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ABSTRACT 

Fourteen Years: Extracts from a Private Journal 1925-1939 (1948) has been 

acknowledged as one of the lasting works of Nettie Pabner, and the major 

publication of the Meanjin Press. 

This thesis outlines both the publishing and the intellectual history of Fourteen 

Years. In detailing the physical production of the book from the initial idea in 

1945 to the closing of the book's bank account by the overseeing publisher in 

1950, the argument presented will be that rather than a Meanjin Press 

production, Fourteen Years was a hybrid, a self-published book which used 

the Meanjin Press imprint and infrastructure. Despite Vance and Nettie 

Palmer's long publishing experience, it will be seen that they struggled to 

reconcile the conflicting roles of author and publisher. 

When Fourteen Years was republished in 1988, reviewers influenced by the 

feminist debates of the 1970s sought to rescue Nettie Palmer from her role as 

assiduous and neglected helpmate in the shadow of her husband. The myth 

was then established that Nettie toiled at journalism and housework, 

protecting Vance from those realities while he wrote his novels uninterrupted. 

By studying the intellectual creation of the book, this thesis will show instead 

that the Palmers' literary partnership was accommodating, collaborative, and 

balanced. 
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While Fourteen Years is presented as J extracts from a private journal', it has 

long been acknowledged by Palmer scholars that the book's sources are many. 

There was no journal. Rather, Palmer used letters, her own diaries, notebooks, 

articles and family melnories to construct Fourteen Years. This thesis will 

briefly discuss the extent of these sources, and will argue that they are even 

more varied than has previously been thought, making the /I construction" of 

Fourteen Years a major, and very successful, editing task. 

In examining these aspects of Fourteen Years/ this study will be seen to add to 

our know ledge of Nettie Palmer as an intellectual force, of small press 

publishing in Australia, and of Australian intellectual life in the 1940s. 
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This is to certify that the thesis comprises only my original work except where 

indicated in the preface, that due acknowledgement has been made in the text 

to all other material used, that the thesis is 30,000 words in length, inclusive of 

footnotes but exclusive of tables, appendices and bibliography . 

....•......... .... ~~ ~ 
Robin Lucas 
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CHAPTER ONE 

'The Devout Critic' 



CHAPTER ONE 

'The Devout Critic,l 

Introduction to Fourteen Years 

In 1948, the esteemed Australian literary critic and cultural commentator 

Nettie Palmer (1885-1964) published Fourteen Years: Extracts from a Private 

Journal 1925-1939 with Melbourne's Meanjin Press. This thesis will look at 

two strands in the production of Fourteen Years. One is the publishing history 

of Fourteen Years/ which will be used as a window onto Australian publishing 

and cultural history, arguing that the book was a hybrid, sitting between the 

categories of self-publication and trade publication. The second strand is the 

intellectual history of Fourteen Years: the conception, compilation, selection 

and editing of the book. This will be used to argue that pre-publication work 

on Fourteen Years illuminates the literary partnership of Nettie Palmer and 

her husband the writer Vance Palmer, and that Vance Palmer's contributions 

to Nettie's work were greater than has previously been acknowledged.2 

During her working life, Nettie Palmer established a firm reputation in 

various interconnecting literary fields. She was both a serious literary critic 

1 Nettie Palmer, 'The Devout Critic', book review in the Illustrated Tasmanian 
Mail, 24 June 1931, p 4. 

2 To avoid confusion, Nettie Palmer will be referred to throughout this study as 
Nettie, Nettie Palmer or Palmer. Vance Palmer will be referred to as Vance, or 
Vance Palmer. 

9 



and a writer of accessible literary journalism. She worked on translations, 

essays, biographies and broadcasts, raised two daughters and was at times the 

sole family breadwinner. An internationalist she was also a supporter and 

encourager of Australian literature and Australian writers, and she was a 

political activist with leftist sympathies. When in 1948 she published Fourteen 

Years, Palmer had had more than thirty years of professional writing 

experience, and the publication can be seen as a garnering of that harvest of 

work. 

Nettie Palmer was an indefatigable and life-long diary and notebook-keeper.3 

Fourteen Years/ subtitle, 'Extracts from a Private Journal' is misleading, since 

Palmer did not keep anything she called a journal. Her record-keeping was 

scattered between daily factual diaries of the family's appointments, work 

diaries, and foolscap notebooks and commonplace books where she stretched 

her legs with longer-than-diary entries. These notebooks do not constitute a 

forn1al journat however. Some contain shopping lists and drafts for reviews 

and articles. Scattered amongst them are entries such as: 

I want to write down some of what Vance has been saying about the 

mass of short stories (about four hundred) that I've received from Angus 

and Robertson for Coast to Coast4 this year ... Why do I never sit down 

3 The earliest diary of Nettie Pahner's held by the National Library of Australia is 
for 1909, the latest is for 1961. 

4 Nettie Palmer ed, Coast to Coast- Australian Stories/ Angus and Robertson, 
Sydney, 1950. 
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to a systematic collection of the grim misrepresentation of Australia - the 

country, the people, its ideas - throughout the decades as I've lived? I 

think of them, then lose them.5 

All of these records and more were used in the compilation of Fourteen Years. 

Perhaps the use of the word 'journal', which implies something more 

elaborate than a diary, is our first hint that Fourteen Years has multiple 

sources. 

The importance of closely examining Fourteen Years lies in what such a study 

can tell us about Nettie Palmer and her world, and about publishing in 

Australia at the time of the book's release. In describing the choices the 

Palmers made, and the work they did in putting together Fourteen Years, 

Chapter Two of this thesis will shed light on the Palmers' literary partnership 

and the day-to-day details of their working relationship. It will also set this 

small history of one book against the background of 1940s Australian 

publishing. 

Chapter Three will look at the reception of Fourteen Years in both its 

incarnations; the first being the Meanjin Press publication of 1948,6 the second 

a facsilnile reprint along with other writings of Palmer's selected by Vivian 

5 NLA MSl174/17/14-16. 
6 Nettie Palmer, Fourteen Years, Meanjin Press, Melbourne, 1948. 
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Smith and published in 1988.7 This section will show that responses to 

Fourteen Years include responses to both the content of Fourteen Years (its 

intellectual components) and the production values adhered to in its 

publication (the book as physical object). 

In conclusion, Chapter Three will then use the Cycle of the Book8 to 

demonstrate that Fourteen Years was not produced in isolation, but was 

subject to prevailing cultural and societal conditions. In doing this all aspects 

of the production and reception of Fourteen Years will be reviewed to show 

that it was a hybrid publication, an outstanding feat of selection, compilation 

and editing, and that Vance Palmer's contributions to its production were 

vital, and generously offered. 

Sources and Methodology 

The Palmer Papers in the National Library of Australia9 have informally been 

described as the "jewel in the crown of the Library's literary collection", and 

7 Vivian Smith, Nettie Palmer: Her Private Joumal Fourteen Years", Poems 
Reviews and Literary Essays, University of Queensland Press, St Lucia, 1988. 

8 See Appendix E for an example of the Cycle of the Book. Other models can be 
found in KE Carpenter ed, Books and Society in History: Papers of the 
Association of College and Research Libraries Rare Books and Manuscripts 
Preconference 24-28 June 198~ Boston Mass. Bowker, New York, 1983; and in N 
Barker ed, A Potencie of Life: Books in Society, The British Library, London, 1993. 

9 NLA MS 1174. 

12 



are one of the most consulted of the Library's collections.10 Most researchers' 

attention has been on the Palmers' correspondence, which is used as a 

resource for biographical or cultural studies: either consulted for work on the 

Palmers themselves, on their circle of correspondents, or on the cultural 

atnbience of their titnes. 11 

There has been little work concentrated all. the diaries and notebooks as 

separate texts, and in particular as source material for Fourteen Years. 

Paradoxically, this may be because it has been assumed that in Fourteen Years 

we have an easily-read, concentrated form of the diaries for the most 

productive years of Nettie Palmer's working life. In fact, what we have in 

Fourteen Years is a construction from many sources, as a close comparison of 

the text with the original diaries shows. 

The sources consulted included Nettie Palmer's work diaries, notebooks and 

correspondence, and the correspondence and business papers of the Meanjin 

Press.12 These were used to study chronologically the production of Fourteen 

Years. Secondary sources were used to set this material in context. One minor 

result of this research was the more certain dating of some Palmer 

10 Valerie Belson, Deputy Librarian Manuscripts NLA, in conversation with the 
author 13 November 200l. 

11 Advice from Graeme Powell, Manuscripts Librarian, NLA. 

12 The Meanjin Archive is held at the Baillieu Library, the University of Melbourne. 
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correspondence in the National Library of Australia/13 as well as the 

identification of subject matter in the business correspondence of the Meanjin 

Archive.14 

The argulnents presented and conclusions reached in this thesis have been 

arrived at by considering Fourteen Years firstly as a cultural object, and 

secondly as a text. The sources mentioned have used by many scholars, but in 

focusing on Fourteen Years and asking questions about the production of that 

book, they have been used here in a new and different way. 

A Brief Biography 

Gertrude Janet ("Nettie") Higgins was born in Melbourne in 1885, and 

attended the Presbyterian Ladies' College, later graduating from Melbourne 

University in Comparative Philology in 1909. Her family background was 

middle-class, but of the radical-intellectual middle-class, an extended family 

which /I set a high priority on intellectual achievement" ,15 and was an 

13 eg: some letters congratulating Palmer on Fourteen Years are out of sequence 
because the senders had mis-dated them. 

14 eg: VP jeBe, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive, VP Box, 23 October 1948. This 
letter is about the distribution of a book, and could easily be assumed to be about 
Fourteen Years. However, a detailed knowledge of all aspects of the production 
of Fourteen Years shows it to be instead about Vance Palmer's own Louis Esson 
and the Australian Theatre/ also published by Meanjin Press in 1948. 

15 Smith op cit 1988 P xi. 
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"important influence in shaping her life, and in the development of her 

identity and priorities."16 

Nettie's paternal uncle and respected mentor was the distinguished judge 

Henry Bournes Higgins, who was a strong early influence on her intellectual 

and political development. His 1907 Harvester judgement paved the way for 

the concept of a basic wage for Australian workers. Frances Georgina Higgins, 

Nettie's paternal Aunt Ina, was another early influence. Ina and her sister 

Anna were pacifists and feminists, while their brother, the distinguished 

judge, was an advocate of women's rights (it is possible he paid Nettie's 

private school fees)}7 

During Nettie Higgins' childhood and adolescence, the extended Higgins 

family was close-knit: "Instead of conforming to the mores of late-nineteenth-

century Victorian polite society, the arena of balls and debutantes, the Dorcas 

society and charity work, the Higgins' activities marked them apart as middle-

class radicals. fl18 Any approach to Nettie Palmer from this more egalitarian 

age must consider the different categories of what is now, sweepingly and 

often pejoratively, labelled "middle-class". The pejorative implications are of 

16 Deborah Jordan, Nettie Palmer: Search for an Aesthetic, Department of History, 
the University of Melbourne, 1999, p 16. 

17 ibid. 

18 ibid P 19. 
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narrowness and misplaced self-confidence. Palmer's background was socio-

econolnically middle-class, but intellectually left-liberal and broad. 

While at the University of Melbourne, Nettie Higgins further developed the 

political beliefs she had inherited from her family, emerging with feminist 

ideals and Utopian Socialist views under the influence of radical journalist and 

poet Bernard O'Dowd.19 She was already a published writer, having had 

poems and articles published in university magazines and other journals such 

as The Bookfellow.2o She studied phonetics in Europe (she read Latin and 

Greek, and was fluent in German, Italian, French and Spanish, retaining all her 

life a love of, and proficiency in, European languages) and took out her MA on 

returning to Melbourne in 1912.21 

Nettie Higgins met the writer Vance Palmer22 in Melbourne in 1910, and 

corresponded with him for some years. They married in London in 1914. The 

couple was living in France at the outbreak of World War I, Nettie writing 

verse and book reviews, and Vance writing for literary journals and 

freelancing as a popular commercial writer of serials. By 1915, Nettie had 

19 Bernard O'Dowd (1866-1953), see Australian Dictionazy of Biograph~ Volume 11. 

20 For further details see Deborah Jordan, op cit 1999 P 284; P 302. 
21 At the time this could be done as a formality, and for a small administrative fee, 

by any Bachelor of Arts with an Honours degree. See Deborah Jordan, op cit 
1999 P 95. 

22 Vance Palmer (1885-1959), see Australian Dictionary of Biograp~ Volume 11. 
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published two volumes of poetry in England.23 After 1915, she published no 

more volumes of poetry and concentrated instead on biography and criticism. 

This may have been a financial decision, since she needed to earn money with 

her writing.24 Vivian Smith notes that liThe decade from 1925 to 1935 was the 

most copiously productive period in Nettie's life, seeing the publication of 

over five hundred pieces of literary journalism of quality, as well as a number 

of books."25 Palmer's daughters Helen and Aileen were born in 1915 and 1917 

respectively, and this Inay have been another factor in her abandonment of 

writing verse. 

The Palmers returned to Australia in 1915, where they lived in Melbourne and 

made contact with other writers, journalists and critics keen to build up an 

Australian literary community.26 They retained these links and nurtured and 

extended them, always returning to Melbourne although they lived at times in 

other places. 

23 South Wind, JG Wilson, London, 1914, and Shadowy Paths/ Euston Press, 
London, 1915. 

24 See p 40 this thesis for a discussion on Palmer's retreat from writing poetry. 

25 Smith op cit 1988 P xxxv. 
26 A list of their literary friendships would be too long to note here. Perhaps the 

best guide to who they saw, who they corresponded with, and what they talked 
about is Nettie Palmer's own Fourteen Years/ and the NLA inventory to the 
Palmer Papers MS 1174. But see also David Walker, Dream and Disillusion: A 
Search for AustraHan Cultural Identity, Australian National University Press, 
Canberra, 1976; Vivian Smith, Letters of Vance and Nettie Palmer 1915-1963, 
National Library of Australia, Canberra, 1977; Drusilla Modjeska, Exiles at 
Home: AustraHan Women Writers 1925-1945, Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 
1981; and Peter Fitzpatrick, Pioneer Players: The Lives of Hilda and Louis 
Esson, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1995. 
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In 1925 the Palmers moved to Caloundra in Queensland, returning to 

Melbourne after four years for the sake of their daughters' secondary 

education. Between April and November 1932 Vance and Nettie again lived in 

Queensland, this time in a tent on Green Island on the Barrier Reef. After three 

years on the outskirts of Melbourne, they spent the years 1935-1936 in Paris, 

London, and then Barcelona. Their return to Australia was precipitated by the 

outbreak of the Spanish Civil War, but also by their disappointment in the 

amount of freelance work available to them in Europe. Fourteen Years 

describes all these changes, dealing as it does with the years 1925-1939. 

Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, and despite their wanderings, Vance and 

Nettie Palmer continued to work at their own writing, also participating in 

public literary life. Nettie Palmer became established as a speaker on literary 

and critical matters, and as a busy book reviewer. Her critical study Modern 

Australian Literature 1900-1923 won the Lothian Prize for an essay on 

Australian literature and was published in 1924. Vivian Smith describes this as 

lithe first systematic, modern critical study of Australian writing.//27 

During the 1920s and 1930s Nettie Palmer's two most important reviewing 

outlets were personal columns in the monthly journal All About Books/ and 

the weekly Illustrated Tasmanian Mail. She began reviewing for All About 

Books in 1929, and contributed until 1935, when fellow critic Frederick 

27 Smith op cit 1988 P xvii. 
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Macartney took over. Her reviews for The Illustrated Tasmanian Mail 

appeared weekly from July 1927 to April 1933.28 She also reviewed books and 

wrote freelance articles less regularly for newspapers such as the Argus, 

Brisbane's Mail and Couriel~ and the Sydney Mail; and magazines and literary 

reviews such as Home/ Australian Woman'S Worlcl Manuscripts/ Steadi3 

Review., Woman Today and many others.29 

Palmer's published work in book form includes the two volumes of poetry, 

South Wind (1914) and Shadowy Paths (1915); the Lothian Prize-winning 

Modern Australian Literature 1900-1923 (1924); a collection of short stories 

selected and edited by Palmer, An Australian Story Book (1928); Henry 

Bournes Higgins: A Memoir (1931); a collection of her essays, Talking It Over 

(1932); Centenary Gift Book co-edited with Frances Fraser (1934); Fourteen 

Years: Extracts from a Private Journal 1925-1939 (1948)/' Henry Handel 

Richardson: A Study (1950); Coast to Coast' Australian Stories selected by 

Palmer 1950; and Bernard ODowd (1954). Co-written with Victor Kennedy, 

and completed by Palmer after Kennedy's sudden death, this is a tribute 

rather than a formal biography of the poet. Nettie Palmer also published 

political pamphlets, translations, reminiscences, forewords and prefaces, and 

28 Robin Lucas, 'The Devout Critic: Nettie Palmer and Book Reviewing in 
Australia between the Wars 1920-1940', unpublished paper, Graduate 
Publishing Program, National Centre for Australian Studies, Faculty of Arts, 
Monash University, 2000. 

29 For a comprehensive listing of Palmer's journalism, see Deborah Jordan, op cit 
1999 pp 284-302. 
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co-edited some collections of Australian writing, but the above are the more 

substantial works. 

Vance Palmer's Publications 

Vance Pahner, like Nettie, also worked at journalism throughout his career. 

Vivian Smith noted: 

They needed the money; but also they saw that good reviewing in the 

weeklies and monthlies is - in Frank Kermode's words - Ian essential 

element in the hygiene of literary culture', and they rarely refused an 

occasion to review, comment or lecture .... But literary journalism was 

essentially a sideline for Vance Palmer. Most of his energies went into his 

serious novels and stories, or else into his moneymaking pulp fiction.3o 

Vance Palmer's principal publications during the 1920s and 1930s were, The 

Camp (verse) and Ti1e Shanty-Keeper~ Daughter (fiction) in 1920, The Boss of 

Killara (fiction) in 1922, The Enchanted Island (fiction) in 1923, Ti1e Black 

Horse and Other Plays (drama) and The Outpost (fiction) in 1924, Cronulla: A 

Story of Station Life in 1925, The Man Hamilton (fiction) in 1928, Men are 

Human (fiction) and The Passage (fiction) in 1930, Separate Lives (stories) in 

1931, Daybreak (fiction) in 1932, The Swayne Family and Sea and Spinifex 

(stories) in 1934, Hurricane (fiction) in 1935, and Legend for Sanderson 

(fiction) in 1937. 

30 Vivian Smith, Vance and Nettie Palmer, Twayne, Boston, 1975, p 24. 
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Beyond those decades, Vance Palmer was also an influential writer and editor 

of non-fiction. His essays and studies include National Portraits (1940),31 AG 

Stephens: His Life and Work (1941),32 Frank Wz1mot (Furnley Maurice) 

(1942),33 Louis Esson and the Australian Theatre (1948),34 and The Legend of 

the Mneties (1954),35 This last was the first critical study of the 1890s, and 

voiced Vance Palmer's radical-nationalist ideals - 'temper delnocratic, bias 

Australian.' It has been reprinted many times. 

All of this work, as well as other work the Palmers undertook (reading others' 

manuscripts, judging competitions, giving public lectures) took place at a time 

when Australia's literary and publishing cultures were disseminated and frail. 

The Palmers' efforts during the 1920s and 1930s were made partly in attempts 

to strengthen these, and meant that by the 1940s they had become leading 

figures in Australian writing. 

By then, many of the ideals they had worked towards in the 1920s had failed 

to materialise. The search for national identity through literature, the promise 

of a nationalist theatre with the Pioneer Players, and Vance Palmer's own 

31 Vance Palmer, National Portraits, Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 1940. 

32 Vance Palmer ed, AG Stephens: His Life and Work, Robertson and Mullens, 
Melbourne, 1941. 

33 Vance Palmer, Frank Wilmot (Farnley Maurice), Frank Wilmot Memorial 
Committee, Melbourne, 1942. 

34 Vance Palmer, Louis Esson and the Australian Theatre, Meanjin Press, 
Melbourne, 1948. 

35 Vance Palmer, The Legend of the Mneties, Melbourne University Press, 
Melbourne, 1954. 
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ambitions for his novels all remained unrealised. While critically acclaimed, 

his novels did not sell wel1.36 The background to this was one of continuing 

unrest: a Depression, the rise of fascism in Europe and the outbreak of World 

War II, distressing events for many, including Vance and Nettie Pahner. 

When they returned to Australia from Spain in 1936, the Palmers had both just 

turned fifty, and World War II was looking more than ever possible. Smith has 

described their disappointment: 

[t]he defeatism of the 1930s affected the Palmers deeply: The ideal 

society, the literary revival they had hoped and worked for, started to 

seem like some remote dream. They themselves were ageing. Nettie 

found no further forum or platform quite like the one she had in the 

Illustrated Tasmanian Mail and All About Books. Questions of family 

and health started to dominate her thoughts as Australia moved closer to 

World War Il,37 

Nettie Pahner turned her attention to the past, and to what had been achieved 

in Australian cultural life. As Smith noted: 

She constantly stresses in letters, lectures and broadcasts that there could 

be no secure development of an Australian literary culture in the future 

without a mature understanding of the problems, limitations and 

achievements of the past.38 

36 Smith op cit 1975 P 138. 

37 Smith op cit 1988 P xxx. 

38 ibid P xxxi. 
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As will be seen in a later section of this thesis, many Australian classics at this 

time were out of print. Nettie Palmer demanded their republication, and in 

some cases she was eventually successfu1.39 

During the 1940s, several publishing projects of Nettie Palmer's failed to 

attract a publisher. She abandoned a project to publish a diary of her time with 

Vance on Green Island, although fragments of this material can be seen in 

Fourteen Years. Two follow-up volumes to Fourteen Years ('The Next 

Fourteen Years' and 'Ten Years')40 were never published, and a joint project 

with Vance, 'Spirit of the Country', intended as a companion volume to 

Vance's Legend of the Nineties/ was rejected by Angus and Robertson.41 Her 

last two full-length books, on Henry Handel Richardson and Bernard 

O'Dowd,42 were published in the 1950s. 

Vance Palmer died in 1959, and Nettie Palmer in 1964. During the last twenty 

years of her life Nettie Palmer was increasingly frail, having suffered her first 

small stroke in 1945. It is distressing to see the deterioration in her hand-

writing in what remains of her notebooks from this time, yet she continued to 

39 For example, the works of Henry Handel Richardson, 'Price Warung' (William 
Astley) Such is Life by Joseph Furphy and the local Queensland history Tom 
Petrie~ Reminiscences of Early Queensland (Angus and Robertson Sydney 
1932) a significant first contact document. 

40 NLA MS 1174/17. 
41 Jordan op cit 1999 P 247. 
42 Victor Kennedy was writing this biography of Bernard O'Dowd, but his sudden 

death in 1952 meant that Nettie Palmer took over the project. The work 
appeared as co-authored by Kennedy and Palmer. 
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write reviews and articles for Meanj.in and Overland}3 gave lectures and 

remained an active committee member of the Goethe Society.44 

Publications that Study the Palmers 

Nettie Palmer's long (1914-1959) marriage to Vance Pahner, and their close 

writing parh1ership, makes any study of Nettie Palmer's own work and 

influence difficult to undertake as a separate project. This may be why there is 

as yet no full biography of Nettie Palmer, although existing work in the field 

includes biographical studies which look at her criticism, journalism and 

letters (Vivian Smith); her psychosexual and intellectual development 

(Deborah Jordan), her political development (Adam Carr) and her central role 

as encourager and supporter of other Australian women writers (Drusilla 

Modjeska).4S Forthcoming are a joint Nettie and Vance Palmer biography by 

Garry Kinnane, and Maryanne Dever's project, I A Woman of Letters: Marjorie 

Barnard's Correspondence with Nettie Palmer'.46 

There are also numerous short summaries of Palmer's work and influence in 

such publications as The Oxford Companion to Australian Literature, and in 

43 See Jordan op cit 1999, bibliography p 302. 

44 ibid P 249. 
45 Details of the published works mentioned can be found in the bibliography to 

this thesis. 

46 Both of these projects are in their early stages and were mentioned to me by 
their authors. 
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Manning Clark's final volume of his History of Australia (Volume VI). There 

are even shorter glimpses of her in (in chronological order) a special 1959 

edition of Meanjin dedicated to the Palmers; in Bards/ Bohemians and 

Bookmen: Essays in Australian Literature, edited by Leon Cantrell 1976; in 

David Walker's Dl<eam and Disillusion 1976; HUlnphrey McQueen's The Black 

Swan of Trespass 1979; in Just City and the Mirrors/ Lynne Strahan's study of 

Meanjin between 1940 and 1965; published in 1984; Carole Ferrier's As Good 

as a Yarn with You 1992; Hazel Rowley'S biography of Christina Stead 1993; in 

My Congenials: Miles Franklin and Friends in Letters Volumes 1 and 2, edited 

by Jill Roe 1993; and in The Scandalous Penton by Patrick Buckridge 1994. A 

short biographical essay by Shirley Turner appeared in 1996 in the Melbourne 

University Portraits series in They Called It 'The Shop~47 

47 Publishing details of the works mentioned are: William Wilde, Joy Hooten and 
Barry Andrews, The Oxford Companion to Australian Literature, Oxford 
University Press, Melbourne, 1994; CMH Clark, A llistory of Australia, Volume 
VI, Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 1987; Mean/in, vol 18 no 2, 1959; 
Leon Cantrell ed, Bards Bohemians and Bookmen, University of Queensland 
Press, St Lucia, 1976; David Walker, Dream and Disillusion: A Search for 
Australian Cultural Identit;0 Australian National University Press, Canberra, 
1976; Humphrey McQueen, The Black Swan of Trespass: The Emergence of 
Modernist Painting in Australia, Alternative Publishing, Sydney, 1979; Lynne 
Strahan, Just City and the Mirrors: Meanjin Quarterly and the Intellectual Front, 
Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 1984; Carole Ferrier, As Good as a Yam 
with You: Letters between Miles Franklin/ Katharine Susannah Pricharti Jean 
Devann~ Maljorie Barnard, Flora Eldershaw and Eleanor Dar~ Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge, 1992; Hazel Rowley, Cluistina Stead: A 
Biography/ Minerva Press, Port Melbourne/ 1993; Jill Roe ed, My Congenials: 
Miles Franklin and Friends in Letters/ Volumes 1 and 2, Angus and Robertson, 
Sydney, 1993; Patrick Buckridge, The Scandalous Pen ton/ University of 
Queensland Press, St Lucia, 1994; Shirley Taylor 'Nettie Palmer - Writer and 
Critic', in They Called it /The Shop~ History Department, the University of 
Melbourne, 1996, p 29. 
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Vivian Smith's work is the earliest of the longer studies of Nettie Palmer's 

writing. In 1973, Smith wrote two articles for Australian Literary Studies. One 

gives an overview of both Vance and Nettie's literary journalism, and the 

other is a bibliographical checklist of Nettie Palmer's literary journaliSlTI 1918-

1936.48 The importance of the bibliographical checklist cannot be over-

estimated as an initial guide to Nettie Palmer's sparkling book reviews and 

articles, especially those in The Illustrated Tasmanian Mail 1927-1933. 

In 1975, Smith's Vance and Nettie Palmer appeared.49 A biography with a 

difference, it examines the "lives" of the Palmers' work, and examines only 

briefly the actual lives. For example Smith here details the plots of Vance's 

novels and indicates the range of Nettie's literary journalism. He sketches out 

biographical details around his study of the Palmers' writings, their 

preoccupations and causes, but he largely abstains from speculating on their 

private lives. 

Smith then produced Letters of Vance and Nettie Palmer 1915-1963 in 1977. 

Nettie was a particularly energetic letter-writer, and she often wrote for both 

Vance and herself.5o These letters, culled by Smith from over two thousand 

letters held in public and private collections, give later generations a sense of 

48 Vivian Smith, 'Nettie Palmer: A Checklist of Literary Journalism 1918-1936', 
Australian Literary Studies, vol 6 no 2 October 1973, p 190. 

49 Smith op cit 1975. 

50 Vivian Smith ed, Letters of Vance and Nettie Palmer 1915-1963/ National 
Library of Australia, Canberra, 1977, p xi. 
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the Palmers' pioneering importance in the cultural1ife of Australia. Living and 

working in /I one of the most difficult transitional phases in the search for an 

Australian literary identity",51 the Palmers, through their collected 

correspondence, "reflect the gradual movement, so central to the literary 

Australia of their time, from a narrow nationalisln to a concern with larger 

issues of self-recognition, growth and relationship".52 While Smith's selection 

amply demonstrates the Palmers' importance, and their hard work, it does 

make them seeln rather dull and dutiful, and there are few letters 

demonstrating Nettie's playfulness. 

Smith's later Nettie Palmer 53 was the first published selection of a range of 

her work, from the early poems to later essays, criticism and book reviews. 

Even more valuably, the collection contained (in facsimile) Fourteen Years in 

its entirety, with a supplementary index compiled by Clare Roey. As the 

original publication of Fourteen Years in 1948 was in a limited edition of only 

five hundred copies, Smith's paperback reprint with UQP in 1988 was the first 

opportunity for wider distribution and reception of Palmer's writing - not 

only the important Fourteen Years/ but also her previously uncollected literary 

journalism. 

51 ibid pix. 

52 ibid pix-x. 

53 Smith op cit 1988. 
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Vivian Smith's work here deals with Nettie Palmer in her role as a working 

literary journalist. I'Her life and work are not only individually moving but 

reflect the aspirations and frustrations of a whole generation of talented 

writers who are seeking to define their own sense of national character.//54 

Smith avoids speCUlation on her private life and motives, since he believed 

liThe Palmers were not overtly self-revealing correspondents and they hardly 

ever indulged in gossip or personalities."55 Smith's reticence has been 

criticised by Deborah Jordan, as she believes it conceals "hostilities amongst 

contemporary writers", and that the absence of this personal material renders 

Nettie Palmer I'strangely disembodied ... with none of the depths and 

passions that Manning Clark fow1d when describing her as 'the great life-

affirmer, the giver of the waters of life" 11.56 

Vivian Smith's introduction to his Nettie Palmer is a measured, yet 

enthusiastic assessment of Palmer's place in Australian literature, and as such 

is a good place for newcomers to begin a survey of Palmer's work. Smith is 

especially appreciative of Palmer's book reviews and literary essays. His 

enthusiasm for Palmer's journalism is contagious, especially as it is 

accompanied here by examples of her best and most influential pieces. 

54 ibid P xlii. 
55 Smith op cit 1977 P xi. 

56 Jordan op cit 1999 P 5. 
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Drusilla Modjeska's pioneering 1981 study of Australian women writers 

between the years of 1925 and 1945, Exiles At Home}71ooks at a generation of 

Australian women writers through their letters, diaries and notebooks. 

Modjeska's chosen band of correspondents includes Marjorie Barnard, 

Dymphna Cusack, Eleanor Dark, Jean Devanny, Miles Franklin, Katharine 

Susannah Prichard, Betty Roland, Christina Stead and Kylie Tennant. Nettie 

Palmer, the only non-fiction writer of the group, is dealt with in a chapter titled 

'The Arbiter'; a role she aptly filled as link with, and supporter of, the other 

writers surveyed. She is also conspicuous as a central force in the selected 

correspondence that Modjeska uses in a later chapter, 'Literary Letters'. 

Drusilla Modjeska's study moves on from Smith's early work to a Nettie 

Palmer in a between-the-wars world of struggling and often lonely women 

writers. Although some of Nettie Palmer's correspondence had been seen in 

Smith's Letters,58 Modjeska concentrates here only on the connections between 

the women. This is the first substantial work in which Nettie moves out from 

the shadow of Vance Palmer with an independent role. 

That most of Nettie Palmer's correspondents dealt with by Modjeska were also 

politically active and radicalised by the fascist threat abroad and conservative 

governments at home, gives this study a more overtly political dimension, and 

57 Modjeska op cit 1981. 

58 Smith op cit 1977. 
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one which is strongly expressed in the correspondence. This dimension of 

these particular women's lives is later more fully taken up by Fiona Capp in 

her 1993 Writers Defiled: Security Surveillance of Australian Authors and 

Intellectuals 1920-1960,59 Also of interest is Carole Ferrier's 1992 As Good as a 

Yarn with You}O a collection of correspondence between Miles Franklin, 

Katharine Susannah Prichard, Jean Devanny, Marjorie Barnard, Flora 

Eldershaw and Eleanor Dark. Although Nettie Palmer is not one of the 

correspondents featured in Ferrier's study, she is often referred to in the 

letters. 

Drusilla Modjeska asks in her Introduction if there was something "prudish 

and censorious"61 about Nettie Palmer. Yet she also suggests that we later 

generations need "to escape a perception of [Nettie Palmer'S] generation, its 

writing, and their heritage as worthy but, to use Patrick White's famous 

phrase, rather dun-colouredH
•
62 

59 Fiona Capp, Writers Defilect· Security Surveillance of A ustralian A uthors and 
Intellectuals 1920-196(2 McPhee Gribble, Ringwood, 1993. While Nettie Palmer 
has only four index entries here, as opposed to Katharine Susannah Prichard's 
twenty-four, the book gives an indication of some of the pressures these writers 
lived with. 

60 Ferrier op cit 1992. 

61 Modjeska op cit 1981 P xi. 
62 ibid pix. 
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Modjeska suggests that although admirable, Palmer was "proprietorial and 

politically motivated",63 perhaps even intentionally selective, in choosing her 

correspondents. She wonders why for example, Dulcie Deamer was not "taken 

up" by Palmer.64 Using Dulcie Deamer's potboiler of a novel, Holiday; as an 

example, Modjeska writes "Deamer's ... aestheticism and her glorification of 

sexuality would have placed her outside Nettie Palmer's approvaL .. 

[Holiday] would not have appealed to Nettie Palmer and her attempts to 

encourage the respectability of Australian literature."65 

Any reading of Nettie Palmer's book reviews will reveal a far from prudish 

selector and reviewer, for example her reviews of DH Lawrence's novels and 

Katharine Susannah Prichard's Coonardoo. While Modjeska might label these 

examples "respectable", they were not thought respectable at the time. It must 

not be thought that Palmer 'was a promoter of any Australian writing: "Nettie 

stressed that she was concerned with creative writing in Australia, rather than 

Australian writing."66 Holiday would have been bypassed for review by 

Palmer the critic because it was second-rate, not because it was sensational. 

63 ibid P 91. 
64 ibid. 

65 ibid P 93. 
66 Deborah Jordan, 'Nettie Palmer: Australian Women and Writing 1885-1925' 

PhD thesis, Department of English, the University of Melbourne}' 1982, p 286. 
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Modjeska is not alone in seeing something repressive and schoolmarmish in 

Palmer: Christina Stead found her "interfering'" 67 and Henry Handel 

Richardson, in a letter to Brian Penton,68 wrote that Nettie was "one of the 

most self-assured of women, full of hard little facts, and able to draw on them 

at will".69 

Deborah Jordan's perceptive work in the field, however, answers many of 

these criticisms, and adds valuable insight into Nettie Palmer's struggles, 

achievements, and her character. Jordan's 1982 PhD thesis 'Nettie Palmer, 

Australian Women and Writing 1885-1925'70 is largely (and usefully) 

biographical, with a strong emphasis all. Palmer's intellectuat emotional and 

psychosexual history. With this and her later monograph (see below), Jordan 

introduces us to a much more complex and conflicted Nettie Palmer than 

Smith and Modjeska have shown. Jordan's Nettie Palmer is more human and 

womanly, and her failures are set in a context of time and place. 

Jordan takes issue with Modjeska's portrayal of Palmer the correspondent 

having an intention to create a projected Australian intelligentsia, and then 

failing to realise the projection. As Jordan points out, Palmer corresponded 

67 Rowley op cit 1994 P 172. 
68 Brian Penton (1904-51) journalist, editor and novelist, see OeAL. 

69 Patrick Buckridge op cit p 119. 

70 Jorq.an op cit 1982. 
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with many people: not all Australians, not all writers, and not all women.71 

She further notes: 

The network of correspondents that Nettie was to develop and maintain 

sprang partly from her direct need for information, and partly from her 

own isolation in Caloundra.72 

Was her correspondence also Inotivated by a desire to form a cultural 

vanguard of selected Australian writers? Certainly Nettie would never 

have seen her letters as serving that kind of function. However Nettie 

was concerned about the conditions of writers working in Australia and 

believed that contact between writers was beneficial for their craft. She 

also believed Australian writers were often isolated from one and [sic] 

another. Nettie's intentions as a correspondent, it will be argued, 

paralleled her intentions as a critic but as a letter-writer Nettie made no 

attempt to be representative."73 

While Nettie did feel a duty to some of her correspondents, especially the 

isolated women writers, no reader of her letters would classify them as dutiful 

or self-consciously controlling. She believed that the writers she corresponded 

with "probably don't need my letters, except that mine are almost all they 

71 ibid P 106. 
72 With the help of a loan for 200 pounds from Nettie's father, the Palmers had 

bought a small house at Caloundra as a writing retreat and holiday house, and 
to be near Vance's large extended family. Although the house was at times 
tenanted, the Palmers lived there with their young daughters for four years 
1925-1929. Afterwards it was used separately by both Vance and Nettie as a 
bolt-hole for rest or for extended periods of work. 

73 Jordan op cit 1999 p 206. 
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have, so I feel I must write. Heavens what a majority they are, the hungry, 

weary letters that come."74 

Jordan's work speculates on the Palmers' private lives, and on Nettie Palmer's 

emotional and psychosexual development: NNettie's letters to Vance reveal a 

curious mixture of intimacy and inhibition, and a low body-iInage and self-

disdain."75 She mentions "Nettie's austere values about civilised living"76 and 

her "self-critical strain"77 and comes to the conclusion that Vance was 

ungiving and that Nettie was emotionally needy.78 

Jordan also delves into the mechanics' of the working partnership with Vance 

Palmer: "Nettie often shared Vance's journalism, finishing off odd paragraphs 

or editing his 'Current Comment' for Fellowship."79 And when Nettie was 

compiling An A ustralian Story Book, "Vance typed the stories". 80 While 

Jordan does not detail the work Vance Palmer contributed to Fourteen YearsI' 

she notes his work on Nettie's Henry Handel Richardson: A Study. 

74 Jordan op cit 1982 P 278. 

75 ibid P 251. 

76 ibid P 274. 

77 ibid P 4. 
78 ibid P 258. Manning Clark was also of this view: "He [VP] was an Olympian: 

she wanted a Byronic lover, a man who was both Apollo and Dionysus." See 
CMH Clark op cit 1987 P 138. 

79 Jordan op cit 1982 P 208. 

80 ibid P 277. 
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It is not possible to rely on the views expressed in Henry Handel 

Richardson as being those of Nettie Palmer alone. The study was written 

with difficulty and was drafted by the joint Palmers. The chapters on The 

Getting of Wisdom/ Maurice Guest and the conclusion were written by 

Nettie, the chapters on Richard Mahoney and The Young Cosima by 

Vance .... the contradictory statements on love and the Eternal feminine 

in different chapters highlight the differences in their views.81 

Vivian Slnith also comments on the working partnership, concluding that it is 

impossible to assign a greater work load to either partner, and that the 

Palmers' was a literary parh1ership F/ sustained in an atmosphere of 

collaboration, discussion and mutual stimulus"; one in which the Palmers 

"even published a few articles under joint names".82 Chapter Two of this 

thesis will show Vance Palmer as co-editor and business manager for Nettie's 

Fourteen Yeal:s'. The collaborative partnership only went so far, however: as a 

noted historical biographer, Nettie linearly fainted in a feminist rage" when 

she was asked to ask Vance about early Victorian history. 83 After all, it is 

perfectly possible to have a collaborative partnership and yet retain a strong 

sense of one's own individual intellectual power and life, and the Palmers 

seemed to achieve this. 

81 Jordan op cit 1999 p 225. 

82 Smith op cit 1988 P xiii. 

83 Jordan op cit 1999 P 244. 
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Jordan's 1999 biographical monograph, Nettie Palmer: Search for an 

Aesthetic}4 acknowledges the intervening work of others, and, with the 

benefit of hindsight, further develops the themes of her PhD thesis. Jordan sets 

Palmer's emotional life, her political development and her working life firmly 

in the context of her beliefs and the times she lived in. Jordan's monograph 

strives to understand Palmer's "successes, failures and conflicts". Is Jordan too 

kind to Nettie Palmer in explaining and excusing her failures? I don't think so 

- it is rather more that she sets those "failures" in the context of both what 

Nettie was up against personally (time, money, family pressures, her own 

modest personality and generosity) and the constraints of the times. Jordan's 

monograph is persuasive in pointing out that 1920s choices cannot be judged 

by 2000s values. 

Adam Carr's PhD thesis, I An Age of Certainty' 85 looks at three generations of 

radicals in Nettie Palmer's extended family. Carr's first subject is Henry 

Bournes Higgins, Nettie Palmer's paternal uncle; Nettie and her brother 

Esmonde, with Vance, represent the next generation, and are followed by the 

Palmer daughters Helen and Aileen. 

Adam Carr outlines further influences and their varying effects on Palmer's 

own belief system, always setting these trends and enthusiasms against the 

84 ibid. 
85 Adam Carr, I An Age of Certainty', PhD thesis, Department of History, the 

University of Melbourne 2001. 
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contemporary political scene. The changes in Nettie Palmer's political outlook 

and thought during her lifetime - a lifetime of major world events and 

catastrophes - are carefully detailed and are important for anyone interested 

in her literary work, and her correspondence with like-minded women 

writers, to understand. These changes, though, evolved within the framework 

of a belief-system nurtured and encouraged by her liberal-minded, sometimes 

radical, extended family. The family's influence of liberal-humanism made it 

unlikely that Nettie would ever join the Communist Party. Carr puts Nettie's 

point of view, and her reasons for remaining aloof, by making good use of 

correspondence with her communist brother Esmonde.86 We see little 

evidence of Palmer's politics in Fourteen Years. I suspect that this is because 

Nettie wanted her book to last, and that to discuss the day's politics in detail 

would have dated it. It would also have turned away some of her middle-class 

audience. 

As can be seen, scholarly work on Nettie Palmer continues to attract attention. 

These major contributors to the field, Carr, Jordan, Modjeska and Smith, have 

looked at very different aspects of Palmer's life and work. We now have a 

much more comprehensive idea of the range of Nettie Palmer's work and 

86 Why Esmonde became a communist and Nettie did not is an interesting 
question. Some of the answers may be that Esmonde was twelve years younger, 
was male, and was more rebellious than Nettie who was excessively dutiful 
where her family was concerned. Although they were ostensibly raised in the 
"same" family, these factors made their responses to that family very different. 
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concerns than we had in 1973, with Vivian Smith's initial article on her 

journalism, and his checklist of her book reviews 1918-1936. 

For the purposes of this study, these separate strands of Nettie Palmer's life 

will be seen to be strongly interconnected elements of the only life Palmer 

believed to be worth living: family, work, friendship, political awareness and a 

belief in the importance of a nation singing its own songs. Not all of these 

elements are readily seen in Fourteen Years: family life hardly intrudes at all, 

nor politics. 

I will be looking at some of these aspects of her life and work in the following 

section of this introduction; namely, Nettie Palmer's own prolific output 

during the 1920s and 1930s, and her shift from creative writer to critic and 

journalist; her role in the development and reception of Australian literature 

during those years and her role as mentor and link with other Australian 

writers. These will all be shown to have a place in the eventual shape of 

Fourteen Years. 

The Shift from Poet to Critic 

Nettie Palmer had been writing, and being published, since her schooldays. By 

1904, when she was nineteen years old, she had "published regularly in 

Patc11work, the [PLC] school magazine; occasionally her poetry and prose 
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appeared in the New Idea."87 She continued writing and publishing during 

her university years, and with the later publication of two volumes of her 

verse, it would seem that the young Palmer saw herself primarily as a poet. 

Although she also worked on translations and critical essays, her creative and 

elnotional energies went into poetry. Yet in the most productive decades of 

her life during the 1920s and 1930s, she wrote very little poetry, having 

changed her activity to literary criticism. 

There may have been more than one reason for the change of focus. Family 

finances would have been one of these, given that Vance Palmer's chosen 

career of novelist and freelance writer was a financially uncertain one. David 

Walker provides a useful table comparing the Palmers' income to that of a 

public service clerk for the financial years 1924/25-1929/30.88 Walker also 

extracts Nettie Palmer's contribution by percentage of the Palmer's combined 

income for the period. In 1925-26 she earned 44.4% of the family income; in 

1928-29 it was 49.6%
•89 From these figures it is obvious that Nettie Palmer's 

paid journalism was of vital importance to the family's total income. It is 

possible her Aunt Ina gave some financial support to Nettie when she was 

87 Jordan op cit 1999 P 30. 
88 Considering that Walker combines the Palmers' two separate incomes and then 

compares them to the single income of an adult male in the Commonwealth 
Public Service, the results are not encouraging. In the low years of 1925/6 the 
public servant made 315 pounds per annum, and the Palmers' double income 
was only 267 pounds. Matters did improve in the following years to 1930. 

89 Walker op cit 1976 P 215. 
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writing her memoir of Ina's brother and Nettie's uncle, Henry Bournes 

Higgins.90 

These financial constraints not only suggest that there was little time for 

writing poetry, but that there was also no opportunity for Nettie to do what 

Walt Whitman described as "I loafe and invite my soul."91 This is not 

necessarily only to do with time, but with attaining a certain state of mind, 

having a subtle connection with one's unconscious. 

There is also a possibility that Palmer had written all the poetry that was in 

her to write. She may perhaps have been disappointed in her work. A 1915 

Bulletin review of The South Wind mentioned her "slight little feminine 

song".92 Vivian Smith describes her poems as "accomplished verse in a minor 

key".93 Is it possible she would have agreed, and so retreated from the field? 

In her university years she had aimed at becoming "not a 5th rate minor poet, 

but a lOOth rate major poet".94 

What remained after she turned away from writing poetry was her poetic 

sensibility, which glows throughout her literary journalism. Deborah Jordan 

90 Nettie Palmer, Henry Bournes Higgins: A Memoi~ Harrap, London, 1932. 

91 Walt Whitman, 'Song of Myself', in Leaves of Grassl' David McKay, 
Philadelphia, 1894, p 29. 

92 Jordan op cit 1999 P 115. 

93 Smith op cit 1988 P xvi. 

94 Jordan op cit 1999 P 48. 
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points this out when she also examines the assumption that it was Vance who 

stifled Nettie's creativity: 

Recent discussions of why Nettie Palmer never developed further as a 

poet centre priInarily on the patriarchal nature of her relationship with 

Vance, her lack of a supportive women's network and her own self

silencing.95 ••• Nettie still could not write poetry even when Vance was 

away for a year;96 rather, Vance had been instrumental in the publication 

of Palmer's two volumes of poetry ... 

With two children and different responsibilities, Nettie used her talents 

in the best way she was able to support her children! to support Vance in 

his work and to keep alive her own hope for a different kind of existence 

in Australia. Nettie's early creative expression and creativity was part of 

her utopian impulse and a jouissance that was rechannelled during 

[World War I] into a vision of a more enlightened national culture, at a 

time of passionate vows and struggles for a better future. Those critics of 

Palmer who equate her quest so fully with her poetry underestimate the 

passion, the energy, the insight, clarity and poetic power of her prose.97 

Of interest here is that Vance Palmer stopped writing poetry at about the same 

time (in 19201 after the publication of his verse collection The Camp). IIVance's 

rationale for not writing any further poems was clear - he believed poetry was 

95 eg Katherine Gallagher, 'Shadows and Silences: Australian Women Poets in the 
Twenties and Thirties', in David Brooks and Brenda Walker eds, Poetry and 
Gendel'; Statements and Essays in Australian Women/s Poetry and PoeticsI' 
University of Queensland Press, St Lucia, 1989. 

96 Vance volunteered during WWl and served with the AlF 1918-1920, although 
he did not see active service. For an interesting view on his motives for 
enlisting, see Carr 2001, chapter 4 p 16. 

97 Jordan op cit 1999 P 179. 
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not a suitable form to achieve 'the work of unity' of 'a civilized nation'."98 No 

doubt these questions were discussed with his wife. 

Nettie herself, interviewed by 'Beatrice May'99 in 1929, said: 

Lately people have been asking me when I am going to write some more 

verse. But I aln only able to write with the intensity required of a lyric 

when I am absolutely free in Inind, which I can't be if I am running a 

house and letting down girls' frocks and doing literary journalism - of 

which I do a lot each week. In order to produce more lyrics in any bulk 

I'd need, say, a long rather comfortable illness or a good stretch in 

gao1.100 

Nettie Palmer's career decisions (as to what sort of writing she would 

concentrate on) were also influenced by the unwelcome news in 1919 that it 

was "almost certain" she could not have any more children. IOI She had still 

hoped to bear a son: "Vance Palmer, as Nettie well knew, shared the 

patriarchal views of his time: he wanted a son to carryon the family name."102 

With this possibility forever closed to her, and the "obliterating experiences of 

98 ibid P 187. 
99 Pseudonym for the poet Zora Cross. 

100 The Australian Woman's Mirror, Tuesday 26 February 1929, p II. 

101 Although Nettie Palmer did not have any more children, she had another 
pregnancy which ended in a miscarriage in 1926: "I collapsed at end of 
morning, suspecting the worst, but didn't think of hospital yet" (September 4) 
"Soon after breakfast found that the worst was happening and told V. Mrs 
Clarke came around and dosed me with oil and advised Beerburrum Hospital. 
KA Waters drove me across, with Vance, in afternoon .... Dr. removed placenta 
under anaesthetic and then curetted me." (September 7) NLA MS1174/16/8. 

102 Carr 2001 op cit P 23. 
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warl/103 still close, Palmer's youthful creative writing was traded for the two 

major strands which emerged in her work during World War I and Vance's 

absence with the AIF: "She was more involved personally and politically in 

the public arena, raising questions, organising and criticising. Secondly, her 

writings were to be written for a wide audience."104 

During Palmer's lTIOst productive decades, the 1920s and 30s, her literary 

journalism appeared in a number of different publications. There was 

recycling of a kind, in that she sometimes wrote about the same books in 

different journals, but the reviews and articles were never word-for-word 

repetitions . . A .. s any experienced reviewer knows, different publications require 

different length reviews, and each publication will have a different type of 

reader. For example, on 27 February 1929 Palmer wrote an appreciation of 

Henry Handel Richardson's work, 'The Case of Henry Handel Richardson' for 

the Illustrated Tasmanian Mail. On 5 March 1929 she had an article published 

in Australian WomenE Mirror all. 'Henry Handel Richardson: Her 

Reputation'. SimilarlYI on 2 March 1929, Palmer reviewed Brent of Bin Bin's 

(Miles Franklin's) Up the Country in the Brisbane Courier. She reviewed the 

same book in the Illustrated Tasmanian Mail on 13 March 19291 and in All 

About Books on 21 October of the same year. These reviews and articles 

103 Jordan op cit 1999 p 180. 

104 Jordan op cit 1982 P 260. 
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contained some similar material, but each was a re-casting of what Palmer had 

to say. 

Palmer's contributions to the Illustrated Tasmanian Mail began in mid-1927, 

and continued until April 1933. As Smith notes: 

Altogether Nettie Pahner published in five-and-a-half years 212 articles 

of an average of fifteen hundred words each in the Illustrated Tasmanian 

Mail, and this was only part of her total output in those years which also 

included the writing of Henry Bournes Higgins: A Memoir and the 

editing of the influential An Australian Story Book as well as many 

journalistic items elsewhere. lOS 

Continuing with these interests and necessities into the 1930s, Nettie Palmer 

added to them with a political activism triggered by her concerns about the 

Spanish Civil War. The Palmers were living in Barcelona when the July 1936 

revolution broke out, and they returned to Australia in October.106 Nettie 

began political work immediately, participating in producing two political 

pamphlets, Spanish Struggle 107 (1936) and Australians in Spain 108 (1937); as 

well as speeches, lectures, broadcasts and newspaper articles: 

105 Smith op cit 1988 P xviii. 
106 The Paln1ers left Australia for Europe in 1935, hoping to build up some 

freelance contacts in London and introduce their daughters to Europe. London 
work opportunities were very disappointing and at times money was short. See 
NP's 1935 diary, NLA MS 1174/16/17. 

107 Nettie Palmer, Spanish Struggle/ Spanish Relief Committee, Melbourne, 1936. 

108 Nettie Palmer, Australians in Spainr Forward Press, Sydney, 1937. 
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The civil war in Spain was to be Nettie Palmer's major preoccupation 

until the outbreak of World War II. She wrote and broadcast on her 

experiences in Barcelona and in support of the Republican cause. She 

became a tireless worker and spokesperson for the Spanish Relief 

Committee. She worked to raise funds and support for the dispatch of 

four Australian nurses to work in Republican Inilitary hospitals. .. The 

Palmer's involvement with the Spanish cause brought them into close 

contact with the Communist Party, which in Australia as elsewhere led 

the fight to support Republican Spain Inaterially and politically . 

.. . Despite the Marxist phraseology of Nettie's 1935 Conway Hall 

speech}09 it is unlikely she had become a convert to revolutionary 

socialism, and even less likely that Vance had done so. They worked in 

the Spanish support movement and the Council for Civil Liberties 

alongside Communists .. , because the Communist Party now seemed to 

be the most consistent opponent of fascism and defender of peace. liD 

Another of Nettie Palmer's preoccupations, and another link with the 

Communist Party during the late 1930s, was her involvement with the Sydney 

publication Woman Toda~ 'A Magazine for Peace and Progress'. "It was 

published by a mixed group of Communist, Labor Party and unaffiliated 

women, though there is little doubt that it was ultimately a Popular Front 

project of the Communist Party."1l1 First appearing in 1936, it folded in 1939. 

During its three years of publication, Nettie Palmer was closely involved, 

109 Carr op cit 2001, chapter 9 p 8, see footnote on this speech. 

110 ibid chapter 9 p 15. 

111 ibid. 
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being not only a frequent contributor but also the magazine's official 

"Melbourne Editress" from 1937 until Woman Today ceased publication.112 

Nettie Palmer and the Reception of Australian Literature 

When Nettie Palmer's critical study Modern Australian Literature 1900-1923 

appeared in 1924, Mary Kernot, an old friend of Henry Handel Richardson,113 

noticed that Richardson's work was omitted from the book. Mrs Kernot sent 

Nettie Palmer the long-out-of-print novels Maurice Guest and The Getting of 

Wisdom, and Palmer became a life-long supporter and promoter of the 

expatriate writer's fiction. Palmer wrote the first full-length study of 

Richardson's work,114 and regularly called for the republication of 

Richardson's out-of-print novels in her literary journalism. Palmer's devotion 

to Richardson's fiction, and her work on the author's behalf, is only one aspect 

of the role she was develop as a "propagandist for Australian literature".115 

Nettie herself, reading over her literary journalism while compiling Fourteen 

Years/ wrote to Vance: "Reading old files of my Illustrated Tasmanian Mail 

112 ibid. 
113 Henry Handel Richardson, pseudonym of Australian expatriate novelist Ethel 

Robertson 1870-1946. 

114 Nettie Palmer, Henry Handel Richardson: A Stud)?/ Angus and Robertson, 
Sydney, 1950. 

115 Modjeska op cit 1981 P 4. 
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articles, I'm struck by the number of times I wrote about Henry Handel 

Richardson - before Ultima Thule toO."116 

It is difficult now, with the Australian publishing industry in a state of relative 

health, to imagine the Australian publishing scene of the 1920s and 1930s (or 

even the 1940s and 1950s). When Vance and Nettie Palmer returned to 

Australia in 1915, it was after some years in Europe, where Nettie had moved 

in feminist, literary and radical circles. She returned to a country with a poor 

publishing culture, where making a living as a writer was almost impossible: 

"There is ... a terrible loneliness for a writer here: to publish a book, as my 

husband says, is to drop it into soft, soundless mud."117 

Australian books were either unavailable or inaccessible, and literary journals, 

"indispensable to the growth and nourishment of a sound literary culture"118 

were either absent or short-lived, 1/ few of them lasting more than four 

numbers".119 The indifference of the Australian public to the poor state of the 

country's publishing culture was a source of irritation to Nettie Palmer. "There 

is no country in the world where so little is known of its own literary work in 

past and present; no country in which ignorance in such matters is so heartily 

116 NP /VP 3 July 1947 NLA MSl174/1/7211. 

117 Clark op cit 1987 P 490. 

118 Smith op cit 1988 P xxv. 
119 John Tregenza, Australian Little Magazines 1923-1954: Their Role in Forming 

and Reflecting Literary Trends/ Libraries Board of South Australia, Adelaide, 
1964, p 2. 
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condoned and even admired!"120 She paraphrased Will Dyson as believing 

that Australia was 1/ a country that has remained intellectually suburban, 

derivative and unresponsive".121 

Pahner was determined to change this. She repeatedly called for the 

republication of out-of-print Australian classics, Henry Handel Richardson's 

work being only one example,122 since she believed that it was only by a 

proper attention to, and respect for, the past that a country could sustain a 

worthwhile literary culture. Yet it must be noted that: 

Above all she was not an uncritical admirer of the merely Australian. She 

praised contemporary writers like Barnard Eldershaw and Katharine 

Susam1ah Prichard for their seriousness of intention, their sincerity and 

freshness of outlook, and their adequate powers of expression, making 

no greater claims.123 

And despite her epistolary friendships with SaIne Australian women 

novelists, she showed no favouritism in reviewing their books. Katharine 

Susannah Prichard's Intimate Strangers/ reviewed by Palmer in 1937, is 

120 Smith op cit 1988 P xxv. 

121 Nettie Palmer, 'The Arts in Australia', 11l11stra ted Tasmanian Maii,11 September 
1949, p 4. 

122 Palmer also promoted the republication of, among others, Tom Petrie~ 
Reminiscences of Early Queensland (republished 1932), and the stories of 'Price 
Warung' (William Astley) and Barbara Baynton. 

123 Smith op cit 1988 P xxili. 
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sharply dealt with: "If [the] climax sounds like the intrusion of a naIve moral 

to the tale, it is no better than the book itself."124 

It was not only the literary past that was neglected. Nettie Palmer also 

repeatedly attacked the state of affairs that resulted in new Australian books 

being published in London, so that when they eventually reached Australia 

the English reviews (if any) were forgotten and bookshops ordered few copies. 

It was a vicious circle aided in its longevity by the tyranny of distance, and the 

colonial attitude labelled "the cultural cringe" by AA Philips.125 Australian 

publishing was dominated by the British, who "took the raw material of 

Australian writers, and sent it back with other surplus production to saturate 

the Australian book market." 126 Local publishing was uncertain and 

unprofitable, since 1/ many booksellers and librarians declined to stock 

Australian works and the public generally refused to buy or borrow them 

when they were available" .127 

124 Jordan op cit 1999 P 222. 
125 The expression was first used by Phillips as the title of an essay for Meanjin in 

1950. It implies subservience to European culture and a consequent down
grading of Australian culture. See AA Phillips, 'The Cultural Cringe', Meanjm 
vol 9 no 41950, p 299. 

126 Craig Munro, Wild Man of Letters: The Story of PR Stephensen. Melbourne 
University Press, Melbourne, 1984, p 121. 

127 McQueen op cit 1979. See also Martyn Lyons and John Arnold eds, A History of 
the Book in Australia 1891-1945" A National Culture in a Colonised Market 
University of Queensland Press, St Lucia, 2001, for an examination of the 
contemporary publishing scene. 
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In her biography of the Boyd family, Brenda Niall describes the novelist 

Martin Boyd's shock on returning to Australia in 1948 (the year that Fourteen 

Years was published) to find that: 

... he was scarcely known in Australia as a writer .... No one was 

talking about Lucinda Brayford, which had been described by the 

influential English critic Richard Church as one of the three great novels 

of the century. It had sold half a million copies in the United StatesJ but it 

had not been reviewed in any Australian newspaper.128 

Probably the publishers blundered: if review copies had been sent, the 

Australian scenes in the first part of the novel would surely have drawn 

some attention. Yet in the 1940s, newspapers like the Age and Sydney 

Morning Herald took very little interest in Australian writing, and the 

literary journals reached comparatively few readers.129 

An alternative view of this state of affairs is that rather than rapacious British 

publishers dominating a cringing Australian market, the trade was mutually 

advantageous, with Australian publishers using mass sales of cheap imported 

British titles to support Australian titles published locally. "These subversive 

business strategies were tolerated so long as the main export-import business 

continued to return profit to one and all in the tradeJ as it did more or less 

continuously. "130 

128 Neither did Palmer review it, although she had reviewed Boyd's earlier books. 
129 Brenda Niall, Tile Boyds/ The Miegunyah Press at the University of Melbourne 

Press, Melbourne, 2002, p 239. 

130 Graeme Johanson, 'Publishing Patrons of Australian Literature 1900-1950', 
unpublished paper delivered at 'The History of the Book in Australia: The 
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More recently, Martyn Lyons has looked at grass-roots changes in Australian 

literary culture at the time, suggesting that large gains are not the only ones to 

note: 

... in spite of Australia's colonial status as a Inarket dependent on British 

publishers, a distinctly Australian literary culture was emerging 

Strenuous efforts by a dedicated Ininority to obtain recognition for 

Australian writers began to bear fruit. Literary societies, book prizes, 

'Authors' Week' and newspaper popularity polls illuminate a continuing 

process of re-evaluation of Australian creativity.131 

Nettie Palmer was part of that dedicated minority whose continued efforts 

were making a difference with the small gains described above by Lyons. But 

it was not until the late 1960s that Australian publishing could be described as 

flourishing. 

Nettie as 'propagandist for Australian literature'132 

Nettie Palmer well understood these issues, especially as she was one of those 

making "strenuous efforts" to promote Australian writers and writing. Her 

response to the invisibility of Australian literature was to complain long and 

loudly in her literary journalism, especially where she had ample space, for 

British Connection' conference, Sir Robert Menzies Australian Studies Centre, 
University of London, 3 July 1997. See also Graeme Johanson, Colonial Editions 
in Australia 1843-1972/ Elibank Press, Wellington, 2000. 

131 Lyons and Arnold eds op cit p xviii. 

132 Modjeska op cit 1981 P 4. 
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example in All About Books and Dlustrated Tasmanian Mail She attacked on two 

fronts, confronting both booksellers and publishers. On 14 March 1928/ Palmer 

took Australian booksellers to task in the Dlustrated Tasmanian Mail She 

believed that too many Australian books were given much too short a shelf life, 

and that once they were relegated to the back storeroom it was difficult to 

persuade shop assistants to seek them out. On 28 August 1929 in the saIne journal 

she expanded on the earlier column, regretting this time that most Australian 

publishers only bother with profitable reprints, and any new and original books 

are "chosen for their lack of anything like a challenge to the average reader." An 

Australian All Quiet on the Ji1kstem Front, she believed, would be rejected as 

"gloomy and morbid" and remain unpublished. Palmer believed that Australian 

booksellers were actively hostile to serious Australian books and instead of 

supplying or re-ordering Coonardoo (for example) were likely to tell a customer 

"You wouldn't like it" and push the latest British best-seller instead. Bullying 

bookshop assistants for the book one wanted was the only answer. "Individual 

and inelegant persistence is our only tool. Let us use it."133 

In other essays and reviews134 Palmer continued her crusade against what she 

labelled "colonial-provincial attitudes".135 Her attitude is perhaps best 

conveyed in her succinct and thoughtful essay of 1929, 'The Need for 

133 Nettie Palmer, I A Battle of the Books', Illustrated Tasmanian MaiL 28 August 
1929, P 4. 

134 For example, JBuilding Jerusalem', ITU 14 May 1930; "Colonial Wares', ITU 30 
July 1930; 'Creative Writing in Australia', ITM; 13 May 1931. 

135 Smith op cit 1988 P xxiii. 
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Australian Literature'. Here, Palmer refutes claims that there are enough good 

books written in English overseas, and that therefore we do not need an 

Australian literature. She believed that local literature gives a community, in 

English critic Edward Garnett's words, "a cOlmected view of itself". For 

example, Henry Lawson portrayed what we now accept as a national trait, 

"mateship". Without Lawson's writing, this would not have been articulated 

and embraced. Similarly, Such Is Life showed lithe peculiar kind of democracy 

that is native to Australia". Palmer emphatically believed that it was not the 

business of Australian writers to carryon the traditions 1/ of English literature, 

except in maintaining a standard of good writing."136 

Nettie Palmer was also an enthusiastic supporter of others" efforts to 

contribute to a strong literary culture. An example is her support for the 

literary magazine Meanjin" founded in Brisbane in 1940" which has "published 

work by most Australian writers of consequence".137 As Tregenza has pointed 

out: 

It is possible to find in the first twelve numbers poems by writers with 

such diverse outlooks as Max Harris, the editor of Angry Penguins, EM 

England, a writer of traditional lyrics, Rex Ingamells, editor of the 

Jindyworobak Antholog~ Harry Hooton the anarchist, the former Vision 

contributor RD Fitzgerald, the satirist AD Hope, and the social realist 

136 Nettie Palmer" 'The Need for Australian Literature', Illustrated Tasmanian MaiL 
17 April 1929. 

137 Tregenza op cit 1964 P 96. 
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Muir Holburn, as well as articles by such well-known academic critics as 

AR Chisholm, HM Green, RG Howarth and DH Rankin."138 

While not wishing to overestimate the importance of Nettie Palmer's 

contribution to Meanjin/ and thus to the continuing development and 

reception of Australian literature, her support should not be underestimated 

either. The magazine's editor from 1940-1974, Clem Christesen,139 "had great 

respect and affection for Nettie who, in her typically generous way, was 

among the first to welcome the appearance of Meanjin in 1940, and who gave 

it her support for the rest of her life" ,140 

While she believed strongly that Australia needed to develop a voice of its 

own, it must be pointed out that Palmer was no literary chauvinist. Her 

academic background, her facility in European languages, her very 

cosmopolitanism, made this unlikely. In promoting a strong Australian 

literary culture, Palmer in no way neglected other literatures. "All my life I 

have cared passionately about other literatures, but they are not depending on 

138 ibid P 79, 
139 Clement Byrne Christesen (1911- ) founded the literary magazine Meanjin in 

Brisbane in 1940, and brought it to Melbourne in 1945. Christesen edited the 
magazine for thirty-four years, and although he was a published poet and short 
story writer, it is as an editor of a major cultural journal and an encourager of 
Australian writing that he is best known. 

140 Letter from Nina Christesen to the author, 8 May 2001. 
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what casual Australians may write about them. Australian literature, though, 

depends on ourselves as critics and readers and enthusiasts. /1141 

Nettie Palmer believed that there was a need to draw on the wells of "our own 

past", and that lithe risk is that through ignorance of our own essential nature 

we may build up some borrowed and flimsy attempt at civilization". In her 

Illustrated Tasmanian Mail columns, lilt is hardly an exaggeration to say that 

no important English or American writer and certainly no significant 

Australian writer failed to get a mention./1142 It cannot be stressed strongly 

enough that Palmer, while promoting Australian writing, kept an intellectual 

eye on critical and literary developments overseas, and wrote at length about 

them. 143 

The Encouraging Nettie Palmer 

Palmer's steadfast work in promoting Australian literature and calling for a 

healthier publishing culture has links with. her role as a mentor and 

encourager of her contemporaries. Drusilla Modjeska's work on Nettie 

Palmer's correspondence with a wide circle of Australian women writers is 

141 Jordan op cit 1982 P 285. 

142 Smith op cit 1988 P xix. 
143 For example, 'Russia through its Novelists', All About Books/ 15 January 1932, p 3; 

I An International Consciousness: The Translation of Best-Sellers', Illustrated 
Tasmanian Mail 4 August 1932, P 4; I American Criticism', JIM; 25 April 1928, p 4. 
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well known, as is Carole Ferrier's, and both have been discussed earlier in this 

introd uction. 

It must also be pointed out that not all Nettie Palmer's correspondents were 

women, and not all were novelists. The Palmer Papers in the National Library 

of Australia contain many letters to Nettie from Marcel Aurousseau (39 

letters), C Hartley Grattan (51) JP "Pat" Lowy (25) and Hugh McCrae (168: 

McCrae was somewhat of a romantic admirer of Nettie's) to name but a few of 

her male correspondents.144 Aurousseau and McCrae were writers, Grattan an 

American critic with an interest in Australian writing, and Lowy a German-

speaking Melbourne friend. 

Palmer's encouragement and support for the arts extended to her, and 

Vance's, ill-fated involvement with the Pioneer Players, a dramatic company 

with plans for a school of Australian drama loosely based on the Abbey 

Theatre in Ireland.145 The enterprise lasted four and a half years, 1921-1926, 

and Nettie Palmer described it as an enterprise which involved U chiefly, and 

all the time, a great sacrifice of energy, leisure and income for all 

concerned".146 Nettie Palmer's work for the Pioneer Players was primarily as a 

publicist; she was no playwright, nor actor. Yet once again she was 

encouraging Australian writing. 

144 NLA MS 1174, Series 1. 

145 For a history of the Pioneer Players, see Fitzpatrick op cit 1995. 

146 Jordan op cit 1999 P 188. 
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Despite the eventual failure of the enterprise, during the working life of the 

Pioneer Players new Australian plays were written and performed, including 

Louis Esson's The Battler and Mother and Son/ Vance Palmer's A Happy 

Family and Alan Mulgan's The Voice of the People. Their last performance, 

Esson's Tile Bride of Gospel Place, was in June 1926.147 

By that time, the Palmers, temporarily disillusioned with their efforts to help 

establish a distinctive Australian literary and dramatic culture, were living at 

Caloundra in Queensland, where they were to stay for four years, 

concentrating on their own writing. Nettie and Vance left Melbourne for 

Caloundra with their daughters in 1925, and Nettie's account of their time 

there was to provide the opening to Fourteen Years. 

Conclusion 

It is in looking at Fourteen Years, and the unique and previously mis

understood circumstances surrounding the transmission of its text from 

various private sources to a published document, that this thesis makes an 

original contribution to Australian literary history. 

In order to introduce that contribution, this chapter has provided biographical 

material that surveys Nettie Palmer's life and her concerns and 

147 Walker op cit 1978 P 137. 
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preoccupations. An understanding of these is necessary in approaching a 

study of the intellectual choices Palmer made during the production of 

Fourteen Years. It has also given an overview of Australian publishing of the 

time, which helps to illuminate the practical considerations taken into account 

by Nettie Palmer during the publication of her book. In addition, this chapter 

has reviewed the available literature, which taken overall presents different 

aspects of Nettie Palmer. Keeping those aspects of her personality and life in 

mind will assist in a reading of another Nettie Palmer: the woman who is 

presented in Fourteen Yeal:5'/ and her place as an intellectual force. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

"A Fine Ruddy Mess" 



CHAPTER TWO 

"A Fine Ruddy Mess ,11 

The Production, Marketing, Distribution 

and Sales of Fourteen Years 

Nettie Palmer's Fourteen Years is a masterpiece of editing: each entry is there 

for a purpose. This chapter will chart the publishing history of Fourteen Years 

in two ways: firstly by looking at the intellectual components of that history, 

and secondly by studying the various steps in the book's production as a 

physical object. 

Using correspondence between Vance and Nettie Palmer, as well as Nettie 

Palmer's workbooks and diaries, I will argue that Nettie Palmer's selection 

and editing of disparate material forms an original approach to life-writing. 

Vance Pahner's contributions were vital. Using correspondence, notebooks 

and work diaries, I will show that Nettie selected and edited her own material, 

but that Vance suggested ways of using and synthesising that material. Vance 

also suggested an overall framework for the book. The Palmers' Ii terary 

1 CBC/Ruth Schunkel, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive, NP Box, FY Folder, 
February 1949. 
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partnership has been described by some as unequal,2 with Vance Palmer the 

greater beneficiary. The couple's collaboration on Fourteen Years 

demonstrates instead the strength and equality of their literary partnership, at 

a time when Vance Palmer had many projects of his own in hand. 

The Palmers made a decision to publish Fourteen Years themselves, paying all 

production costs, while using the Meanjin Press imprint and infrastructure. 

This chapter will speculate on their reasons, and will set their decision against 

a background of Australian publishing, including private press activity, of the 

time. 

The frequent communication, sometimes daily, between the Palmers and their 

consulting editor Clem Christesen is used to indicate the nature of the 

production. It was a hybrid publication; a self-published book which used the 

imprint and infrastructure of a small trade publisher in Meanjin Press. This 

correspondence also indicates the failure of the Palmers to adequately 

2 See Katherine Gallagher, 'Shadows and Silences: Australian Women Poets in the 
Twenties and Thirties' in David Brooks and Brenda Walker eds, Poetry and 
Gender: Statements and Essays in Australian Women~ Poetry and Poetics, 
University of Queensland Press, St Lucia, 1989, p 87: "[Pahner] seems to have 
invested her life in [her marriage], living through Vance's creativity and 
supporting him. at great cost to herself." See also Drusilla Modjeska .. Exiles at 
Home: Australian Women Writers 1925-194~ Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 
1981, p 200, where she has Vance "writing all morning in a separate room and 
either again in the afternoon or early evening, while Nettie assumed 
responsibility for the children and the household, writing at night or between 
her chores". While Vance and Nettie may have worked this way at times, it is 
not typical. The partnership is seen as more balanced when all of the marriage, 
and all of the diaries, are examined. 
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supervise the book's prod uction and distribution. Sales figures and the 

numbering of individual copies will be used to estimate the financial success 

or failure of the project. 

Appearing more than thirty years after her first published book,3 Nettie 

Palmer's Fourteen Years is a distillation of her experiences, her intellectual 

history and her cast of mind. Records of the precise conception of Fourteen 

Years remain elusive. Smith has proposed that in 1946 Nettie had several 

projects in hand, all of which involved searching for manuscripts and sorting 

papers, letters and diaries.4 The projects were a study of Henry Handel 

Richardson's work (HHRhad died in March 1946); the possible republication of 

Palmer's Henry Bournes Higgins, and a projected fuller edition of Lesbia 

Harford's poems. Smith suggests that the resulting sort-out sowed the seed for 

publishing extracts from Nettie's diaries and other writings. This seems 

plausible. However, a foolscap notebook in the National Library of Australia's 

Palmer Papers is titled in Nettie's hand inside the front cover 'A Reader's 

Notebook 1945',5 a year before the paper-sorting. The contents are draft entries 

and reconstituted notes for what became Fourteen Years.6 

3 A book of verse, South Win~ published in 1914. See bibliography for details. 
4 Vivian Smith ed, Nettie Palmer: Her Private Journal Fourteen Years, Poems/ 

Reviews and Literary Essays/ University of Queensland Press, St Lucia, 1988, p 
xxxiv. 

5 'A Reader's Notebook' was the provisional title for what became Fourteen Years 

6 NLA MSl174/17/7-8. 
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Background to the Publication of Fourteen Years: 

The popularity of the diary form 

In looking at the popularity of the diary form in published works at the time, 

clues are found in several of the reviews of Fourteen Years following its 

original publication in 1948. The Times Literary Supplement reviewer noted 

that when a diarist respects her readers: 

... the record will not be clogged up with trivial daily domestic details 

nor made turgid with egocentric revelations of the human soul. This last 

did indeed become a fashion with published diaries - a fashion raging at 

the very period when Mrs Palmer starts, when readers were hungrily 

devouring Barbellion7 (whose diary was genuine though his name was 

not) and peering back at Marie Bashkirtseff over his shoulder.s 

Lady GregorY1; Journals 1916-1930, edited by Lennox Robinson, was 

published in one volume in 1946. Robinson's editing style is to shuffle the 

journal entries to fit under subject headings, such as 'Politics', 'Friends', 

'Theatre', rather than use the material chronologically. It is unlikely this 

publication was in any way a model for Nettie Palmer's book, despite the 

coincidence of the fourteen-year span.9 

7 WNP Barbellion, The Journal of a Disappointed Man/ Chatto and Windus, 
London, 1919. 'Barbellion', admired by HG Wells and Arnold Bennett, was the 
pseudonym of Bruce Frederick Cummings 1889-1919. 

8 Times Literary Supplement 15 July 1949, P 461. Marie Bashkirtseff was a 
Russian diarist whose journal was published in English in 1890. 

9 Lennox Robinson ed, Lady Gregory~ Journals 1916-1930,. Putnam, London, 
1946. Lady Gregory was a playwright, and friend and supporter of WB Yeats 
who co- operated with him in the creation of the Irish National Theatre. 
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In 1947, Andre Gide'slO journals were published, as were the journals of 

Baudelaire, translated by Christopher Isherwood.ll In early 1949 Somerset 

Maugham's selected and edited journals were published as A Writer~ 

Notebook. 12 Australian precedents are Georgiana~ Journa~ the journal of 

early settler Georgiana McCrae edited by her grandson, poet (and friend of 

Nettie Palmer) Hugh McCrae.13 This was first published in 1934. Hugh 

McCrae had also published some reminisces of his father George Gordon 

McCrae14 in My Father and My Father~ Friends (1935).15 Although not in 

diary form, it is possible this had some influence on Fourteen Years. McCrae 

republished it in 1948 within a collection of his prose, Story Book Only}6 and 

mentioned it often in his correspondence with Nettie at that time.17 

10 Andre Gide, The Journals of Andre Gide/ translated by Justin O'Brien, Knopf, 
New York/ 1947. 

11 Charles Baudelaire, The Intimate Journals of Charles Baudelaire/ translated by 
Christopher Isherwood, with an introduction by WH Auden, Marcel Rodd, 
New York, 1947. 

12 Somerset Maugham, A Writer~ Notebook Doubleday, New York, 1949. 

13 Hugh McCrae ed, Georgiana'S Journal Robertson and Mullens, Melbourne, 
1934. 

14 See DCAL. 

15 Hugh McCrae, My Father and My Father~ Friends/ Angus and Robertson, 
Sydney, 1935. 

16 Hugh McCrae, Story Book Only/ Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 1948. 

17 State Library of Victoria La Trobe Manuscripts Collection, MS 12153/2762/7. 
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The Intellectual History of Fourteen Years 

As early as 1932, while camped with Vance on Green Island, Queensland, 

from April 25th to November 6th 1932,18 Nettie Palmer was making extensive 

notes for a book based on her experiences there. The Palmers had gone to 

Green Island to write: "We wanted quiet, to write and read; and we wanted to 

know something about the mystery of coral reefs, not as scientists but as 

seekers after the world's wonders."19 Their daughters remained with relatives 

in Melbourne. 

To publish a book about life on Green Island, rather in the tradition of EJ 

Banfield's Confessions of a Beachcomber 20 would have fitted neatly with 

Nettie Palmer's view about the proper directions of Australian literature: "The 

point is ... that the life and problems of various parts of Australia show 

immense contrasts, from pearling at Broome to legislating at Canberra. Our 

writers have the task of gradually revealing it all to us."21 

If published, the Green Island book would have been a straightforward, diary-

like account, based on diary entries and notes written with a specific 

publication in mind. Fourteen Years on the other hand is a much more 

18 Fourteen Years has their stay on the Island as 7 April to 12 November 1932. 
Most of the entries in FOllrteen Years have dates differing from the original 
diary dates. 

19 Nettie Palmer, 'Life on a Coral Island' in Smith, op cit 1988/ p 572. 

20 EJ Banfield, Confessions of a Beachcombe~ Unwin, London, 1908. 
21 Smith op cit 1988 P xxv. Smith rightly points to Palmer's relegation here of the 

writer's task to "the sphere of sociology". 
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idiosyncratic and constructed piece of writing, and as such almost moves into 

another genre. As Chris Wallace-Crabbe has pointed out, "Any account of 

Australian autobiography should pay tribute to the boldness of Nettie 

Palmer's Fourteen Years/ a book which displays the editorial strokes which 

could transform journal entries into an intellectual history."22 Although we 

know that Palmer was not simply editing a journal, Wallace-Crabbe's 

judgement is valid. 

Vance Palnler's influence over the history of Fourteen Years is largely 

organisational. In the early stages his suggestions about the ordering of the 

material, and the form it should take, were extremely usefut given the 

disorganised form of the source materials. Later he acted as project manager 

during the production of the book. 

The decision to write the Green Island project in diary form came from a 

suggestion of Vance's, in November 1932, after Nettie showed him some of 

her notes: "Last night showed V some pages in my notebook about Demos' 

[renamed 'Tinos' in Fourteen Years] and Jorgensen's talk.23 He says my book 

had better be in diary form - which would be a relief as I've been verging on 

that already."24 Five weeks later Nettie Palmer notes: IIPretty busy - must get 

22 Chris Wallace-Crabbe, 'Autobiography', in Laurie Hergenhan ed, The Penguin 
New Literary History of Australia/ Penguin, Ringwood, 1988, p 560. 

23 Green Island locals. 

24 NLA MSl174/16/15, 5 November 1932. 

66 



some more journalism done for every possible loophole: and then settle to a 

daily sketch in diary form. Heaps of material already written."25 Although this 

project was abandoned, the idea of writing a book in diary form as a way of 

shaping material was sown. 

Thirteen years later in 1945, Nettie Palmer was resurrecting her Green Island 

notes and sketching out the additional Inaterial for what became Fourteen 

Years. Again, Vance made suggestions about how to order her cornucopia of 

material, and focus it: 

November 1945: Pages of reconstituted notes and memories: 

Showed V. regretfully the pages I had so far written on Green Island and 

Paris. He complained that they were too much like essays, not diary 

notes. 

1: But he looked at myoId London and Melbourne notebook and 

suggested how it might be used, linking my references to Conrad 

(one in London, one connected with Birtles here). 

2: Said I might do a note on Dyson, suggested by news of his death 

and going back to the first time I met him, in Chelsea 1915 - story of 

Betty caught in the railings. 

3: Story of Ruth Pitter in London 1936, and Green Island shells in 

goblet - her talk of pain in the world. 

25 ibid 9 December 1932. 
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4: Note on Shelley Wang on seeing the Mondrian poem in the Times 

Literary Supplement. 

The notebook then devotes separate pages to memories and incidents as drafts 

for eventual entries, such as "Randolph Bedford tells a story (and neglects to 

write one), Brisbane 1928/1,26 and "Lunch with Frank and Marie [Dalby 

Davison] in East Melbourne 25.2.1946".27 

By mid-1947, Nettie Palmer was busy wrestling Fourteen Years into shape. She 

asked her family to supplement her own memories, she trawled through her 

literary journalism and used some of her essays and articles (one Fourteen 

Years entry draws "almost verbatim" on an earlier newspaper article on 

Barcelona28) she sifted her correspondence and reproduced some letters. 

In July 1947 Nettie Palmer was working alone at the Palmer's "retreat" house 

in Caloundra, Queensland, and writing to Vance in Melbourne for help. The 

correspondence shows some of the sources, and some of the editorial decisions 

for her book, as well as Vance's role as organiser: 

26 A version of this makes its way into Fourteen Years on p 36. 

27 NLA MSl174/17/8. At this stage NP had not made the decision to restrict the 
published version to the years 1925-39. After the publication of Fourteen Years 
she began work on 'Next Fourteen Years', which was never published. 

28 Deborah Jordan, Nettie Palmer: Search for an Aestheti~ History Department, 
the University of Melbourne, 1999, p 248. 
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Considering that there is far too much for each year, no matter how I cut 

it, would it be possible to publish a series of notebooks, say 1927-32; and 

so on for every five years? 

Or would it be better to pick them to the bone to make one book (1927-

when?) and then later on [use] some of the excluded material? 

You were present at Dyson's29 lecture on the Arts in Australia. I've got 

pretty good notes on the lecture itself, but would you tell me what Fink30 

and others resented in it and how they showed it? I can't exactly place 

the particular point of resistance. 

I want to suggest an evening of Louis'31 talk between 1929-31. Can't get 

phrases. Could use a few from his discarded letters. But that will do 

when I come home.32 

I'm doing a fair stint of writing each day. A lot of it will have to be 

condemned no doubt, but some of it should cling. By the way, do you 

remember where that section is that you compiled as from Green Island? 

I think it was in an exercise book of yours, if not it should be in the 

telephone room pigeon-holes bottom floor one from the right. l'd like to 

29 Will Dyson (1880-1938) cartoonist and war artist. His lecture 'The Arts in 
Australia: A Plea and an Indictment' was delivered in Melbourne in August 
1929, and was chaired by RG Menzies. The lecture judged Australian culture as 
derivative and unresponsive. See Ross McMullin, Will Dyson/ Angus and 
Robertson, Sydney, 1984. 

30 Theodore Fink (1855-1942) solicitor, newspaper proprietor, politician and 
educationist. See Australian Dictionary of Biography Volume 8, 1891-1935, and 
Don Garden, Theodore Fink' A Talent for Ubiquity/ Melbourne University 
Press, Melbourne, 1998. 

31 Louis Esson 1879-1943, friend of the Palmers, playwright and founder of The 
Pioneer Players with his wife Hilda, VP and Stewart Macky. See Peter 
Fitzpatrick, Pioneer Players: The Lives of Louis and .Hilda Esson/ Cambridge 
University Press, Oakleigh, 1995. 

32 NLA MSl174/1/7184, 16 July 1947. Louis Esson's "discarded letters II are those 
not used by VP in his selection of Esson's letters for Louis Esson and the 
Australian Theatre (1948). 
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have it, to keep from repetition and imbalance. Could you bring it when 

you come? So far I've been using mostly old articles in the Illustrated 

Tasl11anian Mail as springboards - and keeping roughly to years 1927-32 

(before Green Island) ... I'd like, if you can dig them out for me, and 

bring them when you cornel the family diaries of 1933-4. Those for '35-6 

are accounted for in a great Inany other screeds and notebooks, as far as 

literary Inatters go. Of course I'ln not using detailed chronology, except 

as a rough guide.33 

Getting on well, dear: but find I can't remember what at all, as a reader, I 

was thinking of in those distraught years after we came back from Spain. 

Could you bring a bunch of little diaries from the upstairs drawer? ... 34 

Vance was not the only family member appealed to. At the end of July 1947 

Nettie asked her daughter Aileen: 

A query: did you come with me to the evening in February 1932 

celebrating the Goethe centenary in Victoria Parade? (The Turnverein 

[gymnastics hall] of the German Club?) If so would you tell me anything 

you can remember please? I remember a great deal but 1'd better leave 

you to your own Recherches du Temps Perdus.35 

In these letters of mid-1947, some of the components in the construction of 

Fourteen Years can be seen: Vance's contributions of memory and note-

making ("that section you compiled as from Green Island"), family diaries 

(these are the small day-to-day diaries where Nettie Palmer briefly noted each 

33 NLA MSl174/1/7200-2 nd. 

34 NLA MSl174/1/7246 nd. 
35 NLA MS1174/1/7207 July 1947. 
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family member's occupations and appointments), published literary essays 

(Illustrated Tasmanian Mail articles), Aileen's memories, and some conjuring-

up of "Louis' talk between 1929-31", using Esson's letters as an aide-memoire. 

We also see early proposals and alternatives for arranging the material: "a 

series of notebooks" for every five years, or one book" cut to the bone". 

Again, Vance caIne forward with a suggestion for the form and shape of the 

book. In a 1946 notebook that contains some drafts for entries for Fourteen 

Years/ Palmer notes his suggested outline: 

Reader's Notebook: V. planning for me again: 

In periods: Caloundra-Melbourne 1928-31 (open with Louis' letter, or 

diary) 

Green Island -1932 

Melbourne 1933-1935 

Paris 1935-1936 

London 1935-1936 

Barcelona 1936 

Melbourne 1936-1939 

This outline of Vance Palmer's is not far from the shape the eventual book was 

to take.36 Why a fourteen-year span, and why those particular years? Perhaps 

36 The final published version is ordered: Caloundra 1925-29; Melbourne 1929-32; 
Green Island 1932; Kalorama 1932-35; Paris 1935; London 1935-36; Barcelona 
1936 and Melbourne 1936-39. 
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the material presented itself as the most suitable mixture of tone, colour, 

personalities and reflections; there is nothing in the correspondence to indicate 

why the decision was made to use the years 1925-1939. At the time Vance was 

giving Nettie this thoughtful advice, he was also reviewing, broadcasting and 

chairing the Advisory Board of the Commonwealth Literary Fund, writing his 

novel Golconda and wrangling with Clem Christesen over the delayed 

publication of his Louis Esson and the Australian Theatre. 

The Palmers' literary partnership was one that had been worked out over 

many years of freelancing. Monetary rewards were small, and if they could 

help each other reach a deadline and receive a cheque sooner rather than later, 

they formed the habit of helping each other where and when they could. LT 

Hergenhan has called their work for each other "a reasonable working 

arrangement".37 Contrasting with Bergenhan's view, some feel that Nettie did 

more than her share.38 

No partnership can be equal all the time. The Palmers' domestic arrangements 

were no doubt as unequal as contemporary social mores and expectations 

dictated, with Nettie doing all the housework and childcare. Vance, it must 

not be forgotten, also had chores: Fourteen Years mentions his splitting and 

stacking wood at Kalorama, where there were several fireplaces and a wood-

37 LT Hergenhan; 'Convict Legends, Australian Legends: Price Warung and the 
Palmers', Australian Literary Studies/ vo19 no 3, May 1980, pp 339-45. 

38 See note 1, this chapter. 
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hungry cooker.39 (Vance's Queensland country background and his 

experience as a station hand would mean that he expected to contribute 

domestically with what were then seen as male domestic chores, 

woodchopping amongst them.) Neither did Vance spend all his time writing 

plays and novels while Nettie worked at "bread and butter" journalism. Vance 

did his share of journalism, and as 'Rann Daly' churned out serials and 

potboilers. However, it was surely Nettie who did more work domestically. 

Their working literary partnership was more balanced than the domestic one, 

and Nettie's work diary for late 1947 records Vance's help: "V began re-

reading old family diaries, fitting in with some literary notes on visitors", and 

"V said he had done all he hoped on his novel at present and would now help 

me".40 Thus for Fourteen Years" Vance suggested different ways to use the 

material Nettie had at hand, spotting links in widely separated diary entries 

and suggesting ways for Nettie to synthesise them.41 He reread her book 

reviews and made notes, extracting themes about authors Nettie had 

championed, for example Barbara Baynton.42 He made suggestions on the 

39 Nettie Palmer op cit 1948 pp 122-23. 
40 Smith op cit 1988 pp 2-4. 

41 " ... he looked at myoId London and Melbourne notebook and suggested 
.. .linking up references to Conrad (one in London, one connected with Birtles 
here)." NLA MS1174/17/7. 

42 "22 September 1947: V composed wonderful note from my articles on Barbara 
Baynton'l; Smith op cit 1988 P 3. 
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arrangement of entries: /IV insists that Paris 1936 can only be taken as 

supplement to Barcelona. Afraid he's right, as so often."43 

The Palmers found their own workable answers to the question posed by 

Chadwick and de Courtivron: 

If the dominant belief about art and literature is that they are produced 

by solitary individuals, but the dominant social structures are concerned 

with familiat matrimonial and heterosexual arrangements, how do two 

creative people escape or not the constraints of the framework and 

construct an alternative story?44 

Vance and Nettie Palmer managed to construct their alternative story by 

working at times as /I solitary individuals", and at times as collaborative 

partners. They were flexible. While they did not invent new roles, they 

renegotiated the old ones, Inining the richness of their literary partnership 

rather than concentrating on social constraints. 

Vance Palmer's assistance during the piecing-together of Fourteen Years was 

more than just collaborative, it was a necessity. In 1945 Nettie Palmer was 

diagnosed with a coronary thrombosis, and thought to be in such danger that 

her daughter Aileen was recalled from London.45 Some later minor strokes 

43 Smith 1988 op cit P 4. 
44 Whitney Chadwick and Isabelle de Courtivron eds, SigmYicant Others: 

Creativity and Intimate Partnership/ Thames and Hudson, London, 1993. 

45 Jordan 1999 op cit P 246. 
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meant that while compiling Fourteen Years in 1947, I'to get steadiness for any 

writing I have to take a tablet nearly every day and work while it takes 

effect".46 Would Vance have assisted so readily if Nettie had been well? All we 

can know was that he had often helped her in the past, from the beginning of 

their marriage, so his assistance on Fourteen Years was not out of the ordinary 

in the "reasonable working arrangement" that they had devised between 

them. 

As Nettie explained to Christesen in January 1948: 

Vance is much more hopeful about my book than I am. Much as I want 

to finish it, I am often limp and useless, so that days go by without 

anything done but routine housework and such things. Vance has had to 

help me immeasurably. The actual diaries on which it's all based were 

written with such ease, with a sound hand.47 

She was still diffident about the project in July 1948, writing to Vance that she 

"can't think who would buy my journal ... but a good deal would depend on 

the preliminary circular for that. The circular you sketched out makes it look a 

darling book".48 

46 Smith 1988 op cit P 4. 
47 NP /CBC, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive 1/1/158, 6 January 1948. 
48 NP /VP, NLA MS 1174/1/74478 July 1948. 
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Finding a Publisher 

Nettie Pahner worked intermittently on Fourteen Years from 1945, and her 

work diaries show that by late 1947 both she and Vance were working hard on 

the book.49 The selection and drafting of material continued although their 

plans for the publication of the book were not formed. Vance suggested to 

Nettie in Septelnber 1947 that it be published privately,50 but after that no 

records remain of how they proceeded until pre-publication agreements were 

under way and Vance Palmer was corresponding with Clem Christesen of 

Meanj in Press. 

Christesen and his wife Nina were personal friends of the Palmers, both of 

whom reviewed for his literary magazine Meanjin. After sending Christesen 

some of her papers at the end of 1947 for a projected Meanjin article on Henry 

Handel Richardson, Nettie told him that she wanted her notes back as they 

were "part of a modest but rather long work-in-progress (between ourselves) 

an edited literary diary, A Reader~ Noteboo}(' ,51 In a slightly later letter, she 

tells him she is "Still looking for a better name for that journal-book of mine. 

Thanks for taking an interest in it."52 

49 Smith 1988 op cit pp 2-4. 
50 ibid. 

51 NP /CBC, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive 1/1/147, nd but probably 
December 1947. 

52 NP /CBC, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive 1/1/156a, nd but probably late 
1947. 
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These seem to be the first written mentions, outside the Palmer family, of what 

was to become Fourteen Years. It is also an indication that the idea for an 

edited selection of Nettie Palmer's diaries and notebooks came from the 

Palmers themselves, and not from the eventual publisher, Clem Christesen. 

Christesen's interest in Nettie's book did not then extend to suggesting that 

Meanjin Press might publish the book, and in fact he seems to have proposed 

another publisher. In October 1947 ... Nettie Palmer wrote to him: 

Some time ago you asked if I'd offer my "Reader's Notebook" to Cassells 

for consideration. Although Yve been writing steadily here, it's not likely 

to be ready to show anyone for months yet. I'll show it to you when it's 

finished: but it's not going to be at all a book of critical essays (I might do 

that later). Cassells would not be likely to consider it their pigeon.53 

Fourteen Years eventually appeared in late 1948 under the Meanjin Press 

imprint; but it was a publication with a difference. In 1947, well into the 

selection and compilation process, Nettie noted in her work diary, "V. had a 

sudden notion that my 'Notebook' should be published privately at 2 guineas 

(as he should have published his Stephens and Louis Esson letters}".54 A 

decision was also made that the Palmers themselves would pay all production 

costS.55 

53 NP leBe, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive 1/1/143, 16 October 1947. 

54 Smith 1988 op cit p 3. 

55 VP leBe, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive, VP Box, 16 September 1948. 
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These steps may have been taken as a reaction to Vance Palmer's 

disappointment at the publishing history of his Louis Esson and the 

Australian Theatre.56 The correspondence with his publisher Clem Christesen 

makes it clear that he wanted greater control over the publishing decisions 

made for Esson/ which took a long tilne to reach the printer and was then 

beset with distribution problems. Print run and pricing were also arranged 

against Vance Palmer's wishes. Perhaps this experience convinced him that 

Nettie's book would be controlled by the Palmers, and not by anyone else. 

Deborah Jordan concurs. She has suggested that the Palmers were more 

financially comfortable by 1948 (largely from a number of inheritances), and 

that perhaps Nettie, who "seemed to pull back from the fray" after her first 

small stroke in 1945, wanted to write something that was not commissioned, 

not for newspapers, but was her own production with no interference from 

middle-men such as editors and publishers. Jordan also suggests that at sixty-

three years of age, and in indifferent health, Palmer may have been -

consciously or unconsciously - writing for future generations.57 

56 Vance Palmer, Louis Esson and the Australian Theatre/ Meanjin Press, 
Melbourne, 1948. Publication was slow and fraught with disagreement, see 
VP /CBC, 23 October 1948, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive, VP Box; and 
CBC/VP, early November 1948 NLA MS 1174/1/7522. Although this 
correspondence is exchanged in 1948, the problems with Esson had been 
dragging on since 1946, when the manuscript was completed. 

57 21 August 2002, D Jordan email to the author. 
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Whatever their reasons for taking this path, the Palmers themselves selected a 

printer and a designer,58 appointed Clem Christesen as editorial consultant, 

and his Meanjin Press as nominal publisher. 

Vance Palmer's organisational eye had helped order the material, but the 

closer editorial decisions - what went in and why - were decisions made by 

Nettie, as they had to be. Most of these editorial decisions continued to be 

made by her. According to Christesen's wife Nina, writing from memory in 

2001: 

Nettie Palmer made her own selection for Fourteen Years, Clem edited it 

slightly and produced it himself, as one of a series of Australian books he 

had produced. In editing, Clem was always careful to interfere as little as 

possible with the individual style of the author.59 

Meanjin Press 

Meanjin Press was established in Brisbane in the early 1940s by Clem 

Christesen as an adjunct to the literary magazine Meanjin. Christesen later 

told Vance Palmer that he started Meanjin Press because he 'I sought the 

prestige and the satisfaction of producing a fairly respectable job".60 The 

press's first book seems to be Country Dance and Other Verses by Marceineia 

58 See VP JCBC, 3 July 1948, p 92; and pp 92-94. 

59 8 May 2001, letter to the author from Nina Christesen. 

60 NLA MSl174j 1 j17522, November 1948. 
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Dickfos, poems published in 1941. Other collections produced in Brisbane 

were North Coast· Selected Verse by Clem Byrne Christesen in 1943, South 

Coast: Selected Verse by Clem Byrne Christesen in 1944 and Forests of Pan by 

Hugh McCrae, in 1944. Meanjin and the Meanjin Press moved south to 

Melbourne in 1944, producing several more poetry collections,61 translations62 

and letters_ 63 

However, by 1948 Clem Christesen was writing to Vance Palmer: "I don't 

think I should kid myself about Meanjin Press. I have tried to build up slowly 

a small publishing venture, but I have not succeeded ... "64 The last book from 

Meanjin Press under Christesen, published in 1953, was The Old Ladies at 

Newington: A Poem for Several Voices by Peter Bladen. Other titles 

occasionally appeared under the imprint over the following years but after 

1953 there was no systematic publishing program. 

At two guineas (two pounds two shillings), Fourteen Years far outstripped the 

prices of other books from the small press, which sold for sums between two 

shillings (Shan Shui - Chinese Landscape Lyrics, translated by R Ormsby 

Martin 1946) and six shillings and sixpence (The Moving Image by Judith 

Wright 1946). However Fourteen Years was also a much bigger and more 

61 eg Judith Wright, The Moving Image (1946); Mary Lisle, The Secret Fire (1947). 

62 eg R Ormsby Martin, Shan Shui: Chinese Landscape Lyrics (1946); RH 
Morrison, Lyrics from Pushkin (1951). 

63 eg Vance Palmer, Louis Esson and the Australian Theatre (1948). 

64 CBC/VP, NLA MS1174/ 1/7522, November 1948. 
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ambitious book. Vivian Smith believes that the book was not particularly 

expensive, since the target audience was the literate middle-class.65 However, 

with the basic wage for 1948 at five pounds nineteen shillings,66 two guineas 

was still a substantial sum.67 

As the Palmers were underwriting production costs, pricing was out of 

Christesen's hands. His role was to be as consulting editor and facilitator, 

being paid a fee of twenty pounds on the first two hundred and fifty copies 

sold. Vance remained in charge of all the little things that were put under the 

heading of "petty labour".68 This was to change. 

Possible Private Press Models for Fourteen Years; 

and Its Design 

Fourteen Years is a handsome piece of book production, having many of the 

hallmarks of a private press production. Who designed it? An educated guess 

would be that the design was a communal decision between Nettie and Vance 

Palmer, Clem Christesen, the young graphic designer Verdon Morcom, and 

65 August 2002, email to the author from Vivian Smith. 

66 The Australian Encydopaedia Volume 1, Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 1958, p 447b. 

67 Fourteen Years was not the only expensive trade publication of the time. Vance 
Palmer's Louis Esson and the Australian Theatre retailed for 21 shillings (over 
strong objections from VP, see VP I CBCf 23 October 1948, Baillieu Library, 
Meanjin Archive, VP Box). Hugh McCrae's Story Book Only retailed at 30 
shillings. (Source: Annual Catalogue of Australian Publications no 13, 1948, 
Government Printer Canberra 1950). 

68 See VP ICBC, 16 September 1948, p 100. 
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Bob Cugley the printer. Cugley's advice would have been needed on 

questions of the suitability of certain papers and boards, and their availability. 

Christesen would have been closely consulted, as 1/ according to their imprint 

pages, almost all Meanjin Press publications were designed by the publisher 

himself ".69 This was not so of Fourteen Years, but Christesen would certainly 

have had some input. Verdon Morcom claims his involvement was small: 

I've no idea what influenced the publishers a propos the design of the 

book, or the reason for a limited edition. At art school there had been no 

tuition in typography, although I became interested in such things later. 

My own influences then would have been Douglas Annand and Paul 

Nash.7o 

It seems at first unlikely that any contemporary Australian books were the 

models for Fourteen Years, since most of the typographical influences on 

Australian private presses have been from British and American presses, 

reinterpreted by innovative local private press typographers such as Kirtley, 

Green, Shea and Gartner. 71 

69 Haya Husseini, 'Meanjin as Book Publisher', unpublished paper, Graduate 
Publishing Program, National Centre for Australian Studies, Faculty of Arts, 
Monash University, 2002. 

70 24 July 2002, Verdon Morcom in a letter to the author. 
71 John Kirtley, with Jack Linsday, owned and operated Fanfrolico Press, and 

Kirtley on his own the Kirtley Press and Mountainside Press, all between 1923 
and 1952; Perce Green the Green Press 1921-1970; Ernest Shea the Sunnybrook 
Press 1929-1942; John Gartner The Hawthorn Press 1933-1945. 
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Meanjin Press is perhaps best categorised as a small commercial press, not a 

private press. Demarcations are difficult, but generally speaking "the profit 

motive ... is not common among private printers".72 Carter and Barker in 

their ABC for Book Collectors define a private press as: 

... one whose owner or operator prints what he likes, how he likes, not 

what a publisher pays him to print. He may, and usually does, sell his 

products to the public, whether directly to subscribers or through the 

booksellers, or, occasionally, through a publishers' organisation. But he is 

out to make a fine book rather than a profit. He may employ a printer ... 

or he may conduct the press himself ... but he decided what to print and 

how it shall be printed.73 

Given Nettie Palmer's cosmopolitan cast of mind, and the time she spent as 

young woman in England, the books produced there by Golden Cockerel 

Press and Nonesuch Press74 seem likely as prototypes, even if only at a 

subliminal level. Some of their books were seen in Australia. Melbourne 

bookseller Margareta Webber remembered that in the 1930s "we had a strong 

connection with many private presses such as the Argonaut, Golden Cockerel 

etc.//75 And influences on Fourteen Years may have been many, from various 

sources. One may have been Nettie Palmer's friend Hilda Esson, who was 

72 Geoffrey Farmer, Private Presses and Australia/ The Hawthorn Press, 
Melbourne, 1972, p 1. 

73 John Carter and Nicholas Barker, ABC for Book Collectors/ Granada, London, 
1980, p 163. 

74 See Roderick Cave, The Private Presses/ RR Bowker, New York, 1983. 

75 The Golden Age of Booksellers: Fifty Years in the TradeI' Abbey Press, Sydney, 
1988, p 168. 
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interested in typography and had done some hand-printing.76 Farmer has 

pointed out that: 

... there is some stylistic similarity between Fourteen Years and the 

books of the Limited Editions Society of Australia, 1936-. Ben Fryer is a 

possible connection ... I have a feeling, not based on any hard evidence, 

that the Australian Limited Editions Society books, and people connected 

like Fryer and Adrian Feint were possibly some kind of mode1.77 

The personal and professional links between those connected with the books 

of the Australian Limited Editions Society and those connected with Fourteen 

Years are not hard to find. The Australian Limited Editions Society issued its 

first prospectus in 1936, designed and printed by Perce Green of the Green 

Press. 1/ As befits the introduction to a society specialising in fine printing, the 

prospectus itself is an admirable piece of work ... .it has as well decorations by 

Douglas Annand and Adrian Feint" .78 Douglas Annand was commissioned by 

Christesen to design many Meanjin covers, and was originally Christesen's 

preferred artist for Fourteen Years, although Vance Palmer chose Verdon 

76 Geoffrey Farmer, The Literature of Australian Private Presses and Fine 
Printing: A Bibliography/ Book Collectors' Society of Australia, Sydney, 
1986, p 19. 

77 25 July 2002, letter to the author from Geoffrey Farmer. Geoffrey Farmer is a 
chronicler and bibliographer of Australian private presses. Ben Fryer was an 
Australian typographer who had worked in the United States and founded 
the Melbourne branch of the Printing Industry Craftsmen of Australia 
(PICA) in 1934i see Farmer op cit 1986. Feint was a painter and designeri see 
Alan McCulloch and Susan McCulloch, The Encyclopedia of A ustralian Art. 
Allen and Unwin, Sydney, 1994, p 250. 

78 Farmer op cit 1986 P 15. 
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Morcom, who cites Annand as one of his influences.79 The Limited Editions 

Society is listed by Christesen as being sent a batch of order forms for Fourteen 

Years. 80 Nettie Palmer's friend Marjorie Barnard prepared two books for 

them,81 and wrote to tell Nettie of her experiences.82 

A Narrative of the Expedition to Botany Bay by Watkin Tench was produced 

by the Australian Limited Editions Society in 1938, and is almost a twin of 

Fourteen Years, being exactly the same size,83 with similar cloth binding and 

morocco spine, uncut paper and easily damaged parchment wrapper with a 

printed decorative device. The only dissimilarity with Fourteen Years is that it 

has decorative endpapers, and Fourteen Years does not.84 

79 See p 82. 

80 See p 97. 

81 M Barnard Eldershaw" The Life and Times of Captain John Pipe~ Australian 
Limited Editions Society, Sydney, 1939; Marjorie Barnard, Macquarie's World, 
Australian Limited Editions Society, Sydney, 1941. 

82 NLA MSl174/1/5451-5788. Barnard was sceptical about the value of private 
press books: "What in any case is the good of writing for a limited edition. The 
printing and the binding overlie the book like a sow her piglets, no one cares 
what the book is about ... " NLA MSl174/1/5451 MB/VP, 20 October 1938. I am 
indebted to Maryanne Dever for pointing out this correspondence. 

83 17 cm x 25 em. 

84 Watkin Tench, A Narrative of the Expedition to Botany Ba~ Australian Limited 
Editions Society, Sydney, 1938. Mr Des Cowley, Rare Books Librarian at the 
State Library of Victoria, confirms the similarities, especially in copies of both 
books where the parchment wrapper survives. 
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Australian Private Press Activity in 1948 

There was some private press activity in Australia in the late 1940s, but the 

books published have no real points of comparison with Fourteen Years and 

its content.8S Privately printed leaflets of poetry were also published,86 not 

necessarily by private presses, but by commercial printers paid by authors 

anxious to see themselves in print and unwilling to undergo rejection from 

trade publishers. These publications are known as "vanity publishing" or 

"subsidy publishing", where the costs of production are entirely paid for by 

the authors. Publishing firms exist which cater exclusively to this market. 

More usually a publisher is not involved and the author contracts a 

commercial printer to produce the work. 

Meanjin Press was not a vanity publisher, but in the case of Fourteen Years an 

element of vanity publishing existed, in that the Palmers guaranteed 

production and distribution costs themselves. However as the venture yielded 

the intended profit, it is more properly labelled as self-publishing rather than 

true vanity publishing. Self-publishing by established writers was not 

unknown at the time; Mary Gilmore had three volumes of her poems 

published at her own expense in the mid-1930s, when she was one of the 

85 For details of these publications see Geoffrey Farmer op cit 1972. 

86 For details see Sue Murray, Bibliography of Australian Poetry 1935-195~ DW 
Thorpe/National Centre for Australian Studies, Melbourne, 1991. 
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country's foremost poets.87 The poet Louis H Clark paid Bob Cugley, the 

printer of Fourteen Years/ to publish several of his books of verse.88 Some 

commercial publishers, such as the Melbourne firm Lothian, sometimes 

published marginal books under a contribution-to-cost arrangement with an 

author.89 

The popular writer Arthur Upfield, in offering a manuscript to Angus and 

Robertson in 1932, after it had been rejected by his English publisher 

Hutchison, asked 1/ Are you interested or not? I understand that in Australia no 

books are published save at the author's expense ... " While the publishers 

assured him that he had been misinformed (and rejected the manuscript) it is 

clear that there was a perception that authors paid or contributed to costs. 

How widespread the actual practice was90 it is hard to say, but we must be 

clear on the distinction here between self-publishing by known writers, for 

whatever reason, and true vanity publishing by lesser lights. 

87 Debra Adelaide, 'How Did Authors Make a Living?', in Martyn Lyons and John 
Arnold eds, A History of the Book in Australia 1891-1945: A National Culture 
in a Colonised Market University of Queensland Press, St Lucia, 2001, p 89. 

88 See receipts in Louis H Clark Papers, State Library of Victoria La Trobe 
Manuscript Collection, pre-accessioned as PA02/22. 

89 See Cecily Close, 'TC Lothian: Lawson's Melbourne Publisher', The Latrobe 
JournaL no 70, Spring 2002, p 5. 

90 And still is? For example, Melbourne University Press has been known to ask 
authors for contributions to subsidise the publication of their books, this being 
reasonably common practice in academic publishing. Source: John Arnold, 
confidential inform.ation including the citing of specific authors and titles. See 
also Brian Wilder, 'Chapter and Verse', The Age Saturday Extra/ 23 November 
2002/ p 7. 
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In looking at some of these aspects of Australian publishing in the 1940s, this 

section of the thesis has provided the background against which Fourteen 

Years can be more closely examined. It has also looked at the intellectual 

history of Fourteen Years/ the ideas behind it and the choices made in putting 

it together. This intellectual history argues that Nettie Palmer's selection and 

editing of her material is an original and creative achievement. And in 

examining the choices made in that selection and editing, it must not be 

forgotten that what was being selected and edited was many years of stylish 

and perceptive writing by Nettie Palmer herself. Presented as mere 'extracts 

from a journal', we have seen that the book has been painstakingly 

constructed from a variety of sources in a disciplined way, yet in reading it is 

free-flowing and relaxed. An original talent and a lifetime of hard-earned skill 

went into making it so. 

Vance Pahner contributed to the final shape of the book. His suggestions for 

synthesising material and making elisions contribute to the text's smoothness, 

and his preparatory work in typing notes and paraphrasing reviews must 

have removed some of the strain from Nettie, allowing her to concentrate on 

the all-important selection and editing. 
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The Production History of Fourteen Years 

It is not clear how, or when, the details of the Fourteen Years liaison with 

Meanjin Press were decided. Nettie Palmer consigned all business decisions 

and transactions for Fourteen Years, including the signing of the agreement 

with the printer and COlTIlTIissioning of the designer, to her husband, since she 

said he vvas "so Inuch better at business than his wife is" .91 In fact, another 

reason was that by 1948 the state of her health dictated that she needed all her 

energy for writing. She had not always left all the business decisions to Vance, 

as her 1924 contract and correspondence with Thomas Lothian on the 

publication of her prize-wim1ing Modern Australian Literature show.92 

Well after Fourteen Years was in production, Vance Palmer wrote a detailed 

letter to Christesen, setting out what he saw as each person's responsibilities.93 

Earlier correspondence suggests that arrangements were at first made 

"'tentatively" and perhaps verbally. 

On February 14th 1948 Vance Palmer advised Clem Christesen "Nettie's 

journal is typed out, and I am just putting the last touches to the index.94 I 

think it is an interesting book, even from the point of view of the general 

91 NP /eBe, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive 1/1/205, 12 January 1950. 
92 NP /Thomas Lothian 1924, State Library of Victoria, MS6026, Lothian Papers, 

Box XL, Folder 9. 

93 See pp 98-99 for more detail. 

94 It's hard to see how an index could be compiled before page proofs were 
finished and the pages numbered. Perhaps VP means he has made an 
alphabetical list of names to be indexed. No index was published. 
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reader, but she prefers that it should come out first in a private edition - as we 

tentatively arranged. Jl9S This is the first time a limited edition is mentioned 

outside of Nettie's diary and perhaps some fugitive correspondence: Does the 

fact that Nettie lip refers that it should come out first in a private edition" 

indicate plans for a later trade edition with a larger print run? 

By 20th June 1948, Vance Palmer and his younger daughter Helen had 

approved the second batch of section-head designs from the graphic designer 

Verdon Morcom.96 Vance reported to Nettie in Caloundra: "I'm a bit dithery 

from talking to young Morcombe [sic], who brought along his designs earlier 

in the evening for Helen and I to pass opinion on. Both of us were pleased. 

They're a great improvement on his first effort and I think they'll add interest 

to the book."97 

Then to Christesen: 

I meant to report to you before how things were getting on with the 

printing, but every day I have been expecting an estimate from the 

National Press and haven't got it yet, so haven't been able to go ahead. 

However Cugley98 says he'll have one ready on Tuesday and then we 

will be able to go ahead. After consideration Helen and I have decided 

95 VP JCBC, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive, VP Box, 14 February 1948. 
96 The title page to Fourteen Years has the designs as wood engravings. In fact, 

they were pen drawings; see Smith op cit 1988 pix. 

97 VP JNP, NLA, MS 1174/1/7424,20 June 1948. 

98 Robert Cugley, the printer. See pp 93-94. 
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that it would look better if there were designs at the head of each section, 

and have got a young artist, Morcom, to do specimen ones - Caloundra, 

Barcelona etc. I think they look very good and ought to give the book a 

bit of tone. I hope you will approve. Of course we don't know about 

costs yet but it is worthwhile paying a little extra to get a good 

prod uction. 99 

While Clem Christesen did not altogether approve of the choice of designer, 

he left the final decision to Vance, and also gave advice about the printer: 

Cugley's is virtually a one-man show; you'll have to keep on his tai1.100 

But he is very interested in the book, and should turn out a good job in 

the end. I'm rather uneasy about the designs. You have in mind, I 

presume, head-pieces the full width of the page? Something after the 

style of Flinders Lane/ the Melbourne University Press job written by 

Grimwade? Unless that sort of thing is really well done it is a mistake. 

Douglas Annand of course is my choice, but he is sometimes expensive ... 

I don't know Morcom but if you are satisfied it is worth giving it a try

out. I01 

99 Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive, VP Box, 3 July 1948. 
100 Vance Palmer found this out the hard way. In November 1948 he wrote to 

Christesen: 1/ Apparently Cugley hasn't started on the printing of Fourteen Years 
yet. I wrote to him last week, urging the importance of keeping faith with the 
subscribers of the book, and will maintain the pressure from now on. It is 
disheartening work, this struggle with printers." VP /CBC, Baillieu Library, 
Meanjin Archive, VP Box, 13 November 1948. But note Nettie Palmer's 
appreciative inscription on her gift copy to Cugley, see footnote 110. 

101 CBC/VP, NLA MS 1174/1/7442, 3 July 1948. Douglas Annand, born 1903, was a 
designer, painter, illustrator and sculptor. He was commissioned to work on 
many Meanjin covers, as well as the mural for Wilson Hall at the University of 
Melbourne. 
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Verdon Morcom was born in 1926, and was a painter and graphic artist who 

trained at the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology. He worked for a year 

as artist on the News Chronicle of London. His paintings and graphic art 

appeared in group exhibitions of the Melbourne Contemporary Artists and 

Melbourne Graphic Artists until the mid-1960s.102 Morcom's neat receipt for 

payment for the illustrations of Twenty Pounds is made out to Mr. Vance 

Palmer, and dated 16th August 1948.103 He has described his involvement on 

Fourteen Years. 

My input regarding the Palmer book was minimat apart from the 

pleasant task of doing the drawings. 

I think Ralph Blunden, for whom I was providing illustrations for his 

'Opportunity' magazine,104 put me in touch with Vance and Nettie 

Palmer, who coincidentally were living one or two streets away in Kew! 

I had full reign [sic] with the drawings (the publishers were very remiss 

to call them wood engravings) and the only reference the Palmers gave 

me were a photo of pandanus palms, and one of Green Island. The 

Barcelona design is "everyone's Spain" (I hadn't been there yet), like 

playing a record of 'Granada', but I remember them describing the 

Ramblas. 

Vance Palmer gave me a few small format Republican posters from the 

Spanish war years, and I still have one. 

102 Geoffrey Caban, A Fine Line: A History of Australian Commercial Art. Hale and 
Iremonger, Sydney, 1983, pp 107-18. 

103 Verdon Morcom/VP, NLA MS1174/1/7478, 16 August 1948. 

104 A magazine for Opportunity Clubs, an organization for underprivileged 
children. 
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At the end of all this I never received a copy of the book. Vance Palmer 

said "Go to the publisher" (CB Christesen) and he said "Go to Vance 

Palmer". Being reticent and shy I didn't pursue the matter .105 

The printer Robert Cugley was born in 1905, and trained at the Specialty Press 

in Melbourne. He purchased the National Press in the Inid-1930s and ran it for 

ahnost fifty years. Essentially a commercial and jobbing printer, he supported 

writers and those with left-espousing causes by printing their leaflets, journals 

and books at cost or near cost. He was the printer for Angry Penguins and 

Overlan~ and was the only publisher/printer (in that case he acted as both) 

willing to touch Frank Dalby Davison's mammoth novel The White Thorntree" 

which he printed in double-column text (identical to the Overland format, and 

used to reduce the number of overall pages) in 1968.106 Max Harris described 

him as "the unknown great Australian",107 and he was called "Australia's 

greatest printer" in Australian Book Review.108 About 30 books appeared 

under the National Press imprint (that is, with Cugley as both publisher and 

printer) and it is unlikely that any of these made any money.109 Bob Cugley 

was still running the press, by then in Fitzroy, in his late seventies, but was 

105 24 July 2002, letter from Verdon Morcom to the author. The author later sent 
him a copy of Fourteen Years. 

106 Information from John Arnold who is writing the entry on Cugley for a 
forthcoming volume of the Australian Dictionary of Biography. 

107 Max Harris, The Unknown Great Australian and Other Psyd1obiographicaJ 
Portraits" Sun Books, Melbourne, 1983, p 1. 

108 Anon, in 'Foreword' column, Australian Book Review., November 1963, p II. 

109 For example, poems by Louis H Clark, novels by Eileen Finlay, and the 
publisher Frank Cheshire's memoirs. 
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forced to close it in 1983 due to developments in technology. Nettie Palmer 

inscribed copy number three of Fourteen Years "With sincere regards to Bob 

Cugley who helped to achieve the impossible".110 

Fourteen Years was never going to be produced without confusion and frayed 

tempers, as areas of responsibility were unclear from the beginning. The 

problems were multiplied when communication between the key figures 

relied on scribbled notes, contradictory messages to the printer Bob eugley, 

and hasty telephone calls. Nettie Palmer was in Caloundra for some of this 

time, Christesen was working out of Melbourne University where the Mean/in 

office was run with minimum staff, and Vance Palmer was at intermittently at 

home in Kew, or interstate. The printers, National Press, were at 34 Lonsdale 

Street, in the city. The Palmers did not own a car. 

One area of confusion was the duplicate listing of possible subscribers, since 

both the Palmers and Christesen made separate lists, and then cross-checked 

them.111 As the first hurried binding was of only one hundred of the five 

hundred copies printed in December 1948, additional lists were made for each 

successive batch to be bound as orders came in. There are indications that 

cross-checking of the different lists was not thorough, resulting in duplicated 

mailings and returned cheques. 

110 Copy number three, in the possession of the author. 
111 See Appendix B for one of Christesen's lists. 
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Vance Palmer was keen that as many people as possible were sent circulars, 

and wrote asking Nettie, in Caloundra, to list potential subscribers: 

By the way matie, could you make out a list of people in Queensland to 

whom a circular about your book might be sent? I'll have to get to work 

seriously on lists straight away. I haven't seen Clem since he caIne 

back,112 but when I come home from IFolding Hills'113 I'll arrange to get 

the circular printed. We'll really want one thousand names, and good 

ones. The decorations are finished, and I think they're satisfactory, and 

we ought to have proofs at the end of next week. I'll go over them and 

then send them on to you.114 

However, Nettie missed checking the galley proofs.115 Vance told her: 

We've been going hard at your book this week. Helen and I read the 

proofs last weekend - a pretty solid job I but we did it [comfortably?] 

There was no chance of sending them on to you, as they weighed pretty 

heavy and Cugley was pretty anxious to have them back at the earliest 

possible Inoment, but you'll be able to have a go at the page-proofs.116 

Clem and I also saw Cugley about a rather elaborate circular that will 

look very well. It ought to be ready in a week or so.117 The great thing 

112 From giving Commonwealth Literary Fund lectures in Brisbane to scant 
audiences. 

113 Frank Dalby Davison's farm on the outskirts of Melbourne. 

114 NLA MSl174/1/7462, 23 July 1948. 

115 This may have been deliberate on Vance's part, in an effort to speed things up. 

116 First page proofs did not arrive until 4 Odober 1948: NP JCBC, " .. . we'll need to 
have them almost daily if the book is to appear on time." Baillieu Library, 
Meanjin Archive, 1/1/165. 

117 See Appendix A. 
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now is to get out a really good list. I saw Judah,118 who promised to 

supply me with a good many names, but if you'll gather some any time 

you have to spare ... it will be all to the good. The books ought to be out 

in about two months, which will be well in time for Christmas. We'll 

have to do a good deal of work in the sending-out, as Clem has no 

resources. 119 

To Christesen, Vance wrote: 

You said last week that about the tniddle of this one you would be free to 

discuss the subscription form to be sent out for Nettie's Journal. I am 

wondering if Thursday afternoon would suit you if I called. If so could 

you give me a ring ... The truth is I'm a bit worried about the finance of 

the book, so would like to see the lists out as soon as possible. The idea 

was conceived in happier times than this: I've been a bit hard hit this 

year. I can guarantee though that Meanjin will get some profit out of the 

venture, whichever way it goes.120 

II As to the circular for Nettie's book", Vance wrote to Christesen on 30 August 

1948: 

I think a covering letter will be necessary, as you suggested at first. I 

suppose it could be cyclo-styled121 without great expense. Would you 

118 Judah Waten (1911-85) writer and member of the Communist Party of Australia. He 
later fell out with Oem Christesen and others over questions of Hungary and 
Czechoslovakia, but Nettie Palmer remained friendly with him. See David Carter 
Judah Walen: Fiction/ Memoir; Criticism, University of Queensland Press, St Lucia 
1998. 

119 VP INP, NLA MS 1174/1/7475, 10 August 1948. 

120 VP /CBe, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive, VP Box, 3 August 1948. 
121 In cyc1ostyling, multiple copies were printed from a stencil. 
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mind drafting one, pointing out that the book will be ready at the 

beginning of - October? - and that copies will be allocated in order of 

application ... I wonder if Cugley could get a quotation for cartons 

fitting the book. 

A list typed (with handwritten additions) by Clem Christesen is attached to 

the letter: 

Fourteen Years. 

Quote for cartons 

Dummy from McLaren's122 

Distribu tion: 

Vance's list, Meanjin FAW, PEN, B&C, M Barnard, Limited Editions 

Society, Judge Ferguson, Cheshire, Angus and Robertson 123 

Envelopes: 500 long white 

Covering letter 

Receipt book 

Labels 

1000 leaflets 124 

122 ie a prototype from the binder. 

123 The Meanjin subscriber list and a personal list from Vance Palmer were used as 
mailing lists for the Fourteen Years circulars. This memo indicates that circulars 
were also sent to the Fellowship of Australian Writers, PEN (Poets Essayists 
Novelists) the international writers' group, the Bread and Cheese Club in 
Melbourne, the novelist Marjorie Barnard (most likely for the Sydney branch of 
the FAW) John Alexander Ferguson the eminent bibliographer and judge of the 
NSW Industrial Commission, and booksellers Cheshire and Angus and 
Robertson who were to send out circulars in their correspondence with 
customers. 

124 VP JCBC, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive, VP Box, 30 August 1948. 
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Note that Vance Palmer "wondered" if Cugley could quote on cartons, while 

Clem Christesen was left to get the quote. 

The preparations for the production of Fourteen Years are hardly reassuring. 

It was not until September 1948 that Vance Palmer attempted to set out in 

writing his own and Christesen's separate responsibilities: 

I have been a little uneasy these last few days as to whether we have 

been definite and clear enough about our separate responsibilities and 

functions in publishing this Journal of Nettie's. It seems to me there 

might be room for uncertainty, or even disagreement, unless the main 

matters were written down somewhere in cold black and white. I had 

meant to go over that fully in the beginning, but you were away until the 

book was actually set up and I couldn't consult you even about the 

drawings; then I, in turn, was away for a month, and so things have just 

drifted on. It couldn't be helped. 

But the element of financial risk in the undertaking makes it necessary to 

be quite precise and clear. Even Cugley may not be certain as to who is 

ultimately liable for the costs, though he has my written acceptance of his 

tender. (There is also the remote, but not utterly fantastic possibility that 

someone mentioned in the book might bring an action for libel!) 

To safeguard the Meanjin Press, from your angle, and to make the 

liability clear, from mine, I think we should be quite formal and exact 

about certain things: 

(1) That I am responsible for all costs of production, including cost of 

circulars. 
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(2) Also all costs of distribution - envelopes, labels, postage of 

circulars, postage of books, postage of receipts - except in so far as 

necessary office work is concerned and the circularization of 

subscribers to Meanjin. 

(3) That your fee of twenty pounds on the first 250 copies sold will be 

payable even if this number of copies is not sold. 

The income for subscriptions represents a difficulty. As I would have to 

operate on any separate account that was opened, could it be arranged 

with Brooks125 that the 'Number 2 Meanjin' account was in my name? It 

would be rather a nuisance to be continually transferring the book's 

earnings from your account to mine.126 

I'd like to discuss every detail of the distribution of circulars with you as 

soon as possible - how far each of us is responsible. It's very tiresome all 

this, I know, but my experience convinces me that the more definitely 

everything is agreed beforehand, the less scope there is for mis

understandings. 

Undoubtedly it would be simpler to hand the whole business of 

distribution over to the trade as you suggested, but I have a strong 

feeling against this and so has Nettie. She wants to keep the price of the 

book down; I buck at the 33 1/3% cut. I know that it's the customary 

percentage and perhaps no more than is justified in the way of trade; but 

this isn't a commercial proposition and so the difference between the 

producer and middleman seems more flagrant. The thought that if the 

whole issue were sold a few booksellers would get as much (five 

hundred pounds) for merely turning the book over as Bob Cugley who 

125 Presumably the Bank Manager. 

126 Christesen did not agree to this but controlled the 'Meanjin Number 2' account 
himself, sending the Palmers a cheque when necessary and as orders came in. 
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has put time, material and labour into the work over a period of months, 

is (in the old-fashioned phrase) repugnant to the moral sense. 

So I'd rather shoulder the risk and the petty labour, and I hope you won't 

find your part of it too burdensome. Hope too that the quality of the 

publication won't be a bad advertisement for Meanjin.127 

Christesen's reply to this somewhat naIve and quixotic view of book 

distribution has not survived. He did not allow Vance Palmer to take charge of 

the Meanjin Number 2 bank account, which was the dedicated Fourteen Years 

account. This created much correspondence such as Vance Palmer's letter to 

Christesen of March 1949: "Could you make a cheque out to me for forty-five 

pounds, from the money now in hand at the Fourteen Years account. That will 

clear up the book's present debt to me personally and will give a better idea of 

how its finances stand."128 Christesen replied: "I am enclosing a cheque for 

forty five pounds as requested. At 21.3.49 there was a credit balance in the 

Number 2 account of seventy six pounds. Since then about fifteen pounds has 

been paid in."129 This exchange was repeated with variations for the life of the 

book at Meanjin Press. 

And as we shall see, while the risk remained on Vance's shoulders, the petty 

labour was mostly Christesen's. Th.e above letter putting Vance's 

127 VP JCBC, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive, VP Box, 16 September 1948. 

128 VP JCBC, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive, VP Box, 30 March 1949. 

129 CBCjVP, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive, VP Box, 4 April 1948. 

100 



responsibilities in writing is not matched by any surviving written agreement 

spelling out Christesen's responsibilities. What is known is that Meanjin 

promoted the book in its pages with an advertisement (see Appendix C, and 

later an easily removable order form (see Appendix A) to be filled out and 

sent to Christesen at the Mean/in office, University of Melbourne. This meant 

that Christesen received the orders and had to keep track of them. 

"A Fine Ruddy Mess" 

It could be assumed that well-known and experienced writers like Vance and 

Nettie Palmer, both of whom had published with a range of publishers in 

England and Australia, and both of whom had engaged in a range of writing 

genres, would know what they were doing. 

Vivian Smith agrees: 

Vance knew about publishing and what it meant for the Australian 

writers in his time. As a poet, playwright, short story writer, essayist and 

novelist, he himself had published with small presses both here and 

overseas as well as with bigger firms. The immediate post-war situation 

in Australia was still restricted and as a member of the Commonwealth 

Literary Fund, which assisted the publication of a certain number of 

books, he would have had insight into the publishing situation.130 

130 July 2002, em.ail from Vivian Smith to the author. 
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Nettie also knew about publishing, and in 1914 had negotiated by letter from 

Brittany, where she and Vance were living, with Thomas Lothian to handle 

Australian distribution of her English-published South Wind. 131 

When we remelnber Palmer's columns criticising the failures of the Australian 

publishing systelu, it is obvious that the idea of a subscription-only 

publication, bypassing the booksellers, would have appealed to her. (That the 

booksellers had greater warehousing and marketing resources did not seem to 

have been taken into consideration.) 

Whatever his reasons for it, Vance's desire for more authorial control over the 

production and distribution of Fourteen Years led to disarray. He most 

certainly knew publishing, but only from the author's perspective. Finally, of 

necessity, after realising that Fourteen Years was in "a fine ruddy mess", 

Christesen dealt with all the correspondence, including letters which were 

sent to Nettie, which she passed on to him: "Kate Baker still hasn't got her 

copy, could you make sure she gets one? I'd get eugley's to do it myself but 

am afraid of confusion."132 "Dr Duhig sent the enclosed. Will you keep a note 

of the private address he wishes to be used for the book. Today I posted you a 

131 In the end, after a great deal of bother on Lothian's part, Nettie asked him to 
hand the books over to her friend and solicitor Christian Jollie-Smith who 
distributed them privately. See State Library of Victoria, MS6026, Lothian 
Papers, Box XXXVI, Folder 4. 

132 NP /CBC, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive, 1/1/190, 26 April 1949. 
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cheque from Mrs Macarthur of Caloundra./133 "Mr Lowy, who had a cheque 

sent for him the other day (I forwarded it to you) writes that he wants a 

second copy reserved for him: he'll pay when he's out of hospital. 1'd be glad 

if you'd let him have rather early numbers of both copies."134 

Others ordered on the Meanj.in form, enclosing one cheque to cover an order 

for the book as well as a subscription to Meanjin. In an office memo, Clem 

Christesen's secretary Ruth Schunkel tells him, "Because people have 

combined subscriptions, Fourteen Years owes Meanjin 3 pounds 8/6./1 

Christesen's scribbled reply is II Fourteen Years is getting into a fine ruddy 

mess."135 

Those of Nettie's friends who had ordered correctly through Meanjin, and 

then received gift copies from Nettie, wrote to Christesen asking that their 

ordered copies be sent elsewhere to friends or family.136 All of this meant 

much irritating "petty labour" for Christesen, who dealt with all the orders, 

made out all the receipts, and kept the "Meanjin Number 2 account" in order. 

Overseas orders came through local banks and then to liThe Manager, Meanjin 

Press. We are in receipt of an overseas mail transfer from London and shall be 

133 NP /CBe, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive, 1/1/165,4 October 1948. 

134 ibid (attached). 

135 CBC/Ruth Schunkel, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive, NP Box, FY Folder, 
February 1949. 

136 Kate Baker /eBe, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive, 1/2/12-13, 2 January 1949. 
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pleased to pay you same on application and identification." Christesen's 

assistant has written in pencil underneath, UHow do we go about this Clem?" 

Christesen scribbled, "Can you ring and see position?" A final pencilled note 

reads, "Betty notified to send to Marcel Aurousseau c/o Royal Geographic 

Society London."137 

II'Betty" was Miss Elizabeth Harding, the secretary at National Press} printers 

of Fourteen Years. The printed and bound copies were stored at National 

Press, where Nettie Palmer signed and numbered thein. At first Nettie and 

Vance labelled and posted copies}38 but as orders dried up and single copies 

were being posted, Christesen would telephone Elizabeth Harding, who then 

posted the copy as directed. Vance had anticipated doing a "good deal of 

work in the sending out, as Clem has no resources".139 But the work ended up 

being Christesen's (and Betty's). 

Vance Palmer had a heart attack in mid-1949, and was still unwell in January 

1950, unable to climb the steep stairs to Cugley's office at the National 

Press.140 There was still much II'petty labour" surrounding Fourteen Years. 

Work interruptions also contributed: after frustrating delays, Vance's Louis 

137 Commercial Banking Company of Sydney Limited/CBC, Baillieu Library, 
Meanjin Archive, 1/2/31, 7 April 1949. Marcel Aurousseau (1891-1983), 
geologist, writer and Leichhardt scholar, was an old friend of Nettie Palmer's. See 
his entry in DeAL. 

138 NP /CBC, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive 1/2/12, "Before Christmas 1948/1. 
139 VP /NP, NLA MS1174/1/7475, 10 August 1948. 

140 NP /CBC, Balllieu Library, Meanjin Archive 1/1/205, 12 January 1950. 
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Esson and the Australian Theatre was finally published at the end of 1948, 

almost at the same time as Fourteen Years. In the same year his novel 

Golconda was published by Angus and Robertson, and he was still reviewing, 

broadcasting and chairing the Advisory Board of the Commonwealth Literary 

Fund. As freelance writers with no guaranteed salaries, the Palmers had 

always relied on talent, hard work and good health to continue to make a 

living. They had both juggled writing projects, public responsibilities and 

family duties all their working lives, and had high expectations of themselves. 

However, now they were ageing. 

Perhaps Vance simply underestimated or misunderstood the ongoing tasks 

that would be associated with the effective self-publishing of Fourteen Years. 

This failure, however, does not negate his intention, which was to help Nettie 

Palmer where he could, in order to have Fourteen Years published, and 

published in the way Nettie wanted. 

Distribution and Marketing 

As already noted, plans for the distribution of Fourteen Years seem to have 

been an informal arrangement where Vance and Nettie Palmer consulted the 

piles of subscription forms, and packed and posted copies from Bob Cugley's 

National Press, where they were stored. Problems of inadequate cross

checking of subscribers' lists were immediate, and as the business 
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correspondence for Fourteen Years went to Clem Christesen at Melbourne 

University, the communication chain was too long and slow for this to 

continue. Once initial orders slowed, Christesen simply telephoned Cugley's 

secretary and asked her to post copies out as orders, mostly single ones, came 

in. 

From the beginning Christesen had urged the Palmers to use a distributor, 

essentially a wholesaling firm that would take the product at a discount and 

handle all distribution and sales. From publication in late 1948 to the closing of 

the Fourteen Years account in 1950, he tried again and again to persuade 

Nettie Palmer to allow a distributor to handle remaining copies. She always 

refused. 141 

Marketing strategies for Fourteen Years were haphazard, but must have been 

reasonably effective, given that orders came from university and public 

libraries in South Africa, New Zealand, the United States and England.142 

Clem Christesen reliably sent out review copies, which can be seen as a form 

of marketing and publicity. (See Chapter Three, "The Reception of Fourteen 

Years/ for fuller treatment of the reviews.) 

141 eg NP /CBC, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive, 1/1/199, 29 Guly?) 1949; 
NP /CBC, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive, 1/1/194, 27 September 1949. 

142 Orders arrived from university libraries in Johannesburg, California, 
Birmingham and Wellington, New Zealand, see Baillieu Library, Meanjin 
Archive, 1/2/1-127. 
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By early November 1948 Christesen was reporting to Vance: liThe new supply 

of announcements has arrived, do you want some? Almost all on the Meanjin 

lists have now gone out.143 I've banked more than a hundred pounds. "144 

There were still hopes that copies would be ready to send out before 

Christmas.145 

Some trade enquiries were made for copies of the book at the usual 33 1/3% 

trade discount, but Christesen rejected these, explaining that the book was 

subscription-only, and not a trade book. With some embarrassment he offered 

instead a 10% discount, explaining that: 

Fourteen Years was for the most part privately subscribed, it was not 

intended for trade distribution. The discount of 10% to a few booksellers 

was determined by the author. This office handled the production of the 

book and its distribution to subscribers. The nominal discount on a few 

trade copies has caused us some embarrassment but we feel you will 

understand the position.146 

Those firms who took up the offer, one copy at a time, included Angus and 

Robertson, Verity Hewitt Books in Canberra, J. Thomson Bookstore Brisbane, 

143 Christesen was using his Meanjin subscriber lists as a mailing list for circulars 
for Fourteen Years. 

144 This represents advance orders for only 45 copies. 

145 CBC/VP, NLA MSl174 /1/7522, November 1948. See Appendix B for those 
who received announcements. 

146 CBC/Thomson's Bookshop, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive, 1/2/104, 19 June 
1950. 
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WE Fuller Hobart, Dymocks Book Arcade Sydney, Beck Book Company 

Adelaide and Chaucer Library and Bookshops in Melbourne. 

The idea for a Ineagre 100/0 discount seems to have originated with 

arrangements Vance Pahner made with Frank Cheshire's bookshop. As a 

gesture of goodwill, and no doubt helped by Frank Cheshire's friendship with 

Cugley,147 Cheshire's bookshops discreetly marketed Fourteen Years by 

"recommending it to special customers by a note enclosed in their 

correspondence, and taking a discount of ... 100/0 on copies ordered in 

response to this."148 Nettie wrote to Christesen to tell him of this arrangement, 

which confirms it was not a Christesen initiative. 

Angus and Robertson also took and distributed 500 order forms Uto likely 

subscribers". These were especially printed at Meanjin Press's expense,149 

displaying the Angus and Robertson imprint and address, rather than those of 

Meanjin Press. The impetus came from Beatrice Davis, the legendary Angus 

and Robertson editor, who was a supporter of Nettie Palmer's work. Mr 

Williams, manager of Angus and Robertson's bookshop, wrote to Nettie: 

"Miss Davis has handed on the circular of your publication Fourteen Years 

and we shall be pleased to co-operate in making this work known ... " 

147 Frank Cheshire, Bookseller Publisher Friend" National Press, Melbourne 1984. 
148 NP ICBC, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive, 1/1/166, 15 October 1948. 

149 A cost that would have been passed on to the Palmers. 
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Certain issues of Meanjin carried advertisements for Fourteen Years. The first 

notice is in Volume 7, Number 3 of Spring 1948, which announces the forth-

coming Fourteen Years and lists other Meanjin Press publications. The next 

notice appears as the full back cover of Volume 8 Number 2 for Winter 1949, 

and is headed by one of Morcom's illustrations.150 

One hundred copies of Fourteen Years were only just bound in time to be 

available to send to friends and Victorian subscribers for Christmas.151 The 

earliest letters of acknowledgement sent to Nettie Palmer were written on 

Christmas Day 1948,152 on Boxing Day/153 28 December154 and 30 December.155 

Most of those copies of Fourteen Years were sent as a gift from the author. 

The next batch of binding was held up by the print-trade's annual holidays, 

and the temporary unavailability of strawboard.156 Christesen had foreseen 

that the binding might cause delays, warning Vance in November 1948 nif 

150 See Appendix C for a copy of this notice. Other notices in Meanjin appeared in 
volB no 3, 1949; volB no 4, 1949, and vol 9 no 2, 1950. 

151 NP /CBC, "Cugley promises some copies ... on the 20th[December]" Baillieu 
Library, Meanjin Archive 1/1/170, December 1948; CBC/Dr John Bostock, 
" . .. about one hundred copies of Fourteen Years were delivered by the printer 
two days before Christmas./I Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive 1/2/21, 24 
January 1949. 

152 Ernest and Bertha Kirsner/NP, NLA, MS1174/1/7556, 25 December 1948. 

153 Kate Baker/NP, NLA MS1174/1/7577; Billie and Bertram Higgins/NP, NLA 
MS11741/7479, both 26 December 1948. 

154 Hyrell and Judah Waten /NP, NLA MS1174 1/7560, 28 December 1948. 

155 Marjorie Barnard/NP, NLA MS11741/7566, 30 December 1948. 

156 CBC/Kate Baker, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive 1/2/12-13, 11 February 
1949. 
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Specialty Press hasn't a quantity of suitable cover-cloth, Ted Harris has.157 

Perhaps an order for the cases could be given now. That's where the hold-up 

is likely to occur."158 

Christesen was harassed by Nettie Palmer's constant notes requesting 

circulars and order forms, or for copies to be sent on her behalf, and /'1'11 send 

the money later"159 or for a particular friend to have copies with "rather early 

numbers.//160 Let one letter from Nettie stand in for all received by Christesen 

at this tilne: 

Important But at Leisure: 

XIV Years. Before Xmas 1948 

NP took home altogether 9 copies. 

1 to K. Macarthur 45 

1 for Palmer family unnumbered: still here 

1 for-? labelled 31 or 30 (one of those numbers was ordered by-?) 

1 for Schnierer 67 

... and five more, given to friends and numbered 10 11 12 13 14. 

Note: this 10 was a pure mistake, and must be corrected. I'll try to find 

out and have number changed to 15. I had posted off No 10 as you know 

to CH Peters.161 

157 Ted Harris was the publisher and proprietor at Georgian House. 

158 CBC/VP, NLA MS1174 1/1/7442,3 July 1948. 
159 NP /CBC, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive 1/1/190, 26 April 1949. 

160 NP /CBC, Baillieu Library, Meal1jin Archive 1/1/165, 4 October 1948. 

161 CH Peters was the manager at Robertson and Mullens. 
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The remaining books, completing I think this first hundred, were labelled 

and posted from Cugley's early on Thursday, except for the copies, 

fingermarked, which I showed Cugley on Wednesday. He undertook to 

clean these but was not in when I called before two on Thursday. If you 

managed to call in that day before three, when the works closed, did you 

take those three copies to send away or are they left to add to the new 

ones on 20th January? 

Also, did you get the one copy I left signed on Cugley's desk for you to 

give to Davidson, whose present address seems known to you? 

Last, if you got there before three, did you get the two separate sheaves 

of signed subscription forms, the first already answered, the second not 

yet. Betty-in-the-office had the two piles ready. 

Think that's all. If you think anything's unclear, please put your query in 

writing or I'm done.162 

And let this one exchange between Christesen and a subscriber stand in for 

many similar: 

24.4.1949. Dear Sir, I have received from you on March 24th a statement 

for one copy of Fourteen Years by Nettie Palmer. I also have a receipt for 

two guineas dated 12.4.1949, but up to date no book has arrived. If, as 

was stated on first memo it was sent on or before 24.3.1949, even 

allowing for all the little things that go wrong in our local post office, it 

should be here by now. The Post Master has asked me to enquire exactly 

when it was sent. Would be grateful if you would check up on this for 

me. Yours sincerely, Edeline Carfrae, Charleville Queensland. 

162 NP /CBC, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive 1/1/120, December 1948. 
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Attached is a pencil note from Christesen to his assistant: "BERYL - FOR 

GOD'S S.AKE ENQUIRE INTO THIS - AND IF NO COPY SENT, THEN GET 

BETTY TO SEND IT. ANY REASON FOR THIS LAPSE. PLEASE CHECK 

BACK. RETURN LETTER TO ME." Underneath in Beryl's hand: "172 was 

evidently mislaid at National Press but will be sent at once."163 

In a November 1949 letter to Beatrice Fowler, Christesen apologises for 

missing copies and explains: 

The trouble is that I take all. these Inany extra 'spare time' jobs, including 

the production of Meanjin, without adequate staff - without in fact any 

staff at all in the real sense of the word. I have had the part-time services 

of a girl in one of the University departments for Meanjin affairs and 

since I began publishing Fourteen Years we have had six changes of 

secretary. Not one of the girls was really interested in the work, and all 

sorts of foolish mistakes were made. The simple scheme I initiated broke 

down time and again because of stupidity or incompetence.164 

That Christesen was still writing such apologetic letters in November 1949, 

eleven months after the publication of Fourteen Years/ is an indication of the 

disarray that continued to surround the distribution of the book. 

A further factor in Christesen's growing frustration is that in the first half of 

1949 he had taken over as Australian manager of Heinemann publishers, 

163 Edeline Carfrae/CBC, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive 1/2/27,24 April 1949. 

164 CBC/Beatrice Fowler, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive 1/2/45, 2 November 
1949. 
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staying on also as editor of Meanjin and publisher at Meanjin Press. The 

appointment added to his work-load, but working in a comparatively well-

equipped office with adequate staff at Heinemann must have made the 

inadequacies at Mean/in even more frustrating. In 1949 his correspondence 

with the Palmers becomes increasingly tetchy. He was still dealing with 

Fourteen Years mishaps in April 1950.165 

The Decline in Orders and CBCs Vain Hopes 
for a Trade Distributor 

Christesen did not give up trying to persuade the Palmers to let professionals 

take over the distribution of Fourteen Years. Midway through 1949 he wrote 

to Vance Palmer: 

Now that orders for Fourteen Years are falling off, I'm wondering 

whether you would consider releasing copies to the trade. If so, Georgian 

House is prepared to take a quantity. Terms suggested: 50 percent 

discount on retail price (which of course includes the 33 1/3% percent 

trade discount.) That is, Georgian House will pay us One Guinea for all 

copies sold. The distributor will circularize all booksellers throughout 

Australia and New Zealand at no further cost to us. 

I am not certain how many copies are still in stock, but I should think a 

fair quantity. The book will continue to sell in small lots for some years, 

but I am inclined to urge Nettie and you to accept this offer and release, 

165 NLA MSl174/2/36-41. 

113 



say, a hundred copies. It is better to make such a decision now and not 

wait until public interest in the book declines. 

I have asked the secretary to clean up all outstanding Fourteen Years 

matters and prepare a statement. Then we can see how we stand. 

I am enclosing a cheque for thirty pounds from Number 2 account. Let 

me know if I should draw a further amount.166 

Vance replied that he was sending the cheque and Christesen's letter to Nettie 

who was interstate: 

I don't think she'd consider it as, apart from other factors, it would be 

hard to accept so soon without seeming to act unfairly to other 

publishers [and booksellers] who have handled it at a very low discount. 

I wish we had time to talk over this and other matters, but I am leaving 

almost immediately and expect to be away some time.167 

Nettie concurred: 

Vance showed me some time ago a letter you had sent him, proposing to 

dispose of Fourteen Years through Georgian House at a lower price. He 

told me that he had replied that this step would be impossible, as several 

firms (Mullens, Angus and Robertson) had undertaken to sell the copies 

at only ten percent discount. Mr Smith of Angus and Robertson told me 

in May they had taken fifty copies as their target, which they had nearly 

166 CBC/VP, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive VP Box, 21 June 1949. 

167 VP ICBC, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive, VP Box, 23 June 1949. 
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reached.168 Since then there have been some particularly promising 

reviews, which may have increased the interest of buyers. I understand 

you are sending me, sometime, a statement of distribution [figures?]. ... 

Enclosed is a delayed order for the book: I'll send the money later.169 

Christesen tried again in September of that year. He was busy with 

Heinemann matters. Nettie had been nagging hiln about making up a 

financial statelnent, as he had offered: "Is that statement ready yet? Can I hope 

to have it very soon? Please.'''170 Christesen's reply was understandably terse: 

I shall not be able to attend to Meanjin [Press] business affairs until 

towards the end of October. Then I shall draw up a statement regarding 

Fourteen Years. But at any time you are welcome to the bank statement, 

receipt book, list of copies dispatched etc, and if you wish you could 

make out a statement yourself. Actually that would help me very much 

indeed as I am hard pressed. As you know I have no machinery to 

handle Meanjin affairs in a business-like way. I understand there is a 

credit balance of about twenty-five pounds. Orders are still trickling in. I 

strongly advise you to pass the remaining copies over to Georgian 

House, as suggested some time ago. I talked to Smith and Ferguson of 

Angus and Robertson, Guy Moore and Mick Swain 171 and they said they 

would have no objection at all to the suggested arrangement. On the 

contrary they all approved of it. Very many more copies would have 

168 Not according to the receipts in the Meanjin Archive. I doubt that "taken" here 
means the books were physically taken by A&R, but had 'taken [50] as their 
target', ie were hoping that 50 orders would come in. 

169 NP leBe, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive NP Box, 29 July 1949. 

170 NP leBe, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive 1/1/192,25 September 1949. 
171 Sydney booksellers who had taken Fourteen Years under the ten percent 

arrangement. 
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ordered by them had the usual trade discount been allowed. I have asked 

the National Press to let me know how many copies are still to be 

bound.172 

Two days later Christesen telephoned Cugley at the National Press and found 

tha t there were 56 copies of Fourteen Years bound and 150 copies unbound in 

storage.173 

In the meantime Nettie Palmer had replied to his letter: 

I am sorry you are hard-pressed; so am I, very. 

As for the data with which to make up a statement for Fourteen Years, I'm 

glad they are at hand and I'll hope to call at the university for them some 

afternoon this week. Your suggestion about "remaindering" - for that's 

what it would amount to - through Georgian House is one that I refuse to 

consider. It should be ruinous not only to this book - which has been 

handled by some booksellers at ten percent - but to other books published 

on similar lines. Rather than remainder it in such a way, I would see all the 

rest of the copies guillotined and pulped tomorrow, which is un

necessary.174 

Christesen tried once more: 

I am constantly amazed at the wide areas that exist for 

misunderstanding. Childish, I suppose, but this constantly troubles me. 

172 CBC/NP, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive 1/1/193, 26 September 1949. 

173 Pencilled memo, dated 30 September 1949, attached to CBC/NP, Baillieu 
Library, Meanjin Archive, NP Box, FYFolder, 30 September 1949. 

174 NP /CBC, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive 1/1/194,27 September 1949. 
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There was no talk of 'remaindering' Fourteen Years. There are about 56 

bound and 150 unbound copies. Georgian House has offered to buy at 

One Guinea and will take over immediately the 50 of the botmd copies 

and pay you a cheque immediately. They will sell to the trade at Two 

Guineas less 33 1/3%; or one pound eight shillings a copy. Georgian 

House would then make seven shillings a copy. For the 150 unbound 

they would order batches of 25 at the saIne rate of One Guinea and again 

pay you. This arrangement is for the trade only. Any private 

subscriptions of two guineas we receive will still of course be supplied 

fron1. stocks at the National Press, and the money paid into the Fourteen 

Years account in the usual way. But any trade orders we might receive 

must be passed on to Georgian House. 

This move was designed purely and simply in your interest. The book has 

sold very well but the trade will not place orders for more than odd copies 

while the discount is only ten percent. And as I said, Angus and Robertson 

and other Sydney booksellers told me they would be prepared to order 

extra copies if the 33 1/3% discount was allowed. However it is for you to 

decide.175 

Nettie remained unconvinced. 

Closing the Account 

In March 1950 Clem Christesen sent a note to his assistant Pat Excell: "How 

goes Fourteen Years?" Miss Excell replied: /I At a standstill Clem, hardly any 

orders - most recent orders have been paid; most outstanding debtors to 

175 CBC/NP, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive 1/1/195, 28 September 1949. 
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whom I sent statements are still outstanding. Nothing for it but more 

statements."176 

Nothing had come of Christesen's attempts to tidy up the remaining copies of 

Fourteen Years by distributing them through Georgian House. Neither had 

anything come of a definitive business statement being made up by either 

Nettie Palmer or Christesen, although Christesen had asked Palmer to collect 

the Fourteen Years files from the Meanjin office and make up a statement 

herself. In October 1949 she attempted to do so, later writing to the office 

manager: 

Dear Mr Stewart, may I trouble you? Clem Christesen said he would like 

me to take and sort all papers - receipts, correspondence etc - with 

reference to my book Fourteen Years. I understand they will all be in the 

Meanj.in room, but so far when I have called or telephoned I have not 

been able to find you in, I understand you are there only on certain 

afternoons. The most sympathetic person I've found so far, in that 

building full of varieties, was a young woman in the Fine Arts office. I 

wonder would it be possible for you to put all the Fourteen Years stuff 

together in a parcel, and leave it, addressed to me, in the Fine Arts office? 

The lady may be surprised to see it, but I think she'd be willing to give it 

house room until I call for it, which would be very soon, especially if you 

would drop me a line to tell me you had put the parcel there for me. I 

enclose a note of Clem's to explain my importunity.177 

176 CBC/Pat Excell, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive, NP Box, FY Folder, 30 
March 1950. 

177 NP /Mr Stewart, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive 1/5/1, 3 October 1949. 
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They were safely collected, as in January 1950, Christesen asked Nettie Palmer 

to bring back the sorted papers. She did this, surrounded by the usual muddle: 

Your Meanjin secretary rang yesterday saying you wanted the Fourteen 

Years papers I had ... I stupidly went to your office just after one, when it 

was locked. The parcel was addressed to you, so I entrusted it to the lift 

man who had the Scotch-New Zealand accent of a reliable man. I do 

hope you get it safely this afternoon. I was sorry not to see you ... 

because the ... papers may need some explanation and amplification.178 

In a brisk itemised note to Christesen in June of that year, Vance Palmer wrote: 

"5: Fourteen Years. Would you mind calling in any copies of this book that 

may be out and closing the account. Robertson and Mullens takes it over from 

the beginning of July."179 This suggest that the Palmers took the remaining 

copies and allowed Robertson and Mullens to sell them from their bookshoPi 

whether at the old arrangement of ten per cent or not is unclear. Remaining 

copies were rightly the property of the Palmers, as they had paid all 

production costs, as well as paying Christesen a twenty-pound fee for editorial 

assistance and general advice. 

Christesen, anxious to close the books, was still chasing debtors in September 

1950, and succeeded with all but one. His secretary wrote to Nettie Palmer, 

telling her that: 

178 NP /CBC, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive 1/1/205,12 January 1950. 

179 VP / CBC, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive, VP Box, 11 June 1950. 
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... the only outstanding account for Fourteen Years is that of the 

University of Minnesota Library; the amount owing is one pound 

seventeen shillings and tenpence. I have written to them on several 

occasions, and sent them many statements. Do you want us to close the 

Fourteen Years account and send you the money?180 

Nettie replied: 

Thank you for your note about Fourteen Years. Mr Christesen also 

mentioned the matter, suggesting he might close the account and send 

on the balance after placing a few Christmas period advertisements. 

Please ask him not to publish any more advertisements as the remaining 

books are being handled 181 - if he would just send the money now in the 

account, I suppose we can forget the accdunt of the Minnesota University 

Library! 182 

A cheque for one hundred and ten pounds three shillings and one penny was 

sent to Nettie Paltner on 10 October 1950, closing the account.183 Her 

handwritten receipt made out to The Meanjin Press is dated 16 October 

1950.184 

180 Pat Excell/NP, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive 1/1/224, 19 September 1950. 

181 "being handled": presumably by Robertson and Mullens. 

182 NP / Pat Excell, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive1/1/224a, 22 September 1950. 
183 Pat Excell/NP Baillieu Library Meanjin Archive 1/1/225, 10 October 1950. 

184 NP /Meanjin Press, Baillieu Library Meanjin Archive NP Box, FYfolder. 
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Sales 

It is difficult to accurately assess sales figures. The Meanjin Archive's last book 

account for Fourteen Years book is dated 1 October 1949, and it is unlikely that 

much changed between then and September 1950 when the account was 

closed. The book account reads: 

Subscription copies: 157 

Trade: 55 

Invoiced but not paid: 26 

Nettie Palmer (private): 32 

Held at Cugley's: 206 

Publicity or unaccounted for: 24 

= 500, which is number of copies printed1S5 

As all but one of the "invoiced but not paid" eventually paid up, we can 

assume that in October 1949, 270 copies had gone out into the world. Not all of 

those would have made a return, as Nettie gave some of her 32 copies away. 

230 copies were either still in the warehouse at the National Press (206), or 

went out as review copies, or were otherwise unaccounted for (24). 

The 206 copies flheld at Cugley's" (the National Press) consisted of 56 bound 

copies and 150 unbound. It is most unlikely the 150 unbound copies were ever 

bound, as we have seen that binding of Fourteen Years was done in batches as 

orders came in. Orders had all but stopped by late 1949. The unbound copies 

185 Baillieu Library Meanjin Archive 1/2/123, 1 October 1950. 
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were probably eventually pulped. It is also unlikely that all of the 56 

remaining bound copies were sold. Some few may have been sold, but it is 

more likely that Nettie Palmer would have given most of them away over the 

years. 

In looking at numbered copies, the highest recorded number I have found is 

342, the University of Queensland's Fryer Library copy used by Vivian Smith 

for the facsimile reprinting of Fourteen Years. Copy number 331 is listed on an 

antiquarian bookdealer's Internet site.186 A search of the Kinetica database for 

institutional holdings in Australia shows the highest recorded number for a 

copy of Fourteen Years at 205.187 However not all libraries will record the 

numbers of their copies for Kinetica data, so some institutions may hold 

higher-numbered copies. 

That copies exist with a higher number than 326 can be explained if we accept 

that the numbering was probably not sequential. Nettie Palmer made mistakes 

on the nUlnbering of the first 100 copies (which should have been reasonably 

straightforward) sending out two copies numbered 10 to friends. 188 After the 

delays surrounding the second batch of binding it is quite possible that 

numbering began again with a gap in the numbers: instead of beginning again 

where they had left off, the numbering jumped 25 or even more copies. This is 

186 www.AddAU.com. 30 July 2002. 

187 7 June 2002. Access courtesy of Monash University Library. 
188 NP ICBC, Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive 1/2/27, December 1948. 
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a common practice where books are stored in different places and strict 

records are not kept - and we know in this case they weren't. The missing 

numbers are often completed at a later date when the edition is collated, but 

this is unlikely in the case of Fourteen Years with its history of muddle. 

Did the Palmers make Inaney on the project? Again, the latest-dated bank 

account statement for the Fourteen Years account is for October 1949, with 

transaction details recorded on it from 22 October 1948 to 30 August 1949.189 

Payments in that time to the National Press were 200 pounds for printing five 

hundred copies of Fourteen Years, a further 28 pounds unspecified except for 

"(Fourteen Years)" on the cheque stub, 80 pounds for binding, and 15 pOlmds 

for publicity (circulars and stationery, stamps and postage). The artist Verdon 

Morcom received 20 pounds for his designs. The 20 pounds agreed as 

payment to Christesen for acting as consultant was not paid from the Meanjin 

Number 2 account, and must have been paid from the Palmer's own private 

bank account. The author's costs were approximately 340 pounds from the 

Meanjin Number 2 account; plus 20 pounds to Christesen, making a sum of 

360 pounds. 

Payments to Vance Palmer, for Nettie, confirmed in the correspondence, are 45 

pounds in May 1949 and 30 pounds in July 1949. At the closing of Fourteen 

189 Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive 1/2/123. 
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Years business in September 1950, Nettie Palmer received a final cheque for 

110 pounds 3 shillings and one penny;190 making payments to the author 185 

pounds. 

The subscription system favours the financial backers (in this case the 

Palmers), in that subscriptions come into the account before costs needed to be 

met. Therefore, the Meanjin Number 2 account (or Fourteen Years account) 

opened in October 1948 with one hundred pounds fourteen shillings and 

fourpence-worth of subscriptions. Costs were paid from this, that is, the 

Paln1ers did not pay up front costs from personal funds, but used the 

subscriptions to fund the publishing of the book. They also retained control of 

the remaining copies. Receipts and cheque butts suggest that they made about 

185 pounds on the project. (This would translate to approximately $6,500 in 

the values of the early 2000s.)191 Muddle and frayed tempers aside, the project 

was financially rewarding. It is to be hoped that the handsomeness of the book 

and the warm reception of its contents (discussed in Chapter Three) were also 

personally rewarding for Nettie Palmer. 

190 This payment was not made from the Meanjin number 2 account, which I 
suspect was closed before Nettie formally agreed to finish off Fourteen Years. 
The final cheque in the Number 2 account is dated 12 January 1950, and 
reimburses Meanjin for an advertisement in the Age for Fourteen Years. The 
/I closing-the account" cheque to Nettie Palmer was paid from the Meanjin Press 
account; see Baillieu Library, Meanjin Archive 1/2/124 for chequebook, and 
Baillieu Library Meanjin Archive, NP Box, FYFolder, for Nettie Palmer's receipt 
for the final payment made out to 'The Meanjin Press', 16 October 1950. 

191 Australian Bureau of Statistics, retail price index numbers 1850-2000 at 
http://www.abs.gov.au. 26 July 2002. 
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Conclusion 

In selecting and assembling the diverse material that went to make up 

Fourteen Years" Nettie Palmer demonstrated an editorial certainty of touch. 

The original form of the finished product, masquerading as journal extracts, is 

her creative triumph. 

At a time when he was working on projects of his own, Vance Palmer's 

practical contributions to Fourteen Years indicate a healthy and balanced 

literary partnership. Vance's practicality seemed to end with the organisation 

of text, however, as he failed as project manager during the production of the 

book. Was this partly because he did not at first realise the continuing work 

involved? His failure, whatever the reasons for it, is no contra-indication of 

willingness. 

This examination of the publishing history of Fourteen Years has shown that 

rather than a straightforward MeanJin Press book, it was a hybrid production: 

self-published, yet using some of the resources, and the imprint, of the 

Meanjin Press. Vance and Nettie Palmer chose self-publication partly for 

reasons of their own, which have been guessed at here. Despite their long 

involvement at the creative end of publishing (as authors), it has been seen 

that they were unequal to the realities and demands of the business end of the 

trade. It was a choice also arrived at due to the perceived weakness of the local 

125 



publishing industry, a weakness which Palmer often attacked in her literary 

journalism, and which she worked hard to change. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

/I A Very Fine Job 

Inside and Out" 



CHAPTER THREE 

/'A Very Fine Job Inside and our/1 

The Reception of Fourteen Years 

The reception of Nettie Palmer's Fourteen Years has its own ironies: the 

foremost Australian book reviewer of her day being reviewed by her 

colleagues. This chapter of the publishing history of Fourteen Years will study 

the book's reception by means of Nettie Palmer's personal correspondence 

and published reviews. Both sets of responses address the book's contents and 

its intellectual history and aims, as well as the book's handsome production. 

Published reviews are further divided into two groups: those that looked at 

the 1948 Meanjin Press edition of Fourteen Years, in reviews that appeared 

from early 1949 until mid-1950;2 and those that reviewed a facsimile edition 

published by the University of Queensland Press in 1988. This edition 

appeared with other work of Nettie Palmer's in a wide selection of her 

writings edited by Vivian Smith. However, most reviewers concentrated on 

Fourteen Years within that selection. 

1 Beatrice Davis/NP, NLA MS 1174/1/7355, 14 January 1949. 

2 The first review of the 1948 edition was in the Mackay Daily Mercury 12 
February 1949; the last in Meanjin vol 9 no I, 1950. 
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With the notable exception of Jack Lindsay,3 reviewers in 1949-50 take 

Fourteen Years at face value, and most mention Palmer's pen-portraits of the 

famous writers she had met as one of the book's greatest rewards. By 1988, 

with the intervening forty years of scholarly work, especially in the fields of 

Women's Studies and Australian Studies, reviewers (admittedly with the 

advantage of hindsight) were more attuned to the book's social, cultural and 

literary history aspects, and to Palmer's self-portrayal. 

There is another important difference in the two separate sets of reviews of 

Fourteen Years. The initial reviewers knew Nettie Palmer's work as a critic 

and literary essayist well. She was widely known and respected. Her 

journalistic work appeared in many different publications, her biographical 

work on Higgins, Henry Handel Richardson and O'Dowd was esteemed, and 

she broadcast regularly on radio book programs. Reviewers of the original 

edition did not have to "explain" Nettie Palmer to their readers. 

By the time Smith's 1988 selection appeared, Nettie Palmer's reputation had 

diminished to that of assiduous helpmate standing in the shadow of her 

novelist husband. This was partly due to the ephemeral nature of much of her 

literary journalism, and the bypassing of her biographies by later scholars. As 

Whitlock and Bulbeck have pointed out, lithe fact that so much of her work is 

recorded in ephemera such as letters, diaries and the recollections of others 

3 Jack Lindsay, Life and Letters Today and the London MercuryJuly 1949. 
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has meant that the full force of her labour has often remained 

unacknowledged.1/4 

There are other reasons for that diminution, and they are offered in no 

particular order of importance. They are all at work in the fading of Palmer's 

reputation over the years. One is that she was not a novelist. Much of the later 

interest in women writers of Palmer's generation focuses on novelists, and 

again this is linked to Palmer's work being scattered and inaccessible so that it 

requires determined searching-out. 

The best of Palmer's work was done in the 1920s and '30s. By the time she died 

in 1964, she had been ill for many years, but despite this had become a reliable 

public figure, one whose public-spiritedness could be counted upon to write 

prefaces, give broadcasts, read manuscripts and attend tribute lectures. To the 

next generation of writers and publishers, the young men who returned from 

World War II, she was somewhat of a cultural treasure, but irrelevant and 

unappreciated as a writer. That younger generation, whose members included 

Ian Turner, Stephen Murray-Smith, Geoffrey Dutton and Geoffrey Serle has 

been variously dubbed "The Generation of '22"5 and 'The Young Turks'.6 

4 Gillian Whitlock and Chilla Bulbeck, I A Small and Often Still Voice? Women 
Intellectuals in Australia' in Intellectual Movements and Australian Sode~ 
Brian Head and James Walter eds, Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 1988 p 
152. 

5 John Arnold, 'The Generation of [Nineteen]-Twenty-Two', unpublished paper 
presented at International Australian Studies Association Conference, 
University of Queensland, Ipswich Campus, July 2000. 
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Chris Wallace-Crabbe has called their ascendancy "the brusque years of 

masculinism in Australian writing"? Nettie Palmer was far from masculine. 

She was an old woman, easily sidelined in the search for young post-war 

voices. 

Another factor in the reduction of Palmer's importance is simply social 

history. A Depression, two World Wars and the absence of a strong Australian 

publishing culture during her writing life all mitigated against her. Had her 

critical essays been collected and published the story would perhaps be 

different, but this was unlikely, given the state of publishing in Australia at 

the time.8 A case could be made for Palmer's essays being at least as good as 

Virginia Woolf's - their failure to appear is a lost opportunity in Australian 

publishing. This fading of Palmer's reputation resulted in the 1988 response to 

Fourteen )/ears being one of surprised /I discovery" of a neglected writer. 

6 Deborah Jordan, in conversation with the author, February 2002. 

7 C Wallace-Crabbe, Australian Literary Studies vol 14 no 2, October 1989, p 262. 

8 See Robin Lucas, 'The Devout Critic: Nettie Palmer and Book Reviewing in 
Australia between the Wars, 1920-1940', unpublished paper, Graduate 
Publishing Program National Centre for Australian Studies, Faculty of Arts 
Monash University 2000. 
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Responses 1948-1950 

(i) to the book's externals 

Nettie Palmer's friends, family and fans responded well to Fourteen Years. 

Appreciative letters began to arrive (see Appendix D), and were still arriving 

at the tail-end of 1950.9 One repeated complaint is that the book was not more 

readily available, and that Palmer had been too modest by limiting the edition. 

Henry Handel Richardson's friend Mrs Kernot was one: "I can't believe that 

five hundred volumes will meet the demand for such a work."l0 Esther Levy 

wrote in January that her "one regret is that all the world can't read it. ... 1 

think you were too modest about the limited edition".11 The Bulletin agreed: 

liThe present reviewer ... while pleased to see a handsome and durable book, 

regrets only that it has been printed in a limited edition. Surely, barbarous 

though we are in the mass, there are more than 500 readers in Australia for a 

book so rich and so intelligent? II 12 The Age reviewer believed that "there are 

surely more than 500 readers who will wish that Fourteen Years was not 

published in a limited edition" ,13 

9 NLA MS11741/7530-7910. 

10 Mary Kernot/NP, NLA MS1174 1/7647, 27 March 1949. 

11 Esther Levy /NP, NLA MS1174/1/7374, 31 January 1949. 

12 The Bulletin, 3 August 1949, P 3. Unsigned but probably by the literary editor, 
Douglas Stewart. 

13 The Age/ 19 February 1949, p 8. 
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Many of Nettie Palmer's correspondents noted with appreciation the fine 

production of the book. Palmer herself was pleased, as she wrote to Hugh 

McCrae in January 1949: lilt beats me how they managed to produce it so well, 

in this period of bad paper and scarcity of skilled workmanship. Now the 

print stands out so beautifully, I could wish 1'd printed more slabs of your 

lovely prose (without by-your-Ieave and all that you/U notice.)"14 

Kate Baker believed that lithe publisher has done his part well. I like the chaste 

cover, the thick paper, the woodcuts and the little gnomic totem ... on the 

covering - altogether it is a book of delight" .15 Arthur Phillips disagreed about 

the cover: "The best piece of Australian production I've seen for a long time. 

The cover not quite good enough - they never are nowadays - but the font 

and page exactly right."16 Pat Lowy thought Fourteen Years "a lovely job ... I 

mean as a book. The paper, printing, binding, engravings, the very parchment 

cover with the platypus. A complement to the contents, and a compliment to 

the author".17 Beatrice Davis thought it II a very fine job inside and out ... and 

I do wish Angus and Robertson had been its publishers" .18 Palmer's friend 

Esther Levy thought the "beautifully-produced book ... should go a long way 

14 NP /Hugh McCrae, SLY MS 125131 Box 2762/7,22 January 1949. 

15 Kate Baker/NPI NLA MS1174/1/7557, 26 December 1948. 

16 Arthur Phillips/NP, NLA MS1174/1/7581, 11 January 1949. 

17 Pat Lowy /NP, NT ,A MSl174/1/7588, 21 January 1949. 

18 Beatrice Davis/NP, NLA MS1174/1/7355, 14 January 1949. 
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towards establishing Meanjin Press alongside its peers, both in England and 

the USA" .19 

Some of the press reviews also noted the book's handsome look and feel. A 

review in the Mackay Daily Mercury noted that "anyone who enjoys clear 

print and fine paper with pleasing wood-engravings and the writer's 

autograph opposite the title-page, will find everything to his content in this 

excellent production ... "20 LA Triebel, writing in Meanjin" found lithe volume 

... beautifully printed and bound".21 

These responses to Fourteen Years as a handsome physical object were voiced 

alongside responses to the book's content, very different aspects of which 

were mentioned by each reviewer or correspondent. 

(ii) to the book's intellectual content 

The most perceptive of the private responses to the book's contents came from 

Palmer's fellow-writers. Flora Eldershaw read it through at a sitting, forgetting 

that Palmer had asked her to read it: 

... very critically with an eye to things that might be better unrecorded. 

So I have waited to read it through again slowly and carefully, ready to 

19 Esther Levy /NP, NLA MS 1174/1/7374, 31 January 1949. 

20 12 February 1949, Daily Mercuryp 2. Unsigned, but Christesen was sure it was 
by Bill Amiet, a local solicitor; see CBC/NP, NLA MSl174/1/7601. 

21 Meanjin vol 9 no 1, 1950, P 63. 
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pounce on anything that seemed unwise to publish. But I couldn't feel 

that about a line or a word ... The simple journal form, moving without 

explanation, or an eye on the reader, from point to point and person to 

person, is ideal for its purpose.22 

Marjorie Barnard found Fourteen Years "the spontaneous product of your eye 

and nature - not, as so tnany of our books are, a straining after something just 

out of reach".23 Arthur Phillips took Nettie to task for her portrayal of 

London writers: 

I think you're very naughty pretending Bloomsbury is quite alright 

really (at least the Bloomsbury of that period). Even you can't be as 

determinedly good-natured as that. Your own book tells the truth 

despite you. Read your London section over and find in it one really 

worthwhile remark made to you ... Is it just chance that there are no 

lovely ordinary folk in that section - or did the Bloomsbury cage 

temporarily catch you too, making you a high-brow pro-tern? But 

perhaps you meant the Bloomsbury stuffiness to be breathed between 

the lines ... 24 

Frank Dalby Davison had read Fourteen Years in typescript. "It's a pretty 

good book that will stand up to re-reading ... I find it reads again as freshly as 

if I had not seen it before."25 Guido Baracchi wrote: "Perhaps the part of your 

book I least liked was the Paris section; but still liked it very well! 

22 Flora Eldershaw /NP, NLA MS1174/1/7388, 18 March 1949. 

23 Marjorie Barnard/NP, NLA MSl174/1/7566, 31 December 1948. 

24 Arthur Phillips/NP, NLA MS1174/1/7581, 11 January 1949. 
25 Frank Dalby Davison/NP, NLA MSI174/1/7584, 13 January 1949. 
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'Communism restores to the writer his fertility' indeed!26 Oh that pink decade! 

I could tell (and have told) quite another story about mediocrities j laureates 

and toadies."27 

Mary Miller (Durack) wrote from Perth in April 1949, telling Nettie how much 

she admired her "restraint in suggesting so many themes and ideas without 

developing them to tedious length - surely the test of the artist! "28 

Miles Franklin was typically acerbic, telling Nettie that: 

This kind of book from a Mary Colum29 or Lady Gregory and many 

others over there has a ready-made audience awaiting among all us 

English-speaking in London, USA, Paris and Australia because we are all 

acquainted with the people written about. Quite the reverse when our 

remote, insignificant parochials have to be tackled. However, you have 

enough overseas birds to enliven your aviary and I hope the volume will 

be of interest beyond these shores.3D 

Some time earlier, in April 1949, Franklin had written to Katharine Susannah 

Prichard about Fourteen Years. "If only you'd do a journal intime, for 

publication. Nettie Palmer has just sent me hers ... There are some good 

26 Palmer had quoted Andre Gide quoting this at the 1935 Paris Writers' 
Conference. Originally a preface of Malraux's. 

27 Guido Baracchi/NP, NLA MS1174/1/7638, 23 March 1949. 

28 Mary Miller/NP, NLA MS1174/1/7658, 9 April 1949. 

29 Mary Colum was the wife of Irish writer Padraic Colum (1881-1972). Her 
memoirs included entries on Yeats, the Irish revival and the Abbey Theatre. 

30 Miles Franklin/NPI NLA MS1174/1/7677, 28 May 1949. 
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things, but mostly it misses fire, I think. I've got a feeling too many celebrated 

people are dragged in - well, just because Nettie met them".31 

Many commented that though Fourteen Years seemed at first somewhat 

disjointed, it came together in the reading. Leslie Rees32 was one: 

But the important thing about the book is that, though at first it seems to 

comprise obiter dicta, reminiscence, anecdotage and casual bits of 

reflection, actually it all builds towards a philosophy - and a very 

definite and worthwhile statement of values in literature and life.33 

Frank Dalby Davison thought " ... the book is all about everything, but knit 

firmly together by the mind of the writer".34 Arthur Philips wrote: "But the 

book is unexpectedly whole, considering its method and geography, mainly, I 

think, because the one character you didn't mean to portray comes though 

alive-oh and consistent." Allan Ashbolt believed that it showed "possibly 

more than anything published recently, even original stuff, that this country 

has at last acquired a past really worth talking about and thinking about".35 

31 Carole Ferrier ed, As Good As A Yarn With You: Letters Between Miles 
Franklin/ Katharine Susannah Pricharci Jean Devann~ Marjorie Branarc;l Flora 
Eldershaw and Eleanor Darly Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1992, p 
216. 

32 Leslie Rees (1905-.) Australian writer (travel, drama, drama history, children's 
books) who had a strong influence on Australian drama through his work with 
the ABC and the Playwrights Advisory Board. 

33 Leslie Rees/NP, NLA MSI1741/7668, 25 April 1949. 

34 Frank Dalby Davison/NP, NLA MSI174/1/7581, 11 January 1949. 
35 Alan Ashbolt/NP, NLA MS1174/1/7735, 27 August 1949. Ashbolt (1921-) 

worked in radio, television and as a political journalist. He was a drama critic 
and book reviewer for the Sydney Morning Heralc;l1954-1977. 
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Fourteen Years was reviewed in the Mackay Daily Mercury}6 the Age}7 the 

Sydney Morning Herald,38 the Times Literary Supplement,39 the English 

literary magazine Life and Letters Today and the London Mercury,40 the 

Bulletin,41 Farrago/42 and in Meanj.in. 43 

All these reviews were respectful, but not all were uncritical. The elements 

marked out for praise were uniform: Palmer's ease of expression, her 

descriptive skills and lithe cavalcade of the comings and goings of the literary 

personalities of Europe and Australia" to be found in "these pleasant pages".44 

These personalities excite the interest of all the reviewers; yet by the time a 

reprint appeared some forty years later, a new generation of reviewers 

concentrated less on the famous, many of whom had faded into obscurity in 

the intervening years. 

In the course of a sometimes patronizing notice, the reviewer in the Times 

Literary Supplement Sylva Norman, took Palmer to task for being /I often less 

36 [Mackay] Daily Mercur~ 12 February 1949, p 2. 

37 The Age/ 19 February 1949, p 8. Unsigned but Christesen thought not by regular 
reviewer Ian Mair; NLA MS1174/1/7601. 

38 Sydney Morning Herald 28 May 1949, p 8, signed CB, probably Colin Bingham. 

39 The Times Literary Supplement 15 July 1949, P 461, unsigned but by Sylva [sic] 
Norman, wife of poet Edmund Blunden. See TLSindex. 

40 Life and letters Today and the London Mercur~ July 1949, P 67, by Jack 
Lindsay. 

41 The Bulletin/ 3 August 1949, P 2, unsigned but probably by Douglas Stewart. 

42 Farrago/ 14 September 1949, p 4, by the twenty-two-year-old Hugh Anderson. 

43 Meanjin vol 9 no I, 1950, P 63, by LA Triebel. 

44 Daily Mercury op cit. 
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observant of the scene than of the literary figures who pass across it". 45 She 

also suggested that Palmer was naIve: 

For each writer [mentioned] his or her chosen method suffices, and Mrs 

Palmer has no less objective and guileless a report of Lion Feuchtwanger 

explaining how each chapter of his novel is rushed, on completion, to 

eight translators so that versions in all these languages can appear at 

once.46 

The young Hugh Anderson, in a Farrago review (illustrated with a 

photograph of Vance Palmer) felt that: 

... some of the extracts had an obvious appearance of trying to please 

'that rather formidable person, the reader'47 ... other extracts (although 

definitely a minority of them) give an impression of what AA Phillips 

has called "skittish highbrow-ism". This is probably due in part to her 

methods of selecting the material. Naturally literary in her attitude, it is 

to be expected that this will colour her writing and give force to her 

critical comments, but nevertheless it often detracts from excellent 

descriptive passages. I would instance the extract dated August 26 1932, 

where Mrs Palmer writes of Barrier Reef stonefish, but for no apparent 

reason drags in Spencer's Mammon and a figure of Bunyan's. 48 

The Age reviewer, while confident that the journal would be bequeathed to 

posterity and long remain appreciated, also found: "Like every diary, 

45 Times Literary Supplementop cit. 

46 ibid. 
47 Quoted from Palmer's Preface. 
48 Farlczgo op cit. 
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Fourteen Years is uneven... Some of the extracts seem to have deliberately 

been kept down to chatter level".49 In the Sydney Morning Herald, ICE,' 

whilst full of praise for Palmer's contribution to Australia's literary sensibility, 

found Fourteen Years a little too polite: "Mrs Palmer rarely [lets herself go], 

but for April 6th 1930 we have the fiery entry ... [on the banning of the 

EverYlnan reprint of Moll Flanders]. A little more of this anger - and perhaps 

a little malice among the many thoughts 'set down in love and gratitudeJ50 

would have made Fourteen Years an even more delightful book".51 'CB' 

would have been interested to read the original unedited diaries and 

notebooks/ where there is anger, criticism and sharpness, although no malice. 

All were softened for the edited and published version.52 

Two reviewers touched on structural matters. LA Triebel found: " .. . as a 

diarist should, Mrs Palmer attaches more value to content than to formlJ.53 

And the Bulletin}; reviewer/ probably Douglas Stewart/ took the opposite 

view by commenting favourably on the skilful way the journals have been 

edited and re-assembled: 

49 Age op cit. 

50 Quoted from Palmer's Preface. 

51 Sydney Morning Herald op cit. 
52 For example, see NPs diary; 1'[Ruth Pitter's] commercial work is pretty-pretty". 

NLA MSl174/16/17J 1 June 1935; an article by Frank Clune and Inky 
Stephens en is lIa general Australian bray, not impressive" NLA MS 1174/16/17, 
8 July 1935. Her remarks on the Leavis family m. her diary are "Distraught little 
household - two neurotic parents and a frail, overactive tiny boy, fed on 
bromides." 5 April 1936 NLA MS117416/18. 

53 Meanjin op cit vol 9 no 1, 1950. 
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There have been few makers of diaries so merciful as Nettie Palmer, 

for she skips from, say, Apri11Sth 1929 to May 30 tth 1929 in a single 

leap; and though one fears she may have omitted some interesting 

writing, in principle at any rate the publication of only what is really 

worth preserving is admirable. In effect, she does the reader's 

skipping for him; and everything that remains is certainly worth 

pub lishing. 54 

Jack Lindsay's review in the English literary magazine Life and Letters and the 

London Mercury touched on questions of cultural and economic history as 

background to Fourteen Years. Given a batch of four Australian books to 

review55 he sketches an emerging cultural consciousness: 

Vance and Nettie Palmer sum up a whole period of Australian letters, 

that between the ending of the old folk-national school and the new start 

on broader lines which has developed in the last few years. '" This 

cultural development coincides with the economic turn which has swung 

Australia from a pastoral and agricultural country into an industrialised 

one. The economic capacity to print novels in Australia for the native 

market is an aspect of the total forward movement. 

Nettie Palmer's finely-produced book consists of extracts from her 

intermittent journal, 1925-1939. From her seemingly haphazard entries, 

made in England, France, Spain, as well as various p arts of Australia, a 

full picture of her literary generation appears. Restlessness, a desire for 

new roots, a thirst to drink at the central springs of the spirit, an 

54 Bulletin op cit. 
55 The three other books were Tomorrow and Tomorrow by M Barnard 

Eldershaw, As Iron Hills by Flexmore Hudson, and Vance Palmer's Louis Esson 
and the A ustralian Thea tre. 
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unsentimental nostalgia for the home-earth. We see here the Australian 

version of the exiles and lost generation of the United States in the same 

period. A version that lacks violence, bitterness, the sense of the void, the 

breakthrough of the forbidden depths. The Australian refuses to let go, 

therefore loses something, but gains something at the same time. The 

bridges aren't burnt, so there is no tragic situation; but there is a secure, 

though not easy, return to the homeland. 

The complex oscillations of a divided impulse, which yet comes to rest 

on a resolving love of native earth, can be read in these fresh pages. The 

English reader will find pictures of figures he knows well, Doctor Leavis 

or Mulk Raj Anand, and familiar movements of history, the pang and 

aspiration of the days of the Spanish Civil War; but these European 

elements are seen with a different slant, revalued against the Australian 

background. What emerges at the end is a fuller realization of that 

background.56 

Jack Lindsay's review touched on questions of Australian cultural and 

economic history. An expatriate Australian writer and a dedicated Marxist, 

Lindsay had corresponded with the Palmers in the mid-thirties about an 

unrealised anthology of Australian verse that he was planning. He also shared 

the Palmers' support for the Spanish Republican cause. Lindsay's review 

partly reflects the time it was written: a time of some real hope for the 

56 Jack Lindsay op cit. 
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Communist and Left causes in the immediate post-war years, both in England 

and Australia.57 

The reception of Fourteen Years in its first year of publication was warm, with 

only the occasional spiky thrust from such as Sylva Norman in the Times 

Literary Supplement, or Miles Franklin's perception that the book had too 

many famous people /I dragged in ... just because Nettie met them" .58 Most of 

the mainstream press reviewers disagreed with Miles, and found the most 

praiseworthy sections of the book to be those where Palmer's sketches of 

literary personalities gave readers an intimate look at the famous. The book 

was taken at face value by most reviewers. 

Responses to the 1988 Edition 

In 1988, the University of Queensland Press published a paperback selection of 

Nettie Palmer's writing, edited by Vivian Smith.59 Included in the selection, 

along with poetry, essays and reviews, was the full text of Fourteen Years in 

facsimile, bringing the work to a new and much wider audience than the 

original limited edition. Forty years on, reviewers were less interested in 

famous literary personalities of the past (many by then forgotten), and 

57 Jack Lindsay was later to write a somewhat bitter novel, Betrayed Spring 
(Bodley Head, London, 1953) detailing how the momentum of the "time for 
hope" had been lost (and betrayed) by the Attlee Labor Government. 

58 Ferrier ed, op cit 1992. 

59 Smith op cit 1988. 
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concentrated instead on issues of cultural and literary history and feminism. 

In the forty years between the first and second appearances of Fourteen Years/ 

disciplines such as Women's Studies and Australian Studies had become well 

established, and the 1988 reviews of Fourteen Years benefited from this. 

Reviewers of Smith's 1988 selection (a generation younger again than the 

masculinist post-World War II "Young Turks") rediscovered and reassessed 

Nettie Palmer as a literary stylist, cultural historian and critic. Smith's 

publisher at the University of Queensland Press, Craig Munro, says that 

despite the 1988 publishing date, the book was not published as part of any 

publishing program to mark the Bicentenary of European Settlement in 

Australia. "It was part of the ongoing Australian Authors series which always 

had a queue of forward titles - the two most advanced projects automatically 

slotted into the scholarly /reference list each year./60 

Reviews appeared in the Weekend Australian,61 Fremantle Arts Review,62 the 

Cairns Post/63 the [Adelaide] Advertiser,64 Lilith: A Feminist History 

60 6 June 2002, Craig Munro in an email to the author. The University of 
Queensland Press published these studies as the series 'UQP Australian 
Authors' under the General Editorship of LT Hergenhan. 

61 Dorothy Porter, I After the Eclipse, Rays of Sunlight', Weekend Australian/ 
17/18 September 1988, p 10. 

62 Nadia Wheatley, Fremantle Arts Review vol 4 no 2, 2 February 1989, p 14. 

63 Susanne Gilmour, 'Nettie Palmer's Private Journal a Pleasurable Read', Caims 
Post 6 February 1989, p 7. 

64 Shirley Despoja, 'The Right Company and a Winter's Tale', [Adelaide] 
Advertise~ 27 May 1989, p 14. 
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Journal, 65 Australian Literary Studies, 66 Australian Book Review, 67 Australian 

Studies 3,68 Belles-Lettres69 and Women /s Studies International Forum. 70 

Later still, Deborah Jordan's 1999 monograph, Nettie Palmer: Search for an 

Aesthetic, garnered one review by Patricia Clarke, which mentions the 

importance of Fourteen Years as documenting Palmer's fI achievement as a 

literary intellectual, arbiter and patron in the creation of a literary and culutral 

elite and a left group of writers in Australia".71 

Nadia Wheatley, in FremantleArts Review, found Fourteen Yearsconfounded 

her assumptions about the Australia of the 1920s and 1930s: 

It is a paradox that the person who so strongly argued for our freedom to 

write our own stories in our own accents ... should have been the person 

who brought news to Australia of Rebecca West and EM Forster, Ezra 

Pound and James Joyce, Sylvia Beach and the Leavises and Tom Eliot ... 

What a book this is to cut against the idea that Australia of the '20s and 

'30s was a cultural backwater!72 

65 JulieWells, Lilith/ Spring 1989, p 153. 
66 Chris Wallace-Crabbe, Australian Literary Studies vol 14 no 2, October 1989, p 

262. 
67 Connie Burns, I A Tract of Life', Australian Book Reviewnumber 115, October 1989, 

p5 
68 Katherine Gallagher, Australian Studies 3, British Australian Studies Association, 

London, December 1989, p 128. 
69 Cecilia K Farr, Belles-Letires vol 5 no 2 1990, P 2. 
70 Barbara Brook, Women's Studies International Forum vol 13 no 3, 1990, P 275. 

71 Patricia Clarke, Australian Historical Studies, no 115 October 2000, p 376. 

72 Wheatley op cit 1989. 
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Wheatley fails to take into account Nettie's wide circle of English and 

European correspondents. Not all Australians were as well informed, or as 

well connected. 

Julie Wells, writing in Lilith: A Feminist History /ournaL73 welcomed the new 

publication: 

... Nettie herself was no mean stylist: the selections from her diary 

between 1925 and 1939 (originally published in 1949 [sic] as Fourteen 

Years) make fascinating reading, mingling personal reflections on 

landscapes and people with comment and critique of writers and their 

work. The 1930s were a particularly turbulent period for Australian 

writers and intellectuals. They were faced with challenges arising from 

the impact of the Depression, the rise of fascism in Europe and the 

spectre of World war Two. At the same time, many were trying to win 

support and validation for their own work in a society that remained on 

the whole disinterested. Nettie Palmer was at the heart of these struggles, 

and her diary entries provide fascinating insights into the history of 

Australian literature as well as the people involved in producing it. 

Nettie Palmer's writing thus straddles the 'division' between the private 

and public spheres. While it is an invaluable source for students of 

Australian literature and cultural history, 'reading between the lines' of 

this collection also raises some vital questions regarding the nature of 

women's writing and the conditions under which it is produced?4 

73 Wells op cit Spring 1989. 

74 ibid. 
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Whitlock and Bulbeck have noted Palmer's straddling of that division between 

private and public spheres: 

Traditional notions of 'woman's role' have been powerful shaping 

factors prod ueing particular configurations of women's intellectual 

work. Intellectual activity has not been an ivory tower within which 

women have been able to retreat from the confines and constraints of the 

female-feminine stereotypes... There is a twilight zone between being 

mother, daughter and/or wife and fully-paid employment appropriate 

to one's aspirations and talents ... Nettie Palmer's journal and letters cast 

some light on that 'twilight zone' of intellectual activity between the 

public and private spheres.75 

Marilyn Lake has also pointed out, regarding the nature of women's writing, 

"It is not surprising ... that many mothers took up writing - work which can 

be done at home and fitted into the 'odd spare hour' - the middle-class 

equivalent of piece-work",76 

Chris Wallace-Crabbe, reviewing Vivian Smith's selection in A ustraiian 

Literary Studies/77 found that the book: 

... has so far attracted precious little critical attention. This is astonishing 

to me. In a decade when women's texts and women's achievements are at 

last being placed in the foreground of the critical picture, Nettie Palmer 

should surely be given particular attention ... Remembering the brusque 

75 Whitlock and Bulbeck op cit 1988 pp 145-48. 
76 Marilyn Lake, 'Women and Work: What Is To Be Done?' Meanjin vo142 no 3, 

1983, P 380. 
77 Chris Wallace-Crabbe op cit 1989. 
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years of masculinism in Australian writing, I would lean to a '" feminist 

reading of her disadvantages as wife and mother, her inability to 

assemble a recognizable oeuvre in the privileged genres of poetry and 

fiction. 

Of Fourteen Years, he notes her: 

... strongly Protestant mistrust of surfaces. One feels this in the memorable 

encounters of Fourteen Years/ above all in those where she recognizes a 

kindred seriousness to which she can respond: in Henry Handel 

Richardson, in Havelock Ellis, in the Leavises. Yet she also persuades us to 

her capacity to capture these and other figures in mid-flight, to see and hear 

them dramatically... Fourteen Years is ... a model piece of compressed 

intellectual autobiography ... It testifies uniquely to the life of the mind. 78 

The reception of Fourteen Years from these many commentators, both public 

and private, reiterates Wallace-Crabbe's view of it as a testament to the life' of 

the mind. From Leslie Rees in 1949, who saw Fourteen Years as building 

/I towards a philosophy - and a very worthwhile statement of values in 

literature and life",79 to Jack Lindsay's recognition that the book subtly records 

cultural and economic changes in Australian society,80 to Julie Wells' claim 

that Palmer's writing "straddles the division between the private and public 

spheres",81 it is clear that the more astute responses to Fourteen Years 

recognize Palmer's real achievement. Her confident, one might say sometimes 

78 ibid. 
79 Leslie Rees/NP, NLA 1174/1/7668, 25 April 1949. 

80 Jack Lindsay op cit 1949. 

81 Julie Wells op cit 1989. 
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ruthless, editing and selecting of her material makes Fourteen Years into 

something more than a memoir. It is an autobiographical intellectual history, a 

work that moves away from mere memoir by its desire to show lithe profound 

unity of a life /I • 82 

For the Nettie Palmer revealed in Fourteen Years, that unity is achieved by 

judicious culling and reconstruction of material to show a woman who moves 

confidently and optimistically in the world, whether it be camping in a tent on 

Green Island, at an international conference in Paris, encouraging and 

appreciating other writers at home and abroad, and working assiduously at 

her profession while maintaining an accommodating literary partnership with 

her husband. The family life of the Palmers with their daughters is rarely 

glimpsed, and her political opinions suppressed or muted. Some of Palmer's 

hobby-horses are present in Fourteen Years, but so fluidly and expertly 

introduced that they run no risk of being ridden too hard. These include her 

belief that a country must actively honour its past, her appreciation of a 

distinctly Australian cultural life, her internationalist vision, her 

championship of Australian writing. This championship was not just of the 

prominent and successful, but also of provincial and regional histories, of the 

out-of-print and the unfashionable. 

82 Chris Wallace-Crabbe, I Autobiography', in Laurie Hergenhan ed, The Penguin 
New Literary History of Australia, Penguin, Ringwood 1988, P 560. 
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This study of the reception of Fourteen Years has shown that the book's two 

separate editions, forty years apart, elicited quite different responses. With the 

exception of Jack Lindsay, 1948 reviewers took the book at face value, and 

were more interested in the famous names that appeared in its pages than in 

Nettie Palmer's overall achievement. Yet there was more respect for Nettie in 

those earlier reviews: respect for her as a familiar writer (at least to 

Australians) who was seen as an independent contributor to an emerging 

Australian literary consciousness. Reviewers in 1948 knew liThe Palmers", but 

they also knew an independent Nettie as biographer and literary columnist, 

who travelled alone interstate on lecture tours,83 cheerfully left Vance behind 

in London when she attended the Writers' Congress in Paris in 1935, gave 

broadcasts and continued to work in her chosen fields. 

In 1988, reviewers of Fourteen Years were more appreciative of Palmer's 

intellectual achievement in producing an overview of Australia's cultural and 

literary history between 1925 and 1939. Yet their surprise in "discovering" such 

an excellent writer, whose work had been so neglected, led to the conclusion by 

most reviewers that this was due to Nettie devoting her life to Vance and his 

writing, abandoning her own talent in the process. While this is partly true 

(autres temps/ autres moeurs), it is disrespectful to the independent Nettie who 

pursued her talent with vigour and success. That her writing was less well 

83 eg to Tasmania in 1940; see Marjorie Barnard/VP, NLA MS 1174/1/5788, 10 

October 1940. 
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known in 1988 than it should have been is due to many other factors, some of 

which have been discussed at the opening of this chapter. 

Looking at all the responses to Fourteen Years from 1948 to 1988, it has been 

seen that the earlier limited edition received praise for its production values. 

Despite the depleted resources of the time, a handsome book resulted from the 

collaboration of writer and editor, project manager, printer and designer. 

As for the contents of Fourteen Years, it was warmly received and 

recommended in both 1948 and 1988. Criticisms were few and minor. Within 

both batches of reviews there was recognition that the book's seemingly 

haphazard entries built up to a portrait of the times, "knit firmly together by 

the mind of the writer". 84 If earlier reviewers missed the significance of the 

book's sweep, and the carefulness of its editing, and if some later reviewers 

tended to see the book through the lens of the feminist debates of the 1970s, all 

concur on the talent and skill of its writer and editor. If Palmer was somewhat 

disappointed by the superficiality of some of the 1948-1950 reviews of 

Fourteen Years/ she kept her disappointment to herself. The reviewers of 1988 

saw more clearly her place as an intellectual force, and Fourteen Years as "a 

model of compressed autobiography."B5 It is perhaps worth noting that the 

reviewers of the first edition were mostly literary figures, which may account 

for their concentration on contemporary literary figures mentioned in the text. 

84 Frank Dalby Davison/NP, NLA MSl174/1/7584, 13 Jan 1949. 
85 Wallace-Crabbe op cit 1988. 
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Reviewers of the reissued text are mostly scholars, and this is reflected in the 

way they, too, reviewed Fourteen Years. 

Conclusion 

Nettie Palmer's Fourteen Years has long been acknowledged as the major 

publication of the small Melbourne publishing house, Meanjin Press. This 

thesis has shown, by means of personal correspondence and archived business 

papers, that it was instead a self-published book, which used the imprint and 

infrastructure of the Meanjin Press. It has also shown that Nettie and Vance 

Palmer's literary partnership, once thought to be damaging to Nettie's career 

while advantageous to Vance'sl was instead a balanced and collaborative 

relationship. 

In briefly discussing some of the sources of Fourteen Years" this thesis has 

shown that rather than "extracts from a private journal", the book is 

constructed from many more sources than has been previously 

acknowledged.86 While these sources are only briefly mentioned here, I will 

be making use of them in further study: a detailed examination of the sources, 

and the changes made to them, in the production of Fourteen Years. 

86 While these sources are only briefly mentioned here, I will be making use of 
them in further study: a detailed examination of the sources, and the changes 
made to them, in the production of Fourteen Years. 
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In Chapter One of this thesis, the background to Fourteen Years was filled in. 

This background includes a short biography of Nettie PalmerI outlining her 

intellectual achievements and concerns, and her marriage to the writer Vance 

Palmer. The inclusion of that material contributes to a more informed reading 

of what follows, especially as it details Palmer's concerns for Australian 

culhuallife, and her attempts to support the legitimacy of this cotmtry having 

a cultural personality of its own. In the same chapter, a brief overview of the 

problems of the mainstream Australian publishing industry of the time l and of 

some contemporary private press and self-publishing activity, puts Nettie 

Palmer's experiences in publishing Fourteen Years in context. 

Chapter One has also reviewed the available literature, which includes studies 

of Nettie Palmer as literary journalist, as networker and arbiter l as political 

being and as public voice, woman and Australian. In what can be seen as a 

continuous process, each study builds on past work while pursuing new and 

different views of Nettie Palmer. These aspects of her persona can be used 

alongside the more general biographical material in approaching and 

understanding the woman presented in Fourteen Years. 

Chapter Two studied two major themes in the genesis and construction of 

Fourteen Years. The first was the book's intellectual history. By using the 

Palmer's private correspondence and Nettie Palmer's work diaries, I have 

argued that Vance Palmer made an important contribution to the arrangement 
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of the pre-publication material. This section of the thesis also looks at some of 

the book's sources, thus indicating the extent of the editing task. 

The second theme of Chapter Two was the production history of Fourteen 

Years/ a history that is marred by communication breakdowns and 

misunderstandings. Using correspondence between consulting editor Clem 

Christesen and both Vance and Nettie Palmer, as well as business records 

from the Meanjin Archive, I have shown that while the Palmers were familiar 

with the publishing trade as authors, they struggled to cope with the project 

management required for self-publication. Chapter Two then briefly examines 

what remains of sales records for Fourteen Years, and concludes that despite 

the muddle and confusion surrounding the book's production, the Palmers 

made a profit on the publication. 

Chapter Three concluded this thesis with a study of the critical reception of 

Fourteen Years by both Nettie Palmer's personal correspondents and by 

professional critics. In looking at reviews of both editions of the book, 

published forty years apart, the chapter shows that many factors were at work 

in the diminution of Nettie Palmer's reputation in the years between those 

editions. It also shows that critics responded to both the aspects of Fourteen 

Years outlined in Chapter Two: its intellectual history, and its production 
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history.87 Although Nettie Palmer did not live to see the reviews of 1988, she 

would have been pleased with their acknowledgement of her intellectual 

achievement, her contributions to Australian cultural life, and the struggle 

demanded by both. 

At the thne of writing, Palmer studies under way include the continuing work 

of Deborah Jordan, Maryanne Dever and Garry Kinnane.88 Adam Carr's thesis 

is a valuable addition to the field, and Sydney publishers Halstead Press have 

a new, facsimile edition of Fourteen Years in train.89 

It must not be thought that the history of Fourteen Years ends with its 

reception by critics, or with the closing of the book account, or with the 

final sales figures. The reception of a book may have an influence on other 

writers, on commissioning editors, or on the author's next work; indeed 

Nettie Palmer began work on a sequel to be called 'Next Fourteen Years/.90 

In using a model such as The Life-Cycle of the Book,91 it can be seen that 

following a book's reception, its preservation (in libraries, archives or 

87 The initial reviews considered the handsome production values of the 1948 
edition, but these were not relevant for the 1988 paperback. 

88 Deborah Jordan is researching a biographical work to follow her Nettie Palmer: 
Search for an Aesthetic;- which detailed Palmer's life and work to 1920. 
Maryanne Dever is working Marjorie Barnard's correspondence with Palmer, 
and Garry Kinnane is researching a projected joint biography of Vance and 
Nettie Palmer. 

89 Information from Neil James, publisher at the Halstead Press. 

90 NLA MS1174/17/11-13. It was never published. 

91 See Appendix D. 
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private collections) can lead back to publication. This happened with 

Fourteen Years when Vivian Smith republished it in facsimile with other of 

Palmer's writings in his 1988 Nettie Palmer. 

Did Fourteen Years inspire the publication of similar journals or diaries by 

other writers? It is difficult to think of any truly comparable examples, 

perhaps testament to the originality of Palmer's concept of using multiple 

sources for Fourteen Years. This kept her prose fresh, allowing changes of tone 

and rhythm that would have been difficult had her book been true 'extracts 

from a private journal'. 

The Life-Cycle of the Book is surrotmded by and operates within the cultural 

forces and conditions and conflicts of a society, and includes economic, 

intellectual and political forces. Books at all stages of the cycle - conception, 

writing, publishing and so on - are affected by this context} which is both the core 

and the circumference of the model: just as the book itself cannot be disentangled 

from the context in which it exists, neither can the events of its cycle. In the case of 

Fourteen Years, the context of a renewed interest in women writers of the 1920s 

and 19308 and a strong Australian publishing industry meant that University of 

Queensland Press saw an audience for Vivian Smith's Nettie Palmer in 1988.92 

92 UQP sales figures for 1988 are archived at the Fryer Library and were outside 
the scope of this study. However the publisher Craig Munro writes that: "The ... 
computer system tells us that 1428 copies ... out of a probable print run of 2000 
[were sold]. There would also have been some direct sales from UQPs own sales 
department at St Lucia: maybe 50-100 - making a grand total of 1500 sales with 
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What has been learned in the process of writing this thesis on Nettie Palmer 

and Fourteen Years? Some previously unknown facts, such as that Fourteen 

Years was a self-published work, and that despite a chaotic distribution 

program, the Palmers made money from the project. Other less tangible 

findings are more interesting, the primary lesson being the revelation through 

letters and diaries that the Palmers' working relationship was collaborative 

and supportive. 

Once the balanced nature of Vance and Nettie Palmers' literary partnership is 

accepted, other issues emerge. I have mentioned works that deplore the 

sacrificing of Palmer's creative gifts to her husband's needs; works where 

"creative" denotes fiction and poetry. In the course of this study I found no 

evidence that Palmer had ever wanted to write novels. Her poetic talent was 

slight. Conversely, there is evidence that, rather than sacrificing her gifts, she 

determinedly developed them in the non-fiction fields of biography, essay-

writing and literary criticism. She did this within a literary partnership that 

moved easily between solitary independent work and collaborative work. 

The view of Nettie Palmer as meek handmaiden to Vance does her a 

disservice, and downgrades her achievements. The genres she chose as her 

another 100 or so given away for review etc. The residue of 400 would have 
been remaindered sometime during the mid to late 1990s. On balance, this title 
would probably have broken even for UQP, though at 600 pages the printing 
costs alone would have been relatively high for a perfect-bound paperback on 
cheap paper ($8-10,000 perhaps)." Craig Munro to the author, email 6 June 
2002. 
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own dictate that much of her work remains uncollected; that is no reason to 

under-rate it. As for that nebulous II creativity" I fiction-writing is not the only 

creative activity in the house of serious literature. The creativity that Nettie 

Palmer is accused of neglecting is happily demonstrated in Fourteen Years. 
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APPENDIX A 

CIRCULAR and attached ORDER FORM 

for FOURTEEN YEARS 

Actual order form obscured for reasons of privacy on advice of Baillieu Library 

FOURTEEN YEARS 
Extracts from a PritJate Journal 

Nettie Palmer 

FOURTEEN YEARS will be published in an edition limited to live 
hundred copies, numbered and signed by the author, and decorated with 
wood-engravings by Verdon Morcom. It will be set in Fairfield 12 pomt 
type face and printed on Strathmore Text paper. Royal Bvo. Bound in 
quarter-hide, canvas sides, headbanded, gold titled. 

---------------------~,-------------------- A 

ORDER FORM cg.~ 
The Meanjin Press, ~ 
34 Lonsdale Street,~· 
Melbourne, C.l. ftJ}' 
I WISH to subscribe to the limited edition of FO'krteen Years, by Nettie Palmet, 
and enclose the subscription fee of Two Guineas. 
"d..l~~ ... ___ .. ~ ...... ' ... _ ...... -.. ... _ ....... _ ... .-.. __ •• _. __ ... _ ... " ,_ ... __ •• , .. , .... ~ .. _~ __ ..... _."" ......... ",".~""- .• ",, .. - ..... -~~'.--. 'If"-' 

177 



APPENDIX B 

Meanjin Press Memos from Clem Christesen 

Baillieu Library Meanjin Archive 1/2/121 

Fourteen Years blurb sent to: Napier Waller, Mrs Ken Myer, Henry Finlay 

(Education Section, Immigration Centre Bathurst) Australian Book Society, Dr 

.Mulk Raj Anand, Rosemary Dobson. 

Order forms sent to: Miss Rella Hoffman NZ, Jess Whitworth Qld, Professor 

Ernest Beaglehole Victoria University College NZ, Arnold Goodwin WEA 

Auckland NZ, David Hall CAE Otago NZ, George Swan, repertory Theatre 

Society Wellington NZ. 

Copies to [unclear whether these are ordered copies or complimentary copies]: 

Mr James McGain, Miss Raelnond Alain, The Honorable the Prime Minister, 

Sir Charles Lowe, Bernard Smith, Mrs A Fiaschi, Miss Lilian Foley (Librarian, 

Australian News and Information Office New York), Norman Lindsay, Jack 

Lindsay, Dr J Campbell South Australia, Kenneth Bradshaw Balliol College 

Oxford, Professor Musgrove University College Auckland NZ. 
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APPENDIX C 

ADVERTISEMENT FOR FOURTEEN YEARS 

Source: Meanjin vol 9 no 2, 1950 

FOURTEEN l'EARS 
E"(/rtlclr from (l Pnvate journal 

Nettie Pa.lmer 

l' 'HIS book cOllsi~ts nl' eXlrilCI.~ lrom a privillt) journal. kept inte:rmittentLr over 
. tbe years, the 5uppkmc:nt of' u <lav-to-d"v laclllul dhny. The periOll co"ered 
: is {rom 1925 to the hcgilllljl\~ or the last "'fll. No part or it \'Ill/! intended for lhe 

gtner<ll reader ill lhe: first place; it lI'il~ meant :l.~ ~ record for the l.Iutho\"1j family 
illd'TII:l'haps. olle (II 1\\'0 frkm\.~: hili. 10 'lll()fe: tront her pref:l(;c. "as one grows 
old!:). the sense or wlml h per~()llal and intima.te become" relaxed," Thcn~ j~ jtlfi' 
rificatlon for plthli~hing the hoCl\.. in semi-public tOTm, The~e (.'()nver~ntl()n~. 
fketches Qr people and places. comments. CXlrl.\Ctli lrOln le!tlen,. illuminate "ot only 

· ~he developmellt (If A\1~traliatl writing. bill sOlUe pha~e~ ot our 500n\ history. 

· Pourtt:clI 1'r.(lt.~ ha, becn puhlished in :m edition limited tn five hUtldrel~ COpid. 
mtmhered ann ~i~nf:d hy lhe allthor. llnd decOr/Heel with wood-en,,'lilYingR h)' Ver· 
<dlln Morcom. Set in Fairridd 12·point t,·pc fncc nnd printed (lll Smnhmorc Text 
.wper. Royal Bvo. Hound in qu:lTter.hid<:, canvas sides, headbanded, gold titled. 

Send the ~\lbscrlrliC)n ot T,,,o Gujllca~ [0 The Mea.njin Press, lInivct1l11Y of 'Mel· 
·btllHnC, Carlton, N~. ViclUria. P!ealic add exchange to coUntry and interstate 
tbequea. 

· THE MEANJIN PRESS MELBOURNE 
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25.12.1948 

26.12.1948 

26.12.1948 

28.12.1948 

31.12.1948 

01.01.1949 

01.01.1949 

04.01.1949 

11.01.1949 

13.01.1949 

14.01.1949 

18.01.1949 

31.01.1949 

14.02.1949 

18.02.1949 

19.02.1949 

nd 

APPENDIX D 

Appreciative letters on the publication of 

Fourteen Years received by Nettie Palmer 

NLA MS1174/1/7350-7910 

Ernest and Bertha Kirsner /7566 

Kate Baker /7557 

Bertram and Billie Higgins/7479 

Judah and Hyrell Waten/7560 

Marjorie Barnard/7566 

(7) Johnston/7568 

Perceval Serle/7570 

Enid Moodie Heddle/7350 

AA Philips/7581 

Frank Dalby Davison/7584 

Beatrice Davis/7355 

JP (Pat) Lowy /7587 

Esther Levy /7374 

Beatrice Fowler /7602 

Telegram from Hugh McCrae/7606 

Marjorie Barnard/7607 

letter from Hugh McCrae/7609 
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24.02.1949 

24.02.1949 

10.03.1949 

18.03.1948 

19.03.1949 

22.03.1949 

23.03.1949 

27.03.1949 

31.03.1949 

09.04.1949 

25.04.1949 

09.05.1949 

28.05.1949 

22.06.1949 

'July'1949 

19.08.1949 

27.08.1949 

11.09.1949 

25.10.1950 

Dorothy Fitzpatrick/7613 

Leonard Mann/7614 

Frank Dalby Davison relays thanks from James Meagher/7630 

Flora Eldershaw / 7388 

Marion I-Iunter, president Adam Lindsay Gordon 

Society / 7635 

EL McConnell (sister of Alan Marshall)/7411 

Guido Baracchi/7638 

Mary Kernot/7647 

Guido Barrachi/7657 

Mary Miller (Durack) /7658 

Leslie Rees / 7668 

Katharine Susannah Prichard/7672 

Miles Franklin/7677 

EV Stevens/7712 

Christian Jolie Smith/7439 

Douglas Stewart/7733 

Alan Ashbolt/7735 

Kenneth McQueen/7739 

Mention and thanks in a PS from Hartley Grattan/7910 
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