this spy system in 1816 by with a network of agents 
provocateurs.  In 1820 they spread a rumour of a revolutionary uprising 
across Britain and directed the responding radicals to waiting soldiers. 
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Those not hung were transported, most not pardoned until after 

they had served their sentences.  Some went home and some stayed, 

along with their radical sentiments.  And in what other milieu 

might an articulate clandestine radicalism have the resources with 

which to flourish but amongst those who had lived for generations 

in opposition to English rule?  Surely the high percentage of 

Irish alone would guarantee adeptness at the establishment of 

clandestine networks?  And when have those who lived with 

oppression not engaged in activities deemed illegal, either in 

resistance or simply to sustain some dignity in life?  This, of 

course, is not to suggest that every petty criminal a Village 

Hampden made, but to observe that having a criminal record in such 

an oppressive cultural environment does not make only habitual 

thugs or crafty opportunists.   

 

The convict population made up the majority in that first 

formative half-century and they certainly had some part in 

initiating the momentum of a culture that placed high value on 

literacy and literature.  Elaine Thompson cites the Annual Report 

of the Commercial Reading Rooms and Library to the effect that 

colonial Australians ‘strove to develop a ‘civilisation of the 

mind’ [and that by] 1911 Australia supported a much larger number, 

per capita, of authors, artists and journalists than did Britain’ 

(Elaine Thompson 1994:180).  McQueen’s (1970) argument that the 

majority of convicts were the illiterate criminal scum of British 

industrial slums is considered successfully challenged by the Old 

Left argument of a higher than average general level of literacy 

and a skilled elite of artisans and labourers amongst those 

transported (Whitlock & Reekie 1993:41).  The Tolpuddle Martyrs 

transported in 1834 are perhaps the best example of the latter, 

well documented due to the notoriety of the trial and their 

respectability (Lewenhak 1966).  And though theirs was the 

revolutionary respectability of the radical Methodist artisan, 

that their circumstances were unique is doubtful.  The sentiments 

expressed by James Loveless in the poem he threw to the crowd as 
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he was led away to prison would have echoed in many a less 

socially respectable convict’s heart:   

 
By reason, union, justice, law, 

We claim the birthright of our sires. 
We raise the watchword liberty, 

We will, we will, we will be free!20

(in Lewenhak 1966) 
 

The campaign to free the Tolpuddle Martys was effective and they 

all returned home upon being pardoned, but other Chartists and 

unionists stayed to influence the development of unions with the 

traditions of their homeland (E P Thompson 1994; Elaine Thompson 

1994:191-194; Burgmann 1980; Rude 1978).  Murphy’s History of the 

Eight Hours Movement (1896) gives first-hand evidence for the 

strength of the Chartist influence in the development of union 

activity by the 1850s and its continuation throughout the century.  

While McQueen’s argument may have been necessary at the time to 

perhaps dampen some of the more romantic notions of the Old Left 

historians, it does not acknowledge the causes of criminality 

itself and the massive poverty and dislocation in Britain that had 

created this ‘criminal class’.  Nor does it recognise the 

interface of clandestine radicalism and officially determined 

criminality.  McLaren embodies the illogic of Manning Clark’s 

‘gloom thesis’ in his assertion that ‘most convicts … were 

unregenerate rogues … despite this the majority served their 

sentences quietly and found peaceful livelihood, and even 

prosperity … after their discharge’ (McLaren 1989:43).   

 

Certainly, a proportion of the convict population earned 

their transportation with truly heinous crimes.  Most of those 

crimes are now recognised as the criminality of massive poverty, a 

product of the rural enclosures, the English occupation of 

Ireland, and the rapid industrialisation of Britain (Whitlock & 

                                                           
20 The court was shown to be prejudiced and the Tolpuddle Martyrs, all 
bar one Methodists, were aided to return home on acquittal (Lewenhak 
1966). 

 97



Reekie 1993:ch.1; Atkinson 1979).21  And how ever much the ‘gloom’ 

and New Left theorists might protest, there were doubtless 

political prisoners aplenty; rebels and ratbags, Luddites and 

Levellers, machine-breakers and Ribbon Men, republicans and 

Chartists transported from all over the British Empire (E P 

Thompson 1994; Rude 1978:10;).22  Thomas suggests that the 

government order of 1802, forbidding ‘seditious meetings of more 

than twelve people’, was intended specifically to suppress the 

political activities by Irish rebels (Thomas 1919:27).  And the 

majority of convicts were by no means passive, indeed, as Blainey 

(1966:18-20) and Veitch (1998:10) point out, the English had been 

having difficulty finding buyers for their troublesome outcasts 

once America had seceded and West Indian plantation owners had 

found they preferred the less disruptive African slaves.23  

Waterhouse attests to the recalcitrant character of the British 

convict, citing a ‘culture of resistance’ to which threats of 

violence were an ineffective means of forcing any but the most 

brute labour (Waterhouse 1995:132-5).24  This may well have been an 

effective strategy for the fortunate, those with benign masters, 

or skills to bargain with (Atkinson 1979:37-9).25  

 

Atkinson’s (1979:43) study of ‘convict protest’ reveals that 

resistance to authority by convicts was, in many cases, based more 

on an entrenched political attitude and expectations of justice 

                                                           
21 Denis Maloney, transported for seven years at the age of thirteen for 
stealing currants, died in irons some six years later (Atkinson 1979).  
Whitlock & Reekie (1993) support the position that the bulk of crimes 
were more of a rebellious nature and that most were better educated and 
skilled than peers at home. 
22 Records are poor but Rude (1978) draws from a range of sources to make 
an estimate of specific politically motivated offenses as '3,600, or one 
in forty-five of all transported convicts' between 1788 and 1868.  Given 
E P Thompson’s (1994) criticism, this figure could well be increased. 
23 Blainey (1966) and Veitch (1998) argue that Britain's lucrative trade 
in convicts declined after America resisted further transportation. 
24 This may have had something to do with the limited opportunities 
available, general resentment against protestant English authority by the 
Catholic Irish poor and the arrogance of skilled labour in high demand. 
25 Atkinson (1979:37-49) cites bullock drivers withdrawing labour to win 
the removal of a despised informer and gives evidence of convicts 
refusing to work unless regulated conditions were observed.  
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rather than actual outcomes.26  Atkinson cites persistent, though 

often futile, resistance based upon an inculcated sense of 

fairness and an insistence on perceived legal and moral rights, 

apparently underpinned by well-developed political beliefs.27  

While some may have discovered radical ideas as an autodidactic or 

through an informed acquaintance, many would have the legacy of 

generations of resistance.  For those with rural ancestry the 

regular workday was an unnatural imposition.  Waterhouse (1995) 

returns repeatedly to the effort made by employers to change the 

British worker’s spasmodic peasant work-leisure patterns and 

drinking behaviour.  It seems they much preferred to labour in the 

age-old periodic and seasonal cycles and enjoyed consuming a 

fairly steady stream of alcoholic beverages that peaked at regular 

community markets and festivals.  This preference took more than 

three centuries to extinguish and even now is not entirely absent 

from our culture.  Persistence with a sense of the right to 

natural cultural patterns, class solidarity, and a firm concept of 

native justice may well have sustained convict life in harsh 

colonial circumstances.  

 

Yet, other factors were also at work to aid survival and, 

fortified by better nutrition and sunlight, as early as 1819 

observers noted the emergence of a unique Australian type, leaner, 

stronger and more forthright than their British-born parents 

(Palmer 1966:32).28   As Boughton (1997:42-4) points out, along 

with critical attitudes towards authority, these radicals also 

brought their tradition of working class education.29  Boughton 

                                                           
26 Atkinson (1979:43) suggests that these perceived moral rights of 
complaint were 'internalised' attitudes to a 'totality of relationships' 
similar to that of eighteenth century English rural labourers.  
27 An old tradition in British prisons, of mock law courts revising the 
convict's case were entertainment on the long sea voyage (Anderson 2000).  
28 Palmer (1966:32) cites British Commissioner, J T Bigge’s 1819 report 
on Governor Macquarie, remarking on the significant moral and physical 
improvement of the colony’s progeny over their British-born parents. 
29 Boughton cites the Scottish Martyrs and the Irish Republican rebels 
transported in the late eighteenth century as particularly troublesome to 
the colonial authorities, who ‘learnt to disperse their Irish prisoners 
on their arrival as widely as possible’ (Boughton 1997:41-3.  
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(1997:41-3) also argues that, of these, the most active and 

effective were the Chartists due to their enduring commitment to 

organised educational activities amongst the working class.  

Whilst a shortage of skilled labour may have aided the success of 

the building worker's demand for an eight-hour day in 1856 it was 

undoubtedly Chartist-inspired (Palmer 1966:14-15,44; Murphy 

1896).30  Thus native vigour and the privilege of skilled labour, 

humanist sentiment and a historical tradition of revolutionary 

energy, strangely coexisted with some of the worst excesses of 

colonial tyranny and violence; a cauldron that was to produce, at 

least for some, the long-dreamt ‘working man’s paradise’.   

 

There were also free emigrants of skill and talent who came 

directly from a working class culture in formation, with ideas of 

worker co-operation and combination.  Greenwood argues that 

emigrant artisans brought their unionist ideas with them and, 

seeking comparative security in the support of peers, a nascent 

trade union movement had begun in guild-like societies by the 

1820s (Greenwood 1978:56-7).  Webby’s (1971) extensive study of 

book auctions shows that they brought their libraries with them 

too.  Thomas (1919:ch.iv) shows that the trade associations of 

emigrant mechanics were first founded openly as Friendly Societies 

and argues that these groups might well have remained apolitical 

if left to their own devices.31  Governor Wentworth’s idiosyncratic 

proscription of trade organisations in his Friendly Society’s Act 

(1843) had the reverse effect, instigating these initially benign, 

self-interested, associations to develop instead into an active 

trade unionism (Thomas 1919:ch.3).  Perhaps Wentworth was merely 

replicating the anti-combinationist fears of his British peers, 

                                                           
30 Palmer cites the Welsh Chartist, James Stephens, as instigator of the 
building workers demand for an eight-hour day in 1856. Murphy’s (1896) 
history of the Eight-Hour Movement supports this. 
31 Thomas chronicles the development of trade associations, from the 
earliest 'benefit societies' and a Cabinet Makers' Society, formed in 
1833 to 'insure their tools from loss by fire, and assist the widow and 
orphan in distress …[and maintain] London piece-work prices' (Thomas 
1919:29). 

 100



but thus foundered hopes of eluding the working class struggle of 

the old-world. 

 

While Australia had its physical beginnings as a penal colony, 

in the realm of utopian ideals, the idea that this new land could 

resist the class-ridden oppression of the old-world was never far 

from the surface (Palmer 1966:14).  Transported radicals, 

separated and dispersed by the colonial authorities in order that 

their radicalism might wither without comrades, still managed to 

permeate the nascent culture with their ideals (Boughton 1997:44).  

E P Thompson also notes that transportees with similar offences 

‘from the same village or town, would pass messages and keep an 

eye on each other’s welfare, even when illiterate and separated by 

hundreds of miles of bush’ (E P Thompson 1994:198). This gives 

some substance to the argument for the existence of early 

clandestine networks despite official attempts at isolation.  The 

United Irishmen, who Wannan argues ‘provided a hard core of 

resistance to the iniquities of the convict system’ expressed in 

the ‘abortive convict insurrections of 1800 and 1804’ (Wannan 

1965:1-3), must also have worked through such networks.32  Although 

radicals officially made up a relatively small proportion of 

voluntary migration, Irving suggests that radical ‘social ideals, 

like economic independence, moral and educational improvement 

expressed for the great majority of colonists the purpose of their 

immigration’ (Irving 1963:20).33  And though the colony’s generally 

repressive environment kept dissent in the local media to a 

minimum, Edward Smith Hall’s paper the Monitor (1826) ensured 

radical discourse was sustained (Love 1988:150-1).  While the 

                                                           
32 Wannan argues that the influence of the Irish rebels is seen to be 
central in much of the early Australian radicalism, integrating with the 
ideas of the Chartists and European and American revolutionary streams of 
radicalism. Rude (Wannan 1978:91) states that few of the uppermost 
leaders of the United Irishmen were transported but many of the 'second 
rank or such' were.  
33 The ‘significant contributions of immigrants to colonial political 
development in the 1840s were not British political ‘nostrums’ but the 
militancy and determination to effect social improvement which typified 
the mood of some sections of the British people’ (Irving 1963:19). 
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imperial cloak masks much, radicalism flickers in its shadow with 

early examples such as the Owenite Socialist Society run by a man 

named Sloman mentioned in the Sydney Gazette in 1840.34  Thomas 

also identifies Sloman as a declared Owenite known locally as 

‘King of the Cobblers’ and, possibly, the writer of ‘exceedingly 

frank and able letters to the papers’ arguing against popular 

misconceptions of Owenism (Thomas 1919:25-26). 

 

The new land’s open spaces and opportunities combined with 

ambitions for a new kind of society, and the squatter’s attempts 

to institute a landed aristocracy met with resistance from a cross 

section of classes (Irving 1963:21-3).35  Thomas (1919:57) argues 

that working class formation followed much the same pattern as in 

the old-world, due in part to the reluctance of government and 

squatter to allow the development of an Australian yeomanry.36  

However, during the 1840s this was challenged at first by radicals 

alone, and by the end of the decade an alliance had formed between 

the radicals and liberal-minded sector of the middle class that 

brought a more sophisticated political relationship between these 

classes (Irving 1963:22-23).  Dickey’s study of communications 

between the first political aspirants during the early stages of 

political development shows that the ‘liberal movement’ had worked 

to frustrate ‘the political aspirations of men of conservative 

outlook’ (1969:15).  By 1820 the radical undercurrent was 

sufficient that the Tory Supreme Court Judge, Barron Field, saw in 

the petition for trial by jury ‘the shadow of the spirit of 

American revolt’, and others continued to conjure this ‘spirit’, J 

                                                           
34 Cited in an anonymous, undated document chronicling the history of 
socialism in Australia (Annals of the A.C.P.). 
35 Irving cites the 1840s as a time of radical political activity to 
resist the pastoralists' move to ‘confirm their de facto privileges’ and 
the alliance between radical and middle class interests (Irving 1963:20-
1). 
36 Thomas suggests that, had Macquarie won his battle and emigrant 
artisans and mechanics taken up small landholdings, so maintaining their 
own control over the means of production, working class associations 
would not have developed. 
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D Lang ‘converting to outright republicanism’ after visiting 

America (White 1981:52). 

 

Records show that emancipists did continue to take up smaller 

lots of land successfully and to farm profitably (Rude 1978).  

However, Wilkes supports Thomas’s argument for the importance of 

substantial property ownership to the colonial upper classes, 

arguing that ‘it was the possession of land which distanced 

merchants … from their origin in the world of buying and selling’ 

(Wilkes 1981:51).  The early unison of liberals and other radicals 

in resistance to the power-grab by squatters cannot be 

underestimated in its effect on the development of the pervasive 

myth of a classless society.  It effectively yoked the interests 

of radicals, liberals, petite bourgeois and workers at such an 

early stage in the development of class relations that the chasm 

forming in Britain between the classes did not achieve the same 

intensity in early Australia.  A working class consciousness still 

permeated that class of radicalism, but it was focused on the 

immediate issues at hand: the corruption of the Rum Corp economy 

and repressive government, thwarting the squatters’ dreams of 

aristocratic power and the emancipist and emigrant’s hopes for a 

good life.  Palmer (1966:77-84) identifies the Presbyterian 

minister, John Dunmore Lang’s advocacy of skilled immigration and 

his activism for democratic government at the centre of this 

battle against the squatter-led aristocracy.37  While the 

squatter’s most ambitious plans were foiled, they continued to 

wield considerable influence with governments and were later to 

stir the racism which has wrought lasting damage to the nation’s 

psyche.  This racial prejudice was first directed against the 

Irish, but then redirected to Asiatic and Kananka labourers by the 

                                                           
37 British nonconformists played a significant role in the British 
radical tradition and Palmer (1966:74) cites Lang as one of the most 
dynamic radical forces in the early colony’s democratic development. 
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manipulation of working class fears of coloured labour (Burgmann 

1980:7-12; Kiernan 1968:11; Palmer 1966:16).38

 

By the time of the first gold rush in 1851, ‘currency lads’ 

and ‘old hands’ were already established on the diggings in their 

role as the iconic bushman who looked upon all ‘new chums’’ with 

studied derision (Ward 1958:ch.4).39  These were the men who 

reached the gold fields first and established their tribal 

hierarchy and cultural mores before the flood of fortune-seekers 

rolled in (Hodges 1992:7-9; Wilkes 1981:45-8).40  Miller’s first-

hand experience of the gold fields of Ballarat and Bendigo 

describes an anarchic arrangement organised by a ‘natural sense of 

social order and justice’ which he says declined rapidly with the 

advent of police and licences (Miller 1988:30-1).  The tensions 

these interloping forces of ‘law and order’ brought to the gold 

fields eventually resulted in an organised revolt that seized an 

historic opportunity to cohere radical elements around a 

revolutionary banner.  The legend of the Eureka Stockade (1854) 

became, in Mark Twain’s words, ‘another instance of a victory won 

by a lost battle’ (in Ward 1967:72).41  Yet its legacy was real 

change in legislation over the next few years (Fitzpatrick 

1949:206).  While Eureka’s popular legend remains one of a fight 

for justice inspired by Chartist ideals, Kiernan (1968:11-23) 

                                                           
38 Burgmann (1980) argues that Australian first working class racism was 
an outcome of pastoralist attempts to open the country to cheap Asiatic 
labour and developed into a cynical manipulation to distract trade unions 
from forming allegiances with the international labour movement. Palmer 
(1966:16) argues that the rejection of the Chinese had much to do with 
their Confucian servility and its antithesis to Australian utopianism. 
Kiernan (1968:11) cites Eureka hero Peter Lalor, then Director of Lothian 
Gold Mine, whose boatload of Chinese workers was chased off by the 
striking miners  
39 Ward argues that the toughness and skill of these bushmen, emancipists 
and native-born, who had moved inland as pastoral wages rose, became a 
type of independent aristocracy of the proletariat.  The terms ‘old hand’ 
and ‘new chum’ were inherited from the vernacular of the British prison 
hulks.   
40 Wilkes (1981:45-8) describes how colonial bushmen replicated British 
hierarchies, establishing their own strict order of status and cites 
examples from the works of Furphy, Lawson, and others. 
41 From Twain’s More tramps abroad cited by Ward (1967:72).  
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argues that Eureka’s famed hero Peter Lalor, later foiled any 

lasting revolutionary consequences by his political conservatism 

and, perhaps, did lasting damage later by his cynical attempt to 

use coolie labour as strike-breakers.42  Ward (1967:74) argues that 

racism was almost non-existent before the gold rushes and that 

official fears of the alien influences arriving on the gold fields 

combined with American pre-civil war racism began to incite racial 

hysteria.43  However, Gibson argues that the Aborigine was 

displaced imaginatively from the start, the ‘noble savage’ located 

in some sylvan past and their native skills subsumed by the 

iconography of the white bushmen (Gibson 1984:177-9).  

 

With its ports a sanctuary for ships from all over the world, 

Sydney had been a multicultural society from the very first (Dixon 

1985:55).44  With the discovery of gold this racial mix gained 

further diversity, particularly with the presence of the Chinese 

who, at the end of the gold rush numbered one in seven men in 

Victoria (Palmer 1966:16).  Mutual exclusion by language and 

cultural practice concentrated the exclusively male Chinese on the 

fringes of the gold fields and in city slum districts, increasing 

their visibility further.  Burgmann’s (1980) thesis shows that, as 

economic tensions increased, nationalist racism was fanned by the 

media at every threat of insurrection, inducing the racism that 

came to be the blight of Australian radicalism.45  The canker of 

racism continued to mar the development of an otherwise strong 

                                                           
42 Despite family history of Irish rebel leadership, Lalor was a 
'conservative revolutionary' who 'drew the teeth of a revolution which 
otherwise might have changed the whole course of … Australian history’ 
(Kiernan 1968:22). 
43 Ward (1967:74) cites the coincidence of anti-Chinese riots on the 
goldfields in 1852, 1854 & 1857 with the American Independence day of the 
4th of July. Miller (1988:30) describes the racially-based resistance by 
American gold diggers to the authority of aboriginal mounted police.  
44 R. Burford's, Description of the Town of Sydney, 1829: ‘The crews of 
the various vessels which trade with Sydney: Chinese, Otahetians, South 
Sea Islanders, Zealanders, etc are constantly to be seen in the fantastic 
costumes of their different nations' (in Dixon 1985:55). 
45 The acceptability of racism was facilitated by the ‘hegemonic liberal 
ethos’ of homogeneity in moral and political identity and values, which 
became those of the fledgling labour movement (Burgmann 1980).  
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ideal of egalitarianism in all but the anarchist and 

internationalist socialist groups, which maintained an anti-racism 

stance.  While campaigning widely for members, funds, and worker 

unity, unions persistently returned Chinese worker’s strike 

contributions, rejected Chinese applications for membership, and 

even refused to support attempts to form Chinese unions (Burgmann 

1980:30).  The issue of racism is of great importance, 

particularly for the corrupting role it played in the development 

of the Australian radical literary tradition.46  By the 1880s 

racism was a common sentiment in much of the media.  The 

Boomerang, one of the most influential working class papers, 

featured virulently anti-Asian columnists who drove xenophobia to 

fever pitch: ‘He runs riot in bribery and revels in corruption. … 

the saffron curse is deceitful in all things and desperately 

wicked’ (Special Correspondent, Boomerang August 4th 1888). 

 

The theme of duality continues, with the wild land itself, 

appearing harsh to the newcomer’s cultivated rural aesthetic, yet 

holding more promise than their greener, manicured home.  Its very 

harshness was also soon seen to invoke a hardy self-reliance, and 

the sparse population was thought to encourage a more generous 

humanity than city lives had allowed.  However, though isolation 

may have made for mutual assistance between free men, Atkinson’s 

study also shows that recorded co-operative resistance to 

authority between convicts declined the further inland and away 

from access to government they were (Atkinson 1979:48-9).  Palmer 

notes an early development of native egalitarianism in the 

tradition of sharing amongst travellers, ‘payment depending on the 

circumstances’ as people spread out through the land (Palmer 

1966:33-4).  At the same time, this generosity was dispensed 

amongst the white bush tribes with strict observance to tribal 

affiliation and status: 

 
                                                           
46 Xenophobia, nationalism and working class interests became 
inextricable by the end of the century, leading to the infamous White 
Australia Policy.  
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The structure of the tribal group itself is hierarchic, with 
the old hands representing one kind of aristocracy and the men 
on horseback another, with gradations down from the ‘tailers’ 
and rouseabouts to untouchables like the swanhoppers, and below 
them to the Chinese and the subhuman level of the blacks.   

   (Wilkes 1981:45) 
 

Indeed, Wilkes argues that the romantic rhetoric of the 1890s is 

highly misleading, for not only did early colonists import old 

class divisions, but had integrated a few more native levels into 

the hierarchy.  This had much to do with the maintenance of the 

class war and, for people at the bottom of their culture’s 

hierarchy, to identify people even lower than themselves must have 

had irresistible appeal.  Of the white men, the most vilified from 

both classes were the small farmers, known colloquially as 

‘cockies’.  Little sympathy was given to the cockie's struggle for 

landed independence.  Instead they were seen both as failures in 

their aspirations and traitors to their class (Wilkes 1981:39-41).  

Criticism of this arbitrary class structure is to be found in 

literature lauded for its explication of the Australian 

egalitarian sentiment and, as Wilkes argues, ‘it is only by 

reading Furphy and Henry Lawson selectively that their criticism 

of this tribalism can be avoided’ (Wilkes 1981:46-47).  All was 

not well in the bush, as the letter from Henry Lawson to his aunt 

shows (16th Jan 1893 in Webby 1989:208): ‘You can have no idea of 

the horrors of the country out here.  Men tramp and beg and live 

like dogs’.  Hodges (1992:12) argues that declining employment 

during the long series of recessions of the 1880s-90s made these 

factious fellows occasional comrades under a union banner, and 

also forged an egalitarian mythology in the process:47

 
The myth-making process was greatly accelerated by two events 
in particular: the rapid growth of the trade union movement, 
and the discovery of the bush by literary men. (Hodges 1992:12)        
 
This is considered to be a deeply cynical view and it is 

argued here that, whilst the writer will draw upon a story's 

                                                           
47 Hodges (1992:12-13) argues that the myth of the 'bush legend' sped up 
by the spread of unionism, but particularly with the dispersal of bushmen 
back to the cities and their discovery by Australian writers.  
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mythic qualities wherever appropriate, the Australian bush 

tradition was no invention of city-based writers.  More likely, as 

Australian society became more urbanised and class inequities 

entrenched, these writers were seeking a narrative that would 

strengthen the diminishing bonds between city and country, as much 

to reinvigorate the city as to seek support for the bush.  That 

the bush had its own hierarchy is nothing more than a native 

reflection of the wider culture, however physically distanced they 

might be, and by the 1870s the old-world classes (bar an 

aristocracy) were well entrenched in the societies of the new.  

Rabid land speculation by upwardly mobile middle classes pushed up 

rents and diseased, overcrowded, slums regularly infected the 

wider populace (Mayne 1980:26-39; Scates 1997:2-3).48  While high 

unemployment may have strained the cooperative ethos that had 

developed in the foundation period of Australian culture, it also 

brought independent bush workers into a unionism that developed 

into Australia’s first political party.49  

 

Replicating peers in the old-world, the Australian middle 

classes only grappled with the problem of disease-ridden slums as 

it impinged upon their own comforts.  They too preferred to see 

poverty as an individual failing rather than the product of 

exploitative labour practices or, as Cannon’s (1966) study of 

Melbourne’s ‘land boomers’ demonstrates, the corrupt speculative 

practices of so-called respectable colonial entrepreneurs.  With 

the vagaries of a rampantly entrepreneurial economy impacting on 

the most vulnerable, driving wages and conditions below the 

necessities for survival, the formation of a more militant stance 

by unions also commenced.  

  

                                                           
48 Reports from the 1870s onwards show the 'seasonal City death rates [of 
Sydney] were quite clearly higher than those in all the major towns of 
Great Britain’ (Mayne 1980:28). The 'frenzy of speculation' and 'massive 
borrowing abroad' precipitated the 1890s depressions (Scates 1997:2-3).  
49 Militant bush unionism (1887-9) has its origins in the Barcaldine 
region of north-West Queensland (Hoch 1986:18-19). 
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Other associated organisations, such as the Australian 

Patriotic Association, the Society of Emigrant Mechanics, the 

Union Flour and Bread Company (1839), a co-operative milling 

venture, and the Mutual Protection Society (1843) had all emerged 

during the depression of the early 1840s (Greenwood 1978:56-7). 

Greenwood (1978) notes that his process was developed by 1846 and 

few new unions formed after then, but they developed beyond their 

original functions of insurance and wage claims into more 

‘aggressive’ trade unions, using strikes and bargaining to achieve 

their objectives.  Bailey argues that gold miners ‘were small 

capitalists’, their rebellion one for independence, and it was the 

coal miners, ‘steeped in union traditions from their home 

countries’, who identified as working class and first struck for 

better pay in 1861 (Bailey 1983:1).  In 1891 the Miners’ 

Association (1872) and a revitalised Shearers’ Union (1886) merged 

as the Amalgamated Workers Union (Spence 1909:19,48-9).  

Fitzpatrick (1949:202-228) chronicles the pattern of union 

development over second half of the nineteenth century, noting the 

influential roles played by Chartist leaders.  Collective action 

grew and nationalised, culminating in the Great Strikes of the 

1880s and 1890s (Murphy 1983; Fitzpatrick 1949:ch.vi).  Although 

he curiously avers a revolutionary motivation, Fitzpatrick (1949) 

makes clear that these strikes ultimately failed, not for the loss 

of a will to real change, but by being terrorised and bludgeoned 

into submission.  The government had united with the employer’s 

strike-breaking campaign, unleashing ‘extraordinary weapons … 

disinterred from the old arsenals of oppression’ against the 

strikers and did likewise with the legal system (Fitzpatrick 

1949:195-6).  As ruthless as the tactics of their opponents were, 

the heritage of their ancestor's struggle had finally found its 

feet in Australian soil: 

 
Those who took part in them were fighting for principles that 
had become accepted in the years before the strikes.  Unionists 
fought for the principles of unionism, and against them 
employers posed the principle of freedom of contract.  But 
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behind these opposing principles were the attitudes and 
convictions that made men fight.       (Gollan 1960:110) 

 
Union and radical politics were interchangeable and Burgmann 

(1985:11) explains how, accompanied by a flurry of radical 

politics, international socialism gained an early foothold in 1872 

with the forming of the Democratic Association of Victoria (DAV) 

as a branch of the International Workingmen’s Association founded 

By Marx in 1864.50  Farrell argues that the DAV was ‘far from being 

a Marxist party [but] … was responsible for focusing public 

attention on the development of the European socialist movement 

and the Marxist theory’ (Farrell 1981:3).  While the DAV lasted 

only ten months and organised socialism took another decade and a 

half to re-emerge, there was still a ‘plethora of radical and 

democratic bodies, republican and land reform associations active 

on the political scene’ and: 

 
The agitators moved amongst their fellow-workers like fish in 
water.  It is true, however, that the society was a highly 
polarised one, and the agitational style helped buttress large 
sections of the labour movement against the forces of 
conservatism in the wider community.   (Burgmann 1985:2) 
       
 
Although a certain degree of radical liberalism may have 

characterised the majority of the population during the last 

quarter of the nineteenth century, they were also ‘strongly 

individualist and not markedly collectivist or nationalist’ (Ward 

1967:79).  While allowing that ‘a declining middle class was as 

much a source of nineteenth-century radicalism as the cloth-capped 

working class orator’, Ward also cites instances where this 

‘individualist’ populace collectively provided sympathetic support 

for those bushrangers who symbolically carried on the class war, 

by robbing only the rich (Ward 1967:94-96).  However, as Farrell 

notes, the ‘radical ferment and labour unrest of the late 1880s 

and early 1990s’ brought a ‘plethora of new ideas’ to the radical 

scene through international writers such as Henry George, Edward 

                                                           
50 That a branch association had formed in the small radical population 
of Australia within eight years of its origin in the UK is evidence of 
the level of communication between colonial and home-based radicals.   

 110



Bellamy and William Morris (Farrell 1981:3).  Their works 

stimulated a growing local field of radical, utopian and dystopian 

writing in a plethora of publications, some lasting only one or 

two editions while others, like the Bulletin, became an 

established part of the cultural landscape.  Far from inventing 

the Australian character, these native-born publications replaced 

colonial sentiment with a native perspective and gave voice to the 

accent of their readers.   

 

Yet, as Scates points out, while the ‘Education Acts of the 

1870s had secured for most the basic skills of literacy’ and 

Australia appeared to be flush with newsprint, working class 

readers still experienced a scarcity of worthwhile reading 

material (Scates 1997:39-44).  As in Britain, the Australian 

autodidact sought learning through whatever resources were 

available and the tradition of sharing those resources was 

continued here, with book sharing and home-made scrapbooks of 

newspaper articles (Webby 1971:329).  For people with a drive to 

learn an education was to be had wherever it could be found.  As 

in the old-world, reading above one's station in life might be 

seen as an indication of potential radicalism and was not 

encouraged.  This may also prove to be the origins of anti-

intellectualism in Australian society.  Public attacks, such as 

Lang’s on ‘the dreamers, the book-worms, the long-haired 

university professors who supported socialism’ (in Head & Walter 

1988:13), were part of a hegemonic campaign aimed at repressing 

the spread of the radical tradition here.  Yet Lang's own efforts 

at respectability did not always impress, as 'Spectator' pointed 

out in no uncertain verse: 

 
Thy nerveless lines are meant for matron's ear, 

Proud, mumbling, toothless, yet severe, 
On slightest slips, sprung from our mortal state, 

Themselves exempt, self-styled immaculate. 
(The Australian, 13.12.27, in Webby 1971:139) 
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ii. Educating Australia: the competing agendas of radical and 

conservative education  

 
We do not advocate a system of pauper relief, we have seen 
enough of perverted poor laws.  These things have never helped 
to check pauperism or to produce any moral good.  But the evils 
resulting from ignorance and vice may not only be arrested, but 
from vice and its inseparable consequences the means of 
prevention may be derived.   (in Austin & Selleck 1975:14-16)51

 

From the first, antipodean education followed the British 

evangelical model with ‘four thousand religious tracts and books 

from the Societies for the Propagation of the Gospel and for 

Promoting Christian Knowledge’ packed in the trunks of the First 

Fleet’s Anglican chaplain, Richard Johnson (Meaney 1989:207).  

Charged with instituting the colony’s educational system, 

Johnson’s service for convicts celebrating the First Fleet’s safe 

arrival resonated with old-world assumptions (Meaney 1989:207).52  

It was not uncommon for enthusiastic evangelicals amongst the crew 

to use this time to ‘educate’ their sorry cargo and, with the 

reward for illiteracy a few hours on deck away from the foetid 

holds, tallies of literacy from such sources cannot be given too 

much credence.  C A Browning, surgeon of the Earl Grey, held deck 

schools at which he reported around one third fully literate, 

another third semiliterate, and the remainder illiterate 

(Whitelock 1975:65-70).  However, these schools of the sea were 

brief respite for convicts fortunate enough to have such amateur 

educators aboard; once landed, further learning occurred only at 

the behest of a benign master or from autodidactic effort.  As 

Whitelock points out, not all masters were brutish with their 

charges and there were ‘occasional moments of relief from the 

penal system’ (Whitelock 1975:70-75).  One example of such benign 

interest is the fostering of the talent of James Tucker, author of 

                                                           
51 Excerpt from an editorial in the Van Diemen's Land Monthly Magazine, 
Dec. 1835 calling for 'Colonial education' of convicts, in particular 
those children with their mothers in the female prisons (Austin & Selleck 
1975:14-16). 
52 Meaney describes Johnson's bizarre prayer, demanding that the convicts 
profess their gratitude for their country's beneficence in delivering 
them into to what must have seemed more like Hell.  
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Ralph Rashliegh, by his employers.  Another, the brief but 

luminescent career of Captain Machonochie (1840-44) who shamed the 

penal system by showing how education and compassion might win 

souls where, by defeating hope, cruelty only served to destroy 

them utterly.53

 

Johnson oversaw the colony’s first primary schools, employing 

literate convicts, some of whom had been teachers prior to their 

transportation.  Soon other clergy arrived to take up land grants 

for churches and schools, and in 1810 Governor Macquarie 

established the British world’s first State charity schools in 

Sydney (Blake 1977:9-12).  However, provision was still minimal, 

mostly in the hands of the few clerics, Dame Schools, and 

peripatetic teachers, and it was clear to those interested that 

some formal education system was needed in the colonies.  Although 

there was a shared concern to educate convict progeny out of their 

parent’s rebellious habits, for the first half of the nineteenth 

century formal educational provision was sketchy, mostly due to an 

erratic supply and quality of teachers and irregular funding.  The 

‘colonial rich were interested in making money, the poor in 

staying alive’ (Whitelock 1975:60) and it was not until 1848 that 

the first report of the Central Board of Education was delivered.  

Reflecting British ideas of what constituted an appropriate class-

based education, the report replicated its British counterparts, 

recommending provision of a pragmatic training of the humble to 

fit their place in life, and an ‘improving’ education for the 

middle classes (Austin & Selleck 1975:20-22).  

 

Despite a high percentage of Catholic convicts and 

emancipists, religious ministration for this sector was patchy and 

controversial.  In 1818 Governor Macquarie unceremoniously 

                                                           
53 Tucker, author of Ralph Rashliegh was fostered by the penal officials 
who established the Port Macquarie Literary Club. Captain Maconochie's 
enlightened experiment with the recalcitrant inhabitants of the Norfolk 
Island was too successful for those with much invested in the existing 
system, he was removed after only four years (Whitelock 1975).  
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arrested a recent arrival, Father O’Flynn, for preaching without 

permission and sent him back to Britain, unwittingly defeating his 

intention by attracting attention to the controversy raging in the 

colony over his progressive policy of favouring emancipists 

(Murtagh 1969:12-16).  Agitation over O’Flynn’s mistreatment 

brought Macquarie under official investigation, but the Catholic 

community struggled for a further fourteen years before the 

establishment of their Church in 1833 under the auspices of the 

English Benedictines (Ward 1967:20).  As the Benedictine order had 

its roots in an education for the scions of Catholic nobility, 

there was little initial understanding or sympathy for their 

raffish colonial clients (Shanahan 1970).  However, the 

Benedictines were interested in dominating the colonial education 

and competition for the control of primary education further 

exacerbated the antipathy between Protestant and Catholic (Meaney 

1989:207).54  Thomas holds Dr John Dunmore Lang responsible for 

instituting ‘much of the intolerance … [in the] … double religious 

and racial struggle … [of] English prejudice against the Irish’ 

(Thomas 1919:27).  However, while he may have exacerbated the 

situation, prejudice against Irish Catholics was entrenched in the 

English hegemony and endemic from the first landing (Rude 

1978:237).55  The Churches and sects competed and squabbled over 

funds and pupils, but by the 1850s a secular National Schools 

system was beginning to spread with free, secular Public Schools 

established between the 1860s and 1870s (Ward 1967:90-92).  

Despite this poor start, by the time of the Public Education Act, 

Catholic education was strong enough to go it alone. 

  

As it had been in Britain for centuries, education was often 

a family affair and there were families here with considerable 

                                                           
54 Geoffrey Sherrington describes early colonial education and the 
battles between Anglicans, Non-conformists and Catholics. Irish 
Catholics, as one-third of all convicts, resisted Anglican domination 
fiercely.  Hardy souls indeed, to prevail over ‘draconian’ English laws 
in a strange land with few influential friends (in Meaney 1989). 
55 Rude cites records of prejudice towards the Irish by English officials 
and their vilification of convicts from the 1790s Irish Rebellion. 
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personal resources, such as the family of Joseph Furphy, all 

highly literate and with a strong interest in developing the 

educational facilities in their localities.  Franklin notes that 

‘it was said of Furphy’s father, ‘that wherever Samuel Furphy 

went, a school soon appeared’ (Franklin [1944]2002:11).  Both 

public and private schools and itinerant teachers contributed to 

the spread of literacy and on the gold fields, and most probably 

at numerous other locations.  National Schools often doubled-up, 

teaching children during the day and adults at night (Blake 

1977:20) so that ‘by the 1890s public education systems had made 

most people literate’ (Ward 1967:103).  One of the early promoters 

of adult education, Lang is cited as being prominent in the 

development of Schools of Arts and Mechanics’ Institutes in Sydney 

(1833) and North Brisbane (1849) (Candy & Laurent 1994:intr; 

Whitelock 1974:63).  Across the British Empire, many people of 

varied motivations contributed to the spread of these icons of the 

‘Victorian self-help principle’ (Whitelock 1974:87).  Candy and 

Laurent’s (1994) study of Australian institutions demonstrates the 

central and widely varied role they played in community life, 

sometimes as an enlightenment cultural vehicle for the middle 

class, at other times as a staunchly working class centre for 

emancipatory learning and solidarity.  Mechanics’ Institutes and 

Schools of Arts stocked their reading rooms with books, magazines 

and journals and urged the local populace to seek the power of 

knowledge through reading and self-improvement.   

 

Colonial institutions suffered the same middle class 

usurpation of ostensibly working class services as occurred in 

Britain, and it evoked the same hostility here (Lyons & Taska 

1992:ch.10).  These institutes often struggled with the tension 

between promoting wholesome, if not always so well attended 

learning and profitable recreational activities.  Zealous 

censorship of purchases by the libraries of the Mechanics 

Institutes and Schools of Arts did not prevent ‘weighty tomes of 

Marx and the lighter utopian romances of Morris and Bellamy’ 
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finding their way onto the shelves (Scates 1997:45).  Scates 

argues that, ‘far from being unyielding bastions of bourgeois 

hegemony, institutions such as these were transformed by the 

participation of … studious radicals’ (Scates 1997:45).  For 

working class autodidacts there were also coffee shops with 

imported material, radical bookshops with reading rooms and small 

radical libraries associated with political discussion groups and 

classes (Sendy 1983).  

  

This traditional approach to working class self-education was 

continued in the various guilds and unions that developed over the 

second half of the nineteenth century until the first formal, 

working class-instigated provision was inaugurated with the 

Working Men’s College (WMC) project finally funded in 1882.56  The 

WMC was effected, at least in part, by that tireless advocate of 

union interests and historian of the Eight Hours Movement, W E 

Murphy, whose efforts saw the realisation of a project begun with 

the Trades Hall Committee’s proposal in 1860 and finally built in 

1885 (Murphy 1896:109).  Where the WMC was a Trades Union Council 

(TUC) project, the next major development in working class 

education grew out of the English university extension movement. 

The Workers Educational Association (WEA), founded at Oxford in 

1907 and brought to Australia in 1914, inherited Owenite, 

Christian and Guild socialist visions.  The WEA explicated the 

Liberal ideal of ‘the moral uplift and transformation of the 

worker into the informed citizen who would eschew the class war in 

favour of the social whole’ (Bourke 1988:52). The WEA accorded its 

students more respect, adopting their preferred tutorial system 

and extending courses to subjects more of interest to its students 

(Tawney 1966:86-97).  They had learned some lessons from the 

mistakes of the middle class management of the Mechanic’s 

Institutes, yet while there were undoubtedly benign intentions, 

overall it still acted as a counter-revolutionary force. 
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These organisations competed with schools run by radical and 

socialist groups for the education of the working class, but were 

frequently attended by the same population for their different 

services and facilities.  Like the Mechanics’ Institutes, WEA 

branches would vary in the degree and direction of politicisation 

depending on the individual leanings of tutorial staff, with some, 

under the control of the likes of a Lloyd Ross, Bill Earsman or an 

Esmonde Higgins, becoming radicalised.  When the Communist Party 

was founded 

 
The founders of the CPA were steeped in this tradition, and a 
number had helped initiate the labour college movement as a 
vehicle for working class education.  These labour colleges in 
Melbourne, Sydney and Brisbane, along with the associated Plebs 
Leagues on the coalfields, fostered an autonomous and 
politically pointed curriculum in opposition to the reformist 
Workers’ Educational Association and other university extension 
initiative.        (Macintyre 1998:122) 

 

  

iii) Inventing Australia: The forming of an Australian radical 

literary vision 

Australian literature was usually discussed either in terms of the 

neo-classical school of Scottish Moral Philosophy by the gentlemen 

of the first fleet in debates on the noble savage and progress, or 

as ‘a literature of exile, weak and home-ward looking, a feeble 

reflection’ (Dixon 1968:3-7, ch.5).57  Yet authorities were 

sufficiently concerned about native literary radicalism to have 

regularly censored the only official newspaper, the Sydney Gazette 

(1803) and legislated to constrain others (Coleman 1964:102-3).58  

From the first issue, the Gazette published locally written 

poetry, fiction and non-fiction (Webby 1988:113-125), and its 

                                                                                                                                                                                
56 Working Men’s College papers, ML MSS Set 189. 
57 Dixon presents the derivative perspective on Australian history, 
arguing that even when it emerged ‘towards the end of the Macquarie era’, 
expressions of literary nationalism derived from American epic poetry 
(Dixon 1968:ch.5). 
58 Peter Coleman (1964:102-3) argues that the 1827 Act against libel, 
sedition or blasphemy was effective for most of the century and used 
against the radical organs of political liberty, the Satirist in 1843, 
Liberator in 1885 and Tocsin in 1901. 
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advertisements demonstrated a thriving trade in the few books 

possessed by the early colonists (Gillen 1988:190-208).  Colonial 

society was ferociously politicised and Greenwood cites Governor 

Darling’s lament in 1831 on the radicalisation of the populace by 

the press:  

 
The people are taught by the papers, to talk about the rights 
of Englishmen and the free institutions of the mother Country. 
…  The evil of this place is the passion, which exists, that 
New South Wales should be the counterpart of England.   

  (in Greenwood 1978:54) 
 

Yet Greenwood notes that ‘the press was indeed important in 

imparting information and passion, and the colonists defeated 

attempts by Darling and Arthur to censor their newspapers’ 

(Greenwood 1978:54).  Darling was also loathed by the ‘bunyip 

aristocracy’’ for his arbitrary management of the British imperium 

and on his forced departure in 1831, the Australian’s triumphant 

editorial and celebratory window displayed all the symbols of 

British republican radicalism (Birch & Macmillan 1962:60-1).59  

This though, was very much a case of actions by individual middle 

class radicals.60  Radical entrepreneurs were often as much at odds 

with colonial government as the convict population and 

appropriated a revolutionary iconography in their own interests 

rather than those of the poor, which was to wait upon a critical 

mass of emancipists and free settlers for its expression.61

 

As with the class war in the home country, though authorities 

had a stranglehold on the means of publication in the colony, 

informal sources such as ballads and verse carried radical ideas 

                                                           
59 Birch & Macmillan describe this window in vivid detail. Considering 
that Darling was resisting the institution of a native aristocracy, the 
use of republican imagery in this allegorical window was deliberately 
misleading.  
60 Darling had been brought undone by his ‘vindictive action’ against 
Edward Smith Hall, whose paper, the Monitor, had proved a constant thorn 
in his side over the mistreatment of convicts and demands for civil 
liberties and political government (Love 1988:151). 
61 The Australian was co-edited by William Charles Wentworth and the 
barrister, Dr Robert Wardell, the latter of whom was murdered by the 
bushranger John Jenkins in 1934 (Wannan 1967:35). 
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and banned texts circulated in clandestine networks (Anderson 

2000; Hanna 1988:194-209).62  Liberal Catholics also began to 

arrive, taking up the cause of liberty and political rights in 

papers such as McEnroe’s Australasian Miscellany (1839), bringing 

with them overseas papers such as the Rambler (Shanahan 

1970:115).63  Like their peers in the old-world, the cheaper papers 

and journals constituted a major medium of self-education for 

working class readers.  Radical emigrants and transportees 

maintained links with comrades abroad and clandestine literature 

made its way in by parcels and couriers.  As Scates points out, 

though it is known that early ‘Australian radicals looked abroad 

for inspiration’ and ‘that crossing from New York or London was 

only really the beginning of a book’s journey’, the intimate 

details of this ‘literary culture’ before the 1890s remain 

relatively unknown (Scates 1997:38).  However, it is generally 

surmised that, once disembarked, these texts made their way 

throughout the land, through book auctions as departing residents 

capitalised on their assets (Webby 1971) and then disseminated in 

the local culture of book-lending (Lyons & Taska 1992:ch.9; Scates 

1997:49-57).  Texts of all sorts, published and hand-made from 

collated press cuttings, were passed from hand to hand, their 

issues discussed avidly in drawing rooms, around kitchen tables 

and in the great outdoors.  Webby (1971:326-29) notes the 

importance placed on books by bush workers and the figure of the 

litterateur travelling with a small library in his saddlebags, 

entertaining companions around campfires with dissertations and 

discussions of politics and philosophy, is part of outback 

mythology.   

 

                                                           
62 Hanna (1988) argues that the ballads arriving here, particularly with 
the Irish convicts, belong to the tradition of rebellion as seditious 
broadsides and topical street songs rather than the folk ballad. 
Anderson's (2000) collection of broadside ballads and memoirs connected 
with transportation demonstrate the range of this genre. 
63 Both the Australasian Chronicle, inspired by American Bishop John 
England, and the French liberal Catholic Rambler, aimed as much at 
increasing literacy and political education as shoring up the 
congregation (Shanahan 1970). 
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Wilkes points out that private and public libraries soon found 

their way to the urban and rural dweller: 

 
While attempts to establish circulating libraries in the colony 
can be traced back to 1808, the first successful ones were 
those of the Philosophical Society in 1821 and the Wesleyans in 
Hobart in 1826.          (Wilkes 1981:66) 
 

Subscription and ‘circulating libraries catering to the better off 

spread to most major towns but, with governments ‘reluctant to 

bear the cost of public libraries’, Schools of Arts and Mechanics’ 

Institutes supplied working class readers, keeping costs down with 

volunteer labour and donations from states and charities (Gillen 

1988:195-6).  Although they varied, these institutions often 

suffered from the same middle class dominance as their British 

counterparts but, in time-honoured tradition working people built 

informal ‘literary networks’ of their own.  As they became more 

organised unions also began distributing literature throughout 

their constituencies, setting up ‘strike libraries’ and easing the 

tedium of picket lines with reading material (Scates 1997:63).  

Koch notes that during shearing season at the turn of the century 

‘libraries were always set up at the sheds, for reading was still 

a valued pursuit’ (1986:53).  Radical groups had traditionally 

engaged in the task of educating the working man through 

literature and most provided libraries.  While radical texts may 

have been essential they were still expensive and, as working 

class establishments with small budgets, newspapers and magazines 

formed the bulk of reading material.  In the mid 1880s the 

Australian Socialist League’s Sydney meeting room doubled as a 

popular reading room, charging one penny for access to ‘more than 

220 different papers from overseas, mainly from Britain, United 

States, France, Germany, Italy and Spain’ (Burgmann 1985:37).64   

 

                                                           
64 Burgmann (1985:37) argues that Australian socialism was 
internationalist at its core, with European names scattered throughout 
the socialist press and a strongly anti-racist element to most of the 
early socialist propaganda.  
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First published in 1880, The Bulletin fast became the 

‘bushman’s Bible’ by fulfilling its first edition’s promise to 

provide ‘a journal which cannot be beaten’ (Stewart 1977; Ward 

1967:103).  Encouraging reader’s contributions and promoting the 

iconography of the bushman as the quintessential Australian, The 

Bulletin played a central role in the development of a distinctive 

Australian style (Ward 1967:102-6).  However, the image of the 

inland and its people as the Australia was not unique to radical 

and working class writing.  Byrne cites one critic’s comment that 

‘English readers might ‘fancy from [Australian writing] that big 

cities are unknown in Australia; that the entire population 

consists of squatters, diggers, stock-riders, shepherds and 

bushrangers’ (Byrne 1896 in Barnes 1969:57).  Scates points out 

that the vivid utopian-republican ethos of The Bulletin was well-

established by 1890, when the Great Strike was reaching its 

‘bitter close’ and the young Henry Lawson penned The Australian 

Marseillaise heralding socialist radicals’ anticipated ‘fall of 

Mammon’s Castle’ (Scates 1997:1-2).  Citing reference to the 

‘Painite tradition’ evident in The Bulletin’s imagery and 

rhetorical style, Scates argues here that the shift in focus ‘from 

Monarch to Mammon’ indicates the permeation of Australian 

republicanism by distinctly socialist ideas. 

 

The period of the 1880s and 1890s is celebrated by historians 

for its, increasingly sophisticated, articulation of an 

intellectual and aesthetic nationalism.  Nationalist sentiment was 

already strong in Protestant papers such as The Queensland Patriot 

(1876-1879), with the front page of the first issue devoted to 

urging readers to register on the electoral roll.  William Lane’s 

period as editor (1887-8) saw the Boomerang take a more 

aggressively anti-British stance, referring to England as ‘an 

abominable oligarchy’ and vigorously taking on the issues of Irish 

freedom, women’s suffrage, primary education, poverty and the 

homeless (Ross 1936).  Lane’s The Working Man’s Paradise (1892) 
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exposed many of the problems the Australian working class would 

need to address before they could achieve the title's happy state. 

 
A significant feature of The Workingman's Paradise is its 
attempt to reverse certain prevailing social stereotypes and 
turn them in the direction of utopianism.  Socialists are not 
the shifty, conspiratorial plotters of social stereotype; they 
are shown to be urbane, civilised folk who live in nice (but 
not extravagant) homes and talk eloquently about culture while 
they sip their wine.     (Van Ikin 1988:259) 

 
Lane was undeniably passionate in his dream of a better world, but 

his utopian dreams foundered, as all such experiments have, upon 

the cultural baggage people bring to their utopian enterprise.  

Lane’s Archille's Heel was a deeply ingested racism that he failed 

to revise when he tried to found his own utopian community in 

Paraguay.  

 

The poison of racism had permeated this nationalist militancy 

with well-justified fears that the British government, 

industrialists, and squatters planned to use coloured slave labour 

to undermine the developing union strength.  Descended from a 

peoples shaped by serial invasions, themselves a small number of 

(unacknowledged) invaders attempting to hold possession of a large 

continent, a culture permeated by such fears was perhaps not so 

fanciful.  Australians had proved particularly vulnerable to 

‘invasion scare novels’.  Webb and Enstice’s (1998) study of these 

manifestations of fear in fictional form show that it reached 

cathartic frenzy during the 1890s and 1900s, concomitant with an 

increasingly articulated desire for nationhood.   

 
The reaction to the new imperialism was a vehement expression 
of national feeling.  This new radicalism found a sympathetic 
audience amongst working-men already moving in the direction 
pointed by the new ideas and by middle-class radicals seized by 
the possibility of establishing an Australian utopia.  The 
reaction against imperialism and the belief in the possibility 
of creating the good society came together in a composite of 
ideas and attitudes that we may call radical nationalism.     

                   (Gollan 1960:112) 
 

Gollan (1960) asserts that the disdain for these fears shown by 

the British and their Australian supporters only served to 
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increase suspicion that imperialists planned to allow the 

continued immigration of the more easily managed Asian and 

coloured people.  Burgmann (1980) argues that this was not an 

entirely spontaneous paranoia, nor as Kiernan (1968) has shown, 

was it altogether without foundation.  However, neither did the 

situation warrant the heightened ferocity William Lane gave to 

nationalist xenophobia (McQueen 1970:51).  Nevertheless, Lane was 

also a constructive contributor to the radical debate with his 

promotion of the single tax and anti-property ideas of Henry 

George in Progress and Poverty (1879) which had gained national 

currency by 1885.  Lane also promoted the state socialism of 

Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward (1887), starting his own Bellamy 

Society (Gollan 1960:119-124).   

 

Lane was certainly not alone in his xenophobia.  That working 

man’s bible, The Bulletin, instituted its infamous banner 

‘Australia for the White Man’, and Frank Fox’s Lone Hand featured 

racist columns extemporising on ant-Asian themes, such as ‘the 

Chow’s constitutional dishonesty … in which respect he is 

surpassed by the Jap alone’ (Nov 1 1907).  However, in criticising 

such overt racism, it is important to consider the extent to which 

the captains of industry were making use of indentured and slave 

labour in its fight against unionism and their claims to 

reasonable wages and conditions.  Ross cites the petition of a 

deputation of immigrants to the British Government in the 1890s:  

 
We were induced to immigrate here in the hope of finding in 
Queensland independent homes and permanent employment, but we 
are reduced to destitution and inactivity because industry is 
conducted by enslaved races.       (Ross 1936:4-5)                     
 

It is also important to remember the real misery suffered by the 

working class during the strikes and depressions of the 1890s to 

understand the acceptance and support for racism in radical 

publications.  Docker argues that, though the hyperbole of 

literary historians surrounding the 1890s presents a glorified 
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image of a period permeated by nationalistic fervour, on the other 

side of this coin were conflict and insecurity: 

 
Industrial society was dangerously divided into ‘two nations’. 
The working class was being brutalised and might turn on 
civilisation and savaged it. Wealth heedlessly ruled; morality 
was debased; marriage had become a monetary arrangement; all 
was anomie; loss of hegemony, societal breakdown, things 
falling apart.        (Docker 1991:73) 

         
 
Although nationalist sentiment within the unions and Labour 

party favoured republicanism, there were varying degrees of 

radicalism across the colonies.  With its large rural and mining 

industry and the big strikes Queensland had become a hotbed of 

union and republican energy.  As Gollan points out, ‘William Lane 

could not have occupied the position in the labour movement that 

he did if his republican views were not acceptable to great 

numbers of the workers’ (Gollan 1960:119).  Squatters and 

industrialists had not been found unprepared and had worked with 

government to defeat the strikers, but out of these defeats came 

the Labour Party and significant victories were won for the 

working class cause in ensuing years (Gollan 1960:129-50).  The 

Australian Socialist League had assisted in the Labor Party’s 

formation in 1891 and worked to promote a policy of 'broad state 

socialism,' an agenda which was lost by 1900 but continued in 

various forms throughout the union movement (Farrell 1981:5-6).   

 

The radical paper the Tocsin, 'later to emerge as the official 

voice of Victorian Labour under the name Labor Call' (Farrell 

1981:6), was a staunch supporter of the working class cause.  The 

Tocsin followed the Boomerang and Bulletin with satirical cartoons 

and verse, heading its first edition with a poem by Francis Adams:  

 
To the Sons of Labour 

Grave this deep in your hearts 
Forget not the tale of the past 

Never, never believe 
That any can help you, or can 

Save only yourselves 
(Francis Adams Oct 2 1897) 
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Burgmann (1985) argues that these libertarian and anarchistic 

socialist groups had little in common with either the Fabian 

socialism emerging in Britain or the nationalistic and racist 

socialism of labour unions, and their brief flirtation with the 

new Labor Party was found disappointing.  Indeed, while at first 

the Labor Party had espoused a radical socialist platform, as the 

union movement factionalised in internecine squabbles, the 

populist terms of nationalism, pragmatism and reform became the 

Party’s watchwords.  Valid distrust of their colonial masters and 

colourfully imagined potentialities fuelled the transformation of 

economic and social issues into a deeply racist form of 

nationalism that henceforth underpinned the development of an 

almost schizoid radical-conservative working class politics.  

Farrell (1981:10-21) chronicles the divisions between the 

socialist philosophy of the First, and then Second, International 

that guided early socialist groups and the growing conservatism of 

the new Labor Party.  These tensions eventuated in a split that 

saw the socialists withdraw support from the Party, but also 

divide themselves along purist and gradualist lines.  As Scates’ 

(1997) study of Australian radicalism makes clear, competing 

agendas and theories, and internecine conflict made for a heady, 

ultimately divisive, contest that leached away revolutionary 

ardour, leaving the ground prepared for a more pragmatic, 

conservative brand of Labour politician. Internationalism was to 

remain the province of the Socialist Labor Party, which had 

aligned with the decidedly non-racist International Workers of the 

World (IWW).  However, subsequent attempts to establish an 

Australia-wide unity between socialists were less than successful 

and the IWW was targeted for persecution by governments across the 

Western world during WWI, which all-but destroyed its 

organisation.65   

                                                           
65 That IWW members were summarily exiled to Chile is confirmed in Tom 
Barker’s letter reprinted in Industrial Solidarity (Nov 22 1919:3) 
reporting his arrest on August 31st 1917 and deportation without charge 
or trial. Brutal deportations were secretly conducted with no recourse to 
legal advice or family; the men just simply disappeared (Evans 1989). 
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With the new century translations of the works of Marx and 

Engels had become more widely available and socialism began to 

develop along more theoretical lines, with a genuine belief in the 

motto ‘Socialism in Our Time’; it was merely a matter of what sort 

of socialism.  However, Farrell argues that the move by the newly 

formed Australasian Socialist Federation (ASF) (1907) from 

political engagement to union activism was ultimately to prove 

‘disastrous for the socialist political movement that had given 

birth to the [Socialist] Federation’ (Farrell 1981:11).  Yet 

during the heady political environment of the 1890s and 1900s 

varieties of socialism were written about in all manner of 

literature and hotly debated, socialist leaders from Britain, 

Europe and America visited, and Australian socialist groups were 

represented at international congresses.  In the pages of The 

Socialist Tom Mann kept locals abreast of local issues and 

international events and publications, championed the cause of the 

unemployed, and ceaselessly promoted opposition to the racism of 

working class politics.  The Socialist often featured Bernard 

O’Dowd’s poetry, such as ‘Out of the House of Bondage.’ 

 
We blow not trumpet of a clan 
No Race’s watchword call; 

Our clime is Earth, our kindred Man 
Our Cause the Cause of All. 
(O'Dowd, Socialist, 01.09.06) 

 
It is hard to consider now, that these fine sentiments were 

actually the downfall of that centuries-old socialist momentum.  

By not standing firm against the xenophobia of Labor politics the 

cause of ‘socialism in our time’ was lost to factionalism, eroding 

the chances of Australia becoming that ‘working man’s paradise’.  

Concluding comments 

 This chapter has shown how the British radical literary 

tradition was transported to the Australian colony and became a 

vehicle for the development of an independent national identity.  

Chapter Four explores this proposal in more detail, examining the 

rise of the radical press and writers who struggled for authorship 

of the characteristics of an Australian working man's paradise. 
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Chapter 4. The chatter of the classes: Australian radical 

literature, utopianism, nationalism, and working class 

education between 1800 and 1930 

 

i) A landscape of horizons: the dual energies of utopian and 

dystopian themes in culture and literature 

 

But fear not that thy Country long shall rue 
The factious brawls of this misguided Crew; 

Even though an Aristocracy should be 
One damning blot upon her destiny, 

Humanity’s mere instincts might not miss 
Preventing it from such a source as this! 

(Harpur 1846 in O’Sullivan 1988:26)1

 

At first those who dreamt of a golden future for the common 

man had to battle not only with the recalcitrant land, its unhappy 

original inhabitants, and a repressive military regime, but also 

with those among them with a very different utopian ambition; of 

founding a ‘Bunyip aristocracy’.2  This was an entirely 

aspirational aristocracy, based upon the potential for wealth 

creation from the land that the colony had begun to exhibit, and 

imbued with a very British sense of the landowner’s moral right to 

power.  As in Britain, the possession of significant land 

symbolised the pinnacle of moral worth for many colonial 

aspirants, a concept euphemised by the native-born poet Charles 

Thompson as: ‘Wealth points where honour guides the plough’ 

(McLaren 1989:22).  While large tracts of valuable land remained 

the province of privilege, the ownership of some land represented 

the utopian vision for many and, as McLaren suggests, perhaps that 

                                                           
1 From Charles Harpur’s verse satire, The Temple of Infamy (1846), on the 
“thousand and one” Infamies that are everywhere depraving the morals and 
debasing the intellect of the rising generation of this colonial Public’ 
(in O’Sullivan 1988:26,37-8).  
2 The term, as noted previously coined by Daniel Deniehy, referring to 
the scheme to create ‘an Australian heredity baronetage, drawn from the 
top seventy-five landholders, another twenty-five without property 
qualifications, and a Legislative Council elected from their number’. The 
scheme was the original brainchild of John Nodes Dickinson, ‘then a New 
South Wales judge’ (O’Sullivan 1988:94).  
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there was an aspirational culture was also the colony’s saving 

grace: 

 
That the convict system succeeded at all was because outside it 
grew a society that offered some hope to those convicts who 
eventually obtained their release, and to those assigned to a 
position that gave them some opportunity to pursue their own 
affairs.          (McLaren 1989:25) 
 
McKenna argues that, though the ethos of republicanism was 

endemic to expressions of national destiny it was a ‘fundamentally 

Whig understanding of republicanism, which saw the republic as 

constitutionalism’s last line against injustice and tyranny’ 

(McKenna 1994:10).  And the tyranny of the convict system gripped 

the utopian urge like shackles, holding utopian imagination close 

to the ground, to immediate issues of survival, colonial 

authorities flouting even the basic principles of English law, as 

the educated convict John Grant exclaimed: 

 
Curs’d Slavry’s miserable train, 

Sweeping men, free-born, off the Plain. 
How - George’s Servants spurn’d all Law! 

How - Soldiers Britons kept in awe, 
‘Til, with stern Indignation fir’d, 
Of Lashes, Slav’ry, Living - tir’d, 
Struggling for Freedom - they expir’d 

(Systems shall change) (Truth shall prevail) 
May Systems Change! O Truth, prevail! 

And 
That Rich Tombs decorate, ‘the Dead Men’s Tale’. 

(Grant in Syson 1994:301) 
 

As one of the educated ‘lower artisan aristocracy’ transported in 

1803 for a ‘crime of passion’, John Grant might have had a 

reasonably comfortable sentence had he remained aloof from the 

common felon.  Sympathetic to their plight instead, he took on the 

injustices perpetrated upon them by the colonial system, writing 

letters of protest, petitions, and poetry that caused his own 

sentence to be extended.3  Syson points out that the poem’s 

refrain of ‘dead men’s tales’ refers to an understanding Grant 

                                                           
3 Grant was emancipated after one year but got 5 years hard labour on 
Norfolk Island for 'writing agitational letters and petitions’ and 
returned to England in 1811 radicalised by his experience (Syson 1994).  
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gained during his sentence on Norfolk Island, that the prisoners 

there were at pains to preserve their lives that they might, 

eventually, give witness against the system’s travesties of 

justice.  This is a muted form of resistance, where remaining 

alive becomes subversive, but it demonstrates a subliminal utopian 

determination, that the spirit of ‘free born Englishmen’ would 

survive and ultimately prevail through their persistence.  While 

most of Grant’s writing did not reach publication here, Syson 

suggests that his writing traces a growing egalitarian and 

democratic spirit developed through shared suffering and 

interaction with those fellow sufferers’ (Syson 1994:310).  The 

debate between historians (Frost 1986) of what constitutes the 

ethos of the Australian national psyche might look no further than 

this grim determination: to survive in order that their example 

might inspire others to a working class utopia, building upon 

freedoms won so far by the radical tradition.   

 

Suffering features in much of the early literature about the 

convict experience.  While discovered in 1920 and not published 

unabridged until 1952, James Tucker’s manuscript Ralph Rashleigh 

telling a first-hand tale of convict misery is dated 1845.  There 

is no telling now this manuscript’s intended destination, though 

such memoirs were popular in Britain, but perhaps its savage 

indictment of the convict system rendered it unpalatable, or it 

was intercepted before reaching a publisher.  Alexander Harris’s 

Settlers and Convicts (1847), while written for the ‘emigrant 

market’, gives no quarter to the squeamish.  With a graphic 

description of a flogging Harris makes clear his disgust at the 

abusive authoritarianism and arbitrary punishment inherent to the 

convict system (in Gibson 1984:74-8).  From its inception the Age 

represented the people of Melbourne’s resistance to that ‘baleful 

system of convictism’ which corrupted all involved with its 

infamy’ (21st Sept, 1855 in Cannon undated).  And McLaren argues 

that Marcus Clarke’s For the Term of His Natural Life (1874) 
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develops a critique of a convict system by describing how that 

system restrained all their freedoms: 

 
The logic of the System is the logic of the law taken to its 
ultimate conclusion.  In a community isolated from the wider 
society that generated it, the logic underlying that society is 
revealed more starkly, and by being revealed is condemned.  It 
is the logic of a society that makes human beings its objects 
and ties them to the rules of a structure that judges them 
‘objectively’, regardless of what they actually do.  In 
detaching his convicts and gaolers from England, Clarke reveals 
without circumstantial distraction the inner logic of 
industrial capitalism.        (McLaren 1989:43)     

               
The tale has been criticised for representing an individualised 

situation but, as very much the individualist himself, it is not 

surprising that Clarke cast his protagonist as such.  And Clarke 

was certainly fond, if somewhat depreciative, of those 

individualistic ‘democrats of Australia’.  Indeed, he believed 

that if Australia’s utopian potential was to be realised it would 

be those ‘vulgar men … with sturdy and obstinate insistence on a 

principle, some infelicitous mouth-oratory, and much ignorance and 

prejudice’ who would ultimately win their fight against the 

squatters’ ambition:    

 
Nevertheless, it is not difficult to predict where the victory 
will be.  A young nation that has got already five points of 
the Charter, that has secured vote by ballot, universal 
suffrage, and triennial Parliaments, that has instituted free, 
compulsory, and secular education, that has developed a system 
of local government by shires and road boards, which is 
admittedly better than any existing elsewhere, can afford time 
to overcome its prejudices, and moderate its language.     

                                 (Clarke [1877]1972:383) 
  

Yet the bohemian Clarke loathed the colony’s mercantile 

foundations, most evident in a scathing satire on the dishonesty 

of the ‘Business Man’ and his world (Clarke [1869]1972:206-8).  

Here, in the same critical mind coexists the duality of colonial 

utopian imagination, of pride in its people’s democratic 

aspiration and fierce independence, but shame of their colonial 

fetters and unfettered material ambition.  Both perspectives are 

valid, as in each utopian hope expressed throughout the Australian 

literary adventure there lurks its dystopian shadow.  This is not 
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to presume that Australia is unique in this regard; it is as 

common as human ambition itself.  Rather it is to reinforce the 

proposition that the condition of moral and ethical duality was 

heightened by the colony’s penal-commercial origins, and emerges 

again and again in its literature.  That Clarke was writing not 

only about but also to his fellow countrymen, and the subjects of 

his satire recognised and appreciated by them, says as much if not 

more of his readers, as no writer gains popular acclaim without 

agreement within the reading community.  For a community where the 

niceties of sophisticated pretension were but a thin veneer, where 

raw humanity was frequently on show, theirs was a most practical 

sort of utopian dream.  

 

Although the utopian theme was strong in the colonial 

imagination from the beginning it was soon focused on more 

pragmatic goals and, as McLaren (1989:1) points out, the rigours 

of daily survival constrained imaginative literary expression for 

almost a century before a more sophisticated literary culture 

emerged.  Yet there was great natural beauty, and hope too, and 

the desire of ordinary people to express ideas in literary form 

was there, manifesting itself early on in the folk traditions of 

ballad and verse (Wannan 1967).  

 
A bibliography of original poetry printed in Australian 
newspapers and magazines before 1850 runs to nearly 400 pages 
of typescript.  While most of this poetry is worthless by 
strictly literary standards, the quantity produced places the 
literary aspirations of early settlers in a different 
perspective from that given by the few separate volumes of 
verse and prose published in this period.     (Webby 1981:4) 
  

A subscriber to contemporary literary definitions, Douglas Stewart 

saw ballads as an ‘inferior form of poetry’, which may have 

influenced his interpretation of the Scots and Irish folk heritage 

in the bush ballad (Stewart 1975:21).  As has been argued in the 

previous chapter, the Chartist presence was strongly felt in the 

new colony, and Pickering points out that, for Chartists, poetry 

‘heralded the emergence of a literate and self-confidant artisan 
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culture.  The ability to compose poetry was considered itself a 

statement of equality’ (Pickering 1966:58).  Amongst the volume of 

colonial poetry a substantial percentage may well have been 

written with this in mind.  Throughout the 19th century poetic and 

satirical verse penned by the more educated coexisted with the 

ancient oral tradition of peasant and working class ballads.  As 

had been since time immemorial, the latter often used an old 

melody but had new words created for new circumstances.  These 

ballads were a much more ephemeral medium, surviving only in 

fragments saved by popularity and repetition to be recorded by 

oral historians. 

   

The convict ‘Frank the Poet’s’ remarkable recalcitrance and 

undaunted spirit became as legendary as his verse among the 

convict population (Meredith & Whalan 1983:37-58).4  Hodge and 

Mishra argue that his eulogising of heroic rebels fulfilled a deep 

need in people alienated from all that held cultural meaning:  

 
It has its roots in Celtic tradition, in the role of the Bard 
in social life.  Frank fulfilled this function in Australia, 
where the Irish population needed cohesion and identity.  
Frank’s poems include commemoration of heroes and great 
victories: his version (or versions) of the lives of the 
bushrangers Jack Donohoe and Martin Cash contributed to the 
construction of the bushranger myth.  His celebration of the 
mutiny that led to the capture of the Cyprus helped to 
establish this as a symbolic triumph, an Antipodean Battleship 
Potemkin.                            (Hodge & Mishra 1990:122) 
 

And what are rebel heroes if not inspiration for continued 

struggle towards some future victory over tyranny, some utopian 

future free of oppression?  Frank’s verse was recited and his 

ballads sung amongst the convict population and passed down in 

that millennia-old tradition of recreation and resistance, to 

appear in Ned Kelly’s famous ‘Jerilderie letter’ of 1879 (Hodge & 

                                                           
4 Frank’s real name was Francis Macnamara.  Transported in 1832 for 
stealing a plaid, he served double his sentence of seven years, punished 
in various extreme ways for his resistance to discipline and repeated 
escapes.  Meredith & Whalan suggest that Macnamara was most likely a 
Ribbonman of the rebel White Boys Association convicted on a trumped-up 
charge. 
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Mishra 1990:123).  Theirs was still largely an oral culture, one 

thrown further onto that form of communication by the even more 

limited material resources available to them in the new land.  No 

doubt there were other, lesser-known bards, in shearing sheds and 

convict gangs, around campfires on the bush track and kitchen 

fires in the city, doing as people have ever done whenever their 

society’s arms proved less than comforting;  making sense, or 

nonsense, of their world and creating a dream of their future in 

it through the arts of language. 

 

Those more literate poets who publicly endeavoured to find 

their native voice struggled against the very British cultural 

education, received even by the native born.  Of these O’Sullivan 

argues that Charles Harpur ‘is exemplary.  No poet of his century 

wanted more strenuously to be Australian, yet few felt themselves 

so inevitably a part of English tradition’ (O'Sullivan 1988:10).  

 
The emergence about this time of an Australian-born poet as 
talented and as concerned with national identity is indicative 
of a change in the influences on Australia’s image, as 
responsibility for the national ethos began to be handed over 
from English to Australian authors.    (Gibson 1984:xii)                    

 
Voices such as Harpur’s contributed to the developing Australian 

psyche, reflecting both the ambition and fears of his 

contemporaries, educating them in the language of hope and 

resistance.  With one foot in the convict camp, but the other, by 

virtue of his convict father’s success, in a more educated world, 

Harpur’s utopianism was fraught with the tensions inherent in this 

dual condition.  Hodge and Mishra argue that Harpur eventually 

succumbed to British hegemony in a gradual dimming of utopian 

fervour evident in his long period of reworking Frank Macnamara’s 

Donohoe tale: 

 
Instead of the monolithic unity of Donohoe in the ballad 
tradition, every entity in Harpur’s text carries its self-
cancelling shadow wherever it goes.  In the ballad tradition, 
defiance and defeat alternate in an eternal dance.  In Harpur, 
the ambiguity of agents is so acute that every action carries 
contradictory meanings.  Donohoe’s resistance is both justified 
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and criminal, and his crimes are also punishments.  It is a 
very different moral universe to the ballads.5   
          (Hodge & Mishra 1990:132) 
 

This transition, from radical bard of the new land’s prospects to 

a more liberal equivocation on the means by which they are 

achieved, reflects the passage of many young middle class radicals 

into compromise; a tension perennial amongst the petit bourgeois.  

And the slow dampening of the heroic fires of resistance is common 

enough to the processes of maturity.  Here, McQueen’s analysis of 

the dominance of the petit bourgeois soul in the Australian 

radical character is perhaps most relevant, being at once the 

entrepreneurial front line of capitalism and its most vulnerable 

group; factious with claims to independence yet ardently ambitious 

within capitalism’s boundaries.  This tension, between a more 

humanistic colonial utopian vision and colonial mercantile 

ambition, is vividly expressed in Harpur’s poem, The Temple of 

Infamy (1846), cited from here once again: 

 
What would pygmean statesmen but 
Our new-world prospects blast, 
By chaining native enterprise 

To Europe’s pauper past, 
With all its misery for the mass 

And fraud-upholden powers 
 

These ‘native enterprise’ and ‘new-world prospects’ oscillated 

between idealistic hope and material ambition, the seemingly 

inevitable compromise with daily exigencies favouring the 

pragmatic over the idealistic.  Harpur's lamented ‘fraud-upholden 

powers’ were a fact of colonial life, and the dreams of a new 

social could never be realised in isolation from the rest of 

Europe; a problem every generation of radicals would face in their 

turn.  Indeed, Australia was tied to Europe, and more particularly 

to Britain, by its cultural umbilical cord and reinforced by its 

increasing appeal to colonial adventurers and emigrants who 

                                                           
5 Hodge and Mishra (1990:132) also argue that Harpur’s reworking of the 
theme of the verse drama, The Tragedy of Donohoe (1835), into Stalwart 
the Bushranger (1867) further abstracted and rendered ambiguous both the 
characters and their conditions. 
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brought the latest news in ever-faster ships.  And then in 1872 

the telegraph arrived and the passage of ideas and notice of 

events shrank to days (Blainey 1966:222).   

 

In the second half of the nineteenth century the concept of a 

socialist utopia was extending itself to all humanity and 

proposing its inevitability.  The British radical tradition had 

long been international, its radicals citizens of the ‘republic of 

letters’ (Jacob 1981) discussed previously and, as the radical 

tradition gained influence in England, it provided a home to 

refugees from greater repression abroad.  Two of those emigrants, 

Karl Marx and Frederich Engels, were to endow the radical 

tradition of socialism with a coherent theory, one that was 

essentially international.  As Farrell points out, ‘to Karl Marx, 

internationalism seemed both morally desirable and attainable, for 

it was impelled by the logic of capitalist development’ (Farrell 

1981:xvi); The Communist Manifesto’s rousing call of ‘workers of 

the world unite’ clearly demanded a brotherhood of man.  Marx and 

Engels’ scientific historical materialism distanced itself from 

the tradition of utopianism; yet it was nonetheless, utopian in 

its prophetic qualities.  For nineteenth century radicals, 

literature was at the heart of their education and education held 

the key for all those who dreamed of the brotherhood of man. 

 
Books shows the joys, griefs, hopes, and fears  

of the human clan: 
Books show, by unity of thought, 

The brotherhood of man. 
(Cole in Stow 1969)6

 

Early Australian socialism was more practically concerned with 

immediate and localised issues.  However, as the ideas of Marx and 

Engels reached these shores, the language of radicalism began to 

move from local issues to incorporate an internationalist concept.  

The ‘brotherhood of man’ was central to the work of E W Cole, 
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perhaps the most delightfully sanguine and definitely the most 

expansively educational of nineteenth century utopian thinkers.  

Cole expounded literature as the key to human progress and to this 

end he founded his lifetime vocation of writing and selling books, 

first from a barrow and then a grand emporium of books in 

Melbourne.  Cole’s Book Arcade, proudly subtitled the ‘Palace of 

the Intellect’ (1883), was unrivalled across the world (Stow 

1968:19).  An indefatigable educator, Cole spread his reach wide, 

littering Cole’s Funny Book with potted wisdom for young readers 

and seeding the Arcade’s vast range of literature with his own 

prolific output, all advancing ‘the subject dearest to [his] 

heart, The Oneness of Man’ (Sendy 1983:22-3; Stow 1968:23).7  Cole 

dreamed of a ‘United States of the World’ facilitated by advanced 

human mobility in ‘aluminium flying machines’, for which he 

offered a prize of one thousand pounds in 1882 to the successful 

inventor (Stow 1968:24).  He ran a series of competitions, 

offering ten pounds prize for essays for and against his proposed 

world federation and published the best fifty arguing both 

positions (Cole 1890).   

 

As progressive as he may have been, Cole was a creature of his 

culture and his enthusiasm quite possibly worked against his goal 

of brotherly love.  In the contemporary climate his prophesy of an 

influx from the burgeoning populations of Asia which, ‘if we are 

wise … will gradually come as invited friends instead of as armed 

hosts of uninvited enemies’ (Cole 1927:3), was more likely to fuel 

existing invasion fears than dispel them.  Yet Cole’s 

Enlightenment optimism for human progress in general and 

Australian potential in particular acts as a counterpoint the 

cynical note that had crept into Marcus Clarke’s ruminations on 

the potentiality of British stock in Australia: 

                                                                                                                                                                                
6 One of the many rhymes that littered Cole’s Funny Picture Books (cited 
by Randolph Stow, 1968) which delighted children and adults well into the 
1950s. 
7 Cole’s Book Arcade specialised in local and international radical 
literature (Sendy 1983). 
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The Australasians will be freed from the highest burden of 
intellectual development. … [And] … in another hundred years 
the average Australasian will be a tall, coarse, strong-jawed, 
greedy, pushing, talented man excelling in swimming and 
horsemanship.  His religion will be a form of Presbyterianism; 
his national policy a democracy tempered by the rate of 
exchange.           (Clarke 1877:21-2) 
  

Clarke was too acute an observer of his fellows to be entirely 

optimistic, though he did consider the Australian character, 

augmented during the gold rushes by ‘some of the best nerve-power 

of England’, honed by restraint ‘in their prime of life from 

sensual excess, should be at least remarkable’ (Clarke 1877:15-

16).   

 

However, with a perceived resurgence of Chinese into a range 

of industries in the 1880s, Australians had become fearful and 

xenophobic.  Writers began to exercise more fanciful notions of 

what might become of the gains that had been made, as Meaney 

explains:  

 
Many European settlers were asking themselves whether it was 
possible to achieve a new social order when aliens, who did not 
share common assumptions about life, labour and leisure, about 
morality, mores and manners, permanently resided in their 
midst.          (Meaney 1996:235) 
 

Tower Sargent’s (1999) bibliography of Australian utopian 

literature lists 28 utopian and dystopian novels mostly written, 

published, and sited in Australia before 1890.  Around the same 

number followed each in the next two decades, but with a marked 

increase of dystopian texts in which Asian invasion features.  

However, this list misses some of those serialised in newspapers 

and Webb and Enstice (1998:144-5) note two more significant 

serialised dystopian ‘invasion scare’ tales before 1890; there may 

well have been others in the plethora of print media that 

abounded.  The theme of Asian invasion in these dystopias reflects 

the anxiety permeating the radical Australian psyche as conflict 

in labour relations increased during this period.  Where in 

Britain dystopias more frequently provide a vehicle for anti-
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radical argument, ‘invasion scare’ novels were intended to wake 

the populace to the vulnerability of their geographical situation 

and arouse ‘hostility to the national enemy’ (Clarke 1972; Meaney 

1996:230).8  Australian dystopias are almost entirely invasion 

scare tales that follow the latter model.  A tool of the radical 

nationalist agenda, these tales often incorporated a corrupt, 

collaborating ruling class and, with the use of Chinese gangs as 

strike-breakers, were not entirely without foundation (Meaney 

1996:231).  However, this dystopian shadow across the bright 

utopian face became a vehicle to distract working class radicalism 

with the alien features of the Chinese.  

   

The preceding chapter notes how the anti-Asiatic sentiment, 

which had been exacerbated by collusion between government and 

employers since the gold rushes, had become hopelessly entangled 

with labour issues.  Pre-gold rush papers had argued against even 

increases in British immigrants, in particular William Moffit’s 

Politician, which spent a substantial part of its April 1851 

edition debating the ‘labour question’.  The argument dried up 

with the gold rushes, but re-emerged with the depression of the 

1870s when numbers increased, particularly in 1877 when Murphy 

notes that ‘hordes of Chinese enter Queensland’ (Murphy 1896:108), 

and again during the strikes of the 1880s-90s when coloured labour 

was used in strike-breaking.  By then, the internationalist 

character of anarchism and libertarian socialism had come into 

conflict with nationalist unionism and labour politics, and this 

political engagement saw the Australian Socialist League (ASL) 

‘reorganised along what was generally called ‘state socialist 

lines’ (Scates 1997:120).  A ‘patriotic sentiment … strongly 

coloured by a strand of utopian idealism which looked to the 

future’ (Ward 1967:98-100) had come to dominate the radical 

                                                           
8 A count of Clarke’s bibliography shows virtually all dystopian tales 
published in Britain between 1644 and 1930 were anti-reformist or anti-
socialist, and outnumber socialist utopias almost 3 to 1.   
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literary landscape.  The editorial in the ‘Centenary Number’ of 

Tribune indulged in hyperbole, arguing that the progress that had 

been made was far greater than any ‘relatively small’ drawbacks 

and proposing a grand future: 

 
We are becoming deeply conscious of our future destinies and 
the large part we shall have to play.  The thought is becoming 
more and more an influence on our current politics.  We feel 
that what we have reached is but little compared to what is 
before us.  And perhaps among all of the considerations present 
on our minds on the occasion of our first centenary is the 
great place in the ranks of nations which we must if the course 
of events remains the same have attained when we reach our 
second.         (Tribune 01.20.1888:14) 
 
Australia’s potential socialist future became a subject widely 

debated when Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward (1888) arrived.  

Neville-Sington and Sington (1993:226) cite the comment of an 

American journalist in 1890, which also holds true for Australia: 

 
Men read the Republic or the Utopia with a sigh of regret.  
They read Bellamy with a thrill of hope. … Bellamy’s vision for 
America’s future was in the vein of the European socialists, 
advocating their ‘radical economic equality’ and, like Marx, 
espoused the belief that socialism was an ‘inevitable 
resolution of the upheavals of his day. 
       (Neville-Sington & Sington 1993:226)  
 

It was this sense of inevitability that made the book as ‘epoch 

making’ to its readership, the Tocsin likening it to Rousseau’s 

The Social Contract, which ‘made the French Revolution popularly 

possible, so has “Looking Backward” made socialism popularly 

possible among English-speaking folk’ (Dec 2 1897:8).  Indeed, 

this article articulates perhaps the best explanation for the 

book’s remarkable success, arguing that: 

 
The intrinsic merit of the book itself, to educate the popular 
mind as it had never before been educated in the essential 
properties of Socialism; and it helped in this way more than 
any other book has done, to dissipate the “bug-bear” notion of 
Socialism so long entertained by the English people.  
Socialism, in operation, from the Bellamy point of view, was 
simply the ideal state for which the English themselves had 
been sighing in their heart of hearts, and towards which their 
most earnest social work had been directed. 
         (Tocsin, Dec 2, 1897:8) 
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This would explain, at least to some extent, the comparatively 

mild reception for William Morris’s News From Nowhere (1890); 

quite apart from following on from the impact of Bellamy.9  

Written as a ‘riposte’, Nowhere was intended to counter Bellamy’s 

‘cockney paradise’ of gradualist state socialism with the more 

profound changes of a utopia gained by revolutionary socialism 

(Neville-Sington & Sington 1993:66-8).  Morris’s anarchic, craft-

based, revolutionary utopia should have had more appeal to the 

independent-minded artisans of the new world, but it was perhaps 

this lingering Englishness that found Bellamy’s vision of peaceful 

transition to a paternalist State oligarchy more acceptable. 

However, this approbation of Bellamy was not universal, as 

Winspear’s acerbic discussion in Australian Radical on Francis 

Adam’s criticism in the Bulletin makes clear: 

 
Few men in this country could take hold of “Looking Backward” 
and display its weakness and its strength so well and so 
briefly. …  Nothing, that prevailing sentiment, if 
contradicted, can get angry about, is touched on by the astute 
Bellamy.  He is for the “high-toned, culchawed, sow-ciety of 
Baw-ston, doncherknow, for everybody, doncherknow”. … Bellamy 
is a derailer of truth; the friend of centralisation and 
statecraft; the foe of progress, inasmuch as he hurts none of 
the present day evils and treads on no robber’s corns.  He is 
even false to the leisured class, for he teaches that the home-
life of all will be elevated to theirs, and they are not to 
lose any of their privileges in the stern war of evolution.  

   (New Series, v 1, n 1, Feb 1890:1) 
 

But this level of critique by Winspear and Adams was in the 

minority amongst their peers.  While Wilding (in Lane 

[1892]1980:intr) makes clear that the influence of Bellamy’s 

vision waned with the populist Australian radical William Lane 

following the defeat of the Big Strikes of 1890-2, Lane had 

promoted and serialised Looking Backward in the Queensland Worker.  

Wilding goes on to argue that Lane’s understanding of socialism 

was more directly inherited from Marx and Morris which guided (at 

                                                           
9 With the dilution of the Labour Party’s socialist platform enthusiasm 
for State socialism had waned and in their special ‘8 Hours’ edition 
(April 2nd1906) the Socialist included Morris but omitted Bellamy from 
their heroes. 
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least) the theoretical underpinnings of his own utopian 

communities later founded in Paraguay.  However, the racism with 

which Lane had invested his politics with was to undermine the 

dream of the first utopian settlement, New Australia, and then 

Cosme as Lane haplessly tried to keep his Anglo-Saxon blood lines 

untainted by the native Paraguayans (Ross 1936).    

 

As previously mentioned, Lane had also serialised his own 

dystopian ‘invasion-scare’ novel, White or Yellow? A Story of the 

Race War of AD 1908 in his previous paper, the Boomerang (1888), 

inciting fears of Asian invasion.  This story posits collusion 

between the Queensland government and a corrupt squattocracy, 

massive Asian immigration resulting in Chinese dominance, and an 

oppressed white population that rises in revolt (Webb & Enstice 

1998:146).  It is easy now, to slate this as simple racism, but 

Asian workers increasingly used in strike breaking gangs, 

aboriginal stockmen enslaved or working for tea, sugar and 

blankets, and ‘blackbirded’ Kanaka labour endemic in the cane 

fields exacerbated these fears.  Such conditions posed a direct 

challenge to the dreams of a ‘working man’s paradise’ and may have 

also stimulated more ancient cultural reactions to other 

invasions.  Leeson (1979:36) shows that the working conditions of 

the British labouring classes had periodically been diminished by 

earlier migrations, beginning with the Flemish weavers in the 

fourteenth century.  However, Meaney points out that though the 

‘invasion scare’ genre ‘was in origin an English creation … no 

Australian author wrote … in simple imitation of the English 

model’ but shaped the fear of invasion to their own environment 

(Meaney 1996:230).10  Meaney gives some support to Wilding’s 

identification of Lane as ‘an heir to the Ranter-Leveller 

tradition of the English Civil War’, arguing that the concept of 

racial purity evinced by Lane may well derive from long-held 

                                                           
10 Bede’s history of Britain (Thomas 1959:25-7) chronicles two millennia 
of serial invasions of the British Isles and it is suggested here that 
this contributed to a perennial, culturally inculcated fear of invasion.  
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historical grievance over the Norman conquest.  It is then 

understandable why, for Lane and his peers, the ideal of the 

ancient ‘Anglo-Saxon Teutonic tribal’ society was the ‘the good 

society’ which must be restored to its people (Meaney 1996:232).  

Lane’s racist utopianism developed within a religious-like 

adoration of the concepts of cultural purity and hard-won freedoms 

and these permeate Lane’s most significant contribution to the 

socialist utopian debate, The Workingman’s Paradise (Wilding in 

Lane[1892]1980:intr).11   

 

Lane was not alone in this and Ned and Nellie, Paradise’s 

male and female protagonists, act as ciphers for this tradition’s 

profoundly moral version of socialism as they internalise the 

conflict between their love and desire for each other and their 

commitment to the socialist cause.  This tradition of moral force 

was to pass on into the proletarian novels of the twentieth 

century and, perhaps, may explain why the intensely moralistic 

Zhdanovist doctrine held such appeal for some Australian communist 

writers (Pearce 1988:195-200).  The Workingman’s Paradise can be 

seen as a precursor to that genre, where abstinence wins and Ned 

and Nellie sacrifice personal love and marriage to the higher 

claim of their revolutionary cause.  This is just one of 

Paradise’s many complexities since, in terms of Lane’s utopian 

eugenics, Ned and Nellie should have provided an exemplar of a 

prime breeding pair.  As Meaney argues, ‘above all, he stood, 

passionately, even pathologically, for racial purity’ (Meaney 

1996:239).  Lane’s voice belonged to one of a number of 

contemporary anti-Chinese groups agitating at the time.  But as 

Meaney points out, that Brisbane erupted in a ‘thousand-strong’ 

riot of anti-Chinese violence the very week White or Yellow? 

                                                           
11 Often included in the genre, The Workingman’s Paradise is not a 
typical utopian text, in that it does not create an alternative social 
order that operates as a critique of the existing one by providing an 
alternative.  It describes a dystopian contemporary society and its 
utopian dimension is predictive only, contained in the surety that the 
eventual rise socialism is inevitable. 
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concluded in the Worker is indicative of his influence.  As a 

dominant character of nineteenth century radical literature and 

activism, Lane both reflected and intensified the dichotomies of 

the radical community.  

 

A charismatic activist and supporter of the union movement, 

Lane wrote Paradise ostensibly to raise funds for the families of 

gaoled union workers thrown into poverty following the strikes.  

Paradise is also a self-consciously didactic text with an 

articulate exposition of contemporary socialist theory, one that 

explicates the economic and social conditions which socialists 

needed to defeat, and provides an exposition of the purity of 

character necessary to the task.  Through its explication of the 

wrongs in society Paradise is also a utopian ‘handbook’.  But 

sadly the ‘purity’ it espouses is an exclusive concept that 

precludes the ‘inferior race’ of the Chinese from participation in 

any future paradise and this position influenced early unions to 

reject Chinese attempts to join or form unions of their own.  

Lane’s contradictory nature reflects the times and, though he was 

progressive on other contemporary issues, particularly in his 

support for female suffrage, he still held woman’s duty as the 

mothers of the race.  Lane was respectful of anarchism’s ideals 

and gives a sympathetic description of anarchists in the dialogue 

between Ned and the socialist hero Geisner in Paradise: 

 
“Then Anarchists aren’t wicked men?” 
“The Anarchist ideal is the highest and noblest of all human 
ideals.  I cannot conceive of a good man who does not recognise 
that when he comes to understand it.  The Anarchical Communists 
simply seek that men should live in peace and accord, of their 
own better nature, without being forced, doing harm to none, 
and being harmed by none.  Of course, the blind revolt against 
oppressive and unjust laws and tyrannical governments has 
become associated with Anarchy, but those who abuse it simply 
don’t know what they do.  Anarchical Communism, that is men 
working as mates and sharing with each other of their own free-
will, is the highest conceivable form of Socialism in 
industry.”         (Lane ([1892]1980:112) 
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In this dialogue it can be seen how Lane’s support for Bellamy 

works to establish the rationale of State socialism, but Lane then 

follows Marx, in that that the inevitable progress of revolution 

is towards the ‘true’ communism described by William Morris in 

News From Nowhere ([1891]1970).  In Paradise Geisner recognises 

the debilitating effects of capitalism upon people and argues that 

people have to ‘go through the school of State Socialism’.  This 

is the long road they have to travel before the people are able to 

achieve the utopia of voluntary Socialism, where ‘men meet as 

friends and mates’.  Geisner proceeds to a definition of what it 

means to be ‘mates’ in the explanation offered by an old traveller 

(Lane [1892]1980:113): “So you see, mister, him an’ me warn’t 

mates cos we had two pusses an mates is them wot’s got on pus.”  

This socialistic concept of ‘mates’ permeates the iconic 

Australian image of mateship in much of the following literature: 

of men as equals, contributing to the common purse as their 

capacity allowed, and sharing their resources on the basis of 

need.  It has a strong resonance with Marx’s dictum of ‘from those 

according to their ability to those according to their need’, and 

is the basis of the literary utopias and utopian communities that 

emerged in the 1890s.   

 

Towards the end of the 1890s the social conditions caused by 

periodic economic depression saw a surge of utopian settler 

communities determined to make a more immediate change in at least 

some people’s lives.  Most failed and Lane began to recognise that 

pressures in the contemporary society were simply too immense to 

allow the sort of radical change in human behaviour his utopia 

required to succeed.  Lane’s famous utopian expedition into 

voluntary exile in Paraguay and the problems those communities 

incurred are well documented elsewhere and do not need explanation 

here.  There were plenty who continued to try for a utopia at 

home.  Scates (1997:Ch.4) discusses the numerous actual, fanciful 

and fictional proposals to ease the congestion of poverty and 

unemployment in the cities; and some which made the leap from 

 144



imagination to implementation.  All but Murtho, a community of 

friends with private middle-class resources, were to fail.  Scates 

explains these failures as in-built, either from overweening 

paternalism by their philanthropic founders or inadequate 

provision and deliberate neglect by government patrons.  Of 

contemporary fictional utopias, Scates identifies the anarchist, 

David Andrades’s The Melbourne Riots or How Harry Holdfast 

Emancipated the Workers (1892) as: 

 
Much more than idle fiction.  It represents an alternative and 
for the most part unacknowledged historical tradition … [of] 
the communal movements which paralleled the growth of formal 
labour politics … [and attempted] to build socialism by 
example.           (Scates 1997:118) 
 

Communal utopias were certainly not unique to Australia but 

belonged also to radical British and European traditions and 

developed through the oppositional discourse of the radical 

literary tradition.  

 

Although distance necessarily delayed finer details of 

international movements, the transmission of developments abroad 

was as speedy as the fastest ship carrying some eager radical with 

the latest pamphlets, papers and books.  These emigrant radicals 

found a fertile local scene, avid for new material to fertilise 

the native utopianism.  Just a few years after its establishment 

in England the Democratic Association of Victoria (DAV) had 

declared itself a section of the First International (1872) 

(Farrell 1981:3).  DAV socialists were perhaps more spiritualist 

than Marxist, and Scates suggests such radical circles tended to 

anarchistic communitarian principles rather than Marxist 

socialism, their ‘anarchist vision of a federation of self-

governing communes dominating the radical discourse of much of the 

1880s’ (Scates 1997:120).  Such socialists had more in common with 

the socialism of William Morris, few had racist tendencies, and an 

internationalist faction persevered throughout the 1890s against 

an increasingly nationalist chauvinism emerging amongst peers 
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closer to the labour movement.12  This factionalism became evident 

in the schism that widened between W R Winspear, editor of the 

Sydney-based the Australian Radical (1888) and his paper's 

sponsors, the Australian Socialist League (ASL), until Winspear 

was cast adrift.  Winspear had insisted on continuing to support 

the co-operative movement as the ASL moved closer to the new 

Labour Party, hoping to influence its development of a State 

Socialist platform (Burgmann 1983:168).  

  

As the century moved towards its close, industrial capitalism 

showed its teeth with depressions, strikes, and their concomitant 

poverty, the ‘vision splendid’ darkened with dystopian fear in 

Australian literature.  As Walton points out, in 1884: ‘In 

Australian utopias, socialism is the panacea most often prescribed 

and socialism is the bogy most often dreaded by anti-utopian 

authors’ (Walton 1977:30). Yet as grim predictions of socialism’s 

failures increased, expressions of hope that, out of capitalism’s 

suffering, Socialism would emerge as the natural choice of 

intelligent people, also intensified.  This optimism was 

stimulated by growing attraction to socialist ideals in the wake 

of the strikes, and in the New Order the columnist ‘John Ball’ 

declared: 

 
Everything is hopeful.  Notwithstanding huge masses of 
blackness and darkness there are streaks of silvery whiteness 
and flashes of ever-increasing light.  All the forces of 
progress in the highly developed civilised countries are making 
for order - social order, and whether we will it or not, 
whether we preach it or not, Socialism will evolve out of the 
present disorder, as sure as the ebb and flow of the tide loves 
the shores and confines the oceans of the world.   
                                     (New Order, May 26th 1894) 

  
Even the most optimistic occasionally gave in to the grinding 

misery of serial economic slumps and depressions.  Phillips argues 

that by the new century, doubt of Australia’s capacity to shake 

                                                           
12 As previously explained, the labour movement was much closer to the 
race issue, dealing constantly with the threat of Asian labour weakening 
their nascent unions and eroding hard won conditions. 
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off its colonial bonds and realise some sort of democratic 

socialism had seeped into that most passionate poet of the people, 

Bernard O’Dowd.  During this period O’Dowd’s ‘cock-sure 

insularity’ of the 1890s with ‘We will democratise the world’, had 

dampened to the querulous, ‘Yet she shall be as we, the Potter, 

mould, Altar or tomb as we aspire’ (O'Dowd 1966:64-5).  And that 

icon of ‘the vision splendid’ ballad, Banjo Patterson, also began 

to ‘reveal his dismay that Australia is becoming like other 

nations - the dream of a new world has not been realised’ (McLaren 

1989:50).  This atmosphere of disappointment brought a bitterness 

to the works of writers like Lawson, of whom Furphy remarked: ‘And 

to a chivalrous, unselfish mind, the present is unendurable except 

as a link connecting a worse past with a better future’ (Franklin 

[1944]2002:136-7). 

 

Yet, true character perennially arises out of adversity and, 

since a national spirit was evoked and articulated within this 

decade of strife and suffering, the 1890s has become lauded as the 

culture's defining period.  Palmer saw a burning desire for a 

nationalist ideal in the 1890s, its fires forged ‘the definitive 

ideal of democracy’ through those moments of despair (in McLaren 

1989:119).  A century of democratic ambition had furnished an 

identifiably Australian utopian concept, inevitable though it was 

that the native form be infused with the language of its European 

peers.  For all that, the enemies were much the same, the battles 

equally fierce, and its radicalism spawned another generation who 

found in that spirit sufficient inspiration to carry the fight 

into the twentieth century.  Socialism was in the air once again: 

 
Now, the glorious dawn is breaking 

Lift the social flag on high 
Comrades rally round the standard 

For the victory is nigh! 
(The Socialist, v.1,n.9 1906)13

 

                                                           
13 From J F’s poem, ‘The Unrest’, in The Socialist, v 1, n 9, July 28 
1906. 
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ii) Learning to be Australian: a developing articulation of 

nationalism and radicalism in colonial literature 

 
We, sons of Australasia’s soil, 
Her sons of labour and of toil, 

               Hail thee with Freemen’s true Australian cheer, 
         On this our Emblem Day of all the year. 

(Murphy 1896)14

 
The enthusiasms of editors to disseminate nationalist ideas and 

information to the public through Australian publishing and press 

foundered frequently upon the public’s preference for imported 

British material; a difficult task, twinned as they were in 

culture and economic interdependence.  It was a long struggle, and 

‘the history of newspapers and magazine publication in Australia 

before 1880 is littered with more corpses than ever fell in actual 

conflict on Australian soil’ (Webby 1981:4).  Yet literary culture 

adapted to the new land and people were writing, as Webby 

explains: 

 
In early Australia, most original literature was printed in 
newspapers and magazines, and, while the quality of the work 
produced is fairly reflected in the separate publications, the 
full scope of the writer’s interests is not.  In particular, 
the satirical and humorous verse, an important aspect of 
Australian poetry from the first “pipes” onwards, is not 
represented in any of the early collections of poetry, whilst 
the three works by Henry Savery, James Martin and Thomas 
McCombie give no adequate idea of the initial development of 
the Australian short story and essay.      (Webby 1971:3) 
 

Much of this literature emanated from the pens of the emigrant 

middle class and by no means can be considered as radical, yet, 

limited though their freedom was, radical voices quickly emerged 

at the lifting of the censorship.  Arthur Hill and Edward Smith 

Hall’s Monitor (1826), a paper ‘dedicated to the causes of civil 

liberty and political democracy’ represented a rare, truly radical 

voice in the early colony, championing the interests of convicts 

and the poor (Love 1988:151).  While the radical liberal 

Australian crowed over Darling’s departure, it was the Monitor 

                                                           
14 W E Murphy’s (1896) ‘Ode to Liberty’ celebrating the 8-hrs 40th 
anniversary.  
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that had spearheaded the vociferous political debate and media 

radicalism bitterly complained of by Governor Darling (Greenwood 

1978:54).  Hall’s demands for equitable government and his 

criticism of the systemic arbitrary punishment of convicts, which 

he argued was ‘contrary to law’, ‘provoked Darling to take [the] 

vindictive action against him’ that eventuated in Darling’s 

removal (Love 1988:151).   

 

The Currency Lad (1832), flagged with Wentworth’s ‘New 

Britannia’ stanza and the banner ‘Rise Australia’, was at pains to 

assure the colony that they were not intent on sowing ‘dissension 

in the body politic’.  Indeed, while it ardently supported native 

enterprise and provided a voice for McQueen’s petit bourgeois and 

Clarke’s democrats, the ‘system’ was safe from this paper.  

Likewise, though the New South Wales Magazine attempted to fulfil 

its promise to ‘guard the limits and temper of rational discourse’ 

(August 1833:1) it was generally constrained to a most decorous 

critique.  It was a very small literary community, and anyone who 

might be described as liberal or radical had good reason to co-

operate in the first half of the century.  This cooperative 

atmosphere particularly helped to resist the ‘Bunyip aristocracy,’ 

a collusion which Love suggests was to the genuine radical’s 

lasting compromise (1988:153).  Many papers were the initiative, 

and often largely the work, of one man, and before mid-century 

most reflected the self-conscious cringe of The Van Dieman’s Land 

Monthly Magazine (1835), which espoused support for a national 

literature but, like its peers, printed mostly a distillation of 

British material.  On the local front, the parochial and 

virulently anti-Catholic position of The Sydney Protestant 

Magazine (1840) can not have advanced civil relations between 

those groups.  The Australian Penny Journal shows its Evangelical 

heritage, preaching thrift and temperance for the ‘education and 

edification of … the labouring man and studious apprentice, as 

affording the means of employing an idle hour to the greatest 

advantage' (Oct 27 1848:1).  Rather than finding a unique voice, 
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magazines and papers such as these duly replicated their British 

liberal reformer or Tory conservative contemporaries and few show 

evidence of any radicalism as defined in this thesis.  However, 

they did provide cheap reading material to keep the lower classes 

supplied and, following the gold rushes, the irrepressible spirit 

of radicalism became more prevalent in the free voices of the 

colony.   

 

The London radical press was ‘full of reports from the gold 

field [sic] of Australia’, enticing readers to colonial adventure 

and, with the slowing of the Chartist momentum in England, it is 

not surprising that significant numbers began to emigrate 

(Pickering 1966:65).15  They brought with them their Chartist 

principles of education through radical literature and Pickering 

(1966) reports on the career of one such, the English Chartist, 

Henry Nicholls.  Arriving in 1853 Nicholls became assistant editor 

of the Gold Diggers’ Advocate in 1854.  Pickering observes that 

this position allowed Nicholls:  

 
… to suffuse the paper with the flavour of the cosmopolitan 
radical milieux that he had left behind in London.  A scan of 
the columns reveals a biographical essay on the United 
Irishman, Theobald Wolfe Tone; an extract from England’s 
greatest radical journalist, William Cobbett; letters from 
Mazzini and Kossuth [revolutionary nationalist emigres based in 
London]; accounts of the ‘glorious resistance’ of the Turks 
against Russian Imperialism; lectures on the French Revolution; 
copious (nine week old) extracts from the London radical press; 
and editorials extolling the virtues of republicanism, 
temperance and political reform.            (Pickering 1966:65) 

                                     
At the failure of the Advocate, Nicholls and his Chartist brother 

Charles tried gold digging, then journalism for the Argus, and 

soon found themselves part of the ‘expatriate Chartist fraternity’ 

at the heart of the Eureka rebellion.  Pickering notes that the 

influence of this group is evident in the stated ‘objectives of 

the Ballarat Reform League’ (Pickering 1966:66).    

                                                           
15 The Chartist informer, Thomas Powell’s attempt to find refuge in South 
Australia in 1849 was thwarted, in part at least, by the high numbers of 
Chartists and sympathisers he encountered there (Belcham 1982). 
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Radical journalism became more outspoken after Eureka.  James 

Allen’s Twopenny Trash (1858) quotes De Foe (20.11.1858:34) for 

its editorial model: ‘But if he regards truth, let him expect 

martyrdom on both sides, and then he may go on fearlessly.’  For 

its short life-span Trash took part in the battle against the 

squatters, and participated seriously in the growing nationalist 

debate.  However, there was another, time-honoured means of being 

‘truthful’ that many colonial writers, such as Denihey, chose to 

as a vehicle for their critique, that of satire.  Here he has a 

character observe the pathetic sycophancy with which the colonial 

snobs greet a new arrival from the aristocracy: 

 
"… this new Baron Munchausen says, that out at New Barataria - 
golden country, you know, with all the talents flocking out to 
it from all parts of the globe - in only two month - no mistake 
my boy, - Lytty “of ours”, whom nobody though exactly a genius, 
was before he knew where he stood - no asking, no ambition, or 
that kind of thing … - made a minister of State!”.   

(Denihey 1859 in O’Sullivan 1988:99)16

 
Long a form of political comment in Britain and Europe, satire was 

a literary genre with which convict and emigrant alike were 

familiar, and had brought with them in their cultural baggage.17  

As Webby (1971:3) has pointed out, satire developed into an 

‘important aspect of Australian poetry, and many of the earliest 

expressions of a uniquely Australian radical critique took this 

form.  This genre, which most historians have overlooked in their 

search for the defining texts of Australian literature, preferring 

‘the ode or descriptive lyric’ (Bennett in O’Sullivan 1988:5), was 

far more vivid and dynamic than any of the ‘correct’ verse, being 

published.  Humour was perhaps a most effective mask for political 

and social critique, but still sometimes not sufficient to prevent 

an author’s imprisonment (O’Sullivan 1988:11-12).  An early 

example, Juvenal Pindar’s verse satire, The Van Dieman’s Land 

                                                           
16 Daniel Deniehy’s satire How I Became Attorney General of New Barataria 
(1859 in O’Sullivan 1988:99-129). 
17 A bound volume with some numbers of the Satirist also contains a small 
selection of satirical pamphlets dated between 1789 and 1806, #ML 
042/P583. 
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Warriors (1827), uses humour to pointed effect in a politically 

loaded critique of over-enthusiastic vigilantes chasing 

bushrangers.  An ‘advocate of working class interests’ and ‘friend 

of education’ of the late 1850s, Maxwell Miller used this method 

of prose and verse satire to argue his more controversial issues 

with the first Tasmanian Parliament (in O’Sullivan 1988:99-129).  

And Daniel Deniehy (1828-1865), one of satire’s ablest masters, 

attacked the arrogant pretensions of the ‘bunyip aristocracy’ in 

verse and the satirical tale, ‘How I became Attorney-General of 

New Barataria’ (in O‘Sullivan 1988:72).18  Satire was a genre used 

to great effect by Marcus Clarke, who could be quite cynical of 

the utopian enthusiasm that occasionally swept away his peers, as 

Mclaren points out:  

 
Clarke showed his awareness that Australia’s promise of the 
freedom in which individuals can make their lives is an 
illusion.  Australians, both as individuals and as a society, 
were at the mercy of forces outside themselves.  

 (McLaren 1989:43)                   
 

Clarke chose not to take any particular political stance but 

believed in an inevitable Australasian republic, just not yet; 

thought that we were ‘a nation of drunkards’ and made clear that 

he was ‘not an admirer of the Communists’ (Clarke [1869]1972:195-

8,211-14;1873:410).19  However, during his career Clarke cast a 

satirical eye over colonial society in particular and European 

culture in general.  Clarke’s relentless wit flayed colonial self-

righteousness, and with the savage critique of For the Term of His 

Natural Life (1874), he left a permanent curb on any later 

inclination to romanticise convictism.  Clarke stands as an 

exemplar of the early colony’s few truly bohemian intellectuals 

and, in a quirky piece of reportage on his own experimentation 

                                                           
18 This satire used the vehicle of the precocious appointment of 
Lyttelton Holyoak Bayley, an English baronet’s son, to Attorney General 2 
months after his arrival in the colony, as satire on the sycophancy of 
the ‘bunyip aristocracy’ to ‘breeding’. 
19 This point was made in a letter ‘The story of a communist’ to the 
Argus in explanation and defense of an escapee from a French ship (Clarke 
[April 24 1873]1972:401).  
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with the drug ‘haschich’ he documents his immediate reading 

material: 

 
A table in the centre of the room was covered by books, among 
which I noticed, Les Contes Drolatiques, of Balzac, Montaigne’s 
Essays, translated by Hazlitt, Dore’s Dante; several numbers of 
the Journal Amusant; some Saturday Reviews, and an illustrated 
edition of Keats.  During the day I had been doing some 
literary work of an utterly unimaginative character … and had 
been reading Balzac’s Gobseck in the afternoon.  

                             (Clarke [1868]1983:211-222) 
 

For Clarke, while Balzac ‘is as a bell to toll me back to my sole 

self’, there was little sympathy for ideological politics, evident 

in his comment on Victor Hugo’s fine but erratic writing in Les 

Miserables which ‘becomes insane when he touches on politics’ 

(Clarke [1872]1972:291-2).  Yet, Clarke himself trod a fine line 

between critique and politics, dabbling in a guarded utopian 

speculation. 

 
Did your fancies speak prophetic 
Of a larger league than this? 

With higher aims and nobler claims 
To grasp the good we miss! 
When in freer federation 
In a future yet to be, 

Australia stands a nation 
From the centre to the sea. 
(Clarke in Murphy 1896:117)20

 
A developing national character augmented by that infusion of 

imported ‘nerve power’ in the rush to the goldfields further 

increased the complexity of class relations and identity.  

Certainly, while the events of the gold rushes may have raised the 

radical temper of the community, sudden fortunes may well have 

diminished individual radicalism, as this stanza of satirical 

verse observes of a successful gold digger: 

 
Now he’s a pillar of the kirk, 
He’s built an institution’ 

Swears “liberal” spells “communist”, 
“Reform” red “revolution.” 

(in Wannan 1967:23) 

                                                           
20 From a poem by Clarke written for the 30th Eight Hours’ Anniversary, 
21st April, 1886 (in Murphy 1896:117).  
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This piece could well have been written about Peter Lalor whose 

extraordinarily contradictory legend becomes more confounding the 

deeper the enquiry.21  Lalor is held as a hero of early 

republicanism and democracy yet he made clear that he was no 

democrat: ‘Democracy was beautiful in theory, but it was and 

always would be intolerant’ (in Kiernan 1968:19).  A great deal 

has been written about Lalor and perceptions of both him and the 

Eureka Stockade vary greatly, a lot of romanticising, but most 

have some truth to them.  Wannan cites Mark Twain’s assertion that 

Eureka ‘was a revolution - small in size, but great politically’ 

(1875) Crawford’s (1961) observation that it had little to do with 

class relations and was more a matter of ‘small capitalists 

against official authority’ (in Wannan 1965:88-9).  These 

statements contain equal truths.  While Eureka was, undoubtedly, a 

strike against oppressive state intrusion into free enterprise, 

considerable democratic gains were made as a consequence and its 

cry for freedom has resonated throughout our short history.  

Despite later favouring industry over opening up the land, in 1855 

Lalor was aware that it was not just gold at the heart of the 

digger’s complaint, but also land, dignity, and freedom at stake, 

as he makes clear in his explanation of that momentous day: 

 
I knew that hundreds were in great poverty, who would possess 
wealth and happiness if allowed to cultivate the wilderness 
which surrounded us.  The grievances under which we had long 
suffered, and the brutal attack of that day, flashed across my 
mind; and with the burning feelings of an injured man, I 
mounted the stump and proclaimed “Liberty”.    

                          (in Wannan 1966:89-90)22

 
Whatever his flaws, and later contradictions, Lalor acted, spoke, 

and wrote well enough that others felt he spoke for them, then 

                                                           
21 Thomas's ([1919]1962) assertion that Lalor imported a boatload of 
Chinese as strike breakers is qualified by Kiernan's (1968:17) that 
despite outwardly contradictory behaviour, Lalor based his actions upon 
his Catholic ethics, which saw all minorities as ‘God’s children’ and 
worthy of protection. 
22 Lalor’s understanding of this need did not influence his later 
position in his political career and he steadfastly resisted claims for 
land when in government (in Kiernan 1968). 
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followed him at the revolt, and later voted him into parliament.  

Lalor is not the first, or last, politician to fail in his 

promise, but it is perhaps because he spoke for ‘freedom’ at a 

time when freedom was still circumspect that he retains a positive 

national image despite his later moral deficits.  Up until that 

point the concept of freedom itself had possessed an arbitrary 

character, subject to fine points of distinction, between free 

emigrants and emancipists, court juries and rural magistrates 

(Byrne 1990). Whatever the complexities of the Eureka myth, the 

influx of free, independently minded emigrants and the independent 

wealth they generated worked to put the precepts of Liberty well 

and truly in the public domain.  With Eureka came cohesion around 

a national, universalised construct of freedom that for the first 

time expressed the precepts of the Charter in a uniquely 

Australian way. 

 

The number of radical papers, short-lived though they may have 

been, increased and, while their texts would wait upon translation 

for another two decades, radicals began to articulate their 

argument with constructs that drew from the work of Marx and 

Engels.  And then came the Bulletin.  Much has been written on 

this phenomenon of Australian literary nationalism, of its seminal 

role in a national literature through its creation of the first 

truly Australian archetypes and the invitation to its readership 

to contribute their own works.  Indeed, such activity is central 

to the concept of working class literacy and literature as adult 

education and the Bulletin takes centre stage in a crowded field 

of radical papers.  Simply because there has been so much written 

on the Bulletin, further discussion will be limited here, except 

to focus on particular items and individuals where relevant rather 

than any discussion on the publication as a whole.  Henry Lawson 

describes how the Bulletin stimulated his desire to write and 

provided an accessible vehicle for working class literary 

expression, acting as a nexus of radical ideas and radical 

education: 
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I heard Tommy Walker, and Collins, and the rest of ‘em and, of 
course, a host of Yankee free-thought and socialistic 
lecturers.  I wore the green in fancy, gathered at the rising 
of the moon, charged for the fair land of Poland, and dreamed 
of dying on the barricades to the roar of the ‘Marseillaise’ - 
for the Young Australian Republic.  Then came the unexpected 
and inexplicable outburst of popular feeling (or madness) - 
called then the Republican Riots - in ’87, when the Sydney 
crowd carried a disloyal amendment on the Queen’s Jubilee, and 
cheered, at the Town Hall, for an ‘Australian Republic’.  And I 
had to write then - or burst.  The Bulletin saved me from 
bursting.       (Lawson in Barnes 1969:71-2) 

 

Kiernan argues that the Bulletin worked effectively both as a 

medium of the editor's and journalist's expression and as a means 

of expanding its reader’s cultural world: 

 
Both JF Archibald and later AG Stephens were Francophiles, 
encouraging their readership in Zola, Maupassant and other 
European and American writers. During the 1890s the Bulletin 
Book Exchange, a service to readers, listed titles by 
Dostoievsky and Tolstoi, George Elliot, Mark Twain and W.D. 
Howells, Olive Schreiner, Engels, Lombroso and Nordau, and C.H. 
Pearson’s National Life and Character.    (Kiernan 1989:181) 
 

Moore argues that the bush legend was a construct of bohemians in 

the 1890s who ‘lived, drank, played, and worked in the cities, 

projecting their own bohemian qualities onto the bush from the 

safety of Sydney and Melbourne’ (Moore 1998:1-2).  Wilkes 

(1981:46-7) agrees that the ‘bush legend’ fostered by the Bulletin 

was an illusion that only a selective reading of Lawson, Furphy, 

and other writers of the time could sustain.  True, the Bulletin 

did support a chauvinistic Australian culture and literature, 

replacing its masthead of ‘Australia for the Australians’ after 

Federation with the even more extreme ‘Australia for the White 

Man’ (Webb & Enstice 1998:230-1).  However, to gain popularity 

cultural myths must represent what is imaginatively aspired to, 

what lifts the spirit from despair and, in the cultural context, 

myths have at least as much relevance as what is actually 

achieved.  E P Thompson discusses a similar, though differently 

inspired phenomenon of the ‘myth of rural life’ that developed in 

the British left, arguing that it offers: 
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… a vast reserve of unrealised, or only partially achieved, 
possibilities – a past that gives us glimpses of other 
possibilities of human nature, other ways of behaving (even 
‘organic’ ones) … [that draws] just enough evidence, in a rite 
of neighbourhood, in a traditional skill [to posit] a future 
that never arrived.    (E P Thompson 1994:252)    
 
For the working class of nineteenth century Australia, the 

Bulletin carried an existing tradition of radical papers to its 

fullest expression.  Miles Franklin points out the creative agency 

of Archibald and his sub-editors in the grooming of the classic 

bush yarn ‘into one of the crispest and most workman-like of short 

stories extant’ (Franklin [1944]2002:54).  Through the Bulletin’s 

editorial recipe of ‘brevity’ and ‘liveliness’ and the support 

given to beginners showing talent, the bush yarn evolved into the 

first truly national genre the development of a uniquely 

Australian identity.  Amateur contributors were certainly not 

unique to the Bulletin, but the active encouragement and grooming 

of them make it unique among its peers.  Perhaps one inspired by 

the Bulletin to try his hand at radical journalism may have been 

William Robert Winspear, who began his career with an amateur, 

family-produced paper The Radical (1887) which, to everyone’s 

surprise, rapidly gained a wide readership (Burgmann 1983:162-

177).  Burgmann cites the Radical's inaugural editorial leader the 

young Winspear modestly declared: ‘In launching The Radical upon 

the great Ocean of Life we are actuated by one controlling motive, 

which is to work for some alteration in the existing state of 

society.’  Following on somewhat less modestly, Winspear also 

stated that he took ‘the entire capitalist system’ as his enemy, 

and by August that year his paper had been invited by the ASL to 

become their official ‘medium of agitation’ (Burgmann 1983:164).  

In 1888 The Radical was re-launched as The Australian Radical, An 

Advocate of Liberty, Equality and Fraternity, quoting J S Mill in 

its leader: 

 
We look forward to a time when society will no longer be 
divided into the idle and the industrious; when the rule that 
they who do not work shall not eat, will be applied, not to 
paupers only but impartially to all; and when the division of 
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the produce of labour will be made by concert on an 
acknowledged principle of justice. 

      (Australian Radical 10.03.1888:1) 
 

This Utilitarian logic was, of course, aimed up the class ladder.  

Winspear’s own motivation was steeped in the co-operative ethos 

and it wasn’t long before he was at odds with the ASL, declaring 

himself a ‘scientific socialist’ who would not be cowed by 

‘majority rule’, even amongst socialists.  Winspear expressed 

these struggles in the pages of the Australian Radical (Sept 28th 

1889:3), the issues forming part of the larger debate between the 

emerging socialist paradigms exemplified in Bellamy’s gradualist 

State socialism and the aesthetic socialism of Morris’ News From 

Nowhere ([1891]1970). 

 

In an environment where access to books remained limited for 

the poorer sections of the society, newspapers and magazines 

played an important function in keeping the local, regional, and 

metropolitan populace informed.  Their centrality made these 

newspapers an arena of struggle for editorial control and 

influence between conservative and radical groups.  Courageous 

rural editors, such as those of the Victorian ‘liberal Western 

District newspapers’, ‘were effective thorns in the flesh of the 

squatter-kings, who would bridle or silence the provincial press 

where they could, sometimes buying out a vocal enemy and 

appointing a puppet editor’ (Lawson 1983:8).  Conservative and 

liberal-run papers also increased and a collation of 1888 

centennial issues provides a snapshot of the period’s popular 

print media.23  The conservative Presbyterian and Australian 

Witness of 1888 follows the style of its peers abroad, using small 

fictions to preach morality and reward for personal effort, 

advising ‘Boys’ against reading novels by likening this activity 

to dipping ‘a clean sponge … into a running gutter’ 

(28.01.1888:9).  Not surprisingly, the Catholic Freeman’s Journal 

                                                           
23 This is quite a remarkable collection, available on film but which I 
was fortunate enough to view in the original, Mitchell Library X079.9943. 
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explores religion-related issues and regularly reports on ‘The 

Irish Question’, citing local travesties of justice and events in 

Ireland, such as ‘a monster meeting … at Achil Island … [where] 

the crowd stoned the police, who were ordered to fire on the mob’ 

(Jan 1888:9).  Amongst them all, the critical, satirical wit of 

the Tribune, a Weekly Journal of Fact, Fun and Fiction, lived up 

to its subtitle with prose, verse, and particularly cartoons, 

following the Bulletin’s lead with its humorous irreverence.   

 

By the 1890s the definitive style of radical papers, with 

columns of short, pithy reports and acerbic, hyperbolic comment 

showed its long line of inheritance through two centuries of 

radical press.  The feisty, atheistic and determinedly socialist 

irreverence of Justice, The Australian Organ of Social Democracy 

displays the optimism of the period: 

 
Socialism, with its myriads [sic] of tiny teeth is steadily 
gnawing at the rotten and corrupt pillars of State and Church; 
and neither police, pimps, nor informers, can stop one 
billionth part of a second its persistent and restless march. 

   (Justice 24.02.1894:1) 
 

Justice supported W H Macnamara and S A Rosa in the battle with 

their charge, then conviction and imprisonment for disseminating 

the banned journal Hard Cash, an expose of corruption in the 

banking and corporate world.  Justice also regularly advertised 

Rosa’s utopian novel, The Coming Terror, or the Australian 

Revolution (1894), which Webb and Enstice suggest was written as a 

‘rebuttal of the ‘Invasion Imposture’ promoted by politicians’ 

(Webb & Enstice 1998:231). 

 

The economic turbulence of the 1890s brought grim poverty to 

bush and city alike, one that obtruded on the utopian imagination, 

tainting hopes of a ‘working men’s paradise’ ever being achieved.  

Manifold (1965) argues that Banjo Patterson’s verse of this period 

reflects his sense of loss of the pre-capitalist anarchism of his 

rural childhood and harks back to a ‘Golden Age’ mythology.  
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Patterson ‘did not envisage any turning back the clock in 

practice’ and, though he was not ‘in the least dismayed by the 

prospect of revolution’ in the shearers’ strikes, seemed ‘to have 

lost interest in the struggle as soon as it became parliamentary 

and respectable’ (Manifold 1965:9-10).  But the experience of the 

misery of unemployed men ‘on the wallaby’ in a harsh outback was 

much more profound for Henry Lawson, and his anger at the 

injustices meted out by squatters instigated his famous prophecy 

‘that the sons of bush hardship will’: 

 
… make the tyrants feel the sting 

Of those that they would throttle; 
They needn’t say the fault is ours 
If blood should stain the wattle. 

(Lawson in McLaren 1989:53) 
 

Lawson came closest to fulfilling the role of Bard of the people, 

as Frank the Poet once had, speaking their hopes and their pains, 

and defiance.  But he was not to reach his true stature in the 

canon then, as Furphy presciently remarked: ‘He has done work that 

will be better appreciated by the next generation than this’ (in 

Franklin [1944]2002:137).  The 1890s were vastly differing 

experiences depending upon the social level.  While the 

nationalist programme was being forged on the strike lines and in 

the pages of the Bulletin things were far from stable in the civil 

world, as Docker argues: 

 
… all was anomie; loss of hegemony, societal breakdown, things 
falling apart.  For the anti-utopians the crisis was very 
possibly the end, the apocalypse, this is it, we’re gone; the 
utopians, however, felt such a crisis might be the supreme 
historical opportunity.        (Docker 1991:73) 
 

While the working class was developing a more aggressive 

nationalism, reading their own writers in ever greater numbers, 

the middle classes still preferred their reading material to 

resonate with Britishness.  In 1896 Desmond Byrne observed of 

periodicals produced by Australians, such as: 

 
… the Colonial Monthly (established by Marcus Clarke), the 
Melbourne Review, the Centennial Magazine, and the Melbourne 
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Critic … promised so well that their want of support is not 
easily explainable.  It has been attributed to an unreasoning 
prejudice, an assumption that being locally produced they must 
necessarily be inferior; but this probably does the reading 
public less than justice.  Apparently from their contents, most 
of the magazines failed because they were made too Australian 
in character, too unlike the English periodicals to which their 
readers had so long been accustomed.  (Byrne in Barnes 1969:54) 
  
At the turn of the century there were numerous independent 

socialist and diverse radical papers in publication, augmented 

with fugitive literature such as pamphlets, tracts and 

correspondence.  The popularity of the Bulletin demonstrates a 

strong readership for Australian material and a growing sense of 

collective working class identity.  In Victoria alone radical 

political culture fostered numerous groups and associations: 

Tocsin Clubs, The Victorian Socialist’s League, the Victorian 

Labour Federation, the Labour Church, the Women’s Political and 

Social Crusade, the Hegemony Club, a Yarra Bank Propaganda Group, 

the Richmond Working Men’s Clubs, the Knights of Labour and a 

Marxian Club (Bongiorno 1998:65).  Most of these conducted 

educational activities, some with their own schools, and almost 

all published journals or papers that were sold by subscription 

and at the open air events which comprised much of working class 

social life.  Bongiorno (1998:68) points out that the Tocsin and 

Tocsin Clubs took their lead from the Fabian Socialism of 

Manchester journalist Robert Blatchord’s Clarion and Clarion 

Clubs, espousing a form of ‘radical agrarianism’ epitomised by 

Georgist ideas that was especially suited to Australian notions of 

equity and the redistribution of wealth.  The Tocsin’s editorial 

leader attempted to broaden perceptions of working class identity:  

 
We don’t particularly care whether the labourer uses a shovel 
or a theodolite, a tape measure or a violin bow, the reins of a 
sanitary wagon or the pen of a poet, We are Labour’s Tocsin 
against Idleness, against Parasitism, against Caste, against 
Flunkeyism, against Expropriation.       (Tocsin 02.10.1897:1) 
 

In its early days the Tocsin was vibrantly, artistically radical, 

carrying Norman and Lionel Lindsay’s cartoons, local and overseas 
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short stories that varied between savage moral fable, political 

argument, and fiercely satiric poetry such as ‘To the Poor’: 

 
Sheer folly ‘tis to blame, 

We grind you for your own good; 
We set you tasks of shame 
To try your fortitude. 

 
We may drink your wine and beer, boys 

And soil the girl you love, 
But we’re only selfish here, boys 

To make you rich above. 
 

The Hard road is the sure, 
And wealth is only mud; 
Believe our motives pure, 

Although we suck your blood. 
 

For we love you, so we’re willing 
Our own pure souls to sell; 

Or to plunder your last shilling 
And run the risk of Hell. 

 
How foolish to complain 
When mortgage vipers hiss 
Our martyrdom of gain 

Ensure your future bliss. 
 

Be contented in your station 
And crawl before our might 

For the law of compensation24

Will make the total right. 
(M I Olnir, Oct 28 1897:4) 

 
By 1899 the Tocsin had lost the Lindsays, most of the poetry, and 

much of its aesthetic verve, becoming more serious in its 

approach, in line with many of its peers.25  Indeed, the early 

twentieth century saw a narrowing and tightening of the style of 

radical journalism in which humour and satire gave way to more 

serious, theoretically informed discourse.  

                                                           
24 The law of compensation was a Wesleyan invention proposing that those 
who suffered the inequities of their low station nobly and, more 
importantly, quietly in this life would be rewarded in heaven (Thompson 
1968:32).  
25 Norman Lindsay’s fictionalised memoir, Rooms & Houses (1968) tells of 
his growing resistance to being coerced for the cause, saying that he had 
been inveigled into it by the editor’s fanatical political enthusiasms 
but had found it a financially unrewarding and artistically cramping 
experience. 
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One of the many British radicals committed to working class 

education who made a significant contribution to the serious 

literature of the radical press is Henry Earnest Boote.  Boote’s 

journalism and editorships of numerous papers, included the 

Bundaberg Guardian (1894-1897), Queensland Worker (1902-1911), and 

as leader, feature writer, then editor of the Sydney Australian 

Worker (Syson 1996).  Boote took on the issue of the slave labour 

of Aboriginals and Kanakas in the florid terminology of the age 

that Syson argues is a ‘peculiar form of White Australianism’ 

(Syson 1996:78-9), both reflecting and challenging the 

contradictions inherent in his peer’s thinking.  Syson argues that 

this inclination to play to the prejudices of the readership, 

while subtly exposing them, is a tactic that took Boote’s writing 

beyond mere journalistic rhetoric: 

 
The working class culture being reconstructed here as a context 
in which we can place Boote has several facets.  Taking place 
in a political climate in which the forces of (Australian) 
socialism and Marxism are in a process of (re)alignment … it is 
a culture of heady debate that is at times centred in the 
labour press which distributes newspapers like the Australian 
Worker to workers, some of whom are also reading the classics 
of Marxism.  Simultaneously, it is a culture in which some of 
the classics of working class literature are promoted and read.  
And … it is a culture that sometimes displays little respect 
for generic boundaries.          (Syson 1996:89) 
 
Another radical paper carrying on the tradition of working 

class education was Frank Fox’s Lone Hand, a powerful potpourri of 

exposes of exploitative employers, corrupt businessmen, and 

support for the White Australia policy.26  Excepting its general 

support for ‘White Australia’, the Lone Hand’s high content of 

fiction is not otherwise unbalanced in its representation of 

contemporary issues.  A small sampling (v.1, May-Oct 1907) 

reflects the mix: Henry Fletcher’s dystopian love story set in a 

                                                           
26 The Lone Hand column ‘For the public good’ featured articles on high 
profile ‘sweaters’ and, at least in case of the Harper starch company 
workers (July 1907:313,320), won the employees better conditions.  Its 
expose of John Wren (June 1907:82,9) gave full details of Wren’s private 
life and his business and political machinations, predating Frank Hardy’s 
Power Without Glory (1950) by some 43 years. 
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State-run eugenics program, ‘Love hath wings, time: 2007AD’; 

Lawson’s ‘A tragic comedy’, about an anonymous Chinese shepherd’s 

incidental murder; Lois Esson’s perceptive story, ‘The sacred 

place’, about a ‘Mohmmedan’; and C A Jeffries's dystopian Asian 

invasion, ‘A hero of Babylon’.  An editorial article, most likely 

written by Fox, explains the Lone Hand’s support for the White 

Australia policy:  America had built itself on Negro slaves and 

Chinese coolies where Australian enterprise had mostly been built 

upon free white men’s labour and, by keeping undesirable elements 

out of Australia, ‘the continent has been “saved up” for 

newcomers’ who will be met with: 

 
… all the machinery of civilisation, free from race problems, 
inhabited by a people remarkable for humanitarian ideals ready 
at hand for a flood of white immigrants to lift it up to a 
prominent place among the nations, as a happy, as well as 
prosperous people.                  (Lone Hand June 1907:67-9) 
 
While a White Australia had gained considerable currency 

amongst much of the nationalist working class press, a core of 

socialists maintained an internationalist position.  The 

Melbourne-based Socialist declared its heritage with May Day 

greetings to:  ‘Robert Owen, Ferdinand Lassalle, Karl Marx, 

Frederick Engels, Liebknecht, William Morris, Stepniak (and ten 

thousand Russian martyrs to our glorious cause), H M Hyndman, 

Peter Kropotkin, Robert Blatchford and Kier Hardy’.  In this same 

volume the Socialist expounded co-operative endeavour and 

brotherhood and, announcing the newly formed Socialist Party, 

declared a truly radical platform: 

 
At the outset we wish to make it quite clear as to our exact 
aim and object.  We are Socialists, wishful above all things to 
advance Socialism, and by socialism we mean, as scientific 
socialists do, the common public ownership of the agencies of 
wealth production, and this involves the complete suppression 
of the capitalist system and the conducting of all industrial 
and trading operations on a co-operative basis.   

              (Socialist, v.1, n.2 April 2nd 1906) 
 

The Socialist Institute advertisement in this issue makes clear 

their stand against racism: 'Comrades, other than Australian or 
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British, receive an especially hearty welcome, and are asked to 

remember that we are Cosmopolitans and delight in learning from 

other nationalities' (Socialist, v.1, n.2 April 2nd 1906).  From 

this advertisement it is evident that literature and education 

played a central function in the Victorian Socialist Party’s (VSP) 

activities, their Institute a ‘depot for socialist literature’ 

from Europe, America and Australia.  The VSP sold literature at 

meetings and street lectures that were increasingly subject to 

official harassment.27  Sunday night lectures became very popular 

and, denied tenure on their lease of the Bijou Theatre, were 

forced to move to the Zion Hall (Socialist v.1, n.9 July 28).28  A 

group more persecuted still was the Industrial Workers of the 

World (IWW) commonly know as the Wobblies, whose organisation was 

banned and members arbitrarily deported during WWI.  Yet they 

emerged, diminished but unbowed, in strident revolutionary form 

with Industrial Solidarity (July 5th 1919:1) taking on the remnants 

of craft unionism, comparing its myopic self-interest to 

industrial unionism’s universality with a table of opposites 

including: 

 
I am craft-conscious; I think, talk, and dream of nothing but 
my trade; I have no understanding, no interest, no time for my 
class.  
                                       VS   
I am Class-Conscious; my arms encircle the earth, I embrace all 
wage-earners; I make the injury to One the concern of all. 
 

The Wobblies were not interested in what they considered the 

‘sham’ of arbitration, arguing that ‘since we have to fight, we 

should fight the class war clean.  It is better that the Masters 

and the Workers should know each other for what they are, open 

                                                           
27 Arrests of socialist street speakers and general harassment by police 
arbitrarily using the ‘move on law’ are reported in the Socialist (v.1, 
n.18-20, 1906).  Other numbers carry articles dealing with the arrest and 
imprisonment of socialists for selling ‘blasphemous’ literature.  
Burgmann’s (1985) study supports these claims. 
28 A photo of one of these in the Socialist (n.1,v.5, June 2nd 1906) shows 
a packed 2-tiered hall surrounding a large banner of Karl Marx’s ‘Workers 
of the World Unite’.  
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enemies fighting for the possession of the earth’.29  Small though 

each may have been, the combined educational reach of socialists, 

anarchists, Georgists, Wobblies and other radicals, through the 

radical press, bookshops, libraries, reading rooms and reading 

circles, reached a new peak in the first decade of the twentieth 

century. 

 

Political and labour groups also wrote and commissioned their 

own publications and, as the reviewer in the Age (25th Oct 1887), 

commented:  

 
It is characteristic of much of the fugitive literature of our 
day, that it emanates from the pens specially associated with 
the inner life of the various political and social movements 
demanding attention.               (in Murphy 1896:frontspiece) 
   

It was in such publications that working class writers might 

advance their own and their reader’s level of literacy while going 

about the ordinary business of making a report.  The Report of the 

New South Wales Labour Defence Committee is a prime example, 

giving the history of the Maritime strike in narrative form:30  

 
But gold braid and brass buttons are poor compensation for so 
many hours of weary responsibility.  Human nature enslaved on 
the Bridge contracted a sympathy for human nature striving for 
freedom in the fo’castle.  It brooded over the wrongs of that 
man strutting about in the pomp of brief authority at sea, 
whilst his wife and child eked out a pinched existence on 
shore.  The great ship did his bidding, he was lord of the 
winds and the waves, but he was himself the most pitiful of 
slaves - an industrial slave- and now he was going to aim a 
blow for freedom.          (Aug-Nov 1890:9,14-15) 

 
And again in the same document in a complaint of the campaign of 

misrepresentation of the unions’ cause by the press: 

 
The only question asked with fretful repetition was “Will they 
never be satisfied?”  Thus Ignorance mated with Indifference 
begat the spirit of Profound Contempt for the Working Man, and 
they all three went to war in support of the House of Have. 
 

                                                           
29 From an editorial ‘To hell with arbitration! An open letter to Justice 
Higgins’ on page 2 of the same number. 
30 In a collection of reports and balance sheets of the Labour Council of 
New South Wales in the Mitchell Library #A3859. 
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In conclusion the report argues the case of the new Labor Party: 

 
This, then, is over and above all others the greatest lesson of 
the strike- that our organisation must become a means of 
education and constitutional power.  Already it is half learnt.  
We have come out of the conflict a United Labour Party, 
destined amid all the hypocrisy of political life to brighten 
the lot of our children - if not our own lot. 

 

Writing styles differ widely, and certainly not all such reports 

were written with as much literary sensibility, but that this 

example is not unique provides an insight into the literary 

aesthetic working class leaders of the period brought to their 

ordinary duties.  Unions and other left political organisations 

disseminated their literature through their own networks and 

people who read did so where and when they could, passing on 

anything of interest to friends and family.  Lyons and Taksa’s 

study of ordinary people’s reading behaviour between 1890 and 1930 

found the ‘existence of informal social and literary networks 

which sustained a specific working class culture’ (Lyons & Taksa 

1992:ch.10).   

 

iii) Knowledge is power: the literary ethos of liberal and radical 

working class education 

 
Men in their haughtiness, and their pettiness and exclusiveness 
may stand aloof, and long seek to destroy the intellectual and 
moral advancement of society.  But however long delayed, truth 
must achieve its victory at last.  So we have seen a number of 
giddy boys seeking in their foolish phantasies to repel the 
rising tide by heaping up their mounds of sand.  As break after 
break is made, it is as eagerly sought to be repaired - but it 
is all in vain.  Wave follows wave in the destructive assault.  
Embankment after embankment tumbles down, some one may stand 
longer than the rest.  But while its little occupant is 
exulting in his fancied security, the whelming waters have 
risen upon him and compel his retreat.  

(Lillie in Candy & Laurent 1994:327)31  
 

Despite attempts by such ‘giddy boys,’ these Enlightenment 

sentiments reflect a view widely permeating the culture, that the 
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progress of ordinary people was as inevitable as that of science.  

Inevitable too, was that the educational environment in the colonies 

reflected the culture of the home country, if somewhat muted by the 

lack of an industrial working class base.  Here, the nexus of 

working class autodidactics and mutual improvement groups with 

liberal-inspired educational institutions was strengthened through a 

greater dependence upon middle class self-interest or philanthropy.  

Few artisans or labourers had the resources for the establishment of 

libraries and learning institutes, so these necessarily came from 

people with sufficient economic and social position to raise funds 

and purchase locally or import texts.32  As in Britain, literacy and 

literature formed the ethos of education for all classes, but 

without the group resources of industrial working class 

organisations access to literature was further restricted for the 

poor.  Yet they managed somehow, and Webby’s study shows that ‘many 

colonists had considerable collections of often extremely high 

quality literature, whilst even the poorest seem to have enjoyed a 

good read, if only of the Newgate Calendar’ (Webby 1971:3).  With 

entertainment limited even the rich sometimes found personal 

resources stretched and gentlemen clubbed together to form reading 

rooms, literary and philosophical societies.  These provided members 

with catalogues of other private libraries or accrued collections 

for subscription libraries, most of which were out of bounds to the 

poorer classes, when not by actual proscription, then by class and 

cost (Webby 1994:29-32).33  Most of these earliest literary 

associations were short-lived, falling into tedium amongst their 

exclusive founders, or failing to attract sufficient gentlemen to 

keep their libraries operational; and finding that such costly 

                                                                                                                                                                                
31 The closing statements of a lecture given by the reverend Dr John 
Lillie to the Hobart Town Mechanic’s Institute on 24th Oct 1854 (in Candy 
& Laurent 1994:327-334). 
32 Webby’s (1971:ch.1) thesis shows that books were in high demand and 
auctions of single volumes and whole libraries, often belonging to 
gentlemen returning home, were a regular event within the first decade of 
colonisation.  
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exclusivity was not appreciated by many who might otherwise have 

been attracted.  In towns around the colonies, some ambitious group 

or well-intentioned benefactor would periodically propose the 

establishment of a public library, and numerous false starts 

occurred before one or another was successful.  Eventually private 

libraries were either absorbed by a School of Arts or Mechanics 

Institute or evolved into a state or municipal library.  

 

Mechanics Institutes spread with the Empire as an integral 

part of British culture, and varied as widely as the communities in 

which they were established.  Laurent (1994:183-4) makes the point 

that, while the educational culture was inherited, Australia’s 

strong agricultural base meant that these institutes here did not 

possess the ethos of industrial working class strength.  Where 

artisans had a stronger role in the formation of such institutes in 

Britain, in Australia clergymen were often to be found at the 

vanguard of the movement and, of these, Eastwood (1994:73) notes a 

high representation from the Non-conformist religions.  Van Dieman’s 

Land was the first Mechanics Institute in 1827 and, though fortunes 

fluctuated wildly with false starts and rapid closures, by mid-

century most major centres possessed some form of adult learning 

institute (Candy 1994:2-3).  The Reverend Dr Lang, credited with the 

impetus for the establishment of the Sydney Mechanics School of Arts 

(1833), began his Australian educational endeavours on the journey 

out in 1831, holding classes with fellow passengers.  Lang’s classes 

on arithmetic and geometry only managed to attract five or six 

regular attendees, plus a few observers, but when he acceded to 

requests for classes in political economy these classes ballooned to 

over thirty.34  Yet when the Sydney Institute eventuated, rather 

than take the lead indicated by the interests of the target 

                                                                                                                                                                                
33 Webby (1971) shows that most of the early libraries and reading rooms 
set high joining fees and membership ‘ballots’ to eliminate the need to 
actively proscribe citizens of lower rank.  
34 Related by the Rev. Henry Carmichael, Vice President of the Sydney 
Mechanic’s Institute in his inaugural address at the Institute’s opening 
ceremony (New South Wales Magazine, v.1,n.11, Sept 1833).  
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clientele it followed its British parent’s suit with the 

proscription of classes in political economy.35

 

Literacy, reading groups and libraries were at the heart of 

all such organisations, as Candy (1994:8) notes: ‘Even before they 

had a building, most institutes had a small library, and when a 

building was erected, the library and reading room were universally 

regarded as central to its purpose.’  The decision as to what went 

into these libraries provoked the same conflict between the 

‘improvers’ and the ‘entertainers’ (Candy 1994:9) as occurred 

throughout the Empire.  The idea that working class people might mix 

a little enjoyment or, even worse, politics and economics, with 

their learning, was as distasteful to the colonial reformer as to 

their peers at home.  These early institutes followed their peers 

abroad, banning economic and political works entirely, and limiting 

the fiction on their shelves to the ‘improving’ type (Eastwood 

1994:68).  Where in Britain people could find such preferred topics 

at Socialist institutions (Eastwood 1994:64) there were few similar 

alternatives here until later in the century.  Much that was 

purchased locally or imported for public and institute libraries 

passed through the censorious eyes of improvers, hence ‘useful’ 

texts tended to dominate, limiting entertainment and, consequently, 

members.  This appears to have been a problem with most of the 

libraries, and 1844 finds a letter to the editor of the Sydney 

Morning Herald bemoaning the fact that ‘novels must be introduced 

into a library, to make it succeed’ (in Webby 1994:33).  Indeed, it 

would appear that the lack of novels meant the demise of so many 

libraries that it is difficult to ascribe their exclusion to 

anything else but bigoted obstinacy.  Towards the end of the century 

this resistance to ‘lighter’ reading gave way and the public’s 

                                                           
35 The New South Wales Magazine was a strong supporter of the Sydney 
Institute, carrying regular articles and notices, including its 
curriculum and lecture dates. 
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appetite for fiction had begun to be catered to by most successful 

libraries.36

  

Studies of these Institutes frequently observe that, while 

establishment rhetoric stated the aim of catering to mechanics, the 

main beneficiaries were middle class and artisans who had sufficient 

education to understand the scientific tomes, and perhaps sufficient 

income to purchase novels of their own.37   Certainly, as Laurent 

(1994) points out, science was the topic of the era and geology, 

chemistry, the evolution of species and other natural science topics 

were of great interest, particularly amongst agricultural workers.  

That they provided a valuable educational resource with literacy 

classes and libraries, particularly to regions more isolated from 

resources is undoubted, as Candy argues: 

 
Whatever criticisms can be levelled at the institutes, there 
must still be much of merit to commend them when a group of 
workers in a remote and isolated part of the Australian outback 
were able to claim so much for the educational, cultural, 
social and even economic impact of this particularly Australian 
variant of Hudson’s “people’s seminaries”.     (Candy 1994:23)38                   

 

And, as Scates points out:  

 
Nor were the mechanics institutes, public libraries and other 
such sites of learning insulated from the ‘intellectual 
upheaval’ that nourished nineteenth-century radicalism.  All 
the reading that drew young Edwin (E J) Brady away from Church 
and Family was to be found in Sydney’s School of Arts, 
including weighty tomes of Marx and the lighter utopian 
romances of Morris and Bellamy.                (Scates 1997:44) 
 

                                                           
36 The Rockhampton School of Arts library gives a good indication of 
typical contents (Murdoch 1994:ch.14). The school’s clientele was almost 
exclusively middle class, the pattern of these institutions (Murdoch 
1994:296).  
37 Laurent (1994:194) disputes this, arguing that science-based lectures 
were popular amongst the working classes and, since most libraries 
invited purchase requests and the largest category held by the libraries 
was science, at least a portion must have been requested by working class 
members. 
38 This comment in particular is regarding the application for State 
funding made by a group of agricultural workers for the Peak Downs 
Station School of Arts, which states the phenomenal effect of the 
institute on changing the behaviour of the rural workers. 
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Yet, while they may have been exposed to radical ideas and 

supported the goals of the labour movement, most of those who used 

these facilities provided for their own social and economic 

advancement rather than that of their class as a whole.  Farrell 

points out that the ‘respectable striving and commitment to upward 

mobility of the average worker’ had inspired the visiting Fabian 

socialist Albert Metin to develop his thesis (1902) of ‘socialism 

without doctrine’ that became a common descriptor of the Australian 

labour movement (Farrell 1990:117-8).  Yet, reading was not just 

central to the individual radical’s intellectual development, but 

the origin and maintenance of an oppositional culture, as Scates 

points out:                                                     

 
Reading, then, was integral to the oppositional culture of the 

1890s.  It was not just that the books were (sometimes) written 
by radicals, or that conservative authors were reinterpreted in 
a radical way.  When workers took to reading they laid claim to 
a world poverty had denied to them.  Reading could turn upside 
down all the inequalities of nineteenth-century society.’  
            (Scates 1997:45) 

 

Literature and literacy were central to working class advancement 

and the Melbourne Eight Hours League founded a Literary Institute 

in their new Trades Hall building in 1858 (Hagan 1977:10).  

Outside the cities rural workers sought education in mutual 

improvement societies, such as the Penrith railway enginemen who 

formed their reading group in 1880 (Patmore 1985:103).  By 1891 

the NSW Railways established the Railway Institute and, though the 

union was successful in its demand for a library and lecture hall, 

the content that eventuated reflected their employer’s interests 

(Patmore 1985:103-5).  Patmore suggests that, within its 

limitations, the Institute was well patronised by employees and so 

a ‘good example of management and worker co-operation’ (Patmore 

1985:105).  However, as Friesen and Taksa point out, workers did 

not ‘passively accept the ideas of the employer class nor of those 

educationists [who] championed a consensus ideology on the 

employer’s behalf’ (Friesen & Taksa 1996:177).   
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Other political and philosophical movements were active as 

educational organisations, few more so in their time than the 

Australasian Secular Association (1882) (ASA).39  The radical 

enthusiasms of Joseph Symes, Victorian ASA President, writer and 

editor of their popular paper the Liberator (1884), infused the 

ASA Lyceums with raised spirits and and sense of community that 

countered any ‘lingering disappointment with the loss of religious 

faith’ (Smith 1963:56).40  Mutual Improvement Classes were so 

popular with ASA members that, in the report of 1884, the 

Secretary proudly expressed a hope that they might produce ‘a 

Jenny Lind, a Demosthenes … or even a Shakespeare’ (Smith 

1963:49).  As the ASA’s Vice-Conductor, the radical poet Bernard 

O’Dowd produced an anthology of secularist poetry and prose 

extracts, the Lyceum Tutor, that was used in their Sunday Schools 

(Smith 1963:50).41  While the secularist stance of the Liberator 

was radical and the paper was popular amongst working class 

readers, Smith argues that the ASA represents the self-help oeuvre 

of the aspirational middle class.  One of a number of 

contemporary, but more broadly working class organisations, the 

Australian Socialist League (ASL) had regular lectures in its 

meeting room in Sydney, which doubled as a popular reading room.  

Charging one penny for access to ‘more than 220 different papers 

from overseas, mainly from Britain, United States, France, 

Germany, Italy and Spain’ (Burgmann 1985:38), the internationalism 

of the ASL reflected the ethnic mix in its membership.  This 

tradition of a combination of social activities, literature and 

                                                           
39 The ASA members considered themselves ‘Freethinkers’, espousing a 
materialist philosophy of evolution, as evinced in Spencer’s doctrine of 
the Unknowable: ‘To study the Known, to investigate the Knowable, and to 
confess the impossibility of saying anything about the Unknowable’ (Smith 
1963:50). 
40 A controversial character with enormous energy and strong opinions, 
Symes made a number of unsuccessful attempts to enter parliament, 
becoming violently eccentric in later life. 
41 Symes had little sympathy for the working class cause and his attacks 
on the anarchist and socialist allies of the secularists almost equalled 
the ferocity of his hatred of all things monarchist and religious.  While 
this encouraged public debate, it ‘spelt the doom of the A.S.A.’ (Smith 
1963:62). 
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political education for working class people came to its full 

potential in the activities of the Victorian Socialist Party 

(VSP).  The VSP was lauded by Dr Lloyd Ross as a ‘leading adult 

education body from 1905-1930’ and, as this description by Morris 

of the VSP activities shows, they provided perhaps the most truly 

radical working class education of all: 

 
The VSP was a school for agitators, a community centre for 
socialists, a training ground for labor politicians and trade 
unionists, a political organisation which included among its 
members poets, economists, agitators, rationalists and 
Christians-supporters, fellow travellers and even critics of 
socialism.          (Morris 1992:232) 
 

Bongiorno argues that ‘most of Marx’s early works were not 

accessible to English readers and his writings on politics were 

also mainly unavailable’ (Bongiorno 1998:67).  But in the first 

decade of the twentieth century readers of the Socialist were 

offered: Value Price and Profit, Wage Labour and Capital, Summary 

of Marx’s Capital by A P Hazell, The Origin of the Family by 

Engels, Private Property and the State, and Socialism: Utopian and 

Scientific, The Communist Manifesto and the Eighteenth Brumaire of 

Louis Bonaparte by Marx & Engels, as well as a range of pamphlets 

by British, European and local socialists (Bongiorno 1998:67). 

 

However, these organisations's memberships were not mutually 

exclusive and then, as now, people used whatever facilities 

accommodated their needs and interests, going where they felt 

comfortable when they were able.  As well as a political 

education, young people needed more formal training in employable 

skills and Working Men’s Colleges (WMC) acted as a precursor to 

both the Workers’ Educational Association (WEA) and Technical 

Colleges.  As with the Schools of Arts and Mechanics Institutes, 

their nexus with the middle class did not necessarily facilitate 

working class interests.  William Emmett Murphy is perhaps one of 

the best examples of a radical working class educator who tried to 

work within the establishment.  Murphy held literary expression as 

a natural extension of activism, but also saw the provision of 
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more legitimated access to adult education as essential to the 

advancement of the worker’s cause.  An energetic union leader, 

activist and labour historian, Murphy was a significant actor in 

the establishment of the Melbourne WMC for which he remained a 

trustee until 1902.  Murphy’s main literary focus was the history 

of the Eight Hours Movement, but he also wrote extensively on 

historical and contemporary labour and union issues and worked for 

the union cause throughout his life.42  Yet, while Murphy had 

maintained his loyalty to the WMC, and continued to be useful, its 

middle class directors were chary of allowing his unionist 

influence into its classrooms.43  Like other unionists, Murphy put 

his faith in legitimated working class education only to find 

himself used up and discarded in the process.   

 

This was long a problem with working class education that 

involved middle class influence, and similar problems quickly 

emerged with the Workers’ Educational Association (WEA), 

established here in 1913 through the combined effort of university 

academics, liberal adult educators and unions (Higgins 1957).  In 

its first edition the WEA’s monthly journal proposes to ‘satisfy 

the demand for “more light” among the workers’ (The Australian 

Highway March 1919:1) but is decidedly conservative about the 

                                                           
42 Mitchell archives of the ‘Working Men’s College’ and ‘Trades Hall, 
Melbourne’ were evidently kept by Murphy.  These contain records of those 
institutions and extensive collections of related press clippings along 
with Murphy’s own letters, handwriten drafts of Murphy’s articles and 
published copies signed ‘The Vagrant’.  Murphy’s letter (Age 6th May 
1882) makes clear that his intervention prevented the momentum for the 
Melbourne Working Men’s College fading.  The History of the Eight hours 
Movement title page lists Murphy as: ‘Ex-Secretary of the Eight Hours’ 
Anniversary Committees of Victoria, 1881-2-3; Ex-Secretary Trades Hall 
Council, Melbourne; Secretary of the Inter-Colonial Trades Union 
Congress, 1884; author of ‘Labour in Victoria, South Australia, and 
Tasmania’; (Labour and Machinery), &c.’    
43 Murphy’s letters demonstrate that he was trotted out at official 
events and funding meetings with government and show that he resigned his 
trusteeship in 1902 to apply for a much-needed teaching position for 
which he was well qualified.  He was relegated to the position of 
storeman instead.  He again applied for a teaching position in 1912 but 
was moved to the position of caretaker with a cut in what was frequently 
stated by him to be an already insufficient salary. 
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nature of the ‘light’ it sheds.  Professor Meredith Atkinson 

blames the war on the ‘natural aggression of human nature’, P 

Vurgost uses bastard variants of Marxism to denigrate Marx’s 

ideas, and ‘The women’s movement’ column claims to support women’s 

interests, then places them squarely back in ‘their place’.  

Despite support from the labour movement hierarchy and an attempt 

to cater to working class interests, the WEA ultimately failed to 

hold rank and file members (Taksa 1997).  This was again mainly 

due to the influence of middle class liberals, so evident in the 

Sydney School’s support ‘by vice-regal patronage and the colony’s 

educated establishment’ (Taksa 1997:8-9).  Working class people 

saw even the more independent rural establishments as being too 

close to ‘the interests of the local capitalist who subsidised 

them’ and conflict between the WEA’s liberal non-partisan policy 

and union politics was just too great, as Taksa explains: 

 
… the organisation was unable to accommodate both the ideals of 
social emancipation and social harmony.  Within a short time of 
its formation, the association’s offer to address specific 
working class interests was subordinated to the principle of 
non-partisanship adopted from the English Association’s 
constitution.          (Taksa 1997:21) 
 

During WWI principals of the WEA took a pro-conscription position, 

alienating it from many working class organisations, and its 

rhetoric became infused with the language of ‘scientific 

management’ and ‘national efficiency’.  These terms promoted the 

WEA’s stated goal of social harmony while at the same time 

attacking the ‘collectivist consciousness which underpinned labour 

organisation’ (Taksa 1997:28).  This approach ripened in the post-

war period and WEA-promoted concepts such as ‘citizenship’, 

‘education’ and ‘efficiency’ came under sustained oppositional 

critique by working class intellectuals (Taksa 1997:36).  However, 

over time there was an infiltration of radical tutors who taught 

Marxist theory into the WEA, such as Molesworth at Broken Hill 

whom students defended against communist criticism of the WEA in 
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1920.44  Unlike Mechanics Institutes and Schools of Arts, the WEA 

taught classes in Economics and Economic History, which tutors 

reported finding ‘more stimulating than one of ordinary University 

students’.45  Conservative members did not approve such 

intellectual largesse, as a complaint at Arthur Reardon’s lecture 

on the Russian revolution attests (Australian Highway March 

1919:16).  Attendances took the familiar pattern yet again, with 

the 1921 official report observing that ‘the unskilled labourer 

does not attend in appreciable numbers’. 

 

Inspired by the English Plebs League and Labour College 

movement, Australian unions and other radical organisations were 

developing the case for ‘Independent Working Class Education’ in 

educational programmes and literature of their own (Taksa 

1997:37).  Labour Colleges were established in various locations 

across Australia from 1916, with the miner’s union setting up its 

own Plebs League and organising study classes, but after initial 

enthusiasm these all struggled for attendance (Smith 1923:7-8).  

The Victorian Labour College set up by Guido Baracchi and Bill 

Earsman in 1917 (Macintyre 1998:19) and controlled by affiliated 

unions ran free evening classes on Literature, Industrial History 

and Economics (Proletarian Review, n.22, March 7 1922:10-11).  But 

even for working class educators, the problem of maintaining the 

attendance of working people, for whom the exigencies of work and 

domestic demands consumed the vast proportion of their energies, 

proved difficult.  For them, their education continued in time-

honoured tradition, in the plethora of labour and radical 

publications, of newspapers, tracts and pamphlets, and through 

                                                           
44 The Proletarian notes that letters had been received praising the 
Broken Hill WEA’s Mr Molesworth, whose teaching ‘leaves nothing to be 
desired from the standpoint of uncompromisingly revolutionary Marxism’ 
(v.1,n.2, July 1920:14). Later in the twentieth century some institutes 
became dominated by communists and fellow travellers, such as those in 
Queensland, which had their funding removed in 1939 by State government 
legislation (Whitelock 1974:201). 
45 From ‘Tutorial classes and the WEA’, a Report of the Committee of the 
Council of the University of Tasmania, December 1921:9, Fryer Library UQ. 

 177



informal networks of exchange.  Most of the radical newspapers ran 

regular advertisements for associated bookshops and columns of 

recommended reading.  As editor of the Proletarian Review (1920-

1922), Baracchi prescribed books such Nicolai Lenin’s The State 

and Revolution for ‘A proletarian library’ and Andrades Bookshop 

advertised fiction by Jack London, Upton Sinclair and others 

alongside more serious literature such as Marx, Kropotkin and 

Hyndman.  While a comparatively small number of ordinary working 

people sought directed adult education, the working class press 

remained the principal source of worker education well into the 

twentieth century.  Against all efforts by the middle class and 

employers to control their reading and education, working class 

people generally ‘preferred to read the literature officially 

disseminated by the various organisations of the labour movement’ 

(Lyons & Taksa 1992:ch.11).  For the vast majority of the working 

class people, working class life and some form of adult education 

were indivisible, as Johnson explains: 

 
It is often hard to separate radical initiatives from the 
inherited cultural resources of the people more generally.  
There were complex interleavings and dependencies here.  It is 
not sensible to see the working class family, neighbourhood or 
place of work as a part of radical education.  Yet these were - 
or had been - the main educational spaces for working people.  
Radicals occupied them accordingly, often giving them a new 
twist.  They taught their children to read and to think 
politically.  They became accepted as the local ‘scholar’ of 
the neighbourhood.             (Johnson 1993:22) 

 

Most of this adult learning was ad hoc, but it grew as a 

distinct working class tradition with reading and discussion at 

its core.  In reading rooms and lecture halls, at outdoor 

political meetings and in public spaces dedicated to soapbox 

speakers such as Melbourne’s Yarra Bank, ‘the university of the 

working class’ continued the oppositional culture (Freisen & Taksa 

1996:173).  The issue of conscription during WWI galvanised 

socialists and unions to win the public against the government, 

and leading to a schism between pro-conscription Labour Party 

members (Hagan 1977:21).  Winspear, editor of the 1880s Radical 
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and Australian Radical, had recovered from his troubles and re-

entered the radical literary field, writing The Blood Vote, which 

Hagan argues was perhaps ‘the most effective pamphlet issued by 

the anti-conscriptionists for the referendum in 1916’ (Hagan 

1977:21):  

 
They put the dagger into my grasp 
It seemed but a pencil then; 
I did not know it was a fiend agasp 
For the priceless blood of men. 
… 
They gave me the ballot paper 
The grim death warrant of doom 
And I smugly sentenced a man to death 
In that dreadful little room.  

      (Winspear in Hagan 1977:21-24) 
 

With the apparently successful revolution in Russia, a growing 

sense of revolutionary confidence in the remnant of the IIW was 

apparent, as the leading editorial of The Proletariat declared: 

‘Workers! Break your chains!’  

 
In Europe the workers have overthrown autocracy and have 

abolished exploitation.  In Australia Wage-slavery and 
oppression still obtains.  Must we forever remain enslaved, or 
will you - the working class - break the chains which hold you 
in subjection? 
We do not want bloodshed; but we do want a new social order, 

and revolution is the only way to accomplish that.  Workers of 
Australia!  The final struggle is on.  Are you going to do your 
part?  The Time is Now!          (Proletariat 22.03.1919) 
 

A sense of urgency to rise to the occasion permeates these 

publications: ‘Education, and still more Education is the greatest 

necessity of today.  Speakers at the IWW meeting held at the 

Domain last Sunday pointed out the urgent need for working class 

education.’ (Proletariat March 22 1919:4)  A Sunday night lecture 

advertisement leads with, ‘Education is now our only hope’, and 

lists the by now common range of texts by Marx, Engels, Kropotkin, 

Blatchford and others, all available from the ‘literature 

department’ (Proletariat March 22 1919.  Local literature began to 

resonate with the language of international communism and the 

Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) seemed to offer 
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discipline and coherence to that momentum.  Instead, it brought 

yet further division.  

 

The struggles for predominance began in 1919 between the two 

main socialist groups, the VSP and ASP, and saw the VSP withdraw 

arguing that Australian socialism should hold to its own 

traditions rather than accept Soviet dominance of Australian 

communism (Gollan 1975:6-8).  Gollan points out that ASP members 

were well acquainted with Marxist theory but they were elitist and 

remote from the realities of working class politics.  Two other 

groups formed up for contention and it was not until 1922 that a 

single party emerged from this factional and sectional squabbling 

to qualify with the Comintern's conditions.  Comintern approval 

was finally given to the ASP grouping and the new Communist Party 

of Australia (CPA) was closely aligned with the trade union 

movement, espoused a One Big Union policy, and also associated 

with the ALP, fitting well into the CPSU’s 'united front' policy.  

Headed by Jock Garden the CPA initiated a more controlled and 

theoretically directed form of working class education.  The 

Proletarian (March 1923:7-17) promoted Party educational 

programmes, setting out both a strict training agenda for 

organisers and an educational programme for members.46  The effect 

of this ‘education’ is quickly evident in the new Soviet-style 

jargon littering Labour Council of NSW reports by secretary Jock 

Garden during the period between 1920-1930. 

Concluding comments  

In this chapter the British radical tradition became a native 

Australian, forging national identifiers out of historical values 

of freedom, justice and egalitarianism.  But early compromise with 

liberalism brought a long-term cost and racism became a canker on 

the radical soul.  Chapter Five explores the impact of the 

Communist Party on the development of the Australian tradition.  

                                                           
46 The Proletarian acted as an agent for other communist papers from 
Australia, Britain and America, indicating co-ordination by the Party. 
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Chapter 5: The ups and downs of having a Party: The Communist 

Party and the Australian radical literary tradition 

 
i) In the shade of a Coolabah tree: Australian communism, 

national character and the writer  

 
In all these writers there is the same belief in the 

importance of the Common Man, the same ability to present him 
without condescension or awkwardness, the same square-jawed 
“dinkum” determination to do without the fripperies, the modes -- 
and sometimes the graces -- of aesthetic practice, the same 
unembarrassed preference for revealing the simple verities rather 
than the sophistication of human nature.  It is by such qualities 
that an Australian writer usually swiftly reveals to the 
knowledgeable reader his national ethos, and his inheritance -- 
reaching back through Lawson to the “isocratic irreverences” of 
the Pastoral era.        (AA Philips 1966:69-70) 

 
Unlike American nationalism’s individualistic character, grown out 

of ethnically diverse immigrant populations, Australia’s mix of the 

colonised and colonial derived mostly from a British Empire that 

had absorbed its subject peoples.  Of these, the Irish Catholics 

were the most alienated, most represented in the lower classes and 

also in the radical nationalist community.  This exclusion meant 

that Irish folk traditions were retained for longer as a discrete 

form in the broader Australian community.  However, Deane’s 

description of Irish nationalism, ‘a copy of that by which it felt 

oppressed’ (in Eagleton, Jameson & Said 1990:8) has some sympathy 

with the internally dichotomous condition of the Irish in 

Australia, where the colonised culture is subsumed but not 

extinguished, and reified within a hegemonic British culture.  This 

dichotomous state is perhaps best expressed in Christopher 

Brennan’s ‘Irish to English’: 

 
I am not of your blood 
I never loved your ways 

If e’er your deed was good 
I yet was slow to praise 
Irish and rebel both, 
And both unto the end- 

And here I pledge you troth, 
And here I stand your friend 

(Brennan 1916 in Stephens [1933]1969:131) 
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Eagleton points out that ‘the very repressive conditions that make 

it necessary for the subject to express itself freely also tend to 

render it opaque to itself’.  He further argues that, in the 

development of national identity, one constant dynamic is the 

interdependence of the emergent identity upon the hegemonic 

conditions that would repress it (in Eagleton et al 1990:28-9).  In 

this way, Irish-Australian radicalism held to its identity but was 

at once both shaped by the wider British tradition and contributed 

to the shaping of a unique Australian radical nationalism.  The 

Party had all-but subsumed this agenda in the late 1930s, their 

atheism alienating the more conservative Irish Catholics who joined 

B A Santamaria’s ‘Movement’ in a vicious anti-communist campaign. 

  

While the public sphere assimilated the nationalist icons 

promoted by radicalism, the majority contented themselves within 

the Empire and it was for the socialists to continue the campaign 

against capitalism and for an entirely separate, oppositional 

identity for Australia.  Yet, at the turn of the century the small 

canon of uniquely Australian literary heroes had all espoused 

variations of republicanism.  Amongst these the revolutionary poet 

Bernard O’Dowd, radical raconteur Joseph Furphy and ‘Bard of the 

people’, Henry Lawson, loom largest.  Bernard O’Dowd’s vivid verse 

stirred radical consciousness and was held in high regard by peers, 

but he is now not much known outside left wing literary circles.  

It is Lawson’s broad compassion for the victims of capitalism that 

is seen as informing the national identity.  Conservative 

historians such as Barnes (1969:xiv) and Stewart (1975:21) have 

tried to diminish Lawson’s contribution to the national character 

as having only situational and period relevance, but despite such 

attempts the Lawson legacy endures.  The close relationship of 

radical nationalist literature and the socialists drew conservative 

fire against every effort to establish an Australian literary 

aesthetic, Australian universities importing English Literary 

academics who derided any literature that did not conform to their 

aesthetic standard.  At the turn of the century Lawson was taking 
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aim at this hegemonic repression of the radical nationalist 

aesthetic: 

 
Must I turn aside from my destined way 
For a task your Joss would find me? 

I come with the strength of the living day, 
And with half the world behind me; 

I leave you alone in your cultured halls 
To drivel and croak and cavil: 

Till your voice goes further than college walls 
Keep out of the tracks we travel. 

(Lawson cited in Throssell [1960]1982:197)1

 

Prichard cites the ‘cultural cringe’ that saw Australian literature 

as perpetually diminished by critics oriented to hegemonic 

aesthetics and points out that post-war writers with ‘socialist 

sympathies’ continued to face this cringe in Australian 

universities: 

 
… attempts to denigrate the Australian tradition and capture the 
imagination of writers and readers for the introspective 
poetico-mystical illusions, frustrations and sexual aberrations 
of what is supposed to be the avant-garde in English.  

 (Throssell [1960]1982:197) 
 

Furphy’s claim for Such is Life (1903), as ‘temper democratic; 

bias, offensively Australian’ marks its intention as a player in 

validating the national voice (Birtles 1942:40; Franklin 

[1944]2002).  

 

At the turn of the nineteenth century, the national identity 

found a distinctive literary voice dominated by radical notions of 

freedom, fairness and mateship that had been given native shape the 

Bulletin and its peers.  These notions were, and remain an 

inheritance from the British oppositional tradition and this 

created a further dichotomy for a colonial culture that is at once 

British yet would challenge British hegemony.  Although Australian 

radicalism derived from a British and European philosophical base, 

the courage and imagination of Australian radicals that shaped 

those notions into what it meant to be Australian were all their 
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own.  Although the majority of Australians still thought of 

themselves as British, those inherited radical identifiers had gone 

‘feral’ and imbued Australian identity with a sense of unique 

historical purpose.   

 

Lukacs’s critique of Scott ‘shows how Scott brought a great new 

depth of historical understanding, of essential realism, into the 

novel’ and built a deeper understanding of the historical process 

in which people act, and events occur within “the old epic self-

activity of man”’ (Lindsay 1976:33-4).  Pointing out the essential 

recognition of the dependence of ‘world-historical individuals’ 

upon ‘maintaining individuals’ identified by Lukacs as being 

central to both Scott and Balzac, Lindsay argues: 

 
Balzac understood the secret of Scott’s success when he remarked 
that the novels marched towards the great heroes in the same way 
as history had done when it required their appearance.  The 
stature of the great man appears, not through an engineered 
effect, but as the result of the way he is interrelated with 
popular life, which he generalizes and concentrates in an 
historical action.          (Lindsay 1976:35) 

 
It is telling, then, to consider that Scott was the most favoured 

author of colonial Australians for at least the first half of the 

nineteenth century, his works featuring in private libraries 

throughout the century (Webby 1971:v.iv).2  Balzac too, was a 

favourite of Marcus Clark, whose writing resonates with a sense, if 

somewhat equivocal, of Australia’s potential to become an 

historical vanguard.  That historical potential was seized on, 

again and again, by radical writers attempting to forge a sense of 

national unity that would ‘prevent the evil bird of the old world 

from securing its nest here’.  Nineteenth century radicals invoked 

the spirit of ‘freedom and equality’ in quasi-religious 

                                                                                                                                                                                  
1 From Lawson’s poem, ‘To my cultured critics’, cited by Katherine 
Susannnah Prichard (in Throssell [1960]1982:197).  
2 Webby’s figures, based on mid-century notices of books for sale 
(commonly by auction), are an effective indicator of the reading habits 
of the colonies.  Her appendices provide lists of authors and numbers of 
texts offered in each colony’s advertisements between 1820-1849. 
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exhortations, linking it to a democratic and co-operative national 

character.  Dean explains this as: 

 
All nationalisms have a metaphysical dimension, for they are all 
driven by an ambition to realize their intrinsic essence in some 
specific tangible form.  The form may be a political structure 
or a literary tradition.     (Dean in Eagleton et al 1990:8) 
  

As the century came to a close the metaphysics of an identity 

informed by radical literary heritage began to coalesce in 

Australia’s working class consciousness, the writers being urged on 

to greater effort in 1901 by A G Stephens:  

 
It will be the fault of the writers, not the land, if Australian 
literature does not by and large become memorable.  In the field 
of the short sketch or story, for example … what country can 
offer to writers better material than Australia?  We are not yet 
snug in cities and hamlets, moulded by routine, regimented by a 
pattern. … The marvels of the adventurous are our daily 
commonplaces.  The drama of the conflict between Man and Destiny 
is played here in a scenic setting whose novelty is full of 
vital suggestion for the literary artist. 

    (A G Stephens 1969:109) 
 

 
ii) The tilled soil of Australian socialism: Pre-Party 

socialists and their literature 

  
All oppositional politics thus move under the sign of irony, 
knowing themselves ineluctably parasitic on their antagonists.  

  (Eagleton in Eagleton et al 1990:26) 
 

In the small population of colonial Australia it has been seen that 

the interaction between democratic liberalism and radicalism was 

somewhat more entangled than in Britain, liberalism perhaps 

becoming more radicalised, but liberal reformism also influencing 

local radicalism to a greater extent.  Although a strong radical 

element arrived with emigrant and transported Chartists rebels and 

continued to grow during the gold rushes, without the intensive 

industrial base of England, the early Australian labour movement 

was generated within the more conservative artisan guilds and the 

petit bourgeois.  These influences combined in a dichotomous sense 

of oppressive isolation that at once yearned homewards yet looked 

forward to a new society that would leave the iniquities of the old 
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world far behind.  This produced an ambiguous radicalism that was 

at once ardently independent and subtly subversive, co-operative 

and ambitious yet cautious and conservative, concerned to keep what 

gains had been made.  Thomas argues that ‘Australian labour 

politics were shaped not by the weakness, but by the vigour of the 

liberals’ (Thomas 1998:28) and that it was the remoteness from 

organised mass peer support and visible icons of the institutions 

of power that defeated the revolutionary momentum of the late 

nineteenth century: 

 
That the workers emerged from all these defeats lacking in 
revolutionary exuberance and ready to look for amelioration to 
nationalistic liberal-labour politics, when these politics 
showed considerable vigour, should cause no wonder.    

(Thomas 1998:33) 
 

To understand the despair that accompanied those defeats one must 

factor in the sheer ferocity of ruling class repression whenever 

that ‘revolutionary exuberance’ made its move.  Considering the 

magnitude of force government was prepared to bring against them, 

that the union struggle won what it did is remarkable, and brings 

credit to those who dared to fight. And their fight, and the 

battles they both won and lost, brought forward a working life that 

those masters would then claim pride in. 

 

In the main, intellectual culture had remained as derivative 

as the social, an inescapable condition given that Australia was, 

indeed, a British colony informed by British culture.  As Walter 

(1988:239-241) points out, it is really quite pointless to expect 

the Australian intelligentsia to have produced a uniquely 

differentiated body of ideas within one century.  From the outset 

Australian radicalism’s strongest claim was not to being other than 

British but for a unique place in the historical vanguard of the 

British working class and this claim was effected most strongly in 

its literature.  In their writing Australians had endeavoured to 

develop an aesthetic that spoke to this ambition, striving to 

describe those unique characteristics that had evolved with the 

adaptation to the landscape and working conditions in the icon of 
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the hardiness and independence of rural workers.  By the last two 

decades of the nineteenth century the radical literary tradition in 

Australia had developed a distinct utopian theme of working class 

nationalism, its discourse embodying Chartist goals in an 

articulated national identity.  What defined national character had 

become the site of contest, and the struggle for authority over the 

identifiers by which Australian people knew themselves remained a 

feature of radical literature until the mid-nineteen sixties.  

However, cynical use of Asiatic and Islander peoples by employers 

and governments to defeat working class claims to better conditions 

produced a nationalist cause tragically malformed by racism.  The 

Party’s internationalist platform and policy on ethnic minorities, 

which was later shown to have been illusory in Russia itself, was 

to have its own problems in combating racism here but, in general, 

is seen to have taken a principled stand and supported the struggle 

of Aboriginal peoples (Boughton 2001).   

 

Australian radicals were familiar with Marxist ideas well 

before Mensheviks and Bolsheviks rose against a decaying Tsarist 

regime to begin their fated adventure in the proletariat paradise 

as the following evidence attests.  In 1872 the fledgling 

Democratic Association of Victoria (DAV) had precociously 

identified itself as a section of the First International, 

demonstrating an early awareness of the Marxist-communist movement 

(Burgmann 1985:10-11).  Mayer suggests that the work of Marx and 

Engels was possibly disseminated here contemporaneously with 

Britain, arriving as early as 1851 with emigrant German colleagues 

of Marx and Engels, and a first, 'mangled version', of the 

Communist Manifesto published by W G Higgs in the Worker in 1893 

(Mayer 1978:147).  William Lane is reported by his brother to have 

arrived in Australia with Marx’s Capital in his travelling library, 

though Wilding queries this, arguing no English translation existed 

in 1885 and seemingly confident that Lane did not have sufficient 

command of German to warrant possessing such a text (in Lane 

[1892]1980:intr.).  However, as Wilding also notes, Lane had a 
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particular interest in his Anglo-Saxon heritage and had spent a 

decade in America exposed to radical union politics where German 

speakers were more prevalent. 

   

Versed in American radical literature, Lane drew regularly from 

the American Knight’s of Labor journal, United Labor, and promoted 

the ideas of Americans Edward Bellamy and Henry George’s ‘single 

tax’ solution through his editorships of the Worker and the 

Boomerang.3  Yet Wilding points out here that Lane was equivocal on 

these ideas, supporting Marx’s critique of George’s ‘single tax’ 

solution as simplistic and demonstrating a preference for William 

Morris by using ‘John Miller’, the revolutionary code from Morris’s 

A Dream of John Ball as his pseudonym for Workingman’s Paradise (in 

Lane [1892]1980:intr.).  Wilding also credits Lane with being the 

‘source and origin’ of Australian socialism, which is perhaps 

effusive given an existing culture of Chartism and early forms of 

socialism amongst the radical community.  However, Lane did give 

the socialist cause a more theoretical edge in his journalism and 

pushed the Labor League to incorporate a socialist objective in its 

platform when it was established in 1891 (Davidson 1969:4; ACP 

Central Committee 1945:15).  While Lane is considered by some as 

belonging to radicalism’s ratbag element, he was a dominant voice 

in the socialist vanguard of Australia and could not have had such 

extensive influence without a critical mass of receptive readers. 

 

Australian radicals kept abreast of contemporary international 

movements despite distance, the ‘first wave of Australian 

socialism’ drawing from British sources ‘with a continental 

European leavening’ then shifting towards ‘De Leonite socialism and 

Wobbly doctrines’ in the first decade of the twentieth century 

(Macintyre 1998:24).  Republicanism had taken a distinct anti-

                                                           
3 The Knights sent an organiser to Australia under Lane’s auspices but 
little mention of this group arises in the literature.  However, Crisp 
(1979:31) lists Thomas Henry Bath (1875-1956) as secretary to both the 
Knights, and the Trades and Labour Council, so the group must have had 
some continuity here. 
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monarchist tone in the radical press (Gollan 1994:85-7; McKenna 

1994:16-17) and the language of socialist writers had begun to 

resonate with identifiably Marxist concepts by the late 1880s.  At 

the end of the century Metin observed that socialism had ‘not 

seduced the Australians' (Metin [1901]1970:51) without apparently 

noticing any ambiguity in the widely-held esteem for British 

working class leaders Ben Tillett and Tom Mann who were known 

socialists.  The pervasive working class consciousness Metin 

noticed was interpreted as a manifestation of a ‘class politics’, 

‘seeking simply to ensure good working conditions in the world as 

it is’ (Metin [1901]1977:54).  This has sympathy with Marx’s wry 

observation that the working class perhaps did not want revolution, 

just a slightly better life (Webb & Enstice 1998:14).  However, as 

perspicacious as this may have been, as a visitor from a celebrated 

bourgeois revolutionary culture Metin is likely to have had little 

facility for reading a culture of cautionary conservatism and coded 

co-operative radicalism.  Australian workers had stolen a march on 

British peers, but capitalism was not ready to give working class 

people that substantially better life that committed radicals were 

demanding without a fight.  Despite periodic booms and a generally 

better living standard than British peers there was suffering 

enough to give the socialist alternative some purchase in the wider 

community. 

 

Politically didactic working class fiction had evolved over the 

past century, maturing internationally in the first decade of the 

twentieth century with the precursors of socialist realism such as 

Robert Tressell, Upton Sinclair and Jack London.  In Australia, the 

radical tradition produced no contemporary novels of similar 

status, manifesting instead in the art of the short story and verse 

exemplified by Lawson, Patterson and O’Dowd and reproduced by many 

lesser-known writers in a plethora of mostly radical papers.  In 

the two decades around the turn of the century radical politics, 

and in particular socialism, had become more open and firmly 

established, with bookshops, clubs and their reading rooms as 
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distribution points for diverse local and international papers and 

texts (Scates 1997; Sendy 1988).  Although actual membership may 

have been relatively small, contemporary politics were disseminated 

and discussed in that most accessible of public forums, the radical 

press and, as Carter explains: 

 
Literary culture has had a central role in the shaping of 
Australian public culture and political institutions.  Literary 
journalism has sustained debates about the national interest.  
In the period leading up to Federation journals like the 
Boomerang, the Republican, the Australian Nationalist, the 
Bulletin and the Dawn provided a space for discussion of the 
form the new polity should take.   (Carter 2001:140) 
 
Socialist parties espousing a Marxist platform had gained 

relative stability in membership and press circulation by the first 

decade of the twentieth century (Davidson 1969:5).  Joseph Furphy 

would say in a letter to Miles Frankin (March 1905) that ‘Socialism 

is in the atmosphere just at present’ (in Franklin [1944]2002:145).  

Yet, while his first work, Such is Life, gained an immediate 

readership amongst literate contemporaries, his discursive, erudite 

and highly referential style led one peer to complain that they 

needed ‘the Imperial Dictionary when it comes to you’ (in Franklin 

[1944]2002:137).  It was this effusiveness of style and content 

that made Furphy a somewhat too-rich fare for poor, or impatient, 

or convinced anti-socialist, readers and, for conservative critics 

such as Stewart, his ‘sermon on socialism’ in Rigby’s Romance is 

‘unspeakably tedious’ (Stewart 1975:49).  Furphy’s writing was 

intentionally didactic and he was anxious for Rigby’s Romance to be 

published at that time because he believed it ‘speaks the last word 

on the moral aspect of [the Socialist] movement’.4  Furphy was 

never to sell large numbers of any of his works.  But as Katharine 

Susannah Prichard points out, ‘the writers of his time … read and 

were impressed by Furphy’s work’ (Prichard 1942:70) and this 

influence filtered into their own writings, much like the earlier 

                                                           
4 While the ‘howling State-Socialist paper of Broken Hill’ did serialise 
Rigby’s Romance in 1905, it was not until 1921, nine years after his 
death, that it was published by De Garis after being posthumously entered 
in their competition by Kate Baker (Franklin [1944]2002:119,145). 
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works of radical intellectuals in Britain.  That later exponent of 

socialist realism Jean Devanny, while admitting to his erudition’s 

‘exasperating charm’, thought Furphy’s work ‘exalted and championed 

the common man’, qualifying him a true ‘worker writer’ (Devanny 

1942:58-9). 

 

Amongst the various persuasions of socialism there were 

frequent tussles between the reformers and the revolutionaries, 

most moderates having disappeared into the Labor Party by the end 

of the second decade (Annals of the A.C.P.).5  Veteran radical, W R 

Winspear, then editor of the Sydney-based ASP journal International 

Socialist, had become a confirmed Marxist.6  Dixson cites the ASP 

as having become ‘a doctrinaire Marxist body’ by 1919 when they 

engaged with ‘Trades Hall Reds’ and remnant IWW in the Australian 

Party as a branch of the CPSU (Dixson 1966:21).  Socialists and 

left wing unionists, particularly the IWW and the ‘militant 

propagandists’ (Brodney 1963), had all been active in the anti-

conscription campaign during the war.  The ferocity of that 

campaign served to polarise the Labour movement, gaining rather 

than losing public support for radicalism and discrediting Labor 

politicians who had supported conscription.  Taksa’s oral history 

study cites numerous recollections of working class people cohering 

around 'labour rituals, such as attending anti-conscription 

demonstrations … in 1916 and picket lines … during the General 

Strikes’ (Taksa 1994:123).  Activists set up their soapboxes and 

sold papers and people brought picnics, the demonstrations often 

achieving the atmosphere of a social event where everyone knew 

everyone else.  This sense of working class coherence deepened with 

the big strikes of the period.  In The Blood Vote Lindsay (1985:72-

4) explores the popularly held theory that the NSW government 

deliberately conspired to provoke strikes and drain union funds, 

                                                           
5 This booklet in the Mitchell Library, is undated but presumed to be 
1940s. 
6 One of Winspear’s booklets published by the ASP, Economic Warfare, 
quotes liberally from the Communist Manifesto (undated but thought to be 
before WW1, in Collated PAMS ML 329.3/B.329.32). 
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rendering them unable to mount an anti-conscription campaign.7  

Despite these strikes the radical press fought an effective anti-

conscription campaign and the government case for conscription was 

lost in the consecutive referenda of 1916 and 1917. 

   

The Industrial Workers of the World (IWW or Wobblies) 

presented a strident anti-racist internationalism and ‘specialised 

mode of ironic denunciation in sharp contrast to the jingoistic 

tone of pro-war groups’ (Mckinlay 1988:54). With anti-war verse 

such as the following, the IWW presented the most overt challenge 

and became an obvious target for government attack: 

 
Oh the fight is on in Europe 
And the mugs are wading in 

There is room for you dear brother 
In the battle or the din 

So enrol and leave behind you 
Home and wife and kiddies dear 

Go where the lead is free for breakfast 
And the bayonets prod will cheer 

(in McKinlay 1988:54-5) 
 

Turner’s (1967) study of the conspiracy to frame and jail ‘the 

twelve’ Wobblies for arson during the government’s conscription 

campaign demonstrates the IWW’s perceived significance in the 

intensity of the anti-conscription fight and the lengths to which 

the government was prepared to go to defeat them.  However, such 

had been the pressure of the battle that the ‘free the twelve’ 

campaign itself produced sectarian splits among the radical left.  

In keeping with such campaigns, it also spawned a plethora of 

literature in papers, posters and pamphlets, each group publishing 

its own case and using the opportunity to take pot shots at each 

other.  Henry Boote and the Labor Council’s Worker, the 

International Industrial Workers (IIW), a breakaway from the 

Industrial Labor Party and its paper, Solidarity, entered the fray 

with the Proletariat to join the Wobblies campaign of militant 

                                                           
7 Lindsay wrote The Blood Vote in 1937 while living in London, but says in 
the introduction that when it was finished he held little hope for its 
publication and ‘didn’t know what to do with it’. 
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agitation (Turner 1967:224-231).  The war’s death toll and 

financial burden was devastating to Australia’s small population, 

but the fight at home had also been vicious and took its toll on 

the radical community, the war and its aftermath drained radicalism 

of much of the old irreverent humour.8  The combined overt and 

covert campaign against emigrant and local radicals in the war 

years and immediately after (Evans 1988,1989) had cowed those 

militants not deported, and crippled the IWW permanently.9  

However, the extremity of the conservative campaign and pervasive 

unemployment combined with State and Federal Labour’s failure to 

keep faith with working class interests, all served to radicalise 

others, as McKinlay explains: 

 
A profound disenchantment with parliamentary politics … affected 
a section of the trade union movement [at the end of WWI]. … It 
found its clearest expression in the call for ‘One Big Union’ to 
achieve socialism by a series of great strikes, followed by a 
society organised along broadly syndicalist lines. 

   (McKinlay 1988:68) 
 

When news of the 1917 October Revolution in Russia began to filter 

out beyond Russia's borders, the Australian radical community was 

battered and fragmented.  Yet its hard core was also toughened and 

more ready to seek support from the powerful ally then emerging out 

of the Russian Revolution.  

 

iii) Bolshevik power: the Russian Revolution comes to town 

The revolutionary dynamics of Enlightenment culture and 

industrialism had developed unevenly across the European-Asian 

continent.  Apart from a small upper middle class and an 

intelligentsia of some international note, Russian society had 

remained largely feudal until the ‘great cycle of revolts that 

began in 1902 and whose first real effects were felt from 1905 to 

1907’ (Werth 1999:41).  International socialists kept abreast of 

                                                           
8 In the post-war radical papers and journals viewed a perceptible shift 
to a more serious, somewhat flattened tone is evident. 
9 Evans (1988) details Queensland’s ‘Red Flag Riots’ and IWW persecution 
in a pogrom of local and emigrant radicals, arrested and deported without 
charge or trial.  
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revolutionary movements in Russia, but information was filtered 

through the utopian lens of enthusiastic ideologues who rarely 

comprehended the complexities of ethnic relations across the Soviet 

republics (Conquest [1986]1988:ch.1).  With the Bolshevik accession 

to power in 1917 many Australian socialists, savaged by the hostile 

political environment, greeted the revolution uncritically as the 

long-heralded rise of the proletariat.  Following a visit to Russia 

Labor MP Frank Anstey chronicled Russia’s revolutionary progress 

with romantic hyperbole in his Red Europe (1919).  As the old 

regime collapsed and serial provisional revolutionary governments 

fell, the western Allies had become increasingly alarmed at the 

prospect of Soviet Russia declaring a Communist republic (Anstey 

1919:Ch.1).  Anstey's description of Allied attempts to sabotage 

the new republic, by withholding support and portraying Russian 

leaders as fools and monsters, portrays the complex interplay 

between the western Allies and the Bolsheviks in simplistic terms.  

However, Anstey’s assertion that the Allied response to Russia’s 

revolution heightened the sense of impending revolutionary conflict 

in western societies was proved prophetic.  

 

The slow revolutionary prelude in Russia had produced a 

Diaspora of exiles and, with the advent of the Bolshevik success in 

1917, the small but noisy Russian community in Brisbane had 

precociously declared itself to be the Australian Soviet.  

Galvanised into action by the Bolshevik Artem Sergeiev this group 

ran with the Soviet momentum, organising a ‘circulating library of 

working class literature, conducting classes and starting up 

newspapers to propagate Marxist ideas’ (Ross 1972:10-12).  Papers 

such as The Australian Echo, The Worker’s Life, Knowledge and Unity 

flashed across the media landscape, as one was banned another 

appeared in phoenix-like succession (Brown 1986:12).  Less than 

enthusiastic about events in Russia, mainstream papers followed the 

line of Billy Hughes, who declared the Russian Revolution to be 

‘the most formidable manifestation of the sinister, insidious and 

menacing German propaganda’ (Ross 1972:10).  Censorship was 
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rigorous and Darby argues that following the Great War Australian 

intellectual life stagnated, ‘largely the result of insufficient 

protection against English ideas and too much against everybody 

else’s’ (in Scates 1997:166).  The post-war government had used the 

Commonwealth Customs Act to censor radical literature, banning even 

the list of banned books so no one was able to tell if their home 

library was currently illegal (Webb & Enstice 1998:243).  For the 

embattled radical community, the Russian Revolution must have 

appeared as a relieving force and elated hyperbole greeted news 

that the Russians had formed a Soviet Committee as a provisional 

communist government.  Ross cites W F Ahern's editorial in the 

Australian Worker asserting that 'the world has known no greater 

message of freedom', and the ringing declaration by the Socialist 

editor R S Ross, that 'the cry electrified us as it swept all 

before it' (in Ross 1972:8).  

 

Taking the disruption of civil society and their good fortune 

in timing into consideration, it is understandable that the 

Bolsheviks were successful in Russia.  However, it is harder to 

explain how the Communist Party of the Soviet Union then subsumed 

that staunch Australian tradition of independence, along with some 

of our most ardent radicals.  It is not as if the Soviet’s less 

salutary activities were entirely unknown here, as Conquest points 

out, certainly by the 1930s ‘full or adequate reports’ of the 

Ukrainian famine were published in respected Western papers 

(Conquest 1986:309).  However, Party defenders were primed with 

counter-propaganda for uncomfortable facts escaping their borders 

(Lewis 1970:109-11).   

 

In their embattled isolation, Australian proto-communists 

believed conditions here to be equally ripe for revolution and were 

determined Russia’s revolutionary momentum would not falter in the 

long-prophesised rise of the proletariat.  They were anxious to 

belong to what was sincerely believed by many to be the wave of the 

future, as Wald observes: 
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The Communist cultural movement was the largest and most 
coherent expression of twentieth-century rebellion by workers, 
women, people of color, and committed intellectuals prior to the 
1960s.  It touched the lives of millions - not only perhaps one 
million who passed directly through membership, but the many 
millions influenced by Communist ideas in literary publications, 
trade unions, civil rights and peace organizations, and 
elsewhere.        (Wald 1990:71) 

 
To Australian radicals fragmented by sectarianism the Soviet Party 

offered discipline, direction and cohesion (Scates 1997; Burgmann 

1985; Gollan 1975).  However, first there was yet another sectarian 

battle to be waged between the VSP, ASP and other Marxist groups 

for the honour of fulfilling the Comintern’s directive ‘to spread 

the Bolshevik revolution into other countries’ (Dixson 1966:23).  

Control by the Soviets was to be absolute, as Love explains: 

 
When a communist party was formed in 1920-2, it had to meet a 
set of criteria laid down by the Comintern before it could be 
recognised as the only legitimate Communist Party of Australia 
and take its place in the organisations of the international 
revolutionary movement.  This had profound effects on the new 
party.  For a start, it was committed to policies determined by 
a foreign organisation that had little or no local knowledge.  

     (Love 1988:158) 
 

The VSP withdrew arguing the inappropriateness of alien 

intervention in local politics, leaving the factions of the Sydney-

based ASP and unionists to wrangle amongst themselves for dominance 

in the new Australian Communist Party (ACP) (Macintyre 1998; Gollan 

1975:6-8; Dixson 1966).  The VSP continued to promote dissenting 

voices, disseminating exposes such as Karl Kautsky’s expose, The 

Twelve Who Are To Die, on the Moscow trials of the ‘Social 

Revolutionaries’.  The Communist carries an angry refutation of the 

VSP’s review of Kautsky, somewhat surprisingly also quoting their 

declaration that: 

 
Bolshevism will fall in shame and disgrace, bemoaned only 
perhaps by the speculators of the Capitalist World, but 
accompanied by the curses of the entire world proletariat 
struggling for emancipation.   (Communist 09.02.23:2) 

 
While these early warnings caused some to hold back, for others the 

attraction of being part of this international phenomenon still 

held appeal and an editorial in The Communist, which now appears 
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wryly amusing, indicates the unreflective seriousness of the 

struggle to become the real Communist Party:  

 
It is so easy to be a communist in Australia that many 
Communists are not Communists at all – they only think that they 
are Communists, which is a different thing. 

  (Communist 15.12.22:2) 
 

With a finally instituted Communist Party of Australia (CPA), 

the Comintern immediately implemented its educational programme 

through the local communist press.  With the heading, ‘Working 

Class education,’ The Communist made Marxist education central to 

the curriculum, stating: ‘He who is not a Marxist is not a 

communist’ (Mar 30 1923:3).  Early in 1923 the Melbourne communist 

journal, the Proletarian, ran a series of six ‘talks for beginners’ 

titled, ‘What we study – and why’, accompanied by articles praising 

the achievements of the Russian educational programme and comparing 

it critically with our own.   This article included excerpts from 

Lenin, Krupskaia and others (Proletarian Feb-April 1923:16).  The 

March number of The Communist provides the official ‘outline of 

study’ for aspiring Party workers, one that places stress upon the 

concept of effective propaganda. 

 
In the unions, in the workshops, in the homes, this work is not 
merely propaganda, it is even more than education, for here is 
formed the basis of working class organisation.  Confidence in 
the leader of these groups will mean that they will continually 
feed the Party with new members.  Communist instructors must 
make use of every available opportunity in Labour Colleges, of 
furthering the principles and policy of the Party.  

      (Communist March 1923:12) 
The organised provision of adult education had been a site of 

political contest in the British system, but it had mostly been 

rather ad hoc, an organic syndrome of radical action and 

conservative reaction.  However, the Bolsheviks had done their 

revolutionary homework and adult education was central to their 

system of small fraternal ‘cells’, simulating the older working 

class tutorial tradition of group reading and discussion.  The 

structure of cell leadership ensured that each cell replicated the 

Comintern’s directions.  While Guido Baracchi was editor, The 

Proletarian had recommended a widely leftist reading list that 
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included novels by Jack London, Havelock Ellis, Upton Sinclair and 

Robert Tressell’s ‘socialist catechism’, The Ragged Trousered 

Philanthropists (Gollan 1975:2-3).  As Macintyre points out: 

 
The party inherited a well-established tradition of intellectual 
improvement, one that combined fiction, verse, philosophy, 
history and economics as sources of inspiration and 
understanding.  Any serious pre-war socialist assembled a 
library, read widely and studied the classic texts closely, for 
knowledge was the key to a new order.  (Macintyre 1998:122) 

 

A shift to more directed theoretical literature is evident in 

the Party organs after 1926 when, led by trained cadres, political 

development was increasingly specified by the Comintern.  E P 

Thompson says of The Short History of the C.P.S.U.(B), that it: 

 
…was the fundamental ‘education’ text of Communists from 
Stalingrad to Cardiff and from Calcutta to Marseilles, [and] is 
a document of the very first historical importance – a gigantic 
historical fabrication for the induction of idealist and 
military mental habits.       (E P Thompson 1994:239)  
 

However, as Macintyre has argued, ‘the Party Training Manual is … 

an unreliable guide to the rich and diverse intellectual culture of 

Australian communism’ (Macintyre 1998:123).  And it is true that 

the maverick element of Australian radicalism proved harder to 

control.  Yet, diverse as they may have been, the key to Party 

discipline was international uniformity, and Koestler’s 

recollections of his experience of Party education during the 

thirties would be replicated here in Australia:  

All our meetings started with a political lecture which was 
delivered by the [cell’s political leader] after he had been 
briefed at the party’s District HQ, or by an instructor from 
Headquarters itself.  The purpose of the lecture was to lay down 
the political line on the various questions of the day.  

   (Koestler [1950]1965:37) 
 

These lectures were intellectually intense and Macintyre (1998) 

cites the lament of one Australian cadre who, while noting that it 

was an excellent analysis of world affairs, in two hours they had 

yet to reach the equator and how was he to take that to the rank 

and file?  Recommended reading lists in the earliest Australian 

communist papers differ little from those in other radical papers, 

 198



but with perhaps a greater emphasis on Soviet texts.  The old-style 

Australian radical’s laconic irony and irreverent humour is quickly 

absent from the Party press and fiction virtually disappears from 

Party reading lists.  They were beginning to take themselves and 

their revolutionary potential very seriously.  

 

The Comintern’s extended analysis of world conditions arrived 

neatly packaged with no room for elaboration or deviation.  Its 

frequent shifts in political semantics were likewise delivered 

without humour, the concomitant expulsions endured by those 

remaining for the sake of unity and belonging.  In a very short 

space of time the Party machine had managed to wipe the smile off 

the faces of Australian radicals who entered its machine.  While 

the Comintern’s earliest united front policy (1921) had urged 

affiliation with labour organisations some flexibility had 

remained.  That policy is described by Dixson as ‘re-applying the 

old socialist tactic of ‘permeation’ to the Labour Party’ (Dixson 

1966:20).  However, this strategy was soon recognised as a form of 

covert ‘capture’ and rejected (Love 1988:160).  Brown asserts that 

some in the Labor Party flirted with the Communists in the early 

thirties, but that Lang was ‘virulently anti-communist’ (Brown 

1986:72-3).  Expulsions of Party members from Labour organisations 

did not prevent conservative propaganda to discredit Labor with 

pernicious, but not entirely unfounded, accusations of ‘commie’ 

infiltration (McKinlay 1988:70-1).  Unfortunately, as Thomas points 

out, ‘all the chances that opened up in the 1930s for transforming 

the Australian labour movement were wrecked by the Stalinists’ 

(Thomas 1998:34).  The lexicon of this campaign became the stock-

phrases of all future conservative attacks on the Left, to be used 

most ‘recklessly’ during the 1940s by B A Santamaria’s Catholic 

Social Studies Movement in its paper News-Weekly (Ford 1973:11) and 

becoming endemic in the 1950s Cold War propaganda.  Certainly, it 

is not as if there were any secret that the Party’s stated aim was 

the defeat of the capitalist system, as Ellis (1932) demonstrates 
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in his use of actual text from public statements by the CPSU and 

ACP officials.  Even in the early years communist organs such as 

Australian Communist, Socialist, International Socialist and 

Proletarian aired the debate, and less-than salutary bickering, 

between those positioning for roles in a united Party that would 

defeat the capitalist world in the imminent revolution (Dixson 

1966:24-27).   

 

Certainly, Party members actively followed Lenin’s command to 

‘bore from within’ (Dixson 1966:26-7), joining the Labor Party and 

unions if they were not already entrenched and going underground 

when the purges began.  Nor were attempts by Labour organisations 

to purge Communists from their ranks entirely successful (Macintyre 

1998:341; McKinlay 1988:70-1; Richardson 1984:116).10  Indeed, 

declared and undeclared Party members already occupied, or achieved 

and retained, leading roles in Labor unions and Party intellectuals 

began the tradition of ‘front organisations’ that permeated much of 

the left wing cultural movements for the next four decades.  Many 

Party members were not ratbags but ordinary working people who took 

on positions as shop stewards, union representatives and activist-

educators in workplaces and communities, quietly and anonymously 

contributing to improvements in working conditions and to cultural 

growth amongst the working class.  Writers, on the other hand, were 

necessarily in the public arena.  Dependent upon an erratic income 

in a conservative publishing world dominated by large British 

companies and subject to the Party’s dichotomous attitudes to 

intellectuals, writers were both more visible and more vulnerable. 

 

In 1905 Lenin had articulated a theory of Party literature, 

one that was ultimately to co-opt and then subsume the values of 

                                                           
10 In Upsurge, a Novel (Harcourt [1934]1986) it is shown as common 
practice for CPA members to conceal their membership in order to engage 
with Labor politics.  
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the Western radical literary tradition, distorting them in the 

problematic doctrine of socialist realism: 

Literature must become part of the common cause of the 
proletariat, a “cog and a screw” of one single great Social-
Democratic mechanism set in motion by the entire politically 
conscious vanguard of the entire working class.  Literature must 
become a component of organized, planned and integrated Social-
Democratic Party work.     (Lenin [1905]1981:56) 
 

Stalin took this further with his infectious declaration that 

‘writers are the engineers of the soul’, founding the union of 

writers at the Communist International of 1932.  When Stalin's 

litterateur Andrey Zhdanov introduced the ‘Kharkov theses of the 

Soviet Writers Congress of 1934 the method of socialist realism was 

defined’ (Ellis 1997:39). Zhdanov's doctrine of socialist realism 

was immediately accepted by the congress as the ‘theory of literary 

production’ (Ellis 1997:39; Lewis 1993:61).  However, Gardiner 

argues that it was not until Zhdanov enforced the socialist realist 

doctrine with the publication of ‘On the errors of soviet literary 

journals’ (1946) that it became Party policy in Australia (Gardiner 

1993:39).  For many aspiring communist writers, socialist realism 

justly earned its reputation of bedevilling artistic flow with 

political function.  Ellis cites Beasley’s caustic remark of 

hindsight, that socialist realism was ‘a chancre’ on Australian 

literary talent (Ellis 1997:39-40).  However, as Carter points out, 

‘it is misleading to assume that Stalinism, in either its political 

or philosophical forms, was a hindrance or deterrent rather than a 

positive attraction for intellectuals’ (Carter 1985:94).  Given the 

circumstantial challenges facing the development of a working class 

intellectual into a professional writer it is not surprising that 

people from middle class backgrounds continued to produce a 

significant proportion of radical literature.  The Party’s focus on 

investing working class lives with dignity, of workers as worthy of 

literary attention, and the didactic imperative to unite and 

organise for ascendancy, gave left wing middle class intellectuals 

a means of absolving the guilt of their privilege.  Gilman argues 
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that this guilt underpinned the works of Australian writer Dorothy 

Hewett and Canadian Dorothy Livesay: 

 
Abandoning their bourgeois class positions and adopting the 
proletarian class position, these two women attempted to become 
Gramsci’s “organic intellectuals”, re-educating themselves in 
external combat with capitalism and internal struggle with their 
bourgeois sensibility.      (Gilman 1994/5:24-6) 
 

During the 1930s the Depression, the rise of fascism, the 

Spanish Civil War and a looming world war, communism and its 

platform of peace became particularly attractive to a whole new 

generation of western writers (Gilman 1994/5:25).  Crossman 

suggests that through the underlying morality of Christianity the 

alienated western intellectual felt intensely the ‘prickings of 

conscience’ that led many to accept the material and spiritual 

sacrifices demanded of the communist convert (Crossman 

[1950]1965:5-6;).  As has been discussed in previous chapters, the 

occasional clash of political purpose and artistic form had been 

problematic for nineteenth century writers in the developing 

tradition of British radical political fiction.  As the middle 

class novel had moved away from its didactic origins and ‘Arnoldian 

notions’ of ‘disengagement’ and the universality of true art came 

to dominate the form (Deane in Eagleton et al 1990:7), radical 

writers increasingly struggled with the growing tension between 

literary aesthetics and didactic function.  But that this theory of 

writing produced a lot of poor quality and some moderately good 

novels, with an occasional great work, hardly differs from any 

other genre or literary tradition; the classical canon itself 

stands on mountains of literary trash. 

  

For Australians, socialist realism evolved slowly and in the 

early decades of communism ‘an array of literary styles’ was 

available from which the radical writer might choose (Gardiner 

1993:43-4).  The pool of radical literary talent is, inevitably, 

smaller, the task of monitoring artistic inspiration with political 

theory that much harder, but all writers of integrity work to embed 

some sort of moral idea within a well-told story.  Each literary 
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project’s success or failure results from a mixture of talent and 

circumstances.  While the quality of any literary work has some 

bearing upon its effectiveness as a vehicle of ideas, the texts to 

be discussed are considered here primarily as to how they locate 

within their historical radical tradition.  The political history 

provided above is considered sufficient to establish the cultural 

context of the period and has been extensively covered elsewhere 

(in particular by Macintyre 1998; Brown 1986; Gollan 1975; Hill 

1973; Davidson 1969; Dixson 1966).  Therefore, the following 

sections will deal with further political history only where it has 

direct relevance to the Australian radical tradition, socialist 

realist literature, Party writers and organisations, and fellow 

travellers. 

 

After a century of striving for a cultural identity that 

aligned with the historical purpose of the British radical literary 

tradition but was independent of British colonialism, to see 

Australian radicals competing for the right to acquiesce to yet 

another, this time truly foreign, power all the more peculiar.  

There was, of course, Marxism’s prophecy of the inevitable 

proletarian revolution, one that Russia certainly did appear to 

have begun.  Perhaps the resources and the ruthlessness of their 

conservative opponents, the failure of Labor governments to keep 

the socialist pledge and frustration with an obdurate public 

conservatism all contributed.  But more salient still, in 

imaginative terms, in Lenin, Trotsky and Stalin were Scott’s 

‘historical men’ arising out of the ‘maintaining men,’ the 

proletarians of the world.  And citizens of stronger national 

identities than theirs would also feel the pull of this long-

dreamed socialist future rendered concrete by its proclaimed 

actuation in Russia.  However, in Australia as in Britain and 

America, many who were at first attracted to the Soviet Party were 

to find the processes of Bolshevization alienating and Wood argues 

that:  
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Had the Russians recognized the right of national communism to 
assert itself, rather than forcing its own autocratic version 
upon peoples more economically and politically advanced than 
themselves, the course of history might have been radically 
different.        (Wood 1959:183)  

 
The economic crisis that would enhance Communism’s attractiveness 

to alienated intellectuals, provide proving grounds for Party 

organisation and swell the Party’s ranks with the dispossessed was 

less than a decade away.  But with unemployment at 8-10% a constant 

factor of Australian life, grossly inadequate unemployment relief 

and provision for disabled veterans, the post-war period had 

inequities and distress enough to warrant the appeal of imminent 

revolution (Macintyre 1998:ch.9; Morris 2002:321).  Those who were 

drawn to the Party truly believed they were joining the ‘historical 

men’ to participate in making world history, their own part to do 

battle for the soul of the Australian people.  Walter defines this 

contest as: 

 
A political battle for the control of the state is, in one 
sense, a battle to define national consciousness.  Each side 
appeals to some notion of, say, the ‘Australian Character’, 
which, if accepted, will persuade us to adopt one set of 
political behaviour, serving one set of interests, rather than 
another.  Each side, that is, offers us a different ideal of the 
state.            (Walter 1994:162)  
 
Now this is a quest to attract the romantic, the hothead, and 

the knight gallant, a veritable artist’s crusade for modern times, 

and it is in the arts that the most powerful iconography of 

national character is produced.  Here may lie the subtext that 

helped Australian writers endure what appears now as the quite 

remarkable idiocy of a Party leadership that vacillated between the 

Comintern breeze and their own sectarian squabbles; for the Party 

offered the only chance of really doing something historically 

important.  Macintyre (1998:ch.7) chronicles the serial expulsions 

that outstripped memberships, the obligatory self-criticism that 

became a warped form of moral grandstanding, the fine line trodden 

between ‘right tailism’ and ‘left adventurism’, all which should 

have left any truly artistic mind gasping for a nice, conservative, 

cup of tea.  E P Thompson (1994:237) reflects on the ‘fear of 
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toppling into the flood of Party ‘apostates’’ and their 

‘habituation to formal rituals of ‘criticism and self criticism’’: 

 
There was, indeed, a certain obliteration of the intellect 
inseparable from the Party’s collective forms; wit, 
independence, vitality, humour, were somehow displaced from the 
agenda in the interests of an earnest and self-righteous sense 
of ‘political responsibility’.  The comrades, chatting outside 
the door, or later, in the pub, were always more various, more 
observant and more intelligent than when they had gone inside to 
pray.           (E P Thompson 1994:237) 

 
All but the unambiguously working class artist was seen as a 

bourgeois intellectual, and western intellectuals were held in 

particular contempt by the Soviet Commissars, presenting a 

perennial problem for a ‘proletarian’ revolution (Crossman 

[1950]1965:9).  Yet, intellectuals and artists were recognised as 

essential to the revolution’s implementation, as Lewis points out, 

‘it was taken for granted that art had a social content’ (Lewis 

1993:61) and the committed artist was expected automatically to 

place themselves at the service of the Revolution.  This they did, 

across the western world, as the Depression deepened.   

 

Koestler explains how the maze of stock-phrase, cliché and 

shifting semantic borders became a mind-game of ‘Wonderland 

croquet’ that kept western intellectuals trained to logic and 

reason wrong-footed and uncritical, is also illuminating (Koestler 

[1950]1965:42-3).  Each contributor to Crossman’s ([1950]1965) The 

God That Failed reports variations on this, at times truly bizarre, 

distortion of language.  Reflecting on the moral impetus that 

induced intellectuals to endure this exercise in what surely must 

be an anathema to the writer, Koestler simply declares that, ‘in 

the face of revolting injustice the only honorable attitude is to 

revolt, and to leave introspection for better times’ (Koestler 

[1950]1965:13).  All these memoirs resonate with this overwhelming 

sense of alienation from their culture as a result of the war and 

depression.  For Gide, as for most western converts to communism, 

institutional Christianity had become ‘bankrupt’ and he reports 

finding ‘the knowledge … of being safe, whilst others around me are 
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drowning … intolerable’ (Gide [1950]1965:151-2).  Fischer tells of 

how the polarisation set up by the pro and anti-Soviet camps, 

forced him to make a choice for Russia despite known ‘Bolshevik 

stupidities and crudities’ and that:  

 
Russia’s basic attractions became more attractive to me after a 
look at the dull “normalcy” of the Harding-Coolidge era in the 
U.S.A. and the aimlessness of Europe.  Vacillating democracy in 
Italy had already succumbed to Mussolini Fascism.  The German 
Socialists had muffed a unique post-war opportunity to immunize 
their country’s past and potential war-makers: the Junkers, 
militarists and monopoly industrialists.  The historic blunder 
of moderation closed my mind to the fierce moderate-socialistic 
criticism of the Bolsheviks who did liquidate political and 
economic royalists. It also kept me from regarding democratic 
reform-socialism as an alternative to capitalism.  

   (Fischer [1950]1965:183) 
 
It was these factors then, that brought western intellectuals 

to the Party: A passionate concern for the immense inequity and 

suffering caused by the flux of capitalism and its most recent war.  

An attendant loss of faith in all their own society’s institutions, 

including the Christian Churches, that seemed to create the 

problems and then proved grossly inadequate in addressing the 

outcomes.  And, perhaps most importantly, the polarising effect of 

the repressive reaction by conservatism against the more moderate 

socialist alternative, which produced an equally extreme 

opposition.  As human misery accumulated and social institutions 

seemed either unwilling or powerless to help, authorship of the 

definitive ‘Australian character’ became every bit as much a site 

of political contest between hegemonic and oppositional forces as 

the union picket.  Right-wing conservatism, seated in middle class 

and petit bourgeois hegemony and its desire to expunge the colony’s 

penal origins by ‘respectability’, arrayed its forces against the 

democratic socialism that might have accepted reforms redressing 

the most glaring inequities.   

 

In many ways, the hysteria of the conservative attack actually 

worked in the Party’s favour, as members became so inured to the 

anti-communist rhetoric that they would not see what was blatantly 
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wrong before their own eyes.  An example of this is Audrey and Jack 

Blake’s seemingly obtuse lack of concern for the strangely barred 

doors in an emptying corridor as arrested ‘spies’ disappear from 

their Moscow hotel while they are working as Australian Party 

representatives.  It never occurred to them that they might be in 

danger of ‘disappearing’ as they considered themselves to be true 

‘workers’ and:  ‘We didn’t read the critics of the USSR.  The daily 

press was always full of anti-Soviet stories and this barrage 

desensitised us to criticism of the Soviet Union’ (Blake 1984:21).   

 

That those who profited from the capitalist system accepted the 

thousands of lives thrown on the economy’s scrap-heap to support 

their standard of living, and then callously blamed the victims, 

also threw numerous Australian artists into the Party or, as fellow 

travellers, into its front organisations.  It may be that a social 

conscience is neither unique nor essential to intellectual 

endeavour but for the politically conscious the ‘genuine artist … 

is always motivated by a concern for the fate of man, regardless of 

the means he finds to express this concern’ (Adler 1970:51).  This 

concern for humanity does not necessarily manifest as left wing, 

nor radical, nor does every artist seek to change the world with 

their art, but left wing artists have done so with great passion 

and feature throughout the radical literary tradition’s history.  

Katherine Susannah Prichard is central to the development of 

twentieth century Australian radical identity, both in her writing 

and as a founding member of the Western Australian ACP and 

progenitor of the Party’s literary activities including founding 

the Writer’s League (Carter 1985:94).  For Prichard, the plight of 

the London poor in 1908 had affected her deeply and she declared 

that the ‘problem of how such poverty and suffering could be 

prevented stayed with me’; it was, as Throssell asserts, ‘her 

blooding in the stuff of revolution’ (Throssell 1990:21).  Prichard 

declared her writing was intended ‘to reach people’s common sense 

and intelligence, to show them that if they unite they can make a 

different world possible’ (cited by Modjeska in Prichard 
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[1950]1984:vi).  Prichard’s early work commands an authorship of 

the national voice that proves resilient against Party-speak and, 

though critics consider that her work deteriorated after she 

followed the Party’s direction into strict socialist realism, that 

characteristic remains innate to her work.  That Prichard 

consistently demonstrated familiarity with the international and 

national heritage of the radical literary tradition (Buckridge 

1985:94; Throssell 1982:intr.) is evidence that she was highly 

conscious of the tradition in which she worked.   

 

Working Bullocks (Prichard [1926]1980) is Prichard's first work 

to display a mature theoretical development combined with symbolic 

identifiers of national character and acknowledge its radical 

literary heritage.  The title and its recurrent theme come directly 

from Lane’s Working Man’s Paradise, in Nellie’s description of poor 

people’s lives under capitalism, as ‘just existing like working 

bullocks’ (Prichard [1892]1980:95).  Working Bullocks was greeted 

by Vance Palmer and other literary peers as a major development in 

Australian literature, mainly for its treatment of the human in the 

landscape that resonated with a sense of natural belonging as 

opposed to the alienated quality of previous Australian works 

(Throssell 1990:45-6).  Prichard’s conjuring of the grandeur of the 

primeval forest and the joy of the healthy human animal in 

elemental combat with nature is shot through with the damage that 

hard life did to the timber worker’s health and the inherent 

brutishness of lives spent in ignorance and poverty.  Yet the life 

of the wood-cutters and haulers is then made to seem almost 

ignorant bliss when contrasted with the ‘shrieking clangor of 

machinery’ and its butchery of the felled trees (Prichard 

[1926]1980:183).  The ancient world of animals, men and trees comes 

into dramatic conflict with its inevitable progress into 

industrialism, its injuries and deaths almost ‘natural’ in 

comparison.   
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An older man, Charley, and the very young Billy Connolly are 

killed in a saw mill accident that is the product of simple greed 

and negligence on the part of the mill owner.  Mark Smith, the 

autodidact union activist, attempts to galvanise the community into 

strike action as a means of preventing this same sort of accident 

happening again, but ultimately fails as union representatives 

collude with the mill management to undermine the strike.  Smith 

expresses the frustration he feels at the workers’ obtuse 

recalcitrance to organise, and disinclination to fight for better 

conditions: 

 
“You’ve said that for months,” he jeered.  “You’ve groused and 

growled.  But you won’t do anything.  Lord, no!  You look like 
men, but you’re not.  You’re working bullocks.  That’s all you 
are.  You’ll go crawling back to work tomorrow when the whips 
are cracking.  You’ll let the boss do what he likes with you … 
smash you if he wants to, rather than scrap an old saw.  You 
make me sick, the lot of you!”       (Prichard [1926]1980:197) 
 

Smith’s commitment to his cause is shaken.  Tempted to give it away 

for a simple life of sensual gratification, Smith momentarily 

weakens but inevitably chooses to continue in his vocation as a 

union activist.  Here, in this stern duty of the committed activist 

as much as the exposition of working conditions and union politics, 

it is also a continuation in that long tradition of didactic 

radical literature which this thesis posits.  This moral resolve 

also resonates with Working Man’s Paradise, in Nellie’s refusal to 

breed more victims for capitalism; both choose to sublimate their 

sexual energy to ‘the cause’. 

   

As previously discussed in relation to Lane, this form of 

socialist puritanism did not begin with Soviet literary theory, but 

more properly belongs to Lane’s and Prichard’s British radical 

heritage.  The doctrine of moral purity in the new ‘socialist man’ 

dictated by Soviet socialist realism belongs more truly to the 

transformation from the aesthetic symbolism of Russian icons to 

their political function as an expression of the spirituality of 

the revolution, as Hoberman explains: 
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For Russia’s early 20th century avant-garde, the icon was both a 
symbol of an ideal national past and an inspiration for a 
transfigured future. … The saint is axiomatic in Socialist 
Realism; the figure of the so-called positive hero or heroine is 
brave, steadfast, selfless, an allegorical personification of 
Bolshevik ideals, the embodiment of history’s “forward” 
trajectory.      (Hoberman 1993:73)11  
 

This overlay of one culture’s symbolism by another, one that is 

ostensibly similar but semantically dissimilar, presented a complex 

range of problems to Western writers and their readers.  The 

critique of the proletarian novel’s problematic feature of the 

‘political figure rather than a fully realized person, a 

representative of his class rather than an individual’ (Pearce 

1988:199) reflects Soviet iconography with subtly different 

meanings transposed onto an existing British tradition.  As has 

been shown previously, throughout the nineteenth century writers 

had struggled with the didactic aesthetic as the rules of the novel 

increasingly reflected hegemonic Kantian-Arnoldian aesthetics and 

middle class values.  Yet for writers of the radical tradition, and 

of socialist realism in particular, the purpose of their writing 

was not for the personal aggrandisement of producing a literary 

masterpiece but to advance the working class cause by featuring 

‘not only the worker’s problems but also their solution’ (Devanny 

1942:58).  The socialist hero embodying such towering moral 

superiority that the capitalist stands condemned in its shadow 

gradually became socialist realist doctrine and writers struggled 

to find the balance between developing a sense of humanity in such 

an impossibly mythic character while explicating its political 

function.   

 

Dorothy Hewett (1990) notes that this moral code was promoted 

in Party life, placing similar pressures on real human beings as 

members strove to live as moral exemplars of the communist future, 

                                                           
11 Hoberman is referring in particular to socialist realism in the visual 
arts, but this argument is considered to be equally applicable to the 
literary school. 
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motivated in part by native idealism and partly to undermine the 

demonising propaganda leveled against them.  But the promise of the 

glorious communist future was fatally compromised by the necessity 

to explain away Bolshevik atrocities in Comintern-provided ends-

and-means rhetoric.  Vitriolic attacks by conservatives proved 

counterproductive, as evidenced by Audrey and Jack Blake’s willed 

ignorance in Moscow where the extraordinarily numerous 

disapearances in their residence were accepted as revealed traitors 

(Blake 1984).  Party members quickly learned avoidance strategies, 

particularly that of deriding reports by ‘reputable independent 

commentators’ of Soviet atrocities and how to drown out misgivings 

with a welter of jargon (Macintyre 1998:377).  But the deceit of 

Lenin’s pact with the Soviet Union’s ethnic minorities, while the 

Soviet Party continued to murder its own minorities and dissidents 

at home and preached racial tolerance abroad (Werth 1991) 

undermined the moral force of western communist’s attempts to 

redress racism in their own countries.  Conflict between the racism 

inherent to the Australian labour movement and the internationalism 

of Marxism placed other, inchoate, pressures on communists’ moral 

rectitude and believers retreated into willed obtuseness.   

 

Unlike the American Marxist literary tradition, of which Wald 

asserts ‘its great theme was anti-racism’ (Wald 1994:1), the moral 

dichotomies of a racist heritage were to infect the Australian 

radical tradition well into the twentieth century.  During the 

nineteen thirties American writers ‘risked danger and violence to 

investigate the conditions of workers … in racist strongholds such 

as Alabama’ (Wald 1990:2).  Where pre-Party communists in Australia 

had worked with Aboriginal people and the new leadership adopted 

the Party’s ethnic policies and periodically raised the race issue 

they faced entrenched racism in Labour organisations (Boughton 

2001).  The Communist featured the appalling treatment of 

Aborigines by the pastoralists in a leading article ‘Advance 

Australia Fair - The black slaves in the Northern Territory’ (Jan 5 
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1923:1), describing how wealthy squatters obtained government 

permits forcing Aborigines to remain on their properties and to 

work without wages.  The article cites examples of the brutal 

treatment of Aborigines, who are ‘rounded up like station cattle,’ 

explaining how this government-sanctioned slavery was also used to 

force down conditions for white workers.  Boughton cites criticism 

of Labour Party policy on Aborigines in the communist press in 1925 

and states that by 1931 the ACP had adopted a platform calling for 

the abolition of Aboriginal slavery and the formation of Aboriginal 

Republics (Boughton 2001).  Macintyre supports this, but he argues 

that the Party's position on Aborigines was compromised by the 

sectarian concerns of unionists in their ranks during the united 

front period (1998:126).12

 

By the mid-1920s the party achieved a general consistency in its 
opposition to imperialism and sympathy for native peoples, but 
its position of immigration remained tortuously qualified 
because of the fear of Garden and the Trades Hall Reds that 
their opponents would use the issue against them.  

 (Macintyre 1998:126) 

 

While the Party’s political leaders stayed muted on race 

issues, a small number of Party writers stood their ground against 

racism, working to demonstrate the humanity of Aboriginal people to 

a society that preferred the one-dimensional portrait of 

‘evolution’s victim’.  Prichard had won the Triad Prize for a 

three-act play with Brumby Innes in 1928 which raised issues of 

racial prejudice and exploitation of indigenous people that were 

more fully developed in Coonardoo (Prichard [1929]1975) and wrote a 

number of short stories with aboriginal themes, the most successful 

being ‘The Cooboo’ and ‘Happiness’ (Throssell 1990:51).  Coonardoo 

displays Prichard’s commitment to understanding aboriginal people 

on their own terms, albeit with little hope for much of a future.  

The narrative ends with the much-wronged Coonardoo as a symbol of 

                                                           
12 The engagement of the Party, its writers and fellow travellers with the 
Aboriginal cause was to gain impetus from the 1940s on. 
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failure for aboriginal-white rapprochement, alienated from both her 

own people and the white man she loved, dying alone, her limbs 

‘like those blackened and broken sticks beside the fire’ 

([1929]1975:206).  Australian radical writers’ exposure of the 

institutionalised racism and appalling mistreatment of Aboriginal 

people was muted by public intransigence.  Coonardoo won the year’s 

Bulletin novel prize but incurred such a ‘vitriolic backlash’ from 

the public that Vance Palmer’s entry Men Are Human was rejected the 

following year due to its ‘open-handed treatment of Aboriginal 

issues’ (Webb & Enstice 1998:243).  The mind of the Australian 

public was it seems, determined that the Darwinist doctrine of 

species extinction applied to Aborigines and their successors 

should not be discomforted by any of the incidental ugliness of 

that process.  The Bulletin’s racism increased with its growing 

conservatism and years later Douglas Stewart, its Red Page editor 

(1939-1959), could refer to Coonardoo as a ‘fairy tale’ without a 

trace of irony (Stewart 1975:165). 

 

Other communist writers of the period were to portray the 

wrongs of Aboriginal history in their work but few made this the 

central focus as Prichard and Palmer had.  Jean Devanny, who joined 

the Party in 1930, as the Depression deepened, inserts a short but 

brutal exposition of the early ‘hunting parties’ that killed 

countless Aborigines into a wider discussion of the development of 

racism in Australian labour politics in her novel of the 1935 cane 

worker’s strike, Sugar Heaven ([1936]1982:158-9).  Devanny declared 

Sugar Heaven to be the ‘first really proletarian novel’ (in Wells 

1987:527).  Sugar Heaven's chronicling of the strike takes a novel 

form of reportage, the method promoted by the radical Czech 

journalist Egon Kisch, with whom Devanny spent time on his 

controversial visit to Australia.13  Devanny was an ardent Party 

activist in numerous ‘fraternal organisations’ such as the Writers’ 
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League and Writers’ Association, speaking publicly and writing 

broadly on the revolutionary role of women in society while also 

fighting ‘the sexual double standards prevalent in the party’ 

(Ferrier intr. in Devanny [1936]1982:xii).  Most of all, Devanny 

provided the Party with an exemplar of the true ‘proletarian’ 

artist, believing passionately that there was no difference between 

writing and other forms of work as a ‘manifestation of a commitment 

to working class interests’ (Wells 1987:528).  Devanny frequently 

felt the strain of her attempts to live to this philosophy, as did 

Prichard, and their writing quite possibly suffered for it, but for 

the sheer volume of their literary production and activism over 

four decades, both are remarkable exemplars of the Australian 

radical literary tradition.  

 

iv) Sunshine and shadow: The Party and fellow travellers during 

the Depression 

 
We sang the “Internationale,” but the words might as well have 
been the older ones: “Woe to the shepherds who feed themselves, 
but feed not their flocks.”      (Koestler [1950]1965)14

 
In the lead-up to the Depression committed Australian communists 

were mostly core veterans of other radical groupings, but they 

quickly gained the admiration of union workers for their sturdy 

support during the strikes and lockouts as industry and government 

tightened the conditions of labour (Macintyre 1998:ch.6).  By 1928 

Stalin had consolidated his grip but the Party’s effectiveness in 

public relations fluctuated with the erratic quality of Comintern 

advice.  Macintyre (1998:ch.7) chronicles the ‘Bolshevisation’ of 

the Party during this period as it attempted to enforce the ‘logic 

of the Third period’ theory and its pernicious maxim of ‘Class 

Against Class’ that saw the more liberal radicals fall away.  As 

                                                                                                                                                                                  
13 Kisch’s highly dramatised visit to Australia as guest of the Movement 
Against War and Fascism, while significant, has been extensively covered 
elsewhere, not least by his own account, Australian Landfall (1937). 
14 Koestler ([1950]1965) on the fragmentation of society that leads to 
loss of faith in existing systems and a seeking of alternatives.     
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Macintyre explains, this period was manifested in the persecution 

and expulsion of members who would not toe the line: 

Through the public humiliation of its most reputable figures, an 
organisation that had once allowed vigorous debate and open 
discussion of differences was reconstituted as a conventicle of 
rigid conformity.  The obligation of self-criticism drove party 
discipline into the very fibre of the party’s being, and removed 
all grounds of principled dissent.    (Macintyre 1998:175) 

 

This practice also lost the Party considerable sympathy and human 

resources in the broader community, alienating those who had 

previously found the united front period accommodating.  But it was 

the development of unemployment, from an ordinary condition to a 

‘mass phenomenon’ (Macintyre 1998:191) that gave the Party another 

recruiting impetus, as Tom Hills recounts (Lowenstein & Hills 

1982:73):  ‘I was converted to socialism during the Depression.  I 

joined the Communist Party in 1932.  If there hadn’t been a 

Depression I don’t think I would have become a Communist.’  This 

motivation is common to the plethora of memoirs published by 

communists who joined during that period (Symons 1994). During the 

Depression the Unemployed Workers’ Union had gained ground, and 

with it the Party that motivated it (Blake 1984:93), as had other 

militant groups and their literature.  

 

The conservative backlash to the rise of the Party had been 

equally extreme and by 1936 ‘about 5,000 books were on the list of 

Prohibited Publications’ (Macquarie Book of Events 1983:496).  

While the Party was tightening its discipline in relentless purging 

and admonitions to vigilance against deviations that were rarely 

recognised as such until a new directive made retrospective 

judgement possible, members still managed to produce an enormous 

plethora of literature and attract numerous artists to their 

publications and front organisations.  Worker's Art Clubs 

proliferated, many with their own magazines, which provided 

vehicles for amateur and professional members and fellow traveller 

artists and writers.  As Head points out, while conservative 

history laments the level of intellectual discourse in this period, 
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the ‘picture overlooks … the cultural militancy of the left in the 

Depression and the rise of fascism in the 1930s’ (Head 1988:17).  

Carter cites the Depression as a significant 'moment of crisis' 

that produced a fracture in the dominant 'narrative of history', 

‘both an impulse to politics and an impulse to writing’, freeing a 

generation of writers from the constraints of the elitist liberal 

paradigm of literature (Carter 1987:110-11).   

 

Prichard greeted fellow traveller J M Harcourt’s ([1934]1986) 

Upsurge: A Novel, exposing the slide into unemployment and poverty 

experienced by ordinary people as the Depression deepened in 

Western Australia, as ‘Australia’s first socialist realist novel’ 

(Nile in Harcourt 1986:intr).  Prior to this censorship had been 

restricted to imports, and Upsurge was the first local publication 

to be banned, ostensibly for its challenging sexuality but Nile 

argues that ‘its support for a radical political programme and its 

marxian analysis of the depression’ was a more likely reason (Nile 

1986:xxiii).  Indeed, the book’s moral tone has much affinity to 

the old socialist puritanism, exemplified in the dialogue between 

Riddle and the fellow traveller Graham: 

 
“The morality of a civilization,” said Graham, “is an ethical 
reflection of the economic organization of that civilization.  A 
breakdown of morality necessarily implies a breakdown of the 
economic machine behind it.”   (Harcourt [1934]1986:33) 
 

And again we see the pure socialist hero locked into his cause, 

spurning the charms of a woman who loves him, but here Riley is 

shown as almost pathological in his tenacity to his ideal and in 

conversation with Riddle Riley expounds on the religiosity of 

communism:  

 
“A religion.  Yes … perhaps you’re right.  But if Communism’s a 
religion its given wage slaves something no other religion ever 
did.  Its given them hope.  Christianity promised them redress 
in the hereafter!  The meek shall inherit the earth!  The 
colossal impudence of that piece of humbug!  Oh, I’ll hand it to 
the bosses for that! … For nearly two thousand years they 
humbugged us with that! … But its over now. Karl Marx gave us a 
hope to be realized on earth, not in heaven.  Yes, Communism’s a 
religion and Karl Marx is its prophet.”(Harcourt [1934]1986:151)  
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Riddle counters with the suggestion that they might find their 

communist religion as easily warped by an oppressive regime as 

Christianity had been.  Riley is surly in his response that the 

‘Communist religion doesn’t depend on faith’.  The gap in logic is 

made obvious here and Harcourt is pointing to the dangers of 

transferring faith from one belief system to another, showing the 

problem of the Party’s claim to scientific argument; and also why 

he remained a fellow traveller.  In Upsurge it is the philosophical 

Graham, who is the hidden protagonist, sympathetic but too wide-

seeing to accept blind faith, helping political victims where he 

can, financially, paying fines of jailed demonstrators, but like 

Harcourt, not a Party member.   

 

Although the Party gained critical authority over the radical 

literary tradition with its concentration on both establishing its 

own literary groups and infiltrating other left-wing groups, many 

writers of significance to the radical tradition remained 

independent of the Party.  While Kylie Tennant may or may not have 

been a Party member during the period in which she wrote Ride On 

Stranger ([1943]1979), she was a sympathetic fellow traveller and 

belongs within the radical tradition.15  Tennant’s radicalism was 

ever about the every-day and The Battlers (1941) treats with the 

tribes of homeless wanderers of the Depression in an intensely 

political rendering of human flotsam cast up upon the inland shores 

of the bush roads.  This tale of the human spirit shorn of 

pretensions, struggling to survive with the shreds of dignity and a 

recalcitrant nut of hope wrapped in their ragged bundles, is based 

upon a closely studied familiarity that takes it almost into 

                                                           
15 Hardy thinks she might have been a member during the writing of Ride On 
Stranger but says Tennant ‘was always doing things in order to write 
books’ and thought it was ‘a pretty accurate picture’ (in Molloy 
1981:373). Ashbolt (1984:172) relates how Tennant challenged Wentworth to 
repeat his accusations regarding her being an ‘actively connected’ Party 
member outside Parliament, to which he backed away from his charge with 
as little grace as he could muster.  
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reportage.16  Forced to move on by the vagrancy law, which also 

proscribed against consecutive dole rations in the same town, the 

travellers are perpetually on the move.  Reviled by townspeople and 

farmers, who nevertheless exploit the travellers’ dependence on 

seasonal work, they circle each other in a parasitic relationship 

that thrives on mutual needs.   

 

Tennant shows how committed unionists among them struggle to 

find tenure amongst the pernicious poverty and primitive tribalism 

of ‘the track’, illustrating the inability of Labour unions to 

actually do much for these, the most vulnerable of all their 

charges who remain mostly unemployed: 

 

Burning Angus swung round on his audience. "You all know what’ll 
happen. It’s all very well to talk about the orchardists taking 
the responsibility if they don’t pay the award.  But the 
orchardists aren’t going to be camped by the road without tucker 
or boots.’ He swung towards the union organiser again.  I’m 
talking for the bagmen, men that have tramped hundreds of miles, 
jumped the rattler and risked a broken neck to be here.  What’s 
the A.W.U. ever done or ever intended to do for these coves? 
They’re all right when they’ve got work.  You’ll come along and 
collect their dues; but when they haven’t got a job they’re just 
tramps and hoboes, and no damn good to anyone.  Does the Union 
that tells them not to take a job ever try to stop the police 
from hounding them when they haven’t got one? My bloody oath it 
doesn’t. The weakness of the whole Labour Movement is that it 
only concerns itself with the man in a job."  (Tennant 1941:279)  
 

Burning Angus and his fellows have been trying to organise a 

‘bagman’s union’ and they do manage to organise resistance, but the 

strike is easily subverted by the largest employer’s ‘divide and 

conquer’ strategies, petering out as the travellers’ resolve 

disintegrates under the simple pressures of boredom and want.  

However, as hard as they work the exploitative conditions of 

seasonal work mean that there is never enough to get ahead or allow 

anyone to achieve the traveller’s Holy Grail, to ‘settle’ 

somewhere.  Tennant makes it plain that this is a unique class of 

people who have adjusted to an itinerant life seeking seasonal work 

                                                           
16 Tennant lived on the road with her ‘travellers’, drank from the muddied 
dams and ate at the campfires of the people she portrays, ‘making as best 
they can in circumstances they have not chosen’ (Tennant 1941:xi).  
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that accords than more dignity and independence than city slums.  

It is made clear that this phenomenon is a product of industrial 

capitalism’s boom-bust cycles and, though hidden during periods of 

affluence, will reappear with its economic ebb-tide.  The war takes 

some of their youth, but most of the travellers are immune, too 

broken in body and alienated in spirit to find the call to 

patriotism inspiring.  

 

The United States of America (US) had been effectively 

influencing Australian intellectuals through their Australian 

Council for Educational Research, established with Carnegie grants 

in 1930.  This Council funded the writer C Hartly Grattan’s 

Fellowship to Australia and was repaid by his promoting of US 

interests in his journalism here (White 1981:150).  With the 

resurgence of cultural vitality following the Depression, US 

industrialists had also begun to take a closer interest in the 

development of Australian nationalist identity.  US diplomats 

promoted independence from Britain by criticising ‘Anglophile 

attitudes’ with an eye to ending support for government policy of 

preferential tariffs to British commodities (White 1981:148-53).  

This engagement with our national identity by the US presented 

another tension to the debate, in which US capitalist interests 

curiously merged with those of Australian radical nationalists and 

communists, as White explains: 

 
The Communist Party of Australia, at its strongest in the 1940s, 
engaged the energies of many radical intellectuals.  At both 
extremes the intellectuals claimed to stand for an essential 
Australia which was not fully expressed in present circumstances 
or policies.            (White 1981:152) 
 
At the time the US’s subversive intent was not entirely 

understood but, with the emergence of America as an imperialist 

industrial-military culture at the end of the war, the tension 

between the Party and American interests in the promoting of 

Australian national identity became outright conflict.  In the 

main, Australian radical nationalist writers of the 40s and 50s 

were socialist, communist, or fellow travelers ‘gathered about 
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Vance and Nettie Palmer’, the core of which were Katherine Susannah 

Prichard, Frank Davison, Leonard Mann and Marjorie Barnard  

(Phillips 1988:142).  The ‘Palmer group’ had been engaged in 

developing and interpreting the radical tradition’s authorship of 

the national identifiers throughout the past two decades and their 

work was confirmed in the national characteristics that became 

widely acclaimed, as White argues: 

The belief that the post-war world would have to be more equal, 
and that socialism, very loosely defined, was part of 
Australia’s future, was a common one.  During the war, the 
‘national character’ was described in terms of democracy, 
egalitarianism and social justice.  This was the positive image 
opposed to the authoritarian Nazi or the barbaric ‘Jap’.  

           (White 1981:153) 
   

Australian radical women wrote extensively, both privately and 

publicly, and Nettie Palmer is a prime exemplar of these.  While 

Palmer published a considerable body of literary criticism, all 

directed at advancing the cause of an authentic Australian literary 

voice, a great deal more of her work is located in the 

correspondence networks she sustained with other women writers 

(Whitelock & Bulbeck 1988:149).  Writing in her tiny, cramped 

script, Nettie poured huge warmth and loving intelligence into 

engaging and witty letters that must have been a joy to receive.  

In a letter to her brother, Esmonde Higgins, she writes of an 

article by R G Menzies that:17

 
… in spite of its subject, sentiment or sonority, is a model of 
balance and harmony.  His sentences are all short, his 
paragraphs are well-knit and compleat [sic].  True, he had 
nothing to say, but he bows himself out as per contract.  

   (Nettie Palmer, undated letter in Higggins MS) 
 

 
Ostensibly, Menzies and his Liberal Party were Anglophiles, but in 

reality they supported the growing American influence and anti-

communist rhetoric of the post-war decade.  A new generation of 

writers were to engage in a battle for Australia’s future 

spearheaded by the Party’s Realist Writer’s Groups founded first in 

                                                           
17 Presumed 1916, Nettie Palmer letters in Esmonde Higgins ML MSS 740/10. 
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1944 and given new impetus in the late 1940s.  Chapter Six will 

continue the discussion on that era. 

 

v) Interwoven universes: the avant-garde, bohemians and other 

radical writers 

There was, of course, another radical grouping in Australia at the 

same time as the ACP was establishing itself, one which also held 

traditional rights to a strand of the radical tradition and who, 

though perhaps less vociferously, were also in contest for the 

national soul: the bohemians.  Norman Lindsay’s fictional memoir, 

Rooms and Houses (1968), shows how artists of all political and 

aesthetic persuasions mixed freely in that bohemian substratum, 

thrown together by lifestyle as much as politics.  Bohemians 

differentiated themselves from political peers by taking life 

itself as their forum of radical ideas, as Moore explains:  

 
The production of art was far less important than the living of 
one’s life as art, the elevation of style and recreation to an 
art form, the ‘technique of living’ was one of devil-may-care 
hedonism through an urban arcadia.       (Moore 1988:57) 
  

It was not that bohemians did not have the wit to see or the 

conscience to care about the wrongs of society, certainly many were 

anarchistic and libertarian rather than overtly political, but they 

sought to imagine how one might ‘live’ creatively in a way that 

subverted hegemonic values.  Moore argues that the ‘Bush legend’ 

itself was cultivated by the Bulletin bohemians, more reflective of 

‘the camaraderie and values of urban bohemia’ than any true 

portrayal of relationships in the bush (Moore 1988:57).  Wilkes 

(1981:45) also attributes romantic notions of the ‘bush legend’ to 

city-based bohemian writers, arguing that works by Lawson and 

Furphy need to be ‘selectively read’ to avoid the many glaring 

social inequities in the rural society they depict.  Indeed, the 

emigrant poet Francis Adams is credited by Palmer ([1954]1966:47) 

as an original progenitor of the iconic ‘bushman image’.  Yet even 

if the bushman iconography was not universally true, it reflected 

the idealised character of the native Australian, the very best 
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they could aspire to, and no doubt became imaginatively more true 

over time.  Bohemians have often proved prophetic and that 

iconography was then taken to heart and developed by bushmen 

themselves.  

 

Commercial artists, painters, prose writers and poets of the 

thirties challenged the claustrophobic Victorian conservatism of 

the period, in radical and conservative press alike, and laid 

libertarian seeds for its eventual demise.  Local book publishing 

had diminished in the wake of an invasion of British publishers in 

the first two decades (Webb & Enstice 1998:228-9), but a rise in 

consumer fortunes during the 1920s brought more local magazines and 

arts-based work, providing grounds for a flowering of avant-garde 

artists.  That decade of exuberance was quickly dampened by the 

Depression and the art world’s dominance by a generation of 

Edwardian bohemians.  Their career options constrained, frustrated 

young modernists went looking to the European avant-garde movements 

and soon styled themselves as cultural revolutionaries (Moore 

1988:58).  In Europe the Surrealists had at first been resistant to 

any political commitment, seeing it as antithetical to their 

central principle of ‘absolute liberty’ (Short 1966:6).  Those 

Surrealists engaged with communism had continued in the incendiary 

mode of their Dadaist and Futurist forbears, with a ‘politics of 

protest’, of ‘satire and insult’, in a welter of pamphlet and 

journal publishing: 

 

Its tone was invariably violent and tended to swing feverishly 
between the outraged and the outrageous.  It expressed 
unmistakably the political views of poets – of idealists 
impatient beyond all endurance at the failure of the real to 
emulate the imaginable.        (Short 1966:13) 

 

Taken in this context, the strident manifesto-style approach of 

the magazine Strife (1930) may have been as Carter describes, ‘an 

unprecedented kind of writing and an unprecedented aesthetic or 

anti-aesthetic stance in Australia’ (Carter 1993:58).  However, it 
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is argued her that the Surrealist style sits comfortably within the 

historical range of the radical tradition.  Carter allows that the 

short-lived Strife, edited by Judah Waten and Herb McClintock, 

‘does seem to participate in the historical moment of the avant-

garde … precisely where modern art and revolutionary communism are 

forced together’ (Carter 1993:59).  During the decade of the 

thirties other modernist and Marxist, avant-garde journals and 

magazines followed in much the same ephemeral mode of the radical 

press of the nineteenth century.  That they were edited and 

contributed to by different groupings of often the same artists and 

intellectuals suggests ‘just how fluid the boundaries were between 

modernist and left-wing projects and how small were the cultural 

networks’ (Carter 1993:65).  Carter argues that this merging of 

interests, brought about by the ‘political catalyst’ of the 

Depression, was ‘at once immediate and local and international in 

its effects [and] opened up new ways of perceiving Soviet society 

as modern – indeed as the future’ (Carter 1993:65).  The short-

lived quarterly Point, edited by Alan Marshall, demonstrated this 

merging with a variety of fellow traveler and communist writing, 

its first number (Autumn 1938) including the work of internationals 

Ilya Ehrenburg, Mike Gold and Rudolph Leonhard, and locals Dick 

Diamond, Vance Palmer and Robert Close. 

 

Artists may not have joined the Party in droves, but of those 

who had become radicalised by the Depression many did participate 

in community arts-based projects that were initiated by so-called 

front organisations as sympathisers, or ‘fellow travellers’.  One 

of the most effective groups of this type, the Workers’ Art Clubs 

(WAC), operated between 1932 and 1935 (Merewether 1971:70).  In 

Sydney the radical political cartoonist George Finey was WAC 

president but not a Party member.  Yet Jean Devanny, who was very 

active within the group, was a high profile Party activist.  The 

Melbourne Club had a higher roll call of party members amongst its 

founders, including Noel Counihan and Judah Waten.  The WACs 
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provided an expressive vehicle for disaffected unemployed artists, 

developing the new proletarian art forms of illustration, banner-

making and theatre, attempting to follow the Comintern’s directive 

to make art more ‘understandable to the masses.  However, while 

they provided support for the artists, gave colour and life to 

demonstrations and gained some formal support from the unions, 

Merewether argues that ‘they failed to attract any subsequent 

engagement by members of the working class’ (Merewether 1971:71).  

Nevertheless, they did provide social networks and an outlet for 

artists’ desire to participate in the period’s radical movements 

for many who did not want to join the Party but felt strongly about 

the Depression and the rise of fascism.  When the WACs finally 

disbanded in 1935 many of those who had become politically engaged 

with writing and the theatre re-emerged in the Writer’s League and 

the New Theatre.  

 

The Spanish Civil War (1936-9) captured the imagination and 

passion of left wing intellectuals, bohemians, anarchists and 

socialists, across the world, driving many into the Party’s orbit 

if not its ranks, and a disproportionate number of writers died in 

its conflict.  The Left Review editorial eulogised the recent 

victims, English writers Ralph Fox, John Cornford and the Spanish 

poet Lorca:18

 
The deaths of Lorca and of Cornford, like that of Fox, symbolise 
for us the sacrifice of the nameless thousands of Spain, the 
fresh agony of Malaga, the trail of suffering as the Fascist 
brutes blast their way forward with worse ferocity than the 
hordes of Attila and Tamerlane.  (Left Review March 1937) 

 

This issue also features a long poem by Jack Lindsay, ‘On Guard for 

the People of Spain: A Poem for Mass Recital,’ of which the small 

part here shows the anguish he felt at the portent invoked by the 

Spanish War for all the world’s future: 

 

                                                           
18 This English number in the Mitchell Library (#335.05/4) donated from a 
local source. 

 224



Rise up, morning of the July the Twentieth, 
burn up into the sky of history. 

Rise up, old sun, never to be forgotten, 
And let the people Speak. 

 
Tear down the oppressors. 

Tear down the forts of stone with out bare hands. 
Smash with our bare hands 
The iron door of greed. 

Open the sluice gates of time 
and let the irrigating waters flow 

… 
On guard for the human future! 

On guard for the people of Spain.  
(Lindsay in Left Review 1937:79-86) 

 
Macintyre points out that ‘the threat of fascism rescued communism 

as an international movement’, but while Spain’s conflict was 

little-known in Australia Macintyre notes that ‘many of those who 

did supported the insurgents’ (Macintyre 1999:291;299).  The 

government maintained an ostensibly neutral position but its travel 

restrictions compounded the sheer distance of Spain and the small 

contingent of young Australians who went had to find their own way 

to Britain and join British Brigades.  Of more significance for the 

future of the left in general in Australia, and communism in 

particular, the Spanish War intensified and accelerated the 

Catholic militancy gathered around B A Santamaria, raising the 

temperature of the debate to fever pitch and drawing Catholics away 

from the Party (Macintyre 1999:304-306). 

 

 In the first years of WWII two new literary journals were 

started up that were both, for different reasons, to make 

significant contributions to the Australian radical literary scene 

and attract damaging attacks from conservative forces.  In Brisbane 

Clem Christensen founded Meanjin Papers (1940), moving to the 

University of Melbourne in 1945, and Max Harris’s Angry Penguins 

(1940-1), which began in Adelaide and moved to Melbourne in 1943 to 

be funded by John and Sunday Reed until its demise in 1946.  From 

the start Christensen intended that Meanjin would ‘make clear the 

connection between literature and politics’ where the politics of 

Angry Penguins were entirely aesthetic, attempting to establish a 
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place for an international modernism in the Australian literary 

world (McLaren 1996:20-1).  Meanjin could never be considered as a 

radical publication per se, but its determined affirmation of ‘the 

continuity of tradition’ and numerous fellow traveller and 

communist contributors ties it to the radical tradition, as Mclaren 

argues: 

 
Although it never lost the sense of speaking for an embattled 
minority, which sometimes seemed as few as one, Meanjin 
gradually developed as strong commitment to the interpretation 
of Australia’s place in the new circumstances of the postwar 
period. 
… 
Far from being narrowly left, Meanjin throughout the 1940s and 
1950s provided a forum within which readers could encounter the 
most recent thinking of European philosophers and American 
theorists alongside the best critics, polemicists and creative 
writers working in Australia.      (McLaren 1996:25-6,32) 
 

For this cosmopolitan leftism Meanjin paid a considerable price, 

struggling to survive with little of the government support other 

more conservative art journals received and numerous attacks for 

its support of known communist writers (McLaren 1996:27-9).  There 

was a brief period of respite for the left during the war after 

Russia joined the Allies, but this short window closed rapidly with 

the Cold War. 

Concluding comments 

One other, much underestimated, dimension of the radical literary 

tradition’s contribution Australian culture was perhaps its most 

difficult task of all: to wean fellow Australians off their English 

aesthetic of the land; to help them to begin to appreciate this 

place for its own, very different qualities.  The bushman legend 

contained not only the social character that the radicals hoped 

would inspire the largely urban population to independence, but 

also an aesthetic of the land itself with which writers such as 

Palmer, Prichard and numerous others hoped to inspire a new sense 

of place and belonging.  The seeds they sowed were encased in a 

hard nut of radical nationalism, encumbered too with the politics 

of republicanism and socialism, which have taken an unduly long 

time to germinate, and only recently emerging as central to any 
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sustainable residence in this country.  But the Englishness of the 

Australians proved itself to be remarkably hard and infertile 

ground for these seeds and in 1944 Brian Penton wrote a searing 

polemic in which he argued that we had failed to learn to love this 

country at our peril: 

 
Why has nearly three-quarters of our population grouped itself 
in a few cities around the coast, as far from the land as it can 
get?  For economic reasons.  Yes, partly.  But also for 
psychological reasons.  Because the heart of this land is 
unkindly and unbeautiful to minds which still brood wistfully on 
memories, actual or literary, of the green, tamed, gracious 
fields of England.  A hard country, a rather terrifying because 
so empty and quiet country.  We have not fitted ourselves into 
it.  We cannot hear its continental immensity.  We huddle 
together in our cities trying to keep our eyes away from its 
grey emptiness, its burning plains, its silent bush, its 
oppressive monotony.  We do not love it.  We hate it. …  
Do not misunderstand me.  I am not saying this country is 
unloveable, only that it is not yet loved.  (Penton 1944:59) 
 
The disgust Penton expends on this colonial obtuseness is 

extended to the Australian Labor Party, which he sees as ‘a 

miserable, time-serving party which has not even got the guts to 

advocate the pale-pink socialism of the English Labour Party’ 

(Penton 1944:62).  During Penton’s editorship of the Sydney Daily 

Telegraph (1941-1949) he had ‘developed its style of radical 

tabloid journalism that provoked thought rather than comforted 

prejudice’ (McLaren 1996:129).  His novel, Landtakers (1934) 

critiques the colonial mentality that sees the place as a mine to 

exploit rather than a home to live in, and provides ‘us with a 

detailed paradigm of the Australian who cannot live in Australia 

because he cannot accept it as an environment’ (Turner 1986:46).  

Ultimately, it could well be that this insecurity lay at the heart 

of the recalcitrance of many Australians to accept the sort of sere 

independence that the radical tradition proposed, to take that 

‘continental immensity’ with its ‘burning plains’ for their own.  

In their clinging to the royalist homilies of Menzies, huddling 

under the shrinking umbrella of the British Empire while flirting 

with rising power of America, they continued to see their 

occupation of this place as Penton termed it: ‘landtakers’ who 
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would one day need a ‘Home’ to return to.  What might have happened 

if the Soviet Union had not extended its reach and effectively 

assumed vanguard position in our radical literary tradition can 

only be speculated upon.  How the Party interpolated and reinvented 

that tradition in its own image will be discussed in the next 

chapter. 
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Part C. Analysis: The life and work of the post-WWII 

communist writer Eric Lambert as a writer in the 

radical literary tradition 

 

Chapter 6: Making the radical writer: Eric Lambert’s 

development and career as a radical writer 

 

i) The nexus of class and education: The contrasting cultures of 

Eric Lambert’s and Frank Hardy’s working class childhood 

environments 

 

Eric Lambert (1918-1966) is the primary subject of Part C.  The 

following section will focus on developing an analysis of 

Lambert's social and intellectual development as a writer working 

in the radical literary tradition established by the argument of 

the preceding chapters.  It has been argued there that the radical 

tradition developed as an oppositional discourse in a didactic 

nexus between literature and non-formal, subversive education, and 

between writers and readers, that had the development of political 

consciousness and critical awareness as its primary function.  The 

development of the working class and its consciousness of itself 

as an historical creation of the gross inequalities of modern 

industrialism had also become central to this tradition.  It has 

been shown that this class condition, as a product of capitalist 

development, was not as rigid as it first appears and that radical 

liberalism’s ideals of democratic republicanism were interwoven 

with working class radicalism through their nexus in the radical 

literary tradition. The key factor for a writer to be identified 

as belonging to the radical literary tradition is the didactic 

motivation to radical social change as the ethos of their work.1

  

                                                           
1 Some of the following information will be of a personal nature, derived 
from intimate family knowledge, given that the author is the maternal 
niece of Eric Lambert.  
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Lambert's literary and political peer, Frank Hardy (1917-

1994), provides an analytic counterpoint for the exploration of 

the contrasting influences of Lambert’s aspirational white-collar 

working class family with Hardy’s militant working class 

tradition.  The remaining sections of this chapter then follow the 

biographical and bibliographical trajectory of Lambert’s life as 

it pertains to the development of his literary career.  While 

letters and short stories will be discussed within the text here, 

Chapters Seven and Eight will focus entirely upon a developing 

analysis of his major works as exemplars of the radical literary 

tradition.  Lambert’s and Hardy’s differing family circumstances 

and class situation represent the poles of working class culture 

and, for the purposes of this analysis of Lambert, the comparison 

with Hardy provides an effective means of better explaining the 

complex tensions of class and education in the radical literary 

tradition.  Although Lambert became a communist writer, his 

liberal-Anglican background and libertarian-anarchist approach to 

literature and politics is more representative of the nationalist-

democratic strand of the Australian radical literary tradition, 

while Hardy provides the base line of traditional working class 

militancy.  The following comparison of Lambert and Hardy will 

show how the complex interweavings of economic and social crisis 

and the cultural constructs of class and education, with 

concomitant attitudes and expectations, shaped the radicalisation 

of Lambert and Hardy. 

 

Lambert and Hardy met at the end of an era when revolutionary 

change still seemed possible and they were boon companions during 

those few exciting years of postwar communist ascendancy between 

1947 and 1951 (Merlyn 1998:14; O’Leary 1974:37-8).  Lambert was a 

more temperamental personality and his friend and biographer, Zoe 

O’Leary, regards him as the more ‘natural’ writer of the two.2   

However, Lambert’s better education, both at home and school, may 
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have had as much to do with this as did talent.  While Lambert’s 

family was somewhat better off than Hardy’s, the difference in 

their class status was mostly qualitative and his association with 

middle class identity more through inculcated aspiration than 

actual privilege.  Likewise, though the Lambert family’s more 

stable situation prior to the Depression may have buffered Lambert 

from its worst effects, higher social expectations would deepen 

the impact of its deprivations and render the experiences of war 

and disillusion with communism’s Soviet leadership more 

traumatic.3   Whereas, Hardy’s traditional working class cultural 

environment produced a sense of continuity that sustained his 

class identity throughout these successive crises. 

 

These differences soon became apparent, with Hardy secure in 

his identification as a working class militant seemingly able to 

sail through, even revel in, his ability to ruffle Party feathers 

while Lambert was much more vulnerable to the vagaries of Party 

politics.4  When Lambert dissented from accepted doctrine he would 

find attacks on him as an unreliable middle class intellectual 

troubling, not for their sectarian import but that it may indicate 

his loss of faith in ordinary people, as he explains in a letter 

to Murray Smith (08.02.5):5    

 
I have one fear in my life: not that of being vilified as a 

‘renegade’, of losing the goodwill of certain sects – but of 
losing the common touch.  If you judge people by the tenets in 

                                                                                                                                                                                
2 O’Leary (1974:39) remarks that ‘the amount of writing Eric could turn 
out in a day was incredible.'  Whereas, on his own report, Hardy 
(1961:34-6) struggled until his craft developed.    
3 All following personal information is based upon intimate family 
knowledge, supported by further archival research. His sister’s 
recollections of the Depression were full of acute embarrassment at 
things no average working class child is likely to have been much 
bothered by, such as having to wear noticeably darned stockings to 
school, or not having matching hair ribbons.  
4 Jack Beasley reports a ‘veteran member of the party’s Central Disputes 
Committee’ saying that “for years we sat more or less in permanent 
session hearing complaints against Hardy”’ (Beasley 1979:72).  
5 In her taped interview with Patsy Adam Smith (25.09.78 Latrobe) 
Lambert’s ex-wife Joyce says on his later reports from the Soviet 
invasion of Hungary in 1956: ‘Friends here said, “Well there you are.  
These middle-class intellectuals always sell us out.  You’ve got to be a 
real working class man for solidarity”.’ 
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your brain and not the blood in your heart, you run such a 
risk. 
 

Hardy had no such concerns and claimed a certain degree of 

anarchistic licence, the spontaneity that his literary biographer 

Paul Adams (1999:1-2) recounts as the inspiration to write about 

him.  Hardy may not have been everyone’s ‘cup of tea’ but his 

persona as a working class militant was consistent despite 

representing a markedly different order of working class identity 

than Beasley’s lofty image of the ‘politically conscious militant 

trade unionist’ as the ‘most typical of the class’ (Beasley 

1979:68).  In contrast, Lambert’s background made his class 

position equivocal and his efforts to maintain this philosophical 

stance contributed to what others saw as an unstable personality 

whose emotional storms perplexed many of his friends and 

acquaintances.  O’Leary, whom he met at the Youth Festival For 

Peace and Friendship in Sydney in 1952, was perhaps his closest 

friend but even she could identify no ‘childish trauma to account 

for Lambert’s adult conflicts and raging contradictions’ (O'Leary 

1974:24).  However, this reflects an incapacity on her own part to 

empathise with the heightened disappointment of thwarted 

expectation and how that might affect someone inculcated with a 

sense of entitlement by an adoring mother.6  Also, while O’Leary 

(1974:35) acknowledges that the experience of war led Lambert into 

the Party, there does not appear to be much consideration of long-

term nervous damage, a result of the trauma of prolonged exposure 

to war on the front line on a sensitive young artist.  Lambert saw 

almost continual front line service in the Middle East New Guinea 

and Malaya, then was exposed to further trauma by his work with 

the Army Education Service (AES) in the repatriation of Prisoners 

of War from Singapore.  The emotional extremities and alcoholism 

he later experienced, symptoms now recognised as war-related, were 

all but ignored by society at that time and even sympathetic 

friends such as O’Leary seem to have failed to make the necessary 

connections.  It was almost like a willed collective blindness 
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that soldiers, who had endured such extreme conditions, were 

expected to return to civilian life and to get on with it as best 

they could, Anzac Day the only group therapy available to them.  

In contrast, Hardy did military service on home soil and the main 

dangers he faced were from tedium, poor food, and the risk of 

being discovered as a Party member during the period of its 

illegality (Adams 1999; Hardy 1961).  

 

A sense of security in family class identity also differed 

markedly, with Hardy unambiguously located in a trenchant 

Australian working class culture while Lambert’s English family 

had arrived as economic migrants in 1919 and retained British 

citizenship.7  Lambert’s family did have some claim to middle 

class English origins but class had become increasingly fluid and 

in Australia they were ‘white-collar’ working class, his father 

Frank a shoe store salesman.  By the outbreak of war Eric had 

moved ‘down’ to blue collar and was working in a garage while his 

mother Marion, become neurotic by the frustration of her desire to 

reclaim lost status, made much of distant relations to Lord 

Ponsonby (O’Leary 1974:23).8  Marion was the family’s social 

arbiter but, as Lambert’s ex-wife Joyce remarks, his father was 

‘very much the English gentleman’ (Adam-Smith interview 1978), and 

both parents had contributed to the provision of a liberal 

cultural environment with all the expectations those values 

entail.  Hardy's his itinerant working class family had placed 

less value on educational outcomes and held little aspiration to 

upward mobility.  Indeed, at the time any such ambition was 

perceived by working class peers as class betrayal and 

discouraged.  This perception is an influential factor in what 

                                                                                                                                                                                
6 This maternal ‘adoration’ of Eric was a constant refrain of his 
sister’s reminiscences. 
7 Marion kept British nationality, taking the children to England in 1930 
for eight months to see family and renew passports.  
8 My mother absorbed Marion’s values, remarking that she too had ‘married 
beneath her,’ considering herself to be of a superior class than 
financially better-off neighbours. Joyce and O’Leary confirm upper middle 
class English relations but Marion’s relation to the nineteenth century 
radical Whig, Lord Ponsonby, is treated as fanciful, if not disproved. 
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became known as the ‘tall poppy’ cultural phenomenon.  Hardy’s 

childhood recollections are of that traditionally impoverished 

literary life common to working class culture, one in which books 

were rare and shared magazines and newspapers provided the main 

source of reading for his father, Hardy’s youthful literary 

inspiration fed only by the children’s pages in that media (Hardy 

1961:26-32).  Hardy’s adult reading did not start until he began 

to write seriously himself, as he told Malloy:  

 
I hadn’t read anything when I began to write.  I didn’t know 
any writers.  I’d heard Paterson and Lawson recited.  But I 
didn’t read at all.  And then when I joined the Communist party 
I read political texts and then in my middle twenties when I 
began to read, I didn’t know I was going to become a writer.  I 
read the writers who interested me and they were Theodore 
Dreiser, Upton Sinclair and Henry Lawson. 

(Hardy in Malloy 1976:369)
     

The oral folk culture of Hardy’s Victorian Western District 

viewed book-derived culture with the traditional working class 

ambivalence towards the scholar, yet was imaginatively rich in 

other ways, its colour represented in collections of Hardy’s 

picaresque yarns such as The Great Australian Lover (1967) and 

Legends from Benson’s Valley (1976).  In keeping with that folk 

tradition, high value was placed on traditional forms of verse and 

the radical poet, J K McDougall, had been voted to the seat of 

Wannan in 1910 (Adams 1999:24).  As with many of his peers, Hardy 

left school at thirteen with a poor command of written English, 

but he showed artistic ability and support to enter newspaper and 

magazine competitions were the main mode of parental encouragement 

for his creative ambition.  This is in stark contrast to the 

Lambert family’s urban, liberal-Anglican culture.  Where Hardy 

made do with cartoons, Eric was encouraged scholastically in an 

environment that placed high value on literacy, with library 

memberships for the children and bookshelves stocked with literary 

classics.9   

                                                           
9 My mother inculcated a love of literature as the family ethos, buying 
children’s classics and joining me in the local library at the age of 
five and told of Marion spending days in bed reading Hardy or Galsworthy. 
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Both men were born into a post-war world of dramatic change.  

But the London-bred Lamberts had actively chosen further 

discontinuity with emigration, where Hardy belonged to a culture 

that parted with its traditions and notions of solidarity and 

community grudgingly, recalcitrant victims of an imposed 

fragmentation, as Adams explains: 

 
The new mobilities, developing in the country as a result of 
modernization, were dissolving older sensibilities of 
relationship and space.  The domination of the country by the 
city centralized scattered populations and means of production, 
moving equipment away from smaller towns to larger towns such 
as Bacchus Marsh, displacing families and communities and 
incorporating them more intimately into industrial culture.  
               (Adams 1999:18) 
 

Hardy was born and bred to this rural working class, his father 

Tom a ‘militant socialist’ who passed the ‘traditional patriarchal 

skill’ of yarn spinning on to Frank, his mother Winifred a ‘devout 

Irish Catholic [who taught] radical Irish songs such as ‘Kevin 

Barry’ to her children’ (Adams 1999:21).  Adams (1999:26-31) 

suggests that Hardy’s work is a direct reflection of this 

tradition, with Tom’s narrative voice redolent in the earlier 

tales, moving into Hardy’s voice as the critique of capitalism’s 

destruction of rural communities and notions of solidarity 

develops into an advocacy of the Party as an alternative union.  

Hardy saw his creative vocation as being in service to his 

political activities and espoused the Party line on committed 

Party writers working in industry and attending their industry’s 

branch meetings in order that they should ‘be an integral part of 

the Party apparatus and activity’ (Hardy 1952:377).  There is not 

much evidence that Hardy himself actually worked in any industry -  

outside the Party and publishing.  Adams points out that the 

tension between Hardy’s growing literary interests and political 

duty, reflected in the unwieldy strategy of dual narrators in The 

Hard Way (1961), remained unresolved until he became a full-time 

writer in the 1960s (Adams 1999:80-83,125).  This perception of 

the writer as someone to be harnessed to the class-interest 

belongs to working class tradition and, reflected in Bolshevik 
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ambivalence towards the intellectual, was subsumed as Party dogma.  

In contrast, the limitations of working class status had come as a 

nasty surprise to an adolescent Lambert who, as O’Leary (1974:23) 

remarks, appeared to possess an innate sense of entitlement and 

had held no such compunctions about aspiring to become a 

professional writer. 

 

Few who took on that perilous path of communist organic 

intellectual were immune from suspicious scrutiny of their 

political development and Williams (1981) challenges Beasley’s 

attack on Hardy as a class traitor in Red Letter Days (1979).  

Williams makes the observation that Beasley’s critique of Hardy 

displays ‘the vigour of an ideological grand inquisitor’ (Williams 

1981:170).  Indeed, in his rather humourless moral rectitude, 

Beasley certainly fails to detect the ironic metaphor of Hardy’s 

The Four Legged Lottery (1958) or the humorous caricatures Hardy 

drew of working class characters.  There is definitely something 

of the old puritan yearning in Beasley’s accusation of Hardy’s 

Billy Borker stories as being ‘anti-working class’ and of Hardy 

himself occupying an equivocal position ‘in regards to his often 

re-iterated working class principles’ (Beasley 1979:73,66).  As 

Williams (1981) argues, the tenor of this sustained attack on 

Hardy defeats its purpose, more an indicator of Beasley’s 

‘ineradicable Zhdanovism,’ personal dislike of Hardy and distaste 

at the low crassness he parodied rather than a considered 

criticism.10  The accusation of class traitor is potentially the 

most damaging thing Beasley can say of Hardy, that being the core 

of Hardy’s public and private identity, but it has no potency.  

Confident in his origins, Hardy is nonchalant about having 

‘listened to a different drum to the other communists [and] always 

in trouble with the party’ (in Molloy 1981:373).  However, 

although Hardy’s ascription to Party doctrine may have been 

                                                           
10 That Hardy manipulated publication of The Hard Way (1961) and the ABS 
lost to an English publisher that inherited the editing done by Beasley 
and jacket design financed by the ABS may have bearing (Beasley 1979:68). 
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erratic, given his supposed anarchism, he was late to develop a 

critique of the Party’s Stalinist regime, finally reacting 

‘emotionally’ to the 1968 Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia (in 

Molloy 1976:364) where Lambert had made his stand on Hungary in 

1956.  But like the factious member of a dysfunctional family, 

Hardy nonetheless remained a Party member, continuing in his self-

appointed task as revolutionary in the ‘unrevolutionary 

environment’ of post Cold War Australia (in Molloy 1981:361).  

Hardy’s developing critique of the Soviet Union and the Stalinists 

of the local Party was an inevitable reaction against the Party’s 

loss of credibility and decreasing capacity to offer the support 

he had previously received as it continued to make increasingly 

impossible puritan and hypocritical demands.  

  

Hardy’s (1961:33) assertion, that his ‘ambitions never 

involved deserting his own class,’ is evident in the world he 

wrote about.  It is one he knew intimately, both as an inherited 

tradition of generations and as a lived culture, which writers 

with no experience of have difficulty in portraying, as Hardy 

points out in his criticism of Patrick White:   

 

The illiterate speech in White’s so-called working class 
characters is a travesty of their behaviour.  One’s not to 
blame him for that.  He doesn’t know, but I just wish people 
would see that he doesn’t know.     (Hardy in Malloy 1976:362)  

 

Although Lambert had exposure to working class culture, and his 

talent for mimicry facilitated the effective transferal of this 

experience to dialogue in his writing, his was not an authentic 

‘belonging’.  This was an era in which class origins were readily 

recognised in speech and Lambert’s cultured diction reflected his 

class dislocation.11  O’leary (1974:37) remarks that Lambert moved 

easily in a variety of social circles, from trade unionists in 

workers’ hotels to the bohemian scene of university students and 

                                                           
11 Marion taught elocution, my mother’s voice was cultured, as Eric’s 
would have been.  
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that of the historian and civil libertarian Brian Fitzpatrick.  

However hard he may have tried, Lambert would have been suspected 

of being middle class because he did not, originally at least, 

speak like a working class man and had not been initiated into 

that culture until he embraced it as an adult.12  A newspaper 

clipping on Lambert’s death must have been working from hearsay 

for it identifies him as English, but ‘often taken as an 

Australian because of his strong Australian accent’ (in Stephen 

Murray Smith MS, Latrobe).  Given that he would not have begun 

adult life with such an accent this demonstrates his deliberate 

adoption of a working class accent, at first to assimilate more 

effectively into that culture at home, then perhaps sustained 

through habit or as an identity in exile.   

 

The Great Depression of the early thirties had brought the 

fluidity of his class situation home in a devastating way to 

Lambert.  In a year of deepening economic depression Lambert had 

attained Dux of his school year (1932) and a scholarship to Sydney 

Boys’ High which he attended for two years, despite his father 

Frank losing his job and being forced to take relief work away 

from home.  When no financial respite eventuated Frank returned 

Eric to Manly Boys’ High, which lasted only a short period and he 

had left school by seventeen years of age (O’Leary 1974:23).13  

Still, seventeen was quite old by the working class standards of 

those days and this is four years more schooling than Hardy 

received.  Those last two years with an emphasis on academic 

excellence and the company of peers with similar aspirations must 

have produced a lasting impression.  Later in life Lambert was 

accused of having falsified an academic career, first by alluding 

to some pre-war university attendance and then misrepresenting 

                                                           
12 O’Leary remarks on Lambert’s talent for mimicry. The undated cutting 
was amongst other material provided by his friend Jeffry Walmsley Burton. 
13 O’Leary gives this age and the 8 months out of school to return to 
England as an explanation, but other disruptions must have occurred as 
this is still old for a bright boy to remain in school and not yet have 
his intermediate certificate. 
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some minor participation in England as having been granted a 

Rhodes Fellowship at Oxford’s Ruskin College and taking a Degree 

at Balliol.  However, Lambert was sufficiently informed and 

confident to give lectures on world affairs during military 

service and perhaps he did attend some university extension course 

in the pre-war period.14  Although he was working in a garage at 

the time of enlistment (13.06.40), ASIO cites Lambert’s given 

occupation as ‘radio student’, an odd title but perhaps indication 

of a greater sense of identity through some program of study by 

correspondence than in his mode of employment.15  There were also 

opportunities for soldiers at the front to study through the Army 

Education Service (AES), which offered mostly technical courses 

but made some university entrance courses available (Dymock 1995) 

and Lambert, with his thwarted academic ambition, may well have 

accessed this service.  The AES correspondence program attracted 

over 100,000 enrolments between 1942 and 1945 and, while there is 

no direct evidence of study during his service, Lambert’s lectures 

and work with the AES may indicate uncompleted study, something 

Dymock (1995:161) notes as common to AES courses.  However, 

Lambert is specific with details about the Fellowship and Degree 

in his letter to Frank (22.12.64) and O’Leary’s inquiries at those 

institutions yielded no trace of him in their records (1974:90-91 

and letters from Wardens of Balliol & Ruskin in O’Leary MS).  Yet 

Lambert had become a successful writer with an often forcibly 

expressed earnestness about the importance of truth that is hard 

to reconcile with such a pointless lie, made at the age of forty 

to a father whom surely there was no need to further impress.  

That is, unless this was initially only for his father’s 

attention, representing some chthonic nurturing of resentment at 

Frank’s denial of his adolescent ambition.16

 

                                                           
14 Letter from W C Groves (29.1.46), Lambert’s Major in charge of Army 
Adult Education on his post-war work, in O’Leary MS. 
15 11.09.50, NAA Series A6119/64, Item 527. 
16 O’Leary (1974:23) reports that he resented his father for a long time. 
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While there can be no doubt as to the sincerity of Lambert’s 

commitment to his literature as radical political action, without 

origins in the living working class culture he would always be 

suspect, to others and perhaps subconsciously to himself.  With 

his war record, excellent references and undoubted talent, plus 

the ability to associate freely across classes, Lambert might have 

chosen the educational opportunities available to returned 

military services personnel and followed that cherished academic 

ambition.  Instead he chose to throw his lot in with the Party and 

to ‘proletarianize’ himself, something that must have caused 

conflict with his upbringing and which may have contributed to 

instability in his persona.  O’Leary remarks on the contradictory 

impressions that Lambert’s volatile personality made on peers and 

regards the petty falsities he presented to them as a 

‘reprehensible’ quirk deriving from a insecure need to impress 

(O'Leary 1974:93).  O’Leary is able to assert that from her own 

experience Lambert’s personality was consistent, always absolutely 

truthful, surmising that this may have been because her admiration 

for him was such that he did not feel the need to impress her.17  

Lambert had also struck others as being an honest man, as an 

obviously heartfelt reference from W E Wolstenholme (AAES) 

confirms: ‘His whole attitude to life is frank, while I have 

always found him transparently honest’ (letter 28.03.46, Lambert 

MS).  Yet O’Leary mentions peers’ recollections of Lambert 

misrepresenting minor details of his life in rather harmless ways, 

exaggerating cricket and rugby prowess as being at State level, 

and improbably dramatic tales of derring-do from post-war service 

in Singapore and Malaya.  Some of this may be attributed to the 

creative process, of flights of narrative fancy, ideas for 

stories, or attempts to reconcile internal tensions of childhood 

B.O.P. tales of the ‘manly game of war’ with the reality of adult 

experience.  Or there may simply have been some conflict in 

                                                           
17 Joyce discredited his avowed affection for an Airedale named Derry, 
which she says did not exist. This is contradicted by a 1947 photo of 
Lambert with Derry at a dog show and references to Derry in letters 
(Joyce in letter to O’Leary, ML March 1970, & Lambert papers, Latrobe). 
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motivation, between the writer’s desire to entertain and his 

assumed political duty.  Perhaps, this shifting persona Lambert 

projected reflects the frustrations of a man tenuously situated in 

conflicting cultural worlds, at home in neither - the hegemonic 

world that rudely ejected him, its feet of clay revealed, and the 

working class to which he came too late to truly belong.   

 

In a remnant Victorian culture that prescribed the boundaries 

of the nursery for ‘well brought up’ children, entertainment was 

segregated and far more distinct than current freedoms allow.  

Less insulated from life’s hardship, many working class children 

were also more integrated in family life and Hardy recounts 

actively listening to, even being included in, his father’s 

political discussions when still a child (Hardy 1961:28).  In 

contrast, it is doubtful that the Lambert children would have 

heard more than the occasional muted political remark at the 

dinner table, remaining sheltered from such matters until rudely 

intruded upon by the exigencies of the Depression.18  Where Hardy 

had been fed on the oppression of his class with his mother’s 

milk, Lambert was raised on the grand myth of the British Empire 

bringing civilisation, prosperity and peace to the barbarians of 

the world.  Where the Depression was a deepening of stress on a 

culture already under duress and which prompted Hardy to join the 

Party (Molloy 1976:364; Hardy 1961:33), it came as a terrible 

awakening of vulnerability to Lambert.  Merewether observes that 

the Depression in Australia galvanised political consciousness in 

the arts community, bringing a revolutionary unity with the 

working class cause (Merewether 1977:66-7).  However, that Lambert 

enlisted on 11.6.40, well before Germany invaded Russia and Stalin 

lifted his sanctions against the war in mid-1941 is evidence he 

had not as yet developed his political commitment to communism.  

Perhaps, like many of his contemporaries, Lambert still saw war 

from the B.O.P perspective of his youth, as the Empire’s 'greatest 

                                                           
18 This is presumed from personal experience and attitudes expressed by 
my mother that she attributed to her own upbringing. 
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game,' for he first applied to the RAAF but was unsuccessful.19  

His mother would have encouraged his aspiration to the airforce, 

because of the status it carried.  And, possessed of a quick 

intelligence, excellent health and mechanical aptitude, the lack 

of the intermediate certificate could have been the only reason he 

was refused.  This was generally more an indication of lack of 

opportunity than intelligence and its requirement would have 

precluded most working class applicants.  This was his second 

ambition thwarted by his class situation and may have heightened 

his sense of its injustice.  

 

While Lambert probably explored left-wing literature before 

or during the war, and ASIO has him as ‘an active supporter of the 

ACP during his service’ (20.10.49), that sense of vulnerability 

remained mostly personal until confronted by the harsh cruelties 

of front-line theatres of war.20  No such serial shocks came for 

Hardy, already a Party member, whose radicalism was only further 

entrenched by war’s conflagration.  Working as a Party organiser 

in the Army, Hardy moved from editing the Party’s unit journal, 

Troppo Tribune, to ‘working as an artist on Salt [official AES 

journal] editorial staff in late 1944’, attributing this to the 

majority of communists on its staff (Symons 1995:611).  Ian 

Turner, who also served in the AES, confirms this, writing that 

‘Army Education was an obvious point of communist concentration, 

and comrades all round the army tried to transfer in’ (Turner 

1982:117).  Hardy had joined the Party’s newest literary 

organisation, the Realist Writers Group (RWG), soon after its 

foundation in 1944, beginning his career as a civilian activist 

and political writer (Adams 1999:16,79; McLaren 1996:33; Hardy 

1961:33-5).  Hardy then had moved from rural militant socialism to 

                                                           
19 Lambert’s childhood was suffused with such ideas, his sister talked of 
them from her childhood and subscribed to similar British children’s 
papers.   
20 The ASIO document (NAA S.6119/74, I.527:19) contains a number of 
inaccuracies; this may well be another. But familiarity is indicated by 
various comments in Lambert’s war diaries eg. ‘drank Mahoney’s whisky and 
discussed La Bruyere and communism’ (27.10.41). 
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city communism, from Party member to Party organiser-soldier and 

from soldier to political writer, in fact, from one family to 

another and from one religion to another.21  In stark contrast 

Lambert watched helplessly as hopes of first an academic then a 

pilot's career evaporated, to find himself in the AIF on the front 

line amongst men with whom he had little in common.  He 

subsequently developed a deep fondness for the men who shared his 

fate, evidenced in the novels he was later to write, but he 

suffered lasting physical and emotional damage from his wartime 

experiences.22   

 

By the end of the war Lambert had become involved with the 

AES, joining the post-war rehabilitation brigades working with 

prisoners of war in Singapore and Malaya.  The AES is suggested by 

Boughton as having been ‘a fertile field, not just for liberals, 

but for a whole host of Australian radicals, communists and 

‘fellow travellers’ (Boughton 1994:25).  It is possible Lambert 

made contact with the Party first in the Middle East, as 

individual members are known to have served there and invariably 

sought out comrades, established groups and organised within their 

battalions, much as they did in industrial workshops (Symons 

1995:602-5).  But Rowley asserts that ‘there had been no Education 

staff in the Middle East’ (Rowley 1950:71) and it is more likely 

that Lambert came in closer contact with the Party and AES during 

his service in New Guinea.  By the New Guinea campaign ‘the 

communists were well prepared for establishing party organisation’ 

in the services, AAES Party members disseminating political 

literature, organising ‘unit discussion groups and party education 

classes’ and actively recruiting (Symons 1995:606).   

                                                           
21 Williams cites Hardy’s declaration that it ‘was inevitable that I 
should become either a Catholic or a Communist and I became both’ 
(1981:170). 
22 Lambert spent five months in hospital in 1948 recovering from war 
wounds and an ulcer Burton describes as the ‘size of a poached egg’ 
(letter to O’Leary 30.9.69) which was later to require serial surgery.  
But childhood trauma and the psychological damage of battle were to leave 
more damaging emotional instability and alcoholism, all contributing to 
his early death.  

 243



However, it is clear from his war diaries that Lambert’s 

anti-war position came directly from his experience in the Middle 

East, not through Party propaganda and, while seeking like-minded 

comrades after the war, he met Hardy at a Party cottage lecture in 

1947.  Writing to the Argus Lambert makes clear his concern for 

the public to be aware of the connection between the Party and the 

Peace Movement and points out that the Party was not alone in its 

warnings of repercussions from further militarism in the region: 

 
In none of the Peace Council circulars appearing in my 
letterbox has the Peace Council said that “Communism stands for 
Peace” … Nor have I seen any such report in any newspaper.  The 
Council seems to take the wider view of inviting all political 
opinion to stand with it for peace. That sincere and respected 
Christians on the Peace Council have protested over American 
interference suggests there is more to the Korean business … 
Let us remember that wartime traitors go unpunished in South 
Korea and that Australian interference will build for us a 
harvest of hate among millions of asiatic neighbours. 

(Lambert, letter to the Argus 03.07.50) 
 

As Gilman notes, one ‘of the key attractions of the Communist 

Party … was its insistence on peace and the prevention of 

international conflicts’ (Gilman 1994:26) and it is certain that 

this is what brought Lambert into its fold.  Jeffrey Walmsley 

Burton asserted that Lambert ‘hated war and despised the image of 

toughness and cynicism’ it evoked, pointing out that Lambert’s 

‘understanding of the Australian soldier and his ability to 

portray them were completely intellectual’ (O’Leary 1974:49).  

This is confirmed by one of Lambert’s fellow soldiers who reflects 

that, while he was a respected friend of all, and ‘I knew him 

well, we all did, nobody really knew him’ (in O’Leary 1974:32).  

And while most soldiers kept up their acquaintance with mates from 

the war, there is no evidence that Lambert did, indeed, the only 

connection he appears to have maintained with the war was in his 

writing of anti-war novels and activities with the Peace Movement.  

His passionate disgust at the agencies of war is evident in his 

Tobruk war diaries where he declared: ‘It is the duty of this 

generation throughout the world to decline to partake in any more 

wars.  If the old should blunder and covet let them settle their 
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unspeakable quarrels without us’ (War diaries, 28.6.41 Lambert 

MS).   And a short time later he was considering other aspects of 

war: ‘I have been thinking of those who make money out of war’ 

(War diaries, 6.7.41 Lambert MS).  During this period he was 

writing poetry and the diaries show the development of the poem 

‘Guns’: 

 
As we crouched, you and I, to the walls of our ground-slit, 

When the guns had found us, 
The swift metal sundered and ran in long tongues, 

Sang with affliction all around us- 
You cried at the wrong of it, 

“Wrong – all wrong!” – for a moment 
You lived as a child, 

The face in your arms was a child’s at injustice, 
All young and wild, 

But the driven-thing gleam of your eyes was to me 
All the sadness and madness of humanity 

 
And a potent sense of the fear in the ‘The eve of battle’: 

Night and the stars serene 
The loud neuroses of the day are sunk 

The struggles sleep 
The silence is only touched 

By the distant mortar, falling like a piano note 
In a still room 

Some old damnation’s sound 
Beyond the ridges and the wine, 

I’m not deceived 
Though moonlight gushes 

On the sand, we know the madness 
Does not leave us 

But sleeps out there 
Between the heavens and the earth 

Like a quieted beast 
This false old desert 

This white and manless moonland peopled 
With our devices 

The fathomless, narrow patterning 
Of trench, the writhing wire 

The sulking guns 
How well it sheens 

Its corpse-logged breast and decks its steel 
Catastrophe. 

But brass-glazed dawn 
Will see the crazed effrontery of guns 

The obscene clatter of Brens 
Reality 

Will confront us like 
A screaming face.23

(War diaries, Lambert MS) 
                                                           
23 Published in Jindyworobak (1947); Jindiworobak Anthology (1953). 
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That ‘screaming face’ was shown in all its horror and ugliness in 

Lambert’s first two anti-war novels, The Twenty Thousand Thieves 

(Thieves) (1951) and The Veterans (1954). 

 

That both Hardy and Lambert were committed to the communist 

cause through their desire to improve the lot of ordinary people 

is unquestionable.  However, where it was a natural progression 

for Hardy, for Lambert joining the Party was truly a ‘leap of 

faith’ to a culture in which his class credentials would ever be 

under suspicion.  Hardy could play Party theorist or critic 

opportunistically and though he received criticism and censure he 

was rarely deeply troubled by it.24  In contrast, Lambert found the 

vagaries of Party logic, its dogmatic discipline and ill-informed 

literary criticism, intolerable, and said so, incurring regular 

confrontation.  While he enjoyed the camaraderie of some of his 

RWG peers, as Turner remarks, he did not endure the tedium of 

group criticism: 

 
Within the party milieu, in the Realist Writers Group, we 
argued out the finer points of Stalinist literary dogma … some 
of the best writers associated with the group- John Morrison, 
David Martin and Eric Lambert- had the good sense to stay away; 
they knew how to write without being told.     (Turner 1982:138)
      
 

After seven years in the Party Lambert’s cynicism about Party 

ideologues is evident in a letter to O’Leary (1.5.54 MS): ‘Most of 

the theoretical and critical writing in the Tribune and others is 

nonsense.  Blake is a jargonist, the party lacks as yet the 

maturity to nourish its writers properly.’  While Lambert had 

enthusiastically embraced socialist realism and endeavoured to 

practice its theory, he was no misty romantic and there is little 

blind ideology in his writing.  The iconoclastic approach above is 

typical of his communiques, supporting McLaren’s opinion of ‘the 

underlying anarchism of Lambert’s attitudes’ (McLaren 1996:65).   

                                                           
24 Joan Clarke represented the Sydney RWG with criticism of Hardy’s 
‘Death of a Unionist’ (Overland n 4, Winter 1955:15-18) for poor 
socialist realist style and anger from the Darwin branch over critical 
remarks made against them in The Unlucky Australians (McLaren 1996). 
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Adams considers Hardy also to have an ‘instinctive anarchism’ 

(Adams 1999:5), but Hardy’s opportunism and spontaneity seem more 

akin to an innate ‘larrikin’ quality than the integrity of the 

political anarchist.  Hardy’s brand of anarchism was more to do 

with issues of personal freedom, such as the events reported by 

Wilma Hedley in reference to one of his trips to the Soviet Union 

with John Morrison: 

 
John tells us he was nearly driven dippy with Frank Hardy’s 
jaunts in Berlin.  Frankie boy, thought being who he was, he 
could go through the “Wall” as often as he liked and kicked up 
a fuss when he wasn’t always allowed to.  For all his illness, 
Hardy being his inimitable self, is obviously never taking “No” 
for an answer.25         (letter 9.4.65 Crawford MS) 
 

Whereas, Lambert’s brand of anarchism is essentially political, as 

evidenced in a letter to Stephen Murray-Smith on events of the 

Helsinki Peace Congress where he was a delegate from the RWG, 

beginning with why he has decided not to continue on to Russia 

with the rest of the delegation: 

 
A writer should write about the Soviet from a human angle, not 
an account of how many sterilized brats were born at which 
hospital and how he had to assume interest at a visit to a 
tractor stud, or whatever, which is what most writers indulge 
in.  I intend to cross Siberia to Manchuria, thence to Peking 
where Rewi [Alley] has promised me a trip with the boys up a 
river.  So that’s that.  Back to the Plenary Session.  The 
yabba-yabba was something frightful.  Far too many Soviet 
delegates spoke and their speeches were far too long all round.  
There was too much emphasis on big shots and not enough on a 
mass movement for world peace.  But the nations with the 
biggest spontaneous mass movements for world peace, China and 
Japan, suffered least from verbal diaorrhea [sic] and appeared 
once only to exacerbate the auditory system.  There was an 
arbitrary thrusting forward of names and a relegation of people 
not considered “important” to emergency sessions, which I 
defined as the Consolation Stakes.  I consider Neil Glover 
slighted in this; I place part of the blame with Jessie Street 
and I told her as such.  I said that Neil’s report – our 
Delegation Report – was more important than her own on the 
United Nations.  People like him are the backbone of the peace 
movement.     (Lambert letter 06.29.55 SMS MS) 
 

The relationship between Hardy and Lambert had soured by this time 

and Lambert is possibly taking a swipe at Hardy’s Journey into the 

                                                           
25 Letter from Wilma Hedley to Pamela Crawford (nee Sleeman) papers UQ FL 
MSS 301, Box 5, Folder 1. 
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Future (1952) here.  Just as it is possible that, some years 

before, Hardy might have had a ‘go’ at Lambert in his jargon-

ridden article, ‘Make literature a mass question for the Party and 

the working class’: 

 
Instead of writing fundamentally for a working class audience 
some of our progressive writers, even some Party members, have 
more faith in the middle class as an audience, they have a 
petite-bourgeois hankering for “publication”, for the plaudits 
of the critics, and when they obtain a bourgeois publisher who 
puts their books into the capitalist bookshops where they wait 
for middle class buyers; and pretty soon their writing becomes 
tinged with petite-bourgeois ideas and they themselves with 
conceit.            (Hardy 1952:376) 
 

About this time Lambert was in the process of being taken up by a 

‘bourgeois publisher’ and was certainly planning a career as a 

professional writer.  The position expressed in this article 

conflicts with Hardy’s recollection of his advice to Lambert, who 

planned to replicate Hardy’s grass roots publishing and 

distribution network, as to where he should seek publication for 

Thieves.  Lambert’s self-publishing should have been encouraged by 

Hardy, given his stated agenda of establishing grass roots 

publishing networks, but O’Leary writes that Hardy said he had 

‘tried to persuade him against [self-publishing], asserting that 

many commercial publishers in Australia would be only too eager to 

accept the manuscript’ (O'Leary 1974:41).26  O’Leary accepts 

Hardy’s opinion that Lambert was jealous of Hardy’s notoriety, but 

it is Hardy who appears to be the one who is jealously guarding 

his publishing precedent here, advocating the idea in public but 

discouraging its practice in private, a hypocrisy that would have 

disturbed Lambert’s idealism. 

 

Lambert did not handle personal conflict well, alienating 

acquaintances that caught him in the wrong mood or rubbed his 

cranky conscience the wrong way, and that confrontation with 

Jessie Street in Helsinki was to have unfortunate consequences 

                                                           
26 There is also a letter (1.4.52) from a London literary agent, L J 
Ludovici, to Lambert on meeting Hardy and hearing of Thieves taken by 
Mullers, ‘largely backed by Australian Consolidated Press’ (Lambert MS). 
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later in England.27  But for people he liked and felt comfortable 

with he was all solicitous charm and, as he says in the same 

letter, he liked Vance Palmer and felt that liking returned.  He 

reports working earnestly to promote Palmer as the ‘doyen of our 

writers’ at the Congress, telling ‘Mr E’ [Ilya Ehrenberg] that ‘he 

was a bit of a cunt’ when the eminent Soviet writer declined a 

much desired chat with Palmer that Lambert had attempted to 

arrange.  In his later career Lambert may have written the odd 

pot-boiler to survive, but he could never have written a 

sycophantic paean to Soviet glory such as Journey into the Future 

(1952).28  Hardy later admitted that Journey was ‘the only 

basically dishonest book’ he had written (in McLaren 1996:11).  

However, Hardy’s admission glosses over other literary mendacity, 

such as the sympathetic image of Ted Hill in The Hard Way, whom he 

privately considered a ‘psychotic personality with delusions of 

grandeur and paranoid tendencies – and a dangerous fanatic and 

blackmailer … a capricious and disloyal man’ (Hardy in Adams 

1999:75-6).  

 

These points are not intended to diminish Hardy in order to 

raise Lambert.  Lambert had come to loathe Hardy, referring to him 

as a ‘pathological liar’ (letter to Murray Smith 03.09.58 SMS MS).  

But amongst friends Hardy’s literary and social opportunism are 

legendary and he is seen as a loveable larrikan, admired for his 

achievements as a political activist and literary icon of the 

left.29  However, few artists and pubic intellectuals could face 

                                                           
27 He and Joyce experienced inexplicable delays in actually getting hold 
of the visas for their long-planned trip to Hungary, despite these having 
been arranged successfully on the Hungarian side for some time (letter 
Frigges Lederer, Budapest, July 20 1956, SMS MS).  In a letter to Joyce 
(4.8.56 Joyce Lambert papers) Lambert tells of hearing that Street was 
open about blocking delivery of their visas.  
28 In a letter to SMS (Sept 1958) he hopes A Short Walk to the Stars 
(1964) is a ‘money-spinner’ as it is intended to fund a ‘panoramic novel 
on contemporary Australian life’. This book seems to have undergone 
considerable editorial change from his original plans and was not 
published until quite a bit later than he expected.  
29 A number of Hardy’s old friends have told some similar tale to me, 
including one woman writer he lived with who claimed he ‘stole’ a whole 
play from her, but she still held no acrimony toward him. 
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scrutiny without revealing some similar personal incongruities.  

Rather, this discussion is intended to develop a portrait of 

Lambert as a politically committed writer of talent, passion and 

integrity, and of no little significance to both his period and 

the Australian radical literary tradition, much of whose 

substantial body of work has been lost to history.  Hardy had a 

seminal role in Lambert becoming a communist and there are 

similarities in their political and literary trajectories, while 

the contrasts in their class education have proved rich ground for 

developing a better understanding of the personal stresses Lambert 

struggled with.  Hardy, also, played some part in Lambert’s 

discrediting at home and self-imposed exile and, as will be shown 

in the following section, the ‘disappearing’ of Lambert.  

Therefore, there is a certain justice in his role here if it works 

to restore a fleshed-out Lambert to the history he helped create.   

 

If Lambert had returned to Australia perhaps his profile in 

our literary canon may have been sustained, but he felt that the 

antipathy towards him here was too intense.  In a letter to Frank, 

Lambert shows that he is only too aware of the mood at home if he 

were to return following his exposes of the Soviet invasion of 

Hungary: 

 
If I came home now I would come home to an awful fight amongst 
the local reds, who are really a shockingly ignorant lot and 
vicious when their leader’s policies are exposed or criticised.  
I would nevertheless enjoy a fight with them, but I am already 
involved in one here, and this is no time to run out. 

    (Letter 11.12.56 Lambert MS) 
 

He would have been aware too of the Australian Party Press running 

articles such as, ‘Eric Lambert betrayed himself’ (Tribune 

21.11.56) and ‘Eric Lambert continues slander of Soviet Union’ 

(Guardian 5.12.56).  And he definitely knew of Hardy’s long-

running campaign against him, as he makes clear in a letter to 

O’Leary: 

 
Years ago a comrade of mine in Melbourne urged me to report to 
the party h.q. on the campaign of slander that Hardy and others 
were conducting against me.  I refused, saying that while they 
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were talking I was writing and as long as the people who read 
my work continued to believe in me nothing else mattered. … A 
few weeks ago I saw Hardy on his way through London.  I taxed 
him with several of his outstanding lies. “You have sold your 
soul!” he snarled.  No doubt he is repeating the same thing in 
Australia.        (Letter 24.11.57 O'Leary MS) 
 

Unable, or unwilling, to defend himself against both old peers and 

an ex-wife who pursued a vendetta against him, it is 

understandable that Lambert found the idea of coming home 

unappealing.  

 

The following analysis, which builds a literary biography of 

Lambert, has certain limitations due to the paucity of material.  

An antagonistic ex-wife censored Lambert's papers here and those 

of his decade-long English exile are unaccountably lost.30  

O’Leary’s (1974) biography is rather limited and Australian 

reviews are only of his earlier work.  He receives only occasional 

critical mention in the literary discourse for Thieves (1951) and 

Veterans (1954) and his participation with the Realist Writers.  

Despite Lambert’s engagement with the publication of PWG, Hardy 

has excised virtually all mention of Lambert from his memoirs and 

any other record of that time, except where they would not be 

avoided.31  The consequence of such absences is that Lambert’s 

significance, both to Hardy in particular and their literary and 

political oeuvre in general, tends to be overlooked by researchers 

and much must be surmised from Lambert’s extant correspondence and 

his published texts.  However, the key differences established 

                                                           
30 In the Adam-Smith interview Joyce says she ‘sorted a suitcase’ of 
Lambert’s papers for the Latrobe archives but no ‘suitcase’ quantity is 
extant and items O’Leary mentions seeing are now missing. Despite being 
comfortable, Joyce tried to claim his legacy of Public Library lending 
rights to books written during the marriage (16.10.78) that he had left 
to his daughters, asserting she had supported him financially throughout, 
a claim contradicted in her own letters of that period - the claim was 
refused. Joyce kept contact with Lambert's peers here, frequently 
referring to Lambert as a liar in correspondence, and publicly maintained 
that Lambert’s SOS letter (1956) from Hungary was a ‘cry wolf’. Lambert’s 
second wife Phyl kept none of his archival material and his London agent 
Ursula Winant died suddenly, her office summarily cleared by a successor 
without regard for conservation. 
31 References, to Lambert are minimal in any of Hardy’s memoirs, nor is 
there any discussion of their joint ventures beyond O’Leary’s (1974). 
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here between Lambert and Hardy provide further critical tools for 

the analysis of Lambert’s writing and lifelong commitment to the 

ideals of communism, if not the Party.  Lambert’s class conflict, 

his passionate striving to change the world, his response to the 

in 1956 Khruschev revelations, which were for him a dreadful 

betrayal by the leaders of the cause to which he had dedicated his 

art, belong to the history of the radical literary tradition. 

 

ii) Having a Party: Lambert and Hardy and Power Without Glory, the 

Realist Writers, articles, short stories and correspondence  

 
Most of the passionate controversies about literature in 
Australia in the 1930s and 1940s arose from the belief that 
literature helped form a society.  In the immediate postwar 
years these controversies rose to a climax because the end of 
the war provided the opportunity for a ‘new’ Australia.  
        (McKernan 1984:138) 

 
With new media such as television looming, the postwar decade 

would be the last period of western culture in which the radical 

literary tradition was to manifest the degree of authority and 

influence it had achieved over the centuries of its evolution.  

Descriptors of national character fostered by the radical 

tradition had been appealed to by government during the war as a 

ready-made counter to the threat by the fascist enemy, but terms 

of egalitarianism and social justice were unavoidably concomitant 

(White 1981:153).  Miles Franklin observed that: 

 

In the present holocaust our politicians and journalists have 
returned to the poets for support – even to Australian poets.  
The prophesies of Henry Lawson can be seen on the screen, in 
the newspapers, and heard from the radio and pulpit.  They warm 
our dormant love of country and spur our courage.  Our Prime 
Minister, Mr Curtin, has cheered native writers by using a 
slogan from Bernard O’Dowd, a living poet.  (Franklin 1942:31)
  

While it served conservative agencies to appropriate and 

popularise these images in the short-term, Australian hegemonic 

forces had been preparing the groundwork to undermine the 

tradition’s iconography of radical nationalism since the late 

1930s with strategies to de-politicise and transform them into an 
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iconography better suited to conservative purpose.  White observes 

that, concomitant with this process, a shift in the semantics of 

national character had begun to be promoted by hegemonic 

publications, a de-politicised, city-based image of the surf 

lifesaver as the idealised Australian ‘type’ designed to replace 

the radical nationalist’s bushman with its socialist heritage 

(White 1981:155-7).  White argues that this was a deliberate 

refocusing and, as the Cold War intensified, this iconography 

muted further, from ‘national type’ to ‘Way of Life’, in the 

‘pursuit of internal ideological warfare’ against the ‘external 

threat of ‘Russian expansionism’’: 

 

Although the stated definitions were vague and contrived – like 
earlier definitions of the Australian ‘type’- it did not matter 
because what was important was not the meaning of the term but 
the way it was used.  It provided a mental bulwark against 
communism, against change, against cultural diversity; it could 
call forth a common cultural response to the Cold War and to 
immigration, in defence of stability and homogeneity.    

    (White 1981:161) 

   

This ‘Way of Life’, presented as an amorphous, classless culture 

encompassing rural and city living, blue-collar worker and 

intellectual, also worked in favour of the American culture of 

consumerism, as White (1981:162) explains: ‘After all, ‘the 

American Way of Life’ was the original, the most glamorous, the 

best publicised.’  However, there was a deeper continuity, 

connecting these developments to the ancient class war, as Lees 

and Senyard explain:  

 
The conservatives encouraged the view that a better standard of 
living through full employment and social welfare policies 
would put an end to class, but continued their adherence to the 
battle-lines.  The image of the classless society masked an 
attack on the working class.          (Lees & Senyard 1987:52) 
 

Begun in the 1930s with the founding of an influential Carnegie 

research institution, the campaign to shift Australian allegiance 

from Britain to the US heated up with US diplomats criticising 

parochial tariffs and C Hartley Grattan's continual carping at our 
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literature’s parochialism (White 1981:148-51).  This campaign was 

to bear its fruit in the Cold War.   

 

The group of corporate business interests and anti-labour 

politicians that had coalesced around the Institute for Public 

Affairs (IPA) after the defeat of the United Australia Party 

produced the new Liberal Party with Robert Menzies at the helm 

(Walter 1994,1988).  The IPA campaign against Labor’s plans for 

the Keynesian welfare state was blistering and, combined with 

union disruption and sectarian splits, the Curtin-Chiffley 

government fell in 1949 (Walter 1994), just as western nations 

hardened in their opposition to Soviet Russia.  Concomitantly, 

Stalinism began to reinforce its ideological dogma and the Party 

headed back to the fringes.  But before this, there was a period 

where all had seemed hopeful, a window of opportunity when there 

was a genuine sense that radical literature was seminal in the 

world-wide drive for socialism, with sufficient revolutionary 

momentum to play David to capitalism’s Goliath.  As there had been 

with the socialists of the 1890s, the conviction that revolution 

was inevitable was ubiquitous amongst postwar communists.  If the 

local Party had sustained its nationalist agenda rather than 

following Moscow’s policy of ideological struggle its writers may 

have been better positioned to respond to and reflect the social 

and economic changes happening around them.  Gardiner argues that 

the Party enforced policy ‘related to the national interests of 

the Russian empire, not out of political necessities of the 

international working class, … [and misled writers] about the 

significance, the content, the kinds, and the aims of propaganda 

they needed to make in the 1950s’ (Gardiner 1993:297).  Having 

positioned the Party as the intellectual vanguard of the radical 

nationalist campaign, this stance also influenced the wider 

intellectual environment of the left and Party writers and fellow 

travellers alike found themselves preserving an iconography that 

was increasingly distanced from the realities of daily life.  

Murphy argues that:   
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The left in the Cold War period increasingly despaired of the 
obvious disjuncture between their reality and the scenarios 
which populism would lead one to anticipate.  There was good 
cause for despair in the virulence of the Cold War, in the 
weakness of the left and in the long stretch of popular support 
for post-war conservative governments.  But the radical 
nationalists’ failure was consistent with its image of a static 
and universal ‘national character’.  The problem was not so 
much that a legend had died, but that the left was unable to 
mobilise popular traditions to establish a counter hegemonic 
politics.  Left intellectuals were thus reduced to keeping 
traditions alive, and the project of engagement with indigenous 
traditions end in nostalgia.        (Murphy 1987:86) 
 
There is some truth in these arguments, in that the radical 

nationalists were attempting to retain their tradition’s themes of 

working class identity under siege from not only a concerted 

political anti-communist campaign and rapidly changing social 

conditions but also the restricted vision of the Party’s 

ideologues.  However, without the efforts of Party writers and 

fellow travellers across a range of economic and cultural 

practices to reclaim and reinforce unique Australian iconography 

of the radical tradition these images and the ideals they 

encompassed may have been lost entirely under the postwar wave of 

American influences.  And the radical nationalists were not so 

lost in their ‘historicity’ as critics such as Docker argue 

(1984:194-5), bush romanticism being only one theme amongst more 

contemporary issues represented across the range of radical 

literary production.  Professional fiction writers may have 

suffered to some extent from the limitations of the imaginative 

stasis in the radical nationalist’s blue collar working class 

iconography, but other radical literary forms demonstrated a more 

immediate response to contemporary issues that, without this 

effort, would have gone entirely unchallenged.   

 

In the more ephemeral forms of literary production, in union 

papers, journals and industry bulletins, communists played an 

important role in maintaining an oppositional discourse to 

challenge the nascent hegemonic myth of the end of the class war.  

The Maritime Worker followed Party policy with a grass roots 

praxis that was perhaps the most effective of its genre, 
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integrating local and international issues and encouraging worker 

writers, its regular columns augmented by contributions of local 

reports and short stories from union members.  The paper supported 

the Aboriginal fight for civil rights, regularly publishing 

reports from Party activist Don McLeod exposing ongoing brutality, 

such as the report on a group accused of tribal murder who were 

held in chains for eighteen months before release for lack of 

evidence (9.4.49).  The Party’s precursor to later ‘New Age’ 

journals, the folksy New Times, pointed to the connection between 

land clearing and floods, was highly critical of American 

agricultural practice, particularly pesticides, and advocated 

organic systems of composting and mulching (Oct 1952).  The 

Tribune attacked ‘war comics’ for promoting the American war 

machine by ‘teaching Australian children to hate and kill,’ 

calling for a ‘strong people’s movement against this American 

poison’ (13.1.54:7).  Nor can the Party’s support of the Peace 

Movement be seen as regressive or romantic, with many of its 

members’ motivation for involvement based upon a progressive and 

contemporary pacifism responding to the very real dangers of 

bloodshed in Korea and other new theatres of war.  As Carter 

asserts, the communists were as equally committed to the cause of 

peace as were the Christian organisations:  

 
While one strand of the peace movement came from the CPA, 
another came from within the churches and, although there was 
some overlap in personnel and ideology between the two groups, 
each needs to be seen as an independent and legitimate group in 
the peace movement at this time.      (Carter 1986:64) 
 

Lambert had emerged from the horrors of war fully politicised, 

determined to write of his experiences in order to expose the 

realities of war and protect another generation from the B.O.P.-

style romanticising of war as a manly game that had deluded 

himself and millions of others into joining up.  He joined the 

Party under Hardy’s auspices in 1947 and the RWG soon after, 

entering into the Party’s literary and peace activities with gusto 

(O’Leary 1974:36-7).  Wells (1988:20) argues that the Party 

Lambert joined had been ‘largely cut off from the Comintern’ 
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during the war, its efforts directed to the ‘defeat of the Axis 

powers’ and was, for once, in concert with the broader left-

liberal sector: 

 
The party recruited faster among the middle class, including 
the intelligentsia, and it created a new style and ideology 
more relevant to Australian political realities. … By 1945 
party membership exceeded 20 000 and it has been estimated that 
more than 25 per cent of unionists supported the CPA’s 
industrial strategy.        (Wells 1988:220) 
 

However, while Stalin had dissolved the Comintern to placate his 

allies, ‘there is clear evidence of receiving regular 

communication from Moscow’ during the war.32  At war’s end Laurie 

Aarons could tell the 14th National Congress that ‘at least 2,500’ 

members had been recruited within the armed forces during the past 

two and a half years alone (cited in Symons 1995:201).  In 1945 J 

B Miles attempted to consolidate this native strand of communism 

by aligning with the historical ‘struggle for democracy in 

Australia’ as a Party that ‘inherits the Australian democratic 

traditions and takes a leading part in the struggle to defend 

every democratic gain’ (editorial, ACP Central Committee 1945:3).  

Yet, while the Party had survived Menzies’s attempt to outlaw them 

in 1940 and achieved a modicum of influence and respect in the 

Labour movement, this did not mean public respectability and with 

the celebrations of their first quarter-century Miles tried to 

move the Party even closer to the mainstream: 

 
Our celebration has particular importance today, when our Party 
is the subject of so much misrepresentation and abuse.  The 
work of the Party during 25 years of struggle on behalf of the 
working people and our program for Peace, Jobs and Progress 
bring out the truth.  Our Anniversary activity is not for 
Communists only … it is for Australians, it is about Australia, 
it is Australian History.         (Miles 1945:3) 
 

This is most probably as close as the Party ever got to the 

potential of creating a genuine third force, a truly left wing 

political Party that might have progressed the radical tradition 

in Australian politics, and that positive atmosphere was extant in 

                                                           
32 This information was provided by the thesis examiner 1. 
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1947 when Lambert made his commitment.  The RWG were set to do 

battle against a seemingly unstoppable influx of American trash 

publishing, one of their particular targets the syndication of 

American writers in Australian papers and magazines. 

 

 The forces arrayed against this little group were tremendous.  

They faced not only the major conservative political and 

industrial forces filling the hegemonic media with increasing 

anti-communist rhetoric, but also the mostly secretive members of 

B A Santamaria’s Catholic Action Movement, for which the Labor MP 

Standish Keon acted as a ‘parliamentary mouthpiece’ (Ashbolt 

1984:153).  The Commonwealth Literary Fund (CLF) advisory board 

was headed by the widely respected radical nationalist Vance 

Palmer and included novelist Flora Eldershaw, but they were the 

only two on a board of five who were known to have definite left 

wing sympathies.  Out of eighty writers funded by the CLF only 

five had been communists and of the thirty publications it 

sponsored not one was by a communist writer.  However, as Strahan 

(1984:145) points out, this little matter of fact did not impede 

Keon’s barrage of slanderous anti-communist mud thrown at the CLF 

under parliamentary privilege in 1952.  Lambert had received a 

grant from the CLF for (Thieves) and was one of the few genuine 

communists amongst the writers caught in Keon’s ‘scatter-gun’ 

offensive on the CLF (Ashbolt 1984:158).  Keon’s denunciation of 

Thieves as ‘anti-Australian and anti-British propaganda’ was 

joined by Gullett’s equally ill-informed claim that it was ‘a 

false and scandalously misrepresentative account of the Australian 

Army’ (Ashbolt 1984:160; McLaren 1996:65).  This campaign of 

vitriolic and wildly inaccurate accusations, mostly by Keon and 

his parliamentary colleague Wentworth, played out in parliament 

and the media, most notably in the letters pages of the Sydney 

Morning Herald (SMH), wore down the health of Palmer (Ashbolt 

1984:178) and incensed Lambert.  Lambert, who wrote to the 

newspapers often on many issues, challenged Keon through the Age 

letters page to defend his attack on Judah Waten and substantiate 
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the claims that the Party had published Thieves.  When Keon 

remained silent, in another letter to the Age Lambert wrote: 

 
If Mr Keon has ever opened my book he will see that the 
publisher’s imprint is Newmont.  A search of the Titles Office 
would have informed Mr Keon that I had registered as printer 
and publisher under the name of Newmont.  I spent my deferred 
army pay and war gratuity on paper and a printing press.  I 
still hold the receipts.  Mr Keon apparently prefers to deal in 
mistruths rather than to find out available facts.  Since the 
end of the last war Australian writers have added considerably 
to their prestige at home and overseas.  This latest series of 
dishonest attacks on our writers will do nothing to lower that 
prestige.  It will merely lower the prestige of our wrangling 
and irresponsible politicians. 

(Lambert, letter to the Age 01.10.52) 
 

Keon’s unfounded attack on Kylie Tennant was one he was forced to 

back down on, but as blatantly dishonest as much of his and 

Wentworth’s accusations were, they were given authority in the SMH 

editorial pages and the anti-communist climate intensified.  

Ashbolt, who was SMH drama critic during this period, is convinced 

that ‘Keon’s onslaught should be viewed, not as an isolated act 

but rather as a part of a thicker, more complex plot – to which he 

may or may not have been privy’ (Ashbolt 1984:158).  How co-

ordinated the campaign to discredit the radical literary 

tradition’s authority over the national character was is a matter 

of speculation, but that there was one is unquestionable and, in 

the long-run, it was effective, as Ashbolt explains.   

 
Although the Keon-Wentworth attack may not have constituted a 
causal force in itself, it was symptomatic of a politico-
cultural climate edging writers towards a discrete withdrawal 
from political activity and from any sort of writing that 
seemed politically motivated or coloured.  (Ashbolt 1984:181) 
 
Palmer later commented that ‘most of the writers whose work 

came up for consideration had been associated with the left; such 

associations were so traditional in the Australian literary world 

that they were taken for granted’ (Palmer in Ashbolt 1984:180).33  

Many of these writers saw their writing as a means to preserve and 

                                                           
33 It is possible that more left wing writers may have been in need of 
financial support, and also that Palmer’s perception may be skewed by his 
own position on the left. 
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reinforce the radical tradition’s campaign for a truly egalitarian 

society through sustaining the image of the working class hero and 

the moral quality of manual work, as Lees and Senyard note:   

 
It was writers of the left who showed in vivid detail that 
being a worker involved not only battles over the right to a 
living wage, a right to a decent life, but also life itself.  
Here, the tragedy of industrial accidents offered stark drama.    

 (Lees & Senyard 1987:49) 
 

And, while the Australasian Book Society (ABS) had been on the RWG 

agenda as part of a worker’s publishing network, Ashbolt suggests 

that the hysteria of the anti-communist campaign against the CLF 

gave it the necessary impetus to get off the ground (Ashbolt 

1984:181).  

  

 Hardy often uses ‘we’ when referring to various political 

activities but he is more frequently the star of his histories, 

claiming leadership in the schemes to establish the RWGs, the 

syndication of their works in union journals, and the 

establishment of the ABS (Adams 1999:61-7; Hardy 1961; McLaren 

1995:33).  As has been pointed to above, while Hardy’s central 

position in Party literary affairs makes his role as principal 

intermediary likely, Lambert’s collaboration with Hardy in these 

schemes has been surgically removed from Hardy’s memoir (1961) and 

the name of Lambert has subsequently all but disappeared from 

their history.  Yet this dynamic period was also the peak of their 

comradeship, a time when they drank together, wrote, conspired and 

agitated together, and even lived together when Lambert moved in 

with the Hardys for about six months.  O'Leary remarks on the 

intensity of their shared passion for their work, that they 

‘talked of writing incessantly; they were utterly possessed by it’ 

(O'Leary 1974:36).  Lambert and Hardy were virtually inseparable 

during this period, including their task as guards of the Eureka 

Youth Camp during the build up to Menzies’s second attempt to ban 

the Party, this time with a referendum, where they read each other 

the day’s writing around the campfire (O’Leary 1974:38-41).  

Lambert’s enthusiasm for socialist realist praxis was at its 
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height and Lambert’s close friend Jeffrey Walmsley Burton 

(interview 24.1.97) assured me that Lambert is the ‘writer not to 

be mentioned here’ of the episode guarding the Eureka Youth camp 

related in The Hard Way (Hardy 1961:103).  Burton, a career 

journalist with the Age who was certainly not uncritical of 

Lambert, was firmly confident that Lambert wrote at least PWG’s 

dialogue between West and the Archbishop, perhaps more, as Hardy 

did not possess sufficient cultural knowledge and had not 

developed his facility for writing dialogue.34  Incorporating the 

work of other writers without credit is not an unusual charge 

against Hardy and Williams defends him on this count, arguing that 

accusations of plagiarism levelled against him are based on a 

misunderstanding of his Brechtian disregard for authorial 

integrity in pursuit of the greater cause (Williams 1981:173-5).  

However, a natural tension between such revolutionary theory and 

its actual practice within a dominant culture that rewards 

individual effort is inevitable, and Hardy’s inestimable regard 

for his importance to the revolution may well have been tinged 

with some proprietary concern for his personal fame.  Lambert’s 

own literary ambitions, while politically motivated, were also 

sited in the pragmatics of earning a living through his writing 

and Hardy’s ‘disappearing’ of Lambert shows he was not insensible 

to this, either for himself or for Lambert.  

 

Lambert does not appear to have been anything but an active 

supporter of the clandestine publication of PWG and subsequent 

‘Defend Hardy’ campaign (O’Leary 1974:40).  His name was on the 

original letter circulated to raise the Hardy Defence Committee, 

he signed petitions, spoke publicly, and wrote, self-published and 

privately sold a short story, The Book, later published in the 

Meat Industry Journal (Mar-Apr 1951:6), as a fundraiser.35  This 

story is also aimed at raising interest in PWG further, 

                                                           
34 In a personal interview Burton said that he had shared a long-running 
love affair with Joyce after she returned to Australia in 1956 and it was 
my impression that some of the personal criticisms he evinced towards 
Lambert were influenced by her antagonism. 
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highlighting its almost cult-like impact on readers and the 

difficulties getting a printer to stick to the job through the 

protagonist Cleaver, a printer ‘got at’ by West cronies who pulls 

out:  

 
Cleaver then read The Book himself.  He knew immediately why 
they called it The Book.  It was a very real and convincing 
picture of corruption in the society that had nurtured Cleaver.  
Men, thought Cleaver, don’t get away with such things. … 

 Below him someone chuckled.  A voice said cynically: “Now you 
know the sort of blokes we’re putting into Parliament.” 

 Cleaver’s furtive glance at the two figures below him was 
hardly necessary.  The Book!    (Lambert The Book 1951:6) 

 

O’Leary relates how others in the RWG then set out to emulate the 

splendid controversy of the PWG case with works of their own and 

Gardiner points out that:   

 
More analysis is needed … of this rare moment in Australian 
literary history when a number of writers were willing to risk 
legal and political persecution.  This eagerness to be in 
trouble with the law points to a second element of pot-war 
socialist realism, its situation within politicised workers’ 
activities.       (Gardiner 1993:180) 
 

O’Leary uncritically accepts Hardy’s opinion that Lambert’s 

jealousy of PWG’s notoriety lay at the root of the ‘first rift … 

in the friendship between himself and Eric’ (O'Leary 1974:41).36  

However, given Lambert’s generous support of PWG, enthusiasm for 

their mutual cause and confidence in his own novel to attract both 

working class acclaim and conservative attack, this seems a poor 

explanation of a rift that widened into such intense mutual 

dislike.  Much more likely would be Lambert’s disillusion, perhaps 

even anger, at Hardy’s refusal to credit his contribution to PWG, 

which also has greater explanatory power for Hardy’s subsequent 

removal of Lambert from all related records than the clash of 

petty jealousies posited by O’Leary provides.  Both men certainly 

possessed healthy egos, and numerous faults, but nothing in the 

                                                                                                                                                                                
35 ASIO has one of the original booklets which has a hand drawn cover. 
36 Joyce became influential during the writing of the biography (O’Leary 
MS). O’Leary did not meet Lambert until 1952 and Hardy and Joyce appear 
to be the principal informants on the period leading up to that time. 
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research for this study has led me to accept that prolonged petty 

jealousy was one of Lambert’s. 

 

During that early period of close association with Hardy 

Lambert was also very busy in the public arena on his own 

reconnaissance.  He spoke publicly on literary and political 

issues, wrote a plethora of letters to newspapers, had short 

stories and articles published in Meanjin, Southerly and union 

journals, took an editorial role in the Melbourne RWG bulletin, 

Realist Writer, and supported the ABS in articles and promotional 

activities across the country.37  In Meanjin Lambert wrote in 

support of the ABS, demonstrating an awareness of the hegemonic 

shift in iconography in the process: 

 
Nobody has pretended that this society will solve all the 
problems attendant on the world of books.  These problems are 
not narrow: they are historical, and history alone will solve 
them in the completest and widest sense.  Today we are faced 
with a national programme of re-armament to protect our ‘way of 
life’- or so they say.  That in the process of one of the 
hardships should be the denial of something that many believe 
to be part of our ‘way of life’, the full enjoyment of 
literature, is a sardonic commentary that in itself is the 
stuff of literature. 
  The Book Society has rightly and courageously tackled part of 
the problem: worthwhile Australian books, which otherwise might 
never see the light of day, will be published and sold at 
moderate prices.   (Lambert Meanjin 1952:293-294) 
 

His support for the ABS is evidenced most profoundly in a letter 

from Ian Turner (28.2.55 Lambert MS) thanking him for many 

promotional engagements and donating ‘almost the entire amount due 

to you in royalties’ for The Five Bright Stars (1954), an ABS 

commission celebrating the Eureka Stockade Centenary.  While he 

had been reasonably successful with his first two novels, Lambert 

                                                           
37 Numerous written requests for Lambert to speak at events and newspaper 
clippings of those events in Lambert MS. In Murray-Smith’s MS there are a 
number of undated slips containing editorial advice from Lambert, one on 
Hardy’s, ‘Scabs are things he hates’ bearing evidence of considerable 
editing and of which Lambert says ‘needs to be worked over; doesn't 
always seem worth more trouble’. In interstate letters to O’Leary 
Lambert makes a number of references to being ‘on ABS business’. 
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was hardly rich at this time and FBS had sold well, making this a 

relatively substantial donation. 

 

 One of his first short stories to be published, ‘Dinner at 

Moussa’s’ (Meanjin 1950:93-97), displays Lambert’s perennial 

concern for the dignity of ordinary people.  Possibly taken from 

an actual event in the Middle East, the story tells of a dinner at 

the home of Moussa, the Lebanese foreman of their Army workshop, 

during which the dignified management of their poverty is gently 

revealed in an unspoken request for a pay rise.  In 1951 Lambert’s 

short story, ‘On the wings of morning’, won the Peter Goldher 

Memorial Short Story Prize and was published in both Meanjin 

(Summer 1951:325-330) and Coast to Coast (1951-2).  Both Joyce and 

David Martin criticised Lambert of being incapable of representing 

female characters (Adam-Smith 1978; O’Leary 1974:98), but though 

he was certainly a ‘male’ of his time, and may not always have 

fleshed out every female character to these critics’ liking, this 

is not true of all his writing.  ‘Wings’ is a gentle little tale 

that is big on human compassion for the unspoken yearnings of a 

country girl for the excitement of the city, restrained by concern 

for her widowed father who can read her silences and makes a 

sensitive concession to her wish.  If there is politics here at 

all, it is in this empathy with the intelligence of the non-verbal 

understanding between ordinary people.  Another tale, ‘Pink 

shoes’, also deals with the suppressed yearnings of women, this 

time of an ungainly working class girl who improbably dreams of 

being a ballet dancer and has finally paid off her lay-by on a 

pair of pink ballet slippers.  Excitement has brought on nervous 

tension and she has taken a ‘sickie’, asking a friend to collect 

the shoes.  As she waits by the gate for her friend her parents 

bicker over this irrationality: 

 
“Ballet shoes!  Mad about dancing!  There’s more to life than 
dancing.  Life’s a struggle.” 
“Don’t I know it.  You have your beer and football don’t you?” 
“I’d go crazy if I didn’t.” 
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“Women go crazy sometimes too.” (Lambert, publication unknown)38

 
Two other drafts of short stories by Lambert found amongst Murray-

Smith’s papers, ‘Two hungry men’ and ‘When my father kissed the 

camel’, have a more direct political slant.39  The former tells of 

two returned soldiers desperate for work, one of whom is confident 

that the officer whom he served as a batman during the war, and 

who had professed ‘brotherhood’ with him, will give them a job; 

they find he is mistaken.  In the latter, a man reduced to 

desperation by long unemployment during the Depression who takes 

money from the glove box of a rich person’s car he has washed, is 

discovered and has a nervous breakdown.  Both tales demonstrate 

Lambert’s compassion for the struggles of ordinary people to 

maintain their dignity under the duress of extended unemployment, 

the first also showing how trust in the benevolence of the ruling 

class is misplaced. 

 

Amongst Lambert’s short stories published by union journals is 

‘Owners.’  In little more than a thousand words this tale 

effectively reveals the hypocrisy and corruption of the wealthy, 

the sycophancy of those who pander to their self-importance, and 

the plight and human dignity of Aborigines reduced to dereliction 

by dispossession.  The narrator satirises and exposes the sources 

of wealth and private lives of the ‘distinguished patrons’ passing 

through the portals of a ritzy hotel and their discomfort at the 

piping of a derelict Aborigine on a gum leaf, sounding ‘of the 

wild and free at an immense distance’.   

 
He placed the old leaf in the palm of his hand and stood 
looking onto the busy street.  Being fanciful, I imagined that 
perhaps he was seeing back to the days when there had been no 
street, but a forest of gums and one of his ancestors had stood 
naked beneath the leaves looking towards the Yarra when the 
land was still his people’s.  If so, his face did not betray 
these thoughts.  It was like the face of all derelicts, 
impersonal.     (Lambert Maritime Worker May 12 1951:2) 

 
                                                           
38 The draft of this story is in Stephen Murray-Smith’s papers and its 
publication status is unknown. 
39 These stories are also drafts in Murray-Smith’s collection and, if 
published, may have been in union journals as yet unidentified. 
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The haughty commissionaire does not deign to speak, demanding the 

Aborigine leave by simply pointing to the street and, when this is 

not understood, by slapping the man with his white glove.  The 

narrator thinks: 

 
“Hit him old feller,” I silently urged the black man.  “Hit 

him.  You’ll probably be in gaol tonight anyway.” 
But he didn’t even look at the commissionaire.  He went off up 

the street with easy, dignified steps. 
The commissionaire then ran back up the steps to deal with the 

two school-boys who were trying to entice a stray dog into the 
foyer. Gently, but firmly, he restrained them, and after they 
had run off laughing to the big chauffeured Packard that had 
pulled up at the kerb he said indulgently, “Little devils, they 
think they own the place. 

(Lambert Maritime Worker May 12 1951:2) 
 
This theme of the dignity and humanity of Aboriginal and other 

coloured peoples was perennial in Lambert’s writing.  He felt the 

need to represent the Aboriginal with dignity and respect so 

strongly that he publicly challenged his friend and RWG comrade 

Roland Robinson’s story ‘Clara’ in the recent Coast to Coast 

(1952).  The debate between Robinson and Lambert was aired in 

Tribune (4-18.02.53) together with Lambert’s rewriting of the 

ending of Robinson’s story to present Aboriginal women in a more 

empowered light, which he justifies by arguing:   

 
It is Robinson who sees only ‘in one narrow direction, as he 
tacitly admits, by talking of Clara’s ‘inescapable 
degradation’. 
Here is where Robinson and I are quite divergent: for I do not 

agree that for Clara degradation is ‘inescapable’, and accusing 
me of ‘alarming ignorance about Aborigines can’t cloud this 
fact. 
I am by no means an expert on Aborigines; if I were, I would 

not be in the company of several of those ‘experts’, two of 
whom only the other day were describing how well these people 
were treated.  And those who deny the plight of the Aborigines 
are the very same people who will tell you how ‘sorry’ they are 
for them: only a few Sundays ago on ‘Aborigine Sunday’ some of 
the greatest hypocrites in the land were telling us how they 
pitied the Aborigine. 
But let an Aborigine like Fred Waters fight for his people and 

then he is promptly exiled to Haast’s Bluff, where he would 
have probably died had he remained. … 
There are many Aboriginal people who now know that degradation 

is not inescapable; to my mind Clara, whose nature and physical 
beauty Robinson paints so well, could have been really 
memorable by being shown as such a person. (Tribune 18.02.53:7) 
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Another story, also in Tribune, ‘My old Australian mate’ (7.4.54) 

tells of the Italian migrant Guiseppe becoming good friends with 

the ‘Old Australian’ Warra, from whom he learns how to be a New 

Australian.  But there is a sting in the tale as Guiseppe, who 

does not realise Warra is not a citizen in his own land, exults in 

his newly achieved citizenship: 

 
“How you like-a Guiseppe now, eh, Old Australian?  Next-a month 
Warra and Guiseppe, we go to vote-a – at the elections! Eh!” 
No one spoke.  There are times when a man has had all that he 
can stand- even a man like Warra.  His dark face seemed to grow 
darker.  He turned and strode from among us, never looking 
back. 
Guiseppe spread his hands out, silently begging an explanation, 
on his face a look of unutterable hurt. 
We all knew that sooner or later someone had to speak.  Someone 
had to tell Guiseppe the truth.      (Lambert Tribune 07.04.54) 
 

Already by 1952 Lambert’s representation of the Aboriginal cause 

was well known.  The Council for Aboriginal Rights wrote (letter 

30.9.52 Lambert MS) that he ‘has been suggested as the most 

suitable person to help’, requesting his assistance to ghost write 

a pamphlet and film scenario on the Aboriginal settlement 

Cumengunya but it is not known if he agreed.40   Indeed, in most of 

his fiction the theme of the possession or loss of, or the 

striving for, human dignity is central to the sympathy with which 

he invests his characters.  At all times Lambert challenges 

stereotypes that are used to diminish others and the related 

issues of class and power or powerlessness that stem from this 

process, sometimes seriously and sometimes through irony as he 

does in this letter to the Age: 

 
A Chinese friend in Melbourne, a Chiang supporter incidentally, 
says he and other Chinese get ‘much amusement’ out of our 
solemn refusal to ‘recognise’ China, adding that there is a 
Chinese proverb about the lion not roaring when the flea is 
biting.        (Lambert MS undated clipping thought to be 1954) 
 
Hedged in, as they were, by what Buckridge terms ‘the 

hegemonic presence of the liberal tradition’ (1988:205), both 

                                                           
40 It was a period of great activity in which Lambert acceded to all 
requests and the film ‘Cumegunya’ made about the reserve later brought 
the visiting African-American singer and activist Paul Robeson to tears.  
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Hardy and Lambert worked to attain that hegemonic literary 

standard while imprinting their political principles on subjects 

and plots that lay the blame at the feet of the capitalist system.  

With his educational background this was undoubtedly easier for 

Lambert, but also may have made him less sensitive to people 

struggling with the basic rules of the language itself.  While 

radical literature had always had an educational ethos, this 

approach added a further dimension with its goal to encourage 

readers to write.  Through their writing they hoped to inspire 

others not only to approach experience with a more critical eye, 

to see their working class lives as worthy of artistic attention, 

but also to develop this through writing of it themselves.  

Perhaps this lies at the root of Hardy's representation of himself 

as a man with no natural talent for writing, but one who persisted 

with developing the craft because he had something important to 

say; a way of saying 'if I can do it so can you' (Hardy 1961:30-

34).  Whereas Lambert's background is reflected in his tutorial-

style approach when encouraging others to write, and he can not 

help his impatience with those who have no literary sensibility.  

Even when trying his best to inspire others, as in his most 

ideologically determined piece of writing ‘You write because you 

live’, Lambert’s ethos is in the restricted sense of the committed 

artist with a literary aesthetic that is, while radical in 

content, hegemonic in its approach:   

 
A writer should be aware of himself as a person with a 
responsibility to his people, with a duty to humanity.  All 
truth, all greatness, is embodied in the people.  They are 
reality.  They are Content in writing.  If you deny the people 
then, you deny yourself the chance of becoming the best you can 
become; you deny reality.  You cannot make Man aware of himself 
as the great ones have done.  You merely make a select circle 
aware of your own narrow soul; your own hates and fears.  Your 
talent expresses itself and nothing but itself.  This is 
formalism, this is decay.  (Lambert Realist Writer 1952:7-8,16) 

 
He finishes the article by inviting ‘beginners to send me their 

manuscripts’ and, as is evidenced in his correspondence some 

serious scribblers did, but after such high-flown urging its 

unlikely that a factory worker wanting advice on their little 
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sketch for the branch bulletin might have sent him their 

scratchings.  In this regard, Hardy understood his target audience 

much better: 

 
On every job there are a few workers, Party and non-Party, 
“handy with the pen” who can write articles, doggerel, gossip 
pars and stories and draw cartoons.  Their work may be a little 
rough and ready at first but we should refrain from altering it 
much.  Where our writers and journalists assist they should 
confine their efforts to planning the contents, laying out the 
sheets attractively and perhaps writing the main political 
article.             (Hardy 1952:379) 
 

For all his genuine intentions, Lambert simply did not have this 

level of understanding, or the patience to put his more classic 

literary aesthetics aside and endure lack of talent, poor grammar 

or anything less than the highest political motivation.  Right 

from the outset, Lambert was oriented to the formal literary 

standards and to developing a career as a novelist, and with 

Thieves this goal was assured.  The Veterans (1954) was followed 

by FBS and he had done the research for Watermen (1956), including 

working for a period on a fishing trawler, before departing for 

the Helsinki Peace Congress in 1955, much of which he wrote on the 

sea voyage to London.41

 

iii) Marking time in the big pond: The highs and lows of London  

The Helsinki Congress was postponed for a month, which the 

Lamberts waited out in a Wimbledon apartment with fellow RWG 

delegates Pearl Donald and Roland Good before heading off via a 

couple of days in Sweden.  Helsinki was an exciting and inspiring 

experience, one where Lambert met a wide array of peers, formed 

friendships with a number of writers and gained a greater sense of 

himself as a writer of some international significance.  By this 

time his works had been translated and published in a variety of 

Soviet Bloc and other countries.  He found it quite disturbing 

that he was better known abroad than Vance Palmer, whom he felt 

                                                           
41 O’Leary notes his enthusiasm for writing from experience. A receipt 
for 8.18/- Fishermen’s Federated Co-Operative for boots and oilskin is in 
his MS. 
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had been neglected to Australia’s great shame, as his report to 

Murray-Smith reveals:  

 
I pointed out Vance to all I could as the doyen of our writers.  
As you say, he is unassuming.  I am ashamed also because I, the 
beginner, the upstart, got a lot [of attention].  Several of 
the Indian writers had been making efforts to find me from the 
moment of their arrival – they knew my works but not Vance’s.  
A journalist from a Helsinki daily interviewed me at length, 
but was not interested in Vance.  

(Lambert letter to SMS 29.6.55 SMS MS) 
 

He also mentions here meeting Alexander Fadeyev and Constantin 

Fedin, the former with whom he managed to have a much longer 

conversation and developed a lasting friendship, which he 

describes in an obituary: 

 
A big man with thick, iron-grey hair, ruddy and smooth of 
feature and clear of eye, he seemed the last person to take his 
own life. … His knowledge of other literatures was remarkable.  
For instance, he discussed in detail the work of Henry Lawson 
and Katharine Susannah Prichard.  On the current controversy 
among Soviet writers he was inclined to be more the politician 
than the artist. … 
He revealed a hatred of bureaucrats which endeared me to him 

still more.  I felt that, in denouncing bureaucrats, he was 
simultaneously denouncing his own mistakes.  That is why, when 
I picked up my newspaper to read that he had shot himself dead, 
I was both stricken and amazed. 

   (Lambert Meanjin June 1956:205-6)42

 
There is not much evidence of other correspondence with contacts 

made in Helsinki, since Lambert’s English papers are lost, but he 

was a prolific letter writer and it can be presumed some Helsinki 

contacts were maintained by correspondence.  It is doubtful that 

Lambert had his jaunt across Manchuria and trip up the river with 

Rewi Alley as Joyce’s letter to her parents (4.7.55) says that 

they are tired of travelling and ‘Eric wants to get back to London 

and keep working on his novel’.  After Helsinki they went to 

London from where they planned to leave for an extended stay in 

Hungary.  Lambert must have been close to finishing Watermen then, 

for a letter from Murray Smith (4.12.55 in SMS MS) tells him that 

‘to my great surprise’ Watermen has just been ‘announced in a 
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publisher’s catalogue, together with a synopsis’ and he requests a 

review copy.43  

  

By the time Lambert returned to London the problems with 

distance from London literary agents and publishers that had 

plagued him for the past few years appear to have settled down and 

he was happily ensconced with the agent Ursula Winant and 

publisher Frederick Muller.44  His works had been well received in 

Hungary and he had developed a particular interest in that country 

and its writers.  Since 1953 he had been in correspondence with 

the Hungarian Institute for Cultural Relations, and more recently 

the Hungarian publisher Adam Rez, accepting offers of work and 

invitations from writer’s groups.  Even Joyce, who had no 

pretensions to write (at the time), had been invited by Lambert’s 

agent to write something on Hungary ‘from a feminine perspective’ 

(letter to parents 9.3.56).45  There were numerous false starts 

when it seemed everything was organised and they would be off to 

Hungary at any moment, but each time their visas failed to 

materialise.  And so they waited, and waited, and in the meantime 

Lambert’s war injuries and accumulated alcohol consumption began 

to catch up with him.  A number of entries in Lambert’s war 

diaries indicate that alcohol had been a problem for him then, 

though the condition appears to have been erratic in the earliest 

period of his writing, possibly due to hospitalisation and his own 

                                                                                                                                                                                
42 In this article Lambert displays an extensive knowledge of Fadeyev’s 
works and an understanding of the contemporary problems of Soviet 
writers. 
43 Subsequent comments on Watermen indicate editing was out of his hands 
and writing to SMS (3.9.58 SMS MS) Lambert says it had been cut radically 
and he was really disappointed with the 1956 publication but accepted it 
because he needed the money.  He also says he hopes on day it might be 
re-issued in its original form, perhaps in a ‘collected works’, something 
now impossible.  
44 There are numerous letters between 1951 and 1955 in his MS regarding 
difficulties with a series of advisers and agents in London re missing 
royalties and misunderstandings.  
45 In later life Joyce wrote an autobiography which was not published and 
her letters are merely gossipy with little intellectual content. 
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strongly expressed dislike of his behaviour when drunk.46  The 

ulcer that had seen him in hospital for five months in 1948 flared 

again and this time major surgery was necessary.  Joyce wrote to 

her parents (3.9.55): ‘Eric is home after five weeks altogether in 

hospital, and although he is pale and thin in the arms and legs he 

looks surprisingly well after such a big operation.’  This was the 

first of a number of operations and illnesses, in between which 

Lambert was working on at least two new books, writing articles 

for Everybody’s magazine and Overland and Tribune, and also doing 

a bit of travelling in the UK and abroad.47

 

One article published in the Australian Tribune, ‘In Dublin’s 

fair city’, indicates he was well enough to get himself to 

Ireland, and to have a beer or two and dance up a storm, unless 

the article is more fiction than reportage.  With his marvelous 

facility for content-laden dialogue and prose he manages to pack a 

bit of rollicking Irish dancing, a smattering of revolutionary 

poetry, and a fair bit of Irish revolutionary history into a 

thousand words or so: 

 

For five years men like Dan Breen fought and bled and died for 
the freedom of Ireland and then when the dawn was seen and 
soldiers lifted up their hearts, the hand of your own 
capitalists and landlords came black across it and did a shoddy 
deal with Britain and to this day there is Ulster like a dagger 
in your heart.       (Lambert Tribune 14.03.56:7) 

 

In another article for Tribune, ‘Paris is not so gay,’ he reports 

the silence of the French crowds that greeted the parade of their 

                                                           
46 Diary entries make clear that he is aware of this problem. In the 
Adam-Smith interview Joyce remarks that she did not see him drunk until 
six months after their marriage, then he became a ‘compulsive drinker’.  
Comments in O’Leary (1974) indicate that he was often an unpleasant 
drunk.  Problems were appearing in the marriage (O’Leary 1974:50-1) and 
how this contributed is speculative. 
47 There are numerous references in both his and Joyce’s correspondence 
to  writing for English papers and magazines which limited research in 
the British Library failed to detect, perhaps because he used pseudonyms 
for these.  
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troops returning from Algeria that had replaced the normally 

joyous celebrations of Bastille Day which he had been expecting. 

 

Hadn’t the French had enough of war? 

 I asked the young Frenchman standing beside me whether this 
was so.  “Yes,” he told me.  “What of all this military might?” 
I asked. “Ah, monsieur, they have been protecting Algeria.”  
“Who from?”  “Why, the Algerians, Monsieur.” 

 The French haven’t lost their sense of humour. 

(Lambert Tribune 12.09.56:6) 

 

He goes on to describe a Paris once over-run by Germans now 

flooded with American soldiers and their movie industry, and how 

the ordinary people were finding ways of resisting: 

 

On all [the Frenchman’s] public buildings he can see the famous 
legend, the words that came from the heart of the people, when 
they rose to establish the First Republic: 

LIBERTY, EQUALITY, FRATERNITY 

And on another wall I saw France’s second most famous slogan: 

U.S. GO HOME      (Lambert Tribune 12.09.56:6) 

  

During this period he reports also working on a Churchill 

biography which appears to be one of a number of ‘money-spinners’ 

written under the pseudonyms George Kay and Frank Brennand.  It is 

possibly this book that he mentions in a letter to Frank:  

 

I have had to drive myself as much as I could in order to get 
the book finished that is to be our bread and butter for the 
next twelve months, also to pay our fares to the next port of 
call.        (Letter Dec 1955 Lambert MS) 

   

Writing again to Frank (4.2.56) he refers to the ‘Churchill book’, 

saying that it has been translated into Italian, complains 

bitterly about taxation (one possible reason for pseudonyms?) and 

reports that he is in the middle of writing a film scenario.48  And 

                                                           
48 Possibly titled The Life and Times of Winston Churchill, unobtainable 
as yet.  The scenario is probably either The Duke of Woolloomooloo, which 
achieved script development stage, or The Siege of Pinchgut (1960). 
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in a later letter to Joyce (5.8.56) he refers to the ‘Malaya story 

… creeping the last few days’.49  For a sick man he was very busy.  

The rest of this period is covered mostly in letters from Joyce to 

her parents, and information given by Joyce to O’Leary which, as 

explained, is not considered to be an unbiased account.  As they 

faced one frustration after another with their Hungarian visas and 

Lambert struggled with his failing health, the marriage was 

breaking down.  Two satirical articles on bourgeois ‘charities’, 

‘How to get the game by the throat’ parts I & II, were published 

in Overland (March & July 1956), but it appears Lambert was mostly 

working on The Dark Backward and trying to keep afloat with local 

commissions.   

 

In March Joyce reports that Lambert’s health has improved, 

but they were both ill and homesick by late April and Joyce wrote 

that they were trying to get tickets home (letter to parents 

29.4.56).  When Joyce left with visiting relatives in July Lambert 

wrote to her, obviously believing she returned ahead of him only 

because of illness, (4.8.56): ‘I feel too envious for words when I 

think you’re only a few days from home now.  I’ve never been so 

depressed by London as I am at present.’  He reports that he went 

with ‘Frank and Kemp’ to the Bedford Arms and ‘Kemp was a real 

party-line bore.  Not the least upset about bloody Joe Stalin and 

his mates.’  Again, Lambert’s cranky temper got the better of him, 

as that same night he has also delivered a stern lecture to Lili 

Williams and Cecil Holmes for their preoccupation with their own 

problems when so much more dire events were unfolding.50  He is 

still expecting that he and Joyce will go on to Hungary since 

Murray Smith and Victor James have gone over Jessie Street’s head 

to make a direct approach to ‘the Hungarians’ and sent him copies 

of the exchange.  However, when Joyce left she had not just gone 

                                                           
49 Most probably The Dark Backward (1958). 
50 This tirade put him off-side and Lambert later heard that Holmes ‘said 
some very unkind things’ about him at a party.  Holmes also later shared 
a long-running love affair with Joyce which is evident from his letters 
in her MS. 
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home ahead of him but had also left the marriage and by the end of 

that year, with his actions over the Soviet invasion, the 

Hungarian trip was off and home was also looking less appealing.   

 

iv) 1956 and all that followed: Kruschev reveals Stalin’s fatal 

flaws, Russia invades Hungary and Lambert struggles to find a 

new authorial voice in exile 

 
Only after his death in 1953 could his successor Khrushchev 
reveal his crimes, and even then many Australian communists 
refused to believe them.  Stalin’s dark shadow falls like a 
curse across the entire history of communism, and all attempts 
to lift that curse have failed.      (Macintyre 1998:363) 
 

Khrushchev’s ‘secret’ speech to the Twentieth Congress of the CPSU 

in February 1956 revealing the atrocities of the Stalinist era 

came like a depth-charge to the faithful who had been inculcated 

into intellectual intransigence against anti-communist propaganda 

from the right.  Coming from the leader of the CPSU, this 

confirmation of many of their enemies accusations were hard to 

deny, but many in Australia still tried to.  Khrushchev’s speech, 

‘On the cult of personality and its consequences’, was published 

in the New York Times (10.06.56) and Sendy recalls how he and two 

other comrades ‘took it in turns’ to read it in the public 

library, each returning ‘ashen-faced’ with the realisation the 

document was authentic (Sendy 1978:101).  Yet Sendy admits he was 

one of the Party leaders in Australia who decided that the report 

would not be circulated amongst members and refused to allow 

internal debate, fearing a ‘wholesale exodus’ from the Party.  The 

Party’s training in such fortress mentality must have been sorely 

tested when ‘shop windows were smashed and party members were 

abused by neighbours and workmates’, but the leadership remained 

firm that it ‘was no time for a relaxed debate’ (Sendy 1978:101).  

Instead, the Party lapsed into its old mode of expulsion for 

anyone who questioned the official line too closely and, as Len 

Fox recalls:  
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The word revisionist was used to describe those who opposed 
Stalinism, and Frank Hardy later told us that he and another 
comrade had been called into the Sydney Committee of the Party 
and given the job of “cleaning out” the last nests of 
revisionism “among Party writers”.        (Fox 1982:149) 

 
The Australian Party went into a schizoid split, where what 

was said behind closed doors became the total opposite of its 

public utterances (Adams 1999:70-1).  Many simply left in disgust 

while others stayed and attempted to break the wall of silence.  

Amongst the latter, Ian Turner and Stephen Murray Smith ‘lost no 

time in circulating’ Khrushchev’s speech and calling for a 

‘broader and less sectarian Party line on literature and art’ 

(McEwan 1966:79-80). McEwan (1966) recalls Murray Smith reporting 

on socialism and literature to the Melbourne RWG as Soviet tanks 

moved into Hungary and finding the irony more than he could bear.  

Murray Smith expressed this as: “Here we are discussing the 

creative role of artists in the socialist countries on a day when 

Communists are killing Communists" (McEwan 1966:80).  Both Turner 

and Murray Smith tried to shake the Party out of its recalcitrance 

but were later to leave in disgust.  Turner eventually forced his 

own expulsion by making public his letter of protest to Pravda 

condemning the Soviet’s execution of deposed Hungarian Minister 

Nagy and refusing to recant.  After a ‘warts and all’ report on 

Soviet mismanagement and oppression on his fact-finding mission in 

1957 failed to jolt the Party hierarchy Murray Smith cancelled his 

membership and took Overland with him, enduring a ‘nerve-wracking 

struggle … characterised by some screaming matches at specially 

packed meetings’ (McEwan 1966:83).  But many others found their 

lives too deeply entangled with the Party, suppressing private 

misgivings and retreating behind the barricades of the Party line. 

 

The UK Party tried to do the same but the debate was opened 

up when John Saville and E P Thompson launched The Reasoner in 

July 1956 as an alternative forum for Party members on the issues 

raised by the Khrushchev speech.  In their ‘statement’ in the 

final edition the editors declare: 
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The right to discuss cannot be taken away by majority 
decisions.  Comrades who are confused by all this 
constitutional argument must examine it more closely.  No 
comrade will dispute the right of the majority (through its 
committees) to take decisions on questions of policy or action.  
But no comrade should agree that any Committee has the right to 
enforce opinions upon the membership, to discipline the minds 
of comrades.      (The Reasoner editorial leader Nov 1956) 
 

Lambert had greeted the Khrushchev revelations as an opportunity 

for a purging of Stalinist ideologues and their practices and it 

is rather surprising that he did not avail himself of the 

opportunity offered by The Reasoner.51  Although undeniably upset 

at the extremity of the revealed horrors, having long been a 

critic of Stalinist dogma Lambert was better prepared than many.  

Some, like Mona Brand and Len Fox who had read and understood the 

implications of Ehrenburg’s The Thaw (1955), were also not 

particularly ‘shattered’ by the Khrushchev speech (Brand 1995:218-

9), but by its very distance from their lives they appear to have 

been incapable of truly comprehending its monstrosity.52  Some 

consideration must be given to the unique circumstances of the 

behaviour of the Russians which Markwick (2002:10-11) points out 

were as much a product of external forces pressing upon the young 

Soviet Union as any integral ruthlessness.  While it by no means 

excuses the horror, Markwick points out the sense of an impending 

attack in Stalin’s 1931 declaration: ‘We are 50 to 100 years 

behind the advanced countries.  We must cover this distance in 10 

years or they will crush us.’  While he perhaps had more 

comprehension of the true scale of the revelations than other, 

more uncritical comrades, Lambert still believed in the Party as a 

world-wide movement of ‘the people’, whom he thought would now 

assert their power to rid themselves of the bane of Stalinism.  It 

was experience of the Soviet invasion of Hungary and the 

intransigence of the Party that blew away any last shreds of faith 

in the Party as an organisation for the people.  And by then 

                                                           
51 That is, unless he used other pseudonyms or his submissions were not 
accepted, for I searched The Reasoner for any contributions of his and 
could find none. He was unwell, and very busy with The Dark Backward 
right then and perhaps just didn’t have the time.  
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perhaps his hurt was too great to be contained in such an 

intellectual vehicle; he wanted the world to hear his rage against 

the betrayal of the dreams of generations. 

   

The reports coming out of Hungary had been deeply disturbing 

to many people, not the least communists who were still reeling 

from the aftermath of the Khrushchev revelations, and Lambert 

headed off to Hungary to find out for himself.  The next thing 

anyone heard was a letter from Eric to Frank claiming to have been 

shot at and arrested in Hungary and that he was sending the note 

out with someone heading for Austria.  The SOS dated 27th October 

had been posted from London by a third party who’s handwriting has 

been verified as European, but the postmark is the 29th, the day 

when his flatmate’s diary notes ‘Eric came home rather late, he 

was rather distressed’ (O’Leary 1974:63).  Murray Smith wrote to 

Lambert (11.11.56 SMS MS) giving him the chronicle of events 

through which his SOS had passed before finally getting to Murray 

Smith and Turner, who had swung into action contacting local and 

Hungarian agencies to secure his release.  But before anything 

eventuated from these actions they received notice that Lambert 

was freed and back in London, his vivid Hungarian despatches 

condemning the Soviet invasion appearing soon after in the tabloid 

press.  O’Leary (1974:62-5) covers the controversy amongst 

Australian peers, which was compounded by Joyce raising doubts as 

to whether Lambert ever actually went to Hungary at all, and there 

are considerable discrepancies between the documented dates.  

However, Max Watts, a writer who was in the Hungary at the time, 

recalls that the whole region was in chaos with people fleeing 

across borders in all directions and accurate dates were most 

probably the last thing on anyone’s mind, least of all Lambert’s.53   

 

O’Leary reflects on what she perceived as Lambert’s 

developing paranoia about Party machinations against him in his 

                                                                                                                                                                                
52 The Thaw is mentioned in this context in a number ex-communist 
biographies.  
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correspondence over the previous few years, seeing this as a 

product of his ‘emotional anxiety and depression’, positing the 

theory that the SOS was probably a cynical deceit upon his father 

(O'Leary 1974:63-65).  Attempting to reason out inconsistencies in 

the dates, O’Leary conjectures that Lambert may have preconceived 

imprisonment as a probable event prior to leaving and prearranged 

the SOS in order to heighten the drama of his adventure to prove 

his point about Hungary, using his father’s trust as a foil.  Yet 

at the same time O’Leary is able to verify that Lambert did ‘enter 

Hungary and witness the events described in his controversial 

despatches’ (O'Leary 1974:65).  Personally, I find her conjecture 

fanciful and suggest that, as she attempted to puzzle out this 

conundrum, O’Leary was under the not-inconsiderable influence of 

Hardy and Joyce, who were encouraging her to perceive Lambert as 

paranoid and dishonest.  O’Leary acknowledges her subsequent 

friendship with Joyce affected her attitude to Lambert and she 

cites at length a letter from a lover of his, Lili Williams, which 

she argues confirms Joyce’s opinion on his seeming ability to 

manipulate the onset of illness as ‘an oblique form of escapism’ 

(O'Leary 1974:98).  However, what none of these women seem 

prepared to acknowledge is that he actually died at forty-eight 

from what they persisted in thinking of as neurotic illness. 

    

True, the tone of some of Lambert’s correspondence with 

Murray Smith has a high degree of bitterness and suspicion towards 

Australian peers that is manifestly unjust to his correspondent.  

However, distrust of Party machinations and belief that Hardy and 

others were working against him in particular might now be seen as 

justifiable paranoia.  At times he displays anger and hurt, and 

sometimes takes it out on Murray Smith, who seems quite forgiving, 

even amused, by the vituperative wrath that occasionally scorches 

the pages of a letter.  However, given the personal and political 

pressures Lambert was dealing with his anger does not appear 

either as irrational or as obsessive as O’Leary presents.  Much of 

                                                                                                                                                                                
53  From email correspondence with Max Watts 21.09.98.                                  
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what O’Leary saw as irrational suspicion at the time has been 

confirmed in later revelations about the machinations of some 

Party members.  And the dedication he had given to the cause in 

which he believed so passionately is equalled by the passion with 

which he went into battle against the forces he saw as corrupting 

that cause.  Also, it is difficult to imagine how Lambert, as a 

writer practised at developing a plot’s logical continuity, would 

have not considered the dates on the key missive of importance if 

he was planning a deception.  Whatever the truth of his Hungarian 

adventure, as O’Leary says, the ‘complete story can now never be 

told’ (1974:65) and it is pointless to speculate further.  That 

Lambert did go is certain, and his reaction was truthful and 

furious. 

 

Lambert sent dispatches first to the Tribune and the London 

Daily Worker, but when they were not printed he had good reason to 

believe anything similar would be suppressed and he ‘would rather 

tell the truth in the Daily Telegraph than lies in the Tribune’ 

(Lambert in O’Leary 1974:70).  From the tone of those articles 

published in various tabloids it is obvious that his anger had no 

room for concessions to Party sensibilities and he wanted the 

story to reach not only Party members but as many ordinary people 

as possible.  Writing to Frank he says: 

 
The Australian Reds have got to be made to realise that the 
Russians committed a hideous crime in Hungary and have 
forfeited any right to the moral leadership of the socialist 
world.  The people who fought them were not fascists, but the 
entire Hungarian people, including the Hungarian Communists.  
Rakosi was a gangster kept in power by Russian brutality.  If 
there were any fascists they were the Russians.  The Russian 
leaders deserted socialism long ago. 
    (Letter undated, presumed Nov 1956 in Lambert MS)    

 
And he did not see the Russians as acting alone but as equally 

culpable with the Western Allies as he explains in a letter to his 

stepmother Connie that seems to be in response to a letter from 

her: 
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I think you should understand that for the Hungarian crime 
America is just as much to blame as the Russians.  Year after 
year from their radio in Munich the Americans have been 
inciting the Hungarians to revolt with all sorts of promises.  
They have also interfered in Hungary’s internal affairs, then 
when the top blew off, did nothing, beyond saying how sorry 
they were for the Hungarians.  None of the big nations have 
anything to be proud of.  Britain and USA would no more go to 
war over Hungary than Russia would over Suez, and remember all 
corpses are equal.  Both sides accuse the other of immorality, 
when the truth is they haven’t got a moral between them.  
There’s nothing wrong with Communism, but something has gone 
terribly wrong Communists.  Hungary was a triumph for the 
Stalin gang.  Suez was a triumph for the Eden gang.  One of 
these days decent people may form a gang of their own. 

  (letter 20.11.56 Lambert MS) 
 

While it has been apparent that there was not much left anyway, 

any faith in moral justice from Party ideologues is also entirely 

destroyed, as he makes clear in another letter to O’Leary: 

 
Thus justice and liberty are only to be fought for when some 
superman from his office looks up from his Marxist breviary and 
gives forth the holy word.  Thus the whole terrible list of 
Stalinist crimes is glossed over with formal phrases like 
‘illegality’ and ‘serious mistakes’.  You get the peace-loving 
Dean of Canterbury telling me that what I saw in Hungary is 
allright [sic] with God because you see the Russians were 
invited to come in and meddle with the Hungarian government.  
As with Poland.  They didn’t move tank divisions into Poland to 
intimidate Gomulka, they were just having manoeuvres.   

    (Letter 24.11.56 O'Leary MS) 
  
 

Lambert was not alone in his fight.  The Daily Worker journalist 

Peter Fryer was in Hungary as an official correspondent but still 

faced the same problems getting the Party press to publish his 

equally damning reports.  Fryer resigned, publishing his reasons 

in the New Statesman and Nation and slating the Party’s campaign 

to discredit him: 

 
Shame on a newspaper which can spit on a nation’s anguish and 
grief.  Shame on party leaders who can justify with smooth 
cliches and lies the massacre and martyrdom of an indomitable 
people.  These leaders are wholly discredited; they have 
abandoned socialist principles.  They are destroying the 
Communist part as a political force.  They must be removed, and 
removed quickly, if the Communist party is to hold its head up 
once more before the British people.  

(Fryer New Statesman and Nation 24.11.56:668) 
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Lambert was conscious of a common cause with Fryer, mentioning him 

in a number of his letters of this period, and for a while kept 

trying to encourage Party members to revolt against the leadership 

as he describes in a letter to Frank and Connie: 

 
The decent British communists are in revolt against their 

leaders who have lied for years over Russia and have descended 
to the lowest tricks to block the truth about Hungary.  What 
they want is for people like me to quit the Party and allow 
ourselves to be branded as renegades and all sorts of things; 
but inside the organisation you are still in a position to 
expose their corrupt policies and nail their lies.  The other 
night I addressed a large gathering of local Reds on Hungary 
and my views were unanimously endorsed.  I went upstairs to the 
offices of the Daily Worker, which was printing a whole pack of 
lies about Hungary, and after I had spoken to the staff and 
told them the truth about Hungary half of them quit.  The 
Communist Party isn’t something to be renounced; but it needs 
cleaning out badly; and in Poland, Hungary and Russia it’s the 
writers who are giving the lead and slating the Stalinists who 
believe socialism can be introduced by tanks. 

    (Letter 11.12.56 Lambert MS) 
 

But then he gave up.  In a letter to Murray Smith (June 1958 

in O’Leary 1974:78) he tells of addressing yet another meeting and 

suddenly ‘drying up’, realising that anyone who was open or cared 

at all about the truth had already left.  After that Lambert gave 

up on any Party politics and was ill again, but he was trying to 

maintain an equanimity that he did not truly feel in an upbeat 

letter to O’Leary: 

 
I wanted to reassure you, in the light of the tattle whose puny 
echoes occasionally tinkle into my letterbox, I reserve my 
anger for injustice and cruelty, and exhibit a decent amusement 
in the face of small malice. … Simultaneously there were the 
Stalin revelations and my own observations of things in the 
movement that were very wrong and involved a reassessment after 
twelve years of party activity; a harsh appraisal of facts.  My 
unhappiness was no less than anyone else’s and I left hospital 
after a fortnight instead of three months as advised … I am 
back into political activity here.  Its Spring again, the 
cherry blossoms [sic] in the garden is like a pink tide around 
the house, I can write and feel again and I’m still the 
fallible but doughty old Communist you always know. 

   (Letter 12.04.57 O'Leary MS) 
 

While Lambert continued to attempt to stabilise his political 

position and emotional state he increasingly removed himself from 

the active political sphere, but the events of 1956 had wreaked 
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further havoc on his health, evident from the various illnesses he 

reports in letters over the next period.  The retreat from active 

politics was erratic, and the disillusion and disappointment 

permeating The Drip Dry Man (1963) and eating away at his 

passionate heart was not his alone, as Turner recalls: 

 
Some did die, and some went out of their minds; many ‘voted 
with their feet’ or abdicated from politics in angry disgust; 
others (some already out of the party, some still in) set about 
the arduous and anguished work of redefining themselves and 
creating new meanings for their lives.     (Turner 1982:143)
       

The silence of Australian critics on all Lambert’s subsequent 

novels is deafening and reviews in the UK press mentioned by 

O’Leary appear to be slight (1974:109), so the discussion in 

chapter ten on the following works will be their first critical 

analysis in this country.  To debrief on Hungary Lambert wrote The 

Rehabilitated Man (1960), a bitter, angry mixture of fact and 

fiction that verges on reportage of the intrigues and events 

leading up to the Soviet invasion of Hungary.  But before that the 

‘Malaya novel’ he had been working on during 1956, The Dark 

Backward (1958), was published, and then another novel based on 

the war in the Middle East, Glory Thrown In (1959), came off the 

presses.  These novels appear to have been written in between 

journalism, film scripts, radio talks and plays that are mentioned 

in correspondence with O’Leary, Murray Smith and Frank.54  

Publication dates are obviously not sequential with the writing of 

the rest of his novels and, since there are no personal papers to 

establish any connection with other life events, the later novels 

discussed in the following chapters are grouped according to their 

themes.  The Drip Dry Man (1963) perhaps represents his last 

political work, but the politics are postmodernist in their 

rejection of any idealism.  Lambert did recover some authorial 

equanimity with three gently apolitical novels, Dolphin (1963), 

The Tender Conspiracy (1965) and MacDougal’s Farm (1965) that 

                                                           
54 The one research trip to England was insufficiently financed to allow 
further search for these and their recovery must await another 
opportunity. 
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signal a return of his previous esteem of ordinary humanity.  Two 

‘ripping yarn’ style historical novels, Ballarat (1962), which 

O’Leary cites as one ‘of his greatest books’ (1974:106), and Kelly 

(1964) are apparently all that came of a planned ‘panoramic novel 

of Australian life’ and contain much of his old zest.  However, A 

Short Walk to the Stars (1964), is nothing like the social 

investigative work he first described as its motivation and was 

quite likely finished hurriedly for financial reasons.  Of the 

three other war novels, Diggers Die Hard (1963), The Long White 

Night (1965) and Hiroshima Reef (1967), Diggers differs vastly in 

quality and was likely to have been a rushed money-spinner.  And 

then there are the biographies, only the one on Oscar Wilde’s 

parents, Mad With Much Heart (1967) under his own name, with Oscar 

Wilde (1960) as Frank Brennand and the Life and Times of Winston 

Churchill (unseen) as George Kay.55   

 

Lastly, his three most inconsistent works, the film script 

books, Sink the Bismarck (1960) and North to Alaska (1961), were 

both published as Frank Brennand, and The Siege of Pinchgut (1960) 

came out as by George Kay.  Whether he actually wrote these film 

scripts or just the narratives and then collaborated with script 

writers, as he reports having done with the unmade Duke of 

Woolloomooloo, is unknown.  O’Leary remarks that no significant 

work was published in 1957 and cites a letter from his lover Lili 

Williams saying that she thought he did no writing at that time 

(1974:98-9).  However, publication dates do not indicate a lack of 

writing, as he reports The Dark Backward almost finished in 1956 

yet it was not published until 1958.  Also this is the period when 

Lambert first mentions his negotiations on film scripts with the 

‘Wardour St Boys’ and it is possibly when the film script books 

were written.  In all, seventeen novels, most of a reasonably high 

standard and amongst which more than one deserve to be considered 

                                                           
55 Churchill was held off-site at the London Library and I did not get to 
see it.  O’Leary gives another pseudonym as D Brennan (1974:112) but 
perhaps this is her misreading of Frank Brennand as it does not appear 
that she saw any of these. 
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as Australian classics, three uneven biographies, three ‘film 

books’ of well-known films, and an unknown number of short 

stories, talks and radio plays make up his body of work.  Whether 

there are yet more works, either under these pseudonyms or others 

as yet undetected, remains a matter for further research.56

  

By 1958 Lambert had fully retreated, but not given up his 

hurt, which resonates in yet another torrential diatribe at Murray 

Smith that nonetheless finishes with a more balanced note: 

 
I live in a remote village in a 16th century cottage almost 
crowded out by an Alsation called Cobber, and when away from 
the typewriter work on the farm next door.  But I haven’t run 
away from any issues.  I have contained my grief and done my 
thinking.  The thought of reforming the ACP is ridiculous 
beyond words.  It is as silly as the Yanks and their “clean” A 
Bomb.  I want no more of intrigues and theories and beatings of 
drums, and doctrines.  I think you are all very tenacious and 
wish you well.  Maybe one day a paper like Tribune will appear 
in Australia.  Such is my pious hope.  But it will need a 
radical, which I don't think you are.  As long as certain 
gentlemen of my one-time acquaintance are connected with it 
Overland would be better called Underhand.    

(Letter 20.8.58 SMS MS) 
 

Yet he kept up his Eastern Bloc acquaintances and his works 

continued to be published in parts of the Soviet Union where he 

traveled, possibly secretly, as he remarks in a letter to Frank: 

 
I have been behind the Iron Curtain for an extended period, and 
you will realise, after the unfriendly reception I had some 
years ago in Hungary, I am very careful what I say in letters, 
indeed, careful about writing them at all.  
      (Letter March 5, est. late 1950s-early 1960s, Lambert MS) 
 

This all sounds very ‘cloak and dagger’ and just what he was doing 

there is unknown.  It all could have been very ordinary.  Some 

Soviet countries, like Hungary, kept their currencies discreet and 

Lambert would have to spend his royalties there if he wished to 

collect them; for instance Phyl’s letters make reference to family 

holidays in Czechoslovakia.  Yet again, a man who had been so 

                                                           
56 Hodder & Stoughton had subsumed the original publishers, Landsborough, 
and whilst in the UK I spoke to their estate executor who confirmed that 
Eric Lambert was the owner/author of all the books Landsborough published 
as George Kay and Frank Brennand. 
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publicly disillusioned with the Party, such as Lambert, might make 

an interesting target for espionage agencies; as is now known from 

subsequent revelations, such things did happen.   

Lambert had gained some emotional equanimity in a second 

marriage to Phyl that brought him an adopted daughter then a child 

of his own, but a ‘severe’ nervous breakdown some time during the 

English summer of 1965 intervened to limit even this simple joy 

(O’Leary 1974:106).57  During the period 1962 to 1965 Lambert had 

published nine of his seventeen novels and must have written the 

biography of Wilde’s parents under his own name, plus incidental 

articles and whatever other work (known and unknown) under 

pseudonyms.  Lambert’s writing speed had always been exceptional, 

but the phenomenal effort of writing the entire 50,000 word 

Hiroshima Reef (1967) in under a month not long before he died is 

thought to indicate some prescience of another, more final ending 

(O’Leary 1974:106).  His alcoholism had persisted and he was only 

to have those few short years of fatherhood and an almost normal 

life before the emotional and physical stresses he had endured 

finally exhausted his reserves.  On the 15th of April 1966 at the 

age of forty-eight he died from a heart attack while making his 

way home from the local pub. 

Concluding comments 

This chapter has developed a contextual analysis of Eric 

Lambert as he developed his philosophical ethos as a radical 

writer.  The Party is seen to have been at once both powerfully 

supportive to such writers and the tradition they inherited, and 

extraordinarily damaging.  The following discussion of Lambert's 

body of work in Chapters Seven and Eight develops the analysis as 

an unintentional literary memoir.  

 

                                                           
57 O’Leary does not give an exact date for this, but cites a letter from 
Phyl saying that financial stress was most probably the cause and that, 
while he ‘wouldn’t take the prescribed treatment’, by the Christmas of 
1965 ‘he appeared somewhat better’. 
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Chapter 7: Novels of passion and commitment: The Twenty 

Thousand Thieves, The Veterans, Five Bright Stars and 

Watermen 

 

i) Telling it like it was: Twenty Thousand Thieves  

While now languishing in the national memory Thieves, and 

sometimes Veterans, are the only works of Lambert’s to still 

receive occasional mention in literary histories and by leftist 

scholars of Australian politics and literature.  All Lambert’s 

works up to 1956 and an unknown percentage of subsequent novels 

were translated and published internationally and throughout the 

Soviet bloc.  A small number of these have experienced a recent 

resurgence of popularity in Czechoslovakia, where he has remained 

better known than in Australia.  Thieves alone is into its 11th 

print with Penguin and is still on Russian university reading 

lists.1  Of all his works the pre-1956 novels discussed in this 

chapter were most inherently didactic exemplars of socialist 

realism and so provide a greater amount of material for analysis 

as exemplars of the radical literary tradition.  That early 

influence is also evident if not as dominant in most of his later 

works to be discussed in Chapter Eight.  The criticism of military 

tradition and of war itself in Thieves certainly attracted its 

share of vitriol from conservative critics, and Lambert’s RWG 

colleagues did not treat it well either.2  However, it received 

general acclaim and positive responses from many of his fellow ex-

servicemen as a number of extant fan letters confirm.  R Martin 

(28.7.52 Lambert MS) wrote thanking him for a ‘champion book’ that 

tells the ‘true’ story of the war.  And J D Fraser (undated 

Lambert MS) considered ‘this book the best I have read dealing 

with the conduct of the ordinary soldier regardless of what 

theatre of war he was in, and certainly the best yet on the 

                                                           
1 Information in 1999 from his daughter, Francesca Lambert, holder of 
Lambert’s copyright. 
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Western Desert campaign.’  There was also critical acclaim from 

his peers, with Alan Marshall writing to Lambert (31.1.51): ‘There 

is no other Australian writer who could have done it.  It needed a 

poet and you are that.  There are prose passages in it which will 

feature in all worthwhile Australian anthologies in the years to 

come.’  And his publisher Frederick Muller wrote (4.6.54): ‘My 

personal view is that as a war novelist you have no superior.’ 

 

Thieves was not the first to tell the story of ordinary 

Australians in the theatres of WWII, but it influenced other 

Australians to write of their experience of the war, and to ask 

questions of their society in a way other war novels had not.  

Lawson Glassop’s We Were the Rats (1944) was published five years 

before Thieves and received critical acclaim but caused a stir 

when charged with being obscene for its realistic usage of 

soldier’s language and description of some of their more salacious 

reading material (Coleman 1964:47-52).  Rats is a classically 

structured novel in the style of critical realism with little 

restraint in the portrayal of the horrors of the fighting, but it 

makes no further criticism of war as a social phenomena.  Like 

Thieves, the protagonist in Rats, Howard, is semi-autobiographical 

and, like Dick Brett of Thieves, is intellectually something of a 

cut above his peers.  Howard and Brett are both sensible to their 

comrade’s qualities, positive and negative, and are at pains to 

appear on equal terms as comrades in arms fighting a just war 

against fascist imperialism.  However, there are essential 

differences between Rats and Thieves, in the way the subjects are 

located in the environment of war, where the tension is placed 

and, most importantly, in the temper of the class-relations.  Rats 

brings the reader into Howard’s life in a country town and its 

class tensions are accepted uncritically by the boy wonder of the 

local cricket scene as he pursues girls and good times, and the 

                                                                                                                                                                                
2 As discussed in the previous chapter, Federal MPs Keon and Gullett 
attacked Thieves in parliament, and Lambert mentions that RWG members had 
also ‘panned’ it when it was first published (letter to O’Leary 13.3.56). 
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war Howard goes to fight is very much the B.O.P. manly game of 

adventure.  Whereas Brett is instantly located within his 

battalion and the shared menace of the theatre of war as they 

endure their first bombardment while awaiting disembarkation in 

Suez.  Within the first few pages Thieves’ narrative establishes 

three levels of tension: the personal animosity between Brett and 

Lucas the platoon sergeant, the class tension between the men and 

their officers, and the massive tension of the war itself.  

Brett’s difference is established, in his finer sensibility rather 

than any innate tendency to heroism, when an Arab woman walking 

past the soldiers is on the receiving end of the usual crudities 

of men in packs (p.21): “She’s a human being, like us,” said Dick.  

“And probably someone’s wife as well.”  Brett is generally seen to 

be an autobiographical reflection of Lambert’s personal experience 

but, though the sensibility does have some similarity, Brett also 

has unique characteristics that are unlike Lambert.  However this 

and the Jewish girl Naomi, with whom Brett forms a friendship 

first, well before any sexual congress takes place, does not 

portray the stereotype of a man remaining ‘on top, both in bed and 

in the saddle’ that Senyard and Lees (1987:86) consider archetypal 

to Australian male iconography.   

 

Rat’s Howard fulfils the identikit of the contemporary 

hegemonic icon of the Australian male better than any of 

Lambert’s, none of which more than a cursory and prejudiced 

reading could really call stereotypes.  While Lambert has 

evidently applied the socialist realist theory of typicality, in 

that his characterisation can be seen to conjure certain typical 

elements in each personality, they are not any of them without 

their own unique persona.  Even Brett, who is shown to possess an 

inquiring mind, needs to be enlightened to the social conditions 

of the men whom he initially considers with a harshly critical 

eye.  The hard-nosed Andy Cain first points out to him the danger 

of prejudice about the supposed cowardice of their Italian 

enemies, arguing that they may well surrender so easily because 
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they simply did not believe in the war they were being forced to 

fight (pp.26-7).  Then later, when Brett is judgmental of the 

rapaciously loutish Tommy Collins, Cain says (p.31): “I know a 

part of Sydney where they breed Tommy Collinses.  It might sound 

hackneyed, but it happens to be true sometimes about a man knowing 

no better.”  However, as McLaren (1989:133) points out, despite 

this sociologically informed perception and the radical idealism 

that pushes him to walk off parade rather than apologise to 

authority, Cain does not fulfil any potential stereotype, but 

‘eventually betrays himself’ by accepting rank and making the army 

his career.  The acceptance of rank is universally derided by the 

working class soldiers, seen as the equivalent of class betrayal 

in peace-time.  Lambert demonstrates his core liberal humanism 

here and does not condemn Cain for this, but instead shows 

sympathy with the motivation that drives him to this decision.  

Cain realises that he has deserted his class, but this is shown as 

a personal last resort to do something well to counter a sense of 

failure when wife deserts him, and he is shown to regret the wedge 

this has driven between him and his mates.  In this way, Lambert 

resists the stereotyping of class betrayal, showing it to be a 

complex interaction between personal motivation and external 

conditions.  

 

Likewise, when examined more critically there are no iconic 

hero figures amongst the main characters of Thieves.  In graphic 

detail they each face their own forms of fear and cowardice in the 

senseless carnage and, all having experienced the same, move from 

an embarrassed derision to empathetic compassion for those who 

fail this trial.  They are not ‘brave’ per se, they are shocked 

into endurance and face their fear with grim pragmatism because it 

has become a matter of survival, and of justice.  There is no way 

out but madness or self mutilation and most have too much pride 

and self-preservation for either.  The only character who reflects 

pure bravery is Chips, but this more a product of his sheer 
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physicality and sanguine nature, as Brett reflects in a moment of 

critical contemplation on his mates (p.273): 

 
Chips the beautiful gay animal.  Tender as a child, terrible as 
a panther.  Everything is thoughtless joy.  Strong as a lion.  
Fights like a threshing machine.  Game as Ned Kelly.  Fear's 
only a word to him.  A man amongst men.  Impossible to copy.  
His life's like a sea of rich velvet.  But nothing deep.  All 
instinct.  Go with the tide.  Always the next wave.  Chips is 
wrong. 

 
While providing an aesthetically striking image, Chips is not an 

unrealistic type within the Australian male spectrum and it is 

likely there was some character similar to him among Lambert’s 

soldier mates.  However, the stereotypical coupling of war and 

courage are such that preconceptions have a tendency to get in the 

way of intelligence, as evidenced by RWG comrade Ian Mair’s review 

of Thieves (June 1950:300-1).  Mair makes the extraordinary 

assertion that ‘bravery, in his book, is almost a national 

characteristic … available to members of all classes’, and then, 

‘bravery is scarcely considered … it is simply taken for granted’.  

Yet for the complex characters of Thieves, excepting the 

acknowledged classic heroism of Chips, any heroics are clearly 

forced on ordinary men by their extraordinary experiences, and it 

is this experience which evidently affected Lambert’s perception 

of human nature ever after.  Fear is their constant companion and 

men driven mad by it or who have been inured to its presence can 

only be said to approximate any classically heroic notions of 

bravery, for there is no glamorisation of war here (p.139): 

 
Their desperation, their knowledge of death, were consummate; 
but they also knew how utterly barren and repulsive life could 
be.  Courage was no longer something to be proud of.  The 
routine of warfare had settled on them with a hideous monotony.  
The abuse came out of them without rancour and the jokes fell 
dead from their lips. 

 
Although certainly drawn from characteristics typical of 

Australian men in general, Brett’s comrades in arms and their 

officers are each given a personal and a social context.  Yet 

Mair’s ideological prejudice shows when he complains that Lambert 
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has made ‘his anti-social figures personally abnormal’ without 

showing ‘their cause’, which he argues ‘is a breach of the first 

rule of socialist realism’.  This is such an ideologically blind 

reading of Thieves that it is understandable if Lambert were 

distressed by it, since an explanation of the social bases for his 

characters’ behaviour is a central theme of his work, a perceptive 

compassion extended even to those whom he pillories.  In general, 

the officer class is the subject of Lambert’s critique and, given 

his background, it is reasonable to assume that the scorn heaped 

upon some aspects of it is based upon direct experience of the 

archaic system that privileged class above ability rather than 

pre-existing prejudice or acquired ideology.  Mair only sees 

‘abnormal’ stupidity in Colonel Fitzroy, ‘Groggy Orme’, who had 

been in the New Guard bashing unemployed workers during the 

Depression and whose drunken arrogance causes unnecessary losses 

in battle, including the capture of himself, his adjutant and the 

death of ‘Go Through’.  Yet for even such an easy target there is 

some humanity allowed (p.99): 

 
Self-examination was not one of the colonel’s habits.  However, 
the powerful impression that his battalion had made on him this 
dawn departure … had forced him into it.  He felt uneasy and 
depressed.  This was the first time he had ever doubted his 
ability to be the commander of these men. …  His depression, 
his cold sense of being inadequate, had its roots in several 
things: in the discovery that the whole battalion, from Pomfret 
down, accepted and despised his weakness with the whisky 
bottle; the echo in his mind of that voice coming out of the 
darkness like the judgement of the ranks: “Groggy’s a 
figurehead”; the plaguey insistence in his thoughts of a 
question: how would he have got on but for Pomfret, that glum, 
soulless model of efficiency. 
 

Still, as far as the narrative is concerned he has no other depth 

and, with his affinity with his fascist enemies through their 

mutual admiration of authority, Groggy may be the character 

closest to a class stereotype.  However, most other officers are 

given a more complex human context.  Kenneth Crane, platoon 

commander and scion of the squatter Cranes of Scobie is a 

philosophical fascist in love with the ‘dark beauty of violence’.  
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When a Nazi officer is captured Crane recognises their affinity 

and feels a brotherhood with his captive (pp.134-6):  

 
What a heady moment this was for Crane.  Captor and captive, 
neither offering nor expecting mercy, faced each other as 
enemies; yet between them lay an unspoken sympathy, as between 
two brave men, heroes and leaders among men.  
 

Even Crane’s fascination with violence is shown to be a product of 

childhood play in B.O.P.’s ‘manly game of war’ combined with 

reaction against humiliation by a bullying sibling and the 

perennial need of the ruling class to preserve status in the eyes 

of those they rule.  The portrayal of Captain Henry Gilbertson, a 

genuine liberal whose effort to relate to his men is rendered 

awkward by an unbridgeable class divide, is sympathetic.  

Gilbertson’s strongest influence had been his liberal, open-minded 

grandmother and through her he has developed a humanist 

sensitivity that the other officers do not share.  It Gilbertson’s 

understanding of the ‘course of the war itself’ and the great 

danger they face, rather than class arrogance, that inclines him 

to see the men’s grievances over the misappropriation of their 

beer ration as petty (pp.319-321).  Ultimately, as a member of the 

ruling class with fascist sympathies, Groggy will sit out the rest 

of the war as one of the more privileged POWs.  Thanks to his 

humanity, Gilbertson ultimately triumphs over his rift with the 

men, both personally and in battle, his death sincerely felt as a 

deep loss.  Whereas Crane is left to live the rest of his life 

with the cruel irony of losing half his face as a permanent 

reminder that the aftermath of violence is rarely beautiful. 

 

Where Rats might engage with a critical awareness of the 

psychological machinations of soldiers that make war possible, the 

tension remains located within their individual relationships, as 

in Howard’s reflection (p.143):  

 
And when we went home these men would be my friends, or what 
was left of them.  There I go again, I thought.  Falling into 
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one of those traps that made wars.  I had read somewhere - and 
I believed it - that every soldier knows that many men are 
going to die, but never believes that he will be one of them.  
His ego cannot conceive that he will cease to exist.  By a 
stupid faith, he assumes that faith has singled him out for 
immunity.  

 
In contrast Brett’s reflection on the death of soldiers, and 

therefore potentially his own, is not individualised, or 

localised, or tribalised.  When he finds the ravaged corpse of a 

German pilot on a small rocky outcrop in the sea there is the 

kinship of humanity, an empathy with their shared experience of 

poverty and a compassion for the hopelessness of the conditions 

forced on the German’s defeated homeland (p.86): 

 

A sea-eaten, battered, anonymous thing.  It was the first 
corpse he had ever seen and he was stirred deeply.  He felt 
under some strange compulsion to imagine what this corpse had 
been in the days of its life. … Here was something that had 
once been a boy.  What sort of world had it been born into?  It 
was easy for him to imagine this.  A crippled, humbled, 
defeated country.  A confused, angry, poverty-shadowed world.  
A youth without certitude – one of the legion of betrayed.  
Awaiting a miracle, for that seemed all that was left to hope 
for . . . . So Hitler.  The fierce hysteria of the great 
rallies.  Sieg Heil!  Blood and iron.  The Master Race.  Our 
Fueher.  Sieg Heil!  Tomorrow the world is ours.  Certitude at 
last.  Something to believe in. 

 

For Lambert the enemy soldier is not faceless, but a complex human 

being like himself who is, like all soldiers, pawns in the play of 

ruling class ambition.  Understanding that this is a ‘war of 

civilisations’, between the barbarity of fascism and the Allies’ 

hard-won democracy, and that this fight is a just war, Brett's 

reflection on the eve of battle nonetheless perceives war as an 

orchestration of mass murder (p.410): 

 
Seeing this battle as the end of a crime and themselves as 
victims.  This tragic, this just, this terrible battle.  The 
victims - yet the victors.  The betrayed, the lost, the unhappy 
and the deceived.  The fearing, the noble, the mean, the loved, 
and the detested.  This night they would have in common fear 
and agony.  This made them brothers.  And many must die.  This 
was war.  Curse and damn to the ends of the world all of those 
who had made it necessary [sic]. 
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Although concern for the death of the individual is not absent 

from Lambert’s work, the tension is generally located in a 

humanist concern for the awful futility and anonymity of such 

deaths (pp.115-6): 

 
Simply, terrifyingly, the thought of death came to him.  He 
could die as easily as Perkins had died.  He would not even 
understand why he had died.  Proud young body, lost and rotting 
in this dead land.  His heart turned over icily; deeply, 
wordlessly, he emitted a sound.  He was terribly afraid. 

 
Brett has experienced the mindless fury of battle that he has been 

trained for.  In this first experience of war-sanctioned murder, 

he recognises he is as capable of murder as any man (pp.109-10): 

 
Leaning on to the shattered parapet, Dick brought a crouching 
figure into his rifle sights.  In the instant before he pulled 
the trigger he was aware of his calm, of a strange cruel relish 
for what he was about to do.  The he pulled the trigger.  The 
German jerked backwards and lay still.  He had killed a man.  
It was as easy as that. 
 
As they struggle to maintain their humanity against the 

dehumanising force of their situation the soldiers of Thieves 

develop richness and depth in their relationships.  As in the old 

conditions of the bushman, mateship develops in a human symbiosis 

of survival and the closest intimacy that reveals the reason 

behind the depth of affection and loyalty that many returned 

soldiers maintained throughout their postwar lives (p.201): 

 
…each in his turn, and in his own way, been a hero, a panting 
coward, an entity with a mind crying its anguish at death.  And 
while each has shown to his fellow most of his deepest self, 
each hugs to himself, grimly and pitiably, what is left.  None 
of them will ever be the same again. 
 

Unlikely and likely partnerships are spawned in this environment, 

between men who come to know their mates better than any peace-

time relationship might foster, and the grief of the loss of a 

mate in battle is enormous and powerful.  The men who survive are 

pared back to the very bones of their character, but for even the 

weakest who fail this brutal test there is sympathy, as for the 
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gentle boy who shoots off his toes when he can no longer face 

battle (p.407): 

 
They hushed him and carried him out.  Tony bound up the foot 
and someone sent for Chips.  The boy looked around at them and 
saw in their faces, not the scorn he had prepared for, but 
sorrow and compassion. In a frenzy of shame, he wept.  And when 
Chips came he protested: “I had to do it.  I did it on purpose.  
I can’t explain.” 
“We understand, son,” said Chips gently.  And then they bore 
him away on a stretcher, Tony and Dooley. 
“It was an accident, Tony,” said Chips. 
“Of course,” said Tony, “I saw it.” 
 

This is typical of the old radical nationalist Australian’s 

irreverence for and flexibility with officialdom, and anyone who 

tries to stick to rules and shows too much unwarranted respect for 

authority, such as the former bank officer Percy Gribble, quickly 

finds themselves an object of derision.  McLaren argues that this 

is not a mindless reaction against authority as ‘an indication of 

some general Australian character but a product of their 

experience of authority’ (1989:132).  This has some truth, but 

only inasmuch as its rendering stops short of becoming entirely 

stereotypical with the men’s acceptance of authority through hard 

earned respect; in general, they are suspicious of authority.  The 

Australian troops are a motley crew of hungry drifters, ratbags 

and rebels, factory hands, office clerks and boys from the bush, 

united in a larger character typical to radical nationalist 

independence, critical of authoritarianism in a camaraderie 

riddled with a dry, sometimes caustic, humour which Lambert 

captures with affection.  They are not ‘political’ as such, but 

show themselves capable of a raffish unity in the face of 

perceived injustice, as when they ‘jack up’ over their 

misappropriated Christmas beer rations (pp.322-50).  This incident 

follows a series of indignities and injustices in the provision of 

already sparse comforts, many of which appear to advantage the 

officers at the expense of the men.   
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It is here that the communist, ‘Slim’ Sullivan, is perhaps 

closest to an ideal type.  Shown to possess clear and strategic 

thinking and strength of personality, Sullivan is able to assess 

their strengths and weaknesses when he helps to co-ordinate their 

protest (p.325): 

 
He had not wanted to speak first.  He had planned to await the 
best moment, in order to destroy the influence of the wild men 
among them; and this was better done at the end, when they 
couldn’t come back at him.  Go Through’s jibe had almost stung 
him into anger.  But now other voices were joining Go Through’s 
in urging him to speak.  To retain any confidence they had in 
him, he saw he must speak.  

 
Yet Sullivan is not shown as an ideologue but simply as an 

intelligent man who has developed his understanding of his fellows 

through political study and has trained himself to remain 

collected under pressure.  After the ‘jack up’ is resolved to 

everyone’s satisfaction through Sullivan and Brett’s negotiations, 

Sullivan makes the case to Gilbertson that the men need to be paid 

the respect of better information about what they are doing and 

why, and given genuine hearings for grievances.  These are small, 

very human, politics but they also show the educated communist as 

someone who understands and cares about ordinary human rights to 

respect and justice and who will act at a grass roots level to 

achieve these ends.  There are the politics of the ideological 

world too.  However, Lambert does not preach but mostly relies on 

characters and events to manifest these ideas.  Only rarely is he 

more explicit, such as in the conversation between Sullivan and 

Gilbertson, who wants to know (pp.349-50): “Why you fellows were 

so right about this war – about Chamberlain and Daladier, and 

Menzies and all the rest of them.  Why you were so sure they were 

pro-Hitler.”   In a conversation with Brett Sullivan comes closest 

to an exposition of postwar politics and the functions of a 

communist organiser (pp.392-3): 

 
 "Slim, what are you going to do after the war?" 
"Same as I did before the war.  Take a job of toil somewhere - 
organise my mates.  Union activity.  Meetings, classes." 

 "Classes!  I never imagined you as a teacher." 
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 "There's a few things I know," said Sullivan dryly, "that I 
can pass on." 
 "You've taught me a lot, Slim.  Do you think I should study 
Marx and Lenin?" 
"If you don't," said Sullivan gravely, "you'll never properly 
understand what's going on after the war's over.  They daren't 
say a word against Russia now, but wait till their skins have 
been saved; then all the upper class and their press will be 
hawking the same old lies about Russia that they did before.  
Only multiplied this time, because socialism will be one step 
nearer.  They'll be more frightened of it than ever.” 

 

If it is accepted that, at the time Thieves was written, the 

central affect of the classic war novel, however subliminal, was 

to promote the B.O.P. adventure of the manly game of war, Thieves 

does not fulfil the brief of a 'war novel' in those terms.  With 

its sustained critique of both the social conditions that brought 

the war about and the monstrosity of its actuality, the class 

tensions instigated by the vagaries of an archaic and class-ridden 

system that put incompetent men in charge, Thieves is most 

definitely an anti-war novel.  The sort of misconception expressed 

by Mair (1950) is similar to memories of fairy tales that bypass 

the incest, murder, spiritual and moral crises, etceteras, and go 

straight to the 'happy ever afters'.  Neither does Thieves 

eulogise the Australian soldier's bravery, as some might have 

wished to read it.  With the cruel honesty in the characters, 

their sometimes vague, self-centred or desperate motives for 

joining up, their mixed reactions to, and nebulous understandings 

of, the inhuman situation in which they are placed and the forces 

that have created the carnage, its characters are decidedly 

ordinary human beings.  Indeed, that RWG members were critical of 

Thieves in such terms at all indicates their own poor 

understanding of socialist realist theory.  While I certainly do 

not profess expertise in socialist realism, it can be see that 

Thieves’ socialist message is effectively embedded in the very 

human typicality of its character's lives and thoughts and the 

awfulness of their situation.  Slaughter argues that an effective 

portrayal of these is one of the main problems for socialist-
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realist writers and Thieves’ success confirms it as an exemplar of 

the best of socialist realism: 

 
The problem of realism is whether there are novelists who have 
been able to show in some way the reality underneath these 
forms of appearance: the reality of a 'socialised' 
individuality which discovers itself and its unrealised powers 
in and through these same forms of appearance.    
        (Slaughter 1980:82) 
 
In these ways Thieves is a very different sort of novel to 

Rats.  Set in an equally brutal context, it is far more tender, 

even loving, with its individual subjects and their raw humanity 

and so holds an essential optimism for the triumph of the human 

spirit over the forces of evil.  There is compassion for its 

subjects who, like soldier-ants in the ant farm of capitalist 

warfare, can not fully perceive the immense forces that have put 

them there.  Of Thieves’ men, only the liberal Gilbertson, 

Sullivan the communist, the class-traitor Cain, and Brett, who 

asks questions of his experience, have the means to understand the 

broader implications of what they experience.  The men’s faults 

and character flaws are drawn with a forgiving hand but, through 

their small triumphs over authority, the ordinary person’s power 

to challenge the larger status quo is also implied.  While the 

wrongs that have brought about their situation are certainly given 

the full blare of Lambert’s critical spotlight, in the way of the 

best of his tradition, it is the human spirit of ordinary people 

that is the victor in this war.  Lambert is writing here about 

people with whom he shared both the most profound horror and 

extenuating tedium, people whose very humanity was tested 

ruthlessly and for which he has developed a profound love and 

faith that will stay with him throughout tests of a very different 

sort in 1956.  This love of humanity is at the core of Lambert’s 

didacticism, for it is only through learning to have respect and 

confidence in themselves, to see the equivalence of their own 

weaknesses with those of the ruling class, that the working class 

might finally rise above their servitude.  It is not a blind love, 

but one that sees its subject with all its flaws and loves and 
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respects it still, and it is a theme that persists in The Veterans 

which, while having a different protagonist, acts as a sequel to 

Thieves. 

 

ii) Taking the war home, and beyond: The Veterans 

While Veterans (1954) has new characters and is not presented as a 

sequel, it is sequential in terms of the war’s progress for both 

the Australian Army and the protagonist, Bill Farr.  Vance Palmer 

(1955) thought it was a ‘better book … swifter in narrative, 

clearer in form’ but was not so confident about the change of 

tense from third person to first, unsure about Lambert’s handling 

of the tension between Farr’s inward turmoil and his ‘tough, 

stereotyped digger-self’.  However, Palmer’s criticism is arguable 

and in some ways it almost he and I appear to have read different 

books.  The most obviously challenging factor to Palmer’s 

criticism is Veterans’ separate contexts presented as three 

‘Books’.  The first deals with the troops on leave in Sydney, the 

second is a short, stand-alone tale of their jungle training camp, 

and the third follows them into the New Guinea campaign.  More 

pertinently though, Palmer seems to fall into the same trap as 

other critics of the period by taking a surface reading of 

Veterans’ portrayal of masculinity and ignoring the very clear 

explanations available in the text for this outward toughness.  

Indeed, he seems to miss entirely that this tension is deliberate, 

a central theme, with Farr’s internal monologue aimed at showing 

how the war brutalises and warps the human soul, demanding that 

the men mask any sensitive and reflective characteristics with 

this tough exterior.  Palmer complains that the romantic idyll 

when Farr meets Margaret whilst on leave ‘is not very happily 

done’.  Yet such war-time romances were an interlude that was part 

and parcel of the soldier’s experience and this one acts as a 

counterpoint to the fury directed against those local girls lost 

to the glamour of the Yanks.  Margaret represents the many women 

committed to the war effort, doing the hard work of men in 

factories, and also provides an important link with the genuine 
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values that represent ‘home’ for Farr; in the end she is the 

instigator of the note of hope with which Veterans ends.  These 

misplaced criticisms must have been particularly difficult for 

Lambert, since he admired Palmer so much, but he received a more 

perceptive review from Murray Smith who reviewed Veterans in 

Overland:  

 
Warmth of human understanding; a sure grasp of realism; a point 
of view and the courage and ability to make it stick – these 
are all features of Lambert’s writing in The Veterans; and his 
all-round painting of his characters and their environment far 
transcends anything yet produced on the war in the islands.  
His writing at times reaches rare heights of beauty and skill. 
 A measure of Lambert’s achievement is the fact that he shows 
at one and the same time as the indignity and inhumanity of 
war, the underlying reasons the Australian soldier faced up to 
the war and fought through it.      (Murray Smith 1955:31)
       
The story opens with the veterans of the carnage in the 

Middle East who have been brought home for three weeks 

recreational leave before heading off to their next theatre of war 

in New Guinea.  The home they have returned to is as changed as 

they are, but in a very different way.  The Yanks are in town, 

have taken over their town, and Farr finds the tentacles of 

corruption by American wealth and black marketing has reached even 

into his own home.  Farr has skipped the homecoming parade, which 

he sees as a farce loaded with reinforcements who have yet to see 

battle in order to plump out the numbers ‘so the populace would 

think the casualties had been light’.  This cynicism about 

government manipulation of public perception of the human cost of 

the war is most probably valid but, more importantly for the tale 

that follows, Farr’s own homecoming is also tainted by cynicism 

with the realisation that (p.10): 

 
… my sister was Yank-mad; that my father was making a fortune 
out of war contracts and was patriotic as hell and the longer 
the war lasted the better he would be pleased; that after my 
three years away they were strangers to me and I was a stranger 
to them. 
 

This is a move away from the more personal referents of Thieves 

and is definitely not autobiographical, but it confirms 
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perceptions of that period and would certainly have been based 

upon Lambert’s observation of other soldier’s experiences.  

Lambert wants his readers to consider just how these men who had 

been fighting so far away from home must have felt to come home to 

find another form of occupation, this time by their supposed 

Allies.  The Yanks and their contribution to the war effort in 

Australia and New Guinea are not well treated in general by 

Veterans, but the criticism is moderated here and there with some 

more human understanding.  However, it is harsh from the 

perspective of a maimed veteran about to be discharged with whom 

Farr and his mates, Lasher and Tully, share a drink and a gossip 

that fills them in on the state of affairs at home (p.17): 

 
“I’ll tell you jokers something about this city,” he said, “in 
case you haven’t noticed it.  Don’t think it belongs to us any 
more because it doesn’t.  The Yanks own it.  If you don’t 
believe me, try to hail a taxi; they won’t even stop for a 
digger.  And if you pick up a sort – don’t.  If she lets you 
pick her up it means the Yanks don’t want her.  If I had a 
wife, no matter what I thought of her, I’d give her a hiding 
just in case.” 
 

This is presented as the digger’s personal experience and, given 

his debilitated state, allowed to stand as such, for Farr’s 

subsequent experience does not entirely live up to these bleak 

prognostications.  Yet it obviously derives from similar 

expressions of the anger and frustration felt by many returned 

soldiers.  The first draft of Veterans’ Book One was criticised by 

Lambert’s publisher Frederick Muller (letter 6.5.54 Lambert MS) 

for its ‘gloomy and monotonous mood’ and ‘nasty sister’ and was 

rewritten in light of this, so the original tone must have been 

much harsher still.  As it is, the portrayal of a Sydney overtaken 

by Yanks is cruelly critical, both of the Americans themselves and 

of their influence on the naïve and impressionable Australians.  

However, there is another level of critique here, one which draws 

attention to the encroaching consumerist ‘way of life’ that is 

leaching away at the older, more humane Australian values that 

Lambert sees as under threat.  Yet there is sympathy too, for 
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people who have had so much deprivation and so little luxury that 

the Americans are able to sway them so easily.  Communist comrade 

Paul Mortier complimented the ‘magic spell’ of Lambert’s language, 

but also made the criticism: ‘Because he so vividly records the 

wartime behaviour of the “Yanks” in Sydney, without revealing its 

social roots, he often verges on a chauvinism’ (Tribune 30.3.55).  

Perhaps so, still, this is not a novel about Americans but the 

Australian wartime experience of them, and Lambert is more 

interested in challenging the problems their presence presents to 

his country in general, and to its people’s national values in 

particular.  That these values which are under threat belong to 

the radical nationalist tradition can be no accident.  This is an 

attempt to warn his countrymen that they stand to lose something 

much more valuable in the exchange, that in the rush to have 

things and money they may lose the identity their ancestors had 

fought for.   

 

Contrasted with these over-sexed and over-paid Yanks is the 

simplicity of mateship between Farr’s Australian soldier peers 

(p.19): 

We would get into the mess-line, to laugh, yell, and hurl the 
insults that had become traditional.  In the mess we would 
revile the cook and his food, but eat it nevertheless, and wash 
it down with strong, dark tea.  Then we would settle down to a 
night of poker in a tent, with some tinned peaches from the 
canteen, and maybe a bottle of beer to be passed from mouth to 
mouth.  Just half a dozen men, who had no illusions about each 
other, who had seen the best and worst of each other …  
 

Farr’s family dinner with the American colonel, whom he suspects 

has corrupted his father, simmers with tension, breaking out when 

the colonel expresses a blithe version of the Russian engagement 

with the war (p.29):  “Meanwhile the Nazis are doing what we 

should have done a long time ago – putting the Russians back in 

their goddamned boxes.”  This is too much for Farr, who takes him 

to task arguing that the Russians are “putting Hitler back in his 

box” instead and says (p.30): 
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 “At camp picture shows, they flash a photo of the King on the 
screen, play a few bars of ‘God Save,’ then they give us a 
photo of Roosevelt and a bit of the ‘Star Spangled Banner.’  
And as soon as its over the whole blooming audience roars: 
‘What about Joe!’”  
 

The colonel’s sanguine confidence in the US position is unfazed 

(p.31): “Hell, son.  There’s only one thing to remember.  If 

Hitler doesn’t annihilate the Russians, we’ll have to.”  With this 

Farr loses what control he has and the dinner ends in acrimony.  

Later the same night Farr discovers just how the colonel has 

corrupted his father, with their garage full of black market 

goods. 

   

And the Yanks are soon in for another serve, as Farr heads 

into the city where he meets the ‘negro soldier’ Jeb Steele who 

takes him to a jazz dive especially set up by the US military for 

African American soldiers (pp.37-43).  When Steele is cynical 

about his reasons for extending the hand of friendship Farr 

establishes his credentials by mentioning that he has friends 

amongst the Aboriginal community.  The music moves Farr with its 

emotion (p.41):  

 
It seemed to utter every dark emotion the human heart had ever 
held : sorrow, bitterness, resentment, desolation, anger. It 
cried with protest: 
 
My only sin 
Is in my skin 
 
When this tune ended I didn’t clap.  I wanted to say that I was 
their brother, but I had no words. 
 

Lambert takes up his critique of racism again here with the 

arrival of US military police who challenge Farr’s presence in a 

place designated for black servicemen and order him to leave, 

which he does only to avert more problems for his new friends.  

When he meets up with the Yanks outside the conversation is bitter 

(pp.41-2):   

 
“You don’t want to go into those dinge joints, digger.” 

 “No?” I asked.  “Why?” 
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 “Less trouble keeping them on their own.  Its nigger-lovers 
cause half the trouble back in the States.” 
 “And what about the nigger-haters?” 
 “Lots of us are that, I guess.” 
 “All nice and Christian,” I observed. 
 

The Yanks then take Farr to a party for US personnel in a 

‘squadron house’ set up with a continuous supply of food, drugs, 

alcohol and women, to whom the Yanks refer to as ‘slits’.  Farr is 

confronted by the degradation of local girls with alcohol and 

cocaine in an orgiastic scene of excess (pp.44-8):  

 
To walk, sober and miserable, into a scene like this was like 
that image of a nightmare; the vision more mordant than reality 
itself in which the mind is torn between the desire to escape 
and the compulsion to see the vision to its end. 
 

For a while Farr puts aside his disgust, reminding himself he has 

‘seen worse scenes in the burqa of Cairo or the Rue des Soeurs of 

Alexandria’, and sets himself the task as ‘a witness’ to this 

corruption in order that he ‘might not have one solitary illusion 

left’ (p.47).  But this is happening in his home town, to his 

people, its excess eventually wearing away his attempt at 

nonchalance and he is made ‘sick at heart, sick to the very core’ 

with it (p.51).  His bitterness is at its nadir as he contemplates 

the state of the world (p.52):  

 
Men like us were mugs, the biggest mugs of all.  The world was 
rotten to the core, and if you managed to stumble into the 
right places, as I had, you were privileged to see the 
rottenness pouring forth.  The truth was, the world couldn’t 
manage itself, couldn’t pay or feed itself; it subsisted on 
death and decay.  
 

Farr imagines he might desert, recognising that as a participant 

he was part of this rottenness, and his internal monologue reaches 

out to those other men who had enlisted with similar motivations 

to remind them of the social conditions that had brought their 

situation about (p.52): 

 
Remember, you didn’t have to become a soldier?  Remember why 
you sailed away?  They called you a patriot, but you know 
better, don’t you? … Remember?  You were tired of being poor, 
tired of never having enough.  Tired of the awful dullness of 
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life.  Tired of being frightened of the boss; of working too 
hard, because if you didn’t there was always some poor hungry 
devil waiting to take your place. 
 

It is possible that this theme was reinforced in the first draft 

that Muller rejected, but in the published edition the mood then 

lightens as Farr meets the girl Margaret, whom he eventually will 

marry, and also resolves some of his issues with his family before 

leave ends. 

 

The brief Book Two of Veterans, ‘A short pause for bastardy’, 

is rightly remembered for both its exposure of military 

bureaucratic opportunism and the hilarious evocation of the 

Australian soldier’s resistance to the occasional idiocy of 

authority.  Farr’s battalion is sent north for jungle training 

before being shipped to New Guinea and the veterans amongst them 

carry with them the memory of military inefficiency (p.95): 

 
From tragic experience, the veterans were cynical over 
Intelligence; in my own mind “Military Intelligence”, was a 
contradiction of terms.  The first night in, during the October 
Battle at El Alamein, Intelligence told us the enemy would be 
all Nazi – they turned out to be all Italian.  A few nights 
later we attacked again and Intelligence said the enemy would 
be all Italian and offer small resistance – they were Nazi and 
we were cut to pieces.  We didn’t forget such things. 
 

He proceeds to explain the vagaries of military organisation that 

provides advantageous bureaucratic niches out of the firing line 

for opportunists: ‘Lurking behind the reams of forms and printed 

orders, they fatten on the fighting man and the country’s money’ 

(p.95).  Whether the event featured in this ‘book’ actually 

occurred is not known, but it is likely something of the kind did, 

and more than likely that Farr’s philosophical reflections here 

are Lambert’s own.  Their platoon commander, Lieutenant David 

Bruce, son-in-law of a brigadier, is an exemplar of the 

achievement of military rank through social connections at which 

Lambert’s critique is aimed; yet even he is allowed redemption 

when he shows some simple humanity.  Bruce proves hopelessly 

inadequate to the purpose of the training camp, getting them lost 
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and refusing to accept the advice of Sammy, whose bush skills 

finally get them back to camp (pp.97-8).  Bruce tries to reassert 

his authority after this humiliation by ordering Farr, Lasher and 

Sammy to split up and trying to force them to take the rank they 

have consistently rejected.  They refuse point blank, and only the 

intervention of Tully avoids a looming confrontation.  The 

battalion’s jungle training is conducted on rations that are well 

below that necessary to sustain them and they become ‘lean, hard, 

chronically hungry, dull in our feelings, a little sub-human – and 

far less in love with life (p.105).’  It is learnt that, while the 

officers are still dining well, some bureaucrats are running a 

racket siphoning off the troop’s rations and Farr and Lasher are 

‘paraded’ to protest with the help of Tully.  When that fails the 

men begin a campaign of claiming malnourished fatigue and refusing 

to ‘turn out’ for parades or duties, which eventually wins a 

return to proper rations.  

  

They then discover that their training has been extended 

beyond the planned six weeks only because the American invasion 

barges aren’t ready and ‘higher command could think of nothing 

else’ to do with them.  This hilarious tale begins with one man 

barking like a dog at the Colonel (pp.111-114): 

 

“Arrh! Arrh!” Yapped the man. 

“Place this man under arrest, “ ordered the Colonel. 

The next morning the man and two armed escorts waited outside 
the battalion orderly room for the barker to be tried and 
charged.  As they stood there, all three barked like dogs.  The 
Adjutant strode out enraged, and placed the escorts under 
arrest.  Four new escorts arriving to guard the three barkers, 
promptly began barking themselves when told their duties.  The 
Colonel called the barkers into his office and demanded an 
explanation.  It came at once: 

“You’re treating us like dogs.  We’re going to act like dogs. 
Arrh! Arrh!”     
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Then ensues a battle of wills between battalion and their officers 

which has to be one of the funniest literary episodes of this 

genre: ‘In vain they crimed us, in vain they fined us, in vain 

they sent men for a month’s detention.  We barked and howled till 

our throats ached’ (p.112).  In a final frenzy of frustration 

Bruce attempts to break his platoon down by marching them into 

sheer exhaustion, but his capitulation ends in success as he 

becomes one with them in their protest (p.114): 

 
For a moment I thought David Bruce would cry.  He stood and 

looked at us in utter defeat. 
Then he became a man.  He wrenched off his hat, threw it on 

the ground. 
“You win!” he cried.  “Oh, Hell! You win!” 
And he threw back his head and howled with us. 
“Ya-oooooow!” went Davey and his men. 
“Ya-oooooow!” went the rest of the battalion. 
“Ya-oooooow!” went the Artillery. 
Soon a whole division was howling; twenty thousand men hurled 

their lamentations to the sky’ 
 

For all the savagery that these men are about to endure, for all 

the bravery it forces upon them, perhaps this scene best 

demonstrates what Lambert is working to define as the radical 

nationalist ideal of what makes Bruce into an Australian man:  

When he is able to back down from a wrong position he achieves 

respect in his mates’ eyes; when he throws off the arrogance of 

pretension and joins with his fellows in protest against 

injustice, then he is worthy of being called a man.   

 

Critics will still look for stereotypical images to prove 

some point about chauvinist iconography, as Lees & Senyard do for 

the 1950s Australian literary male icon, selectively picking up on 

Lasher in Veterans as an example, merely for being described as 

‘tall and lean, with a ‘hawk-like grin’ (Lees & Senyard 1987:86).  

However, while Lambert was indeed cognisant of the nationalist 

tradition and drew on its lexicon, a more critical examination of 

his male characters reveals the full spectrum of physical and 

personality types, along with an understanding of the world that 
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had shaped them.  Lasher’s lean frame and acerbic nature are a 

product of working class poverty, formed in the struggle to 

support his family from the age of ten during the Depression, and 

life as a drifter ‘on the track’ from the age of fifteen.  Through 

these experiences Lasher has become a man who is ‘cynical, 

irreverent, with the loyalty and self-reliance that came of 

hardship and toil and poverty’ (p.70).  Lasher’s casual chauvinism 

with women is also a product of his poverty of experience, and not 

any homoeroticism or power-relations.  His counterpoint Tully, who 

incidentally also proves to be the more classically heroic, is a 

decidedly unromantic character: a gentle, patient man in his 

forties who is short, barrel-shaped, blunt-headed and faithfully 

married.  And for veterans and reinforcements alike, their manhood 

is to be sorely tested in the coming fight for New Guinea. 

 

 Then they are off to their new theatre of war, and as the 

battalion stealthily approaches the New Guinea coast in the 

massive fleet of American invasion barges Farr reflects on what 

they are about to face (pp.118-9): 

 
The thought of the tumult and madness, nearing like a gigantic 
cloud, and oneself a little unit of a machine moving 
relentlessly into it.  No turning back; only oneself, a man 
with the little he had learnt, the steel he had found within 
himself, about to be thrown into it.  The cold, destroying 
terror of death, and the other terror: that of showing your 
fear.  So the brazen front, the set face, the casual voice . . 
. Did they think that Tully or I were any harder inside, any 
calmer because we had gone into battle so often before?  
Perhaps we were, but we had other fears – that this time our 
luck might run out, that we might crack at last. 
 

This is hardly a stereotype of brave soldiers going into battle, 

but a revelation of the realities of war and the fears of the 

ordinary men that are sent to fight them.  The battle they are 

thrown straight into is a violent introduction, one in which the 

unstable, ‘lairising’ novice corporal, Lucky Lawrence, finds 

himself wanting.  Lucky, an illegitimate child and product of a 

Salvation Army orphanage who “[h]ad it drummed into him he was 

dirt” (p.129) is transformed by the madness of murder in battle:  
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‘He was living for that which had put courage into him; to see it 

again and feel his power as he killed.  In his way he had found 

self-respect’ (p.134).  Here Lambert shows how the war warps and 

deforms an insecure boy into a killing machine who will now never 

be able to become a normal human being, returning to his community 

permanently disturbed.  Despite his toughness Lasher too is driven 

into temporary madness when his mate Sammy is decapitated by the 

Japanese, his head missing, and his pain is such that even their 

colonel is jolted from his fury at the lack of prisoners taken in 

the subsequent frenzy of retribution (p.140,143).  Again, Lambert 

breaks the stereotype, allowing the colonel to empathise in a 

sense of ‘brotherhood’ that acknowledges the horror of their 

shared situation.   

  

Another landing under fire sees a number of the American 

helmsmen taking fright and fleeing, Farr’s own barge only 

delivering its load of men to the shore when Farr holds a gun to 

the terrified helmsman, but it is a badly botched engagement with 

devastating casualties (pp.152-55).  Yet with Robbie’s words to 

the men Lambert shows an understanding of the interplay of 

cultural influences and allows the Yanks their human failures and 

successes too (p.159):  

 
“No use going crook at the Yanks.  They’re a poor silly, 
ignorant mob of bastards who’ve been fed on bull since the day 
they was born.  I seen ‘em- half of ‘em think they’re Gary 
Cooper or something.  Anyway, a lot of ‘em brought their barges 
in like bloody little beauts.  Think of that!” 
  

However, as in life itself, for some there is no mercy.  When 

their obnoxious company commander, Tuttle, tries to make the men 

stay in their pits in the aftermath of the fighting he meets a 

threatening recalcitrance from Lasher that demonstrates a clear 

awareness of his own equality, even superiority, in this situation 

(p.157): 

 
Tomorrow yer may be dead- or I might be.  And yer can’t do 
without me- I’m too good a soldier.  And if yer don’t have good 
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soldiers yer mightn’t get made a major.  But don’t make any 
more of an animal of yourself than you can help, Tuttle!” He 
thrust his thin nose right up to Tuttle’s. “A bullet could come 
from anywhere in this jungle- and no one’d know who fired it. 
Catch on?”  
…    
“My God, you’re a villain, Lasher! Promising to murder your 

own company commander!  Whew!” 
Lasher smiled at him cynically.  “What’s one murder more or 

less to me?  I’m a highly trained bloody murderer.  And,” he 
ended softly, “I bet I’ve shot a few better men than Tuttle in 
me time!”  

 
Whatever else the Depression and then the war have made of him, 

Lasher refuses to see himself as their victim.  But they are all 

shown to be victims of war’s commerce when the bayonets of the 

Japanese reinforcements they have killed are compatible with their 

own rifles because they had been sold to the Japanese by British 

munitions companies.  As Bruce, or ‘Davey’ as he has come to be 

affectionately known, says (p.163): “Arms firms don’t go in for 

patriotism.  They’re impartial.  Like God.”  

 

 The ultimate tragedy of war, that of death by the 

uncomfortable euphemism of ‘friendly fire’, is shown in all its 

devastating debilitation when Davey shoots four Australians from 

another scouting party before he is made aware who they are 

(pp.166-8): 

 
When I looked at Davey again his face was the face of an old, 
spent man; calm, defeated, passionless.  The hysteria had gone 
from his eyes; they were just empty.  In a while Hal Farley 
appeared again, walking slowly and gravely towards Davey.  He 
put his arm around Davey’s shoulder and said: 
“You will get over this.  It was not your fault.  Not at all.  
It’s war.  Remember that. It – is – war.” 
Davey looked at him simply, and with a strange dignity.  His 
voice when he replied was low and strong and not his own: 
“I have killed my brothers,” he said.  The calm formality of 
his tones made final the words he had spoken. 
“We have all killed our brothers,” said Hal. 

 

But Davey does not get over it, and his own death as he destroys a 

Japanese gun post that has the company pinned down in a subsequent 

battle looks more like the purposeful suicide of a man who can not 
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bear the future than an act of pure bravery (p.184).  Lasher and 

‘Silent Lew’ also die in this battle and the veteran mates are 

down to two, Farr and Tully who settle in to the mud and malaria 

infested misery of war in the tropics.  Then Tully is dead too, 

and Farr, wounded in the same battle, is isolated together with 

Lucky from the rest of their company as they struggle towards 

their base camp through the endless mud (p.216): 

 

We went on mindlessly.  Each separate step I took became a 
triumph over infinite weariness, over a temptation to lie down 
and die.  And the farther we toiled on, the prospect of death 
was ever more delicious and insistent.  The boot went down.  
Sank.  The knee began to tremble.  Out of the mud you drew the 
other foot like a painful weight. Then you dragged it over the 
surface. 

 

 Lambert’s evocation of the dangers their physical environment 

and the Japanese enemy is intense and powerful, but his focus is 

ever on the human cost.  It was not until 1998 that Peter Pinney’s 

Signaller Johnston’s Secret War was published that the extent of 

the misery of the New Guinea troops’ experience was fully 

revealed.  But where Pinney’s commandos emerge from the war as 

fully-formed opportunists, stripped of any obligation to the 

society that had subjected them to this horror, Veteran’s end 

finds Farr filled with hope for the future.  Farr has a letter 

from Margaret telling him he has a son (p.222): ‘My son!  My son, 

who would not suffer as I had; who would come to manhood in a 

world that men would have made far kinder and finer.’  Then Farr’s 

interior monologue moves from fiction to what must surely have 

been Lambert’s own resolution at the end of his war (p.223): 

 

Where would it all live, my comrades, you who I knew and you 
whom I did not know?  In the reports of generals?  In the 
scholarly revisions of the historians?  If you could answer me 
now, you would give me the mirthless smile of the soldier and 
tell me No.  For we know it must live in the hearts and tongues 
of men like me.  We will go back, telling your wives not to 
weep, but to look in the eyes of your children – and remember. 
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iii) Celebrating radical history: The Five Bright Stars 

One of Lambert’s friends and drinking companions was fellow 

traveller Brian Fitzpatrick (O’Leary 1974:37), whom Wells believes 

to be ‘the most unusual, prolific and significant of the Old Left 

historians’ and ‘the closest Australia has come to producing an 

organic intellectual of the working class’ (1988:217).3  The 

status of Fitzpatrick with his immense literary production, 

published and unpublished, would make him an influential and 

valuable friend for the young writer.  The Five Bright Stars 

(1954) was commissioned by the Australasian Book Society (ABS) for 

the Centenary of the Eureka Stockade, and is beautifully 

illustrated from the folio of Ambrose Dyson’s drawings, Gold.4  In 

the ‘acknowledgements’ Lambert ‘cocks a snook’ at the CLF, 

thanking Clem Christensen, Rex Ingamells and Leonard Mann 

supporting his ‘unsuccessful application for a Commonwealth 

Literary Fund Fellowship to write this novel’ and, amongst others, 

thanks Brian Fitzpatrick for ‘historical guidance’.  Fitzpatrick 

played the role of guide and mentor for a number of Old Left 

academic historians such as Robin Gollan and Ian Turner (Wells 

1988:217-221) and, evidently, projects such as Lambert’s.  

Outlining the principal literary manifestations of the Eureka 

event Fitzpatrick cites R S Ross’ Eureka: Freedom’s Flight of ’54 

(1914) as the text that ‘laid down the interpretation of the 

Eureka affair, as a rising against official and class repression’ 

(Fitzpatrick 1955:255).  It is this interpretation that 

Fitzpatrick suggests ‘Lambert’s well told story in novel form 

accepts’ (1955:256) as its foundation, a choice Fitzpatrick may 

well have had some influence in.  Fitzpatrick (1955) challenges 

Manning Clark’s criticism of the left-wing’s ‘tendency to inflate 

the significance of Eureka’ to the radical tradition.  He asserts 

that he argues ‘as a coldhearted ‘Marxist’ sort of historian 

myself’, the trade union movement and political activity of the 

                                                           
3 The latter may be a bit unfair to that old union stalwart, W E Murphy, 
whose work remains to be fully appreciated. 
4 There is a copy of this folio in Lambert’s Latrobe archives. 
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1870s-1890s ‘seem to give us an unbroken line from Eureka in 1954’ 

(Fitzpatrick 1955:257).   

 

From reviews of Bright Stars by other comrades there is an 

impression that they are seeking for something to cut this tall 

poppy down to size a bit, to deliver some critique that will curb 

his meteoric rise.  Stars makes the connection with the British 

radical tradition, both in the influence of British Chartists on 

the goldfields and, as a reviewer notes, the native manifestations 

of that tradition in the ‘importance of the Red Ribbon Movement at 

Bendigo prior to the Ballarat struggle’ (Tribune 9.2.55).  But 

this reviewer (probably Paul Mortier) feels some criticism is 

necessary and so complains that the characters are not 

sufficiently well developed, as if this were some middle class 

novel and not an interpretation of a well-known tale with well-

known characters that has the event’s politics as its central 

character.  Palmer’s review (ABC Radio 16.1.55) must also have 

caused Lambert angst, first pointing out the obvious, ‘that it 

reads like a piece for the occasion’ and remarking that ‘we can’t 

blame him if he has to go over old ground’, then lamenting the 

lack of ‘written documents of the period’.  Here Palmer 

acknowledges Lambert’s ‘narrative skill’ and ability to ‘put life 

into some of the stock characters’, even to develop some novel 

identities.  Yet, from a literateur such as Palmer, it is 

surprising that there is no compliment paid to Bright Star’s 

beautiful prose, or the way Lambert manages to embed the event’s 

political history into the characters without ever appearing to 

hector or lecture the reader.  The first impetus of the discovery 

of gold, the human tide that envelops Melbourne and the four 

characters that the narrative follows to the diggings of the 

California Gully are all as strongly and realistically drawn as 

that historic event in which they participate. 

   

The story opens with a squatter on an isolated property, 

Scotsman Angus Tallon, apprehending a passer-by named Esmond who 
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tells him that he is on his way to Melbourne to report the 

discovery of gold in that region.  Lambert brings in an early 

critical statement on race relations with the description of this 

occasion at a place named ‘Slaughter creek, for both black and 

white men had murdered each other along its banks’ (p.13).  Tallon 

is a representative of that breed of settlers who ‘had fought and 

killed the blacks for what he had taken of their tribal lands, and 

he was equally prepared to fight any white man who endangered his 

possession’ (p.14).  Tallon curses the blacks, to which Esmond 

responds, ‘shall we be cursed with them or they with us?’  And 

when Tallon expresses fear at having now to fight the white ‘riff-

raff’ for his rights, Esmond counters with a reference to 

historical radical connections with: ‘Those riff-raff have their 

own notion of rights.  I have observed such on the Californian 

goldfields’ (pp.14-15).  The narrative then takes an even longer 

perspective to give an historical context to both (pp.16-17): 

 
In England the common lands had long ago been successfully 
enclosed, though the roads were still scattered with the 
vagrants driven from their fields, for the iron, the cotton, 
the woollen mills could not swallow them all, and this 
anguished surplus from one of history’s convulsions found that 
the will to live had become in the nature of a crime.  One man 
saw no way out but that of the felon; another in his 
desperation became a machine wrecker; and others gave voice for 
an end to England’s misery.  They were disposed of on the 
gallows or by transportation to the prisons of New South Wales 
and Van Dieman’s Land. 
 These were the times of the Hungry Forties, when the Chartists 
at the head of the English laboring masses demanded votes for 
all and the right to stand for Parliament without qualification 
of property. 

 
Stars gives a high profile to the Chartists among those 

transported and, while caught up in gold’s promise of freedom 

through wealth, had contributed to the development of Australian 

political life through their continuing faith in the ideals of the 

Charter.  Although this sense of an historical culture and its 

heritage of ambition for freedom and justice is resonant in the 

narrative the point stops (just) short of being laboured. 
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Tallon represents the bourgeois religion of private property, 

for which ‘a man who had nothing was nothing’ (p.18), and is a 

leading member of the Legislative Council.  He and his squatter 

colleagues try to persuade Latrobe of an impossible task, to stem 

the human tide that is engulfing Melbourne.  Stars evokes a 

powerful image of gold rush Melbourne, as wave after human wave 

flows through the city, eddying back and forth from the 

goldfields, eyes lit with febrile hope or blank with broken 

dreams.  The city’s able-bodied workforce has fled to try their 

luck on the diggings and institutions and merchants are struggling 

to find workers, yet the smell of prosperity rises in the dust 

their passing has stirred.  Into this pandemonium strides a 

character who is a perennial favourite of Lambert’s, the fiercely 

singular man.  Here he is the black Irish Patrick Shannahan, 

transported for ‘thrashing’ the landlord who had evicted his 

tenants during the potato famine and burned their homes, causing 

the death of Patrick’s wife and unborn child.  As he leaves the 

ship a seaman makes the comment of him that he has ‘too much pride 

for a workingman.  Too many ideas in his head’ (p.33).  This has 

been, for centuries, the watchword of working class culture, for 

they have learned that those with ‘too many ideas’ bring trouble 

on their fellow’s heads.  A ticket-of-leave man, Patrick is a solo 

operator, but he now recognises he needs mates in this enterprise 

and reluctantly joins a comrade from the Van Dieman’s Land cells, 

the Chartist Jonathon Blake.  Blake has met up with two other 

ticket-of-leavers, the Scots bard and handyman Alpin McBain and 

Happy Jack, named for the scar bequeathed by a dragoon’s sword 

during a Chartist-led Birmingham ironworker’s march that keeps one 

side of his face in a permanent smile.  A whimsical cross-

reference to that other icon of Australia’s radical history is 

inserted when Shannahan meets up with another mate from the Van 

Dieman’s Land cells, Red Kelly, just married to Ellen Quinn and 

about to ‘settle at Wallan, if the traps will leave me in peace’.  

Shannahan wishes ‘fine children’ for them and Red responds: ‘A son 

… And his name shall be Edward’ (p.49). 
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 On the way to the goldfields the comrades lodge in an old 

shed and discover an Aboriginal man being verbally abused by a 

white man.  Here Lambert revives an image he first developed in 

his short story ‘Owners’ (Lambert 1951) (p.63): 

 

The black man stood very straight, features unmoving, eyes 
seeming to look a great distance; as if in his thoughts he 
followed the remnants of his tribe over the mountains from 
their lands whence the guns of white men had driven them, into 
the lands of other tribes whose spears would repel them, 
according to their laws and the necessities of their existence. 

 

While there is not much of a role for Aboriginal people in the 

Eureka legend Lambert deals race relations on the goldfields in 

the person of the American Negro, Aaron le Grande.  When le Grande 

expresses sympathy for a black tracker who is isolated by everyone 

in a hotel he is dissuaded from approaching him, the comrades 

explaining that the man is considered a traitor to all, but le 

Grande follows the tracker (p.134-5):  

“Then I feel sad too, on account of a black man helpin’ traps, 
. . I been runnin’ too, once . . . there was dogs after me, 
well as men . . . first I’m just sad a dark man help chase 
runnin’ men – then I done think he don’t know what he’s doing . 
. .” … 

“I done think he’s lost his folks and got nothing else to do, 
or nowhere else to go. . .” 

 

Later an especially imported barman from the US tries to refuse to 

serve le Grande in Bentley’s Hotel and MacBain intervenes and the 

whole bar supports him, demonstrating the double standard of the 

racism developing towards Aborigines (p.149).     

 

When the comrades reach the goldfields their first impression 

overwhelms them (p.67): 

 
As much as they had anticipated, the actuality bewildered and 
stunned them at first.  Fate, nature, humanity, they were all 
wrong-headed and never to be predicted.  Chance grabbed some 
men by the scruff of the neck, enriching them; drowned others 
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like rats in the flooding of a shaft, or swept them down with a 
disease, and half the time they were buried without a name on 
their grave. 
 

The intensity of the diggings and the diggers’ racial mix, 

‘British, French, Negroes, Americans, Chinese, Irish, Germans, 

Scandinavians’ (p.33), all tearing at the earth for a wealth that 

might up and stub their toe or elude them no matter how hard they 

dig, are powerfully evoked.  The comrades soon discover the 

iniquitous system of licensing its brutish and illegitimate 

enforcement when the troopers arrive on their first morning and 

attempt to arrest them before they have had a chance to buy their 

licenses (pp.75-80).  Here they meet one of the great incidental 

characters of the tale, Thomas Inglefinger, digger by day, sly 

grogger by night, and five-foot ball of all-round radical mischief 

whose ‘red pudding face one large, round conspiracy’ (p.80) when 

he is saved from the traps by Happy Jack.  When the comrades go to 

get their licenses they discover a Proclamation stating the 

license fees have risen from thirty shillings to three pounds and 

resistance, in the form of the Anti-Gold License Association, is 

formed by diggers, many of whom are already members of the Red 

Ribbon Movement (pp.85-7).  The Red Ribbon is chosen as the 

Association’s badge and, with his usual surly independence, 

Shannahan initially resists wearing a ribbon but Jonathon 

persuades him with the argument (p.88): 

“One man,” said Jonathon, “cannot fight a government.  If a man 
is to single himself out, it must be at the head of many who 
have not the courage or the mind to be like him.  The weak need 
the strong, but the strong have need of the weak.  Do you 
think, Patrick, that any man here is ambitious, or has only a 
loud mouth, or wants to ride on poor men’s backs?” 
“No. I don’t. Not here.” 
“The wear this ribbon.  You are a man who will not be cowed or 
badgered.  So are all who put it on their shirts.  The time is 
coming when the man who doesn’t wear it shall be known as 
craven . . . Lad, for my sake, put on your ribbon.” 
 

This is an important reflection of Lambert’s own investment in 

cooperative politics, for his natural anarchism identifies with 

Shannahan’s independence but he also recognises the need for co-
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operation.  While I do not think Lambert identifies with Shannahan 

per se, here he represents Lambert’s capitulation at a time when 

he is beginning to grow restive with the Party’s vagaries and 

alienated from individuals within the organisation, yet still 

believes in the Party and the cause of communism.  

  

The Anti-Gold Association is formed and decides to work 

without licenses, an action of mass disobedience all across the 

diggings with tents displaying the sign, ‘no licenses here’.5  The 

comrades find small amounts of gold almost immediately and on 

selling their first fifty ounces ‘each was richer than ever before 

in his life’ (p.91).  While the others all buy necessities and 

finery Jonathon buys books, ‘Scott, Tom Paine, Milton, Bunyan, 

Eugene Sue, Dumas, and Howitt’, and reads by lantern-light until 

his eyes ‘grew red and running’.  When Jonathon’s comrades 

remonstrate with him he explains that ‘he had been without books 

for so long. … “Especially … The Rights of Man” (p.91).  Here 

Lambert acknowledges the role of literature in the radical 

tradition, Jonathon taking on the education the illiterate le 

Grande and teaching the Frenchman Marigny English using the 

Charter as a reader and his small library for the syllabus as 

those of his tradition had long done.  Since its decline in 

England he has endured taunts that Chartism is a ‘lost cause’, and 

gold fever had appeared to lessen the Charter’s worth further 

until the iniquities of the licensing system made it live again. 

Jonathon is a true believer, able to recite at length from the 

second petition of 1842 (pp.114-6) sentiments that will be given 

new fervor in the days to come.  Although Latrobe is shown in the 

narrative to be an essentially reasonable man, his decision to 

double the license fee as reactive against incipient rebellion, he 

simply does not have the means to enforce it and capitulates, 

promising an end to the licensing system at year’s end.  However, 

before that eventuates he is replaced by Charles Hotham, whose 

                                                           
5 This Association soon became the Ballarat Reform League. 
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‘arrival was like to the coming of a saviour’ and his words give 

every indication of fair dealing.  However, his actions belie this 

promise and the license hunts become even more violent and 

indiscriminate (pp.159-61).  As the looming struggle escalates 

Jonathon revives his hope in Chartism as the way forward (p.187-

8): 

 
He knew now that even if the gold had made him fabulously rich, 
whatever freedom he wanted could never be bought.  Wherever a 
man went in the world it was waiting to be fought for.  He 
believed this with all his heart, for he was a man born to 
single-mindedness.  He lived by a faith in the goodness and 
splendour of men. 
 

 Events speed up when Bentley murders Alpin’s friend Scobie 

and the goldfields erupts in furious protest, which results in the 

abortive trial and the legendary burning of Bentley’s Hotel.  With 

the arrest of men who were not guilty and a less-than satisfactory 

second trial, unrest on the goldfields increases and a delegation 

from the Ballarat Reform League including Jonathon and Shannahan 

petition Hotham for the release of their unjustly convicted 

comrades.  The interview becomes heated when Shannahan takes 

Hotham to task in a savage dialogue that heralds a determination 

for confrontation in Hotham’s mind (p.220) 

 
“You insult the Queen when you insult me.” 
“The Queen has insulted us!  Insulted our bodies and our 

souls!” 
“Is this the character of your Reform league? This treason?” 
“Treason – ha!” said Patrick.  “Treason is a word used by 

those with power against those who challenge it.  Power has 
been known to change hands.” 
“You are a rash, subversive Irishman,” said Hotham 

contemptuously. “An element that loves trouble -” 
“We were born to trouble.  I did not ask to be taken from 

Ireland, nor did any of us; but now we are here we are to be 
reckoned with.” 
 

They return to the diggings and to incipient revolution.  The 

license hunts have increased in ferocity, the number of prisoners 

in ‘the logs’ ballooned and news comes that more reinforcements 

are on the way.  Peter Lalor, who has previously been recognised 

by Jonathon as ‘the stamp of a man who could rise from among them 
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and bind them all together’, has also been shown to be a man with 

no personal experience of oppression and few loyalties to anyone 

but himself (p.188-9).  However, in the heat of the rising Lalor 

makes faith with his dead revolutionary brother, Fintan, and 

presents himself for what seems like predestined leadership 

(p.229): “I have come to say that I am with you.”  And Mary 

McLeod, Shannahan’s wife-to-be, cuts up her one good dress of 

gentian blue silk to make what will become the flag of all 

following republican ambition, the Southern Cross.  All those 

names to be etched in the national memory are here with our 

comrades, Peter Lalor, Patrick Shahhahan, Raffaello Carboni, Monty 

Miller, George Black, and thousands unnamed more, readying 

themselves for battle; and the rest, as is said, ‘is history’. 

 

 Palmer’s (1955) comments are, indeed, apt if unnecessary.  

Lambert has certainly written Bright Stars with an eye to the 

event and the body commissioning it, and has taken well-known 

characters and breathed the sparkle of gold dust and a passion for 

freedom into them.  The main characters are well developed enough 

for the tale’s purposes, and incidental figures such as 

Inglefinger and Carboni are etched in brief but bright phrases.  

Lalor is recognised for the importance of his final stand, but 

shown to be very much a man for the moment rather than a committed 

radical, and this perspective will be advanced further in his 

later novel on the same subject, Ballarat (Lambert 1962).  The 

politics are unreservedly that of the Old Left, to which he was 

already committed and would not have needed much influencing from 

Fitzpatrick, and the narrative is redolent with the sense of a 

continuity of radical history, of the Eureka Stockade as a 

significant event of that larger history.  However, Bright Stars 

is not turgid propaganda but a ripping yarn told of an historic 

event, a time of strong characters, for those convicts who 

survived to get their ticket-of-leave needed to be strong, and 

violent and fierce men on both sides.  If it were not for the Old 

Left version of the event that Bright Stars openly espouses, and 
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the author’s own contentious political history, it might have 

joined Thieves and reached a wider reading public. 

 

iv) Awash in the wide seas: Watermen 

When Lambert finally sent Murray Smith a personal copy of Watermen 

(1956) in 1957 he wrote: 

  
Thanks for your concern over its reception, but it seems 
inevitable that the mortiers and the hardys, etc., [sic] will 
discern in its contents the seeds of my dissolution.  Let ‘em.  
Time is the father of all truth.  The Daily Worker here gave it 
a good review, and the PM’s here have sought me out to 
congratulate me.  The plugs seem to like it- so to hell with 
the pontifical fleas on the plug’s backs.  The main thing is to 
sell it to the public, not make it persona grata with a sect. 
             (Letter 8.2.57 in SMS MS) 
 

Later that year he wrote to O’Leary that Watermen ‘has done quite 

well, with good reviews here, but no Book-of-the-month business 

this time; once again the Times has called me the Australian 

Hemmingway’ (29.11.57).  However, all that was so much bravado and 

Lambert eventually revealed to Murray Smith (letter 3.9.58) that 

he was not happy at all with the final version of Watermen, which 

had been ‘cut radically’ and he had only agreed because he ‘needed 

the money’.  He expresses the desire here that one day Watermen 

might be reissued in its originally intended form, perhaps as part 

of a ‘Collected Works’, a hope now unlikely unless his English 

papers are recovered.  And he was right.  The telling of the story 

seems somehow oddly lacking in his previous passion and verve, 

both in the prose quality and narrative; which could well be a 

product of insensitive editing.  Watermen had been researched in 

Australia and mostly written during the voyage to London on the 

way to Helsinki in 1955, a period in which he was flushed with the 

success of his first three books and perhaps a little distracted 

with the excitement of the trip.6  Yet he still possessed the 

energy that passion and faith provides, which makes Watermen’s 

curiously flat quality even more odd.  It was Lambert’s first 

                                                           
6 As mentioned in the previous chapter, Lambert had spent some time at 
sea on fishing boats whilst researching for Watermen. 
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experience of in-house publishing and no doubt he would have put 

up a fight against its cutting, even if afterwards he put on a 

brave face in public.  By the time the 1963 Digit paperback 

edition used for this discussion came out Lambert was a hardened 

professional writer, but he still would not have liked what he 

saw.  Its tawdry cover produces an even further diminished 

impression, an emblazoned publicity blurb declaring: ‘A 

magnificent story of human passions – of men who braved the 

loneliness and savagery of the ocean and of the women who awaited 

their return.’  And the back cover carries an extract from one of 

the few sex scenes; enough said. 

  

 The Prologue sets the background to the story with the sea-

going tug Conquest’s return to Melbourne minus one of its crew, 

the disillusioned ex-union leader Harry Quist, lost overboard 

during a gale.  Quist, who had seen his union’s attempts to force 

better conditions with strikes beaten time and time again by their 

own fellow seamen working as scabs, had taunted the protagonist of 

this tale, Hugh Curtis, for his optimistic faith in collective 

action (p.6):   

 
For Hugh Curtis had hope, and Quist had lost it long ago.  Hugh 
saw Melbourne as the stupidest and most chaotically run port in 
the world.  His working days he saw as part of a long defiance 
against the villainy and stupidity of the powers that ran it.  
For Hugh, there were things to be fought for.  
 

For all that, Curtis is the only man aboard who had moved to try 

to save Quist and the only one now who grieves for him, despite 

the bitterness of their relationship.  Where Quist had taunted and 

jeered, the other men had waited, ‘kindly but assuredly, [for 

Curtis] to discover his defiance and optimism not worth holding’ 

(p.9).  But Curtis, twenty-four year old son of impoverished 

farmers in the ‘wind-eaten Mallee’ who had spent a year of WWI in 

the navy and worked as a seaman ever since, is not easily 

dissuaded of his optimism, nor his working class consciousness.  

And that latter state is under duress from his current 
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relationship with a girl from the other side of the tracks, the 

upper-class Averil Brock (p.11): 

 

A pretty name.  Averil stamped her; only silvertails thought up 
names like Averil.  His kind never got past Lorraine or Lynette 
if they wanted something fancy.  No, she wasn’t his kind; but 
she was incredibly dainty in her smallness.  Delicately boned, 
fine-skinned; a little pink gem of a kid. 

 

In his youthful arrogance Curtis can not reconcile his class 

position with having such a girlfriend and, when she discovers him 

still around after his lie about ‘going away for a while’, he 

really does decide to leave.  At the wake for Quist Curtis 

reflects on the vagaries of his comrades lives (p.24): 

 

Did somebody always have to die to make them strive together?  
Was tragedy always the price of unity?  Maybe as Bond strove to 
smooth the petty union quarrels – talking “unity” so endlessly 
he must utter the word in his dreams – he knew that some bitter 
lesson would intervene to drive them together against a common 
distress.  Life was all struggle; peace was a beautiful myth.  
Struggle within you, around you, to the end of your days.  A 
simple lesson for a seaman, surely.  If the sea gave you peace, 
it was only because it was getting ready to give you hell. 

 

Curtis tells their union leader, Bond, that he plans to leave and 

rejects all Bond’s helpful suggestions as to where he seek work, 

saying (p.24): 

 

“I’m going to look for a job where a man can do his work and 
enjoy it.  I’m going to get into something not overrun by 
bludgers and fools.” 

“You should go to the Soviet Union.” 

“Or politicians!”  Hugh added accusingly. 

 

This is a fair indication that Lambert was already disenchanted 

with Soviet politics, perhaps even before he reached Helsinki and 

was exposed to the might and the tedium of Soviet bureaucrats for 

the first time.  Curtis, like Lambert, has anarchistic tendencies 

and is riven internally by a fierce independence and the 
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recognition of the need to work collectively, uncomfortable with 

politics yet acknowledging their necessity.  And Curtis is also an 

inverted snob, arrogantly dismissive of Averil’s assertion that 

she has made a stand against her parents, choosing her newly-found 

‘radical crowd’ at university in the face of her father’s threat 

to ‘cut off her allowance’ (p.26). 

 

 Curtis washes up in the old Victorian fishing community of 

Whale Heads, where, as a seaman, he slips remarkably easily into 

the tight little local scene and serendipitously lands a job and a 

billet with the maverick fisherman Axel McGinnis.  Whale Heads is 

an old settlement where fishing families have lived for 

generations and all but those old families are considered 

foreigners.  They are an eccentric, hard-drinking lot, and the 

irascible Torpy brothers have already lost their boat through 

their brawling and drinking and work as crewmen for other boats.  

The fishermen are alternatively served and exploited by the local 

agent Fargo and Manassas, who buy their catch at the dock for what 

is constantly cursed as something close to theft.  Fargo runs the 

local buying and Manassas distributes the product through their 

chain of fish shops and oyster bars in Melbourne.  They too are 

independent men, have worked hard to establish their business and 

consider themselves to be fair in their dealings, but always with 

an eye to their profit margin.  As businessmen, they respond to 

market fluctuations and, with monopolies moving into the field, 

the fishermen have seen the rewards for their catch shrinking.  

However, a local politician has set in motion a movement for a 

fishermen’s cooperative and when this project comes closer to 

fruition the Whale Heads community, a bunch of ‘cranky, 

unmanageable coots’, (p.91) is vehemently divided.  However, in 

the changing business climate their fierce independence is also 

their downfall, as has already happened in the market for sharks, 

as Axel explains to Curtis (p.92): 
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“What’s wrong with the shark industry, Axel?” 

“Same as the rest of the fish industry. It needs money – big 
money.” 

“Where from?” 

“Where does all the big money come from?  Monopoly.  And once 
the industry got it, men like the Whaleheadsmen would become a 
dying race.  Big money will revive it, then alter it, then 
destroy it, and men like me with it.” 

“Then how can you say the industry needs it?” 

“Because it must come.  It’s the way of things.  All 
monopoly’s bad.  It means the end of freedom.  I felt it 
closing in on me when I had those service-stations.  Oil 
companies – all of them gradually shoving me into a corner, 
until one morning I’d wake up and realize I wasn’t working for 
myself any more.” 

 

The postwar period saw the acceleration of the economic 

transition since come to fulfillment in what is now termed 

globalism and, in Whale Heads Lambert is representing all those 

traditional communities trying to come to grips with these 

unwelcome changes.  Jack London had presaged this when he wrote 

his dystopia, The Iron Heel ([1907]1976), which took the momentum 

of capitalism towards oligarchy to its ultimate expression.  And 

this is what Axel is resisting here when he argues that the choice 

these old independent fishermen face is a Hobson’s choice, between 

government monopoly and commercial monopoly, and they will lose 

their freedom no matter which way they go.  Although Curtis 

admires Axel and aspires to own a boat like him, he has also 

become friends with the main exponent of the cooperative, Jeff 

Durrant, and has naturally supported its collective ethos.  Curtis 

and Axel argue over the changes that the cooperative will bring 

(p.110): 

 

“Yet you’ve let these people organize you into this damned 
thing.” 

“I haven’t just let them.  I want to see whale Heads go 
ahead.” 

“By turning it into a government department.” 

“I want to have my own boat one day, Axel.  And I don’t want 
to slave my guts out for Tony Fargo.  What to you want?” 
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Axel took some time to answer. 

“I’ve got what I want.  Whale Heads as it is.  Why can’t they 
let a man alone?  We live peacefully here.  We work hard, play 
hard.  We’re free.  We get along together, or we did until this 
co-op business began.” 

 

There is obviously sympathy here for Axel’s stern resistance to 

being organised from without, but his desire is for an old way of 

freedom that belongs to an older world and an historical phenomena 

belonging to frontier societies, one which Lambert is warning here 

has no future.  While Lambert obviously has sympathy for the 

independents like Axel, the only way he can see where ordinary 

people might still claim a vestige of freedom is through 

collective action.  Fargo has influence with the local newspaper, 

which carries editorials that brand the supporters of the 

cooperative as ‘commos’ and stirring further opposition, both 

within Whale Heads and between it and Tandi, the larger town 

nearby.  Tandi has been running a farmer’s cooperative 

successfully for some time and the hypocrisy is not lost on Curtis 

and Durrant, but it takes an all-in brawl at a football match 

between the towns to bring the Whaleheadsmen together in support 

for their own cooperative.  

 

As the cover indicates, there is a healthy dollop of sex in 

the tale, but it most probably comprised a significantly smaller 

proportion before those hard-fought cuts were made.  Curtis has 

been conducting an affair with Axel’s amoral and voluptuously 

beautiful daughter Fredda, who has offered to marry him if he can 

persuade Axel to fund her plan to turn their old mansion into a 

ritzy hotel.  Their affair is a matter of mutually casual lust and 

Curtis entertains her proposal as a possible means to acquire his 

independence without committing his heart.  But a remarkably 

rapidly matured and newly-minted working class Averil arrives in 

town to work as a barmaid at Finnigan’s, the only pub in town, and 

Curtis is presented with the dilemma of a choice between his heart 
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and his head.  Then Axel dies when his boat is overturned coming 

in through the dangerous bar during a storm and, if he hadn’t 

already decided, his choice is made for him; Fredda no longer 

needs his intervention with Axel as she inherits the mansion and 

the money.  Like the independent world he represents, the 

‘splendid and self-sufficient’ Axel is dead.  Hugh gives the 

eulogy at the sea ceremony, quoting Ecclesiastes (p.160): 

 

“I returned, and saw under the sun, that the race is not to 
the swift, not the battle to the strong, neither yet bread to 
the wise, nor yet riches to men of understanding, nor yet 
favour to men of skill; but time and chance happeneth to them 
all. 

“For man also knoweth not his time: as the fishes that are 
taken in an evil net, and as the birds that are caught in the 
snare; so are the sons of men snared in an evil time . . 
.”[sic] 

 

Here, Lambert reflects on the tensions dealt with in this tale, 

and the urgency of the call for peace in the world, and could not 

possibly have known at the time of writing just how prescient 

these words would be. 
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Chapter 8. After the fall: Struggling to find a new world-

view through writing 

 

i) Lambert’s ‘dark year’ and his pseudonymous scripts: The Siege 

of Pinchgut, Sink the Bismarck and North to Alaska  

The film books The Siege of Pinchgut (1960), Sink the Bismarck 

(1960) and North to Alaska (1961) are dealt with here on the basis 

of the proposition that most, if not all, were written or at least 

begun in 1957, what I term Lambert’s ‘dark year’ after the 

emotional and philosophical devastation of 1956.  Lambert was a 

remarkably fast writer and though Lili Williams, with whom Lambert 

lived for some of that year, says that he wrote nothing of 

substance then (in O’Leary 1974:99-100), there are references in 

letters by Lambert of his working with film scripts during this 

period.  He had mentioned writing the scenario for a film, The 

Duke of Woolloomooloo, in two letters to Joyce (4,15.8.56), in the 

second of which he writes that he has been paid a significant 

amount and is sending her ‘enough money to buy a house for cash’.1  

In 1957 he reported to his father he was quite advanced with that 

script’s development and, given his writing speed, another three 

scripts are not out of the question.2  Williams reports that she 

had alienated Lambert with an unguarded comment implying his 

talent had diminished since the earlier writing he was reading to 

her.  Based upon the informed presumption that he would not have 

necessarily been proud of this field of writing it is quite 

possible that he kept these works secret from her.  Of the three, 

only The Siege of Pinchgut (1960) bears significant traces of 

Lambert’s radical didactic heritage and so will be dealt with 

first and in the most detail.  The film books of North to Alaska 

and Sink the Bismarck are considered to be more purely commercial 

exercises and are then discussed only briefly.  All three are 

                                                           
1 This is while he was not yet aware that she had left him for good. 
2 Inquiries have not discovered this film, but it was not an extensive 
search and it remains uncertain as Lambert reports working with a New 
Zealand scriptwriter in preparation for filming with John McCallum 
starring. 
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script narratives and it is presumed that Lambert is likely to 

have written them in this form then worked with a script writer to 

develop the film script, as he reported having done with The Duke 

of Woolloomooloo.  

 

The Siege of Pinchgut 

The Siege of Pinchgut (1960) is a film book published under 

Lambert’s pseudonym of George Kay.  The cover states that the film 

has won ‘high acclaim at film festivals in Edinburgh and Berlin’.  

The book carries stills from the film produced by Michael Balcon, 

directed by Harry Watt, and starring Aldo Ray and Heather Sears.  

This is a tale of justice gone wrong, a brother’s loyalty gone 

wrong, and a foolhardy attempt to right both, which also goes 

badly wrong.  It is fairly obvious that the writing was a 

commercial exercise, and the generally cynical tone gives some 

justification for the suggestion made previously that it may have 

been written during that dark year of 1957.3  There are, 

nevertheless, quite a few of the trademark Lambert themes, and it 

does end with just a tiny ray of hope.  A smattering of Irish-

Australian history, a big dose of institutional injustice, some 

bad and not-so-bad policemen and self-interested politicians, and 

all-too human foolishness and disillusioned innocence interweave 

in this drama set on Fort Dennison, the rocky outcrop colloquially 

called Pinchgut for the misery endured by nineteenth century 

convicts imprisoned there.  Despite its cruel history the 

location, adjacent to Sydney Harbour’s Circular Quay, is idyllic 

and has become a tourist attraction, but some taint of the past 

lingers in the marital ennui of the Fultons, the caretaker and his 

wife, whose only common joy is their eighteen year-old daughter 

Ann.  Into this modern emotional prison arrive four fugitives, and 

life will never be the same again, for any of them. 

 

                                                           
3 This also conforms with the time it would take between the story being 
written, the film made and the publication of the book in 1960.  
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After a wild youth that saw him imprisoned once, Matt Kirk 

had ‘gone straight’ and built up a garage business with his 

fiercely loyal younger brother Johnny, but then is falsely accused 

of a major robbery by a police informer and convicted on weak 

circumstantial evidence.  Johnny has sold the garage to fund his 

rather complicated escape plan so that Matt might fight for a 

retrial, though their logic is often fuzzy and how they imagine 

this goal might be achieved is naive.  A substantial sea-going 

launch has been bought and two men from Sydney’s criminal fringes 

have been employed to assist the escape.  The Italian Luke, who 

has a fishing background and can navigate, was driven by poverty 

to emigrate but is disillusioned with the promise of opportunity 

in Australia and dreams of returning to Italy.  The ex-navy 

Englishman Bert is an old mate of Matt’s and in it for the sake of 

this mateship, and the money.  At first all goes well with the 

escape, as Matt is snatched from the train taking him to a country 

prison and disguised as a serious burns victim being taken to 

hospital in an ambulance ‘borrowed’ for the occasion.  Things get 

a bit intense on two occasions, first when they get through a 

roadblock search, and then when they are stopped by another 

policeman and escorted to carry an elderly road accident victim to 

the hospital, events which all make for high screen tension and 

humour.  But they make it to the boat, and almost outside Sydney 

Heads too, before everything goes awry when a rope fouls the 

propeller and the tide washes them right back in, and up against 

Pinchgut.   

 

The boat is ruined for their purposes and the first of a 

number of odd and fateful decisions are made, the first to scuttle 

the boat, which alienates Luke whose fisherman’s instincts are 

appalled at the ‘killing of a boat’.  Since the existence of the 

boat and the involvement of Luke, whose part in the escape is no 

longer necessary, were both still unknown to authorities it might 

have been more sensible to let him drift with the boat and get 

rescued, saving the valuable boat for another day.  But fiction, 
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like life, is not always logical and a drama such as this does not 

ask its actors for logical behaviour.  Indeed, as with much drama, 

this one develops from the repercussions of flawed decisions.  

Fulton discovers them while they are attempting to clear the 

propeller and recognises Matt from a newspaper article on the 

escape.  The second flawed decision is made, to hold the family 

hostage, hole up on Pinchgut until nightfall then steal away in 

the caretaker’s launch and make for Queensland.  Then things go 

from bad to worse, and then worse still.  Predictably enough, 

Johnny and Ann are falling in love.  Ann’s innocence is at first 

foolish in the belief she can save Johnny by exposing them to the 

irritable policeman who drops in to deliver their milk, an act 

which only escalates their danger.  Through this the authorities 

have been alerted and police sharpshooters wound Johnny, pushing 

Matt over the edge into madness and the situation becomes lethal, 

no matter which way it goes from here.  For Ann, her attempt has 

only caused Johnny injury and, with her recognition of the 

original injustice that brought Johnny to free Matt and her own 

misguided part in their current danger, she rails against her 

society in what is a piece of pure Lambert angst (p.105): 

 
“So young.  And I know nothing.  It’s no excuse.  You can’t 

keep life away from me.  Not from anyone.”  She pointed to the 
boy on the sofa.  “It only comes after you, even on Pinchgut, 
in one way or another.  You can’t avoid it.  What you and 
father taught me, what they drummed into you at school, that’s 
all lies, isn’t it?  That’s what you are trying to stop me 
finding out.” 
“Lies!” 
“About living a good life, obeying the law and the Ten 

Commandments, and believing in God, and if you did no harm 
would come to you.  It’s all lies isn’t it?  That’s what you’re 
trying to keep from me.  Life’s cruel and has no system of 
rewarding you.  It’s full of bad luck and things that happen 
without any reason.  Johnny’s good, but it only made him help 
his brother get out of gaol, it only got him a bullet.  Matt 
tried to be good, but he got thrown into gaol for something he 
didn’t do -” 
 

Ann’s sense of futility about life resonates with Lambert’s own 

despair at this time, and he has her say later in regards to the 

hopelessness and yet seeming inevitability of the siege (p.107): 
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“Nobody really starts anything.  It’s there all the time, waiting.  

I suppose you can’t escape it really.”   

 

The siege intensifies and, on the advice of Bert, Matt decides 

to bluff the authorities into giving him a retrial, aiming the big 

canon and live ammunition stored on the island at a nearby naval 

ship loaded with ammunition, threatening an explosion that will 

take half of Sydney with it.  However, Matt’s irrational state 

gives him a false impression of his power to influence official 

actions and his naivete does not take into consideration the self-

interest of the political and institutional authorities involved, 

which the commissioner of police explains to Sydney’s top brass 

(p.127-8): 

 
“If Kirk is found not guilty at his retrial – and,” He added 
ruthlessly, impenitently, “there’s a fifty-fifty chance of that 
happening – the public will be holding their noses at the 
Police department and the Government, not to mention the 
Judiciary – “ 
“Oh, dear no!” said the Under Secretary. 
“Oh, dear, yes!” retorted the commissioner mercilessly.  “If 
Kirk gets off he’ll be Public Hero Number One.  The kids won’t 
be wearing Hopalong Cassidy cowboy suits, they’ll be wearing 
Matt Kirk escape outfits.  He’ll write his life story for the 
papers.  The Boy the Police Wouldn’t Allow to Go Straight.  Con 
Dawson will be writing a series on Famous Miscarriages of 
Justice, from Oscar Slater to Timothy Evans. ‘How many more 
innocent men languish in our goals [sic]?’ he’ll be asking.  
And every crook behind bars will be badgering us for a retrial 
n the grounds of his innocence,” o
 

This is a cynical, but fairly perceptive impression of the 

reasoning behind such decisions of officials and, from this point 

on, the fugitives are doomed.  The door to the stored ammunition 

proves harder to break open than first thought and before it is 

achieved Luke’s commitment to their cause cracks and he is shot as 

he attempts to swim to an Italian liner moored nearby.  With this 

new, terrifyingly murderous, dimension to their situation, 

Johnny’s confidence in Matt and the justice of their cause is 

cracking too and he is bitterly disillusioned with his brother who 

seems prepared to go through with his threat (p.148):  
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“What was it you set out to prove, Matt?  Your innocence?  And 
for that you’re going to blow up half of Sydney?  What will 
that prove, Matt?  Let me tell you what it proves to me.  I 
should never have got you out of gaol.  I’m sorry I ever 
dreamed of it.”  

 

A covert unloading of the ammunition ship is begun and the 

surrounding area evacuated in anticipation of a worst-case 

scenario, but a man falls during the unloading and is trapped by 

boxes of TNT, his rescue delaying the plan beyond the deadline set 

by Matt for a resolution.  The decision is made to storm Pinchgut 

with navy frogmen backed by more police sharpshooters.  While this 

new plan is being set in place the evacuated city sits eerily 

quite and Lambert slips in another of his favourite themes, that 

of remembering the country’s prior owners (p.151): 

 

Over Sydney there was a hush, something like the hush that 
enfolded it in the days before the white men, when only a 
handful of black men sat around their fires and told in quiet 
voices under the stars, tales of the Dreamtime, tales of how 
the stars were made . . . stars which might rise that night 
upon a devastated city. 

 

And Bert does finally crack the door of the ammunition storage 

open, but then dies in a hail of bullets as he runs with a live 

shell to the canon.  Then, quickly, it is all over, with Matt dead 

too, having chosen a quick death rather than long imprisonment 

after a momentarily berserk attack on Johnny who has revealed he 

broke the canon’s firing pin to prevent any possible realisation 

of Matt’s threat.  For three men, their hopes of justice, home, 

and a mate’s gratitude, are all dead with them; yet the story ends 

with hope.  For the Fultons, a new respect and revitalising of 

love in their marriage.  For Johnny too, the only survivor, there 

is hope in the smile of Ann, and the promise of Fulton that, 

‘We’ll speak up for you’.   

 

Even in his darkest hour, when he is writing about the 

cruelty of injustice that drives good men to criminal acts, 

madness and death, Lambert will still find hope in the decency of 
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ordinary people.  Some might argue that happy endings were in 

vogue and he was just conforming to commercial constraints.  That 

might be so, if it were not for where he looks to find the hope, 

in the hearts of honest, ordinary people, and the unromantic 

simplicity with which this is expressed.  O’Leary cites a letter 

from Phyl that speculates on Lambert’s potential for religiosity, 

saying she ‘always felt Eric would have liked to be religious – 

there was a curious puritanical streak’ (O'Leary 1974:109).  If 

true, this was something he shared with many others who found 

succour in the Party.  But it has been shown that Lambert’s 

morality was altogether different from that of a religious zealot 

blinded by received faith.  If he had this ‘puritanical streak’, 

it was sited in a still deeply held conviction of the inherent 

decency of ordinary people and his anger was ever directed, as it 

is here even in his most commercial writing, at the society that 

warped and corrupted them. 

 

Sink the Bismarck 

The film book Sink the Bismarck (1960), written under Lambert’s 

pseudonym Frank Brennand, tells the narrative of the classic 

British war film made by 20th Century Fox, produced by John 

Bradbourne, directed by Lewis Gilbert and starring Kenneth More.  

While Bismarck is about war, this project was a significant 

departure for Lambert and has none of his usual anti-war themes.  

His acceptance of the commission to write it indicates a high 

degree of cynicism that belongs with his emotional nadir in the 

‘dark year’ of 1957.  Like Pinchgut, the time between the writing 

of the script, making of the film and publication of the film book 

fits with that date.  The close assistance of Naval High Command 

is acknowledged, particularly the Admiralty’s Chief of Naval 

Information, Esmond Knight who also plays himself in the film.  

There has obviously been a great deal of meticulous research, with 

an extensive list of factual reports, handbooks and published 

texts provided.  One typical Lambert strategy is the interposition 

of autobiographical information, as he does here (p.5): 
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… Rommel had swept eastwards against the Eighth Army and the 
Seventh Armoured Division were besieged in Tobruk.  I was in 
Tobruk myself at the time, and I recall how I got the news of 
the first war casualty in our family: my eighty-year-old 
grandmother killed by a German bomb on London.  I realised for 
the first time what sort of war this was going to be.  We, 
besieged in the desert, were not the only ones on short 
rations. 
 

The old Lambert eye for military inefficiency is present in the 

forensic chronicling of the conflict and confusion, of which there 

seems to have been a great deal in the various reports that are 

cited.  For instance, the loss of the battle cruiser The Hood is 

shown to have had as much to do with superfluous storage of anti-

aircraft rocket ammunition on her upper decks as the hit from the 

Bismarck (pp.50-1).  And in another autobiographical interposition 

he tells of meeting a German while on a flight from Vienna whose 

brother had fought the Australians in North Africa and had admired 

their courage.  This German had been on the Bismarck’s companion 

ship, Prinz Eugen, and he reported that at no time had The Hood 

fired on, let alone hit, the Bismarck (pp.53-5).  However, though 

the decisions and actions of officers come in for some critical 

scrutiny, he is much more moderated here than when writing as 

Lambert.  There are also references to Churchill that refer to the 

biography he had written, such as this (p.10): ‘Like Napoleon, 

that many-sided genius Churchill possessed the enviable knack of 

relaxing into dreamless sleep- otherwise the Bismarck would have 

begun to haunt his dreams.’  The general tone of Bismarck is that 

of a piece for the occasion which has the mark of a commercial 

exercise, evident in this concluding sentence: 

 

In embattled Britain, for her people, for their King who 
refused to leave his palace for a safer place, for the tireless 
Churchill who gave the order and provided the title of this 
account, for the Lords of the Admiralty, the sinking of the 
Bismarck was glorious news. 

 
This surely must have given Lambert some private angst, and if any 

of his old comrades had known that he was the author of this piece 

they certainly would have had some grounds for accusing him of 
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selling his soul.  It is no wonder then that Lili Williams knew 

nothing of this writing. 

 

North to Alaska 

There is really not a lot of relevance to be said here of North to 

Alaska (1961).  Written under the pseudonym of Frank Brennand, 

this well-known film by 20th Century Fox starred John Wayne, 

Capucine, Stuart Granger, Fabian and Ernie Kovacs.  Alaska is 

another major departure for Lambert, but of an entirely different 

kind to Bismarck.  This is a classic B.O.P.-style ripping yarn, of 

frontiersmen fighting the elements and each other, a very macho 

courtship in which a man has to come to terms with his soft side, 

with numerous bar-room brawls thrown in for good measure and a 

happy ending where boy gets girl.  However, for a writer suffering 

from an overdose of spiritual and emotional angst, to write Alaska 

would have been as good as a holiday and it is evident he had a 

good time with it.  Lambert’s facility with dialogue, plot and 

action are all to the fore here, but with little or no time for 

his usual philosophical reflection and none at all for politics.  

Simply an adventure story with a romantic romp and a moral, Alaska 

is so unlike anything else amongst Lambert’s known works that it 

raises questions as to what else he may have written, perhaps in 

other as yet unknown pseudonyms. 

 

ii) The withering away of hope: Writing the communist debrief in 

The Rehabilitated Man and the postmodern curse in The Drip 

Dry Man   

 

The Rehabilitated Man 

The Rehabilitated Man was not published until 1960 and was a long 

time coming, given the passion Lambert felt for its subject.  

However, I do not think it evolved out of the work he mentions in 

a letter to O’Leary as his ‘novel on Hungary, The Road to 

Budapest’, of which he says that it is finished and:   
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It is not a political novel, which will no doubt disappoint a 
lot of people; its theme is how human love is destroyed by the 
ruthless clash of ideologies. It is summed up by my words at 
the end of a chapter: “Politicians profane everything, but 
particularly Love.  Love is the root of freedom.”   
         (Letter 29.11.57 O'Leary MS) 

 

Unless this novel was published with a different title under yet 

another pseudonym its fate remains a matter of conjecture, for the 

above description is not at all in sympathy with Rehabilitated.  

In The Drip Dry Man (1963) Vince, a character who shares some of 

Lambert’s personal history, mentions writing a series for a 

newspaper on the soviet invasion of Hungary called ‘The road to 

Budapest’ (p.27), but whether this is what happened to the 

manuscript is not known.4  The location of Rehabilitated is never 

directly identified, only generally indicated as Eastern Europe, 

the characters appear to be fictional composites of real 

identities or types that Lambert would have come across and the 

plot merges actual and fictionalised events.  It is presumed to be 

set in Hungary, and the character of the Resistance leader Jasil 

Vorka, his execution and ‘rehabilitation’, has strong similarities 

with the Hungarian leader Laslo Rajk whom Lambert mentions in an 

article on the history and events of 1956.5  The impact of 

Lambert’s Hungarian adventure was evident to all around him, as 

Lili Williams wrote to O’Leary, ‘his only words were, ‘Those 

bastards- those bastards’ (O'Leary 1974:99).  And, from his 

correspondence, Lambert appears to have held the Soviets entirely 

responsible long after writing Rehabilitated.  Yet one finds here 

little of his otherwise seemingly constant faith in the wisdom of 

‘the people’.  Instead, though they are acknowledged as victims of 

social conditions brought about by war and oppression, ‘the 

                                                           
4 If this is ‘The Road to Budapest’ referred to in his letters will not 
be known until further search in British newspaper archives confirms 
this, or those missing papers from his English exile are found. In the 
letter to O’leary (29.11.57) he says that an American film producer made 
an offer for the novel’s film rights which he told him that he would only 
accept if he retained the ‘right to unlimited veto’ and it progressed no 
further.  
5 This is from the draft of an article, ‘The Hungarian revolution’, held 
in Murray Smith’s papers but its publication is unknown. 
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people’ here appear to be equally at fault, as the narrator, 

English journalist Michael Landon, reflects on the revenge 

killings in the city when the Soviets withdraw (p.107):  

 
Where was the spirit of Vorka, leader of the Resistance? In the 
dead Political Policeman hanging horribly from a lamp-post? 
Certainly not in Retz.  I had no heart to tell her any of this. 
That hate stalked the capital, looking for its food. The time 
of the gun and the knife and the rope for hanging. 
Retz knew- Vorka had learned too late- that in time a people 
become as cruel as their oppressors’. 
 

While its tone is redolent with cynicism about the Soviets, this 

tale takes on a broader and more insidious enemy: fanaticism and 

oppression and their path to the destruction of the human soul 

itself.  The preface, an extended quote from Storm Jameson’s 

introduction to Anne Frank’s Diary, sets the tone: ‘Human beings 

made Belsen.  What they did there is what human beings can find in 

their hearts to do, if they so will.’  While this quote reflects 

Lambert’s reaction against all forms of fanaticism and ideology, 

this also is a more distanced position than that often expressed 

in correspondence for the first year after ’56, one which saw only 

the one guilty party, as Lambert writes in this letter to Murray 

Smith: 

 
There was NO counter-revolution.  The revolt was purely 
internal and a spontaneous thing directed against the gestapo 
regime of Rakosi and Russian bullying. The nation was largely 
impoverished.  Among many people there was actual hunger while 
the Russians bled Hungary white.  When earlier this year there 
were signs of revolt, the Russians imagined they could placate 
the people by substituting one Stalinist for another. … The 
rising in Hungary was one of the youth.  They could bear no 
more, they were willing to fight with their hands if necessary. 
            (Letter 17.11.56 SMS MS) 
 

In Rehabilitated the Russians are certainly not exonerated, but 

the social disintegration and the warping of individual patriotism 

under the duress of war, oppression and torture are seen to have 

produced a widely corrupted society, distorting many of the 

country’s youth, and driving its heroes to madness.  The ‘rising’ 

in Rehabilitated is not spontaneous but cynically manipulated by 

one of those demented heroes in order to wreak his vengeance upon 
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a people he sees as having deserted him.  If Rehabilitated lacks 

Lambert’s usual humanism, Landon’s bitter cynicism is something 

Lambert certainly does identify with.  The Landon-Lambert 

connection is most potently expressed in Landon’s reflection 

(p.76): ‘I could have explained that I had seen too much young 

hope murdered in my day, and much of it had been hope of my own.’  

The murder of that hope was signalled in the last stanza of a 

poem, ‘No Christmas’, which Lambert sent to Helen Palmer at the 

end of 1956: 

 
No peace, no love, goodwill 
I’ll wish when wishes spill 
Their blood on stony, fanatic faces; 
Let those who love truly stay mute 
And turn the season over to the brute, 
The liar and the hypocrite –- 
Let them go through their paces. 
I can wish myself only eventual Truth 
And certainly no rest 
When my love and faith lie bleeding 
On the road to Budapest. 
(in O’Leary 1974:88-9) 
 

For a while his ‘love and faith’ continued to bleed on that road, 

and both Rehabilitated and The Drip Dry Man (1963) are expressions 

of hope in dire need of a transfusion. 

 

Landon, a forty year old journalist who comes probably closest 

to a contemporary autobiographical portrayal in any of Lambert’s 

later characters, is the now disillusioned biographer of a once-

revered Resistance leader, Jasil Vorka.  In the post-war ‘police 

state’ of the Soviet-trained Harka and Sprentzi, Vorka has become 

what appears to be ‘an acquiescent third in the hierarchy as it 

framed and murdered all opposition’ (pp.12-13).  Landon’s 

reflection on that disillusion here matches that which Lambert 

must have felt about similar men (p.67): 

 

Man of the people- never had I believed so passionately in any 
other phrase. … I had been … determined to write a book about 
Vorka, more than that, to see him; and I had.  My first meeting 
with him had always been among my prouder memories; in those 
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days, with illusions still left, I had seen it as the end of a 
search for a certain sort of man in whom I had believed. 

 

Vorka is subsequently ‘denounced’, imprisoned and awaiting trial, 

by which time Landon has no sympathy left for him (p.13): ‘He had 

played a dangerous game and lost.  That which followed was simply 

poetic justice.’  As an expert on Vorka, Landon’s paper has sent 

him to report on the ‘superbly staged’ trial and he has engaged 

the services of an attractive young translator, Erna (p.14). The 

description of the trial here must be a generalised version of all 

such Soviet trials of discarded colleagues and collaborators.  In 

the months leading up to the trial, ‘all the “evidence” against 

Vorka was reiterated daily in the press along with the usual 

abusive jargon laid down by Stalin, Zdhanov and company’ (p.13).  

The calculated appearance of the ‘broken’ Vorka with his ‘ghastly’ 

confession appals Landon, but he is more astonished still by his 

naively idealistic friend and interpreter’s suggestion (p.21): 

 

The thought of Vorka conniving in his own legal murder because 
a scapegoat was necessary to whitewash the crimes and blunders 
of the regime was even ghastlier.  It had never occurred to me.  
Not so with Erna.  Get her frenzied enough in some cause or 
another, and I could easily imagine her making such a sacrifice 
herself.  Spiritually, she was much nearer to the monsters in 
the theatre than I could ever be. 

 

However, the ‘plot’ is even more twisted than that.  

Inevitably, Vorka will be executed, but in the meantime Erna leads 

Landon to an old comrade of Vorka’s, Adin Retz, a remarkable look-

alike who is presented as having acted as Vorka’s double during 

their time in the Resistance.  Retz provides Landon with Vorka’s 

prison diaries, in which he argues that he had remained in 

government in order that he might prevent ‘as many excesses as 

possible’.  Vorka’s diaries show that when he was arrested he had 

believed that the people would rise in his defence, then he sank 

into ‘blackest despair’ when it became evident they had abandoned 

him (pp.31-2).  Retz also provides evidence of Vorka’s torture 

while in prison and requests that Landon write his article and get 
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it out of the country so that it might be published during the 

trial.  The western press may have been invited to cover the trial 

but all their despatches are censored so Landon gets his report 

out by staging a ‘scene’ in which Erna is ordered to return to 

London.  Lambert’s cynical amusement at Soviet surveillance is 

evident in the parody of the ‘tail’ put on Landon, whom he has 

nicknamed ‘Beauty’.  His disgust with their farcical 

demonstrations of righteousness is evident with this description 

of a press reception for western journalists held by Sprentzi and 

Harka which is likely to be a composite of actual events he 

attended (pp.40-1): 

 

Sprinkled among us degenerates from the West were liberal 
helpings of fierce-eyed young Communists who spoke perfect 
English to us, and whose notion of keeping us amused was to 
hiss local statistics into our ears at regular intervals. … 

Just at the side of the staircase was a nine-piece orchestra 
playing folk tunes, “tunes of the people” as our young mentors 
informed us, or the popular marching songs of the Communist 
Youth.  Whenever one of the latter was played, some or all of 
the Communist Youth told off to educate us would assume savage 
expressions, commence to sing in their own language, stamp 
their feet as they marched on the spot, ending with upflung 
arms and the cry of Stalin-Harka-Sprentzi!  The hysteria 
conjured in the mass lived constantly just below the surface of 
their nerves.  They reacted to the set stimuli as Pavlov’s dogs 
salivated to the ringing of a bell 

 

But then Krushchev gives his denunciation of Stalin and 

everything changes, or seems to.  After furious ‘self-criticism’ 

all blamed on Stalin, Harka and Sprentzi announce the 

rehabilitation of Vorka, whose corpse is exhumed and reburied in 

the Garden of Heroes with great farce and fanfare.  Krushchev’s 

‘Thaw’ seems to be real and Landon meets up with Retz in London, 

now an open exponent of the legacy of Vorka and leader of the 

newly emerged Vorka Groups’ demanding that the Russians leave.  

The Russians appear to comply, withdrawing their more obvious 

presence but remaining with their tanks in the mountains near the 

border.  When Landon returns to cover the growing unrest he is 

circumspect about both Retz and the Russians (p.84): 
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I stood in the thin white sunshine and closed my eyes for a 
minute.  Kafkaland- and I was in the middle of it.  A people, 
goaded almost beyond endurance, deprived of their national idol 
and then with apologies informed that it had all been a mistake 
on the part of persons unknown, the Russians withdrawn sulkily 
to the borders and the heel of the Political Police lifted by 
Krushchev’s Thaw, now looking to the living image of their 
idol- for what?  It all had the muted frenzy of a dream.  

 

This is the closest Lambert comes to any sympathy with his usual 

favourite, ‘the people’, and is still a long way from the 

passionate defence he had made for the Hungarian people when he 

first returned and continued with in almost everything else he 

wrote; except this book.   

 

When he meets again with Retz Landon’s suspicions that the 

man has become dangerously mentally unstable deepen, but not so 

much that he can resist following the unfolding drama.  Erna has 

taken up the Retz-Vorka cause and she and Landon are invited by 

Retz to witness his speech at a rally in Red Square to celebrate 

the National poet Janko Lulli.  Retz plans to have Harka and 

Sprentzi assassinated and that the people will be punished by a 

return of the Russians from which he will rescue them once again.  

Retz steps out to speak but it is not the expected inspiring 

rhetoric.  Instead he launches into a rant of vengeful cursing 

that condemns the people for deserting Vorka.  However, the plot 

has been betrayed and it is Retz who is gunned down, along with 

Erna and many of the people in the Square.  In the distance Soviet 

tanks are heard rolling into the city once more.  It is revealed 

that Retz, in a last act of blind zealotry, had doubled for Vorka 

at his execution and Vorka, having been smuggled out of prison, 

had been masquerading as Retz while he plotted to take his revenge 

on the people.  Vorka’s wife has been made a widow for a second 

time and Landon pays her a visit (p.185):  

“The people was the machine which had made a god of him.  A 
machine always there to be used.”  

“It would have been better if he had died in the Resistance.” 
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“Much better.  He was not a politician.  His only weapon in 
politics was his adoration by the people.  He had become too 
sacred in their eyes, he thought, for that adoration to be 
turned to evil ends.  He was not the first in history.” 

 

 While Rehabilitated draws upon actual incidents and 

individuals it is a fiction that bears only a resemblance to the 

events of Hungary in 1956 and there can be little doubt that 

similarly convoluted plots and demented individuals arose in the 

closed world of Soviet-controlled Eastern Europe.  This harsh tale 

is Lambert at his most bitter and unforgiving, and also without 

his usual vividly poetic prose style to soften the impact or 

distract the reader from the message this story carries.  While 

the Russians, with their manipulation of foolish fanaticism and 

ruthless suppression of democratic independence, remain the 

primary villains, there are no answers here for anyone here, not 

even a resort to individual goodness or hope at the end.  In the 

closing scene Landon observes a young Russian soldier, ‘little 

more than a boy’, playing with children in a bomb crater (p.187): 

 

A few yards away his cap and tommy-gun leaned against a heap of 
rubble. And I wondered just what this particular soldier had 
been told, or believed in, to move him to fire on the parents 
of these children.  But in the moment, in the sun, the sparkle 
of the day, all else but the game was forgotten. 

I stared at the tommy-gun and all that it meant. 

 

The tommy-gun is the symbol of the authorised slaughter by one 

human being of another and to Lambert, at this moment in time, the 

future of the human soul looks bleak indeed.  The stark message it 

contains is that there will be ‘no Christmas’ for the world while 

human beings can be inspired to fanaticism and manipulated by 

ideologies of any sort into killing each other.6  

 
                                                           
6 Lambert’s knowledge of the historical background to the Hungarian 
invasion has been challenged by the writer Max Watts (private email 
correspondence 06.01.03) but even if he had been better informed on the 
vagaries of the Hungarian-Soviet relationship I doubt that would have 
changed his response to 1956. 
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The Drip Dry Man 

While Lambert endows the protagonist of The Drip Dry Man (1963), 

Vincent Cooper, with some of his personal history and views and 

this might appear to be another autobiographical transplant, 

Vincent is more likely a composite type derived from those Lambert 

knew among the Fleet Street milieu.  An ostensibly editorial 

preface, possibly also written by Lambert, describes Vincent thus: 

 
You see him with his beard and his duffel-coat, in anti-nuclear 
demonstrations or talking his head off in coffee-bars: the man 
who lives in a bed-sitter and has three drip-dry shirts.  We 
all know him, but who has tried to get under his skin?  Who has 
penetrated his semi-bohemian existence, probed his motives and 
examined the agonies of his “committed” soul? 
 

The twenty-six year old Vincent and the other characters we meet 

in Drip Dry are representatives of that bohemian London of the 

early 1960s, young people afloat in a postwar world of broken 

dreams and failed ideologies with few morals to guide them and 

little hope to sustain them.  People still agitate for peace, some 

remain Party members, people still ‘care’ about issues and there 

are anti-nuclear meetings and demonstrations, but for ex-

communists like Vincent, disenfranchised from all that had held 

their faith together, it is a sea of inspirational ennui (p.99): 

 
The idea of the British worker marching to a happier future 
under the banner of the Communist Party was nastily ludicrous.  
I didn’t believe for a minute that the Unilateral Disarmament 
sit-downs and long marches to atomic establishments were going 
to turn the politicians one inch from the path of utter and 
ultimate destruction.  I didn’t believe in God.  I didn’t 
believe in Harold Macmillan, Hugh Gaitskill or Jo Grummond.  I 
didn’t believe in anything much.  
 

A journalist and writer of television scripts with one published 

novel and another underway, Vincent lives in a shared apartment 

house that comprises a snapshot of his world.  Vincent’s mistress 

Jane works in a local café and is a Belfast runaway who has lied 

about her age, telling Vincent that she is nineteen.  Evelyn is a 

handsome black man from British Guiana who studies law by day and 

plays jazz trumpet at night.  The amoral and ‘fleshily 

orchidaceous’ Ottilie has a passion for black men and is a staff 
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psychologist for a multinational company.  And in the attic rooms 

are Philip, the semi-disabled son of wealthy parents who provide 

him with an allowance on the condition he keep his distance, and 

his ‘rough trade’ servant-boyfriend Ernie.   

 

Vincent has redirected his post-56 fragmented social 

conscience into causes such as nuclear disarmament and race 

issues, and it is the latter which forms the principal theme 

within the wider context of Vincent’s political milieu.  Jane’s 

pathetic devotion is taken lightly, if somewhat guiltily, by 

Vincent who is more concerned that she refer to his political 

activities with due respect than the news she gives that her 

‘curse’ is a week overdue (p.19).  Vincent is not entirely 

insensible to his callow reaction, reflecting (pp.36-7): 

 
I had got nasty because she had failed to see my political 
activities as world-shattering.  Was it because I myself saw 
them as pathetic and futile and her banal words had merely put 
an emphasis on the fact?  Was the world grinding slowly on to 
eventual darkness despite all the protests and goodwill in the 
world? 
 

This is the pernicious worry that nags at all Vincent’s actions, 

constantly undermining his sense of personal integrity except 

where racial issues are concerned, and there he is still rock 

solid.  Like Lambert, Vincent had left the Party after witnessing 

the Soviet invasion of Hungary as a journalist and writing an 

expose in the tabloids, for which he was similarly vilified by 

communist peers.  As Lambert must have been, Vincent is still on 

familiar terms with some of his old comrades who remained in the 

Party but is alienated from many others.  Having been told by one 

of the latter that Vincent’s Hungarian articles were anti-Soviet 

propaganda commissioned by the capitalist press, Evelyn questions 

Vincent about their veracity and Vincent responds with pure 

Lambert angst (p.30): 

 
Did I see the cattle trucks in the railway yards at Komarom 
laden with Hungarian boys and girls being transported to 
Czechoslovakia?  Did I hear the weeping and the cries?  Did I 
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see the Russians when they came to Hegyeshalom drag the leading 
rebel of the town away to rape her repeatedly?  Did I see the 
boys and girls as they came across the border at Sopron, those 
the Russians didn’t shoot down from their tanks? 
 

Evelyn explains that he needed to know because the Party had been 

presented to him as the defender of coloured people with the moral 

high ground on racial issues and Vincent’s articles had warned him 

that Communism’s promise had hollow legs.  Evelyn is sympathetic 

to Vincent’s sense of loss (pp.32-3): 

 
“You unhappy, man?” I turned and looked at him. 
“Yes?” 
He squeezed my arm and smiled. “Cos you lost something.” 
“What?” 
“Your faith, I guess.” 
 
Evelyn is Vincent’s friend, a man whom Vincent loves for his 

beauty, his grace and his music, and respects for his normality 

and his fastidious and gentlemanly ways (p.35):  

 
He clapped my shoulder and rose.  Funny thing, I thought.  He 
was one of the few men I’d tolerate shoulder-clapping and 
lapel-holding from.  And it wasn’t because of the sentimental, 
guilt-ridden sympathy of the do-gooders towards negroes.  I 
just liked the man tremendously. 
 

Vincent, like Lambert, is genuine in his stand on race issues, his 

letter to the Guardian on the beatings he had observed in British 

Mau Mau detention camps during National Service in Kenya 

attracting both the furious and the curious (p.9).  Similarly too, 

Vincent is no fanatic and in another instance his script for a BBC 

series had challenged the Communist producer’s biased opinion that 

‘Britain’s record in the West Indies was as sinister as that of 

Belgium in the Congo or Portugal in Angola’ (pp.100-1): 

 
I even discovered an account in the United Service Magazine of 
March, 1842, written by a young naval officer on board Her 
Majesty’s schooner Fancy, of the operations against slavers who 
sought to trade, despite the British warning, in human flesh.  
A harrowing account it was too, of how when the hatches of the 
slaver were opened the stench of death almost knocked them 
over, for half the cargo had died of suffocation and thirst.  
Since it was not possible to take the survivors back to their 
African villages they were shipped to British Guiana and 
employed not as slaves but as paid labourers.  I explained to 
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Lexie that while I didn’t want to whitewash Britain’s colonial 
record, I preferred to stick to the facts. 
 

That script was ‘killed’ and the producer had written a 

replacement that conformed with his bias, which Vincent had 

challenged again with a letter to the Guardian; another Lambert 

trait.  Since Lambert wrote scripts for film and television and, 

like Vincent, involved himself in issues of racial prejudice, this 

incident may be either drawn from his experience or taken from a 

colleague’s.  Lambert’s own experience with the London publishing 

world is certainly drawn upon for Vincent’s and, since both are 

attractive males, females are both the principal avenues of 

opportunity and agents of difficulty.  Vincent’s subsequent BBC 

producer was a female who used her power for sexual conquest and 

he is currently engaged in an affair his current producer’s wife 

who, while he keeps her happy in bed, keeps her husband interested 

in his scripts.  And it is women who drive the drama of the plot’s 

tragedy. 

  

 There is a race riot looming in Notting Hill as the 

Moselyites are planning a meeting against coloured immigration and 

the Communists intend to break it up, the same evening of a house 

party in Ottilie’s apartment that goes awry.  Ottilie’s sexual 

expectations have been thwarted when she discovers that her new 

love-interest is homosexual and she is very drunk when she makes a 

play for Evelyn, but she makes a big mistake (pp.65-6): 

 
She kissed him again and said smiling through her teeth: 
“I just love you, you beautiful big buck nigger, you!” 
It was like someone had cracked a whip over us.  I knocked the 
arm off the record player, the Boys looked up startled at the 
sudden silence.  Evelyn rolled away from her, got to his feet 
with his back to her, and left the room.  She looked at the 
door foolishly. 
“You stupid great bitch!” I shouted. 
She stared, convinced Evelyn had just gone to the lavatory or 
something, not even remembering what she had said. 
 

Evelyn has not gone to the toilet, or to his apartment, and they 

hear his motor scooter as it takes off.  Vincent had earlier 

persuaded Evelyn against joining the Communist disruption and 
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realises that Evelyn has now fled to Notting Hill to find 

solidarity with his West Indian friends.  He sets off in pursuit, 

terrified that something bad will happen to Evelyn; and it does.  

When he next sees Evelyn it is on a slab at the hospital with a 

fatal puncture from a stiletto (p.82): 

 

Now Evelyn, serene, remote, untouchable, his whole stillness 
denying he had ever played a sweet trumpet, sung huskily, made 
me laugh, touched me and made me fond of him.  There would 
never be an Evelyn Early the lawyer in British Guiana, beating 
the imperialists at their own game.  

  

When Vincent finally returns home it is to deal with Jane, who 

had left the room in disgust when Ottilie kissed Evelyn, and who 

is even now more concerned that she has been worried by Vincent’s 

absence that the fact that Evelyn is dead.  This is something that 

Vincent, despite his affection for her and his vulnerability to 

her need for him, can not tolerate and he is driven to fury and 

violence when she too refers to Evelyn as a ‘nigger’ (p.90).  

After that Vincent stays away from Jane.  However, it is not that 

simple, these things rarely are, and not long after he returns 

home one morning from a casual fling to discover the police in 

attendance and Jane dead too, from an overdose of his sleeping 

pills.  With the police getting too invasive Vincent seeks 

sanctuary with a friend recommended to him by ‘the Boys’ upstairs, 

a friend who turns out to be a retired West Indian prostitute, 

Myra (p.147): ‘She had the maternal friendliness that experienced 

prostitutes often acquire.  She was every man’s mother, every 

man’s mistress, every man’s friend, and generous as she was 

promiscuous.’  Lambert may well have known such a woman, even 

sought refuge with her himself when he needed solace from the 

world, for he writes of Myra with a fond intimacy, and in her 

maternal nest Vincent also finds his desire to finish his novel 

reborn.   However, there is one more shock awaiting him, when he 

is told by the police that not only was Jane pregnant but had lied 

about her age and was only fifteen.  
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 Although it is women whose unthinking prejudices embody the 

racial issues that Drip Dry draws critical attention to, neither 

Ottilie nor Jane are seen as deliberately racist, as such.  Their 

racism is blind and unthinking, but just as damaging as the 

conscious type.  In Ottilie’s case it is her sexual aesthetic that 

treats a black man’s body as an object of desire without respect 

or consciousness of the man as a person and so denies him his 

humanity.  Whereas Jane’s racism is the ignorant prejudice of a 

foolish young girl who is merely uncomfortable with anyone who 

does not look like her.  Vincent is awash in sea of guilt-ridden 

grief, but even then can not accept responsibility, or blame 

Ottilie, or Jane, or society.  As he explains it to himself, it is 

just human beastliness and sheer chance (p.83): 

 

As if I could have prevented anything.  Some little human rat 
with a sharpened-up knife, driven by the urge of fulfilment, 
had found his target of flesh.  Blind, malignant chance had 
arranged it all, that Ottilie’s assignation had been ruined, 
that she had got drunk, forgotten Evelyn’s touchiness and 
called him that name and sent him out into the night to keep an 
appointment with his killer. 

 

Yet while Vincent can not, in his moral vacuum, find a target 

for blame beyond the degraded knife-wielder and the element of 

chance itself, there is a patina of guilt across the narrative and 

the characters it glances over, including Vincent.  They are all 

awash in an amoral sea that seems to no longer have moral guidance 

or philosophical answers for anyone.  The few clinging on to the 

Party appear inanely facile in their attempts to ‘show they were 

masters of all events’ (p.85).  When Hamp, a Party man with whom 

Vincent is still on friendly terms, tries to claim Evelyn’s killer 

is ‘as much a victim of the system as Evelyn’ Vincent rejects this 

as Hamp’s ‘dogma-washed brain’.  At the same time Vincent is aware 

that he too is unable to find a dignified and meaningful way to 

express his grief for Evelyn.  Nor is Vincent able to acknowledge 

his responsibility for Jane’s pregnancy, his callous disregard for 

her, and her subsequent death.  And with no avenue for the 
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recognition of guilt or the expression of grief, Vincent seeks 

solace in yet more booze and uncommitted sex.  This was very much 

a condition of the times and I do not think this behaviour was a 

trait that Lambert shared with Vincent.  Like many communists, 

Lambert was innately romantic and almost prudish, but he felt the 

loss of faith, of any faith, intensely and in Drip Dry he shows 

the spiritual and moral ennui that this loss produces.  In this 

way, Drip Dry signals Lambert’s entry into the postmodern era as 

it critiques the moral ennui brought about by the loss of 

modernism’s moral certainties.  But from here he did not proceed, 

but retreated to those human traits in which he could trust 

because he had direct experience of them. 

 

iii) Opening up on old and new fronts: Glory Thrown In, 

MacDougal’s Farm,  Hiroshima Reef, The Long White Night and 

Diggers Die Hard 

 

Glory Thrown In 

 
“Here – what are any of us?” said Christy, “We are voices 

talking in an empty room in a language we have forgotten the 
meaning of.  We have no meaning, except as agents of mutual 
destruction.”7

 

Lambert had received a suitcase of papers from Australia that 

included ‘cut-offs’ from Thieves which he had read to Lili 

Williams, declaring they ‘were good enough to produce a new book’ 

(O'Leary 1974:99) and these most likely became the core material 

for Glory Thrown In (1959).  This novel draws on Lambert’s Middle 

East military experience in a tale of another group of soldiers, 

this time of the Fifty-Fifth Infantry Battalion, which numbers 

amongst it almost the entire count of enlisted men from the rural 

district of Numerella.  We meet the Fifty-Fifth as it recuperates 

from an engagement that has ‘severely mauled’ its numbers (p.9).  

Their Commanding Officer, Lieutenant-Colonel Victor Kirk, is also 

                                                           
7 Corpus Christy in conversation with Captain Pascoe, p.47. 
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a Numerella man.  A rare officer who has risen in the ranks 

through ability rather than class status, Kirk commands men 

considered his social superiors in peacetime, his adjutant 

Stainforth a scion of one of Numerella’s big squatter families.  

Kirk is not a petty man, but he gets satisfaction out of foiling 

Stainforth’s attempts to toady with his peacetime boss, the class-

aspirant Price-Gore, by aiding in his promotion (pp.10-11).  

Lambert’s favourite theme of the ordinary soldier’s irreverence 

towards their officers is continued here.  Kirk is humorously 

aware that his nickname amongst the men is ‘Diddly-Dum’, and also 

of the less than flattering permutations they have on Price-Gore.  

While Kirk does not believe Price-Gore to be worthy of promotion, 

one man he does want to see ‘take stripes’ is the philosopher-

poet, Private ‘Corpus’ Christy, who has so far refused all 

promotion.  Kirk envisions Christy’s response when Captain Pascoe, 

an academic in peacetime who enjoys engagement with Christy’s 

intellect, had put the idea to him (pp.29-30): 

 
“You begin: Private Christy, you are now a corporal, soon you 

will be a sergeant, and, if you want it, an officer.  Right?” 
“Right!” 
“To which our man replies something like this.  I am forced to 

submit to the authority of colourless extroverts like Vic Kirk 
and of quackerish intellectuals like yourself.  I refuse to be 
bribed into submission by some trifling rank.  If Kirk is a 
colonel and you are a captain, I should be at least a 
Brigadier.  If the army cares to recognise my true worth and 
create me General, well and good -----“ 
“Absolutely uncanny! Someone must have repeated the entire 

episode to you! 
 

In a conversation with Pascoe, Christy voices Lambert’s 

disillusion with idealism and ideology and the contempt for 

intellectuals that became a theme in post-1956 works (pp.46-7):8

 
“You theorise that my declared contempt for the intellectual 
has its basis in my lack of education.  Let me tell you that I 
rejected education.  I am compensating for nothing that I ever 
went short of.  Man has been acquiring more and more knowledge 
and becoming at the same time more and more destructive.  Why?  
Because morality is not a matter of theory or dogma or 
doctrine.  It can no more be captured in the pages of a text-

                                                           
8 Lines 10-12 here are almost identical in The Drip Dry Man (1963:108). 
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book than poetry.  Christianity began as a creed for which men 
died gladly.  It married the state and became the right arm of 
oppression.  ‘Civilise with syphilis, Bibles and whips!’  The 
intellectual elite who in the name of a doctrine invented the 
war we now find ourselves in.  Whatever the tyranny, Communism, 
Fascism, howling behind the tyrants you will find a pack of 
intellectuals ready to find sound moral reasons for any infamy.  
Knowledge has so corrupted them they have forgotten how to 
think morally.  Intellectuals are the curse of the twentieth 
century.” 

 
Although, as in previous works, Lambert’s strategy is to embed 

the politics rather than preach, there is definitely less evident 

political intention here and a more individualistic style to the 

development of Glory’s characters.  Thieves and Veteran’s theme of 

anti-authoritarianism is continued in the general attitude of the 

troops, and in particular in the central characters of Christy and 

the rapacious libertine, Sergeant ‘Doc’ Home.  Both these men have 

something of the iconic Australian male in them.  Perhaps the 

younger Doc’s dark good looks and amoral stamina with alcohol and 

sex give him the edge over Christy’s very tall, thin forty year-

old frame, but ‘brilliant blue’ eyes and personal integrity run 

Christy a close second in the icon stakes.  By this time Lambert 

was locked into the commercial publishing world, adrift from 

political succour, and it is quite possible there is an intention 

to develop this iconic dimension of his characters with an eye to 

their marketability.  There are other instances where material has 

obviously been drawn from previous works.  One in particular taken 

from the short story, ‘I’m wearing this for Charlie’ (Meat 

Industry Journal Feb 1949), integrated as the dead young soldier 

whom Christy had taken under his wing and in whose name he accepts 

the Military Medal which Kirk forces on him ‘under close arrest’.  

Such factors indicate that Lambert was probably writing Glory with 

his financial situation foremost in mind, but that does not 

diminish the integrity of the novel on the whole.  Although 

political allegiance is evidently extinguished, Lambert’s core 

liberal-humanism has remained and so too has the approach to 

literature as education, only now he is looking to draw out the 
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shreds of dignity in ordinary humanity amongst the impossible 

madness in which they often find themselves.  

 

 Horrible John is such a character.  Horrible owes no 

allegiances to his country or his society.  Like Lucky Lawrence of 

Veterans, Horrible is a product of a church-run orphanage, beaten 

by the superintendent who gave ‘special attention’ to small boys 

and seduced by the matron who ‘liked the big boys’ (p.18).  But 

where Lucky found identity and a warped form of self-respect in 

battle and military rank, Horrible has no time for either.  

Horrible’s desertion is accepted without rancour, its cleverness 

even treated with admiration by men who nevertheless are committed 

to their own presence, and his eventual discovery in Cairo, 

ensconced as a nefarious trader looked after by a Lebanese mother 

and daughter is respected by Doc and Christy (pp.150-51): 

 
But Doc would never desert, never ever go AWL.  For Doc had his 
pride; Doc had not been tolerated, buffeted and despised by 
society sufficiently to have no pride left in regard to it.  
His stripes meant something to him.  Being a member of a famous 
fighting division had meant to Horrible John – precisely Nil.     
 

Nor is there any condemnation of the woman with whom Horrible is 

now attached, for they are both seen as products of the cruelty of 

their lives.  Horrible, from the warped care of religious 

institutions, and the woman, whose family and community have been 

destroyed by the catastrophe of war (p.152): 

 

And why not?  Jamhieph and Horrible John had perhaps come 
together by instinct.  Two people so ill-used as to have no use 
for pride: he to desert his country’s cause, she to send her 
daughter on the streets.  They both knew the meaning of a 
necessity that overruled all else.  She was probably the first 
person in his life he had had reason to trust; and she had 
proved herself to him, holding his bankroll till he returned, 
trusting him to return.  

 

In this relationship these two victims of society’s cruelty have 

found a means of trust, respect and dignity with each other, and 

this flawed but very human condition was to remain at the core of 
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Lambert’s new didacticism.  Christy and Doc find Horrible while on 

an exceptional leave, acting as counter-espionage agents whose 

unenviable task is to ostensibly appear to accidentally reveal the 

intended position of their battalion while on a drunken spree as 

part of a strategy to draw attention away from the real attack.  

They know that this will expose themselves and their comrades to 

dire danger, and likely death, and the irony of the situation 

presses on both of them, but in different ways.  Like Brett in 

Thieves but in stark contrast to Doc, Christy is more deeply 

affected by the terrible irony of their task where Doc is a 

natural opportunist, taking the day and its offerings as they 

come.  A gentleman with women, Christy cannot engage with them 

without seeing them as human beings.  Where Doc takes his pleasure 

in a savage enjoyment of sadistic sex, Christy helps a prostitute 

met on their spree to escape her situation by getting a 

replacement of funds he falsely reports as stolen and which he 

gives to her (pp.158-9): 

 

“Please don’t argue about this, or be offended, or feel proud.  
I have earned this money, more than earned it – so you needn’t 
fear about it being stolen.  It is quite a large amount.  If 
you are careful it should last you some time, long enough for 
you to do something better than hanging around a place like the 
Halcyon, and find some other friends than Sophie.” 

 

 Their mission is successful, tragically, ironically 

successful, and they return knowing what they have done may help 

win the war for their side, but will lead to certain death for 

many of the Numerella men.  As the troops wait with a growing 

sense of being fattened ‘for the kill’ (p.206), the truth of this 

weighs heavily of Kirk who knows if he survives he will have to 

live with the ghosts of his community and his responsibility for 

having led them into a strategic slaughter.  The strategy too, is 

successful, but the battle is as fierce, the casualties as dire as 

expected, and Doc and Christy’s company are isolated from the main 

body of the battalion, pinned down by the Germans with no chance 

of rescue.  Here, Lambert most powerfully evokes the desperate 
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heroism of men with no hope as Pascoe leads his company in a last 

charge that chooses the legendary death of fighting men (p.233): 

 

The dying sun blinded them.  They were black and gigantic 
against it.  The noise from the German trenches ceased 
suddenly.  Then there were different cries – cries of disbelief 
and admiration. 

“Wartet-einen augenblick!” 

“Gott in Himmel – das – ist – unslaublich!” 

 
This is, indeed, dramatic heroism of legendary proportions.  

However, I would argue here that though the book may have been 

written with an eye on the market this is not gratuitous heroism 

but possibly a factual event that Lambert has fictionalised from 

undoubtedly many such occasions during the war.  The development 

of the characters has shown how these men coped with their inhuman 

situation, finding their own human dignity by embracing the 

prospect of their death and living for the moment as Doc does, or 

in Christy’s retreat to a poetic, philosophical distance.  Lambert 

has shown in this and other novels that most soldiers die 

inglorious, incidental deaths, but as the title infers, the 

potential for ‘glory’ is ‘thrown in’ to the bargain men make with 

the lottery of war and Christy and Doc have won the prize of death 

with glory. 

 

MacDougall’s Farm 

1965 was a big year with the publication of four novels, including 

MacDougal’s Farm, and the finale of a ‘prodigious output’ that had 

seen nine novels published, besides whatever other incidental 

writing he may have done, between then and 1962 (O’Leary 

1974:106).9  MacDougal’s subject is the prisoners of war (POW’s) 

in Changi and is considered part of Lambert’s anti-war writing 

here for its telling of the tragedy of those men for whom the war 

                                                           
9 Lambert usually had a number of projects on the boil at any one time, 
plus dashing off articles on matters of incidental interest, so it is 
reasonable to assume there may well have been other minor publications in 
addition to these works. 
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was over but the struggle to survive the war had intensified.  

While this tale purports to be a faithful rendering of the real 

Malcolm MacDougal’s experience in Changi, it is more than likely 

that this is a literary device to give added credence for a 

composite of the men Lambert met and the stories he heard while on 

duty there.  O’Leary posits that Lambert’s penchant for 

autobiographical reference in his characters manifests in 

MacDougal here (O'Leary 1974:93).  However, the character of 

MacDougal is unique and, though Lambert habitually inserts 

references to his own experience as the narrator, MacDougal is 

quite unlike Lambert but possesses traits he obviously admires.  

O’Leary also sees MacDougal as the ‘hero-figure, later manifest in 

‘Hiroshima Reef’, [that] first manifests here’ (O'Leary 1974:107).  

However, this is too glib an identification of either character, 

for each of whom it is their singularity and essential ‘goodness’ 

rather than iconic heroism that has any similarity.  Otherwise, 

MacDougal and Hiroshima’s M’Glennon are vastly different 

characters.  MacDougal, a six foot-four inch mountain of a man 

with ‘the bearing of an emperor’ and an imperturbability that 

confounds the erratic Japanese, had been a lawyer before the war.  

Badly wounded in the ‘chaotic flight’ that was the Allied 

withdrawal to Singapore, MacDougal finds himself in a makeshift 

hospital where medical attention is negligent and the men around 

him rot and die in their own filth; until he gets strong enough to 

bellow, and keep bellowing until help arrives.  He is soon moved 

to the Changi hospital where he is to find his niche as one of 

those men who kept hope alive against impossible odds.  MacDougall 

is a ‘doer’, not one ever to give up where there is a chance of 

righting things as best he can, and with Changi he has perhaps his 

most difficult task, but men like him saved numerous lives and 

made life more bearable for many others.  If the character of 

MacDougal is not derived from one actual character, then he stands 

for all those faceless men who did much as he is said to have done 

here.  And, if we are to speak in terms of heroism, these people 
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who kept their humanity when all about were losing theirs were the 

genuine heroes of the war.  

 

 With his huge frame and its useless leg, adorned with no more 

than a pair of cotton underpants and a porkpie hat and propelled 

about by either a home-made crutch or an old wheelchair, MacDougal 

cuts an eccentric figure.  But he gets a great deal done as he 

alternatively charms, bullies, outwits and stonewalls both the 

Japanese and his own recalcitrant officers.  He sets up in 

opposition to the ‘collaborators, the craven, the black 

marketeers, whose stock-in-trade was the anguish and misery of 

their own comrades’ (p.39).  There are a number of these 

individuals operating as traders, exchanging Red Cross supplies 

looted by the Japanese and sold on to them for cash, personal 

goods or promissory notes, but through canny planning MacDougal 

manages to do them out of business.  He distills the scarce, much 

needed salt from seawater, sets up a canteen that supplies first 

the hospital inmates, then corners the market on the most traded 

items.  He establishes food gardens and keeps ducks, also to 

supply the hospital, all the while building a reputation for 

wisdom and grace amongst both some of the Japanese soldiers and 

the POWs.  And he makes enemies amongst both too, of those who 

profited from the erstwhile thriving black market and those 

officers who resent his success, and the scorn he makes clear he 

feels for them. 

 

Here also, was another attempt to portray the Japanese as 

human beings, one that fails miserably for very understandable 

reasons.  For Lambert it is evident that there was still the raw 

memory of too much monstrosity for it to be forgiven quite yet.  

It needs to be remembered that Lambert was amongst the 

rehabilitation units that entered Changi at the end of the war.  

He saw the product of Japanese brutality at first hand, was privy 

to the first and rawest tales of the survivors, and was deeply 

affected even after his own terrible experiences in battle.  Yet 
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even in this horror he saw hope as the survivor as he writes in a 

letter to his father from Singapore:   

 
… when men have suffered this much they perhaps do not believe 
in luck any more but through all the beatings and humiliations 
the spirit is bright and sharp as a new needle and somehow 
there is hope as well.’  

    (Letter to Frank 02.08.45 in O'Leary MS)   
 

At one point Lambert acknowledges that the Japanese were not alone 

in their brutality, and that many allied soldiers were equally 

capable of perpetrating monstrous acts.  But it is the 

inexplicably erratic cruelty of the Japanese which Lambert returns 

to like a dog with a bone, and the twenty-four Australian nurses 

captured on Banka Island who were, for seemingly no reason, herded 

into the ocean and shot, is just one incident of many examples 

cited (p.57).10  Although he does try to begin to understand the 

behaviour of the Japanese here, his detestation is still too 

potent to allow more than a generalised theorising that remains 

riddled with what he admits as a bias he is not yet ready to 

abandon (p.59-60):   

 
When Jung evolved the theories of race memory and psychic 
infection he should have taken a long look at the Japanese.  
They were suffering from the hugest inferiority complex in all 
human history.   
 
The West had made fun of them ever since their earliest 
contacts, which in terms of history were relatively recent. 
Yes, the Japanese were funny, as Gilbert and Sullivan so ably 
demonstrated.  Also, they imitated us.  Not only that, they 
looked like monkeys. 
 
Suddenly in South-East Asia they had conquered and triumphed.  
They exulted.  Devilishly, they put the boot into the mockers.  
But they never got rid of the sense of inferiority.  You see, 
they were trying to be more western than we were ourselves, and 
they weren’t proving it.  Not to us anyway.  Somehow these 
horrible little imitators had got the upper hand, but for all 
that they were none the more respected.  It drove some of them 
mad. 
 
They devoted themselves to imitating the Westerner, then in a 
rage of injured vanity they sought to conquer and humiliate 
him.  The comical copyists turned into vicious monsters. 

                                                           
10 This is quite a famous incident because one of the nurses survived to 
tell the story. 
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But there was a strange and disturbing ambivalence about the 
Jap psychology.  They believed implicitly that they were of 
divine origin and were destined by their deity to rule the 
earth.  They had neither the physique not the ability to carry 
it off; the Westerner brushed their pretensions aside.  Vain as 
peacocks, touchy as cobras, they constantly suspected mockery 
and laughter.  That was no way for a true conqueror to behave.  
 

And MacDougal’s has plenty of first and second hand evidence to 

support his bias for, unlike the Western nations which had been 

warring amongst themselves for millennia and had evolved elaborate 

protocols around war and the humane management of prisoners, the 

Japanese seemed to have none.  Yet he notes with fascination what 

was to westerners the dichotomous notion of ‘honour’ that made the 

Japanese scrupulous when it came to negotiations over small items 

of personal property belonging to prisoners when they could cause 

such enormous suffering and see it as an act endowed with virtue 

(p.134): 

 
Malcolm never learnt of a single case in which a Jap 
dishonoured a bargain.  They took things away to have them 
valued, brought them back and paid the price.  And yet these 
men, so strict in their personal dealings, were the same men 
who stood by on the death Railway and drove their captives to 
lingering, miserable deaths, and saw nothing wrong in it.  
 

Still, Lambert will always work against his prejudices and, though 

the first Japanese MacDougal meets in the hospital is ‘straight 

out of a Ronald Searle caricature’, he visits each bed with a 

smile, a cigarette, and the words, “War very bad” (pp.20-1). 

 

O’Leary cites a reviewer who complained that, with the war 

well over and Japan now a valuable trading partner, there was no 

place for such memories to be stirred (O'Leary 1974:107-8).  Yet, 

with the interests of commerce wishing to sweep these memories 

away before they could be explained and forgiven is perhaps the 

very reason why Lambert wrote MacDougal’s then.  However, Japanese 

commercial feathers were not the only ones in danger of being 

ruffled.  MacDougal’s also condemns the Australian Divisional 

Commander who presided over the chaotic retreat then caught the 

last plane out, and those Australian officers-in-charge at Changi 
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who looked after their own skins to the detriment of their men’s 

(p.63):    

 
When enslavement became inevitable far too many officers sought 
only to retain their status as officers, when the truth was 
they were fellow sufferers in a vile predicament along with the 
Other Ranks.  Never has the absurd snobbery and class 
distinction of the army been so clearly demonstrated. … 
Military snobbery is the most pernicious of all snobbery.  
During the war there was a widespread myth in the British Army 
that the Australian Army was a democratic army.  On the Death 
Railway that myth died once and for all. 
  

Lambert’s experience with the POWs and their tales of their 

officers’ betrayal must have cemented his own already strongly 

felt anger against the officer class.  These men’s memories, of 

officers who continued to keep the best food for themselves and 

escorted their men to and from the slavery and death of the work 

gangs while passing their days in relative comfort earned the 

lasting enmity of those who survived; and of Lambert (p.144): 

 
I know of one group of Other Ranks who, on returning home, 
refused to be associated with certain officers and would not 
have anything to do with the official association of ex-Malayan 
P.O.W.’s.  Instead, they founded an ex-P.O.W.’s body of their 
own, whose constitution consisted of one sentence: NO OFFICERS. 
 

And it is these corrupt officers who finally bring MacDougal down, 

men from his own side who, out of envy and malice, have him put in 

Changi Jail where he languishes for a year before the war 

ends.  After all he has surmounted this betrayal by his own comes 

close to breaking his indomitable spirit.  But like MacDougal 

himself, Lambert does not make this a generalised contempt for all 

officers, but accords blame and respect only where it is due 

(p.146): 

 
Order and respect were preserved for officers like Colonel 
“Black Jack” Callaghan, D.S.O. … His men at times referred to 
him as “God” – and in fact his unit became known as “God’s 
Own”.  There was that great and selfless surgeon who became 
known as “Christ of the Burma Road”.  There were others like 
Major W., who had earned the friendship and respect of Malcolm. 
 
However, the self-interest and corruption of officers and the 

cruelty of the Japanese are not the only targets of MacDougal’s 
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ire.  Lord Mountbatten gets a serve for his facile and ‘flippant’ 

speeches that failed to inspire men who ‘badly needed inspiration 

from someone’ (p.151).  The Sikhs, already degraded as mercenaries 

to the British, are shown to change masters readily and enact 

cruel and indiscriminate retribution for previously endured 

indignities (pp.42-3).  The Malays, native and Chinese, are shown 

to have many amongst them who are readily prepared to transfer 

loyalties and collaborate with their new colonial rulers.  At the 

end of the war those people who backed the wrong side are seen by 

their neighbours as traitors and are quietly murdered.  And the 

ever-amoral Chinese traders who managed to profit even during the 

war and became millionaires after are not spared either 

(pp.18,146-7).  However, it is the whole obscenity of war, that 

tearing of the thin mask of civilisation which reveals the finest 

and the worst among us, and is the enemy of all.  There is little 

of Lambert’s erstwhile faith in a wider human goodness evident 

here, only individuals now in whom that goodness remains under 

duress, while others lose theirs when the mask of civilisation 

fails. 

 

The Long White Night 

In The Long White Night ([1965]1967) Lambert takes yet another 

approach to the war, this time its legacy in the broken mind of a 

man who could neither forgive nor forget an injustice, his story 

told by a comrade-in-arms who has since become his psychiatrist.  

Lambert was certainly inventive with his approaches to the war, 

critiquing it from all angles, this time in contemporary mode two 

decades on with flashbacks to the Middle East theatre-of-war and 

the journey of a man who found his identity in battle, only to 

lose himself again with terrible consequences.  The narrator, Dr 

John Hume, had interrupted his medical studies to enlist and had 

met Lawrence Primrose in the interview queue.  Primrose, who 

quickly became known as ‘Prim’, was then a man weakened by hunger, 

degraded by unemployment, and evidently come straight in off ‘the 

track’ (p.16): 
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… his remarks were that of a social rebel, a man with a grudge 
against the society which had rejected him : a mess of half-pie 
Marxism, anarcho-syndicalism, and Social Credit, picked up from 
agitators as he sheltered along the tracks under bridges and in 
sheds.  He had a sense of inferiority that coloured every 
remark he made. 
 

But Prim had discovered his true vocation in soldiering and 

rapidly grew solid in body and fanatical in dedication to the army 

rulebook, assuming an obsessive commitment to military discipline 

and winning his first two ‘stripes’ in a matter of weeks.  

Variations of this character, a man whose pride has been stunted 

or brought low by the inequities and cruelties of society but 

finds a path to his identity within the discipline and power of 

the Army, appear in other Lambert stories of the war.  Lambert 

must have seen numerous men like this to bring them in almost as a 

staple of army life and to make one the subject of a novel in his 

own right.  They are, invariably, unstable characters and Prim is 

no exception. 

 

The narrative opens with Hume attending his brigade reunion, 

which has as the guest of honour their old commander, General Sir 

Cyril Goss, now become a Member of Parliament.  Hume attends these 

events more out of concern for a number of his ex-soldier patients 

and general interest in the social phenomena rather than any 

personal desire (pp.9-10): 

 
The abrupt transition to their wartime selves; men who were now 
respectable fathers of families and members of businesses 
behaving like drunkards and brothel-seekers.  The endless 
reminiscences, the dedicated boozing, the awful immaturity. 
 

In common with other Lambert characters, Hume had refused the rank 

offered him for his intelligence and education, and the rationale 

for that is explained perhaps most succinctly here (p.11): ‘The 

private soldier has more dignity.  He has freedom of thought, if 

not freedom of movement.  He can be as critical and insolent as he 

chooses.  He has nothing to lose.’  And he gives here what was 

probably Lambert’s own reason for finally accepting sergeant’s 

stripes: ‘Right towards the end of the war I took three stripes, 
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thinking they would come in useful back at the base.  They did.’  

The event is under way and the men are engaging in their usual 

uproarious behaviour, but this reunion is to be like no other. 

 

 As he arrives at the reunion General Goss is shot dead by an 

unknown assassin and, since Goss has been particularly aggressive 

in his McCarthyist attacks on communists in parliament, it is 

generally suspected that his assailant is a Soviet agent.  That 

Lambert has lost none of his disgust for the cultural 

glorification of war, or this type of officer and the sort of the 

politician they became after the war, is clear in Hume’s 

reflection (p.14): 

 
… like most students of my age (I was twenty-two) I had 
absorbed the ideas which were floating around every British 
quadrangle in the late thirties, and felt constrained to become 
a soldier, opposing the fascist hordes. … The fact that the war 
had been fashioned by default through politicians on our side 
as well as the other was not yet clear to me.  It is quite 
clear after the war, for instance, that General Goss’s 
spiritual home was with the fascists. 
 

However, knowing the long and fruitless battle Prim has conducted 

to clear his name with Goss and the unbalanced state of mind he is 

in, Hume suspects him and sets out to try to find Prim’s 

whereabouts and get him into hospital before the law catches up 

with him.  The search for Prim is the subject of the subsequent 

narrative, intersected by Hume’s flashbacks to both memories of 

Prim and his own experiences during their military service.  Prim 

had had become the exemplary sergeant in every way, a stickler for 

discipline and formality and fiercely courageous in battle, 

loathed by his men for the former and praised by all for the 

latter.  He had been awarded the Distinguished Conduct Medal (with 

bar) but Prim’s hopes of further promotion were futile since Goss 

gave higher promotions only where it suited his interests.  And 

Prim’s desire to be the perfect soldier was marred by just one 

weakness; only Hume knew and he was sworn to secrecy.  Prim was a 

narcoleptic and ran the constant risk that the supply of 

ephedrine, which kept him from falling into a death-like coma, 
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might be lost in battle.  That he might be buried alive was not 

the worst of outcomes for Prim.  If his condition were revealed he 

would immediately be discharged from the army which had become his 

sole raison d’etre, and Prim was prepared to sacrifice anything to 

prevent that, including the reputation he had so justly earned.  

During a particularly intense and long battle that is part of a 

larger strategy designed by Goss, Prim forgets to take his 

ephedrine and falls into a death-like coma, which results in a 

premature withdrawal and the thwarting of the battle plan.  When 

Prim wakes and appears to be unharmed he is arraigned on a charge 

of cowardice in a court martial.  As he refuses to defend himself 

by disclosing the reason, merely declaring ‘not guilty’, Prim is 

stripped of his rank by a vengeful Goss and relegated to the most 

humiliating jobs for the duration of his service.  Prim believes 

that as long as he remains in the army he will be able to work his 

way up again, but he has not counted on the long arm of Goss’ 

vengeance and the terrible stigma of cowardice, which persists 

after the war. 

 

 In the flashbacks Hume recalls not only Prim but other 

characters, amongst whom Clancy and Bocker represent the classic 

Australian soldier, their laconic irreverence delivering what 

little humour this sad little tale contains.  These men also 

provide the vehicle for a reflection on the nature of the average 

soldier by Hume pp.73-4): 

 
I’ve no doubt that many of the citizenry, both in Australia and 
outside of it, saw them as just two more drunken diggers, a 
temporary necessity; and there’s no doubt either that in their 
more outrageous exploits they epitomised the emptiness and 
idiocy of a soldier's life.  But that was no fault of theirs.  
If you live with them and in the end watch them die, you see 
men in their essentials.  So I see them as men who deserved, 
and secretly wished for, the permanent and tender care of a 
woman – in time, they both would have made good husbands.  They 
were simple men, in the world’s most dignified sense, their 
attitudes and their acts over-simplified by the routine and the 
harshness of an infantryman’s war. 
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Both Clancy and Bocker die in battle and the tragedy of their lost 

potential lives is poignant.  Prim had saved Hume’s life in 

another battle and he feels an obligation to try to help him now, 

but in a professional capacity Hume also sees Prim’s distorted 

sense of honour as one more of war’s follies, the worst outcome of 

which he is determined to prevent.  During the search Hume meets 

and falls in love with Prim’s wife, who had married Prim out of a 

mixed agenda of revenge for her first husband, who had been driven 

to suicide by Goss’ false accusations of communist association, 

and sympathy for Prim.  And he finally finds Prim, but it is too 

late for Prim has shot himself, yet another victim in the long 

aftermath of the war.  Although this tale appears to be a lesser 

work, White Night is no less powerful, for it shows that the price 

of war does not end when the men come home and the bombs are paid 

for, but continues to be paid in a legacy of madness and misery.    

 

Hiroshima Reef 

Hiroshima Reef (1967) was the last of Lambert’s novels published 

under his own name and, as Phyl reported in awe, its fifty 

thousand words ‘rolled off his typewriter in great chunks’ in 

under a month, (O’Leary 1974:106).11  This is the mature writer 

hitting his stride and the artist finding a new philosophical 

truth to underpin his writing, and possibly knowing he did not 

have long to do it.  Here, Lambert tries to extend his humanism to 

the Japanese soldier, something that he had struggled with and 

failed in The Dark Backward (1958).  This same task was approached 

again in MacDougal’s Farm (1965), but again the atrocities 

perpetrated by the Japanese on their Malayan POWs overwhelmed any 

balance Lambert was striving for there.  In Hiroshima he comes 

closer to portraying the Japanese as real human beings who are 

products of their culture, as much as we all are and, like all 

                                                           
11 He may have written more before he died, either for the commercial 
media under his own name or there may be publications in other 
pseudonyms, but this remains for future research. This writing speed of 
Lambert also caused occasional inconsistencies in small details in a 
number of his books that an observant editor should have picked up. 
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soldiers, also products of the inhumanity of war.  In the few 

instances where politics are evident at all they are now decidedly 

anti-communist, raised in the less than flattering context of an 

unstable, obsessive character.  Also, while the dialectic of good 

and evil that became a perennial after 1956 continues here it is, 

like the politics of earlier works, embedded within the flawed 

humanity of the characters and there is considerably less overt 

philosophising, particularly less than in The Dark.  Like The Dark 

this novel deals with a spying operation, conducted here by an 

Intelligence unit called the XP Irregular Company; X being for Top 

Secret and P for Pacific.  Hiroshima is grouped with the anti-war 

novels rather than ‘ripping yarns’ for its greater focus on the 

theatre of war itself and the attempt it makes to explore the mind 

of the Japanese enemy.  Hiroshima is an adventure that has 

similarities to The Dark and its strong individualistic characters 

should bring it closer to the ‘ripping yarn’ category.  However, 

since all Lambert’s books on war are anti-war per se, this 

categorisation is qualitative and acknowledged as arbitrary. 

 

 There is iconic heroism here too, but of a very different 

kind to the other stories of war, this time sited in the character 

of the exceptionally individualistic and charismatic American 

missionary Doctor Fergin M’Glennon who has single-handedly 

established a leper colony on the Polynesian island of Fulakona.  

M’Glennon is not a physically attractive man, his skeletal 

physiognomy and ‘coarse, lank hair the colour of that grey 

volcanic sand’ only mitigated by ‘two yellow-green eyes as bright 

as a sunray on a ripple’ (p.2).  It is the sheer force of his 

personality and his calm ‘goodness’ that render him heroic (p.2): 

 
His voice was as soft as an air current in a tree, a hint, a 
haunting, and yet its sound could plumb consciousness and make 
mincemeat of personal desires.  Within minutes of knowing him 
men and women fell completely under his spell and would have 
followed him anywhere. 
 

Perhaps this was Lambert’s religious inclination showing as 

M’Glennon’s in an anarchistic religiosity closer to the basic 
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humanitarian style of Christianity’s originator than any 

institutionalised manifestation.  M’Glennon is stern, and mostly 

humourless, indeed the humorous element of the other anti-war 

novels is entirely missing here, found neither in the native 

population nor even in the Australian characters.  At least 

initially, there is no redeeming humour in any of the Japanese who 

have arrived to establish a refuelling base for their invasion of 

Australia.    

 

 The Japanese colonel Hakanate is a scion of an ancient noble 

family that has moved with the times sufficiently to have 

transferred their authority into the capitalist parlance of 

property and share ownership in major corporations such as 

Mitsubishi.  However, Hakanate belongs to culture that is 

essentially feudal and his rank as colonel in the Japanese army 

continues the pattern of all feudal lords, treating the lives of 

all underlings with contempt (pp.7-8):  

 
In time, Hakanate aimed to have Fulakona running as smoothly 
and successfully as any of these concerns, overlooking the fact 
that they ran so well because, in them, human wastage counted 
for little, and that, in the Japanese Army it counted for even 
less. 
 

Indeed, Lambert’s struggle is still with what he saw as the 

inhuman cruelty and seeming irrationality of the Japanese military 

character that he experienced during the war, though here he comes 

closer to seeing it as a cultural manifestation rather than any 

innate characteristic.  The first impression of Hakanate is that 

he is ‘tall for a Japanese’, handsome, and ‘seemed formed not from 

ordinary flesh but some inhuman substance’ (p.9).  Yet for the 

first time a Japanese has an interior life in which this mask is 

revealed as a product of culture as he struggles with the 

challenges the island presents to his cultural constraints.  He 

commands the respect of his men by ruthless efficiency and 

intolerance for breaches of discipline, the punishment of which 

ranges from the standardised face slapping that all officers 

administer to underlings to summary executions by Hakanate 
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himself, of which there are a number during this story.  Like The 

Dark’s Higatura, Hakanate has had some university education in 

America, speaks perfect English, and considers himself a man of 

culture.  But there the similarity ends, for while Hakanate has 

presided over his army’s atrocities in other regions, he does 

believe in the Japanese ascendancy and is not insensible to some 

of the finer considerations that a race assuming moral supremacy 

over others might need to rule them.  He shares with M’Glennon an 

appreciation of art, in particular the painter Paul Gaugin, one of 

whose works he discovers on the wall of M’Glennon’s office, and 

also of M’Glennon’s own artwork which reflects his empathy with 

Gaugin’s love of the islands and their people.  Through the 

relationships he develops with M’Glennon and the native woman 

Taluni Hakanate begins to become more sensitive to Fulakona and 

its inhabitants.  With Hakanate, Lambert tries to show a man 

struggling with ingrained habits of harsh authority in 

circumstances of war which require their full enforcement, and the 

sensibilities in him which contact with both M’Glennon and Taluni 

both invoke, each in their own very different ways.  And Lambert 

succeeds in evoking for Hakanate a human soul, but it has to be 

remarked that it is a grudging humanity that is only found in his 

contact with M’Glennon and the finer aspects of Western 

Christianity (p.31): 

 
He was amazed at himself for wanting to live up to the doctor’s 
good opinion of him.  The doctor had stated that he, Hakanate, 
was a civilized man, incapable of cold-blooded slaughter – and 
hadn’t the doctor given him the unmistakable impression of a 
man who discerned and spoke the truth?  If he were to destroy 
the doctor’s good opinion of him he felt as though he would be 
destroying himself.  
 
The only other Japanese character to receive a sympathetic 

rendering is the medical officer Watanabe, who has converted to 

Christianity through a pre-war missionary in Japan, and what both 

Watanabe knows through his Christianity and Hakanate learns 

through M’Glennon and Tulani is the redeeming Christian principle 

of Love.  However, through most of the tale Love struggles to find 

a foothold and, like humour, is nowhere to be found in any of the 
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other non-Christian characters.  Hakanate succumbs to alcoholic 

poisoning from a bout of drinking brought on by emotional conflict 

with his own behaviour and new sensibilities he has been 

developing.  During Hakanate’s illness M’Glennon, who has revealed 

to the Japanese soldiers what Hakanate had feared to, that the 

island was a leper colony, is beaten badly by them and only saved 

by Watanabe rousing Hakanate who promptly executes the ringleader.  

When M’Glennon is recovering Watanabe tells him of this execution 

to which M’Glennon replies (p.93-4): ‘Poor Tasaki,’ he said at 

last.  ‘He was only frightened.  They were all frightened because 

of what I had told them.’  And when Hakanate visits M’Glennon 

Lambert reinforces this point, perhaps coming closest to endowing 

the ordinary Japanese soldier with an ordinary humanity (pp.94): 

 
‘My officers and men took advantage of my absence to behave 

abominably – like animals.  For that I apologize sincerely.  
Their behaviour was unworthy of Japanese soldiers. 
‘On the contrary,’ corrected the doctor.  ‘Their behaviour was 

typical of how all soldiers might behave, given the 
opportunity.  Do not delude yourself that yours are any more 
pure than the others, and that what they did to me was a 
temporary lapse.’ 
 

This, very Christian, forgiveness of M’Glennon’s is the ethos of 

what Lambert is attempting to do with this tale, for himself and 

others of his generation, to reach past their alien exterior and 

forgive the Japanese.  To portray them through one man struggling 

with his cultural limitations on the experience of love, another 

isolated from his fellows but strengthened by his conversion to 

the Love of Christianity, and both as very ordinary human beings 

reacting in fear of the unknown.  But this is a hard task for one 

still traumatised by the very real monstrosity of Japanese wartime 

behaviour and there is a reminder of this when the Australian 

spies make contact with M’Glennon.  M’Glennon is appraised of the 

conditions of POWs on the Burma Railway and numerous other 

instances of Japanese atrocity; events which Lambert would have 

had historical evidence for and would certainly have needed some 

‘road to Damascus’ experience of his own to forgive (pp.126-7): 

 

 370



‘Do you know of the Reverend Manning in New Britain, by any 
chance?’ 
‘I have heard of him.  An eminent anthropologist.’ 

‘Manning was taken from his mission, made to watch while the 
fifty-odd Melanesians under his care were slaughtered.  Then he 
was stripped bare and made to dig his own grave.  Then his head 
was hacked off, and the body was kicked into the grave he had 
dug for himself.  The head was displayed on a stake and used 
for target practice.  Neither in New Guinea nor the Solomons 
have we found any missionaries alive.’ 
… 
‘I suppose the worst case we have heard so far is that of the 
Reverend Angus at Sallahong Mission in the Celebes.  He was 
buried alive, with his head left protruding above the ground, 
next to a nest of meat ants.  Then the Japs amused themselves 
placing bets on how long it would take the ants to eat the 
Reverend’s face and head clean down to the bone . . .’ 

 

 The four Australian spies, led by the ‘blunt, uncomplicated’ 

Major Keble and Lieutenant French, a communist fanatic who took up 

the ‘war against fascism’ crusade when Russia became an ally, are 

landed at night and make their base high on the island’s ancient 

volcanic core.  The two sergeants, McGowan, an easy-going but 

efficient operator, and Menere, a half-cast aboriginal who had 

found self-respect in the boxing ring, make up their company.  

French has been a poor choice for such an isolated situation where 

the men must remain in close contact while enduring near-

starvation rations and the constant danger of detection.  He is, 

essentially, unstable, actively disliked by McGowan who calls him 

‘Willy the War Winner’, and has established tensions with Menere 

after he had made an ill-considered attempt to offer sympathetic 

‘patronage’ (pp.26-7).  Menere is the most interesting character 

amongst them, and gives Lambert a vehicle for exploring another 

aspect of Australian aboriginality, this time through a man who 

has fought his way to respect with his fists.  It is quite 

possible Lambert had met men like Menere during his service and 

this may have been his first contact with Aboriginal people as 

they were all-but wiped out in the areas where he grew up.  When 

they discover their target is a leper colony McGowan is horrified, 

but for Menere it is nothing new (p.27): 

 
Menere merely shrugged.  In that part of the territory where he 
had been born and grew up, he had seen many of his mother’s 
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people with the great. Glistening sores.  Along with 
tuberculosis and pneumonia, and other white men’s diseases. 
 

Menere also has the bush skills of his mother’s people and acts as 

a scout for the spy group, but in most other ways is no different 

to his fellow soldiers.  However, while this character has some 

incidental interest, such interpersonal tensions and spying 

activities make up the sum presence of the Australians’ in the 

narrative, the narrative’s focus builds around the relationships 

of Hakanate with M’Glennon and Taluni.   

 

Hakanate has not informed the men on the leper colony, instead 

banning fraternising with the natives, and has just executed one 

of his most popular men for breaking this rule when he comes 

across Taluni grieving over her betrothed who has also just been 

shot by one of his men.  Lambert’s prose lingers lovingly over the 

charms of the Polynesian women and Hakanate, already incited to 

appreciate them through Gaugin’s aesthetic, finds himself smitten.  

Taluni is asked by the headman of the village to seduce Hakanate 

and gain information that will help their planned escape, and she 

enters into an affair that finds both of them, to their individual 

surprise, falling in love.  Love proves a very difficult exercise 

for Hakanate, for it has little place in a culture of arranged 

marriage and courtesans.  Beyond such cultural stereotyping there 

is little evidence that Lambert had acquainted himself with much 

Japanese culture before writing this novel, and his approach to 

the Japanese even here where he is trying to see them as more than 

savage, ‘slit-eyed manikins’, bears the hallmarks his war-learned 

prejudice.12  There is also what might be seen as a more 

generalised cultural chauvinism in the central place Love holds 

for Lambert’s concept of Christianity.  However, chauvinistic as 

this may appear now, and however much that principle may have been 

the subject of great hypocrisy, there remains a certain truth to 

the uniquely central place of Love in basic Christian precepts 
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that few other cultures share.  Hakanate is brought by his contact 

with M’Glennon to understand that, with this ethos of Love, 

Christianity can produce such men (p.40): 

 
Hakanate found himself thinking of Albert Schweitzer.  The 
musician, the philosopher, the doctor, who had spat upon fame 
and buried himself among lepers in the Congo.  Here, surely, 
was a parallel.  He had been cynical when reading about 
Schweitzer at his American university: simply a man chosen by 
the Christians to be built into a saint for a politic purpose.  
But now he knew such men existed. 
 
The refuelling base Hakanate has so diligently built is 

destroyed by an American attack informed by the Australian spies, 

which also destroys the leper colony and M’Glennon, badly injured 

in the raid, recovers in a base hospital as the war ends.  

Hakanate is thought to be dead, but a report of a lone Japanese 

sighted on the otherwise depopulated Fulakona sends M’Glennon back 

to find Hakanate living a hermetic life after his beloved Taluni 

died in childbirth.  Without the war and cultural constraints to 

divide them Hakanate and M’Glennon are free to enjoy the 

friendship begun under such restrictive conditions.  Hakanate 

reveals he has contracted leprosy and is content to remain alone 

with his now much-loved island and what survived of M’Glennon’s 

library and artworks, particularly his painting of Taluni.  As the 

two friends watch the sun go down over the ocean a turtle nest 

erupts with baby turtles scrambling for the ocean in what, for 

Lambert, has become a metaphor for human progress (p.249):   

 
But, as on that day when Marines had attacked the pill-boxes in 
the sand dunes, when four had died but one had survived to 
storm the pill-box, some of the little turtles survived the 
pitiless beaks, made into the shallows and finally found the 
safety of deep water.13

And began their lives.   
 

And perhaps here too is Lambert working to salvage from his 

discredited culture the concept of Love as the one redeemable 

                                                                                                                                                                                
12 This is how the Japanese are frequently described in Veterans and The 
Dark. 
13 ‘Pill box’ is a concrete, bunker-like gun-post with the top and 
gunslit protruding. 
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feature that can be built upon to hold at bay the worst of human 

propensities, whatever the race, and with his last literary breath 

to give it wings. 

 

iv) Ripping yarns and a bodice ripper: The Dark Backward, 

Ballarat, Kelly, and A Short walk to the Stars  

 

The Dark Backward 

The Dark Backward (1958) was being written throughout 1956 and 

parts appear to have been revisited before publication with added 

reflections on the philosophical issues that Lambert was trying to 

come to terms with during that period and can, therefore, also be 

seen as a ‘novel of ideas’.  Its subtext might be read as a 

metaphor for the challenges posed by the events of that dramatic 

year, especially in the theme of the good and evil men do through 

love and ideals.  However, despite this quality, The Dark is 

included here in the category of ‘ripping yarns’ for its almost 

film-like focus on the element of adventure.  Given Lambert’s 

writing speed, that this novel took so long is explained by the 

intervention of those historic events, the breakdown of his 

marriage, and his own fragmented writing processes as he took on 

the London literary scene with numerous other projects.  It is the 

first of the two novels dealing with the Malaya campaign and its 

subject is a covert spying operation and local guerrilla groups 

rather than a formal theatre of war such as that of North Africa 

and New Guinea.  Little else beyond what these novels reveal is 

known of Lambert’s experiences in Malaya and, though O’Leary and 

others seem to think he was lying when he told stories of spying 

operations during his service in Malaya (O'Leary 1974:93), the 

truth of that matter remains for future research.  The plot draws 

on intimate knowledge of the Malay topography, culture, and the 

Allied and guerrilla wartime and post-war operations.  As an 

intelligent man who was just a bit ‘different’ to his fellow 

soldiers it is feasible that he be chosen for covert intelligence 
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work and, if the events of this story are not in any way 

autobiographical, Lambert quite possibly knew of those with 

similar experiences.  Lambert’s works often feature some 

philosophical reflection that asks the reader to consider the 

complex human agendas and motivations of the character’s situation 

and The Dark continues in this mode, questioning these dimensions 

with more depth and fewer answers, reflecting Lambert’s own 

increasing uncertainty as the year progressed. 

 

 The narrative opens with the unusual strategy of a short 

‘Prelude’ that acts to distance the author from the first person 

tense of the protagonist Anthony Harding: ‘Nobody knows I am 

writing this, not even Lambert, who suggested that I should.’  

Harding has been wounded in New Guinea and is brought to an 

offshore Australian military hospital in a confused, amnesiac 

state until, one month after admission a nurse’s mention of Manly 

Beach brings his memory back (pp.9-10).  It is revealed that 

Harding is an orphan whose parents were expatriate Australians 

working in Malaya, ‘killed in one of the first raids on Ipoh’ 

(p.12).  At the time this incident occurred Harding had been at 

university in Sydney studying music, where he had shown 

considerable promise for composition and performance as a pianist.  

Harding, who had grown up in Malaya and spoke fluent Malay and 

some Chinese, is recruited to the espionage unit called ‘X-

Independent’ and sent to Malaya with two companions.  They are 

part of ring of scouting parties, their mission to locate Japanese 

positions and make contact with the local resistance who are known 

to be scattered throughout as loosely connected guerrilla bands.  

Harding’s age is similar to Lambert’s and his reflection on his 

belief in the war and his own personality type are probably 

Lambert’s own, of how he watched the rise of Hitler and Mussolini 

whilst still in school, and then the war in Spain, Abyssinia, 

Austria and Czechoslovakia (pp.13-14): 

 
I was lonely, a little given to melancholy, and far too much 
thinking: so in those years I found myself wondering when I 
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would have to go and fight what had arisen; and then come back 
to help set in order the house whose heads had condoned so much 
evil. 
 

And the death of his parents has given Harding ‘a personal and 

furious edge’ that makes him the ‘complete crusader’.  After a 

month’s ‘intensive training’ for their task they are landed at 

night on a Malayan beach and make their way inland to their 

designated base.  On the way they witness road gangs of Chinese 

and Malay men brutally ‘supervised’ by the Japanese and other 

‘Jap’ atrocities on Malay civilians but are forced by their 

mission to refrain from interfering.  Further on they witness a 

swiftly lethal attack on a company of Jap soldiers by a guerrilla 

group that includes a girl fighter. 

 

 Some time later Harding and his comrades are discovered by an 

Indian-Malay whom Harding prevents his partners from killing.  Far 

from grateful, the man betrays them to the Japanese, they are 

caught, one is killed and Harding and his remaining comrade are 

taken prisoner and tortured, to which neither yields.  Hatred for 

the Japanese is something Lambert struggles with and fails to 

resolve here.  Given the circumstances in which they have met it 

is not hard to understand why he has difficulty extending his 

humanism to these cruelly implacable foes and he has Harding 

describe one of his captors thus (p.47): ‘I knew my Japs.  I saw 

his soul in the glitter of his little black eyes.  There would be 

a blow.’  Yet while many of the descriptions of the Japs are self-

consciously stereotyped, Lambert still moves to counter what might 

otherwise be simple racism by breaking with the stereotype in the 

Japanese colonel Higatura (p.51): ‘It was the face of an ascetic. 

… He was so utterly unlike what I had prepared myself for that he 

was at once more deadly.’  Higatura has been educated at an 

American university and engages with Harding philosophically, 

challenging America’s moral superiority with its treatment of its 

black people (p.55): ‘In America I saw a negro burned alive and 

another hung with wire. The oppressed look to Japan … .’  However, 

the conversation reveals Higatura as a man who, with all his 
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knowledge, acts vilely without even true faith in his cause as a 

rationale, which makes the subsequent torture he inflicts far 

worse in Harding’s eyes (p.55): “You know both sides,” I said. As 

he gazed at me I added: “Neither convince.”   It turns out that 

Harding’s wounds have saved him, as his comrade is tortured to 

death first, but he is badly beaten and his fingers speared with 

poisonous sago thorns.  His already intense hatred of Higatura on 

moral grounds later escalates to personal revenge when he 

discovers that his hands will never recover and his career as a 

musician is ended before it began.  Before he too is finished off 

the same guerrilla group seen earlier rescues him and takes him to 

their camp in the hills.  

 

 Here Harding meets the girl fighter glimpsed earlier, Liu 

Sun, with whom he (rather predictably) falls deeply in love, and 

the marvellous Chinese doctor Chang whose wisdom provides the 

vehicle for subsequent philosophical discussion and revelation.  

The guerrillas are a mix of Chinese and native Malays amongst whom 

there is no racial tension, united as they are in their common 

purpose of freeing their island from the current occupiers and, 

when the war is over, resisting the re-imposition of their 

previous colonial masters.  They treat Harding with kindness and 

respect.  Liu Sun and Chang nurse Harding back to health in the 

guerrilla camp, which has the appearance of a normal village 

numbering some hundred and fifty men, women and children, except 

for its remote, impregnable position and the adults all wearing 

the camouflage uniforms of their little army.  Lambert’s own 

growing cynicism of idealism is contrasted with the hope he still 

wanted to feel, shown in Harding and Liu Sun’s talk of the end of 

the war (p.87-8): 

 
Very softly she said to herself: 
“Then we begin to build a new Malaya.” 
“There is a lot to be rebuilt,” I agreed. 
“We shall not rebuild the old,” she said.  “We shall build a 
new Malaya.” 
The conviction in her voice stirred in me my own half-forgotten 
idealism. 

 377



“All the world will be new after the war,” I said. 
“There is so much to be done,” she said a little fearfully. “I 
wonder if there will be enough people and above all enough 
wisdom.” 
 She turned to look at me now and I felt I could see right into 
the depth of her eyes, and she in turn saw just as clearly into 
mine, and that we shared a rather strange sort of fear that we 
might not be big enough to meet the tremendous promise of our 
world to be. 
… 
She was Malayan, I assured myself, and therefore, of course, 
her problems would be different from mine; but we were both 
young and we had both earned a world which we were going to 
grasp with our two hands.  It seemed a just and splendid thing 
that, though thousands of miles from each other, Liu Sun and I 
would one day be sharing across that stretch of ocean this 
world we had won.  A world that was serene and safe for the 
old, high and promising for the young. 
 

And in a subsequent, reflective passage interposed by the 

protagonist-writer in his own time, Lambert points the way his own 

thoughts will eventually lead (p.89): ‘I suppose, putting it 

simply, that what we both wished for so earnestly and silently was 

plain happiness.’  For Liu Sun, as Chang reveals to Harding, this 

happiness is a more remote thing, her entire family murdered and 

then herself gang-raped and left for dead by the Japanese (p.100). 

 

 When Harding finally meets the guerrilla’s leader, Lee Kim, 

he is prepared to ‘greet this man warmly; ready to enter into all 

his plans and accept his decisions if it were possible’ (p.93).  

However, in Lee Kim Harding discovers what must have come to be 

Lambert’s own political nemesis, the communist ideologue.  He 

recognises they ultimately will follow different, perhaps 

conflicting causes and the tension between the two men is set in 

motion (p.93): 

 
I was a stranger in his land, caught amongst certain 
circumstances for a period; the defeat of my enemies was a 
certain and imminent matter whereas the defeat of Lee Kim’s 
enemies was merely one of a long chain of events, the 
accomplishment of which would bring a certain end closer. As we 
talked there in the twilight he never seemed for an instant 
like a man who had for the time being put aside his ordinary 
ways to shed blood for a common good. 
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This tension develops into a battle for Liu Sun, for her heart by 

Harding and for her mind by Lee Kim, that continues to the end and 

which Lee Kim ultimately and tragically wins.  But there is no 

tension with Chang, in whom Harding finds a deep empathy and whom 

Lambert uses as a vehicle for achieving wisdom in his own 

philosophical battles (p.104-5): 

 
“Man,” said Dr. Chang, a little later, “has moments of great 
brilliance, of great nobility, and in such moments he does 
things of which he can be proud.  But on the whole Man is still 
stupid.  Contemplating his own stupidity he must sometimes be 
driven to despair.  Perhaps it is the realisation of his own 
foolishness that drives him to commit desperate acts.  What 
else but blind stupidity,” asked Dr. Chang, “could make the 
Japs believe that they could ever win the love or the respect 
of the people of Malaya? 
 “What foolishness is it that drives Man to believe the 
rightness of impossible things, and to believe that they and 
only they can be right? 
 “It is strange to reflect,” went on Dr. Chang, “that the 
Japanese believe what they are doing is right, that they are 
winning the love of their god-like Emperor by doing the things 
they are doing.  Even we in this place believe in different 
things. Jagjit Singh believes in his god, and all others are 
mistaken people. Lee Kim believes in no god unless one can 
believe in gods called Marx and Lenin.  But Lee Kim knows he is 
right. There can in his mind be no quarrelling with his concept 
of the world.  It is this fact, that the possibility of his 
being in error never occurs to Lee Kim, which makes him such a 
dangerous man.  Because when men think in such a way any act 
which they commit is necessarily right.”  
 

Harding is more condemning of his contemporary humans, reflecting 

Lambert’s immediate, emotional response to the collapse of his 

modernist, idealistic-humanist world-view into a postmodern 

nihilism (p.113-14): 

 
But man had a mordant urge to achieve the heroic.  He would 

die to realise it; he would commit foul acts to gather that 
reputation.  It seemed to me that we lived in an age for 
heroism, but not for heroes; bodies were no longer striving, 
triumphing things on the mountains, used to precipices and the 
winds, but dossiered, neurotic units of a vast logistic sheet 
worked out by unnamed and super-human minds.  These days it was 
the collective: the team, the platoon, the district, the club, 
the “line”; it was loyalty to everything but yourself.  It was 
Heil Hitler and Die for Stalin, perish for the Divine Emperor, 
Roosevelt and his pledge to rehabilitate the earth, Churchill 
with his first two fingers parted in a V; emotion in the mass, 
the soul on wheels and the lines laid straight through the 
undiscovered – somewhere in it all the human heart wavered, 
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searching for light, like tendrils of smoke in some stygian 
cleft. 
 

These arguments produce the dialectic of this novel, that iconic 

old argument between good and evil, and one that Lambert will 

continue to engage with through novels to come, is expressed most 

profoundly here by Chang (p.107): 

 
“There are good and evil,” said Dr. Chang, “but they do not 
come unfailingly from this or that thing, as the theologists 
would have one believe.  Love sometimes produces great things, 
at others great evil.  Evil is not necessarily an intended 
thing.  Hate sometimes destroys the hated – always the hater.  
Love can also destroy the loved.” 
 

Harding challenges Chang that this is not a novel insight but 

Chang replies that this is the case with most truth.  Chang is who 

Lambert would most like to become, Harding, with his literal and 

metaphorical wounds, his periodic amnesia and his unwise passions, 

is more how Lambert sees himself. 

 

 On a guerrilla mission a young man goes berserk and attacks a 

large company of Japanese they have been observing, bringing the 

group into an unwanted battle in which they are severely 

outnumbered and causing unnecessary deaths of valuable men 

(pp.125-6).  The contrast between formal protocols of national 

armies and the compassion this allows those men who cannot bear 

the pressure of war and the harsh pragmatics of the guerrillas 

that cannot afford weakness is brought home to Harding, who 

narrowly prevents the man from being shot.  This is a futile 

gesture as the man eventually hangs himself in shame anyway, but 

only one of a number of incidents where the cultural gap between 

Harding and the Malays proves unbridgeable.  Lambert does not try 

to resolve these but leaves them as they are, as a demonstration 

that such culturally specific moral judgement is itself futile.  

The group is forced to break up and make their way back to camp in 

pairs in order to escape the Japanese who have now been alerted to 

their location.  Predictably enough, Harding and Liu Sun form one 

of these pairs and their extended courtship is finally consummated 
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in the jungle, ‘somewhere in the singing of the silver sun’ 

(p.137).  Harding is enlivened ‘with an acquisition of confidence 

and strength’ in the knowledge that, if he was not yet her 

‘master, I was at least her equal’, yet realises simultaneously 

that this equality is disabled because, ‘I had given her all of 

myself, and that is always too much’ (p.138).  With her 

independence and fierce fighting skills, her complete lack of 

compassion and tolerance, Liu Sun is a challenging female 

character for the period, and for Lambert, and he leaves Harding 

as thwarted as any man of his time might have been, confronted 

with such a woman (p.139):  

 
I perceived only that we loved each other, and lying there 
sated in the sun, had even begun to make plans for the two of 
us, for a time when the war was all over; plans that ignored 
all we had endured and become.  Your true self is not the self 
you would like to be; it is the self the world has made of you.  
I think we might with justice give some of the fault to our 
stars. 
 

However, it is made clear that both Harding and Liu Sun know, 

underpinning the futility of making any plans for a life together 

in Australia, is the White Australia policy (pp.158,190). 

 

 The war’s end comes, first with Hiroshima and then Nagasaki, 

and the beleaguered Malays who had suffered so much at the hands 

of the Japs have no moment of sympathy now for Japanese civilian 

losses, finding only ‘violent mirth’ to greet Japan’s appeal ‘to 

the conscience of the world’ (p.164).  As had been premised 

throughout the narrative, for the Malays insistent upon freedom 

from any colonial rule, one battle was over and another had 

immediately begun.  Lee Kim goes to meet with other guerrilla 

groups to form their Malayan People’s Liberation Army in 

preparation for the arrival of the Allies while chaos breaks out 

in looting, drunkenness and murder in the towns.  Harding has been 

given the job of guarding Chang, who has returned to his wrecked 

surgery and is setting up to treat the sick and wounded, but in 

one of those moments of simple, tragic chance, Chang dies by a 

random bullet from a drunken thug.  Not long before that bullet 
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ended his life Chang makes one of his rare judgements, this one on 

Lee Kim, and can be seen as Lambert’s own view of how such savage 

experience permanently warps and renders its victim forever 

incapable of pursuing goodness (p.195-6): 

 
Goodness, sincerity, truthfulness are only words to him.  He 
does not any longer aspire to goodness.  He can never be good 
because he already believes himself to be better.  In the name 
of goodness he will practise evil until his own evil overtakes 
him.  He lives in hate, and goodness can only be wrought in 
love.  So you see, our Lee Kim is doomed.  
 

Seeing the reach of his influence, Harding is made aware of Lee 

Kim’s importance to the independence movement but (p.183): 

 
I had little faith in Lee Kim or his Communists keeping any 
order; a lot of the thugs, drunkards and looters I had seen 
around the streets were, or had claimed to be, Communists or 
members of the Malayan People’s Liberation Army.  Since this 
title was the symbol of fear and power I suppose that many of 
them were using it bogusly; if so, neither Lee Kim, nor any of 
his officers seemed to be doing much about it.  I guessed, and 
I think I guessed correctly, rather than seeking to suppress 
the violence, they were tacitly encouraging it in order to 
reduce the population to a sufficient stage of bewildered 
panic, thus making any contemplated coup of the Communists all 
the easier. 
  
None of the philosophical discussion in this story would have 

gone down very well with Lambert’s old Party comrades, but this 

cynical estimation of the communist involvement in the 

independence movement would have sealed The Dark’s fate with any 

who remained faithful to the Party’s ideals.  However, Harding has 

his own tragically warped agenda - revenge – and he makes his way 

past a mob bent on massacre and then a minefield into the guarded 

compound where the remaining Japanese prisoners are kept to find 

Higatura, whom he executes cleanly and with Higatura’s complicity; 

just like that.  Liu Sun has chosen Lee Kim and the glorious 

future he promises of a free, communist Malaya, Chang his friend 

and Higatura his enemy are both dead.  Harding drinks himself into 

madness and amnesia and wakes to sanity in a military hospital, 

again.  And once more he seeks out Liu Sun, this time to say 

goodbye, but with one last try to dissuade her (p.222): 
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“What you are doing, Liu Sun, is futile. You wish to get rid of 
one thing to impose another, but Malaya has a soul of its own.  
Why, look at their religion, which was imposed long ago.  They 
talk of Allah, but the forest and their hearts are full of the 
old, dark gods.  Whatever comes to possess, is itself possessed 
. . .  But it is too late to tell you, quite beyond me to make 
you understand.”    
   

For Harding, Liu Sun will always shine more brightly than any 

peacetime romance, as another incidental intervention from the 

contemporary protagonist-writer reflects while walking with his 

girlfriend (p.115): ‘It was as if the mere shadow of Liu Sun 

walking beside her had made Juliet pale.  I saw Juliet’s 

acquiescence, her flatness of vision, her contentment with mere 

physical comfort.  And I knew it was no good.’  Lambert was 

rumoured to have had a romance while on service in Malaya, and 

such thoughts could have wreaked havoc with his own marriage.  

This also acts also as an explanation of the experience of many 

returned soldiers whose service in active theatres of war that had 

changed them all so profoundly, warped many so disturbingly, so 

that ordinary life must always seem unaccountably pale in 

comparison.   A postscript gives an excerpt from the Sydney 

Morning Herald, 7th November, 1950, which tells of the deaths of 

the ‘leading terrorist’ Lee Kim, the ‘famous girl-terrorist’ Liu 

Sun, and a score of their comrades at the hands of British 

forces.14

 

 While this tale is included under the heading of ‘ripping 

yarns’, it is more importantly a novel of ideas that explores the 

most profound philosophical issues of 1956.  Throughout this 

exploration Lambert is developing a new, postmodern, world-view 

that sees the human microsm, with all its flawed complexity, as 

opposed to the macrosmic modernist vision of grand ideological 

narratives, all which had so obviously failed their adherents.  

                                                           
14 While the report cited here is fictional, the SMH carried numerous 
similar reports of terrorist activities in Malaya during this period, and 
one in particular reports the execution of a ‘Chinese woman terrorist 
hanged in Penang’ (9.12.50). 
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Lambert’s perennial themes are here, of ordinary people coping in 

extraordinary circumstances, how the savagery of war and conflict 

invariably shapes those who experience it for the worse, and how 

some rare individuals find themselves realised in such conflict 

and are very much creatures of their times.  By the very act of 

writing about these ideas and issues at such a critical time, 

Lambert was fulfilling his didactic function as a radical writer 

of his tradition. 

 

Ballarat 

Ballarat ([1962]1963) and the following Kelly ([1964]1966) are, I 

suggest, as far as Lambert got in his ambition to produce the 

‘panoramic Australian novel’ before his premature death.  O’Leary 

thought it ‘one of his greatest books’ (O'Leary 1974:106) and, in 

terms of the literary canon, Ballarat deserves greater recognition 

for its powerful dramatisation of one of the landmarks of 

Australian history.  However, from the perspective of this thesis 

and its discussion of Lambert’s works as to how they represent his 

intentional literary didacticism, The Five Bright Stars is a far 

more important book on the Eureka Stockade.  Lambert’s parsimony 

with material is demonstrated again here, as I am certain that 

Ballarat makes an efficient reuse of the research done for Bright 

Stars which was probably amongst the material in that suitcase 

sent in 1957 from Australia which Williams mentions.  While 

Ballarat shares material with Bright Stars there are new 

characters and historical details for which, given Lambert’s 

propensity for blurring fact and fiction and without further 

research into Eureka’s historical records, historical veracity is 

hard to determine.  Some research material would have been 

available in the UK, but there are historical details in Ballarat 

which, if genuine, would have been found in that earlier research 

but not used, perhaps for political expediency.  For these 

reasons, an extended discussion of the narrative is eschewed in 

favour of a general outline that identifies the new details and 
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similar and different uses of Bright Stars’ material and 

characters in Ballarat.   

 

 The narrative follows Brennand March as he absconds from his 

ticket-of-leave situation in Van Dieman’s Land as a businessman’s 

servant and his wife's clandestine lover, and joins the cavalcade 

of gold seekers.15  The son of a failed solicitor who had died in a 

debtor’s prison, the ambitious March had become a clerk with 

prospects of advancement until he was transported for the killing 

of a man over a gambling debt.  However, with an eye to his future 

March puts it about that the death occurred whilst he was 

defending a lady’s honour.  Like Peter Lalor, with whom he becomes 

friendly, March is a physically striking man and a fierce 

individualist with no innate interest in political subversion, 

concerned only to further his fortune in the rapidly growing town 

of Ballarat.  However, in Melbourne he falls in with the Chartist 

Wilfred Hazell, transported for political agitation, and so 

becomes entangled more than he would like to be with the growing 

unrest of the Ballarat diggings.  In the 'utter defeat' of the 

‘noble, intoxicating dream of the Chartists’ (p.41) Hazell had 

developed a weakness for alcohol, but when the unrest in Ballarat 

begins he eschews drink and resumes his political activities.  

While March has formed their partnership more for the funds that 

Hazell can provide, he is not insensible to the decency of the 

man, nor the justice of his politics; he just doesn’t want to get 

involved.  When Hazell starts to talk Chartism with the bullocky 

transporting them to the goldfields March warns him (p.49): 

 
“Don’t start agitating here, Wilfred. This is the bottom of the 
world. They can’t transport you any farther.  They’ll hang you 
for sure.” 
“They did a lot of us - at home.” 

                                                           
15 Brennand March is given as a subsequent business partner of Peter 
Lalor and Ritter in the Grand Trunk Company, which owned the new quartz-
crushing machinery and several gold mines, and with Ritter in a 
development company named Ritter & March. The actuality of this has not 
been confirmed.  
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“Remember you’re just a digger now. Find enough gold to make 
you rich, and you’ll buy all the freedom and democracy you 
need.” 
 

And this is the philosophy infecting all but a few of their peers, 

yet such are the tides of history that none will be able to avoid 

taking sides in the coming fight. 

  

Most of the central characters and events of Bright Stars are 

here in Ballarat, but many are changed, as from the perspective of 

the individualistic March, who sets the tone of the narrative.  A 

womaniser whose promiscuity had a ‘kind of terrible innocence’, 

March’s dark good looks and powerful personality smooth his way 

into many a bed, but not that of Lola Montez for whom he acts as a 

protector but misses seducing when she leaves Ballarat prematurely 

after the famous whipping incident.  Despite these conquests, 

March becomes engaged to the fiery Irish Jenny Light who came with 

him and Hazell from Melbourne and for whom he has developed a 

genuine fondness.  When the rebellion comes it is Jenny Light’s 

gentian blue dress that becomes the Southern Cross flag rather 

than Mary Mcleod’s, the sweetheart of Shannahan in Bright Stars, 

and where Mary lives Jenny dies on the Eureka Hill.  The Scotsmen 

Scobie and McBain are not seen in near so sympathetic a light, 

here little more than troublemaking, drunken diggers in 

partnership with Lalor, until Scobie’s murder by Bentley raises 

their profile in the narrative.  Laura Bentley achieves a higher, 

if no more flattering profile as the beautiful but amorally 

vicious wife of the equally vicious, unattractive, and far more 

dissolute Bentley.  March has an affair with Laura, who tries to 

seduce him into killing Bentley, but March is not interested, and 

besides, is ‘no assassin’.  Scobie’s death is told differently 

here, with Scobie and McBain invited into the Eureka and Scobie 

incited by Laura to a fight in which she hopes Bentley will be 

killed, but Scobie is killed by Bentley instead.  The character of 

Inglefinger has none of his erstwhile charm here, and is merely 

another digger and ‘sly grogger’ whom March employs to look after 

his grog interests and guard his mine.  Where in Bright Stars 
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Lalor falls into his role by recognising the force of the unrest 

and accession to his natural role as leader, here his involvement 

is more developed.  In Ballarat, the character of Lalor is given 

more integrity than in Bright Stars, but he is no more a genuine 

revolutionary here (p.316):   

 
March knew his Lalor.  The man was no more a democrat than 
himself.  He was an independent man who would always take arms 
against his own sea of troubles, and expected others to do 
likewise. 
 

Although at first unwilling to engage with the politics, Lalor is 

frequently looked to by the Irish for guidance and, when his 

partner Scobie is killed and he himself is attacked in one of the 

increasingly murderous license hunts, Lalor accepts his role as 

leader of the rebellion willingly.  But later, when he has been 

elected to Parliament on the back of his Eureka legend, Lalor is 

shown to be ruthless in his contempt for union aspirations and the 

use of Chinese ‘blacklegs’ in his mines.   

 

The remaining details of this well-known tale are ‘much of a 

muchness’ with other versions.  Governor Charles Hotham is treated 

with similarly, and the violence and illegality of the license 

hunts is told in greater detail but, while the uprising is shown 

to be significant for Australia’s development as a democracy, 

there is less space given to the political development of the 

goldfields.  Activists such as Hazell, Humffray, the Black 

brothers, Raffael Carboni and Spielvogel are treated, in the main, 

with mild derision and there is only passing reference to the 

Reform League and none of the Red Ribbon movement.  Still, there 

remains some semblance of a radical sensibility underpinning 

Ballarat’s narrative.  While the character of March is endowed 

with some conscience and self-awareness, he is also shown as 

guided by self-interest and Lambert’s moral consciousness can not 

allow such amorality to go entirely unpunished.  When this self-

interest holds March back from warning those remaining at the 

Stockade that they are to be attacked on Sunday morning, and Jenny 
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Light is killed along with many more, March falls ill and loses 

his health, and his sexual potency, permanently.  Yet it is Jenny 

and the idealist Hazell who lie among the dead of the Eureka 

Stockade, and the opportunistic March who lives to see his 

ambition of becoming a man of substance in a prosperous Ballarat 

realised (pp.331-2): 

 

The Stockaders had come overwhelmingly from the lower orders; 
if still living they had retired, after making their historic 
gesture, into the oblivion which belongs to the working man, 
fleeing to other diggings or seeking other pursuits.  Most men 
of substance had taken good care to stay out of the Stockade, 
for it is a sad but notorious fact that though men of substance 
will always applaud a principle, particularly in a parliament 
or at an election meeting, it is the dispossessed alone who 
will die for a principle.  Men like Peter Lalor are seldom to 
be found. 

 

While Ballarat is much less of a ‘political novel’ than Bright 

Stars, it would most probably be seen by New Left historians as 

rather closer to the real story of the goldfields and the Eureka 

Stockade, and of the men who prospered in the subsequent democracy 

it ushered in.  

 

Kelly 

With Kelly ([1964]1966) Lambert seems not only to have entered the 

heart of Kelly country, but also to have slipped into a time warp 

where all the angst of the years since 1956 are as nothing and his 

old passion and commitment to write against injustice are as sharp 

as they ever were.  Yet while O’Leary remarks in regards to 

Ballarat that perhaps Lambert was ‘more spiritually at home in the 

roaring, robust days of the 1850s’ (O'Leary 1974:94), she barely 

mentions Kelly.  It is evident that Kelly received some attention 

on release for it had two print runs with Frederick Muller before 

being handed over to Corgi for paperback, but it has since 

disappeared from the Australian scene as if it never existed.16  

                                                           
16 While the reviews on the cover show that it had some attention when it 
was published abroad it does not rate a mention in Peter Carey’s 
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Not having sufficient information on the historical background or 

the development of the Kelly legend I can not say if all the 

factual details given are true, nor if Lambert was the first to 

recognise the ‘mythic’ quality of the story.  O’Leary asserts that 

Lambert was earnest about factual veracity, ‘and every fact was 

checked many times’ (O'Leary 1974:95), but it has also been 

established that he was quite capable of intentionally merging 

fact and fiction as a literary strategy.  In his foreword Lambert 

writes that ‘the gaunt figure in the home-made armour has been 

brooding on my consciousness for a long while’, and that when he 

began research for this book he had first set out to find the 

facts, disregarding all else.17  Then, reading Carl Jung’s theory 

on the mythologies ‘told by night’, he realised that ‘Kelly is 

entering a new house’, that of the cultural metaphor and the poet, 

and ‘is promising to be the first Australian myth’ (p.5).  And it 

is that myth which Lambert set out to write here. 

 

 The narrative sets the scene into which Ned’s father, John 

‘Red’ Kelly, ‘a descendant of the O’Ceallaighs of Tipperary’ 

(p.11), first entered with his ticket-of-leave from Van Dieman’s 

land; a world where the police are the squatter’s front line 

troops against the selector’s encroachments into their empires 

(p.10): 

 
To steal a continent – that’s something; your descendants will 
boast of it and swear their blood is blue – but to steal a 
horse! – man, that is a crime and only the jails await you. 
The convicts and selectors had sons who learned the lessons of 
their fathers, despising a law which offered no protection and 
only mentioned God or society at the moment of pronouncing 
sentence.  So the law was an oppressor, to be derided, or 
evaded; always to be wary of. 
 

It is a world where simply being Irish, let alone an ex-convict, 

is already enough to earn continual harassment by police intent on 

                                                                                                                                                                                
bibliography for The Kelly Gang (2000) which lists just about every other 
significant work on Kelly. 
17 Lambert was an avid bushwalker and he mentions here making ‘numerous 
journeys into the Kelly country’, indicating the research began before he 
left in 1955. 
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earning themselves the bounty offered by squatters for their 

arrest and conviction, particularly for the crimes of cattle-

duffing and horse stealing.  In country where fences are as yet 

unknown, the straying of livestock across property boundaries is 

common, but squatters habitually impound stray beasts and accuse 

selectors of stealing if they attempt to retrieve their own stock.  

However, the reader is left in no doubt that, although the 

labelling and harassment they receive may well have pre-empted 

some to fulfil the prophecy made of them, the poverty of the 

selector also drove many to these sorts of crime.  Red Kelly 

marries Ellen Quinn and begins his fated family.  The Quinns are 

representative of those Irish who had lived with, and fought 

against oppression for generations and have internalised its 

inequities, making the best of their lot by subverting the law 

whenever there's a chance of getting away with it.  Within that 

context, they are mostly deserving of the petty criminal identity 

with which they are labelled and are permanently at war with the 

authorities.  In contrast Red is a quiet man, an excellent bush 

carpenter who works hard and simply wants to get on with 

supporting his growing family.  But he can no more escape the 

prejudice of the squatters and vengeful avarice of the traps than 

fly, and when he is refused permission to retrieve a strayed calf 

of his own he retaliates by butchering one of his neighbour’s to 

feed his family.  Red is arrested and given six months in gaol or 

a fine, which is paid, but he is broken by the experience and Ned 

watches his father decline into hopelessness, all the while his 

anger feeding on the invective of his wayward relatives and his 

own experiences of injustice.  When his father dies from 

heartbreak at the misery of it all, the police continue to harass 

his mother and charge the fourteen year-old Ned on false evidence 

by a police informer that is thrown out of court.  In such an 

environment is it any wonder that a strong-minded youth might 

become a rebel.  
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 The narrative chronicles the build-up of Kelly’s reputation 

in a momentum of official malice that has at times some grain of 

truth, such as his brief apprenticeship to the bushranger Harry 

Power, but which all the while pushes Ned inexorably into his 

destiny as Australia’s most notorious native son.  It is Power who 

first describes Fitzpatrick, the trap to become Kelly’s nemesis, 

telling how when the warders left for the goldfields he had walked 

free from the asylum where he been incarcerated after badly 

injuring his landlady during a paranoid psychotic episode.  

Fitzpatrick, who had quickly joined the police, is prone to 

delusional fantasies and totally corrupt, making himself 

undesirable even among his peers, and was constantly being 

transferred, this time to Kelly’s home town of Greta.  When Kelly 

first meets Fitzpatrick on the road he is fortunate that one of 

the very few unbiased squatters, MacBean of the Kilfera run, 

witnesses Fitzpatrick’s unprovoked attack on Kelly and prevents 

the situation from escalating.  But Kelly has seen his enemy for 

all his dangerous weakness and madness (p.76): 

 
For all other traps he had felt hatred and distrust; to watch 
Fitzpatrick had been like seeing a skin lifted to reveal 
malignancy.  Fitzpatrick was not just a trap who might 
persecute and lie; he would do so with a mind that belonged out 
somewhere in unexplained darkness. 
 

But Fitzpatrick is not Kelly’s only enemy among the police and for 

District Superintendent Nicolson, determined to ‘catch the bold 

flash coves of the North-east, not trick was too low, no lie too 

elaborate’ (p.77).  There is no respite for Kelly, who is as yet 

only fifteen but his physical maturity makes him look about 

twenty, and he is arrested as he arrives home on suspicion of 

being Power’s accomplice.  Lambert uses the strategy of MacBean’s 

journals for some of his information and here MacBean reflects 

that, as he waited in the lockup to be tried, Kelly began to earn 

his reputation (p.81):18

 

                                                           
18 It is not known if these journals actually exist or they are one of 
Lambert’s fictional historical artifacts. 
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“Game as Ned Kelly,” they used to say, and by God his gameness 
is one thing you can’t take away from him.  
‘Well, he had made a fool of Nicolson first time they clashed, 
or rather circumstances did, and Kelly was awarded the credit.  
Waiting in Benalla to be tried for robbery under arms, he sang 
- not a bad voice they say – with the papers already saying he 
was guilty, but Kelly not giving a damn.  There was always a 
fatalism about him; as though he foresaw his role and had come 
to terms with its inevitability. 
  

This charge too is thrown out for lack of evidence.  However, 

Kelly is finally brought undone by his friend Isiah ‘Wild’ Wright, 

who loans him a recently stolen horse.  When he unwittingly rides 

into town Fitzpatrick finally has a charge that will stick and 

Kelly gets three years’ hard labour in Pentridge. 

 

 In those three years Kelly becomes an embittered man, 

emerging at eighteen hardened under the tutorship of old lags.  

Kelly is barely out of gaol before he finds Fitzpatrick attempting 

to rape his mother and is only held from killing him then by 

Ellen, but Fitzpatrick returns to town with a delusional tale of 

attempted murder by the Kellys.  Ellen is arrested, together with 

the two men working on the place when the traps arrive, and 

convicted on Fitzpatrick’s evidence alone, and Ned is pushed over 

the line into the war with the authorities that became the Kelly 

myth.  Kelly and his brother Dan are now in hiding and have taken 

to full-time horse stealing as Ned fights a long-distance legal 

battle to free his mother, paying a solicitor and writing numerous 

letters to politicians and the press.  The rest of the gang, Joe 

Byrne, Aaron Sherrit, Steve Hart and Wild Wright are watched 

closely, Sherrit playing a dangerous, at times treacherous, game 

as paid police informer, feeding them mostly false information but 

becoming increasingly corrupted by his situation.  And the Kelly 

legend grows in the fertile bed of the enmity of all small 

selectors who had personally felt the law’s injustice.  Now their 

anger at the imprisonment of two innocent men and Ellen, a mother 

with a six month old infant, melds them into a unified identity 

with the Kellys and, as MacBean reflects in his journal (p.127): 
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They accepted the label with defiance and pride.  Kelly became 
their symbol and we were as much to blame for this as they.  As 
a modest student of human history, I have not failed to be 
struck by the fact that some image built up as an example of 
evil is turned by the intended victim into a virtue.  Our Lord 
was crucified and mocked as he hung dying; but the things for 
which they mocked him became the foundations of our faith.  So 
it was in the North-east.  Kelly became twelve feet tall. 
 

Kelly’s idea of a republican uprising begins to develop and the 

police campaign against the Kelly gang’s families heats up.  When 

the level of harassment becomes too great Joe and Steve make the 

choice to join Ned and Dan in the bush.  The first killings happen 

when the gang bails up a search party of traps camped in the bush 

and, if the cited report by the survivor is actual, those men were 

shot in self-defence when they refused to lay down their weapons 

and tried to shoot it out (pp.141-4).  But they have now murdered 

policemen and the destruction of the Kelly gang has become a 

public campaign taken charge of by the Police Commissioner; and 

the rest, as they say, is history. 

 

 The rest of the narrative stays close to Kelly in a 

sympathetic but acute observation of his decline into monomania 

and madness through isolation and a burning resentment against a 

regime he knows will never give him and his kind any justice.  All 

the Kelly gang’s best known exploits are here, and the famous 

Jerilderie letter is cited from at length (pp.220-4).  And if ever 

there were an exemplar of Lambert’s favourite theme of how 

socially instituted injustice and corruption inexorably wreaks its 

havoc, not just on the individual victims it warps, but on society 

at large, it is Ned Kelly.  The historical injustice of English 

oppression of the Irish had continued and intensified in the 

Australian colony, and this tale makes clear that the legend that 

became Ned Kelly was an explosion of fury against it.19  That Kelly 

failed in his ambition to lead an uprising amongst the 

disenfranchised selectors of the North-east is more to do with his 

                                                           
19 Thankfully, here at least, that prejudice is behind us, but as a child 
growing up in the 1950s it remained extant in my Anglophile mother’s 
disparaging remarks about the Catholic Irish one suburban street away. 
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descent into desperate madness than the stability of that society.  

But Lambert’s rendering of the Kelly myth has a longer scope than 

this matter of Irish and English, for it shows a society that 

institutionalised injustice against its constituents and bred a 

Ned Kelly to wreak his vengeance.  That Kelly’s legend has 

survived to become myth is due to an often inchoate but very real 

understanding of this.  

 

A Short Walk to the Stars 

When O’Leary describes A Short Walk to the Stars ([1964]1965) as 

‘puerile’ she is not being prudish (O'Leary 1974:102).  In places 

it is puerile and worse; at times it is a downright tacky ‘bodice-

ripper’.  What possessed Lambert to write a ‘d-grade’ English 

parody of Peyton Place like Stars at all, let alone allow it to be 

published under his own name rather than one of the established 

pseudonyms is open to speculation.  O’Leary suggests it may have 

begun as a critique of the ‘perverse and meaningless lives of the 

bourgeoisie … and somewhere along the line Lambert abandoned the 

original idea in favour of an unworthy one’ (O'Leary 1974:102).  

It is certainly nothing like the searching inquiry into English 

rural life and the Hellfire Club, a black magic cult associated 

with English landed gentry, referred to in previous 

correspondence.  There he had mentioned ‘doing research’ and the 

only research needed for Stars would have been to sit in a rural 

pub and make up stories to fit the characters observed there.  And 

his publisher’s explanation to O’Leary when she inquired into this 

major inconsistency, that Lambert rewrote parts of it after taking 

to heart some of his comments, simply does explain what are 

fundamentally two completely different books (O'Leary 1974:103).  

I am more inclined to think that Stars is a completely different 

work, perhaps dashed off in a fit of savage cynicism about 

publishing and markets after an editorial session where his 

publishers demanded something of the sort for a niche market.20  

                                                           
20 1964 was also a period of financial desperation and that might well 
explain some part in its publication. 
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Indeed, like ‘The road to Budapest’, the original work mentioned 

in those letters to O'Leary and Frank was probably not completed 

or shelved, and the manuscript lost when his literary agent died.  

Still, erratic and tacky as it is in parts, Stars has occasional 

patches of beautiful prose, and some of Lambert’s ‘morality tale’ 

qualities, and for the latter it is worthy of a brief discussion 

here. 

 

 The frontispiece carries a quote from George Orwell’s England 

Your England that contains the line, ‘but England will still be 

England, an everlasting animal, stretching into the future and the 

past’.  And, for all the personal vagaries of the inhabitants of 

the little village of Wanting that Stars so cruelly reveals, there 

is an overriding and abiding affection for them and their land 

here.  The centre of English rural life is the pub, and Wanting’s 

is the Four Stars run by Tom Cross, whose daughter Katrina is the 

local beauty but, much to Tom’s puzzlement, totally unconcerned 

with using that advantage, content to work as a farm labourer at 

the Manor Farm nearby (p.10): 

 
She never wanted to leave this country.  She could conceive of 
no other more lovely or satisfying.  About the rest of the 
planet she had practically no curiosity, and such as she had 
left her with no wish to travel.  At moments like the present 
she sat and lost consciousness of herself; she was a cell in 
the huge, dreaming consciousness of the landscape.   
 
A girl without guile or financial ambition who is simply in 

love with the land and its beauty, Katrina works with Walt 

Ladyman, a big ‘salt of the earth’ type gone to muscular paunch, a 

with a sharp mind and down-to-earth decency.  Sir George 

Rackhurst, their employer, is a classic caricature of an rural 

English lord, infertile and gone to seed in middle age through 

intellectual ennui and too much fondness for alcohol and 

extramarital sex.  His wife, Evelyn, a refined beauty with a 

secret past, has been living in an emotional limbo since their 

childless marriage drifted into merely ‘keeping up appearances’ 

some six years ago.  Sir George has been conducting an affair with 
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the voluptuous Lilly, who manages both his historic sixteenth-

century inn the Falcon and Sir George very efficiently, but 

prefers younger men in her bed.   

 

The Rackhurst’s housekeeper Martha Timmins is the archetypal 

town gossip, constantly fictionalising where she can not get 

enough facts, and in warlike competition with the village’s only 

other housekeeper.  Then there are the social climbing Brights 

with their spoiled son Alastair, the women’s magazine editor 

Lavinia Raymond and her wilfully wild daughter Edwina, and a cast 

of minor and mostly boring characters, the various peccadilloes of 

whom make up the narrative’s incidental entertainment.  Indeed, 

given Lambert’s interest in the eccentricity which English rural 

life still abounded with, and his eye for character, their very 

boringness is an indicator of the speed with which this tale was 

probably written. 

 

Sir George dies in a drunken car crash, rushing to wreak 

vengeance after discovering Lilly with her young lover.  Finally 

free, Evelyn decides to track down the illegitimate son she 

conceived in a brief affair with a tormented artist in Venice and 

adopted out before she married.  Enter the Australian private 

detective, Gilbert McQueen, whom Evelyn contracts for this task 

and who subsequently becomes fond of the village and its people.  

McQueen is an iconic Australian type with a preference for 

straight talking and a perceptive way with teenagers, as he 

demonstrates when he meets Edwina (p.88): 

 

The espresso bars of London were full of her kind, all 
determinedly grubby and ungroomed, consciously lost, and 
cynical of everything but the moment’s pleasure.  They wore 
their grudge like a badge.  In a world laid open to youth, they 
found themselves ill-equipped to take advantage of it all. 
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McQueen finds Evelyn’s son in a town nearby, the fifteen year-old 

delinquent product of a dysfunctional family who is verging on a 

criminal life and has already come before Evelyn in her role as 

magistrate on the local probation board.  McQueen personally 

thinks the boy is irretrievable but, since Evelyn is determined to 

do something for him, he gives her some advice that pre-empts the 

practice of youth workers in following decades (pp.125-6): 

 

‘If you have any books on child psychology, tear them up.  
Child psychologists are child-haters.  If there’s one creature 
on God’s earth you can’t apply methods or rules to, it’s a 
child.  I’m including teenagers in my remarks.  You’ll have to 
handle this boy as you go along, seize any opportunity you see.  
He’ll take some outwitting, I can tell you.’ 

 

Evelyn decides to keep their relationship secret, but to try to 

help the boy in her official capacity which, predictably, leads to 

disaster.  She has given the boy the motorbike of his dreams as a 

way to his heart, but overhears him bragging to his mates that he 

was given it as her gigolo and she too crashes her car driving 

away in a distressed state.  Evelyn is not killed, but her beauty 

is gone, her face scarred terribly, yet she decides to take the 

boy into her house and do the best she can for him, and when she 

makes this offer she tells him she knew his mother (p.190): 

 

‘When she gave birth to you she should have kept you, but she 
didn’t because she was afraid and unsure like you.  She gave 
way to the prejudices of the people around her and had you 
adopted.  She threw away the opportunity of having what she 
most wanted in the world: a child to love and care for.’  She 
leaned forward, her scars glinting in the afternoon sun, her 
voice shaking with the intensity of her emotion. ‘Don’t make 
the same mistake she made, Simon.  Here’s your opportunity. 
Take it. Take it!’  

 
So Lady Evelyn finds a way to make her meaningless life meaningful 

to someone. 

 

 The other morality tale running through Stars’ narrative is 

that of Alastair, who has taken on all his parent’s 
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pretentiousness but not fulfilled their expectations, behaving 

like a spoiled brat and braggart until he goes too far one drunken 

night and rapes Katrina.  There had been an undercurrent of 

attraction between them for some time but Alastair’s immaturity 

and Katrina’s natural reserve had never allowed it space to 

flower, and Alastair realises too late that he actually is in love 

with her.  He spends a night in terror waiting for the police or 

her father to arrive, but Katrina has other plans, for she too 

realises that she loves him, but recognises that he will need to 

be trained out of the pretentious ways inculcated by his parents.  

So in her quietly determined way Katrina sets about reforming 

Alastair, getting him a job with her at the Manor Farm and holding 

him at arm’s length until he demonstrates that he is a changed 

man.  Alastair’s parents are horrified when he announces he wants 

to go to agricultural college and become a farmer, and they disown 

him when he marries Katrina.  But Alastair has discovered his 

dignity through recognising love when it is given to him, and his 

decency by making amends for his bad behaviour.  So, while Stars 

remains perhaps on of Lambert’s least admirable works, it is at 

least slightly redeemed from the scornful disregard of O’Leary 

whom, in her disgust at its overall tone, may not have even read 

enough of it to discover these gently moral outcomes. 

 

v) The Biographies: Oscar Wilde and Mad with Much Heart  

 

Oscar Wilde 

Oscar Wilde (1960) is another work under the pseudonym of Frank 

Brennand and, since the story is well known, this discussion will 

focus on Lambert’s signature strategies and instances where he 

makes points that relate to his particular approach to his 

subject.  Lambert himself was aware of the textual plethora on 

Oscar, citing his reason for attempting yet another study to be 

the difficulty of previous generations when it came to Wilde’s 

homosexuality.  However, while considerably more liberal than many 

of his peers, particularly communists who tended to be quite 
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prudish in such matters, Lambert still shows himself to be subject 

to late 1950s prejudices in this exposition of the contemporary 

homosexual (p.5):      

These days the homosexual is tolerated and pitied, and accepted 
into most spheres. Conscious of his condition, he seeks the 
help of a psychiatrist.  Hauled up in court, he is no longer 
vilified or shunned. Wilde can be written about without a trace 
of the prudery which sometimes invest the writings of, say, 
Frank Harris or Bernard Shaw, to mention only two.  
 

Lambert evidently had little experience of homosexuals, but he was 

setting out here for the first time to incorporate an 

understanding of Oscar’s sexuality, as he explains here (p.5): 

‘Time has protected him from his friends, too many of whom erred 

on the wrong side of idolatry.  His enemies are revealed as 

ignorant and vindictive.’  When he later wrote the biography of 

Wilde’s parents, Mad with Much Heart (1967) he stated that he 

wished he had approached them in reverse order, for the parents 

revealed so much more about Oscar. 

 

Here, the story of Oscar is prefaced by a short biography of 

his parents in which his mother, Jane is described thus (p.20): 

 
Though she had some pretensions to scholarship her literary 
efforts were quite without talent, and read today, seem quite 
pathetic.  Like many another romantic rebel, her talents are in 
inverse ratio to her enthusiasms.  To this day, Ireland breeds 
them by the dozen. 
 

This chapter on Oscar’s parents ends with a sense of forewarning 

of Oscar’s own tragedy that also prepares the title of the 

subsequent study of this monstrously fascinating pair (p.27): 

 
The pity of it was, that in the tragedy of his parents he 
failed to perceive any sort of lesson, any warning to be 
heeded.  Those whom the gods destroy first make mad – and the 
ildes were mad with much heart. W
 

The narrative of Oscar’s life begins with another of Lambert’s 

strategies, here a fictional memory of having himself (p.28):  

 
… been banished to a public school, I can appreciate them for 
what they are; breeding grounds for homosexuals, works of the 
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devil specifically designed to ensure the persecution of the 
benign and the gentle, and the exhaltation [sic] of the fierce 
and the ugly. 
 

Apart from his parents, one of the most powerful influences on 

Oscar’s development is seen here as the Reverend Mahaffy, his 

Professor of Ancient History at Oxford, whom Lambert describes as 

a sort of 19th century C B Fry (pp.31-2):  

 
… [who] taught Oscar that disdain and insolence in one’s voice 
were a mark of the high-born and well-bred.  One must be able 
to talk wittily, informatively, on any given topic, and know 
the precise moment to switch to another.  There were times to 
be rude, to be charming, to be distant, to be superior, to seem 
humble, to speak with feeling, to engage with flippancy.  In 
short, Mahaffy started Oscar along the road to being a 
successful poseur. 
 

In identifying Wilde’s poetic influences Lambert also displays his 

own erudition (p.33): ‘In ‘Sonnet to Liberty’ there is the 

influence of Byron, in ‘Ave Imperatrix’ there are echoes of 

Browning and Campbell.’  And he then proceeds to compare a verse 

of Wilde’s with the last stanza of ‘Hohenlinden’ and puts forward 

the opinion that (p.33): 

 
Most poets, whatever their stature, are moved to write by the 
influence of other poets, and their work begins with echoes; 
but for the genuine poet what he reads of the work of others is 
merely a tuning fork which starts him off on a melody all his 
own.  For Wilde it was not so.  For him the poet was just one 
more pose. 
 

Lambert detects the influence of Euripides in Oscar’s own 

predilection for ‘Arcadian sybaritism’ (p.36-8) and describes his 

friendship with the ‘little and ugly’ Walter Pater as ‘unexpected’ 

because Oscar, ‘as a rule fled from ugliness as from pestilence’ 

(p.38).  Oscar’s fickleness in his passions for people is exampled 

by his short period of worship for John Ruskin, whom Oscar was 

later to disparage with customary fickleness: ‘His sympathy for 

the poor bored me: the road he wanted to build was tiresome.  I 

could see nothing in poverty that appealed to me’ (p.41).  Yet 

Lambert believes that Oscar was more deeply influenced by Ruskin 

than he would admit, The Soul of Man Under Socialism permeated 

with the resonance of Ruskin (p.42).  
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For all that Oscar was a favourite of Lambert’s, this 

biography is no paean of praise.  Rather it is an attempt to pare 

away both the media’s sensationalism and Oscar’s own mythic 

creation, to identify what was mere pose and what was true 

passion, and to make an appraisal of the talent and legacy of 

Wilde.  And of that, he makes a perceptive assessment when he 

discusses Wilde’s campaign for fame and notoriety (pp.44-9): 

 
Oscar was one of the pioneers of modern publicity with his 
methods of public outrage: velveteen breeches, the wearing of 
flowers, the posing with lilies, long hair, startling ties, 
velvet coats. … Punch satirized him heavy-handedly, Gilbert and 
Sullivan more wittily – Oscar enjoyed it all enormously. 
 

On Oscar’s propensity for merging fact and fiction, Lambert draws 

a parallel with an experience his own that is equally marginal 

with a tale told by Oscar to his friend Frank Harris (p.40): 

 
… we must remember that both listener and narrator were 
acomplished fabricators. Neither would tolerate the strict 
truth if it impeded a neat ending. Oscar and Harris would have 
agreed with a sub-editor on the first newspaper I ever reported 
for. I had been sent to cover a student demonstration, mainly 
because I knew most of the students, and I witnessed several 
ugly scenes between the police and the demonstrators, which I 
scrupulously reported exactly as they happened.  The story as 
it came out in the morning edition carried a neat and telling 
ending, which, however, was utterly untruthful. Being still 
innocent in those days, I went protesting to the editor and 
cried, ‘But it didn’t happen!’. He wearily raised his eyes from 
his desk for a second and told me, ‘Well it should have 
happened’.  
 

His inheritance did not leave him sufficient funds to support his 

desired role in society and, while Oscar’s rise to fame was 

arrived at through his adroit management of publicity, it was a 

fame without fortune.  Oscar revelled in all publiicity, even 

negative press, and ever able to turn the tables on his detractors 

with wit and charm.  In such a manner he won his audiences during 

the long lecture tour of America, deftly deflating efforts to 

satirize him, as Lambert observes (p.58): 

 
Oscar’s tour of the uited States is enough in itself to 
confound those who considered him a parasite, contribution 
nothing worthwhile to the human lot.  He gave them the gift of 
laughter, considered by wiser minds than mine to be the most 
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precious of all.  His American oddyssey was fantastic, 
uproarious. 
 

Although Oscar had periods of financial success, such as from this 

tour, with his grand lifestyle, spontaneous generosity, and an 

entourage of friends and sycophants, he accumulated debts as a 

comet gathers debris.  Lambert asserts (p.54-5) that it was this 

perennial impecuniousness that drove Oscar to write the plays that 

finally gave his legacy something of more substance, and 

remuneration, than the plethora of witticisms he bequeathed us.  

Of the first play, Vera: or the Nihilists, Lambert argues that it 

failed because Oscar was simply incapable of expressing the ‘Titan 

cry of the peoples for liberty’ that he claimed for the play 

(p.55): ‘Oscar simply lacked the emotional profundity to treat 

with such themes as revolution and terror.  When he attempts to do 

so he is trite.’  While he failed as a political revolutionary, 

this biography shows that Oscar was, indeed, a social 

revolutionary, shaking the gender mores of his period to the core. 

 

Oscar was frequently forced to prove that he was not the 

nancy-boy his posturing implied, confounding his detractors by 

‘performing with distinction in bordellos’ (p.62), physically 

trouncing his opponents, or drinking them under the table.  

Despite this he remained a disturbing sexual enigma that 

challenged masculine mores and Oscar’s most virulent critics were 

all male.  Yet Oscar was adored by women, and he adored them, 

conducting highly public, passionate but usually platonic affairs 

with a number of famous beauties including Sarah Bernhardt and 

Lily Langtry.  Since women reigned over the society scene, Oscar 

was never short of invitations to the salons of the illustrious 

and he decided to solve his financial problems through marriage.  

His courtship of Constance Mary Lloyd was a grand show of 

passionate devotion, but Lambert observes that (p.86): ‘It is 

difficult to imagine Oscar being in love with anyone but Oscar.  

It is quite likely he was in love with love.’  However, 

Constance’s dowry was insufficient to fund his lifestyle and Oscar 
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was once more forced to resort to penning plays, this time with 

great success with Lady Windemere’s Fan, which the critics hated 

but audiences loved (p.92-4).  This was followed by more success, 

but Oscar spent the royalties now flowing into his coffers with 

the same consummate ease that he wrote these social satires and 

his ‘vanity took on mammoth proportions’ as his personal life 

deteriorated (p.100): 

 
So Oscar came to his zenith: fat, dissipated, loathed, adored, 
sponged on, wealthy one day, broke the next, mentally on the 
heights, emotionally at a student rag, completely unmanageable, 
self-willed and beyond all discretion, enchanting, courted, 
spoilt, a legend – Oscar at his very worst and Oscar at his 
very best. 
 London was not big enough to contain the two of them. 

 
 Oscar’s affair with Lord Alfred Douglas, ‘the perfidious 

Bosie’ (p.102), and his decline into exile and poverty is treated 

with perceptive compassion.  Not so Bosie’s father, the eighth 

Marquis of Queensbury, of whom Lambert declares (p.103): ‘He was 

an atheist of the most ignorant and virulent kind, as bad as any 

religious fanatic.’  While Lambert did not have the social 

background that might have given him deeper understanding of 

homosexuality, and his treatment of Oscar may not have been 

definitive, his approach to Oscar’s sexuality is intended to be 

more honest than preceeding biographies.21  As the campaign against 

him escalated Oscar’s composure began to fail him and Lambert 

argues that when his brother joined the fray, ‘Oscar began to 

die.’  And he does not spare his scorn for the society that 

allowed such a public destruction of a genuine, loveable and 

generally harmless, genius who had given them so much (p.142): 

 
A society which exalts the like of Queensbury and aids and 
abets it in a campaign of organised persecution of the most 
sadistic kind, can not be expected, when he falls into the 
machinery of its rules, to anything but destroy the like of 
Oscar. 

 

 

                                                           
21 He does provide a bibliography here which demonstrates wide background 
reading. 
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Mad with Much Heart 

It is difficult to tell exactly when Mad With Much Heart (1967) 

was written but it must have been published posthumously after 

Hiroshima Reef since it does not appear on the listed works there.  

In the foreword Lambert mentions being ‘commissioned to write a 

biography of Oscar Wilde’ six years before and that he regretted 

not having done his research in reverse order because, ‘if ever a 

man was the son of his parents … that man was Oscar Wilde’ 

(p.vii).  Lambert mentions here that that he had already covered 

some of Heart’s ground in the Wilde biography, which is evident in 

the first chapter of Oscar Wilde (Brennand 1960) for it is 

virtually a synopsis of this later work.  He was obviously feeling 

playful at the time, for he refers to this biography of Wilde, 

citing a quote from his pseudonym as, ‘Frank Brennand, who seems 

to have investigated the family as thoroughly as anyone’ (p.57).  

A publisher’s note regrets ‘the absence of a bibliography, the 

death of the author occurring before one could be obtained’ 

(p.165) but there are small inconsistencies and repetitions in the 

prose of Heart that indicate he may not have considered it 

finished.  Although Lambert does appear to be fully familiar with 

the period texts cited in Heart perhaps these were read for 

background on the earlier work, or subsequently out of speculative 

interest, and bibliographic details not considered important to be 

kept at the time; or perhaps Heart was submitted posthumously.  

Lambert was certainly no waster of material, as evidenced by the 

productive use he made of excess Thieves material in Glory, and it 

is possible Heart was put together from a base of the earlier 

research for Oscar.  O’Leary mentions Lambert having ‘long 

discussions with the poet Randall Swingler’ with whom he was good 

friends (1974:104) during Heart’s preparatory period, which gives 

an impression of that sylvan time of his early marriage.  Based 

upon this I would estimate Heart’s initial writing to be during 

1963-4, and then put aside for a period.  Oscar was a favourite of 

Lambert’s, so his parents were, indeed, ripe and highly 

entertaining material for a man in love with Ireland’s radical 
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history and it is evident that he enjoyed the writing of it, 

revelling in the time and his subject’s excesses. 

 

 It is obviously with a deep and intimate affection that 

Lambert first sketches the physical and mystical Connaught, 

birthplace of W B Yeats, Oliver Goldsmith, John Millington Synge, 

Thomas Moore, and of Sir William Wilde (p.1): 

 
If you stand on the coast of Connemarra and look out to the 
Atlantic you see the most beautiful sunset on earth.  To spend 
too long on that enchanted coast is to start believing in fairy 
tales.  The sea is alive with fugitive hues like an opal, the 
sky is a dome of mother-of-pearl, and even the rocks and the 
seaweed on them change colours in the evening light …  
 

And then there is the terrible side to Irish history, of 

occupation and violent oppression, of famine and more violent 

rebellion, the telling of which he gives no quarter (p.7): 

 
These were the days of the savage English transportation, when 
men and women were banished in stinking ships to the prisons of 
Australia, Norfolk Island and Van Diemen’s Land, for often 
trivial offences; when tenant farmers, too poverty-stricken to 
find their rent, were summarily thrown out with their families 
to live like animals off the countryside.  Equally savage in 
their methods were the secret societies which flourished, 
extracting revenge by night on landlord, bailiff, and usurping 
tenant.  They beat to death, hung, tortured, and burnt.  Not 
even animals were spared.  The Ribbon Men, the White Boys and 
the Oak Boys ruled by night and became as great a curse as the 
pitiless landlord and his evictors. 
 

As much as he loves the Irish, their country and their radical 

history, Lambert has developed a more critical eye since that 

article in Tribune (14.3.56) some eight or so years before.  Here 

he acknowledges that while there were reasons aplenty for revolt 

against English oppression, the Irish have often been their own 

worst enemy (p.60): 

 
Disunity is Ireland’s curse.  In times of great crisis and 
decision she has often answered history’s call by cutting down 
her best leaders, and in their place men without vision have 
far too often come to the fore.  In the 1840s the problem that 
faced the Irish people was the stark one of physical survival.  
What was an embarrassment to England was to Ireland a struggle 
against annihilation.  And yet, agitators toured the 
countryside, encouraging abortive uprisings, and journals like 
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the Nation urged people who could hardly stand for hunger on to 
prodigies of physical valour. 
 

O’Leary argues that ‘Wilde’s eccentric parents never fully come to 

life’ (O'Leary 1974:95) which, while there is a certain odd 

mixture of writing styles that does effect some distance from his 

subjects in places, I can not altogether agree with.22  If Lambert 

had managed somehow to keep that early sense of drama and poetry 

running for the length of the tale, and integrated his subjects 

more fully into this oeuvre, he may have achieved a more cohesive 

work.  I think perhaps he became distracted by the extremity of 

their personalities and, in places, lost sight of their context.  

Yet the poetic and intellectual life of the Ireland of the Wildes 

is obviously well known to Lambert and, while biography is 

certainly not his forte, Heart provides a vivid portrait of their 

social milieu and its history as it chronicles the rise and fall 

of the Wildes.  Perhaps he would have done better if he had 

instead chosen to write an historical novel with this material? 

 

William’s father was a doctor before him, and at Dr Steevens’s 

hospital in Dublin where William went to study at the age of 

seventeen, surgery was a natural choice for a boy grown up 

assisting his father to mend the injuries of the wild men of 

Conaught.  The hospital of 1832 that Lambert describes in a vivid 

mixture of Rabelaisian and Hogarthian images miraculously produced 

‘some of the most eminent surgeons in Europe’ (p.10) of whom 

William was one.  A brilliant literateur, raconteur and libertine 

who pioneered surgical procedures in ophthalmology and Irish 

health statistics, William was also dwarfish, ill-kempt and 

unattractive to the point of being described as simian-like, 

making him the most unlikely, but surprisingly successful seducer.  

These extreme incongruities are obviously astounding and 

                                                           
22 O’Leary also complains here about the ‘irritating reiteration of 
certain adjectives which are very un-Lambert’ (O'Leary 1974:95), but this 
is not as unusual as she seems to think, particularly in some of his 
later works, and perhaps as much to do with poor editing as writing 
speed. 
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intriguing to Lambert, who theorises that William’s prodigious 

sexual appetite, irascibility and aggressiveness were the product 

of over-active endocrine glands (p.160).23  But if William was 

almost obscenely eccentric he was matched by the extraordinary 

woman he married, Jane Francesca Elgee.24  Where William was 

dwarfish, Jane was a fiery giantess of ‘heroic mould’, ‘possessed 

of a gargantuan pair of haunches which even the voluminous skirts 

of the era failed to conceal’ (p.57).  A protected young woman of 

high social connection, on exposure to the misery of Victorian 

Ireland’s poverty Jane embraced intellectual radicalism, which 

Lambert suggests was more emotive pyrotechnics than heartfelt, and 

began pouring forth a plethora of wildly seditious poetry of poor 

literary quality (p.58).  Jane’s first efforts at insurrectionary 

verse were published in the firebrand Nation under the pseudonym 

of John Fanshaw Ellis and attracted immediate attention.  Changing 

to the pseudonym of Speranza, she was soon on her way to 

establishing herself as a ‘parlour revolutionary’, the only factor 

missing a ‘distinguished and wealthy husband’ to provide the salon 

from which she might ‘play the part of Dublin’s leading literary 

hostess’ (p.62).  This she found when she married William, and 

together this bizarre couple took Dublin’s radical intellectual 

society by storm, each accepting of the other’s amorous 

adventures, his continuing amongst the lower classes and hers 

picked from her salon attendees.   

 

 Lambert’s description of the Wilde’s guests provides a ‘who’s 

who’ of the period and, as their social standing increased, he 

notes that Jane began to detach herself from Speranza’s extreme 

political views, becoming personally more amoral and bohemian as 

she settled into her role of literary hostess.  Oscar Fingal 

O’Flahertie Wills Wilde was born and the family moved to what was 

                                                           
23 In support of this theory Lambert refers to a well-known Australian 
endocrinologist who spent a weekend with him explaining this phenomenon 
and loaned him text books. 
24 One of those inconsistencies of prose occur with this name, with ‘Jane 
Francesca’ and ‘Francesca Jane’ sometimes alternating on the one page. 
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to become their most famous, and infamous, address in Merrion 

Square where a second son, Willie, and a daughter Isola were born 

(pp.96-8).  As Lambert tells it, for all their extramarital 

activities, including William’s numerous pre and post-marriage 

illegitimate offspring (which he supported), the Wildes had 

conceived a mutual admiration society which had built such a 

conceit that they became quite incapable of understanding their 

limitations, personal or social (pp.99-100).  Jane was convinced 

of both her own and William’s genius and encouraged William’s 

aggressively combative public style, alienating many whom may have 

proved valuable allies in the scandal to come.  With fame came 

wealth and William had entered the landholding class, following 

their lead and evicting all his tenant farmers, and it seems the 

‘higher they rose in the social scale, the lower grew the personal 

deterioration of the Wildes’ (p.103).  But before the fall, they 

were to rise to an even greater height from which to plummet when 

William was conferred a knighthood and they became Sir William and 

Lady Wilde (p.105). 

 

 Lambert is obviously enjoying this tale of monumentally 

excessive, if undeniably talented, egoism enormously and he tells 

the following scandal with relish.  It seems William had taken his 

cocoon of fame all too seriously and his rapacious appetite for 

seduction came too close to home when he began an affair with Mary 

Josephine Travers, daughter of the Professor of Jurisprudence at 

Trinity College.  Mary had first attended him as a patient and was 

of a much higher class than William’s usual paramours, which 

flattered the besotted William so that he conducted their affair 

in public for almost ten years.  When Mary bore a child to William 

and began to treat the house at Merrion Square as her own she 

quickly established herself as a direct threat to Jane herself, 

which was not to be borne; Jane drew her line in the sand and Mary 

was discarded.  But not without great difficulty, for Mary was an 

‘hysteric’ and struck back in the most public of ways, publishing 

and using street sellers to distribute both a scandale telling a 
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highly fallacious tale of her seduction that was signed Speranza, 

and a collation of Wilde’s love letters.  Mary became increasingly 

deranged, stalking the Wildes wherever they went and besieging 

them with a barrage of slanderous verse, one of which Jane took 

from its deliverer without paying, giving Mary the opportunity to 

then sue for its cost in the Petty Sessions.  Jane’s ill-

considered response was to petition Mary’s father to restrain his 

daughter, but her letter was discovered by Mary and used for a 

further suit, this time for libel in the full court.  Dublin was 

vicariously entertained for months as the Wildes, with the 

romantic and foolishly loyal bravado of Jane and the 

‘pusillanimous role’ of William, dug themselves deeper into 

ignominy.  While the jury found for the plaintiff, but awarded 

only ‘one farthing in damages’ as a demonstration of the little 

regard they had for Mary’s case, William’s reputation was 

impossibly tarnished and his pride irreparably damaged.  William 

retired for a period to his home in Connaught and his 

archaeological pursuits, leaving Jane to continue her social life 

in Dublin and become, if possible, more eccentric than ever.  But 

his brilliance was such that further publications of significant 

discoveries saw him return to Dublin on invitation and acclaim 

from his peers (pp.148-50).  However, both William and Jane 

declined into a travesty of ever-increasing slovenliness and 

grotesque singularity while Oscar took up the family tradition, 

exceeding his parents in both genius and eccentricity, and then 

infamy.   

 

 Lambert has certainly done his homework for this study and, 

whether it was all for the original biography on Oscar or 

revisited and expanded for this project, he displays a broad 

knowledge of Irish history and the Wilde’s period and cites 

extensively from both Mary’s publications and the court 

proceedings.  While biography is, essentially, a more didactic 

genre, Lambert seems genuinely out to entertain his readers with 

his own sense of amusement at the extremity of his subjects.  
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Indeed, history lessons aside, this is a positive ‘romp’ of a 

tale, with a subject which would have suited a fantasist such as 

Mervyn Peake if it were not an actual biography.  These are not 

remotely like the ordinary, or even singular, human beings that 

Lambert is more usually concerned with, but O’Leary points out 

that he enjoyed outrageous behaviour (1974:42) and Oscar and his 

parents certainly provided that in spades.  Lambert discovered 

Oscar’s parents when he went searching for what made Oscar the way 

he was, and obviously had a great deal of fun along the way.  And 

he extends his own artistic licence by again quoting Brennand 

(1960) in what may contain a degree of personal identification 

with his subject and go some way to explaining the incongruities 

in his own nature that O’Leary and others complained about 

(p.157):  

 
Vivid minds like Oscar’s cross and recross the border between 
fact and fantasy with frequency and ease, and indeed, such is 
their conceit, they consider themselves to have a permanent 
visa for this purpose. … Now life is many things, but never 
artistic – else we would not need geniuses like Oscar Wilde. 
 

 

NB. The Life and Times of Winston Churchill (1960) was written 

under the pseudonym of George Kay, a copy of which is held in the 

British Library’s off-site storage and was, at the time of 

seeking, unavailable within the time-frame of that research trip.  

All subsequent inquiries have failed to find a copy in Australian 

archives. 

  

vi) On a sweeter note: Dolphin and The Tender Conspiracy 

 

Dolphin 

Dolphin (1963) is a gentle, romantic morality tale with 

illustrations by Edward Stanton, Lambert’s first departure from 

the serious tone of most of his work, at least in his own name, 

and is another work that must have been almost like a holiday to 
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write.25  Written in that sylvan early period of his second 

marriage, like The Tender Conspiracy this tale involves children 

but is really a story for all ages interwoven with a classic 

romantic comedy.  It is another of Lambert’s works that has been 

disregarded, even by O’Leary, perhaps because of this romantic 

element and its superficial lightness, but Dolphin has a quite 

sting in its tale of the corrupting power of greed.  As an 

Australian novel about ordinary people in the out-of-the-way town 

of Jindi, its evocation of the tiny seaside community and its 

characters, and delightful descriptions of their environment, 

Dolphin has a classic quality that warrants more attention than it 

has received.  Perhaps because of this classic quality, both the 

characters and story line of Dolphin have similarities with that 

popular ABC television series of the late twentieth century, 

Seachange. 

 

 The story opens with Jindi’s new schoolteacher, the 

attractive but decidedly prim, thirty-something Englishwoman Dora 

King, being dropped by the bus at the turnoff of the dirt road to 

Jindi where there is no one waiting to meet her.  Dora has been in 

the country six months and has been so far only given relief 

teaching in rural schools.  The one-teacher school at Jindi is the 

first permanent post she has been offered and she welcomes the 

security, but everything about its harsh remoteness is unsettling 

for someone used to the mannered greenness of England and as many 

other emigrants must have felt (p.8): 

 
She wished devoutly that she had never left England.  She was 
sure she would never get used to this country of cheerfully 
blunt people with its endless plains and violent changes of 
moods: fire one day, flood the next, flat calm today, cyclone 
tomorrow . . . 
 

It is relevant to note here that Lambert had been away from 

Australia for some years with little hope now of return and his 

Australian reading public had diminished by this time, so this 

                                                           
25 North to Alaska is a lighter romance but was published as Frank 
Brennand. 
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novel was probably written with a largely British and European 

audience in mind.  As such, the affectionate portrait of the 

countryside and its populace is both a remembrance of those 

aspects of the Australian character that Lambert most loved and a 

warning of how commercialism endangers them.  Dora’s already slim 

hopes of finding civilisation in this outpost are not lifted by 

the deeply tanned, unshaven, thirty-something man wearing only a 

pair of faded shorts who finally arrives to collect her in a 

sulky.  All Dora’s prejudices rise to the fore and immediately 

assess Teddy Pugh as ‘one of the local layabouts … a beachcomber, 

or something very like that’ (p.10).  Teddy, whose raffish charm 

and laconic brevity is as iconic as Seachange’s Diver Dan, does 

not bother to disabuse her and the scene is set for comedic 

misunderstandings, and sexual tension.  Dora finds her shabby but 

clean timber bungalow has been prepared for her arrival by unknown 

hands, food in the cupboards, fresh fish in the icebox, wood cut 

and piled by the fuel stove with the fire laid, and a bunch of 

wild orchids left on the veranda steps.  The residents support 

each other through reciprocity and Dora gradually becomes aware of 

numerous daily little acts of kindness in the community, of which 

she is now an important member.  And she soon discovers that Teddy 

is the school caretaker and supplies most of their seafood, apart 

from other quiet services for which he is ‘paid in kind’.  

Occasionally Teddy ‘breaks out’ on a drinking binge in the nearest 

large town Panambura, for which he has good reason, but Dora is 

left with her prejudices for the time being. 

 

 There is only a remnant presence of the area’s Aboriginal 

tribe and no racism in Jindi but the previous inhabitants are not 

entirely forgotten (p.20): 

 
Jindi was the name of an aborigine tribe, but the straight 
black men with the hunting spears were gone, and all that 
remained to remind you of them were the traces of their 
darkness of their skin and their cast of countenance among some 
of the people of Jindi, like the Caveys, the Olleys and the 
Seftons.  But only one or two of the elderly remembered seeing 
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a full-blooded aborigine in Jindi, so wholly had they merged 
with the intruding whites. 26

 
Among the thirty-odd children under Dora’s tutelage are a number 

of children with aboriginal features, such as those described of 

thirteen year-old Lydia Sefton (p.31): 

 
She too was thin, but tall for her age, with a straight back 
and a swaying, natural grace.  Her forehead was wide above 
enormous brown eyes, soft eyes, shining and wondering and not 
yet hurt.  Her skin was not the biscuit brown of most of them, 
but a more chocolatey hue.  She had the full upper lip and the 
wide mouth of the aborigine. 
 

In a later incident at the Panumbura pub a slur is cast on these 

children’s aboriginal parentage to Teddy, who promptly ‘decks’ the 

maker to the approval of the landlord who happily claims a ‘touch 

of the tarbrush you’re talking about’, and to general approbation 

of the bar (pp.170-1).  Perhaps here Lambert is trying to show 

that not all Australians are racist; or perhaps to persuade his 

erstwhile countrymen that it is a finer thing not to be.  

 

The children are unaccountably absent when Dora starts school 

on the Monday and Teddy informs her that they are most probably at 

the beach, from where her predecessor had usually called them to 

class.  Teddy tells Dora that this teacher had been with Jindi for 

over thirty years and, though a dedicated teacher loved by all, 

had a weakness for the bottle so if she occasionally did appear 

the children presumed she had a hangover and school was off for 

the day.  Dora is outraged and set to report this to the regional 

inspector but Teddy intervenes and insists that Dora recognise the 

love the community had for this woman and the importance of shoes 

that she is to fill (p.27): 

 
It was she who steered me through my scholarship and taught me 
the worthwhile from the phoney.  She was quite a woman.  She 
was every child’s mother, and yet she longed like hell for a 
child of her own.  For years she and a certain man not far from 

                                                           
26 Some may find this representation unrealistic, but I personally have 
lived in small towns where what Lambert describes here is a fair 
portrayal. 
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here wanted to marry.  Every time she was on the point of 
saying ‘Yes’ the kids drew her back.  As I said, she was a true 
teacher and she was torn between two loves.  That’s why she 
drank.27

 
Dora is touched, but still sees this heritage as presenting a 

challenge to ‘enforcing discipline’ and Teddy advises her that 

(p.28):  

 
“You can’t force an Aussie to do anything, and yet look what 
wonderful soldiers they were during the war.  That sort of 
thing took a lot of self-discipline.  Get round these kids, 
Miss King, and they’ll die for you.”   
 

Dora begins the task of winning the children over by challenging 

the ‘leader of the push’ Ginger Perkins to a swimming race and 

beating him, which astounds them all since she is a ‘Pom’, and she 

begins to find her feet with the children and the community.  Dora 

soon discovers that her predecessor has done very well indeed, 

despite her ‘weakness’, and the children’s work is quite advanced.  

She also discovers that Teddy’s ‘breaking out’ is in reaction to 

his fiance having gone ‘Yank mad’ during the war and betraying 

him, finally ending up ‘on the streets’.    

 

 By the time the bottlenose dolphin, which is to become the 

catalyst of the narrative’s message, makes its appearance Dora is 

an accepted part of the community.  This singular animal begins 

coming in close to where the children swim, eventually playing 

with them and allowing Ginger Perkins to ride on its back.  This 

stimulates a number of educational sessions on cetaceans for both 

the children and Dora (and the reader) from Teddy, whom she 

belatedly discovers to also be a marine biologist and the shire’s 

Warden for Game and Fish.  Teddy tells her that his main job is to 

‘find out why the fish are deserting the continental shelf’ and to 

protect remaining stocks from illegal fishing, mostly instigated 

by another Seachange character look-alike, Arnold Baker.  ‘Baker 

the Taker’, a local councillor who virtually owns Panambura, is 

                                                           
27 In those days when a female public servant married she was expected to 
give up work. 
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always on the look-out for more profit-making activities and not 

concerned about legalities or ethical matters.  Unfortunately, the 

dolphin does not remain Jindi’s secret for long.  At first it is 

only families from Panambura who make the trip along the boggy 

track to Jindi.  But then articles appear in the Sydney papers and 

all of a sudden Jindi is overwhelmed by city folk with their loud 

manners, careless littering and vulgar money.  The community 

becomes stricken by greed, as one way or another money starts to 

replace the kindnesses of yore.  Baker gets into the act too, 

funding various locals in tourist operations, all the while 

plotting to steal the dolphin for his aquarium.  However, Teddy is 

appraised of this and first leaks the plot to the papers then 

brings his mates, the State Ministers for Fisheries and Education, 

into the act with a Bill to protect the Jindi dolphin.  As the 

dolphin’s fame grows all is not well in Jindi and, ‘as Teddy had 

feared [the community] began to sell its soul’ (p.149).  However, 

the children, with the exception of Ginger Perkins who has become 

‘a mug lair’ with his importance, resent the intrusion and they 

alone seem unimpressed with the money their parents are so excited 

by.  Dora worries that ‘Jindi is lost forever’, but Teddy 

reassures her (p.164): “Jindi? No! They’re sound, these people.  

They’re a sort of gentle savage.  They’ll revert.”  Yet Dora 

wonders if the community, once experiencing the trappings of 

fortune and fame, would ever be able to settle back to their old 

simplicity, and if the dolphin had known what its coming would 

mean, might it have ‘swum by?’ (p.65): 

 
It was a solemn and disturbing thought. It moved Dora to 
consider in silence what a terrible thing innocence could be.  
The innocents of Jindi had turned into hard-drinking, 
quarrelsome traders, to out-Baker Baker, exploiting (whether 
they called it that or not), a glorious, gentle creature which 
had come to them in innocence. 
 

But all this consternation comes to naught when Teddy finds the 

dolphin dead, caught on rocks and badly scarred from an unknown 

source.  In classic romantic style, the death of the dolphin 

brings the town to its senses, and Teddy and Dora into each 
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other’s arms.  They get married and the reception is held in the 

schoolhouse with the whole community present, to whom Dora gives a 

very schoolmistressy sort of speech which finishes with a plea 

that is straight from Lambert’s heart (p.187-8): 

 
“Don’t ever change, please.  I don’t think you are saintly; 

you have the ordinary share of human failings – but you’re 
immeasurably lucky that your failings don’t drive you to misery 
and dishonour.  Such a fate overtakes people daily in large 
cities. 
“Living among you here, I’ve learnt to perceive the emptiness 

of ambition and what a tragic lot of time it wastes.  Most of 
the things we strive for so fiercely are in the end not worth 
having.” 
   

But times have changed for the better in some ways, so Dora will 

return to her school after her honeymoon. 

 

 A sad indication of Lambert’s lost reading public in 

Australia is the borrower’s record in the copy I have, which once 

belonged to the Caufield RSL Library and shows just three loans, 

from 25.8.64 to 31.5.66.  True, Dolphin is perhaps a naïve little 

tale, its romance somewhat unsophisticated for the increasingly 

cynical times.  Its gentle rebuke to those who allowed greed to 

eclipse the things that really matter may have been unwelcome to 

people caught up in the consumerist momentum, and perhaps too 

early for the Hippy generation about to emerge in the following 

decade, which might have appreciated it more.    

 

The Tender Conspiracy 

The Tender Conspiracy (1965) is, undoubtedly, Lambert’s sweetest 

work and in 1999 preliminary negotiations for the film rights were 

under way with an American producer whose wife had long loved the 

book.28  O’Leary writes of the period in which it was written 

(O'Leary 1974:104): 

 
There was a steadfast normality in this period of Lambert’s 
life.  A serenity that permeates much of his creative work 

                                                           
28 This was occurring during my stay with Lambert’s daughters and what 
may have come of these negotiations is, at the time of writing, not 
known. 
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published about this time; particularly ‘The Tender 
Conspiracy’.  There is a nostalgic gentleness in this story of 
an old Australian immigrant which is profoundly moving. 
 

Lambert was, indeed, writing with ‘nostalgic gentleness’ here, 

about a world that even then was long gone, and it is the second 

of his two novels that feature children; a pity since this subject 

matter also features his sweeter side often crushed by the 

harshness of the adult world.  While children comprise its main 

characters it is not a children’s book per se, but one that 

reaches across the generations as the continuing fondness held for 

it by that producer’s wife shows.  Like Dolphin, Conspiracy has 

illustrations, this time by Iris Schweitzer and, also similarly, 

is a moral fable for the times.  Indeed, had he lived Lambert may 

well have found this genre a haven for his ardently humanist and 

deeply moral nature, one which, without the harsh experiences of 

depression and war, he may have found his way to quicker and 

stayed longer.  The morality tale is a historical didactic device 

and, as sweet as Conspiracy is, Lambert has by no means abandoned 

his central motivation for writing: not just to awake the reader’s 

moral self, but to also alert them to society’s wrongs, and to 

change them both for the better.  In Conspiracy the commanding 

moral is that ‘no course of action is justified if we did not 

emerge better people than when we began’ (p.65).  However, as 

every good morality tale goes, there are numerous ethical hurdles 

to be met before that state is achieved and various subsidiary 

moral outcomes are revealed as these obstacles are surmounted. 

 

 The narrative is told in the first person by a ‘professional 

author’ who had been one of the children it features, Johnny 

Lambert, which keeps troth with the fine balance between a 

memoir’s intimacy and fiction.  The setting is the small rural 

town of Bullaminka in Southern Queensland and its events centre on 

an elderly character, Herman Hart or, as he is known colloquially, 

Toowoomba Jack.  Toowoomba is one of those characters once common 

to Australian outback towns in the first part of the twentieth 

century, a lone eccentric European, possibly illegal, whom 
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everybody knows, but nobody knows well.  He is shabby and wears 

magnifying spectacles that make his eyes look huge, but his 

bearing is that of an old soldier and he is kindly, beaming his 

myopic smiles at the children no matter what mischief they 

deliver.  As such, he is the butt of the town’s biased 

imaginations and the children’s often less than kind humour, but 

Toowoomba is a gentle man who loves children and their imagination 

is fonder than that delivered to other similar characters, and 

their humour is gentler.  But he is still not one of them (p.8): 

 
He was laughed at for his mannerisms, parodied for his accent, 

and generally despised for what he was; for these were the days 
when Australians were gratified to find that foreign immigrants 
had only one head. 
He made himself notable in Bullaminka solely through a series 

of hilarious failures.  For these, and in between, he was 
tormented by the Bullaminka youngsters, of which I was one.  
You know how cruel children can be. 

 
Toowoomba becomes the school caretaker and the children soon 

discover his extraordinary general knowledge and erudition (p.12):  

‘It was nothing for a guilty boy or girl to come to school early, 

seek out Toowoomba, and write out their homework with the 

knowledge he had given them.’  When Johnny takes a message to his 

shack he sees a room so crowded with books its inhabitant was 

‘almost expelled’ (p.12).  The adult narrator Johnny observes 

that, whilst one of Toowoomba’s favourite sayings was ‘Knowledge 

is Power’ and he obviously possessed a great deal of knowledge, it 

never seemed to have gained him any power.  Yet Toowoomba is in 

love with knowledge and often listens to a lesson at the classroom 

window, to varying levels of approval by the teachers (p.17): 

 
Some of the more sensitive teachers sent him packing, for he 
had the habit of silently shaking his head at the odd 
observation the teacher made, in a grave, reproachful fashion, 
silently mouthing what he considered to be the correct 
interpretation. 
 

He has all the patience in the world for the children, but he has 

no patience for the ‘hell and damnation’ theology of the local 

Reverend Scott Moncrief who terrorises the children in his 

religion class (p.18): 
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And suddenly there was Toowoomba!  Not at the window but in the 
doorway.  Not beaming, but trembling with indignation and his 
spectacles like bright swords going into battle. 
“Iss not so! Gott iss not so!  Why do you frighten these 
children with Gott?  He has made what is best and what is worst 
and we make our choice.  We make wrong choice, ya, but he does 
not make roast joint of us because we are what he made us!”   
 

Moncrief is in the mode of old monsters whose religion comes from 

the ‘Old Testament, those bloodthirsty prophets who weren’t even 

Christians and were never satisfied unless some poor devil was 

being scourged, purged, persecuted, and otherwise annoyed’ (p.14).  

Lambert makes an important point here, for as O’Leary points out 

Lambert was a ‘confirmed bible reader’ (O'Leary 1974:110) and this 

traditional warping of Christianity is a constant thorn in his 

side.  Lambert’s Christianity is a pure, anarchistic, form and the 

scorn and ridicule Toowoomba directs at Moncrief here is Lambert’s 

own against the fear and remarkable lack of love that underpins 

much of institutional religion.  And the value of love is the 

prevailing ethical guide for all the story’s subsequent actions.  

Although this intervention does not lose Toowoomba his job he no 

longer stops at their classroom windows.  While he earns even 

greater affection from the children when he physically intervenes 

with a teacher in the act of beating a boy, this finally gets 

Toowoomba the sack. 

 

 After a number of failed employment efforts Toowoomba 

triumphs over an exploiter by taking a lottery ticket in lieu of 

wages and winning an amount sufficient to start the enterprise 

that forms the scene of the tale’s greatest hilarity (Chapters 9 & 

10).  Toowoomba leases a decrepit picture theatre and opens it 

showing silent Hollywood cowboy films for the children, aided by 

another classic character of old rural towns, the piano-teaching 

spinster with a grey bun and prince-nez glasses, Miss Rose, who 

doubles as ticket seller and musical accompanist.  The children’s 

active engagement with the movies develops over time into a game, 

at first throwing assorted food stuffs about, then gets more 

seriously wild when meat pies become the missile of choice, many 
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finding their targets on the screen with an occasional direct hit 

on Miss Rose.  This game develops into virtual pandemonium, and 

its sheer joyous anarchy has great similarity in tone with 

Veteran’s ‘Short pause for bastardy’.  However, it is not so 

happily resolved as the children have over-reached themselves, if 

not in Toowoomba’s fast-failing eyes, then in the view of the 

authorities, and the theatre is closed down while Toowoomba is 

mysteriously absent.  Toowoomba then takes over the garbage 

collection run in Johnny’s area and, after an increasingly erratic 

and noisy period does not appear one day and when Johnny goes with 

Gladys to check on him is discovered to be totally blind.  When 

they suggest a doctor Toowoomba begs them not to tell anyone and 

declares he would rather die there in his shack than subject 

himself to the indignity of charity (p.60).  

 

 Then commences the ‘conspiracy’, when the children resolve to 

help Toowoomba continue with his garbage run, recruiting other 

children who can keep a secret, one or more of whom is always with 

him to guide the steering of the truck and garbage collection, 

with all that task’s attendant misadventures (p.65): 

 
“Brakes!” I screamed once as a cow loomed sedately out of the 
mist.  The truck stopped dead and I went straight into the 
windscreen and gave myself a lurid bruise between the eyes.  
When I was asked about it at home I lied.  We all lied, we told 
every lie in the book.  It was understandable, a kid getting up 
at first light in the summer, but winter was coming on and the 
mornings were darker, and chill.  And we had to find new 
reserves of self-discipline to get ourselves out of those warm 
enveloping sheets. 
 

However, what the children gain, both simply in that very self-

discipline they were developing and the nobility achieved by such 

sacrifice, and in their exposure to the intellectual world of 

Toowoomba is repayment for their efforts.  Toowoomba is engaged in 

a running theological battle with Moncrief through the local 

paper, in letters which he dictates to Gladys (p.70): ‘He opposes 

the Reverend’s image of God, quoting Origen, Tertullius, Duns 

Scotus, Jacob Boheme, and just about every theologian who ever 
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was.’  And this can be also seen as evidence of Lambert’s own 

supporting theological literature for the argument he puts here 

through Toowoomba.  This little cabal continues until ‘something 

happened, and the old truck ran straight into the massive side of 

St Bot’s’.  This is his arch-enemy Moncrief’s church, who rails at 

Toowoomba while he is pinned beneath the truck.  Johnny is the 

child with him on that fateful morning and has, with Toowoomba’s 

encouragement fled, only belatedly remembering to call the 

ambulance when he got home, too late to save Toowoomba’s leg which 

ends up being amputated.  When Toowoomba is taken to hospital his 

blindness is also discovered and the long-running conspiracy is 

revealed, to Johnny’s father’s initial ire.  But Johnny’s mother 

intervenes with this salient point for the tale’s moral (p.73): 

“Put that strap down, Robert Lambert.  You are in the presence of 

love.”  When Toowoomba’s illegitimate residency is confirmed 

Moncrief leads a push to have him deported but Toowoomba cheats 

his desire for vengeance by dying. 

 

 Johnny had broached the issue of his flight from the wreck 

with Toowoomba, distressed that this cowardice may have caused the 

loss of his leg, and this response draws together many of 

Lambert’s perennial themes (p.79): 

 
“Is useless to talk of what might-have-been.  We are all 
afraid.  Suddenly we are face to face with fear and we cease to 
think.  In the war, one day I run.  I weep with shame and call 
myself a coward.  Next day I chase enemy who runs away.  I am a 
hero.  I get a medal.  I am same man.  Fear is a thing you live 
with.  Suddenly there is a choice – face it or run away.  It 
is, what they say? – your moment of truth.  You face it.  You 
are a man.”  He squeezed the boy’s shoulders.  “You will be a 
man, I know, my little navigator.” 
 

Again Lambert moves between memoir and fiction, as the narrator 

reveals that this wisdom had sustained him throughout his own 

military service and he had passed it on to others at their own 

‘moment of truth’.  In the final analysis, the prevailing moral is 

in the capacity of action based on compassionate love, not 

ideological passion, self-interest or pride, to develop the finer 
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self.  Here, perhaps most acutely, is the pure, small ‘c’ 

christianity of Lambert’s own morality, one that had perhaps 

formed in his earliest exposure to a child’s appreciation of the 

‘goodness’ of Christ, and which was subjected to so much duress 

through his own life experience.29   

 

 
 

                                                           
29 There must have been a strongly religious element to their childhood 
as his sister’s Christianity was similarly formed, but she sought solace 
for her disappointment at the brutality of experience in fundamentalist 
religiosity.  
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Part D: Conclusion 

 
Chapter 9. The past and the future: What of the radical 

literary tradition in Australian adult education? 

 

i) ‘Rage, rage, against the dying of the light’: Lambert, class, 

ideology and the postmodern loss of certainty  

 
Not only writers and artists, but every one of us, must reflect 
on the tragic words of Alexander Fadayev a few days before his 
suicide: “For us writers ideology should have been a helpmate 
and an inspiration.  By our excesses and our stiffness we have 
made her a cross-grained shrew.”  (The Reasoner July 1956:2) 

 
The discussion of Eric Lambert’s development as a radical 

political writer and his body of work in the previous Part C has 

endeavoured to explore and interpret these as an exemplar of the 

radical writer working as an adult educator in the British radical 

literary tradition.  Some of the stresses experienced by Lambert 

were unique to his generation, but many more were synonymous with 

the historical tradition in which he worked.  With their love of 

reading, talent for thinking and creative expression, and a 

passionate care for the fate of humanity, the radical organic 

intellectuals frequently found themselves alienated from working 

class peers and subject to the enticements of social advancement 

that such talents offer.  It has been argued that those organic 

intellectuals who chose to throw in their lot with the radical 

literary tradition often sacrificed the potential ease that their 

talents may have otherwise brought them.  This was also true for 

the dissident middle class intellectuals who turned against the 

culture in which they were raised to join the oppositional 

discourse of the radical tradition.  Both found their efforts 

treated as suspect as working class identity and ideology firmed 

in the twentieth century.  

 

The advent of the Party compounded these problems, 

particularly for writers, whose strict ascription to a rapidly 
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tightening working class doctrine was under constant scrutiny. 

This was Lambert’s experience, exacerbating his sense of isolation 

when his faith in the Party collapsed in 1956.  Set adrift without 

a guiding political theory or class identity Lambert faced the 

loss of the radical tradition’s utopian agenda by first taking up 

the battle against all ideology then retreating to the small 

comforts of human goodness, where they could be found. 

 

In Part B it has been argued that the utopian dynamic was 

seminal in the formation of the radical literary tradition in 

which the dialectic of the emergent classes forged an oppositional 

discourse challenging bourgeois hegemony.  Through the gross 

distortions of wealth and poverty associated with the rise of the 

bourgeoisie and the Industrial Revolution, variants of socialist 

theory developed into a class-based ideology expressing opposition 

to the appropriation of cultural and economic wealth by the ruling 

classes.  These disparities in wealth occur in feudal and non-

capitalist societies as well, but it was in the cauldron of the 

societal instability contingent upon the rise of British 

capitalism that an urge to literacy irrupted as a challenge to the 

hierarchical control of knowledge and power.  It has been argued 

that the British radical literary tradition evolved concomitant 

with the development of modern class society, first in a push by 

the disenfranchised for freedom from aristocratic misrule, then 

from the massive poverty and ignorance resultant from nineteenth 

century laissez faire economics.   

 

There are those such as Fieldhouse (1996:19) who perceive 

this momentum as deriving entirely from the actions of radical 

individuals and middle class reformers, arguing mass educational 

inertia and citing statistics of marriage registers in the mid-

1700s to mid-1800s as evidence for widespread illiteracy.  E P 

Thompson’s (1994:200-225) criticism of reliance on such official 

sources is relevant here and it has been argued that these 

statistics were accumulated when working class literacy itself was 
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considered subversive, and so less likely to be revealed to 

official inquiry.  During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 

democratic ideals of universal suffrage and social and economic 

equity drove the momentum of working class politics and, out of 

this struggle, the language of a pre-Marxian, native socialist-

communist ideology formed and articulated the demands of working 

class organisations.  As the class divide firmed the act of 

reading itself had become political and the possession of radical 

literature subversive, and literacy and education became a site of 

contest for control over the working class mind between radical 

and conservative forces.  The oppositional discourse that 

accompanied the formation of those classes had cohered around a 

radical literary tradition with an ethos of adult education that 

was both public and clandestine.  In this way then, the modern 

field of adult education is seen as having originated in the 

radical initiative of the oppositional literary discourse, which 

was then contested by conservative agencies to stem the tide of 

working class aspiration and to control its direction.    

 

Chapters Three and Four have explored how that tradition 

developed in both similar and unique ways in the Australian 

context, supporting the Old Left argument for the powerful 

influence of Chartism and other radical political movements in 

that development.  It has been argued that, from the colony’s 

inception, the utopian dream of forging a working man’s paradise 

was inherent to much of the striving to find a native voice for 

our literature and manifested in a strong democratic republican 

ethos to the Australian radical tradition.  That ethos is evident 

in the emergence of a uniquely Australian literature, which 

quickly became a site of contest between hegemonic and radical 

forces for the establishment of the identifiers of our national 

characteristics.  Whilst ties to the parent culture and 

conservative hegemony were strong, it has been argued that the 

contest was conclusively won by the radical tradition, with the 

characteristics of egalitarianism, fairness, irreverence to 
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authority and respect for the dignity of ordinary people 

permeating our sense of ourselves as a people.  These themes were 

heightened and concentrated in the practices of socialist realism 

from the 1930s on and it can be seen that those characteristics 

remain prevalent in literature that is seen as identifiably 

Australian.  

 

While that centuries-old struggle had achieved its great 

milestones of legal trade unionism, universal suffrage and the 

eight-hour day by the time Lambert was born, the Depression of the 

1930s and WWII were savage reminders that there remained much more 

to be done.  Lambert was firstly an artist and, as all true 

artists do, he had engaged wholeheartedly and passionately with 

the world about him, expressing his responses in his chosen art 

form of literature.  The tradition Lambert entered had long held 

the power of literature as a vehicle for the education of the 

working class and, as theory firmed into ideology, the role of 

radical writers had also become more articulated.  Chapters Four 

to Six have described the long evolution of the radical literary 

tradition into a socialist theory of working class literature in 

an effort to claim a distinct field of literary identity for the 

working class.  This is seen as being in direct response to the 

increasing hegemony of middle class values across the literary 

spectrum, one that worked to discredit radical political content 

as propagandist and sited the blame for societal dysfunction in 

the individual.  With the Russian Revolution, the Soviets had 

produced a theory of proletarian literature and developed it so 

that, by the time Lambert joined the Party, socialist realist 

ideology placed particular constraints and demands upon the 

writer.  As has been discussed in Chapter Six, though he embraced 

the didactic task of the communist writer, Lambert had particular 

difficulties with many of those constraints.  He was not alone in 

this.  As the quote from The Reasoner above indicates, those 

constraints proved especially tyrannous to those writers who, 

however politically motivated, were artists first and foremost.  
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At the end of WWII, with an influx of American cultural products, 

the socialist realist writers produced a vanguard of Australian 

writing that renewed and reinforced these identifiers and which 

has remained at the heart of our national literature.  Eric 

Lambert’s initiation into writing was through the agency of 

socialist realism, a natural inheritor of the radical literary 

tradition and, while he moved away from the Party after 1956, that 

didactic ethos was to remain throughout his writing life.  

 

That all creative writers draw from personal experience and 

politics for their work to some extent is a given, and this 

dimension of the use of autobiographical material as a resource 

was accentuated in socialist realist theory.  Lambert expresses 

this position in his article on ‘The craft of writing’ in Realist 

Writer (Nov-Dec 1952:8-10):  ‘In the fibre of my life, the use of 

words for the end [sic] of Peace and Freedom is inextricably 

woven.  Therefore, because I live I write, and I write as I live.’  

The socialist realist thrust to literary expression of working 

class personal experience inherited that older tradition 

epitomised by the Bulletin, which encouraged literacy development 

and worked to raise the appreciation and value of ordinary lives.  

For the socialist realists in particular, it was also about 

creating an alternative, and distinctly working class literature 

that worked to develop a critical consciousness of the story’s 

socio-economic-political context in both reader and writer.  It 

has been demonstrated that this personal quality is pronounced in 

Lambert’s body of work, which has been read for this thesis as 

public signposts on an intensely personal journey through the 

tumultuous period spanned by his literary career.   

 

In reading Lambert’s texts as unintentional memoir, the study 

looked not only to private and public correspondence and the 

merging of factual, quasi-fictional and fictional autobiographical 

reference with fictional characters, but also to the trajectory of 

his entire literary career.  That Lambert, unlike so many peers, 
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did not live to write his memoirs is to some extent mitigated by 

this intensely personal dimension of his writing and, given his 

inclination to blur the boundaries between fact and fiction, we 

may not have been a great deal wiser if he had.1  Yes, he 

sometimes interposed factual autobiographical details and 

occasionally interpolated with quasi-fictional references, a 

tendency that overlapped with his private life and caused some ire 

amongst friends and acquaintances.  However, I do not view this 

trait as harshly as O’Leary did, for it has been seen here as 

being all in an artist’s imaginative search for that greater 

truth; to understand and portray that which makes us truly human.  

For Lambert human truth is often more complex than the immediate 

phenomena of life and does not always concur with the material 

facts, as he states in his preface to Kelly ([1964]1966).  This 

very postmodern perception is further revealed in his remarks on 

Oscar Wilde, that the gift of the vividly creative imagination 

offered a ‘permanent visa’ across the ‘border between fact and 

fantasy’ (Lambert 1967:157).  For Lambert, it has been argued that 

these extrapolations on ‘truth’ were an empathetic vehicle to 

extend his own experience through the imaginative exploration of 

the lives of his fictional characters. 

 

There was though, one stark reality that underpinned much of 

Lambert’s writing, that of war and its effects, and his first 

work, The Twenty Thousand Thieves (1951) was a statement of his 

profound disgust with the whole culture of war.  Lambert’s 

motivation to write is revealed best in that closing paragraph of 

The Veterans, where Bill Farr reflects on those whose version of 

war would constitute the hegemonic version of history and the 

necessity for the true story of the war to be told by ‘men like 

me’ (1954:223).  It has been demonstrated that Lambert’s primary 

                                                           
1 Yet I must admit to more than a little curiosity about those post-56 
trips ‘behind the iron curtain’ he refers to; and what really happened to 
his UK papers; and why he died so poor after such a successful career; 
and what else he wrote for film and television, under his own name and 
other pseudonyms. 
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cause, the one that drew him into the Party and stayed with him 

after he had left despite the devastation of 1956, was the 

determination to do all he could to prevent such wars from ever 

happening again.  He saw the core task of his writing as an 

awakening of a critical questioning of the motives of those who 

promote war and a recognition of the terrible cost paid by the 

human beings sent to fight these wars.  In all his novels dealing 

with WWII he worked to show the ordinary humanity of these men, 

and that, while war might pare some men back to humanity’s 

essential grandeur, it also worked to warp or destroy that 

humanity in many others.  It is this motivation that best provides 

the reason for the extremity of his reaction to what he witnessed 

in Hungary.  It was the first time since New Guinea that Lambert 

had revisited an active war zone, for that was how it must have 

appeared from the ground, and this not only discredited the 

communist movement as the vehicle for an end to war, but triggered 

his personal trauma.  That trauma was manifest in the harsh 

cynicism toward the pretensions of the Party in The Rehabilitated 

Man (1960) and its legacy for the disillusioned, the absence of 

anything to believe in, expressed in The Drip Dry Man (1963).  

Lambert was terribly aware of war’s extended social cost in 

permanently damaged souls and minds, as he explicates in The Long 

White Night (1965), because he paid this price himself, physically 

and emotionally, and died of its wounds.  He recognised his own 

suffering in the society around him, and knew that, for a full 

recovery, the enemy must also be humanised, a task he tackled in 

The Dark Backward (1958) and MacDougal’s Farm (1965), and came 

closest to achieving with Hiroshima Reef (1967).  That Lambert had 

great difficulty doing this for the Japanese, despite an otherwise 

passionate anti-racist humanism, is but one example of the ongoing 

personal cost of the war.2  It was the Party’s promises to put an 

                                                           
2 It is notable that though he fought Germans and Italians in the Middle 
East he did not feel the need to do likewise with those old enemies. 
True, in Thieves he argues many of the Italians realised they had been 
duped by Mussolini and lacked the will to fight, and the behaviour of the 
Germans is mostly culturally comprehendible for him.   
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end to war and its pretension to democratic equity for all peoples 

that had persuaded Lambert to hitch his talent to its star, and it 

was the breaking of that promise which came very near to breaking 

his heart.  This anguish was shared with many of his peers, as 

Howard Fast so painfully expresses here: 

 
For it is not myself alone who has been degraded, but a whole 
generation of brave and eager youth – men and women who set out 
to scale the very ramparts of heaven, and then reaching the 
top, look over and down into the ugliness of hell.  

(Fast 1957:4)
        

The Party Lambert joined in 1947 had claimed to itself the 

ethos of that ancient radical literary tradition which has been 

argued for in Part B.  As it expanded beyond the Soviet borders 

the Party had subsumed a vanguard role in that ancient British-

Ruropean tradition’s momentum, taking up the banner of 

international working class emancipation.  Although even at its 

peak the Party never achieved what might be considered a truly 

significant representation among the population at large, its 

ideology held a particular attraction for artists and 

intellectuals and numbered amongst its members a disproportionate 

percentage of writers, as Fast explains: 

 
… I joined as a writer, even as so many other writers of our 
epoch joined.  Perhaps no other group of human beings who earn 
their bread with a skill or trade have so deep and pressing a 
need to understand the movements and compulsions of both 
history and the individual as the creative writer.  Perhaps no 
other have so pressing a need to resolve out of man’s agony and 
joy, a goal, a reason, a pattern of sense – for these are the 
working tools of the writer.          (Fast 1957:13) 
 

And to those writers for whom the Party had provided convincing 

explanations that gave a ‘pattern of sense’ to the ‘movements and 

compulsions of history’, first Khruschev’s speech then the Soviet 

actions in Hungary were terrible indeed.  These were the straws 

that finally broke the back of faith for writers like Lambert and 

Fast, who set again to write, this time to warn their generation 

so that ‘they will never see this avenue as a road to any future 

that man should face without loathing’ (Fast 1957:23).  Those 
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writers who pledged their faith had sacrificed much, both in 

personal terms and in their career as writers, out of love for 

those ideals of peace on earth and the brotherhood of men espoused 

by the Party and should not be harshly judged by hindsight.  As 

Macintyre points out, being a Party member was not always an 

indication of general susceptibility to brain-numbing ideology: 

 
The stress on a monolithic organisation characterised by iron 
discipline is indicative not of a docile obedience but rather 
of its composition of activists inclined to communism by a 
spirit of rebellion – determined, headstrong and refractory men 
and women who did not easily receive orders.  

(Macintyre 1998:415)
     

  
The passionate desire to work for the betterment of humanity, and 

faith in the Party’s ability to deliver the means by which this 

might be achieved, is repeatedly evidenced in the plethora of 

memoirs by ex-communists.  Although they may have been small in 

number, the Party’s hierarchy deluded by ideology and dominated by 

a foreign power, ordinary members at the social coal-face made 

significant contributions to the quality of life, not only for the 

working class in particular but for civil society in general.  In 

all those gains in working conditions made from the 1930s to the 

final demise of the Party, some incremental and some benchmarks, 

in child-care, housing, and racial and social justice issues, you 

will find the activism of communists.  The lasting legacy of the 

socialist realists, in the literary valuing of ordinary people’s 

lives and the resurgence in popularity of Australian folklore and 

history, is also extant in much contemporary writing.  Although 

the Soviet Union may have been incapable of practising what it 

preached in regards to ethnic minorities, Western communists took 

on the battle against the racism of their own communities and made 

important contributions to that cause.  Many were highly 

intelligent people, dedicated to the incontrovertibly sane cause 

of improving the quality of life for ordinary people and, as 

Macintyre (1998) has pointed out, it is not as if the Soviet 

doctrine was universally accepted uncritically.  Indeed, it has 
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been shown that Lambert had become highly critical of the Party 

hierarchy and its ideological encumbrances but had stayed, as did 

Howard Fast, for the promise of peace and brotherhood it held in a 

world of looming conflict. 

 
That generation’s reasons for conversion, and acceptance of 

the often culturally inappropriate machinations of the Party, have 

been shown to be both explicable and appreciable.  As Koestler 

points out, such conversion is only possible when the convert’s 

existing faith has failed to make sense of their world.  Koestler 

describes his conversion upon reading Marx’s Feuerbach and The 

State and Revolution as a revelation of biblical proportions: 

 
The new light seems to pour from all directions across the 
skull; the whole universe falls into a pattern like the stray 
pieces of a jigsaw puzzle assembled by magic at one stroke.  
There is now an answer to every question, doubts and conflicts 
are a matter for the tortured past – a past already remote, 
when one had lived in dismal ignorance in the tasteless, 
colourless world of those who don’t know.     
        (Koestler [1950]1965:19) 

 
Certainly, the intellectual power of Marx and Engels was an 

initial hook, particularly for the intelligentsia who could work 

their way through these dense texts.  But the highly organised 

Party education system ensured that both intellectuals and non-

intellectuals alike absorbed the Party version of Marxist ideas.  

There were also very basic moral and social reasons for the 

conversion of ordinary workers who had grown up during the 

Depression, as the Australian Bernice Morris recalls of her own 

reasons for committing to the Party during WWII: 

 
I wanted the Capitalist system overturned but I did not think 
that would happen for a very long time.  I thought that in the 
Communist Party one could work more effectively for a better 
world because, within the Party, the work would be more 
organised and disciplined.  Also, I wanted to throw in my lot 
with my new friends, the most interesting people I had known.  
I admired their integrity and commitment.     (Morris 1998:31) 
 

These two recollections express the personal motives of many 

others for joining the Communist Party, from the intellectual 
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seeking truth and a way to make sense of their world to the 

proletarian seeking community and a better world for their 

families.  For both, the Party promised to fulfil their ambitions 

with a highly organised system of ideological education and 

disciplined activism but, as many memoirs show, that ideology 

often served to close minds rather than open them.  The evil 

manipulations of ideology became a second cause, at times even 

eclipsing Lambert’s anti-war crusade and, for him, it was 

important that people realised their own responsibility in 

resisting both.  In Lambert’s later works this theme is a 

constant: that social injustice must be changed by the people 

themselves and faith must be found in humanity’s capacity for 

goodness rather than given to those who would misuse it.  In some 

ways this might be seen as a reversion to the Christianity of his 

childhood, but it was one that refused the authority of the 

institution that had built up around the teachings of Christ.  As 

I have argued elsewhere (2001a), Lambert’s Marxism was essentially 

sited in a profound sense of morality. 

 

The claim of institutional Christianity to the absolute faith 

of the population had gradually lost credibility over the previous 

three centuries, replaced with the modernist certainties of 

science and progress.  In the first half of the nineteenth century 

the ideals of Chartism had achieved an almost religious quality 

for its adherents, as Lambert writes of in The Five Bright Stars 

(1954) and Ballarat ([1962]1963).  For the left-wing 

intelligentsia the quasi-scientific theories of Marx and Engels 

had begun to supplant Christian faith in the second half of that 

century.  Yet there was also a strong cultural legacy of 

Puritanism, the Dissenting sects and Christian socialism that 

merged naturally with late nineteenth century radicalism, 

socialism and trade unionism, as evidenced in the work of William 

Lane.  When the Russian Revolution produced the Party, with its 

Marxist-Leninist doctrine of ideological certainty supported by a 

quasi-religious community, it provided a natural interface with 
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that modernist stream of certainty and progress.  So predisposed, 

the mind-set of sectors of British radical idealism proved 

adaptable to the Party’s moral certainties of communist 

revolution.  It has been shown that for many of those who stayed 

despite the internal contradictions, the Party had effectively 

replaced religious faith.  However, it has also been argued that 

the Party had interpolated with the Christian-humanist ethos of 

the British radical tradition.  It is telling that when Lambert’s 

faith in the communist movement failed he sought solace in the 

non-institutional essentials of Christian teachings, those of the 

original Christ: in the power of love and the simple goodness of 

ordinary human beings. 

 

Important sections of the radical literary tradition of 

Britain and Europe were co-opted by the Party to serve what 

eventually became clear in 1956 to be Russian imperialism under 

the guise of international Communism.  The Party’s success in 

perpetuating that internationalist mirage for so long was effected 

by its subsumption of the momentum of those ancient British 

cultural yearnings towards a native form of socialism.  The Party 

education system also intercepted and subsumed key dimensions of 

the traditions of adult education and literature through which 

that goal had been pursued in Britain, Western Europe, America and 

Australia.  Certainly, the works of Marx and Engels were central 

to this twentieth century manifestation of communism, but it is 

important to remember that they too were drawing upon this ancient 

radical tradition.  In adapting the theories and language of Marx 

and Engels to their own purposes the CPSU interpolated that older 

tradition with the extremes of their own ‘historical convulsion’.  

Theirs was a forced quantum leap, out of feudalism into industrial 

society, a very different condition to the more sequential 

evolutionary patterns of western working class development.  For 

the Soviets, as for the British tradition, education and 

literature were central to this leap and writers were the Party’s 

intellectual front line, charged with winning the imaginative 
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ground where more literal means of coercion were ineffective.  For 

Soviet intellectuals, whose task it was to persuade a largely 

feudal and highly superstitious peasant population away from the 

influences of the clerisy, which had supported the feudal 

authority of the aristocracy, a quasi-religious faith in Marxism 

and the Party as its authority was an essential component.  Their 

task was to persuade the yeomen and peasants that it was 

desirable, even glorious, to become a working class.  Although 

this had some cross-over with the agenda of western socialism, the 

Marxist language of class held qualitatively different meanings 

for western culture, where those classes had already developed in 

a more sophisticated dialectic.  The working class of British 

culture had grown into a sense of itself over centuries, its 

literature developing with each stage of achievement, and the 

Party overrode this with an ideologically crude and culturally 

insensitive approach which only found purchase in the deprivation 

and instability concomitant with war and depression.  At its 

height the Party organisation gave invaluable support, theoretical 

discipline and direction, to intellectuals and writers and there 

were undoubtedly works of power and greatness produced by both 

Soviet and Western communist writers.  However, like a poison 

where a little heals and a lot kills, the Party’s increasing 

bureaucratisation of the Arts saw ideology become a poison to the 

creativity it sought to harness.  As has been discussed in Chapter 

Five, the Party’s increasingly absurd dogma on class with its 

perversions of language and scornful rhetoric on middle-class 

intellectuals made their position untenable and drove many away. 

 

As has been explained in Chapter Six, while Lambert’s class 

condition was working class and he can be see as an organic 

intellectual, his family’s attitudinal oeuvre was middle class.  

In attempting to use his writing talent as a means of public 

education, Lambert faced conflicts and ambiguities not only in the 

external world but also within himself, a condition not uncommon 

to other left wing writers as Hodgkin explains: 
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The position of a novelist whose origin is middle class and has 
been brought by his convictions to support the working class 
struggle is not an easy one.  His hopes, sympathies, and 
interests tend to lead him in one direction.  The social 
background with which he is familiar, the literary tradition in 
which he has been brought up, move him in another.   
          (Hodgkin 1937:109) 
 

While organic intellectuals like Fast and Lambert arose out of the 

working class, the level of literacy and the time and freedom to 

dream of actually being able to change the world required to 

produce a writer was more often to be found amongst the middle 

classes.  Owing to their superior access to education and free 

time, much of the radical literature that comprises the radical 

literary tradition's library might be seen as having been produced 

by radicalised members of the middle class and artisan working 

class.  However, as has been argued, the radical tradition is as 

much about the act of reading as it is of writing.  That 

literature has been shown in Chapters Two to Four to have filtered 

through the social strata of literary capacity into the more 

ephemeral and clandestine literary networks produced and 

disseminated by the working class.  As it did so, more people took 

up the struggle for literacy as a means to access knowledge and 

fulfil their desire to take control of their world. 

 

In Part B, literacy and radical literature were shown as 

central to the evolution of the dialectic of modern class strata 

and the educational ethos of both class formation and class 

mobility.  As literacy became commonplace and working class 

education achieved a distinctive identity a significant number of 

organic intellectuals from the working class began to make their 

presence felt.  Nineteenth century classes may seem static and 

self-perpetuating, becoming more fixed as the middle classes 

strove to secure their privilege, and for the great bulk of the 

population poverty and ignorance were, indeed, formidable barriers 

to aspiration.  However, the competitive ethos of laissez faire 

economics and concomitant class instability instigated both 

individual rise and decline within and between classes.   
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Chapter Six has shown that, while Lambert’s actual family 

class position was ostensibly white-collar working class, the 

residual social pretensions and middle class values of his mother 

remained a powerful influence on his early cultural and 

intellectual development.  Marion Lambert represents both the 

permeability of the middle class, and that strata of bourgeois 

aspiration that drives much working class conservatism.  This 

socio-cultural ambiguity was contrasted with the more continuous 

working class cultural tradition in which his peer and sometime 

comrade Frank Hardy developed.  A consequence of this was that 

there was a double load of class tension for Lambert.  First 

internally, between the pretensions and realities of his family’s 

class position, then that between the professional ambition of a 

middle class intellectual inculcated by his origins and his 

conscious adoption of working class identity.   

 

These tensions may have been manageable, had it not been for 

all the foolish nonsense Party critics levelled at Lambert for 

possessing any education or professional aspiration.  True, 

British working class development had formed a certain cynicism to 

the sympathies of middle class ‘do-gooders’, and this had the 

historical evidence of divided loyalties when organic 

intellectuals succumbed to the enticements of middle class reward.  

However, where such rigid distinctions may have had a necessary 

function for Party purposes in the Soviet context, they were 

counterproductive in advanced industrial societies such as 

Australia.  Such rhetoric was particularly at odds with the more 

permeable class system that had evolved in Australia which, while 

the barriers of poverty and ignorance had rendered their class 

position concrete for many, still allowed a degree of aspiration 

to those who dreamed.  While much of the momentum of the radical 

tradition has been towards a higher standard of living and the 

abolition of class differences in political and social life, the 

maintenance of class loyalty remained an issue while those 

differences persisted.  As E P Thompson (1968) has shown, the 
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British working class had resisted their ‘making’, at first 

clinging to the dignity of older forms of custom and identity in 

craft guilds and only as industrialism diminished these domains 

did they finally accept the definition as a means of communal 

strength.  The historical cycles of working class co-operation in 

this identity have been shown to be concomitant with the flux of 

industrial capitalist economics, and it was undoubtedly the 

rupture of Depression and war that brought many into the Party 

during the 1930s and 40s.   

 

The Soviet interpretation of Marxist theories of class and 

capitalist economics made contemporary sense and gave a new 

community of identity and empowerment to those in the maelstrom of 

economic decline.  The strength of community and security of 

theoretical discipline that the Party offered to writers both 

inspired and bedevilled them with an increasingly rigid doctrine 

of working class writing.  The socialist realist writers linked in 

with that older radical tradition which continued to work for a 

place in literature and a value in history for the lives and 

causes of working class people.  However, their conceptual images 

were fixed on the blue collar worker and, as forms of work changed 

in the postwar technological boom, the language of class itself 

became the means by which the entire socialist-communist movement 

might be attacked.  The promise of the ‘death of class’, an end to 

the conceptual definition by which most working class people had 

come to feel themselves bound to poverty, combined with the 

transmogrification of traditional blue-collar drudgery into white-

collar careers, may have been so much hocus-pocus, but it was 

effective.  While many of the socialist realist writers remained 

stuck with the image of a largely blue-collar working class, the 

world around them changed.   

 

For Lambert, it is telling that, even at the height of his 

communist commitment, class is a societal condition outside the 

human quality of the character, imposed by the constraints it 
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issues rather than a claimed identity.  When he negatively 

identifies the ‘officer class’ it is the system of recruiting 

commissioned officers from the upper classes that is derided, and 

officers are not shown in a universally derogatory light but 

endowed with grace or scorned where individually deserved.  In all 

his novels on the war Lambert shows that it is this flawed system, 

one which judges the quality of a human being on their class 

origins rather than their personal qualities that is at fault, 

both in the armed services and in the wider society.  In Lambert’s 

works class has nothing to do with personal qualities but is 

simply portrayed as an economic situation, the possession of 

wealth and institutional privilege that puts an unnatural barrier 

between otherwise similarly ordinary people.  The tension between 

the all-too human urge to look after their own interests and the 

need to co-operate for mutual benefit is perennial, and the latter 

is invariably invested with approval in Lambert’s purview.  When 

his characters are apolitical and independent to the point where 

they suborn the good of others to their own ends, as is the case 

of Brennand March and Peter Lalor in Ballarat ([1962]1963), they 

are shown for their shallow opportunism.   

 

In all Lambert’s works institutionalised inequity and the 

injustices of society are seen as the root cause of much of the 

human misery portrayed, but are equally shown as perpetuated by 

individual failings and ignorance.  Where men go mad or lose their 

humanity it is the inequalities and cruelties of an unjust society 

which are pointed to as the cause.  These are the humanist values 

of that older, more anarchic radical tradition of equity and 

independence, of irreverence to authority and the decency of 

ordinary people, and the disregard for competitiveness and 

materialism, that permeate Lambert’s body of work.  It is these 

same values that have also been shown to be integral to the 

Australian radical tradition, the legacy of which remains in the 

way we identify ourselves as Australian. 

 

 439



Lambert’s earliest shaping was in the liberal-humanist 

Christian tradition and, even had there not been the massive 

disruptions of Depression and war, those values would most likely 

have still been present in his chosen mode of expression.  Given 

the dominance of capitalist-induced inequities and certain innate 

personality traits, Lambert would probably still have been a 

moralist, perhaps even some type of theologian, and he almost 

certainly would have still become a writer.  As it had been for 

writers throughout the evolution of the British radical literary 

tradition, it was socially produced misery that prompted Lambert 

to use his capacity for love and his talent for language as a 

didactic vehicle for world peace and human dignity.  While the 

individualist-consumerist ethos may appear to have dominance in 

popular media, wherever one looks in the realm of serious literary 

endeavour there are people writing with the same purpose as 

Lambert.  With the discrediting of the grand narratives and 

ideological certainties of modernism, Fantasy and Science fiction 

have become the hiding place of utopian and dystopian fiction.  

Through the dominance of the values of the hegemonic canon this 

genre of literature is stripped of any power to feed readers’ 

dreams of any political agency in the actualising of a better 

world.  Without the imaginative power of utopian thinking, radical 

political and environment groups publish journals and newspapers, 

academics hold conferences and write learned papers on Marxism but 

can pose no cohesive call to the public imagination.   

 

There are serious critics of global capitalism writing in all 

the important papers and journals of the world and they all offer 

intelligent critique, but no convincing way of founding an 

alternative vision.  Popular authors such as Morris West, John Le 

Carre, and that irrepressible critic-clown Michael Moore, tackle 

the deep problems of the worlds of religion, politics and 

corporate business in savage exposures of corruption and 

malfeasance.  There is also the extraordinary breadth of 

information and communication via electronic media produced and 
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accessed by radical groups of all persuasions.  However, there is 

no one overarching narrative for the Left, no confident, radical-

utopian agenda to unite these disparate elements into a cohesive 

alternative vision to the hegemony of global capital as first the 

socialist ideal then communism once did.  The British radical 

tradition has won for us many of its goals, ultimately triumphed 

against enormous odds in many of its long battles, and even 

snatched glory from its defeats, as it did with Peterloo and 

Eureka.  So, why is the utopian vision of the socialist agenda 

subject now to so much derision from those who have benefited from 

it?  Why do writers still not proudly proclaim their radical 

heritage?  Is it just that we are so locked in our own time that 

we can not see a living radical literary tradition, or did its 

subsumption by the Party and that agency’s eventual discrediting 

end forever that sense of revolutionary purpose for radical 

literature? 

 

ii) Forests and trees: Does the radical literary tradition roll 

on, or ride into the sunset? 

 
If freedom has been won, how does it come about that human 
ability to imagine a better world and to do something to make 
it better was not among the trophies of victory?  And what sort 
of freedom is it that discourages imagination and tolerates the 
impotence of free people in matters that concern them all.  
                (Bauman 1991:1) 
 

1956 heralded the first impact on what turned out to be the 

Party’s Humpty-Dumpty.  By the time western communism had finally 

completed its long slow fall, first the forces of conservatism 

then their sly inheritors, the covertly radical neoliberals, had 

finished their hatchet-job on the utopian imagination of that long 

radical tradition.  To call something ‘utopian’ now is to render 

it impotent, to condemn it as idealistic, and so unrealistic.  We 

are expected to accept the class war is over and the neo-Darwinian 

jungle of postindustrial capitalism is the ‘best of all possible 

worlds’.  Zygmunt Bauman’s (1999) relentless gaze on contemporary 

civilisation confirms that, with the triumph of postmodern 
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Unischerscheit, the loss of our collective ability to imagine how 

we might live differently inculcates political apathy.3  Bauman 

suggests that the only ‘chance of changing this condition hangs on 

the agora … [a] … space where private problems meet in a 

meaningful way [but that] little has been left today of the old-

style private/public spaces’ (Bauman 1999:3). 

 
The old agoras have been taken over by enterprising developers 
and recycled into theme parks, while powerful forces conspire 
with political apathy to refuse building permits for new ones.  

  (Bauman 1999:3-4) 
  

Nowhere is this more true than in the print media and its cultural 

extensions of film and television, where even the most monstrous 

of human behaviour is reified as entertainment and distanced from 

individual political agency.  The problem now is too much 

information, too much malfeasance and abomination, a bombardment 

of fear about human nature that discourages any imagining of how 

we might live in peace and harmony.  People become transfixed with 

fascination at the human capacity for baseness and retreat to the 

comparative safety of known relations, in the small arenas of 

interest groups and social networks.  In March 2003, as the US 

makes its ‘pre-emptive strike’ on Iraq, Bauman’s (1999:ch.1) 

analysis of the problem, of how in the fragmented anxiety of 

Unischersheit people can only meet to express globalised dissent 

in a unified hatred against some perceived common enemy, rings all 

too true.  Perhaps, if no other good comes from this looming 

monstrosity, it will also provide that longed-for agora of the 

Left, in a new grand utopian narrative of a world without war. 

 

While it is agreed that the tradition proposed by the thesis 

has been 'analytically constructed,' history has also provided 

this radical literary tradition's most powerful referent and 

guarantor.  The tradition proposed here is a different way of 

                                                           
3 Bauman proposes this German word for the collective state of 
‘uncertainty, insecurity and unsafety’ that is encompassed by the 
postmodern condition.  
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analysing facts that are already known, and occasionally 

interpreted in a way quite opposite to that intended.  This can be 

an undeniably risky business but history is in a constant state of 

revision and, as Bronner points out: 

 
Tradition brings meaning into the world.  It is neither simply 
an intellectual, historical, nor a social construct.  Tradition 
also harbours a political dimension.  Even when traditions are 
analytically constructed without reference to history, whether 
wittingly or unwittingly, they connect certain understandings 
of the ideal with the real, knowledge with interest, and theory 
with practice.         (Bronner 1999:7)
         

There is no doubt that there were many middle class educators and 

writers who had the best of intentions towards their working class 

demographic.  As Newman (1994:22-4) points out, the liberal ideal 

of learning for learning’s sake’ that underpinned the Working 

Men’s College and Worker’s educational Association movements had 

the eradication of poverty and ignorance as their goal.  However, 

as Newman also makes clear, the liberal ideal also promoted a 

benign, ‘detached’ approach to knowledge that was aimed at 

deleting conflict from the processes of learning.  Yet while 

working people remained corralled in a cycle of class conflict, 

their attempts to better their lives faced with institutionalised 

repression, access to knowledge would continue be imbued with 

conflict.  Fieldhouse (1996) notes the efforts of the masses to 

educate themselves out poverty, and acknowledges the ‘middle-class 

cultural counter offensive’ and repressive campaigns to restrict 

working class education and the 1919 Ministry for Reconstruction’s 

recognition that the history of ‘social and civic education … runs 

for long periods underground’ (Fieldhouse 1996:15,18).  

Nevertheless, his apparent acceptance of the hegemonic version of 

a smooth transition from ‘independent working class education’ to 

‘more emphasis … on the individual, autodidactic route, or on 

demands for state education’ (Fieldhouse 1996:17) is problematic.  

Then, while acknowledging the profound influence independent 

working class education had, not only upon its own constituency 

but on the development of later purposive liberal adult education, 
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Fieldhouse can say that ‘its achievements were not always obvious.  

It did not bring about the political changes the radicals 

advocated’ (1996:19).   

 

This sort of argument is almost wilfully obtuse in the light 

of contemporary achievements, unless one is to deny working class 

agency entirely and attribute all educational development as a 

product of top-down endeavour.  As I have argued throughout this 

thesis and elsewhere (Merlyn 2000,2001b), there are two quite 

distinct traditions of working class adult education, that of the 

working class themselves and that by those who would shape them to 

their own design. This then, is where even Fieldhouse (1996), and 

there are many others who give far less credence to working class 

initiative, fails to make what I propose is the necessary 

connection between these elements.  That, essentially, is where 

this thesis intercepts accepted versions of adult education 

history with a focus on the tradition periodically driven 

‘underground’ by repression.  It is this denial of agency that is 

so problematic, even offensive; this acceptance that every effort 

working class people made towards their own emancipation was 

somehow marking time until the middle class reformers and 

government could step in and take up the load, to educate them 

properly.  This position is, inherently, disempowering for any 

inculcation of a sense of agency for ordinary people.  In 

contrast, this thesis has proposed working class initiative as 

central to the historical gains of those democratic freedoms we 

have enjoyed.  This has come about both through resistance to the 

formation of the class itself and its controlling ‘education’, and 

the demand for free and equal access to the economic and cultural 

products of the culture; gains that since the loss of the utopian 

agenda have increasingly diminished.   

 

It is the isolation of social groups by class, arbitrarily 

affording one group’s activities a higher value than the other’s 

and constraining efforts by those less valued to achieve freedom 

 444



from their class constraints, which remains the ethos of the 

radical tradition.  No wonder the conservative propaganda by the 

Menzies government of the ‘death of class’ was so effective in the 

1950s.  To be working class was historically shown to be 

vulnerable to oppressive government and employers, forever 

condemned to underpaid drudgery and subject to the abuses of power 

by those who ruled them.  And this was where the socialist 

realists lost their vanguard position, for who would willingly 

choose that as an acceptable identity if they had an alternative?  

In the individualised consumerist ideology of postwar prosperity 

all but the most marginalised are able to accumulate the material 

symbols of middle class life, to move away from the visible signs 

of poverty and to achieve a modicum of cultural participation.  

What they have lost is less evident.  Yet hegemonic domination is 

such because of its power in the realm of ideas and, while the 

socialist ideals of the radical tradition have moderated 

capitalism’s excesses, the radical tradition is shown to have 

fought a long-running war of attrition against that hegemony.   

 

Terry Eagleton, asserted in 1990 that, ‘if there are still 

political radicals on the scene in ten years, it will be a grim 

prospect’ (Eagleton 1990:26).  Well, there are still political 

radicals a decade and more later, because the transformative 

capacity of capitalism continues to make itself and its class form 

anew.  The Western so-called ‘post-industrial’ nations now export 

much of their poverty and demonise those unfortunates for whom the 

ever-diminishing social welfare nets are the only source of 

support.  Ever-more inventive forms of radicalism are needed to 

maintain the oppositional discourse in a shrinking public sphere 

and a media environment that marginalises capitalism’s critics.  

And there is no doubt that this will happen because the one 

necessitates the other.   

 
Socialism belongs to the capitalist epoch as much as does the 
stock exchange, and like any emancipatory theory is preoccupied 
with putting itself progressively out of business.  
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Emancipatory politics exist to bring about the material 
conditions that will spell their own demise, and so always have 
some peculiar self-destruct device built into them.   
        (Eagleton 1990:26) 
 

Eagleton argues that, in the development of a national identity 

separate from the colonial hegemony, the one constant dynamic is 

the interdependence between the existing hegemonic and emergent 

identities.  Therefore, that striving towards a definitive 

difference is locked into a dialectical relationship with that 

which it would become different from, its aspiration always for a 

‘Hegelian totality [which] cannot be lived’.  Has the class war 

truly died?  Has the radical tradition exhausted itself by 

exhausting that against which it set its oppositional discourse?  

Have we indeed, achieved that ‘Hegelian totality’ of a hegemonic 

identity that has no opposition, no dialectical ‘difference trying 

to emerge and claim itself?  Or is it, as Terry Eagleton muses, ‘a 

matter of trying to live that dialectic passionately, ironically, 

in all its elusive impossibility, rather than merely providing an 

elegant theoretical formulation of it’ (Eagleton 1990:38).   

 

Although this study has concentrated on the radical literary 

tradition as adult education, its implications are also pertinent 

to the wider field of adult education as a field of human 

endeavour.  The study has shown that the driving impetus in the 

development of the tradition of adult education came not from 

those who would contain and control it for the benefit of industry 

but from the ordinary people struggling for power, knowledge and 

justice.  Much of the value of that heritage has been lost to us, 

not only through that ‘convulsion of history’ which discredited 

the Party, and the loss of the utopian dynamic that it subsumed, 

but by a concerted campaign of historical ‘disappearing’ for which 

the New Left has much to answer.  The much-touted ‘death of class’ 

and the postmodern decree of the ‘end of history’ have produced an 

historical vacuum in which those benefits won in that historical 

struggle are silently leaching away.  Perennial reflexiveness is 
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useless without the longitudinal perspective of history, just as 

hegemonic history is only half the picture.  It is the study’s 

final conclusion must be of the absolute necessity of radical 

history as a field of inquiry in adult education.  It is for all 

adult educators to recognise that when they engage with working 

people in the endeavour to realise their potential in the world of 

work and living, that they hold the responsibility to also inspire 

a sense of passionate agency in that world’s creation. 
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