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Introduction



I

Families are societies in miniature. Generation by generation they cling to the hope that they might function more smoothly than society in general, but the small scale which seems to make this possible is often the means by which their efforts are thwarted. Opportunities for understanding breed a desire for discretion; similarities provoke jealousies; and differences create incomprehension. The instinct for coherence and harmony is repeatedly sabotaged by the wish for variety and change – a wish which is fired as much by intrinsic domestic tensions as it is by developments in the world at large. The difficulties thus created form a truth which can be universally acknowledged: rows and restlessness are inseparable from tenderness and the yearning for stability.

Philip Larkin, in his poem ‘This Be The Verse’, makes the point with famous bluntness. ‘They fuck you up, your Mum and Dad’, he begins, speaking for children who realise that parents visit on their offsprings’ heads the things which they suffered themselves when young. Unhappy families, Larkin goes on to say, are unhappy at least in part because their consciences prevent them from readily pinning blame on each other. They cannot easily make an assuaging condemnation, but must settle, instead, for distress which can only be ended by refusing even the possibility of improvement:



Man hands on misery to man.

   It deepens like a coastal shelf.

Get out as early as you can,

   And don’t have any kids yourself.





The Lambert family conforms closely to Larkin’s fatalistic model. Although its several generations spent comparatively little of their short lives in each other’s company, each child inherited – and exacerbated – the conditions and characteristics which had blighted his parents. If their story were simply an account of accumulating misery and early death, it would hardly be worth extended treatment. In fact, their unhappiness was an inspiration and a controlling energy. The qualities which made them feckless and unreliable at home made them inventive and exciting away from it, and thrust them into the front rank of the various artistic and social worlds to which they aspired.

George Washington Lambert (1873–1930) was born in St Petersburg, Russia, of an American father, and after a peripatetic childhood which included a period working as a jackaroo in the outback of New South Wales, became the most famous Australian painter of his day. During his time in London in the early years of this century he was acknowledged to be one of the leading lights of the belle époque, and as an Official War Artist in Palestine and Gallipoli during the First World War he recorded the heroism and suffering of the Australian Imperial Forces more memorably than any of his contemporaries. During his final decade in Sydney in the 1920s he became the keeper of Australia’s artistic conscience.

George’s elder son Maurice (1901–64) became a distinguished sculptor and R.A., although his achievement does not make him worthy to be considered here in the same detail as other members of his family. George’s younger son Constant (1905–51) became one of England’s most important twentieth-century composers and conductors, and a pioneering exponent of jazz techniques. When only twenty-one he was commissioned by Diaghilev to write a ballet for the Ballets Russes, and later, as musical director of the Sadler’s Wells Ballet, he did more than all but a handful of others to establish and cultivate the tradition of dance in England. His fame as a wit and bon viveur matched his celebrity as a musician. Amusing, hard-drinking and iconoclastic (Anthony Powell used him as the model for Hugh Moreland in A Dance to the Music of Time), he was a central figure in Fitzrovian London, and its most articulate arbiter of taste.

Constant’s son Kit (1935–81), after a chaotic early life – which included, among several bizarre episodes, a disastrous attempt to travel down the longest undescended river in the world, in Brazil – discovered and then managed one of the most successful bands in the history of rock and roll: The Who. He founded the first influential independent record label, Track; was Pete Townshend’s ‘Svengali’; owned a Palazzo in Venice; and spent ten years on heroin. His life dramatically crystallised the Lamberts’ ability to create sensational achievements and astonishing catastrophes.

Anyone contemplating the extraordinary lives of these three men, and their extraordinary achievements, is bound to ask themselves why the family is not better known. The question is easiest to answer when applied to Kit. The work that he did to create The Who was prodigiously successful, but it is the fate of rock and roll managers to attract less attention than performers. Indeed, it was an essential part of Kit’s function to make the members of his band seem autonomous, rather than dependent on his manipulation and promotion. Although the rock and roll fraternity have always acknowledged his importance, it has not been widely recognised by the public at large. For the fame that he brought The Who, for the help that he gave Pete Townshend, and for the drama of his life, Kit deserves to be as much of a household name as Brian Epstein.

Constant and George have fallen into relative obscurity for more complicated reasons. As far as Constant is concerned, there is – as there is for Kit – at least one practical explanation. The enormously influential work that he did for English ballet (as a conductor, arranger and musical director) has dropped from sight as repertoires have changed and the generation of dancers who knew him have retired or died. Like Kit, he has paid the price for being ‘a figure behind the scenes’. His fame as a composer, too, has declined steadily since the 1930s and is now eclipsed – among English musicians – by William Walton, Benjamin Britten and Michael Tippett. Why this should have happened is discussed in the following pages – but it is worth saying at the outset that his fate is not a just one. Constant was not a great composer, but he was pioneering and influential. His music brilliantly distilled the chic, jazzy, metropolitan mood of England in the 1920s and 1930s. In doing so it brought him celebrity among his contemporaries, and condemned him to suffer neglect when times and tastes changed. Now, with the benefit of a long historical perspective, we are able to evaluate his work more objectively, and to give him the praise that he earned.

George’s fall from the public eye is more spectacular than his son’s and grandson’s. In England, at least, the reasons are not hard to find: very few of his paintings survive here, and those that do are in private collections. In Australia, where a great deal of his work is on permanent display in major galleries, his neglect has more to do with matters of contemporary artistic opinion than his intrinsic qualities. Since George’s death, Australian art critics have tended to favour modernist, abstract works, and to frown on representational ‘old-fashioned’ ones. George typifies all that is disparaged: his paintings are academic, patrician and European in their references. He was no more a great artist than Constant was a great composer, but he was both a better and a different painter than his existing reputation suggests.

Critical reappraisal, then, is one of the principal justifications for this book. Other justifications are of a more obviously human kind. In their day, George, Constant and Kit were greatly admired for their wit and theatrical flair, and greatly pitied for their self-destructiveness and tragically early deaths. The comedy and drama of their lives – and their sadness – deserve to be remembered. Furthermore, the careers of all three men shed a clear light on their fascinating times and their (often famous) contemporaries. To investigate the family is to contemplate a compelling human document and to watch the evolution of most of the major arts through the course of this century. The Lamberts themselves took pride in being able to talk knowledgeably about arts other than the one which occupied them most, and anyone telling their history has to encompass a huge range of reference. Admitting this is a way of paying tribute to their diversity, and so is recognising the other difficulties of doing them justice. As well as illustrating with great clarity the fact that most families are tangled networks of loyalty, deceit, contradiction and love, the Lamberts scattered themselves (and therefore information about themselves) energetically around the world, and also helped to shape – and fell victim to – enormously different social, cultural and individual pressures.

These pressures produce at least two paradoxes which are crucial to the biographer. The first concerns the women in the Lamberts’ story, and George’s wife, Amy (1872–1964) in particular. She was expected by her husband to play as self-denying a role as other women of her age and class, but was lured by George’s professional and emotional demands into a life which was neither entirely subservient nor fully independent. As her years advanced, shifting attitudes loosened but did not completely dissolve her constraints. Denied a self-contained function in the wider world, she could only strengthen her voice within the family: the submissive wife became a domineering mother and finally a well-meaning but iron-willed grandmother. These roles never allowed her part in the family’s achievements to be properly acknowledged. As a result, the story of George’s, Constant’s and Kit’s success always seemed to revolve, as it seems to still, round someone they were anxious to keep hidden or actually to escape. The Lamberts is a book about men, but one held together by the lives of women who were allowed to show little sign or to leave much evidence of their own importance.

The other paradox is more humdrum. In a narrative which covers as much ground and time as this one, it would be reasonable to suppose that its facts might be more easily determined as it approaches the present. The reverse is true. George, because he was celebrated and because he spent considerable amounts of time away from home, was written about a great deal and also kept up a voluminous correspondence with his wife. Large quantities of information about him survive. Kit, on the other hand, wrote very few letters (most of which have disappeared), communicated almost entirely by telephone, and was, anyway, debilitated by drugs and drink for much of his final decade. It is a curious feature of the family, and of the ages through which it lived, that its recent history is, in certain respects, more obscure than its remote past.

II

Beyond George is silence of quite another sort from that which enveloped Kit’s last years. It is still possible to establish the sequence and circumstances of Kit’s life, even at its most shambolic, by interviewing his friends and associates. But the lives of his distant forebears are undeviatingly fugitive and enjoy only a flickering, intermittent career in records offices and family archives. George – who was born in 1873 shortly after his father’s death – kept so nearly absolute a silence about his background that it is hard not to suspect indifference or even embarrassment. He did once admit that ‘some of my ancestors came from Scandinavia, via the north of England’, but he took no concerted interest in establishing a precise pedigree.

This is understandable, in view of the fact that the origins of the name ‘Lambert’ are confusingly diverse. As ‘Lambeth’, ‘Lambard’, ‘Lamburd’, ‘Lamberth’ and ‘Lambert’ it is found throughout Scandinavia, England, France and Germany. In its several forms, the name is still ubiquitous in all these countries, and by the early eighteenth century it was common in America too, introduced there by numerous early settlers. It was during the eighteenth century that George’s branch of the family emigrated to America from their home near Halifax, Yorkshire, for reasons that can no longer be definitely established. But since we know that they settled near the port of Baltimore, in Maryland, it is easy to imagine that they were attracted by the district’s opportunities for trade. Their interests and their names are lost to us now; it is only in the first quarter of the nineteenth century, with the marriage of Cornelius Lambert to Rosa Smith that the picture begins to clarify. (Kit, a devotee of the Babar stories, would have enjoyed his great-great-grandfather’s name, had he known it.)

Cornelius and Rosa had five children. The eldest, George Washington (Senior) was born in 1833 and christened to prove that the family were good citizens of the new world in general (the year of his birth was the centenary of George Washington’s birth), and of Maryland in particular: Baltimore has a large statue of Washington at its centre. Like his brother William and his sisters, Elizabeth, Emma (who died aged sixteen) and Rosa, George remains a shadowy figure until his early manhood. The district in which he lived gave him an ample choice of careers. Although the family seems to have been brought up in the small town of New Windsor (population then 400) in Carroll County, Baltimore was only twenty-eight miles away and therefore within comparatively easy reach of international news (via the port) and sophisticated urban pleasures. When Fanny Trollope visited Baltimore in the mid-century, she found


one of the handsomest cities to approach in the Union. The noble column erected to the memory of Washington, and the Catholic cathedral, with its beautiful dome, being built on a commanding eminence, are seen at a great distance. As you draw nearer, many other domes and towers become visible, and as you enter Baltimore Street, you feel that you are arrived in a handsome and populous city.



Baltimore’s prestige depended largely on its status as a railway town. The Baltimore and Ohio Railroad was the first chartered and fully organised railroad company in America, was incorporated by an act of the Maryland legislature on 28 February 1827, and completed its first connecting line with the capital, Washington, in 1835. Once this initial structure had been created, and its value proven, expansion followed very speedily. The Western Maryland Railroad, for instance, also connecting Baltimore with Washington, was chartered in January 1852, and reached the Potomac River in 1873. So fast and furious was the company’s growth – there were 8,590 miles of rail laid in America by 1850, 30,794 miles by 1860 – that had it not been restrained during the Presidency of John W. Garrett, and stabilised by its usefulness in the Civil War, its extent would have disastrously outstripped the demands made on it.

The effect of the railroad was dynamic. George Lambert, according to company records, was one of thousands to be attracted by the opportunities it offered for work and adventure. By 1855, when he was twenty-three, he had moved from New Windsor to Baltimore, and was enrolled with the Baltimore and Ohio as a machinist (that is, working in the shop, not on the track) for a wage of $1.72 a day. The city archives give no indication of his accommodation, and while he must have spent most of his time in Baltimore itself, he also had good reasons for returning regularly to New Windsor. The registration of his first marriage, to Mary M. Harman on 20 October 1859, tells us that he still considered New Windsor his home.

George’s marriage, like his employment by the Baltimore and Ohio, are isolated rocks of fact in a sea of supposition. Except that Mary died young we know nothing about her, just as we can glean no hint of George’s work or personality from the records of the Baltimore and Ohio. It is not until the outbreak of the Civil War that he is again caught up in a bureaucracy which gives some clear shape to his career. Baltimore’s role in the Civil War was uniquely important, partly because its railways provided an essential means of transport and partly because its geographical and trading position put it exactly and vulnerably on a line between the conflicting interests of north and south. The state itself, and many individual families, were painfully divided in their loyalties. The Lamberts were no exception. George’s brother William declared for the Confederates and became a private in K Company of the First Virginia Cavalry; George himself was mustered into I Company of the (Unionist) Coles Independent Maryland Cavalry on 22 March 1864, by a Captain Offley, in Baltimore. There is no explanation as to why he was enrolled so late in the war – his eventual enlistment was probably a response to the President’s appeal for 500,000 new recruits on 1 February 1864 – and only the obvious geographical reason for his joining Coles Cavalry: it was comprised entirely of men from his neighbourhood, among them, no doubt, some of his friends and relations (a Sergeant Adam Lambert was mustered the day after George).

Coles Cavalry had a distinguished record. It had been formed under its commanding. officer, Henry A. Cole, in August and November 1861, and three years later its initial composition of three companies (which had served as a battalion) was expanded to twelve. Shortly after George joined, the Cavalry – in which every man was mounted – joined General David Hunter at Piedmont, Virginia, on 5 June and won what its official historian called a ‘splendid victory’. A month later, after a series of skirmishes, Cole’s men encountered troops advancing under the command of the Confederate General Early, who was attempting to capture Washington, and retreated to the Kanawha Valley. When they were joined by the Sixth and Nineteenth Army Corps, they engaged and defeated Early’s men and pursued them southwards. As soon as victory seemed secure, the Sixth and Nineteenth Army Corps returned to Washington, leaving Coles Cavalry with the Army of West Virginia at Winchester. In July they weathered several fresh attacks by Early’s troops, and were compelled to retreat the following month under heavy shelling into the Blue Ridge Mountains. When Early was eventually seen off by General Sheridan’s forces, Coles Cavalry moved – in the mid-winter of 1864 – to Western Virginia for duty against General John Moshy’s Partisans, where they served until the end of the war.

Army records give only the simplest outline of the careers of lowly soldiers, and it is impossible to do more than infer most of George’s activities in the war. But even the sketchiest historical records differ radically from the stories later told by his family. Both Constant and Kit were wont to say that George had a successful military career, and fought at the battle of Gettysburg. In fact George was enlisted eight months after Gettysburg, and the surviving details of his service life are comically unglamorous. At his mustering in as a corporal on 22 March 1864, he is described as a blue-eyed, fair-complexioned, sandy-haired, five foot seven-and-a-half inch tall ‘bricklayer’ (this was a mis-transcription of ‘bridgelayer’ which is the correct occupation given at his mustering out). Subsequent references to him paint a picture of disobedience which would have appealed strongly to his great-grandson. On 12 April 1864 he was ‘reduced to ranks’, on 30 April he was simply ‘present’, on 1 May he was again ‘reduced to ranks’, and on 15 September, at Sandy Hook, he deserted – only to be arrested a week later at Frederick. At his mustering out, on 28 June 1865, he was ‘considered a straggler’.

Clearly George was a reluctant soldier, but as soon as the Civil War ended he returned to his job with the Baltimore and Ohio, where his career prospered. Constant and Kit were to boast that they were descended from the inventor of ‘the Lambert Shoe’ (a brake for trains) and ‘the Lambert Wet Sander’ — the stories varied. If George did indeed have a hand in developing a new braking system, it was likely to have been the Westinghouse automatic air brake, which was worked by a steam pump mounted on the locomotive – likely because the company which pioneered it had offices not only in America but in St Petersburg, where George spent the last years of his life.

Compared to England and America, Russia was slow to develop a railway system, and looked to foreign examples for ideas and assistance. The Baltimore and Ohio was intimately involved. In 1828 in Baltimore the engineer Ross Winans had devised a truck axle which, by moving with the wheels, dramatically reduced friction and improved performance. The Russian ambassador to Washington, Baron Krudener, was so impressed that he sent a model of one of Winans’ new trucks to the Czar in St Petersburg, with the result that Winans’ sons Thomas and William – also engineers – were invited to superintend the installation of the earliest Russian railways. Their first task was to build the line connecting St Petersburg to Moscow, and to do this they brought with them a large number of Americans to staff the locomotive works. (By a pleasing coincidence – in view of the fact that George’s son, the painter, was to be born in St Petersburg – the American appointed to manage their operation was James McNeill Whistler’s father.)

Once Russia had decided to develop railways at all, it did so with the same zeal that other countries had already shown. In the state factory near St Petersburg Whistler oversaw the production of 162 twenty-five ton engines, 2,500 freight cars and 70 passenger cars in the first years of his incumbency. The St Petersburg to Moscow line opened in 1851, only ten years after the commission to study its feasibility had been set up, and it immediately became the model for one of the largest national rail networks in the world. By the late 1870s, fifty-three independent Russian railway companies were in operation.

It is impossible to establish the exact date of George’s departure for Russia. We know only that he went to St Petersburg in the late 1860s, as part of the Baltimore and Ohio contingent, and that his freedom to do so was increased by the death in Baltimore of his first wife. They had no children. The city he encountered on arrival was a romantic contrast of hardship and elegance. It was cold, isolated and damp – it had been built by Peter the Great on a swamp – and was subject to disastrous flooding by the River Neva. It could pride itself on being a city designed to display an emperor in the most resplendent fashion – it was the court capital and the Czar was based there – and yet could also seem dauntingly crude. Even by the end of the century, its luxuries were notoriously compromised. Lord Frederick Hamilton, an English diplomat stationed there shortly before the Revolution, wrote:


I had pictured St Petersburg to myself as a second Paris, a city glittering with light and colour, but conceived on an infinitely more grandiose scale … The atrociously uneven pavements, the general untidiness, the broad thoroughfares empty except for a lumbering cart or two, the absence of foot passengers, and the low cotton wool sky, all this gave the effect of unutterable dreariness.



George’s time in St Petersburg coincided with the beginning of the outstanding period for Russian railway building. Between 1866 and 1900 the extent of common carrier rail increased from 5,000 kilometres to 53,200 kilometres – the most intense activity being between 1866 and 1877. In these eleven years 19,000 kilometres of track were built, most of them radiating from St Petersburg, Moscow, or the grain areas. George, as an engineer, would have spent a certain amount of his time in the St Petersburg factories, but the few glimpses of him that history now gives us also suggest that his job allowed him to travel a good deal – round Russia to supervise developments, and to England on several occasions to consult engineers. He also seems to have made the most of his free time: a distant collateral relative, living in America, still has a permit granting George the right to hunt on the estate of a Russian prince outside St Petersburg-where his experiences in a cavalry regiment presumably stood him in good stead. We also know that the various organisations involved in building the railways formed a coherent and mutually supportive community, and that among this community George met his second wife, Annie, the only child of Thomas Firth, an engineer from Yorkshire, who was the head of an English construction company in St Petersburg.

Annie Firth was only twenty when she married George in 1868 (he was thirty-five) and the five years of their life together seem to have allowed her little time for more than having babies and looking after them. She had three daughters in quick succession (Rose, Elizabeth and Sadie), and then, on 13 September 1873, a son, christened George Washington Thomas. The boy’s names were chosen not simply to honour his father, but to commemorate him. Two months earlier, in July, George Washington Lambert senior had died of heart failure while on a visit to London with his wife. Several years later, when Annie wrote to one of his sisters to commiserate about the death of his mother, she dovetailed the two scenes: ‘I could too well realise how great was her suffering and how you all must have suffered to see hers for it was just like poor George’s last sufferings no rest day or night from pain and shortness of breath. I trust dear mother’s final struggle with mortality was as quiet as her poor dear boy’s.’ George was buried in Brompton Cemetery, where his headstone records only the barest facts of his life: ‘Sacred to the Memory of George Washington Lambert, of Baltimore, USA, who died in London 25 July 1873, aged 40 years.’

Short as it was, and obscure as it has become, George’s life anticipated several of the interests and characteristics which were adopted or adapted by his descendants. His skill as an engineer, for instance, was to be transmuted into a passion for artistic technique, and his truculence as a soldier was developed – particularly by Kit – into a hatred of conformity and regulation. These things alone are sufficient justification for beginning a story of definite achievements with an account of a life which has to depend greatly on guesswork for its surviving shape. Although we can now only see George darkly, he is clear enough to seem a suitable and sympathetic founding father of an extraordinary dynasty. Like his son, grandson and great-grandson, he was adventurous in his ideas and his travels, wide ranging in his experience, and rebellious in his individuality. Moreover, his work for the railways showed an ability to match his own interests to developments in the world at large. Like his descendants he died tragically young, but – like them too – he both reflected and helped to create the spirit of the age in which he lived.











PART I

George














One




I know little of my father, for I am a posthumous son, born a month [sic] after his death – though I do not accuse this fact of giving me what is called the artistic instinct. My mother, with that carelessness about domestic details which characterises the wives of pioneering engineers, gave birth to me in St Petersburg. She apologised to me for years without cause or reason.



George Lambert’s few references to his earliest days adopt a tone which is both throwaway and proud. Throughout his life he took pleasure in being – technically speaking – of no legally defined nationality, and in seeming independent of particular people and places. Yet he relished the fact that his father was a ‘pioneer’ (and saw himself as similarly intrepid), and was pleased to have been born somewhere as romantic as St Petersburg. Although he was only two when he left Russia, he was able to remember ‘vast white fields, a frozen river’, and ‘a train in a cage’. This train was in fact a model of Stephenson’s ‘Rocket’ in his father’s factory.

When his widowed mother Annie returned from London to Russia the month before George was born, she took her three children to live in her parents’ house. George was born there on 13 September 1873, and christened ten days later at the British-American Congregational church by the minister, James Key. Annie’s widowhood made her completely reliant on her parents, and while they seem always to have had her best interests at heart, their life was relentlessly nomadic. When her father left Russia two years later, to take up the job of director of the locomotive works at Esslingen, Württemberg, in Germany, she gathered up her brood and followed him.

In the account of George’s life written in 1938 by his widow Amy, the six years that George spent in Esslingen comprised ‘a carefree and picturesque experience. Music and his mother’s singing, woodland wanderings in company with the family, country fairs, market places, dogs and flowers, satisfied more fully than was possible later the restless cravings of his developing interests.’ George himself said nothing about these apparently idyllic days, but according to one of his mother’s few surviving letters, they were spent in style. Thomas Firth rented ‘an old castle’ (Schloss Hohenkrenz) ‘on the summit of a hill in the midst of vineyards and orchards’, installed his daughter, her children and their nurse, and left them to enjoy themselves. ‘The castle,’ Annie wrote, 


is not much like one, having no tower or turret or battlements. It looks more like an old-fashioned squire’s house. There are several barns, stables and buildings surrounding it. The castle is in the centre building three storeys high with a large gravelled square or courtyard, with a fountain in the centre and grass and flowers around. Iron railings in front, the big iron entrance gates at one corner and on one side an entrance into the garden, on the other an entrance into the farmyard, big barn, drinking fountain, of spring water and the steward’s house.

The garden is very large being quite a long walk all around [and has a] fountain, a great quantity of trees and shrubbery, mostly apple and pear trees which are loaded with fruit … Our house is well and comfortably furnished with every convenience from garret to cellar. The rooms are large and lofty with furniture that is large and comfortable and [have] many elegances in the form of fine mirrors and gilt chairs. Plenty of dishes for the dining room and pots, pans and tubs for the large, light kitchen which contains a nice stove. The large pantry is suitably furnished, also the laundry and washhouse with everything to hand necessary for use there. There is even a game of croquet in the garden; we play nearly every evening as Pa is very fond of it.



George’s German childhood set a standard of ease and security which he later found hard to recreate. Yet its pleasures were always provisional. Although he admitted that he did not actually miss his father, never having known him, the family thought of themselves as outsiders in a strange country, dependent on the continuing charity of Thomas Firth. Firth himself, as the only other male in the household, provided George with an example which was energetic and, in a mild way, tyrannical. He encouraged George, who was often rather sickly, in what were considered the ‘manly’ pursuits of walking, riding and boxing, while at the same time making it quite clear that his affections were not what a real father’s might have been.

Difficulties between George and his grandfather only became marked when Firth retired from his directorship and took the family to England, in 1881. They settled in Yeovil, Somerset, where his wife’s parents ran a small business. By this time – he was eight – George was beginning to feel impatient with the dominating presence of his three elder sisters, and his grandfather both expected and inhibited his rebellion against them. On one holiday at Seaton in Devon, George was reprimanded for swimming round the point which divided the beach from the neighbouring village of Beer; on another occasion, he had to clean every window in the house ‘as an antidote to the sin of pride’. The blame for these disagreements did not lie entirely with his grandfather. Partly because he was spoiled by his mother, and partly because his natural abilities distinguished him, George was a vain and smug child. To judge by the evidence of an early photograph, the ‘sickly’ child who had worried his mother in Germany had grown into a robust little boy: tall for his age, lean, his fair hair (which was soon to darken to brown) cut short above his ears, his wide blue eyes gazing confidently at the camera.

As a day boy at Kingston College, Yeovil, George was known as ‘Cocky’ Lambert – the main reason for his pride being that the principal, Miss Tate, ‘softly held me up as an example of good performance in drawing’. In later life George was blasé about his first introduction to the gift which made his name: ‘My drawing developed but along quite the wrong lines as we were made to copy crayon drawings by indifferent artists.’ The standard of his tuition was unexceptional, but it did not prevent him from winning first prize when he sent up some sketches of leaf forms to a South Kensington under-twelve drawing competition. ‘My mother,’ he remembered, ‘thought I was a marvel.’

This success made him even cockier at school, but he did not have long to show it. Firth, bored with ‘the quiet of Yeovil’ after his adventurous life, decided to make a move as dramatic as his original departure for Russia. He wrote to his brother Robert, who owned a sheep station called Eurobla, near Nevertire in New South Wales, and invited himself to live there with his entourage. Robert, who had emigrated from England in 1882, was delighted by the prospect of help from his brother and great-nephew. The idea of emigrating to Australia provoked mixed feelings in George. On one hand it brought a premature end to his ‘not unexciting schooling’; on the other, the outdoor life of Nevertire appealed immensely. While it meant foregoing one of his earliest ambitions (to be a boat builder) it meant making another (to be a horse breaker) a distinct possibility. It meant, too, the chance to live in a climate where his health, which was still ‘a source of anxiety’ to his mother, would benefit.

At the time when Thomas Firth decided to emigrate, Australia loomed in the popular English imagination as a potent blend of strangeness and familiarity. Geoffrey Blainey tells us in The Tyranny of Distance that throughout the nineteenth century ‘Australia and New Zealand depended so much on Britain, were in most senses imitations of Britain, that their geographical position near the end of Asia’s tail and near the islands of Oceania, seemed irrelevant’. This paradox was matched by another: the opportunities offered by Australia were as great as its hardships. It was rugged, male-dominated, remote, and its inhabitants were still awkwardly aware that their home had first developed as a penal colony. But the country was also able to offer excitement, social mobility, and the means of getting rich quick. Tom Collins, in his classic Such Is Life, records an exchange between his narrator and an English friend, Willoughby, in Sydney in the early years of this century which well summarises this combination of qualities. In answer to the question ‘You find the colonies pretty rough?’ Willoughby answers:


I do, Collins; to speak frankly, I do. Even in your cities I observe a feverish excitement, and a damnable race for what the Scriptures aptly call ‘filthy lucre’; and the pastoral regions are – well – rough indeed. Your colonies are too young … Cultivated leisure is a thing practically unknown. However, the country is merely passing through a necessary phase of development.



George’s journey to Australia in 1883 was momentous not only for its own sake, but because it was the occasion of his first watercolour – a view of the Thames through a cabin porthole as his ship, the Bengal, prepared to embark for the six months’ voyage. Remembering the event later, he was keen to make it seem natural, rather than inspired. ‘It is difficult for me to say whether it was the stimulus of the impression or the desire to use a quite decent set of watercolours that had been presented to me by some sort of relative that drove me to artistic effort.’

Judging by the frequency with which George mentioned this now vanished painting, it is obvious that he regarded it as a landmark. It was done without guidance from his teachers, and it seemed to license temperamental ‘artistic’ behaviour on the boat.


From the time I got this desire to do Art, I became a most objectionable kid in every way; moody, disobedient, dirty, noisy in flashes, a prig, a little beast, and it says much for the tolerance of both crew and passengers … that I was considered full of possibilities though difficult.



One of the crew, a ‘blond Plymouth man’ called Davies, was a great deal more than simply tolerant. He advised George to sell his sketches, which he was producing regularly by the time the Bengal reached the Suez Canal, fed him biscuits and lemonade, and told him ‘to be an artist’. George was anxious not to allow ‘art’ to connote anything cissy: he gambolled round the decks of the boat playing games with the children of other passengers, browned in the sun as the long voyage reached its end, and later praised Davies as a ‘very manly chap’.

The family’s decision to emigrate depended entirely on Robert Firth’s welcome and goodwill, but they did not go immediately to Eurobla once they arrived in Sydney. They spent their first few weeks at Hurshales, outside the city, where with the beach to entertain him George ‘wagged it on every possible occasion’ – fishing, swimming and making model dinghies. His grandfather soon decided to impose some discipline. He moved all his charges inland to Burwood – then a small village, within easy reach of Sydney – ‘where life was duller’, George complained, ‘and there was not the same range of physical activities’, and then took his young grandson alone to meet Robert Firth at Eurobla. The rest of the family rented a house from a photographer, Bayliss, in the Sydney suburb of Stanmore. With the two men away, the small house seemed spacious and, being built of Victorian red brick, comfortingly similar to the home they had left in England.

George was only eleven years old when he first saw Eurobla, and hardly prepared for the rigours of life there. Although he prided himself on his fitness and athleticism, his sickliness as a child had left an indelible mark. He was a skinny, gangling boy, with his mother’s high forehead and fine hair – which his grandfather made him brush back from his face. He was eager to please but impetuous, hard-working but excitable, ‘cocky’ but unconfident. His grandfather’s conversations about Eurobla had made him regard the sheep station as ‘my castle in Spain, from childhood’, and although he was apt to exaggerate the length of time he actually spent there (his first stay was only eight months, from the late summer of 1884 to the spring of the following year), its impact on his imagination was overwhelming. Arthur Jose, who was later to become his brother-in-law, described George’s trip to Eurobla as a journey to a primitive but unspoilt paradise. The sheep station itself was a rough and ready affair – a low straggling house built of wood and corrugated iron, with a jumble of outbuildings and shearing sheds behind, and a tatty garden dotted with eucalyptus trees. Beyond the confines of the house, thick clusters of trees broke the view over flat, baking scrub. ‘It was an unkempt bush then,’ Jose wrote, ‘covered with timber as yet unringbarked and occasionally broken into by small townships – Warren [then little more than a village] was the one he came upon.’ (‘Ring-barking’ was a method of clearing the land of eucalyptus trees: it killed the trees.)

The source of Jose’s information is George’s own unpublished account of his arrival:


The central division in those days was a deal more picturesque though a deal more uncomfortable than today. The ring-barking had only just started … We drove out with the evening of a very hot semi-stricken day through bush that was much the same as when it was first seen by white men. A catalogue of all that then sunk into my mind would be wearisome but it interests me to wonder if the hold it still has upon me is somewhat uncanny or is share[d] by others who have had like experience.



George’s precise memories of that day included ‘dogfights in which semisober bushmen wagered heavily’ and ‘a black tracker [who] was put up to ride bareback a bad tempered blood mare for fifty pounds’. The bush may have seemed like paradise, but it was a violent paradise. When George reached Eurobla itself he needed to summon up all his youthful faith in the value of ‘manliness’.

He was delighted to do so. For eight months he took intense pleasure in what he called his ‘playful jackarooing’ – herding sheep, building fences, helping with the shearing, riding and learning how to break horses. (At Gallipoli, twenty-five years later, his skilful handling of horses was a source of envy and amazement.) He also enjoyed the bush for other and less purely physical reasons. Its remoteness and simplicity allowed him to develop a sense of home and of his own distinct personality. It gave him, he said later, ‘my first real fill of Nature and practically my starting point for the goal which the young aspirant [painter] feels he can reach with so little effort and which seems to recede further and further the more he progresses’. If this remark conveys disappointment as well as affection, it is largely because his adult life prevented him from becoming the ‘bush artist’ he wished to be. But the wish itself is a tribute to the effect of Eurobla: it made him feel Australian, it gave him a sense of the numinous, and it drew his attention to a vast and largely untreated subject.

The reasons why George was unable to produce many paintings of the bush in later life were mainly social and financial. At this early stage they were practical. He was too busy looking after sheep. The ‘very little [time for] drawing and painting’ that his work allowed was reduced still further by his grandfather, who ‘generally behaved like a domestic tyrant’ and thought art an unsuitable occupation. George was later to refer to the treatment he received as a ‘rather pathetic lack of sympathy and support from my own people’, but Firth’s behaviour is not altogether surprising. He had supported Annie Lambert and her four children for ten years, and had an unwavering belief in ‘the parental roof sheltering the women of the family until marriage provided another home’. He urged George to begin fulfilling his ‘masculine’ responsibilities: he told him, that is to say, to get a job.

For the next five years, between the ages of eleven and sixteen, George, who was still only a child, was crushed by his efforts to fulfil the role of an adult. The job he found, as a clerk in the drapers Macarthur & Co. of York Street, Sydney, was poorly paid and monotonous: five shillings a week for writing out invoices. The tedium, combined with the difficulties of living with his family in their crowded house in Stanmore, made him, he said, ‘slack’, ‘very temperamental’ and ill. The only relief for his imagination was the chance that his basement office provided, during his idle moments, of filling his notebooks with drawings – mainly of the human and animal legs he could see from his window. While these drawings brought him a degree of entertainment, they also persuaded his bosses that he was an unsuitable employee, and in 1888 – after working for four years – he was given the sack.

His boredom at Macarthur’s had done nothing to soften his grandfather’s heart, and since his own resistance to further education was ‘violent’, other employment had to be found at once. His search led him, with help from William McMillan, the head of Macarthur’s Sydney branch, to the government shipping office – an imposing, labyrinthine building at Sydney docks – and another job as a clerk. The work, for the short while that he endured it, was comparatively congenial. Being near the docks meant that he was able to indulge his continuing fascination with boats (Circular Quay, from Dawes Point to Fort Macquarie, was crowded with clipper ships), and since his office stood opposite the bustling Flemington wool sale yards he could easily revive and elaborate memories of the bush. Furthermore, because the hours were shorter than at Macarthur’s, he was able to spend more time drawing. His own version of his achievements at this time is engagingly and – for him – unusually modest: ‘As the American sensationalist would put it, I had not “received the call”. I knew no one either interested in or connected even remotely with the Arts. I took my own talent in drawing for granted, looking upon it as I would an accomplishment graceful but not uncommon.’

It is easy to read loneliness and frustration between the lines of this remark. Elsewhere he is more candid. ‘I was distinctly disturbed by a burning desire to get away from city life,’ he wrote later, and the Flemington yards, with their enormous stacks of wool bales, ‘stirred up what I mistook for a burning desire to devote my life to the back country and the breeding of sheep and all the serenity and absorbing work and thought that hangs thereto.’ ‘I can see,’ he added, with what sounds like wisdom after the event, ‘that it was the artist’s romantic longing for the light and colours and arrangement of form.’

Eventually his grandfather’s sternness melted as Annie exerted on George’s behalf what little influence she was allowed to have. The few reminiscences of her that survive suggest that she doted on her son. (She was a ‘musical and sensitive woman’, and George used to take part in the amateur entertainments she organised at home in Stanmore.) Because she thought that a return to the bush would allow him time to develop his interest in drawing, as well as building up his strength, she urged her father to let him go.

It is one of the formative ironies of George’s early life that his second spell at Nevertire promised him abundant freedom but gave him very little opportunity to enjoy it. The year that he returned – in 1890, when he was seventeen – was, as Arthur Jose remembered, ‘one of despondency out back; wool was down, the shearers were out, already men foresaw the bad days of 1892–3 … times were bad, and living arduous, and the bush people persistently silent and melancholy’. Judging by George’s own description, his great-uncle’s station was not spared the general hardship. In the remote and gruelling outback his work, which would normally have been arduous to say the least, now ‘meant manual labour from dawn to dusk’ every day including Sunday. ‘When the morning chores were done,’ Jose says, ‘the tired body could not respond to his eager desires, and order or design seemed unattainable among the crowd of impressions that jostled each other in the brain.’

On his first visit to the station, George ‘was allowed to run wild, intoxicated by the great skies, the sun and trees, the sheep and horses’. Now he was restricted by the demands of work. Since arriving in Australia his health had benefited enormously, and he was put to work shearing, butchering and horse-breaking without any concessions being made for his youth. He was already nearly six foot – tanned, tousle-haired, loose-limbed and energetic – but his obvious aptitude for the work could not make him entirely happy. In fact what had formerly been a paradise seemed, within weeks of his arrival, a torment: ‘the boundary fence would represent the bars of a prison wherein the prohibition of the exercise and development of a special talent became a punishment of great severity.’ Even his admiration for the place’s beauty and his pride in outdoor life were barely enough to sustain him – if, that is, his own account of the time is entirely to be trusted. According to Amy, it suited him very well in later life to say that his childhood was exclusively rugged and pioneering. In fact his labours provided him with at least a few opportunities to draw. ‘Pencil and sketchbook,’ Amy says, ‘were never far from his hands and the collection of bush studies of men and horses is a notable one. He had heard of studies from the nude and on more than one occasion he induced a bearded shearer to expose a muscular torso and pose for him during a precious day of rest.’

George’s perseverance with his drawing at this stage of his career is remarkable. With no formal training, great practical difficulties to overcome, no like-minded companions, and no reason for confidence except a blind faith in his own facility, he cultivated a stubborn belief in the value of close observation and diligence. But what were such things without a society in which to explore and develop them? He felt that it would take a miracle to set him free from Eurobla – not only because the world of art was altogether elsewhere, but because the sheep station exerted a strong and genuine fascination over him. He had, moreover, absorbed from his grandfather a feeling that any clearcut choice ‘to be an artist’ or accept it as his ‘destiny’ would be laughably pretentious. The prospect of taking even the most tentative steps towards resolving his dilemma filled him with alarm. Years later he suggested that for most people the discovery of an artistic vocation is exciting, ‘but for me it was so inexpressibly sad and untidy, so surrounded by circumstance and untoward atmosphere, family, and other ties antipathetic, that it is difficult for me to go through the pain of putting down even a reduced memory of the main points.’

In the end, his ‘ties antipathetic’ were broken partly by luck and partly by that special bravery which is the prerogative of the ignorant. On his occasional visits from Eurobla to stay with his family in Sydney, George took every opportunity to examine the limited holdings of the galleries, and to study the more popular and accessible forms of art that appeared in magazines.

By far the most respected and influential of these magazines was the Bulletin. During the 1890s, the Bulletin had established itself as the mouthpiece of Australia’s emerging nationalist movement. Although it realised the value of certain parliamentary and trade links with England, it insisted that these need not imply wholesale cultural and political domination. Issue by issue, articles promoted independent Australian views and attitudes, and many of these had an artistic – and not simply a polemical – dimension. Literary self-awareness, the Bulletin made clear, was a crucial aspect of nationhood. Not surprisingly, many of the magazine’s stories and articles had a distinctly local flavour, celebrating Australian city life and – more frequently and emphatically – life in the bush. The bush, in fact, was given almost mythical status, and its remote, unspoiled beauty was made to sound like an antipodean Garden of Eden: wild, peaceful (though rugged) and innocent. The editorial policy vigorously denied that ‘being an Australian’ was a ‘barbaric fate’, and the magazine’s gifted team of writers readily proved the point. Two of the most prominent were Australia’s best known poets – Henry Lawson ‘the bush poet’, and Banjo Paterson, whose ballads of life in the outback included ‘Waltzing Matilda’. The poet and horse-breaker ‘Breaker’ Morant, who has since become the subject of a famous film, was another regular contributor.

It was a special characteristic of the Bulletin, as it was of magazines in Europe and America, to have its stories illustrated. Originally these illustrations were differentiated from ‘art proper’, but during the 1880s and 1890s, as Robert Hughes says in Art in Australia, the ‘hard line between fine and commercial art [became] fluid. Artists had to apply the elaborate technical equipment of their serious paintings to a more menial task.’ Among the indigenous ‘fine’ artists who accepted this challenge, Lionel Lindsay and the portraitist B. E. Minns were preeminent, but their work was to a large extent overshadowed by American illustrators such as Howard Pyle and Charles Gibson, whose work was frequently reproduced alongside their own. The ‘rapier facility and sparkling blacks’ of the Americans, says Hughes, ‘were the envy of every Bulletin artist’.

Australian magazine illustrations exerted a powerful influence on George’s work in the 1890s, not simply because ‘finer’ drawing was difficult to find, but also because they were produced by the most exciting artistic community that Sydney had to offer. When George finally plucked up the courage to obey his instincts, it was to the Bulletin that he turned. On a visit to Sydney in 1895 – when he was twenty-two – he introduced himself to Minns, who as well as contributing frequently to the magazine was also on its staff, and showed him the portfolio of work that he had done in the last five years.

Minns was intrigued by George’s history and his appearance. Working at Eurobla had turned the gangling boy into a tough, muscular young man. He had a clear, quick voice (from which his family had snobbishly encouraged him to exclude any trace of an Australian accent), his hair had been baked gold by the sun, and his skin was a dark healthy brown. But while ‘playful jackarooing’ had given him considerable physical self-confidence, he was ill at ease in Minns’ company. George’s fine-featured face and thin long-fingered hands conveyed a distinct impression of awkward sensitivity. Minns liked him, and was impressed by his work. ‘You have a great feeling for drawing,’ he told him. ‘It’s uncommon.’ He accepted several of George’s drawings for the Bulletin, and urged him to make a final choice between life in the bush and devotion to art. George was later to remember his reaction with pompous solemnity: ‘It was the saddest hour of my life. The hour wherein I realised at last that I was not as other men. That before me stretched the long and weary road that is trodden by those who would attain greatness in the Arts – a veritable giving up of all that makes life bearable for the sake of chasing the ever-receding goal of achievement.’


[image: ]
Two of George Lambert’s illustrations for the Bulletin, both reproduced in the magazine on 1 June 1930, after his death.





George also brought Minns an oil painting he had done earlier in the year when staying with his second cousin Joseph Nield, at Meryon, a sheep station outside Sydney. The painting was called ‘Bush Idyll’ and shows one of Nield’s children, Grace, surrounded by a family of goats clustered in a clearing among gum trees. It is, as Hughes says, ‘a pleasant if papery effort’ – the paint unconfidently flat, and the subject mawkish. But its grey-blue tones (which owe a great deal to the wash techniques of the Bulletin illustrators) and its celebration of Australian bush life were calculated to appeal to Minns. Minns recommended that George should enrol in Sydney’s thriving Art Society classes, which were run by Julian Ashton, a dapper, small-featured man much admired in Sydney for the intricate technique of his draftsmanship. George’s willingness to meet Ashton was increased by his excitement at having ‘Bush Idyll’ – when he submitted it for exhibition – bought for twenty pounds by the New South Wales Art Gallery. Yet nothing could disguise the fact that when he introduced himself to Ashton, early in 1896, he was still an almost entirely untaught, uneducated and unformed artist.

In recent years, Ashton’s reputation as a teacher has suffered a sharp decline, largely because his hostility to modernism significantly cramped the development of Australian painting in the early years of this century. But the advice, inspiration and material help that he gave George were crucial. George readily acknowledged this, and Ashton, in turn, always referred to George as his best pupil. At the time of their first meeting, Ashton was giving his classes to the Art Society in cluttered, ill-lit rooms in Vickery’s Chambers in Pitt Street, Sydney. George – ‘a slim youth with steady eyes and long, silky fair hair, and quite an assured manner for one so young’ – appeared unannounced, and asked to sign on for night classes. They ran from 7 p.m. to 9.30 p.m. three nights a week. Ashton, by way of checking George’s credentials, placed the head of the Apollo Belvedere on the stand.


‘Draw that,’ I said, ‘full size, a strong, clean, hard outline, no shading, and I’ll see you again later’; and with that I turned to my task and forgot all about him until at 9.30, with the classroom almost empty, I found him, forgetful of everything, hard at work. After a glance at what he had done: ‘Didn’t you tell me you had not drawn before?’

‘Nor have I like this; only just on odd bits of paper.’

Those who remember that head of Apollo, its poise, the straight nose and sharply defined nostrils, the clear cutting of the upper and lower lips of that bow-shaped mouth, will understand my surprise upon seeing a raw beginner handle so difficult a subject in so spirited a manner. ‘Well,’ I said, ‘until next Wednesday, goodnight!’ And as I went home I thought, ‘I believe we have found a draughtsman at last.’



Ashton’s enthusiastic welcome was one of the most important events in George’s career. It gave him pride in himself, ‘a fresh buoyancy to his step and a new ring to his contagious laughter’, and a sense of purpose which easily outweighed the tedium of the jobs he still depended on for income. (At the same time as he joined Ashton he became the accountant to a grocer at Darling Point.) When, in April 1896, Ashton hired a large room in Beaumont Chambers, King Street, and equipped it ‘in the most approved fashion for drawing’, George arranged for the entire student body to attend on the opening night, and encouraged Ashton to rechristen them ‘The Sydney Art School’. From the time that he began attending the School, his energy and commitment were integral to its success: he set a standard of punctuality and diligence which galvanised his peers as well as his instructor. Although ‘full of high spirits and the exuberance of youth’, Ashton recalled, ‘never would he, while drawing or painting in the class talk to any other student, or make use of the model rests, except for an initial examination of his own work, or the work of those around him; but when the class was over, he would take the stairs into the street four at a time, hooting like a Red Indian, or singing some topical song at the top of his voice.’

George’s contribution to the school was unstinting, but what could the school offer him? It is difficult to imagine, now, the artistic deprivation endured by Australia in the 1890s. George himself described the Sydney art world as ‘in great measure a mutilated replica in miniature of the chaotic outlook of London’ – but the plain fact was that the vast body of western art was unknown, or known only in poor quality reproductions. Moreover, the country’s dependence on Europe in general and Britain in particular was such that it tended to undervalue its own developing native tradition. The earliest nineteenth-century painters of Australia – the likes of John Glover, Eugene von Guerard and Conrad Martens – had not been Australian at all, but émigrés whose versions of Antipodean light and scenery owed less to what they could actually perceive than to what they could remember of their own Romantic European origins. Martens’s work in and around Sydney in the 1870s, for instance, though skilful, more often than not obscures the actual character of its subject with reminiscences of Turner. It was only in the last years of the century that authentic home grown work began to emerge. Significantly, it did so not in fierce isolation but in response to an increased knowledge of the western tradition.

By far the most celebrated and influential of these earliest authentic Australian painters grouped themselves under the title of the Heidelberg School (after the district of Heidelberg outside Melbourne, where they spent a good deal of time working en plein air). The members of the school – Frederick McCubbin, Tom Roberts, Arthur Streeton and Charles Conder – forced themselves into the public eye in August 1889, with a show at Buxton’s Gallery, Melbourne, which they called an ‘Exhibition of Nine by Five Impressions’. The measurements were those of the cigar box lids on which their works had been painted. The subjects (predominantly bush
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