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Henry Lawson: th2 retreat from reality PAGE 1

By John MclLsaren

This pap2r is in most ways a merz footnote top Brian Matthews® book
on Lawson, The Receding Wave (Me!bnurné University Press, 1972),
and it assumes the main arguments of that work: that Lawson's
imagination was gripped partly by his _early childhood experience
but particularly by his shocked apprehension of the realities of
the outback which hea encountered on his trip.to Eourke in 1892, and
that thes decline ir the quality of his iater work is due to his
exhausztion of this subj=zct matter and to innate artistic -+laﬁs
rather than to external'éauses such as his al:oholiém. I have alsg
adopted a suggestion cocffered by Brian Kiérnan at an ASAL conference
in Brisbané some years ago that Lawson’s bushman represents a kind
of Australi#n id=al, a,standatg offered to criticise the present at
the wvery moment that econoﬁic depression is destroying the reality
-on which it Qas based and driving selectors from the lahd into the
city. |

In this paper I want to examine the nature of £his ideal.

The ganssis of the paper cams when 1 was rereading Lawson to

prepare an introductory lzcture and was struck by the extent to

ul

which his steries represent an unrelieved catalogue of misery and
disastar, This was ncied by somz af his first reviewers, who tended

ism of his werk. Y2t frem the first

to rejec tha unreliazved pessimid

his storiss s2em Lo haevs shrom! z sympathnztic chord among his
raadars - in the First wesr of —ublication While the Billy Boils

Lad so1d TOSG copies and had gons  throush  savers 2ditions (1)
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" Eveh those critics who tammented on his bleak view praised his

stories +or thz2ir +truth to experience. Jaohn Farrell, in an

o

enthusiastic review of Whil the Billy Bojls 1in the Sydney

Daily Telegraph , commented that "no b;nk could be more
unmistakeably the procduct of experience and observation®". Fred.
J.Bloomfield, in the Australian Warkman , referfed to Lawson as
"thea pcet, the prophet, th2 singer" of "the genuine Australia: the
Australia cf the shesp station and the cattle'run; the Australia of
the miner, the selector, the fossicker, the rouseabout, fhe seaman,
the sundowner, thz Murrumbidgss= wﬁaler - in.short, £hat dear old_
Australia, with the weird.fatalistic charms for Ehose whose feet
havé.worn_graves for their owners while trudging along +or - weary

leagues, for hopeless years, the wallaby track which ends only in

the Nevar Never Land", and if he retognized the "sqgualid, the

Scbdid, "the wretchedness and the repulsiveness o+t fhe starved soul
as of the starved bcdy" which makes much of the content, he sees
Lawson‘é world as also “shot through and through with a lightning
gleam of haopeless human brotharhsod.” ~ David G.Ferguson, who
worried that the work suffered freom "a very pronounced and narrow
restriction in the choic= of material” acknowledged that he knew of
"ng wiriter who has dealt with this phase éf our life oﬁ anything

like th= same scale, with
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same truth and vigour.”

Ever critics such a3 Prics Warung wsho fa2lt Lawson’s work lacked Art

praiszd 1t for iks truth to Ausirzlian experience: “For when the
sketchszs  havae rot the s -1istizc worth of & picturs, they have, &t
lzast, tha veluz 2% a3 clzwvirl zozocutzd photogreapn's "We are woved
b *henm beceuss = eoottz trheir atwcspheres, arz familiar with
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their persons and scenes . » «» But as Art it lacks perspec£ive".
(2).

Yet in pgéising the réalism- of Lawsdn's- sketches, the
critics are themselves ccntributiﬁg to £he same myth of the "real
Aqstralia", as Bloomfield callad it. I would suggest that it is
this wythic guality, drawing its power from a.nostalgia for a time
when, whatever the misery and hardship, men could fulfil their true
selves in an elemental struggle with nature, that gave Lawsonfg
work its papu{ar spp=al.

Be+ore examining the néture of this appeal more closely,
however,.Qe need to recognize the ambivalence of Lawson’s own
attitude . to the bush. 'The City Bushman'®, for éxample, contgins
some o©f his most scathing Criticisw of the city writer’s

idealization of the bush:

True, the bush "hath moods and chang=s" - and the bushman hath ‘em,
too,

For he's not a poest’s dummy - he’s a man, the same.as Yous

But his back is growing rbunder - slaving for the absentee -

And his toiling wife is thinner than a country wife should be,

For we ncticed that the faces of the folks we chanced to meet

Should have mads a gresater contrast to the faces in the streetj

And, in short, w= think the bushman’s being driveh to the wall.,

===

And it's doubtful if his spirit will be "loval thro’ it all."
{(p.112)
Yat, afit=2r much more similar criticism of the bush and the bushmen,

he can still finish his varses with the following:

You'll admit that lg-the-Country  mare esg=zcially in drought
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Isn’t guite the Eldorado that the poets rave about,

Yet st tim2s we long to gallop where the reckless bushman rides

In the wake of startied brumbies that are flving for their hides;

Long to feel the saddle tremble onte again between our knhees

7

And to hear the stockwhips rattle just like rifles in _the trees!

Long tc feel the bridle-leather tugging strongly in the hand

And to feel once more a little like a native of the land. . .

(p.116)
True, this is verse, rot the prose in which the view is
both bleaker and more spzcific. There is little ij in feeling

"like a native of the land" many cf the sketches.which deal with
the realities of life on the land. Th2 mood Df all-;f them'could'be
summed up in ocne of the items <from °’Some Popular Australian
Mistakes’; "There are no "mountains" ocut West; Dniy ridges on the
floors of hell.® Ye;_even in these the harshness is tempered with
some humour which hints at a;other possibility. The garrulousness
of the two selectors in A Day on a Selection’ suggests that the
whole sketcﬁ is a comic exaggeration for the sake of the city
r2ader, and similarly both 'Hungerford’ and ’In a Wet Season’ have

some of the feeling of a tall story. There is a kind .Df perverssa

pride in knowing just how hellish life can be.

Yet 'Popular Australisin Mistakes’ also introduces two cther
themes, First, theare 13 the notion g+ the shearers.as a kind of
labor 2ristocraczy, "tha m=2n of tha West", who despise station hands
s "mostly crawlefs to the boss”" (p.122), Second, the zeal with
thizch he &xposezs thie fallazizss about the bush s motivéted by a
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reforming ambitiaon, the hopa that "by describing it as it reglly
is, 'we might do scme good for thé lost souls there" (p.139).

Befare c;nsidehing the nature of Lawson's bushﬁan, it is
necessary to draw some further distinctions about the bush .1tse1f.
Lawson us2s the word ’bush’ to refer to at léast three different
kinds of cduntry. (3) First, 'theré are the older
settlements, the scene of the stfuggles of selectors with SQuatteb
and landscape which provide the subject matter of the gféater part
of his best writing, including the embrygnic novel of the Joe
Wilson sequence. This 1is the world of his childhood and
tonseguently is characterised by misery and IDAthing. He describes

it in 'Crim=2 in thes Bush’:

. . . there are hundreds ot out-of-the-way places in Austrélig =

hidden away in unhesard of "pockets"” in the rangesj; on barren creeks

{abandoned by pioneering rarmers

and pastoralists "moving up

e

couhtry" half a century agol)j up_ at the ends of long dark qullies,

and away out on God-forsaken "box", native apple, or stringy-bark
flats - wherelfahilies live for qgenerations in mental darkness

almost inconcesivable in this enlighened age and country. They are

often in a werss condition mentally than savages to the manner born

» . . Some of these famnmilizs are2 descend=2d from. a convict of the

werst fvoe on one S;de ar _the othar, perhaps on bpth; and, if not

born criminals, ara trainad in shady ways from childhocd.

Cgnceived and brad vindar thz shadow of exile, hardship, or

NEirouble”, tthe gutleon, breosding spirit which enwraps their lonsiy

ush-buried hegmes will garry furitber their woral degradaticon . . .

App.221-12)
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The reference to ccnvict ancestry here points to a determinism in
Lawson’s view of human naturs, and later in the same essay we

encounter the idea, which was to b2 a potent source of his own

self-pity, that a few choice souls are born for something better.

Perhans the cruesllzst of all the bad sights of the bush is the case

of the child born to a family with which it has nothing in common

mentally (possibly physically) - the "throw back" to original and
‘bettar stock - whose bright wmind is slowly but surely warped to
madness By the conditions pf lif= under which the individual is

expeacted to be zontented and happy.

(p.2149)
Yet "~ alongside this unremittingly bleak view we can find

other sketches in which precisely thase areas produce his ~ ideal

bushman. Thus we read in Going Blind’

Ha .was the typical bushman, not one of those tall,

straight, wiry, brown men from the West, but from the old Selection

‘Districts, where many drovars cam=e  from, and of the DXd bush

schoolj ohe of those_slight active little fellows whom we used to

see in cabbage-tree hats, Crim=2an shirts, stragged trousers and
elastic side boots - "larstins" they called them. They could

dance wellf sing indifferaently, and mostly through their noses, the

old bush SONGS; play th= concartinas horribly; and ride like -

like - wa2ll, they could rida.

{(pp. 163-464)

The stories thus rERRBSINE the bush readaer that the writer
undeorstands  thx wmissrabls resiii, of their lives, but also that he
ra~nagnizas *hor, SatsvEsr he o mao Frint of Lhair n=2ighbours, =5
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truly the salt of the earth. We should note, however, that this
particular ‘bush exists mainly as background for the men - they.

settle on the land but are driven from it, leaving the women and

children to 2ndure its rigours. ' The second kind of bush is
the world of "The Rcaring Days” - +the vision of Australia when it
was still a land of promise, before the "iron rails" of progress

had "tethered" it to ths rest of the world. There is an incidental

irony in the fact that jt was only the cocming of the “iron rails*
whizch, by making wheat production économic, was eventually to ﬁake
possible the dream of a countryside of independent farmers in the
hope of which so many lives, fncluding those of Lawsoh’s father and
his neighbogré, had bgen sacrificed. But that was in the +thre,

and fcr Lawson there was Dnly.present depression and past glory:

ﬁ.

ST

Then stately ships came sailing

From every harbour’s mouth,

And sought the land of promfse

That beaconed in the South;

Then southward streamed thair streamers

And swelled their canvas full

To speed the wildest dreamers

E’er borne in vessel’s hull.

The rovah bhush roads re-echoed

The bar-roon’s noisy din,

When troops of o stalwart horssmen
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-And

Dismounted at the inn.

when the cheery camp-fire

Oh,

The

Explored the bush with gleamns

camping grounds ware crowded

With caravans of teams;

Thz2n home the jests wzra driven,

And

And soad old songs were sung,

cthoruses were given

The strength of heart and lung.

Ch,

they were lion-hearted

Who gave our country birth!

they were of the stoutest sons:

But

From all the lands on earth!

golden days- are vanished,

The

And altered is the scene;

diggings are deserted,

The

The camping grounds are gre2enj

flaunting flag of progress

Tha

Is in the West unfurled,

mighty bush with iron rails

Is tethered to the world.

————rea

e v e o e e o A e s

(pp.73-79}

scenes describad are nct thos

]

thosa 0f a generation zarlier, which he would have

nowh

235, the old diggers

PAGE 8

of Lawson’s own childhood but

about onily

who called
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in on the selection and reminisced about times when they and the
world. were young. _Their romanticized memories, contrasting with a
harsh present, serQEd to establi;ﬁ Léwson’s feeling of himsel* as a
chi%d born out of his time. old éblq-diggers recur constantiy iﬁ
his prose, whether as figures from the past; as in 'Aﬁ old Mate.of
Your Father’s’, or as people left over in the hresent, like Dave
Regan and his party in ’'The Lbaded Dog’, or Joe Wilson himself, who
remarks that. "whenever 1 made a few pounds I'd sink a shaft.
somewhere, prosp=zcting for gold” (pp.2832-83). These later diggers,
always hoping for something toc turn up, blend into the character of
the feckless husband, as is émphasised by Joe’s added comment that
"Mary naver 12t me rest till she talked me2 out of thai".
Nevértheless, these are the meﬁ who papulate his third bush_ - the
Outback broper. The Qutback, the West, or the Never Never
is'the_third Eush in Lawson’s wark, the bush that took possessidn
of his imagination on his trip to Bourke (4). This wﬁrld, which he
.+requent1y refers tn as the "real bush", is where'his shearerS and
dravers beiong. The hardships of their life an the.track-creéte
the qualities which he celebrates as 'mateship’ and idealizes .as
the basis of the cEeed of "unionism and democracy". The ideal is
given iﬁ the hard- bittien Mitchell_cr, more sentimentally, in Bob
Brothers of 'Send Round the Hat'., VYet, for all their strengths,
these men ara failures. Thay ére the selectors wmhoc have left home
to earn much-needed money, and than just gone.on drifting, like thas
absent husband of 'The Drcver’'s Wife’, Spicer cf ’Water Them
Geraniums’, or Jo=2 Wilson .as ke looks back an his courtship and

marrizsge. They ars ma2n who have lcst their future and now have
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only the harsh’ realities of the present and_regrets for a failed
past. .

In his iniroductibn tD. the Portable Australian Authors
selection of Lawson’s writing Brian K{ernan attributes the success
‘of Lawson’s best work to its Fealism.- Brian Matthews similarly
argues that his wDrk reaches its height in the Joe Wilsuﬁ sequence;
where the.bush iz not so much the subject matter as thé environment
in which Lawscﬁ ;ah study the changs from innocence té experience,
.with_ the growing aiienatian the latter entails. The realism of
this undasrstanding of the loéses effecteq by time is, he - argues,
overtaken 'in the later work by a sentimeqtal'reghet'fur lost
possitrilities, for “"the men we might have been". Yet realism aloﬁe
is not sufficient to accoun£ for the popular appeal of a body of
work which presents a picture of such unremitting harshness, in
which the only occasions of hope belong with a generation which has
gone or to the early daygkgf maﬁ;ﬁages which have already +failed.
I+ Australians, and particularly bush Australians, saw themselves
in these”sketches they must have found ‘something other than a
reminder ot theif own losing battles against unbeafable édds.

I would suggést that the key to Lawson’s appeal liés.in the
nostalgia which permeates the realismn. This nostalgia enables him
to combine realism with romanticism even in his harshest work,
and is present edually in his prose and his verse., Thus, the
ex;itement of a ballad like "The Roaring Days’ can be set against
the realism of 'Tha Teans’, but even this s5ocng of sndurance and
cru=slty concludes with a notz of triumph!

And thus with 1ittl= cof 0oy or r23i
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Are the long, long journeys donej

And-thus - 'tis a cruel war at the best -

Is distance fought in the mighty West,

And the lonely battles won.

(p.79)
Similarly, in 'The Drover’s Wife’ the misery of isolation is
balanced by the strength of the wife and the spontansous affection
showh by "the dirty—légged boy" at the end, but this again i;
Qndercut as mother and son "sit thus together while the sickly
dayligh£ breaks over the bush." (p.123) By qualifying the dawn as
"sickly" Lawson reminds us that the victory which has been won is
by no means final, but he still leaves allows the conclusioﬁ to
rest in a. nostalgic moment of achieved unity. Even . the
disintegratidﬁ and death of Mrs Spicef in ﬁWaﬁef Them Geraniums",
and thes foreshadowing of Mary’s own fate, are set against Mary’s
compassionh and nurturing.;tréﬁgth and, in the following story, the
momentary success she and Joe achieve with their crop and the
double buggy. Thus the reader can recognize and accept the
hardship because it is set in the past, while there is still the
occasional victory and the hope of sventual success.
Lawson’s.nostalgic appeal to the past is .similar to that

which Synge wakes in The Aran Islands . Discussing this work in

A Mote on Nostalgia’, D.W.Harding suggests that the individual
turns to the past Ffor sanction whan he finds that his deepest
conTmerns are not shared by the iantemparary group of which he is a
wenbar, “Nogtalgia | EXpressas 3 dissatisfaction with the

contamporaryl-group - its total absence in a writer suggsests
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cnmpfacency, its indulgence is to cut oneself from the
possibilities of group life." (5) In retreating to the Aran

Is}ands, Syhge was sgearching for the kihd of community he found
lacking in £he urban society‘o+ his time, Similarly, Lawson, in
returning to the bush of his childhood and early manhood, is
saerching for an independence which was Iacking in his own life and
denied by «city in which he lived. But whereas Synge recuéhizea
that the cnﬁmﬁnity of thzs Aran Islands was Qltimately inadequate to
support his caomplex responses to it, Lawson indglges hié naostalgia
to an extent that comess perilously close to what Harding describes
as a lonéing for death as a releas=. Moreover, whereas the values
of Syngé’s.iéland community have been created tthugh the work of
generations, and thus iﬁplicifly could Bé renewed in the work of an
urban society, Lawon's bush independence has never existed except
as an aspiration. His hope is only that of the foundling who
dreams that he will ultimately be restored to his - rightful place,
rather than that of the settlér who Qill make it (6). As he.writes
in "Brighten’s Sistezr-in-Law’,

I vas fighting hard than - striuggling for something better. Both

Mary and I were born for better things, and that's what made the

life so hard for us.

(p.284)
- The past tens=s of the whole Joe Wilson sequence reinforces the
sense Gf inevitable failure. The essence of the nostalgic appeal

is therefore as justification +or those who have failed, for
Mitchell and Joe Wilsor’s many mates, rather than to & tradition

Which, to tcite Harding again, ctould deepen the individual’s sense
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of himself in the present.

This sense of nostalgia is implicit in even the harshest 6f
Laﬁson's stories. "The pivot of the Joe Wilson sequence 1is the
two-part story ‘'Water Them Geraniﬁms’. In the first part; ’'A
Lonely Track’, we hear how Joe first takes Mary,ﬁo their selection
at Lahey’s Cheek. The early part of the story is ¥full ofyreminders
o¥ how husband and wife have drifted apart, and éf forebodings of
the eventnal  failure of both selection and mariage. Then, in the
bare'surroundings of the hqt which is their new home, theay quarrel,
and Joz walks out into thz2 bush and down towards the neighbouring
selection. There he sees Mrs Spicer's even more wretched hut and
hears hear <calling on cne of her boys to ride over and see whetﬁer
the newcomers need any meat and on her déughter to "water _them
geraniums" - "a few dirty grey-green leaves behind some sticks
against.the bark wall near the door" - Mrs Spicer’s pathetic

attempt to preserve some element of civilization. With a shudder

~he realizes that "this was what Mary would come to if I left " her

here” {(p.3g5).

In the s=2cond part of the story, ' "Past Carin® " ', Lawson
fills in the details of Mrs Spicer’s life - the morose husband,
usuall§ abseant, the son leaving home to find work and the son in
trouble with the police, the encounter with a traveller in the
horrors and his subsaguent éuicide, th= attempts to smarten the hut
ug  for visitoirs, and the constsnt bstile to wrest a bare existence
from natura, The story ends with Mrs Spicer’s ra2lease in death, buti

her shadcocw lizs hsavy across the nomentary success Joe and Mary

n
ll

enjoy in th=2 finsl story n

—+
=
[t}

seguence, A Double Buggy at



Henry Lawson: the retreat from reality ) PAGE 14

Lahey’s Creek’.

There .seems little room for nostalgia in this tale of
vhremitting hardéhip leading to Breakdcwﬁ, madness and death, yet
in fact the chronicle is made endurable far the reader not only by
fhe shatts of cdmedy which throw into contrast/thé darker elements
but mainly by the fact that it is narrated from the comparative i€
fugitive security o+ the IWilson home, p;esided over ﬁot by the
ineffectual Joe but by the competent and compassionate Mary. The‘

. +irst paragraphs of the story describe the possessipons with which
they move to their selection, Although sparse; the possessions -
waggon aﬁd spring cart, cattle, bedstead, table and chairs,; pots
and pans, sewing machine, ornaments, craQIe, dag, cat and chooks -
are sufficient to establish £Eé image af a homel Further, while Joe
and Mary may be trapped by the hardship of the bush, they " do not
really belong in it. Joe insists that they had bofh Been born to
"better things", and‘gﬁét "I was not fit to "go on the land". The
place was only +it for some stolid German, onr S;ntsman{ or even
Englishman and his wife, who had no ambition but to bullock and
make a farm .Df the place. oI had only drifted heré through
carelessness, brooding and discontent." (p.393) Even Mrs Spicer_
"had been used to table-napkins at Dne time in her life" (p.3417).

¢

The effect of these details is to direct the reader’s attention

~
3
D
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from +t4he despsrate n

n

r s cf the setting to the romantic dreamn
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cf settlement which th ship destroys.
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Jo=z hims=lf is B ay=2d as a weak mar who nevertheless is
somehaw sum=srior to the circumstances which eventually conspire to

destro, him, AHltnongsh he bitterly regrets the stubborn pride which
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led him to ignore Mary’s feelings until it was too late, the
marriage had failed and Mary was dead, Joe.sees himself as the
victim of circumstances rather than of his own weaknesses!:

I _thought of my early bovhood, cf the hard life of "grubbin"_ and

"milkin" and "fencin" and "ploughin” and "ring-barkin", etg. and

all for nothing. The few months at the little bark school, with a

teacher who couldn't spell. Tha cursed ambition or craving that

tortured my soul as a boy - ambition or craving for = I didn’t

knowi what for! For somsthing bettzr and brighter, anvhow. And I

made the life harder by resding at night.
(p.399)

The summary parallels the account Lawson gives of his own youth in

_'A Fragment of Autobiography’, and there is the same sense that

sensitivity, the:temperament o+.the poet, incapacitates'forunormal
life. This is carried further in the guarrel between Joe and Mary,
when Joe reveals that gﬁérehf;mliterally nowhere for him to ﬁake a'.
life with Mary - Gulgong, the town, is too miserable, the
selection is toc isolated; and in Sydney he will dest;my himself
with drink. He-is already fated to become one of the travelling
buéh workers with .a failed past and no hope in either present or
future, Bgt the odds are set just too much against' him, so that
the effect is not one of trag=sdy in'which a man is overwhelmed by a
fatal combination df circumstances tut of pathes, the spectacle of
a man whao is unable to cope with any circumstances. Again, this
shifts ths emphasis of the story from the realism of the life
portrayed o an indulzenz:z In childhood dreawns.

Altlhough the Ioe Wilson s=guence provides Lawscn’s most
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prolonged study of the failure of the selectors which eventually
‘drove them outback and into the last refuge of mateship, "he had
already limned--the type in ;The-Drover’s wifé', who could be Mrs
Spicer in an earlier period of her‘marriaée. ~ He writes of her
husband:

He is careless, but a gpnod enough _husband . . _He may forget

sometimes, but if he has 3 good chegue when he comes back he will

give most Df.it to hzr.
(p.29)

This is Spicer as he chce was, Joe Wilson as he must become. The
irresponsibjlity is shrugg=ad off in the namé& of carelessness. It
is the bushman as he would like to see himself. Nothing matters -
it caﬁnot,'because there is nothing anyone can do about.a world of
such despair that the Dniy remedy left to its inhabitants is fnr
the. women to put out their little bits D+_remainin9 t+inery +tor

visitars or Sundays, and for the men to indulge in 'pointless

political debate or sentimental reminiscence of thildhond,
marriage,‘ or the ‘“roaring days" that have now turned tao

bittebness.

The power o# Lawson’s bush stories cames, then, not merely
from their realism, their success in creating a world recogn?zeﬂ by
its readars as their own, but from the mythic element "which
combines this harsh realis& with ncétalgic dréams of security and

hopz. Thz "rparing days" &sre onz image of hope; childhood suggests

this security but is cruslly thwarted by poverty or the
insensitivity pf adults. His bushsiomen learn endurance and courags

from  their circumstances, but ithe only value created by his men is



