‘... brilliant, intellectual
... utterly unspoiled by
success; the very woman of
whom Australia has every
reason to be proud’
Sydney Morning Herald
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Praise for Robert Wainwright

‘..a skilful portrait of a woman who cut a London dash but
remained a quintessentially Australian country girl.

Australian Women’s Weekly on Sheila

‘The charm of Wainwright’s biography is that he makes us see
what an engaging, admirable and sometimes heroic quality it is
to be a life-enhancer like Sheila.” Daily Mail on Sheila

‘As social history Sheila Chisholm’s life is fascinating...it’s
undeniably enjoyable to read of all that glitter and gold.
The Spectator on Sheila

‘Nothing short of impressive ... Wainwright has revived a
legend. The Lady on Sheila

‘While it is nigh impossible to capture what she was really like,
her beauty and her boldness shine through this fascinating tale’
Sydney Morning Herald on Sheila

‘Muriel Matters’s name is apt: she certainly does matter ... [a]
highly readable biography. Daily Mail on Miss Muriel Matters

‘A splendid family drama spanning four generations.
Weekend Australian on Rocky Road

‘Wainwright’s extensive research reveals an extraordinary story
that is far more bitter than sweet. Herald Sun on Rocky Road

‘undeniably compelling’ Sydney Morning Herald on Enid



Robert Wainwright has been a journalist for more than thirty
years, rising from the grassroots of country journalism in
Western Australia to a senior writer with the Sydney Morning
Herald, where he was a three-time finalist in the prestigious
Walkley Awards. His career has ranged from politics to crime,
always focusing on the people behind the major news of the
day. He is the author of, among others, Rose: The unauthorised
biography of Rose Hancock Porteous; The Lost Boy; The killing
of Caroline Byrne; Born or Bred? (the story of killer Martin
Bryant); the bestselling Sheila; the award-winning Maverick
Mountaineer; Miss Muriel Matters; Rocky Road; and the critically
acclaimed Enid: The scandalous life of a glamorous Australian
who dazzled the world. Nellie is his fourteenth book.
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PROLOGUE

25 March 1919
London

Philippe sat at the desk beside the window, barely noticing the
hotel room’s opulence. Staff had drawn the heavy curtains for
the night but the faint clop of harnessed horses could still be
heard in the street outside, mingled with the chug of early-
model cars and overladen buses taking office workers home.

London was beginning to reopen in the lee of the Great
War, the world at an uneasy peace as the terms of Germany’s
surrender were thrashed out in what would become the Treaty
of Versailles.

But Philippe’s mind was elsewhere this night, head bowed in
concentration and pen poised over a sheet of hotel stationery,

excited and yet uncertain about what he should write.



He was normally a man of supreme self-belief, even though
others had prevented him from attaining what he considered
his birthright. Philippe d’Orleans, ‘pretender’ to the French
throne, had lived most of his life in exile from his Paris home, a
fate he regarded as worse than a prison sentence. He was locked
outside rather than locked within.

Philippe was used to writing about complex political affairs
but the task tonight was different and deeply personal. Although
the words he chose would have no public consequences, they
would determine what might happen next in an important
relationship that had been lost and only now rediscovered.
Other than the title he would never officially bear, this loss had
been the greatest disappointment of his life.

Finally, he scrawled a dateline at the top of the letter—From
the Ritz Hotel, Piccadilly. It was unnecessary given that it was
here, in the city’s most famous hotel, just a few hours before
that he had met the woman he once adored and even wanted
to marry. But formality was the way of the world for both of
them—a blessing and a curse—he a king without a crown and
she in the twilight of a stage career that had shone like few
others. And he wanted her to know that he had sat down to
write immediately after she had left, the feelings still warm and
unsettling.

They had first met thirty years ago. They were young back
then; he was a wilful prince with thick blond hair dusted with
faint rust, pale blue eyes and a square jaw and she was a striking,
powerful soprano taking the London opera by storm with her

golden trill and feisty colonial spirit. Their affair had risked all,



PROLOGUE

burned brightly and was then extinguished before the flame
could take hold.

It all seemed so long ago and yet this afternoon those same
feelings had returned. They were both older, of course, each
successful but worse for wear, physically and emotionally, from
life’s rigours and uncertainties. He still had the bearing of a
man used to an active life but a waxed moustache and pointed
beard flecked with grey hid a middle-aged chin while she had
arrived at the hotel wrapped in chinchilla that only served to
enhance the inevitable widening of a once lithe frame.

But the changes only served to confirm that their love was
more than just lust, and that behind the tingling pleasure of
their reunion there had been regret, on his part at least and he
hoped on hers. What might have been if not for the demands,
antiquated rules and expectations of others.

Both had married others and neither relationship had lasted.
She had one child but he had no heirs and his title, for what it
was worth, would pass to a nephew when he died.

Who could say if their union might have been different if it
had been allowed to flourish and settle, but if his feelings these
long years later were any test, then the answer was surely ‘yes’

Their meeting today had been all too brief, barely enough
time to confirm with a touch of hands that the passion they had
held for each other so many years before had not disappeared.
But there was so much more to say, to express and to explore. He
wanted to see her again, not to reignite the fires of their brief love
affair but to re-establish their friendship. Tomorrow they would

dine together and talk, he hoped, as he finally put pen to paper.



Nettie
My dear Nellie,

What can [ tell you of the tender emotion that I have felt
again after so many years? It seemed to me that it was
yesterday that I said au revoir to you and that I found myself
near to you the same, in spite of the age I then had nearly
thirty years ago. I was so happy to find you in spite of your
sufferings, moral and physical the same Nellie who has never
changed and who remains in my life, sometimes so sad,

the only constant and faithful friend whom—even in the
delirium of death that I so closely escaped—my soul and
heart reached across space. For you know me and understand
me! In spite of all the world has done to separate the one
from the other, I am satisfied because the confidence you give
me is my recompense. Thank you again for the few moments
in which you have really made me happy in evoking the best
years of my youth that I have relived through you and with
you. I count the minutes that separate me from the moment
when I will see you tomorrow evening. I hope for longer than
this evening? I have so many things to say to you that I cannot
write. But that tomorrow evening will come of themselves
from my lips when I am near to you. I do hope you will give
me time to tell you all that I have in my heart. Meanwhile, my
dear Nellie, I kiss most affectionately your pretty hands and

am always your old Tipon.
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PROLOGUE

The letter was delivered to Nellie the next morning as she
prepared to move into a house she was renting barely a kilo-
metre from the hotel, just behind St James’s Park and within
sight of Buckingham Palace, where she had been a regular
visitor during the reign of Victoria and her son, Edward.

She had arrived in London the previous week, making the icy
journey across the Atlantic from New York for an unexpected
return to the concert hall in which her fame had been cemented
and celebrated across the world.

Queen Victoria’s grandson, George V, had asked that she
perform at the reopening of the Covent Garden Opera House
to celebrate the end of the war. The building had been shut-
tered and used as a furniture warehouse during the years of
conflict and, although its paint had faded, gilded stalls dulled
and curtains worn, it was time to reawaken the city’s cultural
heartbeat. And Nellie Melba, the supreme soprano of her day,
was the person who would headline its revival.

But it was not the upcoming concert that had dominated
her thoughts in the days since her arrival but the man whose
infatuation with her had threatened to wreck her career at the
very moment it was set to triumph. Despite the furore that
followed, she had never once regretted their liaison, rather she
had mourned its demise. There were few people who knew the
details or the depth of their affection.

She had long known that Philippe lived in a great house
named Wood Norton at Evesham on the edge of the city, but
something had always stopped her from making contact. She

was not sure why. After all, the scandal that had surrounded



their affair was long forgotten and, for those who did remember,
hopefully understood and forgiven.

Things were different now; this was a time of rebirth and
revival.

Perhaps that was the driving force behind her decision to
contact Tipon, a nickname she’d given the Duc d’Orleans, as
he was then known, to hide their liaison. Given all the heart-
ache and loss around her now, how could she deny herself the
opportunity of a rekindled friendship?

A few days after she got off the boat in Liverpool, Nellie sent
a short telegram to Philippe. It was succinct, but written with
all the eagerness of a lovestruck teenager.

At the Ritz. Can I see you?

He replied almost immediately, as eager as she to meet again.
There was a risk, of course, that the encounter might have been
disappointing; a cordial acknowledgement of a past that had
no future. Instead, Philippe had felt strongly enough to write
immediately after their meeting and express his love for her and
the impact she’d had on his life. She had felt the same, other-
wise she would not have sought him out.

The risks were too great during their affair to write anything
to each other except the simplest note, and certainly nothing
with tender yearnings in case it fell into the wrong hands. The
missives were all destroyed. Perhaps that was why this letter
meant so much, and why it would remain among her most
treasured papers and souvenirs of a life so full of adulation.

Philippe must have followed her career, read of her operatic

triumphs and perhaps even attended performances as he had



PROLOGUE

when he pursued her, because he had known of her sufferings
behind the public facade of success, not just for him but for her
son. His words made clear that he had also treasured her discre-
tion and loyalty over the years.

They would dine together tonight and talk more.

A few weeks later she would write her own letter, not to
Philippe, with whom she would stay in contact, but to her
fans through The Times. The Covent Garden performance was
a great success and she had been overwhelmed with letters,
telegrams and floral tributes. A letter was her only means to

acknowledge the response, as she wrote:

It is physically impossible for me to acknowledge these
individually; but to everyone who has expressed sentiments
of appreciation and affection I am now and forever indebted.
Will they please accept my warmest and most heartfelt
thanks? I will not attempt to convey in words my feelings of
gratitude. My heart is full, and I can only say that my joy at

being once more in England is indescribable.

It was not that simple of course. Nellie’s feelings for the great
city and its part in her life were much more complex, just as she
was a woman who appeared to be as supremely confident as
her celebrated voice and yet had always harboured doubts and

anguish about her place in the world.



OPPOSITES ATTRACT

Helen Porter Mitchell was an unusually naughty child; incorri-
gible, unreasonable and unmanageable, incapable of behaving
even by accident. These were her own words, an unkind self-
assessment delivered much later in life, possibly as a means of
justifying why her parents did their utmost to prevent her from
pursuing a career as a singer.

Her father, David Mitchell, was a God-fearing man who
would have regarded his oldest daughter’s voice as a heavenly
gift,and yet he could not abide the notion of her taking the stage
professionally. It was one thing to sing at a charity concert for
the church or the local school but entirely another for a woman
to warble for money—"Sshilling entertainments’—much less
in costume and grease paint. That would be promiscuous and
lacked respectability before God; and his Nellie, as Helen would

always be known, would not be a part of it.



When she was an eager teenager, Nellie decided to hold a
drawing-room concert to raise funds for the repair of a ceme-
tery fence at the local church. She wrote to friends asking them
to donate and attend the concert, even creating and pasting
colourful posters on walls around the neighbourhood adver-
tising the show, but when her father heard about the event he
wrote to each of the invited guests asking, as a personal favour,
that they stay away. When Nellie stepped out onto the makeshift
platform there was an audience of just two. She sang anyway
but never forgot the experience.

Neither time nor her success would dull her father’s hardline
view. Many years later, when she returned to Australia as the
most famous soprano in the world, Nellie sang in Scots’ Church,
Melbourne, which her father had built. It was a magnificent
homecoming and yet, afterwards, when she asked her father
if he had liked her singing, his only response, delivered in his
gruff Scottish burr, was ‘I dinna like your hat.

And yet her father was her hero; a strong and dependable
rock but impenetrable and unyielding.

David Mitchell had arrived in Melbourne penniless and yet he
made a fortune, hewn from his learned skills as a stone mason.
He was responsible for many of Melbourne’s most enduring
sandstone buildings, including the Royal Exhibition Centre.

He met dark-eyed Isabella Dow, the daughter of a business
associate, at church one Sunday in 1857 and they married a
few months later. They would start a family immediately but,
tragically, their firstborn, a girl, and then a boy would both die
in infancy. Nellie was their third child, born on 19 May 1861.

10



OPPOSITES ATTRACT

The Mitchells watched anxiously over her and celebrated with
prayers when she reached her first birthday.

There would be another seven Mitchell children, roaming
around a large, turreted house called Doonside, built by their
father in inner-city Richmond, but Nellie’s heart lay at the
end of an 80-kilometre stagecoach ride out of the city to an
old cattle station known as Steel’s Flats, which was beyond the
town of Lilydale.

It was here that she thrived, happy fishing or swimming
alone in the nearby creek, exploring bush tracks and gullies
beneath towering eucalypts filled with raucous birds or clam-
bering into the foothills of the ranges behind the homestead;
her wanderings limited only by the endurance of her pony and
her imagination.

Nellie was a contradiction, a young woman who was happy
in her own company and yet someone who needed affirmation.
She was stung by criticism but ultimately used it as a driving
force to succeed.

But it was her father she so desperately sought to please. ‘If
he was a stern master then I was a willing pupil, she would
later write in her memoir. As much as she looked like her
mother, it was her father after whom Nellie took; they were
both resourceful, fearless and determined but also stubborn
and quick to anger—character traits that would serve her well
but also have consequences.

She could never say from where her abilities came. David
and Isabella Mitchell were both musical but neither was more

than accomplished, and certainly far from extraordinary. Nellie
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would sit beside her mother’s feet as she practised the piano
and on her father’s knee as he played the harmonium.

Singing seemed as natural as breathing, her constant
humming around the house an irritation to her mother but, in
retrospect, an unintentional vocal exercise that helped develop
her famous trill.

Nellie was six years old when she performed at a Sunday
school production and just eight when she sang in public for
the first time, at a fundraising concert in the Richmond Town
Hall in which she accompanied herself on the piano and earned
several encores. An enthusiastic reporter from The Australian
newspaper observed: ‘She is a musical prodigy and will make a
crowded house whenever she is announced again.

Nellie’s parents were hoping for ‘docility’—for their
daughter to conform to the expectations of the time that young
women should stay quiet and not express an opinion—but they
only succeeded in entrenching her rebellion and forming an
enduring sadness about being misunderstood. She hated the
strict boarding school she was sent to, especially as it was so
close to home she could see her father riding to work.

Those memories would never fade: ‘A girl should not be
brought up too strictly; she remarked in an interview in 1910.
‘Particularly, she ought to be allowed to choose what she will
do with her life’

Although she found school distressing, it was the music
program at the Presbyterian Ladies’ College in Burwood that
set her on the pathway to success. It was here she found her first

singing teacher, Mary Ellen Christian, a concert contralto who
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OPPOSITES ATTRACT

had studied at the Royal Academy of Music in London. When
she left school, Nellie continued studying singing with Pietro

Cecchi, a tenor who had studied in Rome’s Academy of Music.
The foundations had been laid.

a5

Nellie’s mother died in October 1881 at the age of forty-eight.
It wasn’t unexpected—she had been ill with chronic hepatitis
for some time—but, even so, her death from liver failure came
as a shock.

In her last days, she had made Nellie promise to take care of
the youngest child, four-year-old Florence, known as Vere. Not
simply to watch over her but to protect her as a mother.

In the bleak months that followed the funeral, Nellie, aged
twenty, felt the weight of that solemn vow. The sight of Isabella’s
body beinglowered into the ground in a coffin and covered with
dirt was haunting. But death was also a beginning, and there
were consequences for the living; her little sister had become a
responsibility in a life that, until now, had none.

Nellie’s response was to move Vere’s cot into her own room,
to tend the child as one would a newborn baby. It was as if
she could not let Vere out of her sight lest something happened
and yet, despite her attention, one evening barely three months
later Vere fell ill. It was too late to call a doctor, so Nellie put the
feverish girl to bed and hoped her temperature would subside
by morning.

Unable to sleep, she listened with increasing concern to

Vere’s wheeze, clearly the girl had an infection in her chest.
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As she finally began drifting off to sleep, Nellie was disturbed
by the sense that a third person was in the room. Unable to
rid the notion, she sat up to see what she thought was a dark
figure near the fire. In her anxiety and drowsiness she pictured
her mother wearing the simple black dress in which she had
been buried. Nellie watched, transfixed, as the spectre moved
slowly across the room and stood over Vere’s cot where it raised
its hand and pointed at the child before making a sweeping
motion and disappearing. Nellie raced to the cot where Vere
was asleep, peaceful and cooler to the touch. Was it possible or
the hallucinated vision of a stressed mind?

The next morning she told her father what had happened,
including the appearance of his late wife’s apparition. David
Mitchell, on his way out to attend to business, dismissed his
daughter’s concerns with a wave of his hand and insisted that she
delay calling a doctor to tend Vere until he returned that evening.

But he was tragically wrong. The little girl’s condition wors-
ened through the morning, her raw throat causing her to gasp
for breath. Nellie waited, hoping her father would return so they
could call the doctor, but by the time David Mitchell returned,
his young daughter had choked to death.

Nellie was distraught. She had failed her mother, and her
sister who had died in a horrible fashion. The funeral and Vere’s
tiny coffin being laid next to their mother only heightened her
shame.

She would later recall her father’s condescending words
Tut, tut girl. Get those foolish

notions out of your head.” By the evening it was too late. My

(449

when she pleaded for a doctor:
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OPPOSITES ATTRACT

sister died at four o’clock. These are the facts, unadorned. I do
not seek to explain them.' It was as close as she would ever come
to criticising David Mitchell.

A renewed pall of doom settled over Doonside. Nellie, who
now shared home duties with her sisters Anne and Belle could
not shake the sense of shame over the deaths of her mother
and Vere. ‘Death on my youthful horizon shocked and bewil-
dered me, she would write four decades later, the memories
still powerful.

David Mitchell, normally so unemotional, could see the
impact the losses were having on her. There was nothing he
could do to bring back his wife or youngest child but he could
save his oldest.

He had taken a contract to build a mill for a property at
Marian, 24 kilometres inland from the township of Mackay in
northern Queensland. He decided to take Nellie on a business
trip north for several months, leaving the other children to the
care of staff. The change of atmosphere might lift her spirits,
he thought. It was a decision that, in a perverted way, would be
her making.

Mackay, built low and spare at the edge of mangroves, had a
population large enough to justify three newspapers, six schools,
two banks, a hospital, library and a dozen hotels to slake a tropical
thirst. Nellie would describe the town as barbaric, despite there
being a thriving social and cultural community into which she
soon fell, joining an amateur company as a pianist and second-
string singer. Her first two performances were to raise money

for a cricket club and another for the local church. She was well
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received by audiences who flocked to the town’s wooden theatre
but considered inferior to a local girl named Julia Wheeler.

But, by the end of the year, Nellie had become an indispen-
sable performer, ‘rapturously encored’ according to one report
in the Mackay Mercury, which concluded: ‘This lady has firmly
established herself as a favourite and no amateur concert is
likely to be held without her assistance.

The applause only confirmed to Nellie that she desperately
wanted a career on the stage, as she intimated in a letter home
to Cecchi. The letter also revealed a competitive streak that
would be both a blessing and a curse: ‘T had great success at
two concerts I sang at, so much so that all the ladies up here
are jealous of me. I was encored twice for each song, and they

hurrahed me and threw me no end of bouquets.’

a3

The sunshine of Queensland had thawed Nellie’s spirits, as
David Mitchell had hoped, and she settled into Mackay society
with its endless rounds of tea parties, riding and boating trips,
even writing home about the fun she was having flirting and
then fending off the eligible young men of the town.

At age twenty-one, Nellie Mitchell was handsome rather
than pretty, with dark, almond-shaped eyes and a fine-lipped
mouth that seemed lost between a long, distinctive nose and
prominent oval chin. Her hair was usually worn tied up with
tight curls splashed across her forehead, hinting at her mother’s
Spanish heritage, as did her light-olive complexion and shapely

figure accentuated by a tiny waist.

16



OPPOSITES ATTRACT

She was a young woman whose attractiveness came as much
from her personality, with a magnetism that radiated the sense
that she was someone with whom to be reckoned. She possessed
a mind of her own at a time when women were supposed to be
meek and complacent. It lent credence to a story that she once
stripped off to swim nude in the Yarra River with the boys of
Richmond and another story that, during a particularly tedious
church service, she played ‘Can’t You Dance the Polka?’ on the
organ instead of the requested hymn.

She enjoyed the attention in Mackay and took none of it seri-
ously, although there was one young man she couldn’t shake
off. Charlie Armstrong was rangy, good-looking and strong in
the lean manner of someone who has lived an outdoors life,
with ice-blue eyes and a shock of blond hair bleached almost
white by the sun. He had a demeanour to match; an authority
that made men wary and women feel protected.

He was the antithesis of his background, the youngest son
of an ageing Irish baronet who was in his mid-sixties when
Charlie—his thirteenth child—was born. The baron died when
the boy was aged five. It was little wonder then that Charlie’s
early adult life was spent wandering from job to job, trying to
find his place.

At the age of seventeen he was sent to Australia to work on
the family station outside Brisbane. He thrived in the bush
where his skills and bravery were admired and no quarter was
expected or given. Along the way he had picked up the nick-
name Kangaroo Charlie, which some linked to his ability to stay

aboard a bucking stallion until its snorting fury had calmed,
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while others attributed it to his devastating boxing skills, able
to dispatch opponents with calm ring craft rather than brutal
thuggery.

Either way, it was clear that he and Nellie came from different
worlds. Nellie was the oldest child of a self-made man and
Charlie the youngest of an entitled baronet; Nellie was a city
girl who wanted to ride in carriages and dreamed of singing
opera while her beau was a rodeo-loving country boy whose
interest in music began and ended with music hall ditties. But
there was an instant attraction between them, perhaps not only
a physical desire but a shared spirit of independence, and an
impulsiveness that could lead them into trouble.

Charlie was looking for a change, away from the loneliness
of campfires, rough sleeping and the company of men. The
vivacious girl from Melbourne was fun but prickly at times,
akin to a wild horse that he now wanted to tame.

David Mitchell was not quite sure about the relationship. Yes,
Charlie Armstrong came from an aristocratic family but what
good was that in Australia where a man needed drive and skills
to get ahead? From what he could see, Charlie had plenty of drive
but precious little when it came to skills, beyond breaking horses.

Perhaps he could also see that his daughter and Charlie were
too alike to be a good match. He had already witnessed them
lose their tempers and worried at what might happen if they
were both angry at the same time. Although he had doubts,
there was no sense in refusing the young couple. By November
1882 Charlie had proposed and Nellie had accepted. And on

22 December, they were married in Brisbane.
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