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      Miles Franklin

      
      Stella Maria Sarah Miles Franklin (1879–1954) was born into a pioneering family settled in the mountain valleys of the Australian
         Alps in New South Wales. Miles Franklin wrote My Brilliant Career when she was only sixteen. Publication in 1901 brought her instant fame and a notoriety so unwelcome that she forbade its
         republication until ten years after her death. She moved to Sydney in 1904 where she worked as a domestic servant and wrote
         for the Bulletin. My Career Goes Bung, the sequel to My Brilliant Career was rejected by publishers as too outspoken and it was not published until 1946. Miles Franklin then went to America where
         she worked for the Women’s Trade Union League, and during the First World War she worked in London and Salonika as part of
         the Scottish Women’s Hospital Unit. Between 1918–33 she lived in London, working as a political secretary for the National
         Housing Council. In 1933 she returned to Australia where she was to spend the rest of her life. Her autobiography, Childhood at Brindabella, was published posthumously in 1963.
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      INTRODUCTION

      
      Stella Maria Sarah Miles Franklin was born on October 14 1879. Of Irish descent on her father’s side, of German and English
         descent on her mother’s, she was a fifth generation Australian, her maternal great-great grandfather Edward Miles arriving
         at Sydney Cove in 1788 with the First Fleet. Her family were pioneers, mountain squatters settled in the rough and beautiful
         mountain-guarded valleys of the Australian Alps in New South Wales, on the Western edge of what is now the Australian Capital
         Territory. Miles Franklin spent her first ten years on her father’s cattle station, ‘Brindabella’, growing up with her six
         younger brothers and sisters, sharing with them and neighbouring cousins a Scottish tutor – a remittance man often the worse
         for drink – who nevertheless gave her a grounding in composition and a love of literature advanced for her years. ‘Shakespeare,
         the Bible, Dickens, Aesop’s fables – that’s what I was brung (or drugged up) on.’ When Stella Franklin was ten her family
         moved down from the mountains, first to a dairying selection*, then to a small property,  ‘Stillwater’ (‘Possum Gully’ in My Brilliant Career). Stella Franklin was deeply affected by this change, and the harsh conditions of a pioneering selector’s life, and these
         years were a period of growing rebellion. She did not get on with her austere mother, and was jealous of her younger and prettier
         sister who was allowed to spend some years with their maternal grandmother on the beautiful family property, ‘Talbingo’ (‘Caddagat’
         in My Brilliant Career). Stella Franklin was a born horsewoman, famous as a local showrider in the district; she loved music and wanted to be a singer.
         Reduced family circumstances making this impossible, she turned her attention to writing. When she was only sixteen she wrote
         My Brilliant Career – ‘conceived and tossed off in a matter of weeks’.
      

      
      Family life in the Australian bush was not the only influence on Stella Franklin’s writing. She was acutely affected too by
         the decade in which she grew up – the 1890s, a period of political and artistic ferment in Australia. Politically the movement
         to federate the six Australian states was at its peak in those years, leading to the establishment of Australia as an independent
         Commonwealth on January 1 1901, the year in which My Brilliant Career was first published. Artistically the nineties saw the emergence of aggressive nationalism in literature too. The writers
         of this decade, encouraged by the famous Australian weekly The Bulletin, struggled to give depth and definition to a new and different race of people living in a new and different country. These
         writers were exuberant, masculine, openly chauvinistic both politically and sexually, resentful of the old world with its
         hereditary privileges, its landlordism, its class distinctions. ‘We have nothing in common with the English people except
         our language,’ wrote Henry Lawson, the most typical of this group (he provided a preface to the first edition of My Brilliant Career). These writers, Lawson, ‘Banjo’ Paterson, Will  Ogilvie and many others gave a literary soul to Australia, presenting its population – predominantly urban then as now –
         with an image of the Bush as the ‘real Australia’, celebrating as the only ‘real Australian’ the country bushman, with his
         code of ‘mateship’, his independence, his belief in the fellowship of the working man. ‘Man’ is the operative word in this
         ethos, and indeed it had little place for or interest in its womenfolk, except as the suffering and passive recipients of
         the lives allotted them by the brave men with whom they lived, and the tough circumstances of Australian bush life.
      

      
      Miles Franklin absorbed and shared the intense nationalism and socialism of her male contemporary mentors, as is made abundantly
         and sometimes gratingly clear in the pages of My Brilliant Career. But she revolted then and forever against the role of women in their scheme of things, against the ‘dullness and tame hennishness’
         of women’s lives. It is interesting that My Brilliant Career, published two years before the novel which best expresses the sentiments of nineties Australian nationalism, Joseph Furphy’s
         Such Is Life, remained out of print from 1901 until 1966. This was Miles Franklin’s own wish, but it is obvious too that as a woman, expressing
         a woman’s view of those halcyon days, she had no place in any establishment view of the ‘great’ Australian literature of the
         nineties.
      

      
      There were other reasons why Stella Franklin refused to keep the book in print. Like most of her female contemporaries, she
         chose to publish under a male pseudonym (Henry Handel Richardson did the same and it is no coincidence that Laura, the heroine
         of The Getting Of Wisdom, is in many ways a literary twin of Sybylla). Initially she submitted her manuscript to The Bulletin; through them Henry Lawson read it and advised her to send it to his publishers, Blackwoods in Edinburgh. Using her great-great
         grandfather’s name, Miles, did not help when My Brilliant Career  was finally published in 1901. Publication brought Miles Franklin instant fame and unwelcome notoriety, most particularly
         in the district in which she had to live, where it was received as fact, not fiction. Miles Franklin insisted that it was
         merely a ‘girl’s story’, and that she withdrew it from publication because of the ‘stupid literalness’ with which it was taken
         to be her own autobiography. However, there is a supposition that she was influenced too by the critical comments of Havelock
         Ellis who lived in Australia from 1875–9, and who reviewed the book for the Weekly Critical Review (Paris 1903). He described it as a ‘vivid and sincere book, certainly the true reflection of the life around her. Such a
         book has psychological interest, the interest that belongs to the confessions of a Marie Bashkirtseff of the bush.’ He was
         critical of its crudity though, of its ‘embittered and egotistical mood’, which he interpreted as unconscious abnormality.
      

      
      It is difficult now to assess which of these depressing reactions was responsible for the disappearance of My Brilliant Career for over sixty years. Certainly in the sequel to My Brilliant Career, My Career Goes Bung, Miles Franklin refers with contempt to ‘the dubious guesses of psychoanalysis’. Whatever her reactions to psychological
         analysis and family disapproval, now one cannot but think that Miles Franklin was decades ahead of her time and that My Brilliant Career was written for an audience not yet born.
      

      
      For in the character of Sybylla Melvyn, Miles Franklin created a character who mouths with incredible charm but deadly accuracy
         the fears, conflicts and torments of every girl, with an understanding usually associated with writers of the 1960s and ’70s.
         Sybylla is a girl in a man’s world, a girl who ‘being so very plain’ knows she is ‘not a valuable article in the marriage
         market’, but despises the slavery which respectable marriage will bring. She will never ‘perpetrate matrimony’, will not be
         a ‘participant’ in that ‘degradation’ – this is astounding stuff from a  sixteen-year-old living in the outback in 1885. She has ideas about politics, about writing and music, and she sees quite
         clearly the life of loneliness this will mean for her because she is a woman – ‘a man with these notions is a curse to himself
         but a woman … she is not merely a creature out of her sphere – she is a creature without a sphere – a lonely being!’ And yet
         Sybylla knows the value of love between man and woman – ‘our greatest heart-treasure is a knowledge that there is in creation
         an individual to whom our existence is necessary – someone who is part of our life as we are part of theirs, someone in whose
         life we feel assured our death would leave a gap for a day or two. And who can be this but a husband or wife?’
      

      
      Sybylla is the product of unsophisticated genius, a creation of tremendous energy, whose ebullient outpourings place this
         novel well above and outside the nostalgic portrayals of Miles Franklin’s literary contemporaries. Not only does she fictionalize
         the conflicts of adolescence and of every woman’s life, more, in Sybylla Miles Franklin has created a literary personality
         which truly lives. For Sybylla is no mere ‘whinger’. She laughs and flirts and battles and endlessly sends herself up; she
         cuts herself down to size in the most endearing way, so that despite its juvenile prose, the adolescent fantasies which constitute
         the plot, its rampant and irritating Australian nationalism, the emotion one feels when reading My Brilliant Career is one of passionate identification with Sybylla and her rags to riches story. At the moment when Sybylla tells her suitor
         Harry of her final decision, one can hear a million female voices saying, ‘Oh no,’ but then adding, ‘Yes, you’re right, and
         good luck to you.’ My Brilliant Career presents one of the most encouraging heroines in fiction, because Sybylla knows what her problems are. One can hardly restrain oneself from leaping back in time to tell Miles Franklin: ‘Sybylla is me.’
      

       
      
      In 1901 however, Miles Franklin was so distressed by the reaction to her novel that she left home, moving in 1904 to Sydney.
         There she worked as a domestic servant for a year, writing for The Bulletin under the pseudonym of Mary Anne (the second of her literary masks) and preparing the novel she’d begun in the intervening
         years: My Career Goes Bung. At this time she met the Australian suffragist Rose Scott whose salon, a centre for feminist and intellectual discussion,
         Miles Franklin often visited. My Career Goes Bung, intended as a corrective to My Brilliant Career, was rejected by publishers as too outspoken (it was finally published, unaltered, in 1946). Disillusioned, Miles Franklin
         decided to go to America, an exile from her native land which was to last for nearly thirty years. She never returned to the
         bush country of her childhood, but her memories of it are the cornerstone of all her later writing.
      

      
      In America Miles Franklin joined the Australian feminist and labour leader Alice Henry. For the next ten years she worked
         with her for the Women’s Trade Union League, managing its national office in Chicago and editing its magazine Life and Labour. During those years she wrote only one book, Some Everyday Folk And Dawn (1909), dedicated to ‘English men who believe in votes for women’, its heroine Dawn a more mature Sybylla. In a later novel Cockatoos (written 1927/8, published 1945), Miles Franklin fictionalised the artistic frustration and homesickness she felt in those
         years.
      

      
      With the outbreak of the First World War she went to London, at first working in slum nurseries and then joining the Scottish
         Women’s Hospital Unit which was stationed at Salonika in the Balkans. This extraordinary hospital unit was the brainchild
         of Elsie Inglis, the Scottish surgeon, Suffragist and hospital administrator. By August 1914 this redoubtable woman had collected
         expert women physicians, surgeons, nurses  and drivers to go to the Front. She had also collected £25,000, but the War Office replied with ‘My good lady, go home and
         sit still.’ The French immediately accepted her offer, and later Dr Inglis took her unit to Serbia. Here Miles Franklin joined
         them, serving from 1917–18.
      

      
      After the war she returned to London where she worked as a political secretary for the National Housing Council in Bloomsbury,
         making two brief trips to Australia in 1924 and 1930. About this fascinating period of her life little is known. She published
         only three novels in these years, two of them part of a sequence of six novels which were published between 1928 and 1956
         under yet another pseudonym, ‘Brent of Bin Bin’. The Bin Bin novels, published out of order but interconnected, form a saga
         of Australian pioneering life, telling the story of a group of pastoral families from the 1850s to the 1930s. Written in London
         between 1925–1931, Miles Franklin released into them a flood of childhood memories, writing about the people she’d known and
         the bush she’d loved as a child. In her lifetime Miles Franklin refused to admit that she was Brent of Bin Bin, that old reaction
         to My Brilliant Career standing permanently as a barrier between her creative capacity and the works she wished to write. Return to Australia in
         1933 seems to have exorcised that ghost for in 1936 she published, under her own name, another heroic account of pioneer life,
         All That Swagger (1936). This novel and the Bin Bin sequence have been critically considered her greatest literary works.
      

      
      On her return to Australia Miles Franklin settled in Carlton, a suburb of Sydney, in the house she inherited from her mother
         and where she was to spend the rest of her life. Her Bin Bin novels were gradually published, as was My Career Goes Bung; but it seems that exile from the country she so passionately loved was the moving force in her work. She wrote seventeen
         books in  all, twelve of them novels, but except for her reminiscences, Childhood at Brindabella, which she wrote in the last few years of her life, by 1936 her best work was done.
      

      
      In the following years she collaborated on two books, lectured, endlessly nurtured and encouraged young Australian writers
         and continued always her crusades – for more rights for women, for the underprivileged, for more opportunities for her fellow
         writers, against war everywhere. She never married: ‘marriage appeared the most horribly tied-down and unfair-to-women existence
         going – I laughed at the idea of love …’ (Sybylla), but had numerous and devoted friends. She died in 1954 at the age of 75.
         Reading a tribute to her written by many of her friends (The Bread and Cheese Club, Melbourne, 1955), she seems to be the
         very embodiment of Sybylla, impetuous, warm-hearted, quick-tongued, a woman who loved life in all its manifestations and who
         had no more insulation against it than the heroine of her first and greatest work.
      

      
      There is a great deal more to be discovered and written about the life and times of Miles Franklin. Her personality remains
         an enigma, a passionate interest in people and affairs serving, as did her pseudonyms, to hide her private self from public
         gaze. Until that work is done she will be known through the books she wrote, most particularly through the young girl who
         tells her story in My Brilliant Career, Sybylla/Stella, who could be any girl in any country, any place, at any time.
      

      
      Carmen Callil
London, 1980

   



       
      
      PREFACE

      
      A few months before I left Australia I got a letter from the bush signed ‘Miles Franklin’, saying that the writer had written
         a novel, but knew nothing of editors and publishers, and asking me to read and advise. Something about the letter, which was
         written in a strong original hand, attracted me, so I sent for the MS., and one dull afternoon I started to read it. I hadn’t
         read three pages when I saw what you will no doubt see at once – that the story had been written by a girl. And as I went
         on I saw that the work was Australian – born of the bush. I don’t know about the girlishly emotional parts of the book – I
         leave that to girl readers to judge; but the descriptions of bush life and scenery came startlingly, painfully real to me,
         and I know that, as far as they are concerned, the book is true to Australia – the truest I ever read.
      

      
      I wrote to Miles Franklin, and she confessed that she was a girl. I saw her before leaving Sydney. She is just a little bush
         girl, barely twenty-one yet, and has scarcely ever been out of the bush in her life. She has lived her book, and I feel proud
         of it for the sake of the country I came from, where people toil and bake and suffer and are kind; where every second sun-burnt
         bushman is a sympathetic humorist, with the sadness of the bush deep in his  eyes and a brave grin for the worst of times, and where every third bushman is a poet, with a big heart that keeps his pockets
         empty.
      

      
      Henry Lawson
England, April 1901
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      INTRODUCTION

      
      

         Possum Gully, near Goulburn,
N.S. Wales, Australia, 1st March, 1899

         My Dear Fellow Australians

         Just a few lines to tell you that this story is all about myself – for no other purpose do I write it.

         I make no apologies for being egotistical. In this particular I attempt an improvement on other autobiographies. Other autobiographies
            weary one with excuses for their egotism. What matters it to you if I am egotistical? What matters it to you though it should
            matter that I am egotistical?
         

         This is not a romance – I have too often faced the music of life to the tune of hardship to waste time in snivelling and gushing
            over fancies and dreams; neither is it a novel, but simply a yarn – a real yarn. Oh! as real, as really real – provided life itself is anything beyond a heartless little chimera – it is as real in
            its weariness and bitter heartache as the tall gum-trees, among which I first saw the light, are real in their stateliness
            and substantiality.
         
My sphere in life is not congenial to me. Oh, how I hate this living death which has swallowed all my teens, which is greedily
            devouring my youth, which will sap my prime, and in which my old age, if I am cursed with any, will be worn away! As my life
            creeps on for ever through the long toil-laden days with its agonizing monotony, narrowness, and absolute uncongeniality,
            how my spirit frets and champs its unbreakable fetters – all in vain!
         

      



      
      SPECIAL NOTICE

      
      You can dive into this story head first as it were. Do not fear encountering such trash as descriptions of beautiful sunsets
         and whisperings of wind. We (999 out of every 1000) can see nought in sunsets save as signs and tokens whether we may expect
         rain on the morrow or the contrary, so we will leave such vain and foolish imagining to those poets and painters – poor fools!
         Let us rejoice that we are not of their temperament!
      

      
      Better be born a slave than a poet, better be born a black, better be born a cripple! For a poet must be companionless – alone!
         fearfully alone in the midst of his fellows whom he loves. Alone because his soul is as far above common mortals as common mortals
         are above monkeys.
      

      
      There is no plot in this story, because there has been none in my life or in any other life which has come under my notice.
         I am one of a class, the individuals of which have not time for plots in their life, but have all they can do to get their
         work done without indulging in such a luxury.
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