
Issue 4: January 2023

1

Friday 14 October, 2022, was a memorable day at Ethel Turner’s 
former home of Woodlands, the place where she wrote her classic 
novel Seven Little Australians. The sun shone, champagne was poured, 
delicious food was served, and a very special event took place in the 
grounds. The Blue Plaque, affixed to the front gate of the house, was 
officially unveiled.

The plaque was unveiled by Member for Davidson, the Honourable 
Jonathan O’Dea. He commented on Ethel’s “immeasurable 
contribution” to Australian literature. This was one of the very first 
Blue Plaques to be installed in NSW. It’s a $5 million program, 
aimed at recognising personalities and important public figures who 
have made a contribution to the state of NSW and become part of 
the history and fabric of the state.

Past and present owners of Woodlands were there for the ceremony, 
which would not have happened without the encouragement and 
consent of current owners Albert and Eva Lim. Their two daughters, 
Eliza and Vera (still a tiny baby and blissfully unaware of all the 
excitement) were delighted to welcome guests and dignitaries and 
to provide their usual hospitality and generous sharing of their home 

A remarkable day for Woodlands

L-R: William Mills, Abbey Lane, Peter Poole, Tracey Fiertl, Kathryn Poole (rear), Eva Yao with 
Eliza, Albert Lim

L-R: Susannah Fullerton, Albert Lim, Hon. Jonathan O’Dea & 
Deputy Mayor Barbara Ward unveil the plaque

and garden. Ethel Turner’s family was also represented, by great-grandson Peter Poole. Members of the ‘Friends of Ethel Turner’ 
were there to cheer and the group’s President, literary expert Susannah Fullerton, gave one of the speeches.

More Blue Plaques will be unveiled around 
the state in the coming months, but all of 
us who love the writings of Ethel Turner 
felt that it was extremely appropriate that 
one of the first should mark where such a 
memorable Australian classic was written.

~ Susannah Fullerton



On 14 May 2022, Matthew Curlewis, Ethel Turner’s 
great grandson, presented a speech entitled ‘Ethel 
Turner: Creations and Legacies’ via Zoom to all those 
present at Woodlands. Matthew reflected on the 
pride that his great-grandmother would have felt at 
all that has been recently happening – a literary prize 
in her name, the manuscript of Seven Little Australians 
being declared a part of UNESCO World Heritage, a 
Sydney ferry bearing her name, and the installation of 
a Blue Plaque at her former home (see p.1).

Matthew also discussed Ethel Turner’s strong sense 
of place and how Woodlands helped her create some 
of her most famous works. Would she, he asked, have 
created the same books had she been cooped up in an 
inner city suburb, instead of enjoying the freedom and 
beauty of Woodlands? She even, unusually for the era, 
developed a sympathy for the indigenous people who 
had lived in the area for so long.

Ethel Turner: Creations and Legacies

Top: Avenel, 1928, home of Ethel Turner and her family.
Right: Jean Curlewis in late 1920’s.  

These images from The Diaries of Ethel Turner, by 
Phillipa Poole, 1979. 

Above: Matthew Curlewis presenting his talk on 14 May.
(https://amsterdamwriters.com/)

Matthew went on to talk about his great 
aunt Jean Curlewis, Ethel’s beloved 
daughter, who died so tragically young, his 
own memories of Avenel, Ethel’s married 
home in Mosman, and about Ethel Turner’s 
professionalism in her work. 

Matthew’s 30 minute talk was fascinating, 
please watch it here:
https://vimeo.com/710019482

Below, in this extract from Matthew’s talk, 
he describes Avenel, the home of Ethel and 
Herbert Curlewis in Mosman, NSW, which 
was demolished in 1970 and replaced with a 
block of home units bearing the same name.

Matthew says:
Having spent a number of formative years at Woodlands, Ethel clearly carried some of the favourite aspects of this place, to 
the home called Avenel that she created with her husband Herbert Curlewis in 1900/1901 in Mosman. This is where their two 
children, Jean and Adrian, who was my grandfather, grew up. It’s where my father Ian and my aunt Philippa spent many happy 
times in their childhoods. And along with Dad, my Mum Beverley, and my siblings Amanda, Luisa and Tony, it’s where I also 
grew up until the age of six. My memories of the place are pretty fuzzy, and certainly not as eloquent as this description by the 
journalist / managing editor Gwen Spencer who, in an article about Jean Curlewis, talks about Avenel, which I’d definitely 
describe as one of Ethel’s ‘creations’. Gwen writes:

“When I saw the setting of the home that had been Jean’s dwelling place from the time she was three years old until her marriage, I 
realised how her sense of beauty had been fed and stimulated through her life. A darling house it is – lovable and friendly, with wide low 
windows looking out on scenes so beautiful that the pen falters in attempting to describe them. The house is set in a stretch of green 
lawns and bright-flowering garden, which suddenly drops away down terraced levels to the blue reach of Middle Harbour. Looking from 
the many windows or from the deep verandah one sees a foreground of shapely trees with a half-moon of white sandy beach at the foot 
of the hill on the sea’s edge. Rising on the far side of the sunlit waterway is a gracious slope of wooded hills. The garden itself is a delight 
of unexpected paths, rustic stone steps and delicious little hidden beds of flowers and shrubs that reward the stroller through these little 
byways. A garden with personality. A place to dream in – to be happy in – to loiter in while vague ideas take their shape and grow to their 
full stature. A tennis court, set picturesquely half-way down the slope, was the setting for youthful tennis parties before the two children 
married and set up homes of their own.

Within the house there is an atmosphere of warm hospitality, and the well-ordered household diffuses a sense of peace and restfulness. 
Books abound in every room, magazines lie about invitingly, and writing desks have a well-used look. A home where every side could be 
developed. A place for dreams, for the growth of a sense of beauty, for literary stimulus and activity, and for happy social fellowship. With 
this for setting it was not strange that Jean Curlewis should have grown up to such a complete and well-rounded personality.”

I feel tremendously blessed that some of my youngest formative years were spent in this home, as well. 
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https://vimeo.com/710019482


An outside tour of the 
gardens followed, paying 
homage to the various stages 
of Ethel’s life and Seven Little 
Australians. The tour ended 
at the NSW Heritage Blue 
Plaque that was recently 
installed in recognition 
of Ethel’s contribution to 
children’s literature. But 
wait…

…one last treat. Albert 
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On Saturday 5th November 
2022, I strolled into 
Woodlands dressed in garb 
befitting the era of the 1890s, 
channelling my muse, beloved 
Ethel Turner. 

It was a glorious sunshiny 
day, perfect for the Sydney 
Living Museum ‘Open’ tours 
of Woodlands. 

In 1821, Governor Macquarie 
issued a crown grant of 
45 acres to Ku-Ring-Gai 
Pioneer, Henry Oliver. In 
anticipation of the Hornsby 

Sydney Living Museum ‘Open Tours’ of Woodlands

to St Leonards train line, Oliver’s holding was subdivided and, 
in 1884 Edward Braham purchased just over 4.5 acres and built 
Woodlands, formerly known as Inglewood and the future home 
to Ethel Turner where she wrote her most famous novel; Seven 
Little Australians.[1] 

We visualised how the house looked originally; built in the 
Victorian Georgian style – a classic two-storey villa with an 
attic and lean-to structure at the rear, subsequently altered with 
the Federation filigree overlay and additional rooms in the early 
1900s to the house as it stands today. 

Inside, guests were transported back to the Victorian and 
Federation eras with the ‘Ethel Turner Drawing Room’ which 
has been refurbished to look as it did when Ethel lived here from 
1891-1894. We were treated to fashion displays and speakers 
from the Cavalcade of Fashion, and custodian, Albert Lim, 
played a 100-year-old+ gramophone as we launched into the 
world of all things Ethel.

arranged for Ethel Turner’s great-grandson, Peter Poole and 
great-great-granddaughter, Arabella Poole, to be onsite for chats, 
book sales and signings. 

The day was wonderful. 

Historian, Tracey Fiertl, who previously secured Woodlands on 
the NSW State Heritage Register, myself, a writer, and avid fan 
of all things Ethel, together with owner/custodian, Albert Lim, 
ran the tours throughout the day.

Thank you to all the guests for making this a sell-out event. 
Thanks to Sydney Living Museums for organising the ‘Open’ 
tours. Thanks to custodians, Albert Lim and Eva Yao for sharing 
their home with the community. Thanks to all the volunteers: 
Historian and fellow tour guide, Tracey Fiertl; Peter and 
Arabella Poole; Elizabeth and Mary from Cavalcade of Fashion; 
and Dakota and Michele from Sydney Living Museums. 

~ Abbey Lane
[1] https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Woodlands,_Killara

The Waugh Estate
Recently, we were delighted to hear from Wendy Riley, General Manager, Okains Bay Museum, New Zealand, who shared the 
following account of the Woodlands property after Ethel Turner’s time there. 

We thank her for providing these fascinating photographs and story.  ~Editor

In a small remote rural museum on the East Coast of the South 
Island in Aotearoa New Zealand is a collection of personal 
memorabilia with links to Woodlands. It was given to Okains 
Bay Māori and Colonial Museum as part of a deceased estate 
and contains items spanning generations of Parkinson family 
settlement in the farming area of Kaituna on Banks Peninsula. 
Amongst the collection is a photo album from the 1920s featuring 
what looks like a family holiday, but unfortunately, none of the 
photos are named. Identifying the locations and names of the 
people in the photos has been a challenge for Museum staff.

“For over 18 months we have been creating an inventory of this 
collection which contains 100s of family photographs, most of 

unfamiliar places and people,” says Museum Manager, Wendy 
Riley. “However, I recognised the distinctive building in the 
photo album from another I had seen in the collection. Luckily, 
this photo had the name written on the back - “Woodland, 
Treats Road, Lindfield, Sydney”. 

Lancashire-born Thomas Hodgson Parkinson arrived in 
Lyttelton, New Zealand, from Melbourne onboard the Clipper 
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Photos of Woodlands from the 
Parkinson family collection

Brig ‘Gil Blas’ in 1855, “with, it is said, a moderate amount of 
cash, which together with the exercise of plodding industry, 
frugality, and the other well recognised traits of character... 
realised him a fortune.”

For many years he worked as an overseer on the Kaituna station 
of a substantial landowner. Financial success came when he set 
up a butchery which lead to the purchase of his former employer’s 
estate on which he built a handsome homestead. After a period 
of ill health, he died in 1883 leaving a substantial estate, a widow 
and 15 children. One of those children was Walter, his fifth son.

In 1889, Walter brought his new bride to live at the family estate. 
Agnes Waugh, or Cissie, as her family called her, had been born 
in Deniliquin, NSW, and was the only daughter of Clare and 
Gogeldrie Station owner, John Hall Waugh. 

Waugh came to Victoria from Scotland as a young lad. After 
spending “some time in the neighbourhood of Ballarat during 
the digging days, he afterwards came over to New South Wales, 
where his expert knowledge of sheep brought him into close 
association with graziers on the Murrumbidgee River above 
Hay.”

In 1872 he went into partnership to buy Kooba Station, followed 
by Clare Station in 1881. He improved the property considera-
bly and then purchased Gogeldrie Station, also in the Balranald 
district and Yarrangobilly Station in the Monaro district. He be-
came a renowned grazier, and judge of merino sheep and wool. 
Sometime after the 
death of Woodlands’ 
then-owner Andrew 
Sievers in 1916, Waugh 
moved to Woodlands 
and resided there un-
til his death in August 
1922.

The photos in the 
album feature an infirm 
elderly man in bed on 
one of the verandahs at 
Woodlands attended by 
a nurse. This gentleman 
is also shown seated in 
the back of a car out 
front of the house, and 
a wheelchair on the grounds. Scenic photos of cattle stations, dams,  group 
picnics and a departing steamer suggest the album is from a significant 
family trip to visit the old man before his death.

After Jack Waugh senior’s death, ownership of Woodlands passed 
to his daughter, Agnes Parkinson who in turn sold it six years later to 
her brother John, a bachelor, for the sum of five thousand one hundred 
pounds. John died in 1945 after which Woodlands was advertised for 
“vacant possession”. Described as a two-storey residence, with a slate roof, 
wide verandah and balcony, three reception rooms, kitchen, laundry, five 
bedrooms and tiled bathroom, it was laid out in gardens, lawns, and turf 
tennis court. The residence was described as “old, repairs and renovations 
required”.

~ Wendy Riley
General Manager, Okains Bay Museum
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Naming of the New River-Class Ferry “Ethel Turner”
Back in Oct. 2020, in the midst of Covid, I was informed that 
Transport for NSW planned to name one of the new River-
Class ferries after my great-grandmother, together with a select 
group like fellow author Ruth Park, artist Margaret Olley and 
netballer Liz Ellis.  

After a few teething problems, the new ferry was ready to be 
officially named in September this year. Family and friends 
gathered at Barangaroo wharf to take part in this special event, 
with a welcome to country and indigenous smoking ceremony 
setting a reverential tone. 

After a welcome from the NSW Maritime, Executive Director 
Mark Hutchings, Mitchell Librarian Richard Neville spoke 
about the historical importance of Ethel and her writings. He 
discussed how Ethel tapped into a uniquely Australian voice, 
particularly in the book for which she is best remembered Seven 
Little Australians (though she would later chafe at being classified 
as merely a juvenile author). Using a ‘vigorous’ storytelling 
style, the Woolcott children, he said, were both delightful and 
aggravating, but never ‘sentimentalised’. And while to 21st 
century readers her writing was Anglo-centric, the social issues 
she included in her stories (eg. around parenting) can still be 
seen as relevant to modern readers.

Richard said that the library is very proud to be the custodian 
of the manuscript of Seven Little Australians, and more recently 
acquired her extensive collection of diaries and important items 
of correspondence from her family (which had been utilised in 
many exhibitions by my mother in talks she gave about Ethel).

On behalf of the family, I said that we all felt very honoured 
that Ethel had been chosen to have a ferry named in her honour, 

and while she herself 
confided in her diary 
that she “wanted 
fame and plenty of 
it”, that she would 
actually have been 
humbled to think that 
her legacy was being 
commemorated in 
this way.

I also acknowledged 
the contribution 
of a couple of 
people present at 
the ceremony who 
have contributed 
to keeping Ethel’s 
name in the public eye: David Reeves who wrote Seven Little 
Australians the musical, and Albert Lim as the recent owner of 
Woodlands who has brought a new life to the house as a family 
home but also through the beautifully planned garden and 
sympathetic styling of the downstairs rooms as a fitting tribute 
to Ethel’s time there. A few weeks after the ferry launching a 
‘Blue Plaque’ from Heritage NSW was affixed at the driveway 
entrance to Woodlands.

Following the speeches, the ribbon on the gangplank was cut and 
the attendees boarded the ferry for a cruise to Farm Cove and 
a delicious packed lunch. The ‘Ethel Turner’ will ply the waters 
of the Parramatta River (which is very appropriate considering 
the setting of Misrule on its banks) from Barangaroo to Sydney 
Olympic Park.

~ Peter Poole

Peter and Kathryn Poole

Another historic photo of Woodlands from the Parkinson family 
collection (see p.2)

HAPPY BIRTHDAY 
Ethel Turner

Born on 24th January 1872 in 
Yorkshire, England. 



From “Play Days” to “Scribbling Days”

lowered by knotted handkerchiefs from the highest windows 
in the house, both as princesses running away with fairy princes, 
and as heroines escaping from burning hotels. They had had their 
internal sawdust badly congested by being forced to swim across 
the narrow ditch of water that ran below the currant-bushes and 
formed an enchanted castle’s moat. They had been hanged by the 
neck,  shut up in a disused bird-cage called the Bastille, buried up to 
their necks, plants for a Nero’s eyes to gaze upon, placed in an arena 
to meet with fortitude the Christian martyr’s death from ravening 
lions. (pp. 22-23)

Dolls also played a part in Charlotte Yonge’s early games:
I know that in almost baby days, for want of companionship I 
imagined ten boys and eleven girls living in an arbour in the garden. 
I can remember nothing about them except that two were called 
Caroline and Lucy. Dolls were my delight, to be treated as children 
of a family. I did not like them to be in costume or in baby fashion, 
but as children to be naughty, or to be set up in rows to do their 
lessons.[2]

In the Carr family in What Katy Did (1872) by American author 
Susan Coolidge (Sarah Chauncey Woolsey) 1835-1905,  dolls 
also played a part. 

After Phil [just dosed for a stomach upset] had stopped roaring 
and spluttering, and play had begun again, the dolls, as was only 

In 1898, five years and five more books after her first great success with Seven Little 
Australians, Ethel Turner published a semi-autobiographical book called Three Little Maids. 
A major strand in this book was an account of how the writing talents of two of the “little 
maids” developed, culminating in their books being accepted by a major publisher. These 
two little maids were of course based on Ethel Turner and her elder sister Lillian. 
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[1] Yonge herself credited The Fairy Bower (1841) by John Henry Newman’s sister, Harriett Mozley, with being the earliest example of the genre. A 
Chaplet for Charlotte M. Yonge, London, Cresset Press. 1965. p. 41.
[2] Yonge, Charlotte M. 1894. “Lifelong Friends.” Monthly Packet. December 1894. Reprinted in Marghanita Laski (ed.), A Chaplet for Charlotte M. 
Yonge,  pp. 181-184. p.181

The journey of Ethel and Lilian Turner compared to that of two of their literary predecessors

Rose, Lilian  and Ethel Turner. Scanned 
from Philippa Poole, Diaries p.46.

Although Ethel and 
Lilian’s childhood 
imaginations had 
ranged from escapes 
from danger in distant 
parts of the globe to 
“sensation novel” tales 
of passion and betrayal 
in aristocratic English 
mansions, the market 
they chose to enter as 
their talents matured 

was the “family story” addressed to teenage girls. The first book 
to gain a mass readership for this genre[1] was Charlotte M. 
Yonge’s The Daisy Chain published in 1856, and from then on 
an increasing flood of books for this audience appeared on both 
sides of the Atlantic. The most famous was probably Louisa M. 
Alcott’s Little Women (1868), but there were hundreds of others 
by the 1890s. Some of their names and the names of their long-
forgotten authors can be found in the publishers’ advertisements 
in the backs of the Turner sisters’ books. 

When I was a child, I became devoted to certain books in this 
field, and ever since I’ve been making a note of anything I 
come across that seems to relate to the lives and personalities of 
their authors. In what follows, I use this collection to compare 
the trajectory of the Turner sisters from childhood games to 
authorship with that of two of their predecessors whose path 

Scanned from frontispiece of Ellen 
Jordan’s copy of Three Little Maids

was similar.

In Three Little Maids, Ethel 
Turner described in loving 
detail the imaginative 
games she and Lilian 
played as little girls. In 
her earliest memory these 
involved two favourite 
dolls who went through 
all kinds of romantic 
adventures:

There was hardly an 
adventure of hero and 
heroine of all the strange 
miscellany of books 
devoured by the little pair 
that those unemotional 
little dolls had not been 
through. They had been 

Photograph taken by Ellen Jordan 
of plate in first edition of What 

Katy Did in Dartmouth University 
Library, USA.

natural, were taken ill also, 
and so was “Pikery,” John’s 
little yellow chair, which 
she always pretended was 
a doll too. She kept an old 
apron tied on his back, 
and generally took him 
to bed with her—not into 
bed, that would have been 
troublesome; but close by, 
tied to the bed-post. Now, 
as she told the others, Pikery 
was very sick indeed. He 
must have some medicine, 
just like Philly.

The Turner girls did not 
restrict adventures to their 
dolls, They also acted out  
dramas with themselves in the main roles. It might be said there 
was nothing special about this, that most children play “pretend 
games”. Ethel Turner seems to have believed, however, that there 
was something distinctive about their games. She contrasts them 
with the preferences of the third Little Maid, their younger sister 
Weenie.
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But Weenie listened to the low buzz of talk, and watched the 
strange actions with contemptuous discontent. She was the most 
practical child in the world, and for her life could see nothing of the 
cloud-capp’d towers, the gorgeous palaces wherein her sisters were 
dwelling. There was no glittering throne for her eyes, no dazzlingly 
beautiful princess gracefully extending a foot slippered in gleaming 
gold. There was merely Dolly to be seen, rosy-cheeked, ordinary 
little Dolly with a long bath-towel trailing from her waist, and the 
pincushion-cover on her head. And she was just sitting on two 
pillows with a very silly look on her face, and was stiffly sticking out 
a foot clad in a plain black stocking and well-worn house shoe. 

“Oh,” said the little weary one, “please, Dolly, isn’t zere a dog in the 
story, and I could bark—or isn’t zere a drate bear and I could roar?” 

Scanned from a plate in Ellen Jordan’s copy of Three Little Maids

A similar picture of the difference between the imaginative and 
the unimaginative is drawn by Charlotte Yonge. In her Countess 
Kate (1862), where the imaginative, hoydenish Kate is based on 
Yonge herself, she gives this account of how her heroine, cut off 
by a recent change in her circumstances from much play with 
other children, overwhelms a little girl when allowed to play 
with her:

‘The Lady of the Lake’ is story and poetry too, and we will play at it.”

“And how?”

“I’ll tell you as we go on. I’m the King–that is, the Knight of Snowdon–
James Fitzjames, for I’m in disguise, you know; and you’re Ellen.”  

“Must I be Ellen?  We had a horrid nurse once, who used to slap us, 
and was called Ellen.”

“But it was her name.  She was Ellen Douglas, and was in banishment 
on an island with her father. You are Ellen, and Josephine (Kate’s 
French maid) is your old harper–Allan Bane; she talks French, you 
know, and that will do for Highland: Gallic and Gaelic sound alike, 
you know. There! Then I’m going out hunting, and my dear gallant 
grey will drop down dead with fatigue, and I shall lose my way; and 
when you hear me wind my horn too-too, you get upon your hoop-
-that will be your boat, you know–and answer ‘Father!’ and when I 
too-too again, answer ‘Malcolm!’ and then put up your hand behind 
your ear, and stand listening

“With locks thrown back and lips apart, 

Like monument of Grecian art;” 

and then I’ll tell you what to do.

When Kate comes back “too-tooing merrily” she finds the little 
girl in tears. She doesn’t know what she is supposed to do, and 
she thinks Kate has told her to get astride her hoop, something 
she considers indecent. 

The next stage in the Turner girls’ development seems to have 
been the transforming of these games into narrative, in their 
case a spoken narrative, though one heavily dependent for both 
incident and style, on the stories that currently entranced them. 

When the heroines of Three Little Maids were in their later 

childhood, their mother (and the fictional stepbrothers in the 
story) persuaded them that they were too old for dolls and active 
pretend games, but they found another way to continue their 
imaginative life. Ethel Turner describes how their mother came 
upon the pair sitting in the corner of the garden with tiny pieces 
of wood, wrapped in shreds of cloth, on their knees or strewn 
around them. 

Both were murmuring, murmuring at the same time, neither exactly 
listening to the other, and yet there was such close connection 
between the games of the two that it is doubtful if either could have 
been played apart.

Phyl’s fair little face was ashine with the excitement of her game. 
“So he plunged madly in the river,” she was murmuring, her hand 
at the same time making a dive with a scrap of wood attired in blue 
serge, “and Geraldine was floating along, her hair streaming on the 
water; she had sunk six times, and only had strength to put her arm 
round his neck before she fainted.

“He swam to the shore with his lovely burden, and there stood Luke 
Robespierre, and he had cut a leak in her boat. Sir Guy Redcliffe (this 
name a borrowing from Guy Morville in Yonge’s Heir of Redclyffe] 
strode up to him, he put Lady Geraldine in a safe place first. ‘You 
traitor, and villain,’ he cried, and rushed upon him” (two bits of 
wood were banged forcibly together). “Luke drew a dagger from 
his sleeve, but Sir Guy brushed it aside, pulled his pistol from his 
pocket, and shot him through the heart.”

Their mother tells them they are too old for such nonsense, and 
they sadly agree to give up their little bits of wood.

An hour later they were disposing of them with unhappy eyes. They 
had buried all but two in a matchbox with cotton-wool, the grave 
being at the foot of a favourite tree. But Muriel and Sir Guy Redcliffe 
had still to be disposed of. 

“Let’s leave them exposed to the world,” said Phyl; “If we bury 
them, they’re dead; they may as well have some more adventures.”
Away down the road was a railway-bridge with ironwork pillars at 
either end, rather elaborately wrought. Sir Guy was placed in one 
deep niche, and Muriel, attired in clinging white muslin, in another. 
(pp. 179-180)

Before very long, however, they were playing similar games, at 
first with playing cards and then with shells.

There are no accounts of the other two authors going through a 
stage like this before they wrote their narratives down, perhaps 
because they had a benefit that the Turner sisters lacked: an 
appreciative family audience to which they could be read. Susan 

Scanned from Ellen Jordan’s copy of Coleridge, Charlotte Mary Yonge, p.120
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[3] Coleridge, Christabel. Charlotte Mary Yonge: Her Life and Letters.  London: Macmillan, 1903, p.140.
[4] Poole, Philippa. The Diaries of Ethel Turner.  Sydney: Collins, 1987. p.12.
[5] Yonge, “Lifelong Friends”, p.182
[6] The most unexpected reference to this scene I have come across is in The Military Orchid by Jocelyn Brooke, an account of his boyhood and youth 
by an introverted young highbrow born in Kent in 1908.

Sydney Girls High School, etching by Lionel Lindsay

The Iris and The Parthenon, both held at State Library NSW

Coolidge, like her heroine Katy, came from a large family, while 
Charlotte Yonge, in spite of a mostly solitary childhood, had a 
family of cousins she visited once or twice a year and with whom 
she shared her literary enthusiasms. 

In her early teens she seems to have begun telling them stories 
about a group of characters which they called “the Young Ladies”. 
In 1837 (aged 15) she wrote to them: 

I wish you could see my young ladies, who have advanced to copy-
hooks [i.e. been written down] since they were at Puslinch. All their 
uncles, aunts, and cousins are staying with them, and in the midst 
of all poor Rosalie’s horse threw her, and she had a strain which is 
keeping her on the sofa. . . . [3]

Susan Coolidge represented her heroine Katy as reaching this 
stage even earlier.  At twelve years old she is described as writing 
at least three serials which she read aloud to her brothers and 
sisters:
‘The Blue Wizard, or Edwitha of the Hebrides’ was one of the many 
serial stories which Katy was forever writing, and was about a lady, a 
knight, a blue wizard, and a poodle named Bop. Something of the 
flavour is given when Katy describes “that part at the first, you 
remember, where Bop steals the blue-pills, and the Wizard tries to 
throw him into the sea. The younger Carrs seem to have enjoyed 
this serial and one called ‘The Fairy of the Dry Goods Box’, but it 
was another matter when they were forced to listen each Sunday 
to a chapter of “Little Maria and Her Sisters,” a dreadful tale, in which 
Katy drew so much moral, and made such personal allusions to the 
faults of the rest, that it was almost more than they could bear.

The story, as much later recounted by Ethel,[4] was that in that 
year the school began sponsoring a magazine called the Girls’ 
High School Gazette. The Turner sisters immediately began 
to submit stories and articles, none of which were accepted. 
Incensed, the sisters began printing a rival paper called The Iris 
and selling it for sixpence. 

The serial stories the sisters contributed still contained elements 
of their earlier reading: conventional romantic adventure plots, 
for example, with not very well integrated “sensation novel” 
elements. Nevertheless their gradual move to the family story 
is visible. Lilian’s “Clare Etherston”, for example, built on the 
framework of the typical nineteenth century boy’s school story 

- the good boy led away by a wild group - has the added feature 
of a noble, loving sister, the Clare of the title, while Ethel’s 
“Easthorpe Vicarage” has the classic family story plot of a girl 
brought up by a rich aunt returning to take charge of her now 
motherless brothers and sisters. In the Parthenon, the paper the 
sisters produced after they left school, such stories gradually 
began to dominate.

Charlotte Yonge, writing at the end of her life, said of the “young 
ladies” she shared with her cousins. 

The curious thing is that the dramatis personae have been more 
or less my companions through life. I took them up again, much 
modified, with some names changed, six or eight years after in 
Scenes and Characters [published 1847], and again in the Two Sides 
of the Shield [published 1885]. The indolent sister was always Emily, 
but the lively and the inquisitive sisters remain with me still.[5]

Two of these, Lilian and Jane, even appeared, quite elderly by 
now. in her last novel, Modern Broods (1900).

One of the characters conceived during Ethel Turner’s “play 
days” played an even more significant part in her future writings. 
She wrote of the sisters’ games with cards and shells: 

The queen of spades was Dolly’s heroine now; she saw in her a dark 
little girl with flashing eyes and a propensity for getting into terrible 
mischief, and then dying with pious words of exhortation on her lips 
and all her weeping relatives around her bed. . . . Dolly named her 
Judy.

For more than a hundred years there have been people who 
carried into adult life[6] a powerful memory of Judy from Seven 
Little Australians, crushed by a falling gum tree, lying dying with 
her family around her, fretfully demanding that her sister recite 
consoling hymns to her.

“If it’s all gold and diamonds, I don’t want to go!” The child was 
crying now. “Oh, Meg, I want to be alive! How’d you like to die, Meg, 
when you’re only thirteen? Think how lonely I’ll be without you all. 
Oh, Meg! Oh, Pip, Pip! Oh, Baby! Nell!”

~ Ellen Jordan

For the Turner 
sisters it was 
the school, not 
the family that 
provided the 
first audience 
for their “scrib-
bling” - in 1887 
when they were 
pupils at the 
Sydney Girls 
High School.
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Messrs George Robertson and Co., send us, from Messrs Ward, Lock, and Bowdon, the first of their pretty 
Nautilus Series. Miss Ethel Turner, whose name is agreeably fresh in reading people’s memories by her recent 
book “Seven Little Australians,” is the author of “The Story of a Baby.” It is the story of a baby’s parents as 
well, and a troubled tale is that. It was a love-match. Madame is 18, and a spoiled darling; Monsieur is a 
few years older, and has ideas on the training of wives. That there will be excursions and alarms in such a 
household is a thing beyond peradventure. Here is where the baby seems to have the worst of it. That small 
personage gets involved in his parents’ misunderstandings from the first chapter even unto the last, and, 
the provocation considered, his behaviour is angelic. Miss Turner in this part of her book, as in the “Seven 
Little Australians,” displays a delightful sympathy and understanding. Her little people have a caressing 
charm without losing the tricky ways by which to prove that they are humans. However, a book that had 
only a baby for its subject would be afflicting, and the relations of Mr Armitage and his wife are the chief 
thing. They quarrel a good deal, with reconciliations to keep up the interest. And here is where Miss Turner 
shows her art – that the reader likes the two, sees their kindlier impulses, and admits that circumstances, 
not ungracious natures, account for their behaviour. The drawback of a study such as this is that it must lead 
to catastrophe. Temperaments like these yield only to adversity. A sure sense of artistic values teaches the 
author when the bickering must precipitate a crisis, and this is so contrived that both parties are somehow 
excusable, and the true character of each comes out. What the issue is it would not be fair to tell. But though 
small in compass the proportions of the story are true, and Miss Turner is to be complimented again upon 
a performance which will increase her circle of admirers and place her name distinctly among those of the 
writers who with talent and pure intent are giving us a literature. A dozen, a score, of little felicities might 
be selected from this booklet of 160 pages, but the best counsel is to get it and read it, and trust the writer 
of it has even better work yet to be revealed. The scene is laid in North Sydney.

The Saturday, 19 October 1895 edition of The Sydney Morning Herald newspaper featured a segment named “Current Literature” on 
page 4. Here, a review of Ethel Turner’s third novel, The Story of a Baby sits alongside a review of A.B. (Banjo) Paterson’s The Man 
from Snowy River. This uncredited review is reproduced here.

Digitised copy of The Sydney 
Morning Herald, 19 October 
1895, including p.4 review.  

View at: https://trove.nla.gov.au/
newspaper/article/14021524#

When I saw this item I knew instantly that I had to read this 
book. I wondered how different this third book of Ethel’s would 
be from the two I already know well. It’s easy to find a free digital 
edition and, at about 175 pages, it was a quick read. From the 
first paragraph I was instantly engaged with the narrative and 
inrigued by the setting. I do hope you’ll give it a try.

The Story of a Baby was 
first published in 1895, 
chronologically immediately 
following Seven Little 
Australians and its sequel, 
The Family at Misrule. This 
short novel also deals with a 
young Australian family, and, 
like Seven Little Australians 
provides an interesting study 
of gender roles, expectations, 
and family life at the end of 
the 19th century in Australia.

The book gives us a glimpse 
into recognisable locations 
north of Sydney where Ethel 

Turner was living at the time. This area, now known as Sydney’s 
“North Shore” was even named “The Shore” in the text and 
features locations that are either named or recognisable from 
their descriptions. We get many depictions of the Australian 
bush, its sights, sounds and smells. Chapter 2 begins with:

In cool weather the Red Road was very pleasant walking. It wound 
up hill and down dale for many a mile till it reached Hornsby, and 
branched away into different country.

All the way there were gum trees—gum trees and fences; here 
and there were closer palings and garden shrubs indicating human 
residence, but they were far apart and the road was very lonely. 
Parallel to it and showing in places between the trees was the single 
line of the railway. It did not spoil the scenery at all, it rather gave 
a friendly look to it and reminded the pedestrian that in spite of 
the bush silences, the towering trees, the vista of blue hills and the 
mountain-like freshness of the air, he could be in all the bustle and 
happy fellowship of town in half-an-hour.

And a few paragraphs below:
But about the Red Road. Just at the top of one of the elevations, 
there was a big stone house standing in the middle of an orange and 
lemon orchard. Dot’s mother lived here by herself.

This is an area that was familiar to Ethel Turner, and perhaps the 
big stone house and orchard are modelled after her own home.
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This is the tale of a very young, newlywed couple, Dot is just 18 
years old, and Larrie is 21. They are in the second year of their 
marriage, establishing a home and learning how to be a family 
together with their young baby. Despite its title, the story is 
definitely about the couple, not their baby. Although we discover 
that the baby is a boy, we are never told the child’s name, and 
most frequently he is referred to as “the baby” and even “it”. The 
couple have live-in help to care for the baby and keep the house, 
and Dot’s mother lives close by.

From the first page, we are immediately aware of the tension 
between Dot and Larrie as we witness their disagreement 
about carrying the baby as they walk. Dot, although described 
as childish herself, is spoiled, strong willed, and determined not 
to bend to her husband’s wishes. Larrie’s belief is that, as the 
husband, it is his role to be master of the house and family, and 
his wife’s place is to be subservient to his wishes, providing a 
calm home and environment according to his instruction. He is 
often reminding himself:

He must be firm with her, very firm, he told himself.

Dot, however, believes that “no one literally interpreted that 
word ‘obey’ in the marriage service, now that the equality of the 
sexes was recognised.” 

‘I must be firm, very firm,’ Dot had told herself. ‘No husband should 
order his wife about in the way Larrie ordered me.

This clash between 
the couple provides 
the theme of the story 
which leads to an 
unhappy conclusion 
after an event that tests 
the couple and their 
commitment to each 
other.

I found The Story of a 
Baby to be an interest-
ing study of attitudes 
towards gender roles 
and marriage expecta-
tions. Dot’s behaviour 
is very liberal for this 
time period, which is 
pitted against Larrie’s 
traditionalist approach. Illustration from p.2

The book has stood the test of time well, the characters and 
events are still relevant today, and I couldn’t help but relate to 
almost every event that took place. Disappointingly I felt that 
the story just stopped, and I would have liked a few more pages 
devoted to a conclusion with all the ends neatly tied up.

The Story of a Baby, by Ethel Turner
Publisher: Ward Lock & Bowden, London 1895
See and download the ebook here: https://archive.org/details/
thestoryofababy53864gut

~ Cheryl Hill

The Friends of Ethel Turner aims to raise awareness of Ethel 
Turner as a pioneer in Australian literature to all Australians 
and around the world.

This newsletter was prepared by Susannah Fullerton and 
Cheryl Hill on behalf of the Friends of Ethel Turner. It 
contains contributions received from interested individuals. 
Relevant stories are welcomed and can be sent by email to 
susannah@susannahfullerton.com.au for consideration in 
future publications.

Please assist our project by joining the Friends of Ethel Turner 
at https://susannahfullerton.com.au/ethel-turner/. There is 
no membership fee or commitment.

This newsletter published January 2023.

If you have nice old copies of any of Ethel Turner’s novels that 
you would like to donate to Woodlands, we’d be delighted to 
receive them and give them a fine home in the bookcase in 
one of the historic front rooms of the horse.

These are some of the ones we’d love to add to the collection:
Raft in the Bush
White Roofed Tree
Walking to School
Tiny House
Happy Hearts
Apple of Happiness
King Anne
Sunshine Family

If you do have copies to donate please contact Susannah 
Fullerton on susannah@susannahfullerton.com.au

Do you have any Ethel Turner books?

Albert and Eva are committed to opening Woodlands 
to the community for functions, gatherings and 
educational experiences, and they welcome approaches 
from interested groups. 

Follow Woodlands and make contact on Facebook
@WoodlandsKillara. 

https://archive.org/details/thestoryofababy53864gut
https://archive.org/details/thestoryofababy53864gut

