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At the end of the nineteenth century, 
Brisbane celebrated its half century as a 
free settlement as well as the centenary 

of white settlement in New South Wales. As the 
colony moved towards Federation, politicians and 
planners looked forward with some confidence. 
Novelists, too, gave their prognostications of what 
a Brisbane of the future might look like, using the 
fantasy trope of time travel, but evoking the real 
city in great detail — the river, the heat, the lush 
vegetation — detail that has become integral to 
the way we imagine and experience the city today.

William Lane’s White or yellow?: a story of the 
race-war of 1908 was serialised in the radical 
newspaper, The Boomerang, in 1888. Before 
leading 500 disciples to Paraguay in 1893 to 
establish a short-lived Utopian settlement, the 
British-born Lane spent more than a decade in 
Queensland. During this period he established 
himself as the most widely read and influential 
radical journalist in the colony. His racism was 
fanatical even by the standards of the time; 
White or yellow? helped fuel anti-Chinese riots in 
Brisbane the year it was published. 

The novel provoked this response by envisaging 
a Chinese-British alliance ruling Australia barely 
twenty years into the future. Brisbane’s population 
was still only about 100 0001 when Lane was 
writing, but was increasing rapidly due to assisted 
migration schemes. Extrapolating from this trend, 
White or yellow? supposes that the United States 
has closed its borders to migrants, fuelling a 
population explosion in Queensland. By 1908, 12 
million Chinese subjugate the colony’s 30 million 
whites. ‘When our story opens in winter 1908’, 
writes Lane, ‘it only needed a leader to light the 
flames of racial war’.2

Most of the text focuses on an Australia-wide 
uprising of white working men led from Brisbane. 
Between battle scenes, the breathless prose 
sometimes conveys a panoramic sense of 
the city as the capital of a vast, resource-rich 
territory. Thus the British Premier of Queensland, 
trapped in the clock tower of the old Queensland 
Parliament, meditates on the grandeur of the 
colony he has ruled over, while awaiting death at 
the hands of the Chinese: 

‘Farewell Australian land!’ Lord Stibbins had said 
… yet he bade farewell to it as he thought of it 
and not as it was then. He only thought of it as a 
land of mighty forest and of boundless pastures 
and of mines from which yellow gold was dug 
by the ton, as a land in which the creepers grew 
over the homesteaders’ verandas and which the 
market gardens of the yellow aliens blossomed 
in every waterway like chains of emeralds upon 
the bosom of Nature. He gave no glance at the 
crowded towns in which the destitution of the Old 
World had commenced in all its loathsomeness.3 

This passage turns on an opposition almost as 
important to the novel as the clash of races: the 
clash of rural and urban values. The omniscient 
narrator slides in and out of Lord Stibbin’s 
consciousness, revealing both what he is able 
to see–Queensland’s natural wealth (‘yellow 
gold’ and ‘boundless pastures’)–and what he 
cannot: the suffering of the urban poor, who are 
denied their share of the bounty. Over the course 
of the novel, Brisbane’s physical layout comes 
to represent the city/bush divide: the inner city, 
home to the British-controlled parliament and old 
China Town, is the domain of corrupting foreign 
influences; the bushland and pastoral areas in the 
city’s west, where the resistance is based, are 
associated with Australian patriotism.

Brisbane was a privileged vantage point for a 
writer of Lane’s political persuasion in the 1880s 
and 1890s. An essentially urban creature, he 
nonetheless insisted on the superiority of the 
bush. Brisbane allowed him access to the 
outback Queensland landscape that he and 
many other writers of the period saw as the real 
Australia, but also offered him the opportunity to 
observe and document the effects of the 1890s 
recession on city life. 

Austin South’s Utopian novel, In those days 
or life in the 20th century, is as optimistic 
about Brisbane’s future as White or yellow? 
is pessimistic. Unlike the charismatic editor of 
The Boomerang, who has remained a figure of 
fascination for generations of Australian scholars, 
South’s identity is now lost to us. We know from 
the foreword of In those days, his only novel, 
that Austin South was the pen name of a well-
off businessman who lived in Brisbane around 
1890. The novel’s narrator Maurice Penton is of 
a similarly privileged background. A gentleman 
scientist of late nineteenth-century Brisbane, he 
gradually becomes conscious of the fate of the 
city’s poor: 

And now and again, when perhaps a bad season 
or a commercial depression caused hundreds 
of willing and able workmen to tramp through 
the country in vain search for employment, 
and grinding poverty lifted its gaunt head, I 
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had wondered … if there were no remedy, no 
means by which all men could be secured the 
possession of at least the necessities of life.4

Written and published at a time of severe 
recession, climate extremes, and massive 
strikes in Queensland, In those days imagines 
twentieth-century Brisbane as a classless, high-
tech Utopia. Edward Bellamy’s popular 1887 
Utopian novel, Looking backwards, is the literary 
model, while South’s philosophical framework 
is derived from the ideas of another American, 
social theorist Henry George. In 1890, shortly 
before South began work on the first draft of 
the book, George had undertaken a worldwide 
speaking tour that included a lecture in Brisbane 
at what is now the Wintergarden arcade5. South’s 
enthusiasm for George’s ‘Single Tax Theory’ 
suggests he was in the crowd that day.
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Henry George argued that the class conflict 
provoked by inequality could be alleviated only 
by distributing land, the source of wealth, more 
equitably. By abolishing all tax except for a levy 
on unimproved land, George’s reforms would 
oblige large landholders either to employ more 
workers (alleviating unemployment and driving up 
wages), or to sell parcels of land to small farmers 
(breaking up land monopolies). Austin South and 
other Single Tax advocates saw George’s plan as 
a cure for social inequality.

The opening pages of In those days introduce 
Maurice Penton, who has been trying for many 
years to launch a flying machine. He finally 
succeeds only to be knocked unconscious by an 
electric shock during his maiden flight. Our hero 

awakes, still flying, in the year 1995 to find his 
home city greatly altered. Although he recognises 
Moreton Island (‘this was Brisbane surely’), he is 
astonished by the sight of futuristic sailing vessels 
on the bay and masses of electric flying machines 
similar to his own. Fenton is nursed back to health 
by a man named Dr Hope, who acts as his guide 
to the ‘great and busy city’ of twentieth-century 
Brisbane.

Like his creator, Fenton is a bourgeois observer 
of social change, rather than an agent of it. 
From a fashionable North Quay restaurant, 
he observes the skyscrapers and bridges of 
futuristic Brisbane, while Dr Hope explains how 
a movement for global reform began in Brisbane 
in the early 1900s. In 1903, we learn, 2 000 
delegates from around the English-speaking 
world gathered at City Hall in Brisbane to plan 
world revolution. Society was remade swiftly 
and without violence by implementing reforms 
similar to those proposed by Henry George. 
In those days juxtaposes images of sunlight 
dancing on the Brisbane River with Dr Hope’s 
revelation that poverty has been defeated. In 
1995, the Queensland capital is ‘a dream city 
of some eastern fairy-tale’ where citizens live in 
magnificent riverside palaces. 

South’s image of the Brisbane dream–a big 
house on the riverbank–clearly survives today, 
though it is far from accessible to most of us. 
It would fall to his near-contemporary, Thomas 
Pennington Lucas, who was working on his own 
Brisbane novel during the great flood of 1893, to 
ponder the wisdom of building Utopia on a flood 
plain.

Pennington Lucas’s The curse and its cure is the 
longest, strangest, and least coherent of the three 
novels considered here. Its author, a British-born 
physician who came to Queensland in 1886 for 
the sake of his health, is now best remembered 
as the inventor of Lucas’s Pawpaw ointment, a 
skin treatment that is still sold in distinctive red 
tubes by Australian chemists today. 

His 1894 novel, The curse and its cure is 
structured as a story cycle, a series of loosely 
related anecdotes connected by a narrative 
frame. In the year 2000, an unnamed nineteenth-
century time traveller visits the ruins of Brisbane 
where a handful of pioneers are re-establishing 
the city. The secondary characters take turns to 
tell stories of Brisbane’s decline and destruction 
in the late 1800s. Although the causes are far 
from clear, it appears the city was destroyed 
by a combination of civil war with the southern 
colonies over the issue of black labour in 
Queensland, and catastrophic flooding of the 
Brisbane River.6 

Pennington Lucas is a moralist first and a 
novelist second, less interested in plot and 
characterisation than in critiquing nineteenth- 
century Brisbane society. The curse and its cure 
finds examples of selfishness, the curse that 
‘is fast ruining the world’7 nearly everywhere: 
Samuel Griffith and Thomas McIlwraith, the two 
most powerful Queensland politicians of the 
day, are depicted as dogs running two opposing 
kennels; Pennington Lucas’s medical colleagues 
are quacks who prescribe ice baths for typhoid 
fever; business is represented by unscrupulous 
land agents who sell off riverside land knowing 
it will flood. ‘Neither science nor art flourished 
in Brisbane’, a man of the future tells the novel’s 
hero. ‘Cash and bawbees [Scottish half pennies], 
whisky and cigars, is a descriptive gauge of 
Brisbane’s ruling aspirations’.8 

The second volume of the novel suggests that 
the ‘curse’ of selfishness can be defeated by 
renewed religious faith and heightened attention 
to the natural world. After visiting the city’s ruins 
in the year 2000, the protagonist travels a further 
200 years into the future to find Brisbane rebuilt. 
An eccentric mix of teetotalism, phrenology, and 
strict Methodism has transformed dystopia into 
utopia. In one memorable passage Pennington 
Lucas contrasts the upheavals of the human 
world with the beauty and continuity of Brisbane’s 
natural environment: ‘Eucalypti towered their 
heads as of old, in their ever varying, never 
disrobed foliage of green. … The mighty 
convulsions of evil had shaken humanity to its 
very centre, but nature was as active as ever’.9

Although few would claim high artistic 
achievement for the novels of Lane, South, and 
Pennington Lucas, these texts demonstrate that 
by the 1880s and 1890s the intellectual horizons 
of Brisbane already extended well beyond ‘whisky 
and cigars’ to speculation about where the city’s 
future lay. From a forward-looking century’s end, 
these writers imagine foreign invasion, a high-
tech world, and even the coming of the Christian 
Millennium on the banks of the Brisbane River. 
Significantly, for a city that has always lived in the 
shadow of its larger, louder southern cousins, 
these novels show 1890s Brisbane was already a 
generator of its own narratives. 
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