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From the President
Rosemary McKenzie

As mentioned in our HAGSOC Hibernation Harbinger I have taken on the role 
of President again at the AGM on Tue 3 November 2020 held via Zoom. I would 
like to thank everyone for their congratulations and best wishes. I would like 
to also thank Nick Reddan for the last 6 years of service as President of the 
Society—we have had a very interesting progression, particularly for the last 
year and it has required a lot of flexibility to keep up with the changes. Also 
standing down from council is Gina Tooke who has been on council a number of 
years as secretary and a very active participant in the engagement committee 
and projects. We thank you both for the work you have done while on Council 
and thank you for your continued volunteering into the future.

The remaining council members renominated and were accepted for the 
positions. We would like to welcome Deb Hawker a new member to council who 
kindly nominated ‘from the floor’ during the AGM. To get to know our council 
members a little better go to our webpage
https://familyhistoryact.org.au/index.php/about/current-officers
The last time I took on President I noted in my TAS President’s report in December 
2010 that “the last year has been full of upheaval and major changes”. That time 
it was due to our move from Hughes to Cook. Unfortunately, due to COVID 
I am saying the same thing again! And, I am reiterating my comments from 
that time as they are still true — “There was a huge commitment from council, 
volunteers and Society committees. The coming year will be a significant year 
for consolidation of our new position … We will be continuing the work that has 
started already on our Strategic Planning …” Many people stepped up during 
our COVID experience too and many took on extra work and started extra 
projects. There are too many to name all of you, but your efforts are very much 
appreciated, and we have had very positive feedback.

Although, as I mentioned at the AGM our “2020 year of the HAGSOC Volunteer” 
finished up differently to what I had imagined, our next year is again going 
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Editor’s Note
Rosemary McKenzie

In this issue we have the collection of stories from the E.M. Fletcher Writing 
Award 2020 which the judges short listed. There are 13 in all, with some 
remarkably interesting topics. Our judges, Barbara Moore, Kerrie Gray and Prof. 
Peter Stanley did a wonderful job reading all the 54 entries and deciding on 8 
who would receive awards.

An Awards Presentation was held at our first face-to-face meeting since the 
COVID shutdown on Sat 3 October 2020 with over 60 attendees in the Cook 
Community Hall. For each of the stories which received an award there is a 
leading paragraph with comments from the judges about the story.

Merry Christmas, and happy reading!

to be a time of consolidation and getting used to the ‘new normal’ while we settle 
in, the only constant is going to be change!

In 2020 due to COVID-19 we were forced into using Zoom. We have had a very 
good uptake and it has enabled some of our more distant members to participate 
in our groups. With the adoption of this new technology we have moved forward 
to install our new Zoom Room, which will enable those who would like to meet 
face-to-face to participate with all those who are meeting via Zoom. We are also 
working to have a new, updated website that will allow members better access 
to our resources and to self-manage their own accounts.

While we are not necessarily on the call for volunteers to fill particular roles 
(although we still need some roles filling) what we do need, and expect, of our 
members is:

• Support – of each other and team leaders, we are all volunteers, and we 
are all doing the best we can for the Society, to make it a place where our 
members enjoy visiting and get the help they need.

• Understanding – Some directions and decisions won’t suit everyone. What 
we hope to do is communicate as much as 
possible so that there is understanding of the 
directions we have taken and will be taking.

Many of you are already doing this and we thank you 
for it. COVID has not finished yet and there are going 
to be more changes before a vaccine comes out.

Christmas this year will also be very different for 
many people. On behalf of council, I would like to 
wish you all a very merry Christmas – whatever form 
this may take – and we hope to see you all in the 
new year, either by Zoom or in person.
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E.M. Fletcher Writing Award
Gina Tooke

The winners of the Heraldry & Genealogy Society of Canberra E.M. Fletcher 
Writing Award were announced on Saturday 3rd October.

Sixty guests gathered for a socially 
distanced event in anticipation of the 
announcement of the award winner.

Special guest John Fletcher, son 
of Eunice Fletcher – for whom 
our competition is named, spoke 
about his mother’s passion for 
family history and writing. He 
also reminisced about the many family history 
excursions he’d had as a young lad, recalling the 
cemetery visits with Eunice and Neville. John also 
presented the winner’s award.

Judges Kerrie Gray, Barbara Moore and Professor 
Peter Stanley paid tribute to the entrants, saying 
the quality of the writing and storytelling was high. 
Speaking at the event, Kerrie said ‘Excellent 
stories are very hard to separate, but I think the 
four things that really lifted the short list entries 
were a strong beginning that immediately captured 
interest, questions left unanswered, the way the 
characters were brought to life and inspiring or 
challenging me to take my own research further’.

Fifty four entries were received across a vast range of topics and styles. Thank 
you to all the entrants from across Australia – we appreciate your support of this 
competition. Selecting the winner was clearly a difficult decision.
And the Winner is …

Congratulations to the winner, David Wintrip, 
for his story A Lamb’s Tale. In commending 
the winning entry, the judges commented that 
‘writing of this quality in a creative (and even 
risky) form deserves recognition’. Following the 
presentations, the audience enjoyed a reading of 
David’s emotionally moving historical story about 
a shepherd who took his own life – read by Kerrie 
Gray.

Congratulations to all the short listed authors and 
to our winner David Wintrip.

Some of our socially distanced attendees.

Judges L-R: Kerrie Gray, Professor 
Peter Stanley and Barbara Moore.

Gina Tooke accepting the winners 
award from John Fletcher on 

David’s behalf – elbow tipping!
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2020 EM Fletcher Award short list entries

Winner

David Wintrip  A Lamb’s Tale

First Highly Commended

Gail Reekie  Waterloo Bridge 1827

Highly Commended

David Wintrip  One Day in April

Robyn Hipkiss  A Courageous Woman

Clare McGuiness  Unexpectedly Touching the Past

Encouragement Certificate
Penny Graham  A View to Die For

Julia Ryan  The Bookcase

Kathryn Coughran  Survival

Others short list

Beverley Richardson  Currents and Tides

Jane Robinson  The Shocking Story of One Man and his family

Denise Page  How DNA Solved a Family Mystery

Ross Cleary  Frank, 1941

Ross Cleary  Donny

A big thank you to volunteers on the day, Danny 
O’Neill, Robyn Heggen, Jeanette Hahn and committee 
members Barbara Broad, Judy Loy, and Gina Tooke 
for their efforts in organising the event. A special thank 
you to committee member Rosemary McKenzie who 
was our outstanding emcee for the day.

Competition committee L-R: 
Rosemary McKenzie, Gina Tooke, 

Barbara Broad and Judy Loy.

Some of our winners who were in attendance on the day. 
L-R: Robyn Hipkiss, Clare McGuinnes, Penny Graham and Gail Reekie.
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Remarks by Prof. Peter Stanley, UNSW Canberra
From the awards day Saturday 3 October 2020 

Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen, friends and John Fletcher representing 
the family of Eunice Fletcher,

I offer my congratulations to all writers short-listed, and especially to those 
awarded certificates.

I’m very glad to have been a part of this very worthwhile historical writing 
competition, and thank you for the invitation to work with HAGSOC’s judges, 
which has been a delight throughout. I’m a great supporter of historical societies 
such as yours. Researching and writing history is a supremely humane, inclusive 
and democratic pursuit, and they are such precious commodities in our world 
we should celebrate and support historical writing when the opportunity arises.

On behalf of the three judges, I’m delighted to say how impressed we were with 
the standard of entries. I want to make clear that we all read all entries, which 
were of course anonymous. We then devised independent provisional short 
lists, which we then discussed to decide on a final list, on which we agreed with 
remarkable harmony and unanimity.

We were fortunate to have clear criteria provided by the Society, though 
in interpreting them each of us looked for or emphasised slightly different 
characteristics.

Speaking for myself, I looked for entries which exhibited (in no special order):

First, imagination and creativity in telling a story about the people of the past.

Second, skills in historical and genealogical research. (I should note that under 
the conditions of the competition, entries could offer reminiscence or memoir, 
and therefore need not exhibit research skills. Several such entries were 
short-listed, because they met other criteria.)

Third, I looked for entries which presented a view of the past which ‘rang’ true – 
that is, which offered insights into the human experience of the past.

As you’ll see, the entries which gained commendation demonstrated these 
qualities.

Finally, let me reiterate how impressed we were at the standard of entries: just to 
make the short list was a considerable achievement in such a field. I’m sure that 
I speak for all judges in wishing all entrants well in their writing, and I commend 
HAGSOC for encouraging good research and writing by organising the Eunice 
Fletcher awards.

Thank you.
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“This emotionally moving historical story about a shepherd who took 

his own life is expressed in a novel but very convincing form – told by 

the lamb! Research and writing of this quality in a creative (and even 

risky) form deserves recognition.”

A Lamb’s Tale
Death of a Shepherd

David Wintrip
15 May 1857

It was a Friday morning when the searchers found his lifeless body submerged 
in a deep hole known as Cats Loup, in the Langleeford stream. If the weight of 
the taketty boots on his feet and the shepherd’s plaid around his neck were not 
enough to keep him under the water, two large stones weighing nearly 50lbs 
(22.5kgs) wrapped securely in the plaid made sure of the job. Why he chose to 
take his life was a mystery that the Coroner’s inquiry could not answer. A verdict 
was returned of ‘temporary insanity’.

Introduction

To give you an idea of where I grew up: The Cheviot Hills in the far north 
of Northumberland, England, span the border with the Scottish County of 
Roxburghshire to the west. Described as “..that inhospitable strip of border 
between England and Scotland”, the Cheviots are covered in snow during the 
winter, sometimes for as many as four months, and at other seasons attract their 
fair share of bad weather.

Shepherds and sheep, of the hardy Cheviot breed, have lived together on these 
hills for centuries. Local shepherds, when they actually do so, speak a strange 
language. Their soft Northumberland lilt, with their rolling ‘r’s and strange words, 
is English but I doubt anyone from outside of the area would understand it.

At the base of Cheviot Hill itself, sits a sheep walk (farm) called Langleeford 
Hope, the word ‘Hope’ meaning a side valley. The walk comprises some 4,500 
acres of grasses, heathers and peat bog, and this is my home.

Spring & Summer

I was born in mid-March, 1856, the first of that season’s lambs. George, our 
shepherd, was present at my birth. He carried me down the hillside wrapped in 
his plaid, snuggled against his body to keep me warm, my mother, a prize ewe, 
in tow. This early in the lambing season the twin threats of cold and the ever 
present foxes could be fatal. By the time the lambing season was drawing to a 
close, towards the end of April, I had been joined by hundreds of other newborn 
lambs. 
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George added me to his small ‘pack’ of ten sheep taken from his master’s flock. 
This pack formed a part of his wages, payment in kind, as shepherd in charge 
at the walk. I belonged to him and, along with about a quarter of the flock’s new 
born lambs that year, I remained on the hills of my birth. The others were not 
so lucky. At weaning time they were separated from us and readied for market. 
Draft (aged) ewes, usually about 6-years old, were also headed for market. 
I saw George check the branding marks on the base of the horn, the oldest 
immediately recognisable by year. Where doubt existed, he checked their teeth. 
Worn down chewing teeth meant they were a liability. With teeth they could 
eat and therefore breed. This was all about maintaining the sustainability and 
quality of the flock.
I quickly settled down to daily life on the walk. Each morning our shepherd would 
come up to the hilltops, gather us together and take us down to the lower slopes. 
Each afternoon we’d be taken back up to the hilltops again, where we lie out 
overnight. If it wasn’t George who came, it would be one of his brothers. And 
always, they brought their dogs, eager to please their master but very gentle with 
us. The shepherds called these daily movements ‘raking’. As spring merged into 
summer, the daylight hours grew longer and so our raking times grew further 
apart. Occasionally George or his brothers would stay out overnight with us, 
inside a refuge fashioned in a thorn thicket away from the winds.

Arriving on the lower slopes after a night on the hill tops, I would race towards 
the best grazing only to be headed off by the dogs; it was good fun to try to trick 
them but the dogs were always too good for us. The older ewes took it all in their 
stride, seemingly having an inbuilt sense of where they were expected to graze. 
I soon came to realise that raking was an important duty for our shepherd, both 
to check on our condition and to make sure we didn’t over graze on any one 
part of the hills.

Entering June I saw George, together with his brothers and sisters, cutting peat 
ready for winter. Their parents died some eleven years previously and George, 
as eldest, was head of a household of seven siblings. Cut into brick size shapes, 
the family would lay the peat out to dry for a few weeks and this would give us an 
opportunity to wonder over and check out their work. The right to cut peat was 
called ‘turbary’, but was limited to specific areas of the estate lands. When the 
peat bricks were dried, they’d use the horse and cart to move the peat nearer to 
the cottage, to be stacked under thatch to keep it dry. I counted nearly 40 cart 
loads that summer, sufficient to keep them going through the long cold winter 
months ahead.

Now well practised in the patterns of daily raking I avoided teasing the dogs. 
Despite there being no fences we didn’t stray; my mother ingraining in me the 
need to remain on our hills. The flock comprised a number of cuts (groups), 
each numbering about 100, and each cut had its own hirsel (hill) to which we 
confined ourselves. On the odd occasions when we were taken to the handling 
pens near the cottage, on our release we would return to our hirsel like a pigeon 
homes to its coop. We were ‘hefted’ Cheviot sheep, the old Norse word hefta 
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meaning to bind, and we were proud this distinction separated us from our less 
disciplined lowland cousins.

One day in August our raking took us to the handling pens and a buzz of 
excitement was in the air. It was shearing time, and it provided local shepherds 
the rare opportunity to socialise together. Shearing was done farm by farm, 
neighbouring shepherds helping each other out without payment. In the evenings 
after the work was done they would gather to eat and tell stories. To the sound 
of Northumberland pipes they would sing and dance, occasionally aided by a 
tipple of illicit spirit, well into the night. This was a very communal time for the 
shepherds and their families, all too often cut off from others by the remoteness 
of their walks and the need to stay with their sheep.

The competition for the day’s best and fastest shearer saw me nicked by the 
hand shears of a shepherd I didn’t know. I’d tried not to struggle but I was new 
to this. A mixture of tar and butter was applied to my cuts to help them heal. 
I raced back to our hirsel, noticing how skinny everyone looked without their 
heavy fleece. A few weeks later we were again in the pens, this time for dipping, 
our new growth of fleece sufficient to retain the disinfectant and so kill the ticks 
and parasites.

It was during these summer months that I first saw George jumping streams, 
thickets and anything that took his fancy. As we foraged between the heather 
for good grasses I would watch him measure his jumps. Hop, step and leap, 
both standing and running, and a high leap were popular sports and George 
was a champion at these. I hear tell that newspaper reports drew attention to 
his many successes at the Border Games, correctly identifying that his quiet 
nature hid a steely determination 
to win. Clearly these hills were 
an excellent training ground. 
George’s taketty boots, hand 
made with their upturned front 
and embedded nails, would 
help his grip as he practiced his 
jumps. Like all hill shepherds, he 
would not be found on the hills 
without them.

Autumn & Winter

Over the summer months I’d 
grown quickly, however I was 
still too young to breed. Tupping 
season in November saw me 
selected out, and George sewed a sturdy calico cloth across my tail-end. The 
shepherds called this ‘breeking’. It felt strange but this simple measure stopped 
the tups (rams) from bothering me, leaving the older ewes at their mercy. When 
things had died down a bit, the cloth was removed.

… that inhospitable strip of border 
between England and Scotland.
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Winter days were short and the weather miserable. At the first sign of a snow 
storm, George would gather us from the hill tops and put us into the ‘stell’, a 
round dry stone wall sheepfold, to avoid the worst of it. Being round, it would 
not fill with snow. The snow would simply swirl around and out again. It was our 
place of safety as snow drifts were a sheep’s nightmare. George spent many 
a day during this winter digging sheep out of snow, not always successfully 
as losses did occur. With snow covering our grazing area George would bring 
bales of hay to us, no matter what the weather.

These bleak winter months soon passed and lambing season came around 
again. As I began my second year I was looking forward to the summer months 
and being sheared of a far heavier fleece than last year. I was also ready for my 
first tupping season later in the year. George had spent many days alone on the 
hills with us, just his dogs for company, ensuring we all survived the winter. He 
was reliable, ready for raking each day and attentive to any minor injuries and 
infections we may have collected. He’d looked after me during my first year on 
these hills and I trusted he would continue to do so.

The Incident

It was a surprise, therefore, when one day just after the May Day sales, George 
didn’t show. From the hilltop I could see lines of shepherds walking the lower 
parts of the hill and then to congregate down by the stream near Cat’s Loup 
(meaning a jump or leap). George had drowned himself and I would never see 
him again. My first year on this earth had been his last. His brother Alexander 
took over as our shepherd. He wasn’t unknown to me and he did everything 
George would have done. But he wasn’t George. He hadn’t been there at my 
birth.

George was just 26-years old at the time of his death. He was described to the 
Coroner as ‘retired and distant in habits’, a trait that could be said of many of 
his fellow shepherds. He was much respected by his employer and neighbours 
alike. No one could shed any light on why he chose to take his own life.

What causes a person to take their own life can never truly be understood and, 
so it is with George. Whatever his reasoning, it was not independent of his way 
of life although it may be too easy to say he was simply a victim of solitude. In 
death, one aspect of his character stood out; the manner in which he took his 
own life demonstrated a reserve of force; the determination that others saw in 
him during competitive games.

A lamb’s perspective

We live a nothing life; the most important thing we do is provide you fleece and, 
in death, meat. Some people live a nothing life too; the most important thing 
they do is die. Thank God for people like George. His life was short and tried his 
hardest, but things just didn’t work out for him.

George RUTHERFORD, a hill shepherd.
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End Notes

George Rutherford born 06 October 1830 – died 14 May 1857

Relationship to the author – George’s parents William Rutherford and Isabella nee Stevenson are my 3 x great 
grandparents, George is my 2 x great uncle.

Newspaper reports covering his death and subsequent Coroner’s Inquiry, together with his sporting results 
at Border Games are taken from numerous articles accessed on website 

https://britishnewspapersarchive.co.uk
Information about the daily life of a hill shepherd, his clothing and footwear, the Cheviot breed of sheep, 

and life on the border are taken from: 
Website https://www.shepherdsbounty.com/border-cheviot-history-facts 

Website https://www.scotlandshop.com/tartan-finder/ 

Website https://www.northumbriapipes.org.uk/the-society/history/ 

Website https://northumbrian-words.com/
Book entitled ‘The Last Shepherds’ by Charles Bowen and published in 2017 by Andre Deutsch.
Book entitled ‘Coquetdale Camera 1912-1937’, the photographs of W.P. Collier of Bellingham, selected by 

S.F. Owen and published in 2014 by Heritage Centre
Cover Photograph of the Cheviot Hills: a stream, not dissimilar to the one in which George died, and on the 

far bank a round dry stone stell. Source: taken by the author, 2019.

“The melding of the stories of James Beadle and poor Charlotte Erhardt, 
set in London in 1827, is deftly done, and the author makes good use of 
limited sources. This piece is a good demonstration of how much can be 
wrung from sparse and perhaps unpromising primary sources.”

Waterloo Bridge 1827
Gail Reekie

9.00 am Saturday 17 November 1827, in the West End of London.

A 38-year-old unmarried woman hastily assembles a bundle of her clothes, 
telling her mother that she is going to visit her married sister in Hammersmith. It 
is a lie. Her father, a tailor in his 70s, normally forbade her to leave their house 
unchaperoned, but this morning he is not home, and she can slip away. She is 
wearing one of her good gowns, a bonnet and shawl.

The woman walks as far as Waterloo Bridge. She finds an alcove beneath the 
road, where she hides her bundle of clothes, and starts to walk across. She 
climbs up on to the balustrade. Looking down, she can see a jostling crowd of 
cargo ships, coal barges, fishing boats and lighters.
Earlier that same morning, young James BEADLE and his friend Joseph 
CRIPPS pushed off in their small fishing boat from the Lambeth shore. Lambeth 
was once a small Thames fishing community, but was rapidly developing into an 
industrial precinct. It was home to potteries, whitewash factories, bone boiling 
and bone crushing establishments, gin and vinegar distilleries, and cement 
works. The growth of factories, and the opening of the Waterloo Bridge ten years 
earlier, had prompted large numbers of workers to move into the BEADLE’s 
neighbourhood. Lambeth’s population trebled between 1801 and 1831.
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The laneways and courtyards that 
James knew so well, especially 
those that backed on to the river, 
were narrow and badly-lit. The 
area used to be marshland, and 
was prone to flooding. James’s 
family lived in overcrowded 
and badly-ventilated houses 
with few windows, squashed 
right up against noxious factory 
premises. Their homes had no 
internal drainage, and communal 
privies emptied directly into the 
river. Lambeth’s women emptied food scraps and slops directly into open drains 
running down the middle of cobbled streets. They had no access to clean water 
for drinking or cooking, because there were no public pumps. Anyone who 
wanted to make tea or soup had to use a bucket to scoop up the slimy liquid 
from the Thames.

The BEADLEs had been fishermen for several generations. They had lived 
in the same streets backing on to the river since at least the mid-eighteenth 
century, when fish like salmon, smelt and whitebait were plentiful. The men 
could step out of their back door directly on to a rickety jetty or down a crumbling 
set of stairs to get to their boats each morning. They lived with each other, and 
with other fishing families, in the same building, or the same street. It was a poor 
but tight-knit community, bonded by its economic reliance on the river.

James’s father John worked as a fisherman and dredgerman, until his early 
death two years before the events at Waterloo Bridge. As the supply of fish 
in the Thames dried up, due to pollution and interference with the river’s flow, 
fishermen like John BEADLE resorted to dredging and scavenging – even petty 
theft – to feed their families.

The police, newspapers, and social observers like Henry MAyHEW routinely 
linked the occupation of fishing with its less reputable counterpart, dredging. 
Dredgermen made a meagre living by salvaging small items, such as lumps of 
coal, from the river bed, using a dredging net and grappling hook. The Thames 
Police assumed that most Lambeth workers who called themselves fishermen 
were actually dredgermen; and that most dredgermen were thieves. Charles 
DICKENS painted an unflattering portrait of one dredgerman (‘a strong man 
with grizzled hair and a sun-browned face’) in Our Mutual Friend.

James moved in with his uncle (who was also called James), and his aunt Mary 
after his father died, leaving his widowed mother to be supported by his brothers, 
who had found work in one of the potteries. Uncle James took his nephew on as 
an apprentice fisherman. The fishing boy was, in fact, an apprentice coal thief.

Arch of Waterloo Bridge, 1827.
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In 1827, James was 13 years old and short for his age, with a sallow pockmarked 
complexion and a long, pointed nose. His hair and eyes were brown. One arm 
bore a tattoo of a ship.

James may have been one of the city’s ‘mudlarks’, or perhaps a ‘sweeping 
boy’ who retrieved leftover coal from emptied barges. Or he might have been 
a member of a juvenile gang of Thames coal thieves, who stole, and then 
disguised as legitimately ‘fallen’, pieces of coal pilfered from coal barges. He 
certainly learned how to sail, row and scavenge from an early age.

James’s older male relatives were skilled sailors and oarsmen. A year earlier, 
his uncle had entered his boat the ‘James and Mary’ in a rowing match against 
other Lambeth fishermen. Uncle James and his rowing partner came in second, 
and won a prize of four sovereigns.

The race aroused considerable interest among spectators, because Lambeth 
fishermen’s boats, known as ‘peter boats’, were heavy and round, and poorly 
designed for speed. There was room only for the fisherman and his boy, and the 
boat contained a central well for keeping the caught live fish.
Uncle James instructed the boys that November morning to sail upriver and 
pick up anything they could salvage from the water. The apprentices’ job was to 
dredge the riverbed for lumps of coal, lengths of rope, pieces of iron or wood, 
copper nails, and other fallen items they could sell. ‘Keep an eye out for dead 
bodies, too, lads’, Uncle James reminds them. Dredgermen retrieved bodies 
from the river, and could legitimately claim ‘inquest money’ or even a reward. 
Should they be lucky enough to find a wealthy corpse, James and Joseph might 
be able to illicitly remove a watch or a ring, or empty a purse, before handing it 
over to the Thames Police.

As young James steers his boat under the side arch of Waterloo Bridge, his eye 
is caught by the glint of a knife falling from the sky into the water. ‘Joe! Look 
up there, on the bridge!’. The boys see a woman perilously balanced on the 
balustrade. Afraid she might fall, they shout at her to get back from the edge, 
but she ignores them. She goes down on her knees and puts her hands together 
briefly, as if she is praying. She grabs hold of a coping stone, and jumps into 
the water.

Changing direction as fast as their cumbersome craft would allow, James and 
Joseph rowed quickly towards the woman, and hauled her into their boat. 
She was alive but bleeding heavily from her throat. The boys rowed her to the 
Lambeth shore, where a crowd of family members, friends and neighbours had 
gathered. ‘Take her to Handey’, someone shouts, and several men carefully lift 
the drenched woman out of the boat and lie her down in a cart.

James HANDEy, a 30-year-old apothecary and surgeon, conducted his business 
in one of the small streets off the southern approach to Waterloo Bridge, near 
the new premises of the Royal University Infirmary for Children. He was married 
and the father of two young children. On this November morning, HANDEy was 
brooding over a court case. A few months earlier, he had attended the family of 
his neighbour William Smith HENSON. HENSON refused to pay the bill, and 
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HANDEy had launched legal proceedings to 
recover the debt.

HANDEy quickly assessed his patient. She 
wore clothes that he would later describe as 
‘very respectable’, now saturated with foul-
smelling Thames water. She was bleeding 
from two lacerations in her neck, neither of 
which, he was relieved to see, were fatal. 
HANDEy stitched up her wounds, then tried 
to find out who she was. ‘Can you tell me 
your name? What in God’s name caused you 
to take such desperate action?’. The woman 
remained silent.

Having done all he could for the poor woman, 
HANDEy called for a coach to take her to 
the Lambeth Workhouse. The workhouse, 
founded a century earlier, didn’t just house 
the parish poor. It was a clearing house for 
all manner of social problems and personal 
tragedies: neglected children, pregnant 
women, dead newborns, drownings, attempted suicides, and the unidentified 
dead, dying and insane. The workhouse employed a ‘keeper of lunatics’, who 
took charge of the mentally ill inmates.

By the following day, the injured woman had recovered sufficiently to answer 
some questions. ‘My name is Charlotte ERHARDT’, she told officials. ‘My 
parents live in St. James’s Parish’. Registering her respectable neighbourhood, 
and noting that she had been ‘genteelly dressed’, Charlotte’s carers realised 
immediately that she was not from the labouring classes. Charlotte explained 
that she had decided to leave her house while her father was absent, but she 
was unable to say why she had tried to kill herself. Workhouse staff observed 
that Charlotte’s speech showed obvious signs of mental derangement, and 
concluded that she had been suffering from paroxysms of insanity for some 
time.

Charlotte was probably transferred from the workhouse’s insane ward to 
Peckham House Lunatic Asylum, a private institution owned by Charles MOTT. 
MOTT was a Lambeth shopkeeper and entrepreneur who was looking to secure 
the lucrative contract for provisioning the parish poor. Taking advantage of the 
flourishing trade in private madhouse-keeping, MOTT had opened Peckham 
House as business venture the year previously and, with his encouragement, 
inmates from the Lambeth Workhouse were routinely moved over to his 
institution.

Charlotte would have been among approximately 40 private patients who were 
accommodated inside the 18th century ‘country house’ style building set in 
seven acres of grounds. She no doubt watched from her window, or shared 
meals and walks with, some of the asylum’s 90 or so pauper lunatics, who 

Edward Walford, ‘Lambeth: Waterloo 
Road’, c. 1878. Surgeon Handey’s address.
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were relegated to wards in converted outbuildings. Charlotte’s stay at Peckham 
House was probably short-term, as cases such as hers were, according to the 
statistics, and her treatment most likely saw her classified as cured.
Fourteen years later – 1841.

Now aged 52, Charlotte is living in Chapel Street, in ‘not quite fashionable’ 
Bloomsbury. She has slipped down the social ladder since her days in St James. 
Charlotte’s home was now a modest four-storey terrace house, tall and narrow, 
with a basement and a front door opening directly on to the street. She was one 
of a dozen lodgers living in the house, headed by 50-year-old William DAVIES, 
a dairyman.

Charlotte died (from unknown but probably natural causes) during an 
exceptionally harsh London winter that year, during which the Thames froze 
over, and many impoverished Londoners from her neighbourhood were forced 
to seek treatment at the Royal Free Hospital for the Destitute Sick. The hospital 
was just a few streets away from Charlotte’s lodgings.

Being younger and perhaps fitter, James BEADLE survived the winter cold that 
year. He was a prisoner on board the prison hulk The Stirling Castle, moored 
off Plymouth Harbour, awaiting transportation to Van Diemen’s Land. He had 
received a ten-year sentence for stealing 22 lumps of coal from a barge on the 
Thames, his second offence. James was transferred to the convict transport ship 
the Somersetshire later that year, and eventually served out his full sentence 
in Van Diemen’s Land. His uncle James, two of his cousins, and two of his 
brothers were also coal thieves.

For a few brief moments, a Lambeth fishing boy and a tailor’s daughter from 
the West End met one another under the arches of Waterloo Bridge. It was an 
unlikely encounter. James and Charlotte came from opposite ends of the British 
class system, but what they had in common was a life of suffering and struggle. 
Both, perhaps surprisingly, survived into middle age.

Charlotte was buried in an unmarked grave at St George the Martyr church, 
Bloomsbury. Today, the burial ground of St George the Martyr is a public park. 
Thanks to James’s quick thinking that day in 1827, Charlotte’s remains lie under 
the flowerbeds, peaceful lawns and shady trees of St. George’s Gardens.
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“This entry skillfully combines commendable research, a reflective, self-
critical tone, and the use of an object – a painting – as the springboard for 
the essay. In ‘unexpectedly touching the past’ the author reminds us that 
family history can often be inspired by seemingly ordinary possessions.”

Unexpectedly Touching the Past
Clare McGuiness

The task began as my only option to finish a diploma course, and I did not 
expect much from it. I had to research a physical object from my family’s past, 
a task known as Object Biography. For a start I could think of only three items 
to choose from – a policeman’s hat, a green glass vase (that supposedly came 
from Ireland, but I had my doubts), and a child’s oil painting from 1898. I chose 
the painting because it hangs upon the wall in my study. I knew who the artist 
was, but not much about her. It was also of a river, and almost every painting in 
my home is of a river! It was a painting of the yarra River, combining my beloved 
Melbourne and the wondrous art of the Heidelberg School. An object biography 
was touted to forge a memorable connection to the past, but I envisaged it as 
an intellectual activity to get a reasonable mark. I was not setting out on an 
emotional pilgrimage as other students seemed to be with their war memorabilia 
and intimately held pieces. This is the story of how wrong I was, and how the 
object biography process spun its magic.

This is all I knew of the artist, and the genealogist in me shrinks in shame. She 
was my grandmother’s half aunt and she signed the painting ‘Mabel MORSE, 
Dec 98’. Long before I ever saw the painting, she was known to me as the tragic 
teenager who died of TB, caught from the pipe of a beloved half-brother. She 
had loved to light his pipe from quite a young age. Both Ma and my mother had 
told me this story, and it was not a detailed one. I had consigned her to a sparse 
footnote on the tree, childless and unremembered. I had ancestors to chase and 
descendants to track. Mabel was neither of these special people. The assignment 

required me to research her life, 
the art of the time and how the 
object had passed from her to 
me. In here was the magic.

I have said Melbourne is 
beloved. I seemed to be the only 
one of my siblings who missed 
Melbourne when we moved, with 
Dad’s work, to Canberra in the 
early 1960s. I went back for a 
University elective, staying with Painting by Mable Morse, Dec 1898
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Ma, and I visited a lot. Showing enthusiasm for the past, Ma let me copy her 
family photos at a time when you carefully took them to a studio for copying. I 
even had one of Ma and her mother enlarged to an A3 size. This I framed and 
hung proudly on my wall. Over time Ma gave me some of the original photos 
in their cardboard frames, and some came to me after her death in the 1980s. 
Indeed, I had a photo of Mabel, if only I had known it. Forgive my youthful 
enthusiasm that failed to record carefully who was who at the time.

I began with situating Mabel in her family, and documenting what I could. I 
bought her birth and death certificates and searched TROVE, finding two brief 
mentions. She was born Mabel Maria May MORSE in 1884 and so she was 14 
when she painted the picture of the yarra River. 

She suffered pulmonary and laryngeal phthisis (tuberculosis) for two years, 
dying of asthenia (weakness) two months short of her 20th birthday in 1904. 
She died at home, cared for by her mother who was then aged 60. She was 
working in a boot factory, despite her illness, when she died. Her mother placed 
a memorial notice one year later, that says a lot about Mabel and her family.

“She suffered long, but murmured not. 
We watched her day by day. 

And nursed her with the tenderest care 
Until she passed away. 

Pleasant was she in life throughout, 
A favourite with all till death; 

Peacefull (sic) she sleeps within the arms of Him, 
She served and loved so well.”

Poignantly the only other mention of her in the historical record was of winning 
the prize for Drawing in the Fifth Class of her local school in January 1898, for 
work done the year before she made this painting. Her talent was real.

***

I always think of Mabel in terms of her mother, Maria CALLANAN. Maria was 
born in Dublin in 1844 and arrived with her family in 1853. Maria married firstly 
Albert DANIEL, and she had three sons with him before he died of TB. Maria 
married again, and had just her daughter Mabel MORSE, before Mr MORSE 
disappeared. TB sculpted this family, although Mabel was to be the last victim. 
Albert DANIEL was English, arriving as a teenager with his brother Charles in 
1856. Both men died in their thirties from TB in 1874, in fact only a mere eight 
days apart. Albert had already lost a wife and a son to poverty and perhaps TB. 
When he succumbed, Maria raised Albert’s two daughters, their shared sons, 
and Mabel, on her own.

She worked as a seamstress. The youngest son James was the man whose 
pipe Mabel would light. He died at the age of 25 in September 1896, just two 
months before she made the painting.

Maria’s eldest son Alfred was my great grandfather. His first wife Emily died 
of TB in 1905. They had just one child, my grandmother Mabel DANIEL born 
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in June 1897. She was named for her aunt who was still alive, and so we can 
guess that the older Mabel was much loved. They are the only two Mabels in 
my direct family lines.

If there had been more time, I might have checked school records and enquired 
if she had enrolled in the Victorian School of Art, open to females from its 
inception in 1876. It seems possible she based her painting on “The Fisherman” 
by Charles Condor, exhibited in 1891. If so, then I can imagine her as a serious 
amateur artist.

The painting itself is 48 x 27cm, oil paint on a greyish canvas. It had never 
been framed. I first saw it maybe 15 years ago, not long before my mother 
died. We were standing next to her wardrobe that had stood in the same spot 
for 40 years, and she pulled it from the back of a shelf, asking if I might like to 
have it. She handed me a tightly rolled cylinder with no protective cover. I was 
gobsmacked that this had never been shown to me before. yes, I would like 
to have it. Mum repeated the story of the teenager who died tragically from 
lighting her brother’s pipes and puffing on them to get them going. It was a long 
time ago, not something that could happen now; but perhaps transmission had 
nothing to do with the pipes. Anyway, that was the story.

I loved it, of course, and had it framed in an old fashioned burlwood frame, 
leaving the raw edges exposed to honour its hidden past. I thought more about 
where it had been between December 1898 and 2005. We will never know how 
many paintings Mabel did, but this is the only one I have (though I should ask 
other DANIEL relatives if they too have one). Her mother Maria must have kept 
it. She must have treasured it. I picture her holding the cylinder to her breast 
as she remembered her only daughter. Her youngest son was dead, and her 
middle son moved to Adelaide, as well as the surviving stepdaughter she had 
raised. Her other stepdaughter had died in childbirth many years earlier. Maria 
had just one son to support her in Melbourne, one daughter-in-law and my Ma 
just 6 years old when Mabel died. I imagine the cylinder absorbing her tears.

She must have given the cylinder to her granddaughter Mabel DANIEL at 
some time before she died in January 1924. No-one else could have become 
its guardian except the only female of her line, someone named for her beloved 
daughter. But my Mabel wed in 1922 and had her first son the next year. The 
cylinder was possibly put into the back of a different wardrobe. My grandmother 
lived in the same home all her married life, in the same bedroom, with the same 
wardrobe. My mother was her only daughter and she was born the year Maria 
died. So many convergences. These two only daughters were very emotionally 
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close, it was hard on both when we moved to Canberra. Ma came to stay with 
us for three months every year. At some-time she gave my mother the cylinder. 
I wonder if it had not been unrolled for over a century.

The physicality of this then hit me. This painting was held in the hands of my Irish 
born great, great grandmother, someone born 170 years ago. Not only touched 
and held, but undoubtedly treasured. Whoa, that is some connection to the past 
that I had never ever realised before and could never have predicted. I am now 
forever grateful to the assignment for the opportunity to make that connection.

***

There is one more twist. Some years ago I realised that I had a photo of Mabel 
MORSE, though even then I never really connected it to the lovely yarra River 
scene. Her name was written on the back on one of the photos I received later 
in my life. Also written on the back of other photos were the names of Alfred 
and Emily and my young grandmother. And so, some years ago I realised that 
in fact the photo that I had enlarged to an A3 size, and framed, and hung on 
my wall so proudly was not my great grandmother Emily DANIEL at all. It was 
Mabel MORSE, standing with her namesake, my grandmother Mabel DANIEL. 
Remember I asked you to forgive my youthful enthusiasm.

Ma was born in June 1897. Mabel was thirteen 
years older. In this photo Ma looks to me to 
be between eighteen months and two years 
old, so Mabel is about fourteen to fifteen years 
of age. I can therefore date the photograph 
to about December 1898. It is undoubtedly 
contemporary with the painting she made of 
the yarra River. I am amazed that there are 
such coincidences to be found when you look 
at ‘what you know’ from a completely different 
angle.

I feel that Mabel is no longer merely a 
footnote on my family tree, and I am no longer 
embarrassed about choosing the wrong 
photograph to enlarge all those years ago. 
Mabel’s story made me explore the ebbs and 
flows of life of a working-class family. Seeing 
the dates and causes of death through an 
interconnected skein of circumstances is so 
much more powerful than a cursory completion of data fields could ever be. 
Through the painting I get a real vision of a talented young girl, much loved in 
her lifetime, much remembered in the generations of my maternal ancestors, 
and by me. So the passing of this object from mothers to daughters has so much 
unexpressed meaning now, linking me to the past so powerfully through it.

Mabel Morse and Mabel Daniel, c1898
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“A powerful story, inter-twining the history of twentieth-century Australia 
(war and especially depression) with the travails of everyday life. The 
entry is well written and the author brings out the character of Betty 
particularly well.”

A Courageous Woman
Robyn Hipkiss

Our image of courage is often linked to people who achieve great feats, explore 
new territories, or scale mighty mountains, but there is another type of courage. 
This is the courage that quietly tackles huge personal challenges with fortitude 
and resolution, without complaint or self pity.

Betty PACKARD, was one such person. Her life was an inspiration to many. Betty 
was born in 1911 in Coolgardie, Western Australia, then grew up in Busselton, 
the youngest of 4 children, long before the 
days of television, computers, microwaves 
and mobile phones. Her father died when 
Betty was in her teens, and at 19 years of age 
she was sent by her mother to live with her 
wealthy grandparents (Sir Edward and Lady 
Mary PACKARD) in England, with the hope 
that she would meet a suitable young man 
with prospects. However, Betty had met a 
humble bank clerk, Wilf BUTLER, at a tennis 
game on her family’s property before she left 
Australia. Wilf had fallen deeply in love with 
Betty, and he wooed her by letter. He was a 
romantic at heart and was able to express his 
deep feelings to Betty in his letters. Eventually 
he proposed by letter, and Betty accepted 
his proposal by cable. She returned home to 
marry him, after being away for four years, 
despite her mother’s strong disapproval. They 
were married 6 weeks after Betty’s return, on 
4 April 1934. Her mother did not attend the 
wedding.

Wilf was a romantic, a dreamer, a writer of 
poetry and stories. Betty was the practical 
hands-on one. Betty didn’t have a great deal of confidence in herself academically 
and said that she failed every exam she sat for at school because nerves would 

Betty and Wilf on their wedding day.
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get the better of her. But she was perceived by others to be a lady of quality, 
perhaps because of her reserve and dignity.

Betty and Wilfred’s romance lasted a lifetime. Their love for each other 
never waned, in fact it grew stronger as the years passed, despite the trials 
they experienced. They loved and supported one another through all life’s 
experiences. Every day Wilf would tell Betty how much he loved her, and every 
day she demonstrated her love for him in practical ways. They never argued, 
but always deferred to the wishes of the other. They both had a great sense 
of humour which enabled them to see the funny or ridiculous side of serious 
situations. They encouraged their children to do the same. The family always 
sat down to eat their meals together and as 
the children grew into adulthood there was 
always much banter and laughter at the meal 
table.

In her lifetime Betty experienced many 
challenges and difficulties with quiet courage 
and perseverance. In 1938 she and Wilf were 
grief stricken when their first-born son, Tony, 
an adorable curly headed little boy, died at two 
and a half years of age during what should 
have been a routine tonsillectomy, through the 
negligence of a young inexperienced doctor. 
They were not called to the hospital until after 
Tony’s death. This was a devastating blow. 
There was no grief counseling offered. They 
comforted one another, but carried that loss 
and pain in their hearts all their lives. Even in 
their 70’s the song “My curly headed baby” 
would reduce them to tears.

Quite early in their marriage, when they had 2 small children, Wilf contracted 
tuberculosis requiring two years of bedrest. He went to work every day, and then 
came home and went straight to bed, as well as spending every weekend in 
bed, resting. Betty became his carer. He also suffered with meniere’s disease, 
causing nausea and loss of balance. One day he suffered a severe attack at work 
and was making his way home, walking in a rather unsteady manner because 
of his loss of balance, eventually ending up sitting in the gutter, vomiting, due 
to the dizziness. Some middle-aged matrons walking past were outraged and 
commented pointedly on his drunken state in the middle of the day! He was 
fortunate to go into 20 years of remission from meniere’s disease after treatment 
by a Chinese herbalist.

In 1950, their fifth child, Jocelyn, was born with Downes Syndrome. Betty wasn’t 
told by the doctors that there was anything wrong with their baby, and they 
were left to work it out for themselves, coping with a little girl who wouldn’t feed 
because of her protruding tongue, as well as numerous other problems. There 

Betty with their first-born son, Tony, 
and his younger brother, Terry.
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was very little help or support available. Betty suffered a nervous breakdown but 
managed to pull herself together and get on with life with the help of her family 
and friends. Her focus was always on caring for her family and helping others 
wherever and whenever she could. There was no room for self-pity in her world.

Wilf had a lifelong dream of going farming and Betty had grown up on a farm. 
With the threat of a possible transfer by the bank from the country town of Kadina 
in South Australia, to the city of Sydney, they decided to buy a farm. In 1951, 
with very limited finances, they bought a small dairy farm of 200 acres at Inman 
Valley, a picturesque farming area south of Adelaide. The farmhouse was rather 
primitive with no running water or electricity, a wood burning stove and oven and 
an outside drop toilet located quite a way from the house. Wilf resigned from 
his job as Bank Manager and they set off on their big adventure, with the four 
children and as many of their belongings as would fit packed into the ute that 
had been purchased for the farm.

During the two years they lived on the farm their sixth child, Christopher, was 
born. The farm provided a great lifestyle for the children. They thrived in the 
healthy outdoor environment. Many days in the school holidays or on the 
weekends they would leave home after breakfast, often on horseback, and not 
return until nightfall, roaming freely over the surrounding hills, bushland and 
bush tracks, as well as visiting friends on neighbouring farms. The one negative 
for the children was having to leave home for school in the dark during the winter 
months, to walk 2 km down a bush track and catch the school bus for another 
16 km.

Betty and Wilf both loved the country life. However, although they tried desperately 
to survive, milking up to 20 cows by hand, with little money and old machinery, it 
proved to be a financial disaster, and Wilf’s health was deteriorating. They sold 
up and bought a house in the nearby seaside town of Victor Harbor, believing 
Wilf would be able to find work there.
It proved very difficult, however, for Wilf to find work in this small country town. 
The only employment he could obtain was selling insurance, which required a lot 
of travelling away from home, for very little remuneration. Eventually he had to 
go to work in Adelaide, over an hour’s drive away, where he became a property 
officer with the Public Trustee. His job demanded that he become a Licensed 
Land Broker and he went to night school to study, topping the State at the end 
of the two-year course. Eventually he took up the position of Public Trustee. All 
attempts to sell the family home were without success. Wilf boarded in a private 
boarding house during the week and travelled home for the weekends. This 
was a difficult period for Betty and Wilf, as they hated being separated from 
each other. Wilf’s health continued to deteriorate and he was diagnosed with 
tuberculosis again, as well as emphysemia. This time he spent two years in a 
Sanitarium in Adelaide, while Betty coped at home with five children on a small 
pension.

During this time they faced the difficult task of making a decision as to Jocelyn’s 
future. Joce was a loving and affectionate child. Initially she was sent to the 
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public school at Victor Harbor with Christopher. However, after a year the school 
sent a note home saying that they were unable to teach Jocelyn as they didn’t 
have the facilities or staff to cater for her special needs. She would have to be 
withdrawn from the school.

What were they to do? They had to face the fact that they wouldn’t be here for 
ever to care for her, and asked themselves what would happen to her then? 
How could they secure a good life and future care for her? It came to their notice 
that Minda Home in Adelaide offered a home for life to children with disabilities, 
on the condition that they were admitted before they turned twelve years of 
age. They travelled to Adelaide and were interviewed by the staff and offered 
a placement for Jocelyn. They agonized over this decision. Eventually they 
decided it was the best thing for her long term care and when she was eight 
years of age she became a resident at Minda Home. She adapted well to her 
new life and had many opportunities for learning new skills, making friends and 
participating in social and sporting activities, as well as travelling as she got 
older. For her it was like being at boarding school. Betty missed her terribly. She 
hid her grief in the day but spent many nights weeping.

When discharged from the Sanitarium Wilf continued working in Adelaide. 
During this time Wilf’s mother, who was suffering with dementia, came to live 
with the family in Victor Harbor. As well as looking after their five children Betty 
became her mother-in-law’s carer for three years, until she was placed in care. 
Finally, after seven years of Wilf commuting for work, in 1963 they were able to 
sell the house and be together again as a family, in Adelaide.

Over the years Betty’s practical skills came to the fore in many ways. The family 
had a favourite furry rug they called the ‘teddy bear’ rug, and it was only in later 
years they discovered it had started life as a luxurious coat Betty had purchased 
in England. She had taken it apart and made it into a rug because they couldn’t 
afford to buy one. As she had lived through the Great Depression, poverty was 
no stranger to Betty. Her creativity always found a way around the problem. The 
wool from old cardigans was unraveled and wound into skeins, then washed in 
gentle wool wash, and re-knitted into new jumpers or cardigans. Old dresses 
were unpicked and the skirts made into new garments. Collars and cuffs on 
shirts were taken off and turned so that the frayed side was underneath out of 
sight, thus enabling the shirt to be worn for many more years. Her creativity knew 
no bounds and she loved the challenge of creating something out of nothing. 
If costumes were needed for school events Betty’s ingenuity was amazing, 
There was always home baked bread for school sandwiches, and home cooked 
cakes and biscuits for lunch. However, they would be gladly swapped with other 
children for real ‘shop-bought’ cakes.

Betty nursed Wilf at home for the last two years of his life while he suffered 
all the ravages of emphysemia, dependent on oxygen to survive. Betty lived 
another 20 years after Wilf’s death until she passed away at 94 years of age in 
2005.
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Throughout her life Betty had great compassion and understanding for the 
suffering of others. She was always ready to lend a helping hand to those in 
need. Although she experienced much personal suffering Betty didn’t consider 
it so. When her daughter, Robyn, spoke to her one day about her difficult and 
stressful life with all its heartbreaks, she strongly disagreed. In fact she was 
quite shocked that anyone should think it so and vehemently denied any such 
thing.

Betty considered her life was rich in all the things that really mattered.

“The author describes this, somewhat paradoxically, as a ‘fictional 
account of actual events’. This is a confident rendition based on thorough 
research (including from overseas archives) of a traumatic day in the 
subject’s wartime experience.”

One Day in April
David Wintrip

9 April 1945, Port of Bari, Italy

Cargo was going missing and it all pointed to the stevedores as the main culprits. 
They’d pinch anything that wasn’t nailed down, and even if it was, they’d find 
a way to take that too. The crews of the lighter boats traversing the harbour 
couldn’t be discounted either, they always seemed to be where they shouldn’t. 
Whoever was running the scheme, it was organised crime in a way only the 
Italians knew how. He’d get to the bottom of it all at some stage but, for now, it 
was approaching noon and lunch was not far away. He wondered what culinary 
delights awaited him in the mess.

His thoughts on both subjects didn’t get any further. The blast wave from the 
explosion threw him across the floor, walls and ceilings in his office collapsed and 
dust filled the air. Momentarily stunned, and with his hearing slowly recovering 
from the effect of the shockwaves, he was pleased to realise he was uninjured 
save for a few knocks and bruises.

Robert WINTRIP was a big man, around 6 feet 5 inches tall, broad shouldered 
with a build to match, and when he spoke it was in a broad Northumberland 
accent. He hailed from coal mining country, a place where any deficiencies in 
character are easily found and exploited. Before joining up Rob had worked as 
a coal teamer in the railway yards at Blyth Docks. A no nonsense man, he was 
a man’s man, tough but fair. He was the type of leader to whom others were 
naturally drawn and happy to follow. Whatever had just happened, he knew that 
those around would be looking to him to bring calm and a sense of purpose to 
the situation.
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Rob, a Warrant Officer Class II in the 1017 Port Operations Company, Royal 
Engineers (RE), was in charge of a resourceful team of soldiers. The RE, 
experts in heavy dock clearance and maintenance, had been supervising 
port operations in Bari since the Allied occupation on 11 September 1943. At 
first with only a handful of men, Rob had, using reinforcements from various 
sources, grown this small cadre into a larger, effective Company. They’d got the 
port operating again after the German bombing raid of 2 December 1943, which 
left multiple wrecks blocking the port and some survivors suffering the effects of 
mustard gas, controversially concealed in a US ammunition shipment.

Despite this past experience, the devastation that now befell him was on a scale 
he struggled to comprehend. Buildings all along the waterfront had been levelled. 
Bodies were everywhere; some were obviously dead, others nearing death 
with injuries caused by flying debris. Yet others were trapped under collapsed 
masonry. It wasn’t an air raid this time, so what could have happened?

He didn’t need to look far for his answer. At berth 14 he saw the damaged fore 
section of a ship resting against a pier. The hull, to which it had previously been 
attached, was listing badly in the water some metres away and flames were 
enveloping its mangled wreckage. Floating debris littered the harbour waters 
and a pall of oily smoke hung over the area. What was once the US Liberty 
Ship SS Charles Henderson was in port to unload its cargo of 6,675 (2000 tons) 
aircraft bombs earmarked for the US Army Airforce. One of these bombs had 
detonated in the forward hold, triggering a massive explosion.

The unloading had commenced only that day, meaning the listing hull still held 
the bulk of the cargo. The combination of unexploded ordinance, fuel oil and fire 
posed the risk of further detonations with the potential to be even larger than the 
first as nearby were three further ammunition ships and an oil tanker, all waiting 
to discharge. Two of these were now putting out fires on board and one was in 
the process of beaching itself as a result of the explosion.

Rob looked around to see what help he could muster and saw three of his 
sergeants already helping in the land-based fire fighting efforts. Getting a hose 
on board the ship was essential if they were to stem any further explosions. 
One of the sergeants understood this and made a bridge to the ship from the 
pier using a ladder, and the other sergeants fed the hose across the gap to him 
before joining him on board to fight the fires. All fully comprehended the ship 
could explode again at any moment. For their actions each of the three men 
received the George Medal.

Initial attempts at coordination and rescue brought Rob face to face with the 
difficult decision that confronts all rescuers when dealing with mass casualties; 
where to concentrate limited resources to best effect. He knew that with whatever 
decisions he made, the plight of some survivors would be ignored and as a 
result they would die. The immediate extinguishing of fires so as to prevent any 
further explosions was his priority; another one and they’d all be killed. So the 
dead, and the nearly dead, were left where they’d fallen. The walking wounded 
were left to their own resources, many forced to assist those more seriously 
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injured than themselves. It was this aspect of the day which came to haunt him 
his entire life; the smell of death is not easily erased.
As senior officer in this area of the port, Rob directed operations. His superiors 
in HQ would have heard the explosion but would not know its cause. He found 
a runner and dispatched him with the information he knew they would require 
together with a detailed request for assistance. He hoped by doing this he could 
ward off the uncoordinated requests for information from HQ that no doubt would 
be coming his way. It didn’t, but the needs of firefighting, tending to the injured 
and preventing any opportunistic looting focused his attention at the scene.

The confusion brought about by the explosion and its aftermath was difficult to 
counter but as the fires were gradually brought under control, Rob’s knowledge 
and experience, today known as ‘emergency management’, started to gain 
traction. In addition to supporting the fire fighting teams, he was able to set up 
communication lines, organise transport and ensure that assistance from Allied 
forces in the area was, as far as was possible in the circumstances, directed and 
not piecemeal. Many Army and Navy personnel received formal recognition for 
their brave actions that day.

It was a relentless and exhausting time for Rob and his men, they worked 
non-stop for days. The immediate blast zone extended out over 2,100 feet. 
The force of the explosion that had torn the ship apart had destroyed its berth, 
together with some adjacent berths. Buildings of the old town that occupied the 
waterfront, including the local hospital, were reduced to rubble. Seven of the 
thirteen ships in port were either lost or damaged as a result of flying debris and 
fire. Windows had shattered in houses miles from the port.
Accounting for all the casualties continued for weeks. It was finally determined 
that some 542 people, Italians and Allied personnel, had been killed and more 
than 1,800 people injured.

The damage to the port was so extensive that it remained out of operation for 
nearly a month. And, all the while, the military’s urgent need to resume port 
operations drove recovery efforts; Rob transitioned from rescue coordinator 
back to port operator.

April – May 1945

A month after the disaster and Rob’s team had cleared the mass of debris from, 
and mounted repairs to, the Central Lighter Berths (CBL); relayed dockside rail 
tracks; and built temporary office and storage accommodation. Larger vessels, 
unable to pull alongside, could now be unloaded at anchor and their cargo 
landed at the CBLs by the smaller lighters. Additionally, Italian Naval personnel, 
who after the surrender of Italian forces in 1943 were now allies (of a kind), were 
used to supplement the locally employed stevedores and lighter crews. The port 
was working again, albeit in a limited capacity.

The CBLs were designed, pre-explosion, to cope with about 1200 tons of cargo 
per day but this was now insufficient to keep apace of Allied military needs. 
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Rob used his planning skills to maximise shift rosters and introduce new 
working practices to increase cargo movement and worker productivity, a not 
insignificant task given the indifference of the locally employed stevedores. He 
and his team were successful in reducing the backlog of cargo, thereby freeing 
up the port for future shipments. The cargo tonnage passing through the berths 
during the summer months increased to such an extent that on some days it 
reached to more than double their design capacity. The port was back to near 
normal operations but berth 14 was beyond repair and the damaged hull of the 
SS Charles Henderson remained semi-submerged alongside as a reminder of 
the events until 1948.

May – December 1945

In the time of war many things avoid detailed scrutiny, and so it was now. 
The cause of the explosion was subject to Allied investigations but there was 
insufficient will to delve deeply into matters.
While the extent of the damage and number of casualties was not insignificant, 
by 1945 peacetime sensibilities around such events had long given way to 
ready acceptance, if not indifference. The explosion was reported in British 
newspapers but few lines were given to it. Propaganda of the time assured 
readers that the port remained operational, when clearly it hadn’t. Reporting on 
the heavy fighting in Germany took up much of the column space.
The politics of the situation provide some context; the cargo was being unloaded 
from a US ship, by Italian stevedores, under British Army supervision, during 
war-time operations. Once sabotage was ruled out, as it quickly was, questions 
touching on explosive type, manufacture, storage and transport were ignored. 
Without clear evidence, the cause of the explosion was attributed to rough 
handling of the bombs when moving them in the hold to be winched out. It 
wasn’t the first time that ordinance had exploded prematurely and, in London 
and Washington, there were more important things to focus attention on; the 
war still needed to be won.

This didn’t take long, Germany surrendered in May and Japan in August. While 
returning home was not yet on the horizon for Rob, he was optimistic about the 
future. He’d even found his thieves; Italian shore-siders working together with a 
lighter crew, caught red-handed diverting a shipment of sugar. They hadn’t given 
up without a fight, demonstrating that the docks continued to be a dangerous 
place to work even in peace time.

Afterward

New year’s Eve, 1945. The concert for the troops is in full swing. The Central 
Pool of Artistes, a combination of civilians and servicemen, one or two of whom 
will go on to become household names, have travelled from Rome to Bari to 
help herald in the New year. Despite, or maybe because of, this festive reverie, 
Rob is suddenly, and unwillingly, overcome with shocking images from the year 
that was; one he would never forget. Try as he might, he’s unable to re-focus on 
the concert. He has survived when hundreds haven’t. Happenchance always 
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has the upper hand in these situations, and for some like Rob, it isn’t always 
kind in the way it reminds you of this fact.

After his War service ended, Rob reflected on this one incident above any of the 
others he had encountered. That one day in April would visit him many times 
over the years, often at inopportune moments and for reasons he could never 
fathom. It was only his strong sense of self, born in the mining community of 
Northumberland, that gave him the strength to forge a successful life in post-war 
Britain.

For his distinguished service in Bari, Rob was made a Member of the British 
Empire (M.B.E).
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“Appealing and well written, vividly imagining the story of a Scottish 
convict girl. Although verging on historical fiction, ‘Survival’ evokes 
a young woman’s experience and is based on extensive research.”

Survival
Kathryn Coughran

1826

Ann huddled in the doorway: watching, waiting … and shivering, as much from 
dread as from the icy wind teasing her inadequate clothing.

She covered the shoulders of her ragged dress with the soft wrap a kind woman 
– a true lady she was – deliberately let slip from her grip with an ever-so-slight 
tilt of her head and a catch of Ann’s eye, as she passed one afternoon in the 
mists of dusk. Ann had whispered ‘Thank you’ to the disappearing image of her 
benefactor’s back, and scurried away to find an overnight hide-out.
‘Wha yer lookin’ at?’ a sharp voice cut through Ann’s recollections.

‘Nothin’, Ann mumbled. She steadily returned the other girl’s gaze, despite her 
fear. She had not yet learned to quell the internal hysteria.

The girl swiped a bag of apples from the stall in front of her and vanished.

Ann was hungry, very hungry …

She waited until the marketeer was distracted, then swiftly filled her shawl with 
food and ran for her life. She was soon lost in the jostling crowd; swallowed 
by the noise of traders, shoppers and starving urchins rummaging around the 
cobbled streets of Edinburgh.

She steadied to a walk along Canongate, crouched behind some stairs to 
stash her haul down the front of her dress – held in place by the waistband and 
disguised by her wrap – and to gorge on a chunk of bread.

At night she slipped into the foyer of a church and hid among the stacked pews, 
covering herself with discarded newspapers. This shelter was the best she’d 
had for some time, and she managed a few hours’ sleep before dawn.

When she emerged, the apple-girl was waiting for her. They eyed each other in 
silence, then the apple-girl asked, ‘Der ye live ’ere?’ 

‘I live nowhere and anywhere’, was Ann’s considered reply.

‘Family?’

‘No … you?’

The apple-girl shook her head. ‘I’m Margaret’, she said. ‘Der ye want to stay with 
me and my friends? We have a room in a widow’s house in Halkerston’s Wynd.’
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Ann took a gamble. She nodded, thinking that staying with anyone would be 
better than the gut-wrenching aloneness she’d carried since her father died, her 
mother already having gone to God.

Margaret’s friends were her boyfriend and his mate. Ann kept herself separate 
from the lads to protect her privacy. If she turned towards the wall and covered 
her ears at night, she could almost pretend there was no huffing and puffing and 
moans of pleasure in the room. If I don’t see it, it doesn’t exist, she thought.

Danial and Danny had a friend, William. He lived with his family in Cowgate and 
worked at the brass foundry. He was closer to Ann’s age and she felt safer when 
he visited.

Widow MARSHALL expected the fee for the room on time, and Ann didn’t dare 
ask how Daniel and Danny met this responsibility. Food was Margaret and 
Ann’s domain. Stealing produce was easier working in pairs and Ann felt less 
conspicuous in the clothes Margaret gave her.

She settled into the routine. She had a place to belong, shelter, and the feeling 
that life was improving.

One afternoon, less than a week after Ann moved in with her new friends, she 
and Margaret burst into their room giggling … and stopped in their tracks. Two 
policemen stood between them and the three boys. Silence bounced off the 
walls.

One of the officers held a pair of trousers and William groped for his own to 
cover himself. He’d been trying on a ‘new’ pair his friends had offered him, when 
the police arrived. Ann was acutely aware the white dress and petticoat she 
wore had come from the same place as the garment in the officer’s hand.

***

Ann stood, head bent forward, eyes cast down. The courtroom felt heavy, 
burdened with the weight of the thick dark wood that seemed to turn itself in on 
her … smothering her with dread. She focussed on the fall of her tattered skirt, 
fingered a hole, was pleased her clothes told of a tough life, lived rough. This, 
and giving her age as twelve, might help when it was her turn for judgement.

Sir William RAE, Lord Justice Advocate, addressed the Jury for the Crown, 
Mr MELVILLE appeared for William and Mr FERGUSON for Ann and her 
room-mates. Lord BOyLE, Lord Justice Clerk, summed up the evidence for the 
Jury, who retired and took just thirty-five minutes to reach their verdict.
Ann listened as ‘habitual and reputed thieves’ Daniel and Margaret were 
sentenced to ‘life beyond the seas’ … and Danny to ‘fourteen years’. William 
nudged Ann gently when the case against him was dismissed, there being 
no evidence he’d entered the Howard Place home of James Smith MACK, 
solicitor-at-law, and pilfered his family’s possessions. William was of good 
character, the court was told, and his family and neighbours insisted he was at 
home when the crime was committed.
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Ann playfully nudged William back, then stiffened as her name burst forth into the 
Justiciary. ‘you have been found guilty of ‘reset of theft’, and will be transported 
for fourteen years …’ The Lord Justice Clerk’s words faded into the cheers and 
jeers of the unconstrained crowd.

William’s hand gently squeezed Ann’s and brought her back from the brink of 
collapse. Her eyes flooded and he whispered, ‘Stay strong’, as officers of the 
court dragged her from the dock and into a cell behind the courtroom.

She felt a pull in her chest drawing her back to William, but knew she would 
never see him again. She sobbed uncontrollably for this loss, and in terror of 
what lay ahead.

***

After five months in Edinburgh’s overcrowded jail, Ann and Margaret, and 
twenty-five other women endured the journey to London in chains. There they 
were bundled onto the Princess Charlotte and ushered through the hatches and 
down to the prison deck; where they joined sixty-five English women and four 
children in caged enclosures. Ann clung to Margaret and moved quickly to avoid 
reprimand.

The prisoners were locked below 
for days while final preparations 
were made for the voyage to 
Australia, their only relief being 
exercise sessions between the 
rows of cages.

Boredom, frustration and testy 
moods caused rifts characterised 
by hair-pulling, squeals and 
threats. Between outbreaks, 
the atmosphere was thick with 
tension and stale air.

Terror kept Ann riveted on the spot, as far as possible from anyone not in her 
cage. An English woman, withdrawn like Ann, began to fit each time there were 
altercations.

Finally, the ship glided down the Thames until it reached The Downs, where the 
anchor was dropped.

The woman who’d been fitting was taken off the ship and returned to Durham 
Prison, and the body of a baby boy who’d died the previous day was taken away 
for burial. Ann begged the guards’ permission to read the bible to comfort the 
mother through the separation from her bairn. Many on the prison deck cried to 
the background of Ann’s words and the mother’s violent sobs.

Calton Jail, Edinburgh, where Ann was 
held before transportation.
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With the newly-installed marine chronometer set to Greenwich Mean Time, the 
Princess Charlotte was at last clear to ride the seas. The creaking and groaning 
as the wooden sailing ship thrashed on the ocean was terrifying.

Ann clung to the bars and prayed they wouldn’t be dragged to the depths. 
Without warning, she threw up into a nearby bucket, her moans only softened 
by those of the other women. She rolled with the waves … and her sickness … 
for days, then gradually found her sea legs and assisted other sufferers.

A piercing scream cut through the prison when a tub of soup just out of the 
coppers fell down the hatchway onto the neck and back of an unfortunate 
woman.

Ann rushed to help and Doctor CAMERON put her to work immediately. Alcohol 
and oil of turpentine were alternatively applied, then cold vinegar and water kept 
the burn constantly wet to aid healing.

Ann sat with the patient while the doctor and nurse attended cases of dehydration. 
‘We could use you in here every day’, the doctor said.

‘Could I?’ she asked, her face alive.

He smiled. ‘I’ll request it.’

Ann was blessed with little sea-sickness, and Margaret helped in the hospital 
too when she wasn’t herself a patient.

The Isle Of Wight slipped past, followed a week later by Cape Finisterre in 
heavy rain, driven by strong south-westerlies. Ann and Margaret prayed in the 
darkness with a desperately ill woman as she passed to a more peaceful place.

Days rolled by, swallowed by long hours in the hospital with grateful patients. 
Those prisoners well enough were allowed on deck for exercise and air when 
the scuttles could be open.

The prisoners who’d been constantly ill began to show signs of scurvy, a 
discovery that made everyone anxious to reach land.

***

Word quickly spread that Port Jackson was in view.

Ann and Margaret listened to the First Mate call instructions, the responses from 
crew members, and the slosh of the ocean as the ship rocked about steadying a 
course towards the shore. Sails clunked into position, flapped with the changing 
angle of the wind. Soon the top sails were lowered, and the anchor sliced 
through the water with an horrendous lurch.

The women wanted to rush from the ship. After 128 days in a floating prison, 
they were ready for whatever was to follow. They wait patiently – this being no 
time to make a fuss.
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Hours passed. They ate their rations in silence, except for occasional whimpers 
from the weakest among them.

The smell of wet sand teased from afar …

When the hatches were opened the following morning, the women huddled 
around in anticipation.

The First Lieutenant took muster and announced cleaning duties for the coming 
days. The shocked women protested. Some cried openly. Disappointment 
pushed tears through Ann’s eyes and she struggled to contain them.

Dr CAMERON offered to take the women on deck in small groups, so they 
could see land, smell the eucalypts and quell their sense of urgency.

Ann filled her lungs and breathed deeply. She was taken by the brightness of the 
sky and the dark green trees framing the docks.

‘Won’t be long now’, Margaret whispered.

Ann nodded.

***

Although not travelling, the ship was busy. Frustration drove everyone to do 
their chores quickly and properly.

Five days after the Princess Charlotte dropped anchor, she was boarded by 
Australia’s Colonial Secretary, Alexander McLEAy. He assessed the condition 
of every inch of the ship, interviewed the Master and crew, took a report from 
the Surgeon Superintendent on the condition and nutrition of the convicts, and 
completed a Convict Indent entry for each woman.

Ann was nervous, but pleased she could say she’d gained some nursing 
experience on the voyage.

‘That will help us place you’, he said and smiled at her.

Ten days later, the ship eased towards the shore. Ropes were lobbed from deck 
to wharf and the gangplank secured. The dock pulsed with activity, the screech 
of pullies and winches, and officials and workers bustling to and fro.
Anticipation and trepidation overwhelmed Ann.

Margaret put her arm through hers reassuringly, ‘We’ll ’ave each other.’

They stepped forward and bent to touch the earth, careful not to soil their 
newly-supplied convict clothing. A guard urged them into the dock-yard behind 
its new twelve-foot high sandstone wall, and into groups by alphabet. Ann clung 
to Margaret as she had to William in the Court of Justiciary in Edinburgh.

They were forcibly separated, and Ann was soon assigned as housemaid to Mr 
John CONNOR Esq. of South Creek. She was grateful not to be behind bars, 
but something had shifted in her with the shock of losing Margaret so suddenly.
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‘Stay strong’, William had said.

Ann straightened her back, lifted her shoulders and pushed her chin forward. 
She was sixteen, alone, and obligated to a master in a strange land: she would 
have to rely on herself to survive. Staying strong was her only option.
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“This is a moving reminiscence which evokes memories of country 
life in the not-too-distant past. Though perhaps needing a stronger 
narrative focus, ‘A View to Die For’ offers a useful reminder of the 
value of ‘life-writing’ in family history.”

A View to Die For
Penny Graham

Night still clutched its misty shawl over the funeral parlour. We had been asked 
to collect the body early. Very early. With a long road to travel and obligations 
many miles away, the family had agreed to make a pre-dawn start.

They were there as promised, the two young undertakers. Dark suited, drawn 
faces blue with cold, hands even colder as they steadied the trolley holding my 
father-in-law’s coffin.
Hurried instructions were given in quiet voices as the many helping hands moved 
the coffin from the protective care of the two young men and into the back of 
brother Geoff’s ancient station wagon. All good care and no responsibility, that 
was the deal. No undertakers please, just family to take the patriarch to his final 
resting place. The first shafts of sunlight bled through the morning mist staining 
the countryside a pale gold as the parade of cars wound their way out of the 
small country town. He was on his final journey. We were taking Archie home.
A quiet man, unassuming in his ways and unremarkable in his life. Son of a 
farmer, grandson of a prospector turned farmer, country was in his blood. The 
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promise of easy pickings, of gold nuggets big as your hand had drawn Archie’s 
grandparents, a young Irish couple, William and Sarah, to the open plains at 
the foot of the Weddin Mountains. Ireland in the 1850s was no place to be, not 
enough food, land or jobs – no future for the young. A new world called. A land 
with limitless possibilities they said, so much land a man could walk forever and 
never reach the end. And best of all a land that promised Gold! But in the end, 
it was gold of another kind that made William and Sarah prosper. Behind them 
lay many disappointments – Rocky River, Nundle, Lambing Flat, Ten Mile Rush, 
names that spoke of hardship and back breaking drudgery and no gold worth 
the speaking of.

By 1866 Grenfell was the place to be. Fortunes, they said, were just a shovelful 
away. William had learnt a thing or two on his slow and painful journey through 
the NSW goldfields. If lady luck wasn’t looking after him, then he had better look 
after himself. He had seen firsthand claim after claim going nowhere, the looks 
of bitter despair on his mates’ faces. And, if the men had it bad, the women who 
travelled with them had it worse.

Childbirth on the road with no help if needed, the little ones who survived infancy, 
dirty faced, always hungry, their mothers worn out and old before their time. 
William had seen it all, the dust, the flies, dried up creek beds and abandoned 
or flooded shafts – known the constant battle to survive and find that nugget that 
would make it all worthwhile. There must be other ways, he reckoned, to feed 
your ever-increasing brood and set yourself up for life.

When William struggled into Grenfell following the flow of men eager to make 
their fortunes, he had turned his hand to storekeeping, selling victuals, tools and 
general household goods to the gold diggers. By cashing in his slim pickings 
from mining he had just enough to set up a small general store.

Two years later William saw another opportunity, farming. He scraped together 
enough coin to buy his first 40 acre plot. His was a vision of another kind of gold 
– fields of wheat bending their golden heads in Grenfell’s soft summer breezes. 
The ever adaptable William was to be the first to grow commercial wheat in the 
Grenfell area.

As the years passed the gold seams dried up and the itinerant miners moved 
on to seek opportunities elsewhere. The town settled into what it was to become 
over the next century, a reasonably prosperous wheat and sheep town.

The scarred and butchered landscape slowly healed itself. Prospectors turned 
farmers now tilled the soil, planted orchards and fought the invading rabbit for 
the hard-won grain in the fields and the precious vegetables growing in the 
family gardens. Slowly over time a community was born.

William’s grandson Archie was a quiet boy not needing or wanting more than to 
see dawn’s light flood across the fields, see the crops grow steady and strong in 
the spring rains and watch the sheep in the fields. With a basic ‘one classroom 
fits all’ education and a dad with a sharpish temper and strong work ethic, 
Archie‘s adolescent years resolved themselves much as you would expect. He 
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left school early to work on the farm and stayed on the land pretty much all his 
life.

Archie would marry, sire 6 children and ultimately leave the district for new 
farming challenges, but the rolling hills of Grenfell were always his spiritual 
home. Now here we were, all his surviving children and most of their wives and 
families bringing Archie home to rest beside his parents on the gentle slope of 
the old Grenfell cemetery.

The parade of cars carrying the coffin wound its way through the small back 
roads shunning the highway for the more private, secluded path into central 
NSW. Archie had clearly and strongly spoken of his wish to join his parents and 
many of his relatives ‘back home’. It was now our job to see his wish granted.

Being ‘no-frills’ kind of people we, his family, opted for the personalised low 
key kind of farewell. A simple wake at the RSL hall in town for what was left of 
Archie’s friends and extended family to tell a story, have a laugh and pay their 
respects to their mate. Lots of tea and thin sliced sandwiches for the older folk 
and a few bottles of the good stuff for the younger ones to help keep the ‘I 
remember when Archie’ stories rolling.

We had hooked up with a couple of likely lads just starting out in the undertaking 
business who were agreeable to our rather unusual request. Let us take the 
body back to Grenfell and bury him ourselves. Their job was to hand over the 
body, then take the fast road to get there before us, organise for the grave to 
be dug and fixed up all pretty with that green fake grass undertakers just love. 
Then they were to make themselves scarce until we had wound him down into 
his resting place and said our goodbyes.

Because of the shockingly early start and despite the thermoses of coffee and 
hurried breakfast, we were all ravenously hungry by mid-morning. By the time 
we got to Harden, we decided the kids needed a break and we all needed 
to stoke up on something substantial. The convoy pulled up at a café on the 
outskirts of town. There was plenty of parking close by for the 4 cars and being 
a bit out of town, not too much passing trade on the footpath. We didn’t want to 
alarm the townsfolk if they happened to be walking by. It’s not every day you see 
a coffin lying in state in the tray of a beat-up old Holden station wagon.

Thirsts were slaked with frothy milk shakes, appetites quelled with steaming hot 
pies and chips. The kids now happy after a feed and a run around and the adults 
a tad rested, we made our way to our respective cars. Disaster. Geoff’s car 
won’t start. The battery had decided to play dead and Archie and that old station 
wagon looked like they were going nowhere. Much discussion was had. Would 
we call the NRMA? Would they think we were modern day body snatchers? 
Could you be arrested for carrying a body without an undertaker’s licence? 
Clear thinking and a set of jumper leads was what was needed. Luckily, one of 
the cars had come equipped and after a few false starts the battery hiccupped 
into life. Disaster averted.
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By three that afternoon the convoy of cars ambled into the outskirts of Grenfell. 
Now Grenfell isn’t a large town; after its heyday as a gold town had subsided 
and wheat and sheep had seen it prosper for some decades, it fell into what can 
only be described as a period of stagnation. It hasn’t died, it hasn’t grown either. 
Our immediate destination was the gates of Dewrang, the farm that Archie 
called home.

All the cars stopped at Dewrang’s old iron gates – all but the station wagon 
which was kept idling – we weren’t taking any chances this time! The back of the 
wagon was opened and out came the coffin, protruding out the back and draped 
with an Australian flag. We liked that touch. Archie was a patriotic old bloke and 
we hoped he would like that too. We thought it appropriate for him to say his 
last goodbye to his first marital home, and arguably, his only successful farming 
venture. So many memories, many good and some perhaps not so good, must 
be locked up behind those gates and down that rutted red earth driveway.

Photos were taken with the coffin lined up with the somewhat worse for wear 
sign ‘Dewrang’, which still clung, courtesy of a couple of bits of twisted wire, to 
the gates and we were on our way to Archie’s final destination.
The graveyard sat quiet and still in the haze of that late afternoon sun. The only 
sound was the occasional strident cry of the crows high in the conifers. Our 
young undertakers had kept their promise. A freshly dug grave made respectable 
by green matting disguising its melancholy intent sat just where it should, side 
by side with Dave and Emily, Archie’s parents.

Not only was Archie patriotic, he was God-fearing too, so we had enlisted the 
help of the local parson to say a few words of comfort. Let’s say it was an 
insurance against all possibilities. If our good wishes and loving thoughts did not 
see him through those pearly gates, then maybe the parson’s would.

While the family paid their last respects, I made my way up the hill behind the 
grave where I had seen the two undertakers trying to make themselves invisible 
by standing still as statues in the dappled shade of the pines. I thanked them 
greatly, telling of the good stories, happy memories and comforting closure 
this day would bring. We stood in companionable silence looking out past 
the graveyard to the sweet wide valleys of young green wheat and the showy 
strident gold of the fields of canola. We watched drifting white clouds creating 
patterns over the landscape and the grey green leaves of eucalyptus dancing 
gently in the breeze. ‘Not a bad resting place’ I said quietly. ‘A view to die for’. 
Nothing. Then a twitch of lips, a suppressed chuckle, ending in a full-blown 
smile. Then the three of us laughed together, loud and free in the quiet summer 
afternoon. The relief after a job well done.

We parted, the undertakers and I on comfortable terms. Now not distant 
grey-suited statues but living breathing young men with warm handshakes and 
ready smiles.

As the sun dipped low over the line of blue ridges to the west, the family 
regrouped. Gathering our tired grubby children around us, packing the cars 
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with all the paraphernalia of a long day’s outing, hugs and goodbyes said, we 
parted company, each family to make their way home. Many kilometres apart 
our homes were spread over the map of eastern Australia from one end to the 
other. If not close geographically then close in spirit – that day making us even 
closer.

Later a smooth grey marble plinth was erected to mark the spot were Archie 
lies. Nestled in snugly beside his parents, he is secure from all worldly troubles. 
Visiting the grave many years later I think of that day and know that we did our 
best to fulfil his wishes. He would be happy now, at home where he belongs in 
the land of his dreaming.

“Taking a bookcase as the starting point, this essay ranges widely 
over time and space, connecting the author with a Danish liberal who 
was at Eureka. The author’s confidence in making an association 
between their life and the past is to be commended.”

The Bookcase
Julia Ryan

Why didn’t I ask my mother how she, the tenth of twelve children, came to have 
possession of her grandfather’s bookcase? That’s the nature of family history: 
it comes to you in bits, dribs and drabs; too late you realise you should have 
asked questions, filled the gaps.
The rosewood bookcase, quite handsome to my child’s eye, dominated our small 
East Sydney lounge room throughout the 1940s. The bookcase stood tall with 
a glass-fronted upper section and housed our small library, photo albums and 
family documents. Keys, pencils, loose photos, and letters lodged in the three 
small drawers under the glass-fronted doors. The bookcase probably came to 
us when my grandmother, Christiana, moved into the little flat above my father’s 
butcher shop. In the 1950s the bookcase accompanied us to the far Western 
suburbs for my father’s disastrous foray into poultry farming, and then to the 
city studio apartment where my mother, Edna, moved after he died. There, in 
the 1980s my young adult son much admired it. In the 1990s Edna brought the 
bookcase to Canberra where she moved to be close to her children in her final 
years. When Edna died in 1997 she left the bookcase to my son, but by then 
he was a world wanderer; so I became the custodian of my great-grandfather’s 
bookcase.

I first heard something of my great-grandfather when Harry WATTS’ film of 
the Eureka Stockade, starring Chips RAFFERTy as Peter LALOR, came out 
in 1949. Sadly, Christiana missed WATTS’ pre-production advertisement for 
family stories about Eureka. My much-loved grandma told me that her father 
had been on the Ballarat goldfields, joined the stockade, but was one of those 
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who was absent when the troopers attacked that early Sunday morning. Later, 
she said, he hid the wounded LALOR in a copper. Christiana died in 1951, long 
before I took any interest in family history. Much later, when I studied Eureka, I 
realised Johan STRUCK may have been one of the German diggers, refugees 
from the 1848 liberal revolutions, who joined the rebellion.

Foolishly, I did not seek more information about Johan STRUCK while my 
mother and aunts were alive. In any case Edna had a shaky grasp of European 
history: she had once claimed to remember the time of Napoleon. Snippets 
about my great-grandfather came to me in passing, and now, after Edna and 
her siblings are long gone, I am piecing his story together. His descendants 
thought of themselves as Danish: two of my aunts married Danes they met 
at the Danish Club in Sydney in the early twentieth century. In the days when 
a wife automatically assumed her husband’s nationality my aunt Harriet thus 
became a Dane. My knowledge of my great-grandfather, filtered through Edna, 
comes from Harriet, the family historian.

In the early 19th century Johan STRUCK grew up in Altona in Holstein, then 
ruled by the King of Denmark, and close to the free, former Hanseatic city-state of 
Hamburg. I must have known this in high school because I was much taken with 
the quote in our History text, where Lord PALMERSTON famously said:”The 
Schleswig-Holstein question is so complicated, only three men in Europe have 
ever understood it. One was Prince Albert, who is dead. The second was a 
German professor who became mad. I am the third and I have forgotten all 
about it.”

The family story was that Johan STRUCK, an ethnic German and a radical, was 
a draft dodger from the Danish army who found his way to the Victorian goldfields. 
I don’t know his profession before he left. Was he a carpenter? There were 
family stories of the infamous red-light area, the Rieperbahn, on the Hamburg 
waterfront: had he worked there? It seems that he was caught up in the 1848 
liberal nationalist uprisings, thinking of himself as an ethnic German supporting 
the revolutionary Frankfurt Assembly’s desire to incorporate Schleswig and 
Holstein into a new German Confederation. But the liberal nationalist dream 
soon turned sour after authoritarian Prussia was called in to force the merger 
with the new Germany.

I tried to clarify the Schleswig-Holstein question. The area, between modern 
Germany and Denmark, became a victim of its geography on the crossroads 
between Central and Northern Europe, between the Baltic and North Sea coasts. 
The complex historical events starting with Charlemagne’s conquest defeated 
me: the ethnic mix of Saxons, Wagriates, Jutes and other Danes; the plethora 
of rulers of the patchwork of subset areas, including kings, princes, dukes, 
counts, prince-bishops; the shifting political boundaries of imperial fiefdoms, 
counties, bishoprics, independent republics free Hanseatic and other cities; the 
rival Gottorp and Haderslev dynasties; the interference from Austria, Prussia, 
Russia, Sweden. Fearing the fate of the German professor I followed the aged 
Lord PALMERSTON, letting the Schleswig-Holstein question fade from my 
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mind. I did gain some inkling of why my great-grandfather, a radical caught up in 
1848 revolutions, fled Europe in despair after those revolutions were defeated.
By 1870, as part of Bismarck’s ‘blood and iron’ unification, Schleswig and 
Holstein were incorporated in Imperial Germany. I think at that stage my radical 
great-grandfather decided he came from Denmark, not Germany. But German 
language and culture lingered in the family. In 1915 Christiana castigated her 
eldest son for joining the Australian Imperial Force: you’ll be shooting at your 
cousins. In 1916 Edna insisted on studying the unpopular German language at 
Fort St High School.

In Ballarat Johan, known as ‘Joe’, married Hannah CRONIN, an assisted 
immigrant who came from Cork to find her convict father, transported to Van 
Diemen’s Land for the theft and butchery of a cow during the Irish Famine. 
Hannah was illiterate, an Irish peasant denied education in her native Irish. 
As a child Edna was told that her grandmother never found her father. Aunt 
Harriet, then in her mid-eighties, waited until Edna reached her seventies before 
revealing the CRONIN shameful family secret: Hannah did find her father, but 
discovered that on release he had, like many ex-convicts, changed his name 
and bigamously remarried, so she, a devout Catholic loyal to her mother, would 
have nothing to do with him. My sister later discovered that CRONIN, then 
‘Glass’, lived only a few streets from the STRUCKs in the Sydney Rocks area 
with his new family in the 1870s.

Joe and Hannah moved to Sydney in the 1860s where Joe worked on the 
wharves and socialised with expatriate Danes and other Scandinavians. In 
1889 the expatriates formed the Danish Club which still operates today. Hannah 
and Joe had five surviving children, including my grandmother Christiana, born 
1869. Perhaps Joe made the bookcase for Christiana on her wedding in 1887 
to a Norwegian sailor she met through the migrant Scandinavians, but perhaps 
she inherited it when he died in the 1890s. Christiana and my grandfather had 
married in the Garrison church at the Rocks, a Catholic-Protestant union, and 
went on to produce twelve children. Edna told me that the rosewood from which 
Joe made the bookcase was found drifting on the harbour, the 1880s version of 
‘fell off a truck’.
Edna said that Joe was ‘a lovely, gentle man’, but Hannah was tougher, turning 
to drink in later life. Please don’t go to the pub to fill your gran’s beer jug, Joe 
pleaded with his grandchildren. Edna regaled these stories as first-hand, but 
much later I realised that both her grandparents had died before she was born 
in the early twentieth century, and these reminiscences came from her elder 
sisters.

My great-grandparents are buried in Waverley Cemetery overlooking the 
ocean. In the 1990s my brother located the neglected grave, inscribed Joseph 
STRUCK, Hannah STRUCK. But his name was Johan, I said. yes, but his 
illiterate widow knew him as Joe, which to her mind meant Joseph. John would 
have been closer, I thought.
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I heard on the family grapevine that one of my first-cousins-once-removed, 
a great great grandson of Johan, had tracked down the remaining STRUCK 
family in Hamburg, and had found them in the prosperous German middle class.

Today Schleswig-Holstein is part of Germany, though North Schleswig was 
returned to Denmark in 1920 after a plebiscite under the Treaty of Versailles. In 
2018 I travelled in Germany and spent two days in Hamburg in a Rieperbahn 
hostel. The Rieperbahn is still sleazy, with a much-reduced red-light area, smaller 
than Sydney’s Kings Cross. It lies near the Elbe, the river down which Johan 
sailed into the North Sea, and eventually to Australia. I found that Altona is an 
inner western suburb of Hamburg, not far from the Rieperbahn. No sign of the 
Danish language. I explored Hamburg by river boats. I took the train to Lubeck, 
the old centre of the Hanseatic League, and ate an enormous ‘typical Schleswig-
Holstein meal’ of herring, stuffed potatoes, carrots, cabbages and many other 
vegetables in Johan’s honour. After I returned to Canberra I investigated my 
DNA. The mapping showed a faint line brushing south west Hamburg, but not 
Denmark. There was a big swathe in Norway, from Edna’s sailor father.

Aunt Harriet’s husband became a British subject resident in Australia after wives 
were freed from husbands’ nationality, but Harriet refused to apply for Australian 
citizenship, on the grounds that she was born here, obviously Australian. 
When the Nazis invaded Denmark in 1940 my cousins anxiously inquired after 
their father: ask your mother, he roared, she’s the only Dane here. I think she 
remained Danish, quite proudly, until her death in the 1980s.

Radical politics continued in the family. Some became militant trade unionists: 
Johan’s son threw a scab over Pyrmont Bridge in 
the 1890s waterfront strikes. Christiana’s family 
were prominent in the anti-conscription movement 
in World War I, one was connected to the Industrial 
Workers of the World, the revolutionary IWW. Edna 
became a Communist activist in the 1920s, later a 
staunch Laborite and a leading feminist.

The bookcase is shabby now. A friend told me it 
does not display a high level of carpentry skills. Its 
patina includes red lacquer Edna hired her Italian 
migrant neighbour to apply in the 1960s. Some of 
the original rosewood shows through the layers. 
Should I have it French polished? Somehow it 
seems wrong to remove the buffets of 130-odd 
years. Without the bookcase I may not have 
pursued the story of Johan, the German liberal 
nationalist who decided that freedom was more 
important that nationalism and thus became Joe, 
the Danish-Australian working-class radical.

Christiana’s 1908 family photo at right bottom of 
top section.The Bookcase 2020
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Frank, 1941
Ross Cleary

Nolene died when Frank was three days at sea, and it was two months later, 
in camp in Palestine, that the letter from home reached him. The news was not 
unexpected, he had lived with this dread for months now. A slip of a girl at 17, 
her “weak heart” had increasingly struggled. His mum had included with the 
letter a clipping of the death and burial notice from the Yass Tribune, and he 
stared at it through teary eyes, unable to escape its black-edged finality.
But it was the photo, taken on his last leave, which opened up the depths 
of his misery. Standing on the back steps of home, his mum and dad at the 
front, Frank and Nolene behind, her arm through his, a married sister on the 
top step. Nolene’s shy smile contrasting with the seriousness on every other 
face, suppressing the fear of the farewell to the soldier off to war. The bond 
between brother and sister, always strong, had grown in recent years through 
increasing hospitalisations and the attentions of a big brother shaped by his own 
realisations that “next time” she may not pull through.

And now he cried, quietly. A private grief beyond the need for telling. He would 
find words, later, in his letter home.
The routine of life in camp, the endless marching and drills, soon dampened, 
then assimilated, his grief. Marching with gas masks, without gas masks. With 
bayonets and entrenching tools, without encumbrances.

Quickly they learned that the job they had come to do, was in fact already done 
and dusted. Instead of joining the fight for the liberation of Syria and Lebanon, 
their job was now simply to protect the peace that had already been won while 
they were still on the boat on the way over. Didn’t come all this way to be bloody 
police, they muttered.

Although based primarily in Palestine, his unit also visited Lebanon and Egypt. 
Ostensibly this was to relieve other units who had secured the peace, but this 
was easily done and there was plenty of time for sight-seeing. Like so many 
travellers, he viewed his surroundings through the lens of a distant, and younger, 
culture. Photos sent home carried full descriptions on the back: in Lebanon, a 
two up school outside the Australian Club in Beirut (“a very nice town in parts”); 
in Egypt, a street scene in Alexandria (“a grand old place – note the trams”); 
in Palestine, the military cemetery in Jerusalem (“very well kept and looked 
after – a real credit”), Bethlehem (“an old ramshackle place – this snap flatters 
it”), a street in the old city of Jerusalem (“very narrow and cobbled stoned … 
very shiny and slippery … some of the streets stink a hell of a lot … nice clean 
people”), Arab market place in Haifa (“where the boys have fun bargaining for a 
long time and buying nothing”), the main street in Gaza (“the town of stinks and 
more stinks”), and a beachfront and street in Tel Aviv (“notice the Hotel Hess … 
there are a lot of German names in the town”).
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Strangely enough, Frank found himself drawn to the souks and markets of 
the bigger towns, particularly in Jerusalem. He had never liked crowds, hated 
“shopping”, and had scant regard for the locals. His letters home displayed a 
casual racism on all matters Jewish and Arabic. And yet, he was drawn to their 
shops. Particularly the souvenir shops and those selling religious postcards and 
items of Christian piety.

Raised a Catholic, he now didn’t know what he believed. Two younger sisters 
had been “taken back into the arms of a loving God”. He had heard these words 
from well-meaning others, even his own mother, but they no longer made sense 
or brought him any comfort. Why would God want to take little Faith back to 
himself, to heaven? Why would a loving God want to inflict such misery and grief 
on his parents, on his family? Did she bring too much joy to her family? Was 
she not washed clean of “Original Sin” at her baptism? He clearly remembered 
the bubbling infant, baby of the family, dead in her third year. Soldiering had 
opened his eyes to the arbitrariness of life and death, and god-talk just didn’t 
make sense any more.

yet here he was, in the shops, buying religious souvenirs. Postcards of the 
Tomb of the Holy Sepulchre, the Garden of Gethsemane, the Church of the 
Nativity in Nazareth, the Via Dolorosa. Rosary beads, “blessed by the Pope” 
himself. A wooden box, with inscription of the 3 wise men on their way to pay 
homage to the Christ-child. His messages on the postcards found an eloquence 
and cadence he had long forgotten, in words and phrases from his convent 
education. He knew his mother would cherish these postcards, would dwell on 
these words. Frank was in the Holy Land, was seeing the actual places where 
Jesus lived and died, was walking in His footsteps. It gave him a comfort he 
could feel but couldn’t describe. It was enough to know that what he was doing 
felt right, that it would mean so much to his mum.

As Christmas approached, he was still posted in Palestine. A few of the boys 
were going to midnight Mass at Bethlehem, nearby. Perhaps it was the memories 
of Christmas Masses in years past, from his childhood, that impelled him to join 
them. A link with the certainties of a life before the unknown future of a war to be 
fought. As much as he had accompanied his family to Sunday observance when 
at home on leave, he had otherwise felt no need for several years to cross the 
threshold of a church as a worshipper. And yet here he was, reciting the common 
language of the Catholic faith, in the birthplace of the Christ-child, this Christmas 
Eve, 1941. “Introibo ad altarem Dei”, intoned the Franciscan Friar – “I will go 
in to the altar of God” – and the response he had learnt as an altar-boy in far 
away Yass rose unbidden from his memory : “ad Deum qui laetificat juventutem 
meam” – “to God, the joy of my youth”.

If he had thought anything at all about these holy places of Palestine, he 
had pictured them as grand, imposing places. He had seen pictures of the 
immensity of St Peter’s Basilica in Rome, and he assumed all the iconic places 
of his boyhood memory were likewise built to emphasise the distance between 
God and man. He had now seen for himself the grandeur of the basilica in 



163The Ancestral Searcher Vol. 43 No. 4

Jerusalem, its very structure itself emphasising the immensity of the story of 
the sacred triduum, the 3 days of Christ’s death and Resurrection. But this little 
church at Bethlehem could have been any poor parish church in the wide brown 
land down under. Its simplicity echoed the story of the manger birth upon which 
it had been built. Frank felt comfortable. In the simplicity of this place, the familiar 
rhythms of worship, the Latin carols, the incense rising in perfumed clouds, he 
felt a calmness spreading to the corners of his mind where residual grief and 
anger had resided these months past.

Back in camp, word spread that the Japs had bombed Pearl Harbour earlier 
that December, and incomplete fragments of news told of an astonishing, fearful 
spread of large forces through the Pacific. Let’s get out of this place and back to 
where we can be bloody useful and do something that matters, his mates had 
muttered. It was no surprise when the message came through, pack up and be 
ready to move out within a week.

He hadn’t yet sent the postcard purchased in Bethlehem on Christmas Eve, and 
now he wrote.

Dear Mum and Dad,

I thought of you and the girls at Mass here on Christmas Eve and said a 
prayer for you all, and especially for Nolene and Faith. As you can see, 
it’s not a grand church, and they say that the altar is on the spot where 
the manger was where Jesus was born. A few of us boys were there but 
hardly anyone else as most of the locals are moslems. Before the war, the 
Friar said there would usually be a crowd of pilgrims but of course that’s 
all changed now. I will have some interesting news next time I write. Hope 
you have received the other postcards and I said a prayer for you all at 
all those places. I think I now understand what my faith means and what 
I hold onto. God bless. Love Frank

Well before the postcard arrived home, he had himself arrived in Australia and 
been immediately deployed to the Northern Territory. Anti-aircraft gunners were 
needed in the defence of Darwin and its scattered airfields, but his family was 
not to know that for some time.

His mother recognised the special whistle from the postie, and hurried to the 
letterbox for Frank’s latest letter. With shaking hands she sat on the couch on 
the verandah, and carefully opened the envelope. It’s a postcard she said to 
her husband, and together they read it, drinking in the familiar scrawl. It was the 
writing itself which made Frank present, and she could hear him in the choice of 
words and phrases. Just fancy, said his father, being in the actual place Jesus 
was born. But even as he said it, he sensed the dark cloud enveloping his wife.

Inside, his mother sat at the little table whose top drawer kept all Frank’s letters. 
Reaching lower, she put the postcard in a bottom drawer, with the other three 
already received. She had read them all, but she couldn’t bear to look at them 
again. She knew she could never tell Frank how much these images of the holy 
places of Christendom disturbed her, stoking again her despair at the death of 
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daughters too early dead. She found herself even hating his newly-found god 
talk, and hating even more the distance from him this realisation brought. With 
a shudder, she now saw clearly what she had previously but dimly perceived. 
She could not, would not, believe in a merciless god who took her innocents, a 
god of war who let die the blameless in cities, in ships, in armies everywhere.

But there was no other god to believe in. She closed the drawer. Please, no 
more postcards.

and His Family
Jane Robinson

James ROBINSON was born in 1833 in Sunderland, on the North-East coast 
of England. He was born into a family of ship builders, a family where almost 
every young man in the clan learned to be a shipwright even before they entered 
the workforce. It was ‘in the blood’. By the time he was in his early thirties, 
James was a foreman in the company he worked for on the River Wear, the river 
that saw the development of the ship building industry since early settlement 
there in the 14th century. Sunderland ultimately became known as the ‘largest 
shipbuilding town in the world’ and my family, the ROBINSONs, was a part of 
that history throughout most of the 19th century.

When he was 22 years old, James married Hannah VAWER, aged 16. Over 
the next ten years, they had five children: William, Elizabeth, James, Mary Jane 
and John. The family lived in a terrace house at the end of Grace Street, within 
walking distance to the river.

In November 1866, a tragedy struck the family which would change the course 
of their lives forever. Hannah contracted tuberculosis and died within weeks, 
leaving James alone, with five children to rear, aged from 10 months to ten 
years. His sister Mary tried to help, but she had a young family of her own. 
James’ parents were living near the River Thames in London, his father William 
employed there in the shipping industry. They ultimately returned to Sunderland, 
but not in time to circumvent the disaster that was about to unfold.

Once I began researching the story of James I quickly became obsessed, 
haunted by the tragedies that stalked him. I tracked down as much material 
as I could, to try and uncover the details of his story and shed as much light as 
possible on this dark history. I ultimately came to respect my ancestor – a cousin 
of my great grandfather – despite his grave lapse in judgement.

Struggling to care for the children alone, James advertised in the local newspaper 
for a live-in housekeeper. One of the applicants was Mary Ann MOWBRAy. She 
had previous experience looking after the children of another family and also 
had nursing experience in a sanitarium. Presumably James judged her to be a 

The Shocking Story of One Man
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kind and caring person and she was able to start work immediately, just days 
before Christmas.

Baby John was unwell at the time. His condition worsened and sadly, he died on 
21st December 1866, with the cause of death being recorded as convulsions. 
With the losses of both Hannah and the baby, it must have been the worst 
Christmas the family had ever had.

Several weeks later, Mary Ann was called away to Seaham, a fishing village 
not far south of Sunderland. Her step-father needed assistance in nursing Mary 
Ann’s ailing mother, Margaret. According to neighbours, Margaret was on the 
mend from a bout of hepatitis, but soon after Mary Ann arrived, Margaret died 
suddenly. Mary Ann’s nine year old daughter, Isabella, who had been living with 
her grandparents, then returned with Mary Ann, to James ROBINSON’s house.

It’s not known how much Mary Ann had told James about her past, but Isabella 
was accepted into the household.

James’ sister took a dislike to Mary Ann MOWBRAy. There could have been 
several reasons for this, but if she had become aware that Mary Ann was now 
pregnant to James, this could account for her disapproval. In Victorian times, 
this would have been scandalous.

Tragedy hit the family once more. In April 1867, two more of James’ children 
– Elizabeth aged eight and James aged six became ill. Mary Ann’s daughter 
Isabella also fell ill. The family doctor was called on several occasions but the 
children deteriorated. All three children died by the end of the month.

The household now consisted of James and Mary Ann, and only two children 
– William aged ten and three year old Mary Jane. Mary Ann’s pregnancy would 
by now have been obvious, and the couple finally married on the 11th August 
1867. They were both aged 34 and both stated that they were widowed. They 
both gave false addresses to church authorities. There were no guests at the 
wedding, and James hid the marriage from his family.

Their baby daughter, Margaret, was born on 27 November. She died in February 
1868 aged only three months. James had now lost four children. Both parents 
were reported to be distraught at her death, but soon, Mary Ann was pregnant 
again. Baby George was born in June 1869.

The couple began to have some disagreements. Mary Ann had tried to persuade 
James to take out life insurance. He declined to do so.

James was contacted by his bank over arrears of fifty pounds on his mortgage 
payments. Initially James supported his wife, until he saw the forged entries 
into his bank account. Soon after, it was revealed that Mary Ann had racked up 
debts of sixty pounds. The last straw seems to have been a deception by Mary 
Ann involving young William. She had removed items from the house and forced 
William to take them to a pawnbroker.

James had placed an inordinate amount of trust in Mary Ann, clearly misplaced. 
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How she used the money was never known, but these were very substantial 
sums, well over a year’s income. Furious that his son William had been coerced 
into this deceitful behaviour, James confronted Mary Ann and she left the house 
after an argument – with baby George. James may have thought he would never 
see the baby again. He boarded up his house and moved into his sister’s home 
with his remaining children.

On a wintry Sunderland night, on New year’s Eve of 1869, James attended a 
watch night at the parish church. On his return home to his sister’s house, late 
that night, he found baby George had been returned. He was reported to have 
said ‘It was the most wonderful day of my life.’ There was no sign of Mary Ann, 
but at church sometime before Christmas, James’ sister had confronted her 
about returning the baby to the family and returning the stolen funds to James.

James must have hoped the nightmare was behind him. He sold his house and 
set up a new household in Rosanna Street with his three children. He had also 
hired a new housekeeper.

However, the nightmare was not over. In July 1872, James’ sister told him about 
a woman named Mary Ann COTTON, who had just been arrested for the murder 
of her seven year old step-son, Charles COTTON, in Bishop Auckland, a village 
south west of Sunderland. The police had accused her of poisoning the child 
with arsenic. James’ sister believed this was the woman who was technically still 
married to her brother.

Could she also have killed the ROBINSON children? James clearly came to 
that view and subsequently told the police ‘I am convinced that my children were 
poisoned …. They were healthy and strong, and only ill a few days before they 
died. Any time she gave them anything they vomited and were sick and purged.’

Charles COTTON was the only surviving member of his family until his untimely 
death. Mary Ann had sent him to buy arsenic, a commonly used cleaning aid 
during the Victorian era, from the village shop. Thomas RILEy, the village 
overseer, went to see Mary Ann to advise her that it was illegal to sell arsenic to 
a child. Her reaction surprised him.

She responded that Charles would have to go to the workhouse. Thomas RILEy 
told her she would also need to go to the workhouse and be admitted with 
Charles as she was his only adult relative. She is alleged to have said ‘Oh I’ll 
not be troubled (by Charles) for long. He’ll go the same as the other COTTONs.’ 
Within days, Charles had died. A suspicious Thomas RILEy worked doggedly 
to ensure a police investigation followed.

The COTTON family endured an almost identical set of circumstances to that 
of the ROBINSONs. Mary Ann had bigamously married Frederick COTTON 
after his wife and daughter had died of tuberculosis. Frederick’s sister had been 
acting as housekeeper to the family after the death of her sister-in-law. She 
was a friend of Mary Ann’s, and had introduced her to the COTTON family. She 
became ill and died soon after. Then the children began to die – first Frederick 
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Junior, then baby Robert (Mary Ann’s child with Frederick COTTON) and finally 
Frederick.

Mary Ann had also had a long term lover, Joseph NATTRASS. He became ill 
and was diagnosed with typhoid fever before succumbing, complaining to the 
attending doctor, ‘This is no fever I have’.

At the time of her arrest, Mary Ann was pregnant again, to a man she had begun 
a housekeeping role with soon after the death of Charles COTTON.

It was revealed during her trial that Mary Ann had been married twice before 
she began working for James ROBINSON. Several children born during the 
first marriage had died in infancy. Only Isabella MOWBRAy had survived into 
childhood, and she was in the care of her grandmother for most of her short life.

Forensic tests by Doctor Thomas SCATTERGOOD of Leeds School of 
Medicine revealed arsenic was present in Charles COTTON’s body. The bodies 
of both his brothers were exhumed and traces of arsenic were found. Joseph 
NATTRASS’ body was exhumed and found to contain 17 grains of arsenic. 
Three grains could kill a man.

Mary Ann COTTON was found guilty of the murder of Charles COTTON. She 
never admitted guilt. It is thought she may have killed up to twenty-one people, 
including up to 8 babies born during her first marriage to William MOWBRAy. 
On 24 March 1873 she went to the gallows saying, ‘heaven is my home.’ She 
was hanged, at the age of 40, as a breastfeeding mother to the baby she bore 
in gaol, Margaret Edith QUICK-MANNING.

Only two of the twelve children she is thought to have given birth to survived. 
Margaret Edith was adopted by friends of Mary Ann and lived to old age. George 
ROBINSON was raised by his father and became a shipwright, married and 
had a large family. He died in Sunderland in 1926, aged 57.

James ROBINSON was the only husband to have survived marriage to Mary 
Ann. He was the only one who did not have life insurance.

James never gave up on love, it seems. In the census of 1881, he listed another 
daughter, Alice ROBINSON, born in 1872. When James died at the age of 66 
in 1899, he left his estate to his widow, Elizabeth Ann. Present at the time of his 
death, and the informant, was his 30 year old son George.

James’ death in 1899 was noted in the local press.

‘DEATH OF THE HUSBAND OF MARY ANN COTTON.

The remains of James Robson (sic), one of the oldest foremen shipwrights 
on the Wear, were buried on Saturday at Bishopwearmouth Cemetery. 
Deceased, who was much respected, worked for Messrs Short Bros for 
many years, and had retired on a pension allowed by the firm. A large 
number of shipwrights and other friends followed. The second wife of 
the deceased was the notorious Mary Ann Cotton, who was hanged at 
Durham some years ago.’
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Notorious indeed. Britain’s first female serial killer, the case was well known 
throughout the country. A nursery rhyme was written about her …’Mary Ann 
COTTON, she’s dead and she’s rotten …’

Several books have been written about her and her heinous crimes. A mini-series, 
‘Dark Angel’, was made in 2016. James ROBINSON and his children were 
some of the main characters. But, they weren’t just movie characters. They 
were real people – buried in the Bishopwearmouth cemetery in Sunderland.

As I watched it, mesmerised, it was as if my ancestor’s story had come to life, 
his tragic story revealed, over 150 years later, on the other side of the world.

Bibliography
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Currents and Tides
Robert Asquith 1855-1919

Beverley Richardson
Robert ASQUITH was dying. For seven days1 he had suffered shiver fevers, 
excruciating pain in his joints, backache, a head cold and a sore throat.2 Allowed 
one attendant, his wife, Eva NELSON, performed nursing duties, wearing a mask 
of at least four thicknesses of gauze, as directed by the Health Department.3 She 
placed a government supplied 
SOS sign in the front window,4 
thereby notifying staff at the local 
medical depot that 8 Wiggins 
Street, Botany was a house 
of infection. Her patient was 
confined to his bed, preferable, 
according to medical opinion, 
than treatment in one of the 
overcrowded hospitals.5 Dr A W 
yOUNG,6 his only visitor, brought 
items considered essential for 
recovery: medicine, an antiseptic 
gargle and an ointment to rub 
around the mouth and nose.7 
Eva brought him drinks of water, 
milk and juices to replenish lost 
fluids. She prepared nourishing convalescent foods of toast, eggs, soup and 
milk puddings8 and placed a camphor locket around her husband’s neck as a 

The Nelson family grave in Botany Cemetery.
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disinfectant.9 But Robert’s lungs filled with liquid, his skin turned a dark purplish 
black from lack of oxygen10 and he died in the Highest Mortality Wave11 of the 
Pneumonic Influenza to hit Sydney in 1919.
Pneumonic Influenza ended normal life in Sydney after soldiers began their 
return from The Great War in October, 1918.12 By September 1919 Australia’s 
first pandemic had killed 6,387 people in the metropolitan area.13 Robert 
ASQUITH, one of the six thousand, was buried in the NELSON family grave in 
Botany Cemetery on June 21st, 1919.

The cemetery is situated on a hillside facing south over Botany Bay. It is a still 
and quiet place, the only sound the regular breathing of the waves as they 
roll onto the shore. It is a significant place: sacred country to the Kameygal 
who,“fished along a long beach of sand and mud flats that stretched far into the 
bay.”14 To the west, the Cooks River flows into the upper reaches where, in the 
early 19th Century, Simeon LORD built his water driven textile mill that floated 
like a trapezoidal spaceship in the Botany swamp. It is a place that Robert 
ASQUITH loved, and returned to, throughout his life.

The wooded land on LORD’s estate was cleared. Under Governor BIGGE’s 
direction15 weatherboard cottages were constructed for the workforce of 
millhands and for the servants employed at LORD’s private residence, Banks 
House. A number of fishing families settled here, too, in the 1820’s; the mangrove 
swamp was an ideal breeding ground for fish and prawns.
It was into this community, named Booralee,16 that Robert ASQUITH was born 
to Mary Anne NELSON on June 22nd, 1855: he was christened three months 
later at St Laurence Church, Cooks River. Robert’s father, Jonathan ASQUITH, 
worked at LORD’s mill, an assigned convict, a spinner and weaver from the 
industrial river city of Leeds. The couple named their third son Robert or “Bob,” as 
male descendants bearing his name are called. With a growing family, Jonathan 
supplemented his income by staking out nets at low tide across the shallow 
waters of the bay so that when the tide ebbed, a harvest of gasping, silver fish 
could be gathered along the line of the net. In summer he prawned from small 
sailing boats17 with scoops and fine meshed nets. He collected mud oysters 
from the banks of the Cook’s River. His knowledge of fishing and prawning was 
passed down to his son, who would fish for 47 years, providing seafood to the 
people of the colony of New South Wales.

In the 1850’s changes outside of their control threatened the livelihood of the 
ASQUITH family in Booralee. Industrialisation and overfishing18 had diminished 
and poisoned the fish in the bay. Sydney’s expanding population demanded a 
safe water supply within close proximity to the city; the government resumed 
the land on which the mill sat to build a water pumping station.19 Simeon LORD, 
Jonathan’s fellow West Yorkshireman and protector, died in 1840; the last of 
three tickets of leave had been signed. Free of government control, Jonathan 
moved his family north to live in a weatherboard cottage in William Street, 
Stockton on the north shore of the Hunter River. Robert was two years old. 
The ASQUITH home was close to the Stockton School but it is more likely that 
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young Bob spent his time on the beach, feeling the sand between his toes. 
Perhaps he wondered at the presence of aboriginal middens left by the Worimi 
tribe who had fished from Stockton Beach for thousands of years.20 Breathing 
in the pungent smell of brine, he sat In his father’s boat and watched him mend 
the net with a long wooden needle; he listened to him talk to other men about 
the currents and tides that governed the movement of fish. Later he would row 
his boat in the Hunter River, then venture out into the Tasman Sea.

We first hear Robert’s voice when, as a young adult, he testified at the inquest 
into the death of his stepfather, John ROBERTS, who had drowned in an open 
sewer drain on the Stockton waterfront. He’d been drinking at Peterson’s Hotel 
in Hunter Street, Newcastle, after purchasing stores essential for work. Robert 
is articulate in his account of his step father’s refusal to join him in conveying 
the essential goods across the river. “Mrs McDONALD … twice endeavoured to 
get deceased to come home … deceased was addicted to intemperate habits 
… I had more than once had occasion to leave without him before …”21 The 
teenager was a responsible adult on that fatal night, mature before his time, with 
a true sense of duty to his family: his father had died of a weak heart when he 
was 14 years old.

By the age of 17 Robert had become a capable fisherman, the hero of a 
fishermen’s tale involving a giant shark.22 With his brother, Benjamin, and their 
second stepfather, Thomas PEARCE, he was engaged in line fishing in an 
open boat at a spot known as The Rocks, out from Nobby’s Lighthouse.23 While 
leaning over the side, focussed on his line, a shark, estimated at 14 to 17 feet 
(approximately 5 metres) in length, went for him. Landing on the gunwale, the 
“grim visitor”24 almost capsized the boat, freezing the occupants with fear before 
sliding back into the ocean. Our hero’s survival was considered a miracle, as the 
shark’s teeth grazed the side of his face. Regardless of danger, the men caught 
four dozen schnapper that afternoon.

Marriages in the ASQUITH family often end in divorce because of economic 
stress, separation and loneliness: in hard times husbands try to find labouring 
work or they leave the family, to travel to where the fish are biting. As third 
generation fisherman, Arthur CLOUTEN, from Tuggerah on the New South 
Wales Central Coast, explains: “Around March/ April each year approximately 
85% of the mullet leave the lakes and rivers for the sea to spawn. In the period 
April/May the bream and other fish do the same so few fish are found until 
September when small fish have grown and return.”25

When Robert married Henrietta CARR at the Newcastle Registry Office on April 
6th, 1878, the omens were not prescient for a happy marriage. A son, Jonathan 
was born in the August of that year, followed by a daughter, Margaret and a 
second daughter, Rose Mary, born after the family had moved to Balmain. Three 
public scandals point to Henrietta’s unhappiness in her marriage, to the extent 
that she left her home, seeking the company of men. Charged for being drunk 
and disorderly,26 arrested for stealing a vase27 and sexually assaulted on a street 
corner in Glebe during a night spent drinking brandy, she was accused in the 
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press of leading an immoral life.28 At the trial, when the three young men found 
responsible were gaoled for five years, Henrietta testified to the fractured state 
of her marriage: she had lived separate from her husband for four years but saw 
him frequently; he’d been away fishing in the Terrigal Lakes, and he supported 
her, financially.29 The couple divorced In 1898. After Henrietta’s death from 
Tuberculosis two years later, Robert placed a memorial notice in the newspaper, 
describing himself as a, “Sorrowful husband,” and honouring Henrietta as the 
mother of his children.30

Robert ASQUITH thrived in the young country adopted by his English parents. 
He enjoyed the sense of adventure gained by immersing himself in the natural 
world, the thrill of the catch, the company of like minded men and the dignity of 
earning an honest living.

Unlike his brothers, William and Jeremiah, whose interests in transport and 
shipping led them to explore the international world, Robert stayed close to the 
world he

knew. He did not rise to social prominence like his younger brother, George, 
who became a councillor on the Stockton Council, a poet and a scholar of Latin. 
In contrast to his eldest sister, Elizabeth, with her eleven children, his family 
was small, diminished further by the death in 1917, of his son, Private Jonathan 
ASQUITH, who perished in the Battle of Passchendale at ypres, Belgium, in 
World War 1.31

Importantly, Robert survived to live to the age of 64: life was fragile in Stockton, 
a primitive colonial outpost, known for quality coal exports to New Zealand, San 
Francisco and British colonies in the South Pacific.32 It was, at times, a savage 
place: his eldest brother, eight year old Jonathan ASQUITH, drowned in the 
Hunter River. The skull was found, three weeks later, washed up onto a beach, 
severed from the body by a shark.33 The infant mortality rate was high: Robert’s 
sister, two year old Mary Anne, died of pneumonia and Emma ASQUITH died 
at birth of childhood convulsions.

On August 7th, 1906, at the age of 51, Robert married 34 year old Eva 
Ellen NELSON, his first cousin. The house at 8 Wiggins Street, Botany, had 
sheltered various members of 
the NELSON family over the 
years, offering an attractive 
lifestyle, in close proximity to 
the Sir Joseph Banks Hotel, with 
its panoramic views of Botany 
Bay, a private zoo and pleasure 
gardens.34 Eva’s brother, William 
NELSON and his French born 
wife, Francis WAND, had spent 
their retirement years here. The 
couple rest in the grave beside 
Robert and Eva, who was left 
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a widow for 41 years. Her husband, Robert ASQUITH, was a strong man, 
resilient; a loyal truth sayer, both loving and beloved; a working class man who, 
like his father, was a pioneer of the fishing industry in New South Wales. But the 
Pneumonic Influenza targeted men like him and he did not survive the illness.35
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How DNA Solved a Family Mystery
Denise Page

My mother, Valma FRAME (nee DUCKWORTH) was fostered at the age 
of 12 in 1929, following the death of her mother, Ethel DUCKWORTH (nee 
CORLING). Ethel had produced seven live children in nine years and died of 
heart and kidney failure aged 37. Ethel’s closest friend, Florence RIDDLE loved 
mum, and she and my grandfather RIDDLE agreed to accept mum into their 
family, but to foster not to adopt, a decision made by grandfather RIDDLE, a 
decision which was never disclosed to mum. Florence RIDDLE already had two 
sons at university studying to become teachers. Both went on to become school 
principals. All their life they treated my mum as their true sister. My grandmother 
RIDDLE loved my mother, her two sons and all her six grandchildren equally 
and it wasn’t until we were much older that we found out that mum was fostered. 
Eventually moving with her foster family from Inverell in the New England district 
to Sydney, ties with her genetic family were lost. Those broken ties were mended 
thirty plus years later, when a brother tracked down and contacted mum. Mum’s 
genetic father with her brothers and sisters had eventually moved to Brisbane. 
Contact was made with some of her siblings and letters were then regularly 
exchanged particularly with her sister Audrey Grace SOLWAy (3 years mum’s 
junior).
During my teenage years mum and dad decided to holiday in Queensland 
where Grace (widowed at this stage) lived. While in Queensland, they decided 
to surprise mum’s sister Grace. Dad knocked on Grace’s door and explained 
that there was a long-lost relative in the car outside and he was sure she would 
be very interested to meet this person again. Hesitantly Grace went with him to 
the car. Opening the car door, Grace, a big woman and the complete opposite to 
my mum, took one look at the occupant, screamed “Valma”, knew immediately 
it was my mum, her sister and picked her up in her arms and carried her inside. 
Of course, tears flowed copiously and there followed a beautiful, with a tinge of 
sadness, reunion between mum and my Aunty Grace. On that special day for 
mum she and Aunty Grace talked about the intervening years and particularly, 
about mum’s other five siblings. Like all families they had turned out a mixed 
bag, some doing well and some not so well including one brother who, in later 
years, when he came to Sydney, visited our family, talked my generous mum 
into lending him money but never repaid the money. Another brother, driving 
with his wife as a passenger, had been involved in a horrific car crash. His 
wife was killed. There were no children and she had been the love of his life. I 
understand his grief was unbearable and he eventually took his own life. Mum 
was very saddened and upset.

As I related previously, mum’s genetic family had eventually moved to Brisbane 
where her father, a policeman, had remarried and where her father was buried. 
Sadly, mum was told that the whereabouts of her youngest sibling Eva, the baby 
of the family and mum’s favourite sister, remained a family mystery. All Grace 
could convey to mum, was that towards the end of WW2, spilling the beans to 
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her family that she was pregnant by an American serviceman, Eva (nineteen 
or twenty at the time) was ordered from the family home and ostracised by the 
whole family on the orders of her father. No one heard from her again and the 
family presumed or hoped she had gone to America with the “dad to be”. It is 
hard to believe, in this enlightened day and age, that no one had managed to 
find her or even stayed in contact, even if secretly. Easy to criticise with our 
computers and the liberal freedom of the young people these days. It was a 
different age and one that sometimes is hard to comprehend today.
Several times over the years I was tempted to research Australian war brides 
who had sailed to America, but something always held me back. Then one 
day early last year I skeptically submitted my DNA for testing through Ancestry 
DNA. To my amazement a notification arrived about a potential first or second 
cousin, Derek OWEN. I had never heard the surname OWEN mentioned by 
any member of our family and was intrigued. The only contact supplied in the 
notification was a box to write a note. No email address or information except 
the name of the potential cousin. Excitedly I sent off the names of both my 
maternal and paternal genetic grandparents. Next morning, a reply was waiting 
on the computer.

“Are you in Australia? My grandmother was Eva DUCKWORTH”.

I was lost for words and very excited. Could his grandmother be mum’s long-lost 
sister? Quickly I replied and pressed send. “yes, I live in Australia. Do you live 
in America”?

Next morning came the answer. “I reside in Florida with my family and my name 
is Derek OWEN”, he replied.

Each morning I eagerly opened the computer to learn about my American 
relative and to imbibe information about our Australian side. My cousin too, 
impatiently opened his computer each morning and couldn’t wait to see what 
would be on his computer. He is very interested in his family’s genealogy but 
had never ventured to researching his grandmother’s heritage.

The following is Eva’s story as told to me by my second cousin, Derek. “Two 
mates, American Servicemen, were in Brisbane Australia towards the end of 
WW2. They had seen active service and were on leave here before returning 
home to America. Somehow during their R&R time in Brisbane, Eva met these 
two guys and they became friends. The outgoing friend fancied Eva, while at 
the same time the second quieter chap fell in love with her. Eventually she fell 
for the charismatic chap who fancied her, and who was apparently a womaniser 
with an eye for any pretty girl. Eva being very naïve, a short torrid affair ensued 
and to Eva’s horror it wasn’t long before she discovered she was pregnant. 
Upon telling him she was pregnant, he ditched her, denying the baby was his. 
Disclosing her condition to her family, Eva’s father ordered her from the family 
home and the family were instructed to disown her. Unloved and with nowhere 
to go, the second American serviceman who loved her, Derek’s “grandfather”, 
offered marriage which she accepted, and he took her back to America. In 
America, Eva gave birth to a son, the product of that unfortunate liaison in 
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Australia, and there followed some years later two more American sons, one of 
which is Derek’s father.” So, Derek is Eva’s grandson and my second cousin.

Sadly, his father is deceased. Derek said his dad would have been delighted 
that contact had been made with their Australian relatives and to learn the 
information on that piece of their ancestry.

Sadly, Eva’s story didn’t have a “happy ever after” ending. Many years into 
her marriage, it ended in divorce. Unfortunately, Eva died in her mid-fifties, 
interestingly the same age my mother was when she passed away.

Derek didn’t know any details about his Australian heritage, apart from the story 
above and was thrilled when I gave him all the information on our English shared 
father and son convicts who were sentenced to penal servitude in Australia.

Following is the story of these two ancestors just as I related to my cousin Derek. 
The convict father, Richard HAyHURST, a weaver and carter, was sentenced to 
7 years in the colonies for stealing horseshoes. His natural convict son, William 
DUCKWORTH, farm laborer (my direct ancestor) was sentenced to life in the 
colonies for stealing a bale of cotton. They both arrived in Australia on board 
the Henry Porcher in 1834. William lived to 88 years of age and fathered 14 
children, 5 boys and 9 girls, not unusual during that time. His death certificate 
lists his occupation still as a laborer. I can’t imagine bringing up 14 children on 
a laborer’s wage.

Pondering on those hardships, and even with all our own modern problems, 
it is easy to realise, how good we have it today. Unimaginable to me are 
those pioneering women in their long dresses toiling in heat and cold (no air 
conditioning); cooking over wood stoves; washing clothes by hand; often a hole 
in the ground for a toilet and no running water. Only hard slogging toil from 
dawn until late into the night. Battling heat or cold, exhaustion and more often 
hunger. No wonder many photos portray both men and women appearing years 
older than their actual age. Added to that, with no contraception, it was not 
unusual to produce a child each year. Humbly, I give thanks to these pioneers 
and thanks that I have been born in the current era. Thinking on my heritage, 
I am always amazed how two direct long-ago ancestors of mine can produce, 
eventually down the years, hundreds and thousands of offspring often scattered 
throughout the world and with whom I share a small percentage of my genetic 
DNA. Not to mention that through DNA technology and computer technology 
connections can be found enabling the compiling of a family tree simpler and 
easier than in the past.

To date, Derek and I have stayed in touch. He appears to be a good man and 
is around the age of our two boys. Derek calls me cus and as I am easily old 
enough to be his mother, that always brings a smile to my face.

A fascinating story and through modern DNA technology, a family mystery 
solved. How my late mum would have loved to know what happened to her 
baby sister, Eva.
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Donny
Ross Cleary

I sometimes wondered who that kid was who walked past the house. But I didn’t 
think a lot about it, I couldn’t be bothered. I don’t think I thought deeply about 
much at all in those days. I saw him go past three or four times, stopping briefly 
on one occasion to look at our windows. I was about 17 at the time and I reckon 
this kid would have been around 11 or 12. I didn’t know him but there was a 
familiar look about him I couldn’t put my finger on.
I was living with my grandmother, “Ma” to me and to most people who knew 
her. Her house in working class Newcastle had been my home for most of the 
years I could remember. Living near the steelworks I learnt early to look at the 
wind pattern and help Ma get the washing on the line before the fine black soot 
belching from the ‘works would drift over and settle on everything. I hated that 
dust, I hated the way it made Ma cough, I hated the way it got up your nose and 
into your throat and over everything. It came to represent everything I hated 
about my life in Newcastle. But I couldn’t leave Ma, and at least I now had a job 
and could contribute to the house.

your father isn’t a bad man, Donny, she would say. It’s the drink that does it. 
He was different, changed, when he came back from the war. We don’t know 
what those men suffered in those jungles with their diseases, and the Japs with 
their blood-thirsty attacks. And the rain, and the blood-sucking insects. Dad was 
different when he got home, couldn’t settle, quiet, wanted his own company.
Ma never spoke much about mum, and I never heard her talk badly about her. 
It took me years to realise how confused and messed up this made me. If my 
parents were this ok, why did I rarely see dad and never see mum? Why didn’t 
they want me?

I remembered the arguments and fights. Being 5 and hiding under the blankets 
as a plate was thrown and shattered on a wall. Dad shouting about “him”. Mum 
taking me to her sister’s house one day, before dad got home from the pub, and 
with our clothes in the few small bags we could carry.

How long we stayed there I don’t know, but I remember clearly the day dad 
turned up. A sunny morning and I was outside climbing along the fence. Be a 
good boy and get your things, he said. To my mother he said he’s coming to live 
with me and Ma. And taking my hand, we left. I hardly saw her again after that 
day. There would be tears in the days to come, but that day I just walked to the 
bus-stop with dad, and hopped off the bus at Ma’s.
Dad got a job in the mines and we would go months without seeing him. In time, 
that grew to years. I was around 13 when the news came that he had been killed 
in a mine cave-in. Ma received some money from the mines, “compo” she called 
it, which would help now that there would be no more money from dad to help 
with the bills. Stirring the soup for dinner one night, out of nowhere the word 
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“orphan” swum through my mind. No dad. No mum. Just me and Ma. I knew I 
could never leave her. She needed me as much as I needed her.

Where’s mum, I asked one night as we did the washing up. Ma, who was usually 
so forthright, was quiet for a while and didn’t look at me. I don’t know if she’s 
still in Newcastle, love. I think she might have moved away. She had family who 
needed her. Lying in bed later it occurred to me that if mum had family, then I 
had more family too. I knew dad had no brothers or sisters and there had never 
been cousins to play with, but it had never occurred to me that mum might 
have other family members. For the first time in years I felt an incompleteness, 
something undefinable that was missing, and the dull ache of loneliness.
Ma must have noticed a change in me, as she was uncommonly cheery over 
the next few days, pointing out things to me in the weather, the changing light of 
evening, or exclaiming over the cussidness of the laundry boiler. Anything to fill 
the silences. And the dull ache lessened.

I enjoyed school, but didn’t really fit in with my peers. They would leave as 
soon as they could, chasing the prized apprenticeships at the steelworks. I had 
discovered books and a world of the imagination. Ma had never had the money 
nor the inclination to buy books, beyond some staple children’s fare. A collection 
of “Little Golden Books” had been accumulated in my childhood and I knew 
by heart the adventures of the “Poky Little Puppy”, the travails of “Scuffy the 
Tugboat”, and the wisdom of “The Little Red Hen”. The local Librarian took me 
under her own ample wing and over the years led me gently through Biggles, 
the Bobbsey Twins, and, when I was ready, Mark Twain and Dickens. I was 
happiest in my escape into my books.

I was the only boy in the school that year who completed the 5 years of 
Secondary school, and as the decision of “what next” loomed, Ma encouraged 
me to look at the “Office” jobs at the Steelworks. I had vaguely thought I would 
enjoy University, and pursuing an interest in History that had blossomed in my 
final school years, but I knew we couldn’t afford it. It would have meant leaving 
Newcastle, leaving Ma, not contributing to the household. Ma had no-one else 
to do the jobs around the house and yard. I knew she needed me.

And so I became an office boy at the ‘works. Very quickly the social distance 
between “the workers” and “the office” became apparent and was reinforced 
daily in all sorts of ways – the clear expectation that I would sit on the front 
seats of the work bus, the exclusion from the banter on the walk to our various 
places of work – even from those I had known at school, the simmering 
resentment when one of the apprentices came to the office. I didn’t within myself 
feel “superior” but every social interaction started to become coloured with a 
hierarchical stain. Even within the office, I felt an outsider. It took a few years 
before I understood that everyone else there had started after leaving school 
with the prized possession of an “Intermediate Certificate”, obtained after the 
exams at the end of the 3rd year of High School. No-one else had stayed the 5 
years to complete their “Leaving Certificate”.
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I couldn’t tell Ma how miserable I was becoming. Increasingly frail, she needed 
my support and the money I brought into the house. In any case, growing up 
with her I knew her credo was “just get on with it”. And so I did. After 5 years 
I had progressed to “Records Clerk”, had met a girl in the Payroll Office, and 
found there was a life beyond the narrow lanes of work and home.

Ma had had a bad fall, often felt dizzy, and stayed largely in bed or on the couch. 
I brought her tomato soup for lunch one weekend and our conversation turned 
to times past. I asked her about my father, and then my mother. your mother 
was just a girl when she had you, said Ma. And your father was too mucked up 
by the war. He drank to get some peace in his head. He got better and got that 
good job in the mines, but he and your mum could never patch things up.

Why did he come and get me from mum? Ma looked sadder than I had ever 
seen her. He just thought it would be better if you came and lived here with him 
and me. But why couldn’t I see her? Even as I said it the shadow of a thought 
crossed my mind – why didn’t she want to see me? Ma was silent for a while. 
She married again and was probably too busy with her new family. Did she have 
more children? I think so, said Ma, I think she had another two boys.

Each of us sat quietly. Ma seemed exhausted, and my mind was unable to hold 
consecutive thoughts. Did I have brothers? What did dad know? How old are 
they? Where does mum live? Did dad keep drinking up at the mines? It was the 
first time in years and years that the word “mum” had become a presence to me, 
and the longer it stayed the more disconcerting it became. I kissed Ma on the 
forehead, pulled up her coverlet, and took out the soup bowls to wash.

Have you met any of my brothers, I asked Ma the next day. Well, not exactly 
met them, but I have seen one of them go past the house from time to time. 
Instantly I knew exactly whom she meant. Ma I would like to meet them, I said. 
She was quiet for a long time. I don’t think that’s possible, dear. But Ma, they’re 
my brothers, dad is dead, surely my mum … I trailed off, not knowing how to 
finish the sentence.

Ma put her hand on my arm. She was silent and I could see tears in her eyes. 
Donny, I don’t think you can. your mum is a lovely girl, but her new husband 
doesn’t want her to be upset. Ma, he’s hardly a new husband now. I am her son, 
don’t I have a right to know my mother. I know dad came and took me away, 
and I’ve never understood why she didn’t come to see me. Why not, Ma? Why 
just leave me?

We sat in a silence punctuated by quiet tears. Donny, it’s time you knew the 
truth. your dad wanted to leave you with your mum. He knew that would be best 
for you, as hard as it would be for him. He was angry that your mum would not 
come back to him, and that she had taken up with another man while he was 
away. He had no time for her new man, but he knew the best thing for you was 
to be with your mum.
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As Ma spoke, I felt increasingly bereft and alone. your mum wanted you to live 
with her after she married again, but her new husband wouldn’t allow it. And he 
didn’t want her to keep seeing you.

Ma closed her eyes and lay back. A burden both lifted and newly laid. For me, 
nothing had changed and everything was different.
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AUSTRALASIA

• Book extract: “Women Mean Business: Colonial businesswomen in New 
Zealand” by Catherine BISHOP. Mrs W H FOLEy was a well-known circus 
performer and actress in Australia and New Zealand during the 1850s 
and 1860s. Her identity uncovered in 2014 revealed her to be Catherine 
HUGGINS, the daughter of Benjamin HUGGINS and Frances PIERCE, 
who was born about 1820 into an English theatrical family. She married 
three times: first to Daniel CAPARN with whom she, along with their son 
Charles Pierce HUGGINS, migrated to Tasmania in 1847; then to William H 
FOLEy, an American impresario, with whom she had 
a daughter, Kate Wilhelmina; and finally to Vernon 
WEBSTER, a Shakespearean actor, who was also 
known as LOWTEN LOWTEN. The New Zealand 

Genealogist Feb 2020 v51 n381 p14 (K9/60/02).

• Isaac Rhodes COOPER was born at London to Isaac 
Sutton COOPER and Rebecca Deborah RHODES. 
He joined the 58th Foot Regiment and arrived in 
NSW in 1844. He moved to Auckland in 1847 and, 
over the next 30 years, he had several relationships 
with Maori women and fathered numerous children. 
He married twice. In 1880 Isaac, with his second wife 
Sarah ALEXANDER and two children, moved to Sydney. Two more children 
were born in Australia. Sarah died in childbirth at Manly in 1888, aged 47. 
Isaac died there in 1889. The New Zealand Genealogist Aug 2020 v51 n384 

p142 (K9/60/02).

• Denise DUNSTERVILLE is seeking contact with her HOOPER family. George 
and Susannah HOOPER migrated to New Zealand on the Thomas Harrison 
from Stroud, Gloucestershire, in 1842. Their second son Thomas married 
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Mary CROOKE and they had eight or nine sons, the eldest of whom was 
George. He married Annie Ada PARKES at Wellington. George and Annie 
with son Victor and daughter Ada moved to Sydney in 1890 where George 
worked as a watchmaker. Victor married Violet PARSONS and they had 
three children, including Phillip who was an Australian amateur swimming 
champion in the 1930s, swimming at Bondi and Coogee. The New Zealand 

Genealogist Aug 2020 v51 n384 p171 (K9/60/02).

• Richard FARE, who lives in Australia, is descended from a Lytham and 
Fylde farming family of that name. He is looking to get in touch with other 
descendants. Lancashire Family History and Heraldry Society Aug 2020 v42 

n3 p33 (NLa9/60/01).

• Jennifer HARRISON: “Australian Irish Connections” (some Irish-Australians 
involved in the Battle of Waterloo; and names). Irish Roots 2nd Qtr 2020 

n114 p26; and 3rd Qtr 2020 n115 p26 (R9/60/04).

• Dr. Edwin Theophilus Jesse ICK (sometimes ICK-HEWINS) was born in 
Eaglehawk, Victoria in 1875. Edwin married Mary Euphemia HAy in 1899 
and they went to Tasmania. After they separated, 
Edwin met up with Laura HEWINS. In 1909 Edwin 
and Laura went to NZ – Laura horsewhipped the 
local chemist at Warkworth for suggesting that they 
were not married. Laura and Edwin separated, 
and Edwin got together again with his wife Mary in 
Tasmania. After Mary died (1942) Edwin married 
Victoria BUTLER. The New Zealand Genealogist 

Oct 2020 v51 n385 p174 (K9/60/02).

• Geoffrey KING: “Great Anti-vaccination 
Demonstration” (in 1884). Roots in the Forest 

(Waltham Forest FHS) Mar 2020 p21 (electronic 

journal).

• Janet LE BILLON: “Travel Overseas” – advertisement for the clipper Malleny 
sailing from Liverpool to Melbourne in Nov 1870. 
Huddersfield & District FHS Oct 2020 v34 n1 p13 
(electronic journal).

• Tim VALDER-HOGG: “Progress with online records 
and transcriptions” (in the Waltham Forest area). 
Roots in the Forest (Waltham Forest FHS) Mar 2020 

p24 (electronic journal).

CANADA

• Eliza Wilson GOW (1870-1952) married William 
WHITTON, born 1871, at Sydney in 1902. Both were 
born in Scotland. They migrated to British Columbia 
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in 1906. When Eliza died at Vancouver she was survived by Mrs C W (Muriel) 
BIRD who had three daughters. The British Columbia Genealogist Sep 2020 

v50 n3 p37 (electronic journal).

• “Research Tips”. Saskatchewan Genealogical Society Bulletin Aug 2020 v51 

n2 p8 (electronic journal).

ENGLAND

• Stanley Thomas BUCKINGHAM was born in 1903 to Thomas and Charlotte. 
He married Beatrice Edith Florence BROWN at Greenwich in Apr 1922. 
Their daughter Joan Margaret married Mario CAMPOS in 1942 and they 
migrated to Australia in 1956 with their daughter Diane Joan. Stanley and 
Beatrice followed in 1962 but returned to England where Beatrice died at 
Bromley Kent in 1970. Stanley went back to Australia where he remarried. 
He died at Melbourne in 1986. The Wakefield Kinsman Aug 2020 v24 n1 p13 
(NYo/60/08).

• Arthur Robert CONSTERDINE, born in 1867, attended Manchester 
Grammar School where he developed a talent for music. He left for Australia 
in 1887 and was appointed organist at St Paul’s, Geelong where, in 1891, 
he married Alice Jane BREARLEy. Alice was also a musician. Arthur died at 
Liverpool NSW in 1932. Arthur’s son, Cedric Royston CONSTERDINE, was 
the manager of a plantation near Kavieng, New Guinea in 1942 and was 
captured and murdered by the Japanese. Manchester Genealogist 2020 v56 

n3 p215 (electronic journal).

• Joseph Broadhead GLASSELLS, a cabinet maker, married Mary NELSON 
in 1842, after their daughter Mary Isabella NELSON 
was born. They had another three children: Elizabeth 
Harriet, Joan Clara and Thomas Nelson, all born at 
Hunslet. By 1851 Joseph was widowed and in 1855 
he was charged with criminal assault on his two older 
daughters, then aged 13 and 11, the crimes being 
committed while under the influence of liquor. He 
was found guilty and transported for life, departing 
on the Clara for Western Australia in 1857. He was 
granted a conditional pardon in 1866 and died of 
consumption, aged 49, in Dec 1869. The Wakefield 
Kinsman Aug 2020 v24 n1 p6 (NYo/60/08).

• David HODGSON: “Roll of Honour of St Edward’s Boys” includes a photo 
of Gerard DUNNING who served in the 13th Australian Brigade and made 
Australia his home. Tree Tappers (Malvern FHS) Autumn 2020 v25 p11 

(electronic journal).

• Bob MASSEy: “The Victorian Holiday”. Nottinghamshire FHSJ Oct 2020 v16 

n8 p3 (electronic journal).
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• Terence MELIA: “The Ancient Parish of Halifax and 
her coat of arms”. The Scrivener (Calderdale FHS) 

Sep 2020 n172 p23 (electronic journal).

• Robert MILLER was a farm labourer who, in 1844, 
was charged with stealing £80 from his employer 
(John HIDSON in East Anglia). In 1845 Robert was 
transported on La Belle Alliance to Gibraltar, where 
he worked on extensions to the breakwater. He was 
then transported to Van Diemen’s Land in 1848 
on the Mount Stewart Elphinstone. After spending 
some time on the Victorian goldfields, Robert moved 
to New Zealand on the Gil Blas in 1855. The New 

Zealand Genealogist Oct 2020 v51 n385 p189 (K9/60/02).

• Henry Apsley PELLATT, born in 1835, his wife Mary and four children appear 
on the 1861 England Census. The birthplace of the three older children, 
aged 6, 3 and 1, is “not known” in the County of Surrey. Searching for birth 
registrations, using mother’s maiden surname (TULL), revealed that the 
three children were registered under Mary’s married name (MIDDLETON). 
Henry moved to Australia where he married Elizabeth SKINNER in 1885 in 
Victoria. He died in 1905 and is buried in St Kilda Cemetery. Manchester 

Genealogist 2020 v56 n3 p222 (electronic journal).

• David RINGROSE was born in Bungay Suffolk in 1816, the fifth son of Samuel 
RINGROSE and Susanna POPE. In 1844 David was indicted for stealing a 
pair of horse gaiters and a leather headstall. The following year David was 
transported on the David Malcolm to Norfolk Island and then in 1847 on 
the Pestongee Bomangee. In 1858 David married Margaret O’DONNELL 
(arsonist – transported on the Midlothian from Ireland). The marriage 
disintegrated and by 1873 the younger children (Mary Ann, Margaret, Susan 
and Charles) were in Hobart orphanages and training schools. The New 

Zealand Genealogist Oct 2020 v51 n385 p178 (K9/60/02).

• Samuel and Henry SyMONS served their sentences in Tasmania (see 
previous issues Mar 2020 n129 p12 and Jun 2020 n130 p5). Samuel departed 
for Victoria on the brig Swan in 1849. Henry also left for Victoria in 1871, after 
his wife Christina died. He married Jean McBEAN at Kyneton in 1872. They 
returned to Tasmania, with Jean dying at Launceston in 1883. Henry married 
his third wife, Margaret HAWKINS, in 1884. Henry died at Longford in 1888. 
Hillingdon FHS Sep 2020 n131 p9 (electronic journal)

• James VALENTINE, third child of James and Mary Ann (BURBIDGE), was 
born in Bedfordshire in 1827. He married Ann Jane ANDERSON at Tower 
Hill, Victoria in 1861, and died at Southern Cross, Victoria in 1897. He had 
arrived in Australia in about 1843, but the circumstances of his arrival are 
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unknown. None of James’ siblings remained in Bedford, with some going 

to London, and another possibly migrating to Baltimore, USA. Bedfordshire 

FHS Journal Sep 2020 v22 n7 p26 (electronic journal).

• Lucy Arabella Stocks WALKER, daughter of Fredrick Bayley WALKER and 

Catherine STOCKS, was born on the Isle of Man in 1851. Lucy, and her 

parents, migrated to Australia in 1868 on board 

Canaan. Lucy was appointed Headmistress of 

Sydney High School for Girls in 1883. She married 

William Charles GARVIN in 1891 at Randwick, 

using the surname WHEATLEy-WALKER. William 

and Lucy had three sons, two of whom reached 

adulthood. After her husband’s death, Lucy returned 

to England in 1928. She lived at Moels in the Wirral 

with her son, Hanson, a Merchant Navy engineer, 

and died there in 1938. The Doncaster Ancestor 

Autumn 2020 v30 n3 p31 (electronic journal).

• Edwin WHITFIELD, born in 1891, joined the American square-rigged tall 

ship Arisona at London docks at the age of 15. In 1906 the ship sailed to 

Australia. Edwin joined the AIF, served at Gallipoli, only to die at the Battle of 

the Somme in 1916. Hillingdon FHS Sep 2020 n131 p20 (electronic journal).

GENERAL

• Dr Maurice GLEESON: “Using the Shared cM Tool for your DNA”. Irish Roots 

2nd Qtr 2020 n114 p18 (R9/60/04).

• Dr Maurice GLEESON: “How to tell which side of the family your DNA 

matches relate to”. Irish Roots 3rd Qtr 2020 n115 p18 (R9/60/04).

• Amy HARRIS and Rebecca CURTIS: “Discovering English Ancestors 

Website and New Databases on Dade Registers and Pre-1841 British 

Censuses” (databases available at Brigham young University’s Center for 

Family History and Genealogy). Genealogists’ Magazine Sep 2020 v33 n7 

p227 (N9/60/03).

• Margaret M O’SULLIVAN: “The Mysterious World of Early Handwriting”. Irish 

Roots 2nd Qtr 2020 n114 p22 (R9/60/04).

• Margaret & Kevin WHITE: “Who wants this? Helping your family to decide 

what to do with your treasures after you have gone. Creating a Provenance 

Folder”. New Zealand Family Tree Aug 2020 v52 n2 p5 (electronic journal).

• The National Archives: Second World War Prisoner of War Records relating 

to Allied Servicemen (including Australians) captured in German-occupied 
territory. Huddersfield & District FHS Oct 2020 v34 n1 p21 (electronic journal).
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• John WINTRIP: “Two Lost Opportunities for Reform: 
the Parliamentary Bills of 1753 and 1758” (about 
the genealogically significant aspects of these Bills). 
Genealogists’ Magazine Sep 2020 v33 n7 p235 

(N9/60/03).

• Barbara WyLEy: “A simple guide to citing your 
sources”. The New Zealand Genealogist Aug 2020 

v51 n384 p147 (K9/60/02)

INDIA

• Anne-Marie SCHWIRTLICH (PhD student at Uni 
NSW) is seeking help – she is researching the 
experiences of British women who were in India and 
who were widowed between 1860 and 1900. Chowkidar (British Association 

for Cemeteries in South Asia) Autumn 2020 v15 n6 p144 (V9/60/01).

IRELAND

• Book review: “Farewell My Children: Irish assisted emigration to Australia 
1848-1870” by Richard E Reid. The New Zealand Genealogist Feb 2020 v51 

n381 p19 (K9/60/02).

• John Cowan COCHRANE was born in 1826 at Castruse, Co Donegal. His 
wife, Jane THOMSON, was born in 1824 at Altghaderry, Co Donegal. Prior 
to migrating to Australia in 1849, John attended an agricultural seminary 
called Templemoyle, near Londonderry. He settled near Melbourne, leasing 
several farming properties over a period of 50 years. He was both a judge 
and a competitor in local agricultural shows, and a contributor of agricultural 
reports to newspapers. He died at Essendon in 1903. 
Jane died at Geelong in 1887. The New Zealand 

Genealogist Feb 2020 v51 n381 p35 (K9/60/02).

• Lucille ELLIS: the torpedoing of the RMS Leinster. 
Irish Roots 3rd Qtr 2020 n115 p8 (R9/60/04).

• Brian MITCHELL: “Tracing Irish Ancestry”. Irish 

Roots 2nd Qtr 2020 n114 p6 (R9/60/04).

• James G RyAN: “Tracing your Co. Alois Ancestors”. 
Irish Roots 2nd Qtr 2020 n114 p10 (R9/60/04).

• James G RyAN: “Tracing your Co. Monaghan 
Ancestors”. Irish Roots 3rd Qtr 2020 n115 p10 

(R9/60/04).

NEW ZEALAND

• James RANKIN was the elder son of Anna POWICK by the second of her 
three husbands, Alexander RANKIN, a Scottish baker from Nelson. In 1881 
James married his only legal wife Elizabeth McGregor BRUCE from Kilmore, 
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Victoria. James went on to have relationships and children with various 
other women in New Zealand and Australia (Rosanna Frances GUILFORD, 
Esther ROBERTS, Lucy Anne CAMERON, Emma Osborne McKINLAY), one 
of whom (Esther Emma KING – born in Ireland) he bigamously married. The 

New Zealand Genealogist Oct 2020 v51 n385 p194 (K9/60/02).

SCOTLAND

• Mary McConnachie CAMPBELL (1897-1984) brought two letters with her 
to Australia when she migrated from Glasgow in 1929. They were dated 
Mar 1871 and Jan 1872 and written by Helen BUDGE (nee COGLE) to her 
niece Margaret McGILL in Glasgow. SIB Folk News (Orkney FHS) Summer/

Autumn 2020 n94/95 p20 (electronic journal).

• Nathaniel CANTLEy, born in 1847 at Halkirk, was a third-generation 
gardener. He trained and worked at the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, 
before being appointed Assistant Director of the Royal Botanic Gardens, 
Mauritius and the Superintendent of the Singapore 
Botanic Gardens. He died at Hobart en route to 
New Zealand in 1888. His wife Laura Clara ALTON 
died at Drummoyne, NSW in 1952. Their daughter 
Laura Ann CANTLEy, born in 1886, was a nurse and 
died at Newtown, Victoria in 1970. SIB Folk News 

(Orkney FHS) Summer/Autumn 2020 n94/95 p13 

(electronic journal).

• Julie FLEMING: Melbourne-area Group Report. 
Aberdeen & NE Scotland FHS Aug 2020 n156 p11 
(electronic journal).

• James Coutts KELLAS was born in 1879 at Strathdon, grew up near 
Aberdeen, married in Midlothian, and migrated to Australia with his family in 
1911. His maternal grandparents James COUTTS and Barbara RIACH lived 
at Towie and are buried in Towie Kirkyard. His great grandparents Alexander 
KELLAS and Elizabeth GRASSICK are buried in Starthdon churchyard. 
Aberdeen & NE Scotland FHS Aug 2020 n156 p37 (electronic journal).

• Sir JHA Macdonald: “Victorian Funerals”. The 

Scottish Genealogist Sep 2020 vLXVII n3 p94 

(P9/60/01).

• Nancy McMAHON: The Declaration of Arbroath. 
Troon@Ayshire FHSJ Summer 2020 n90 p8 

(electronic journal).

• Charlotte Summers Pitt PINES, a recent English 
immigrant to Australia, married John SPENCE who 
had captained The Sailors Friend from Cape Town to 
Melbourne in 1853. Charlotte’s father was also a sea 
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captain who had recently died in Burma. John and Charlotte travelled back 

to South Africa where Charlotte died in 1861. John married his sister-in-law 

Matilda Anne Pitt PINES in 1866 but she died in 1867 shortly after the birth 

of their daughter Lilla Charlotte SPENCE. SIB Folk News (Orkney FHS) 

Summer/Autumn 2020 n94/95 p11 (electronic journal). See also Bristol & 
Avon FHSJ Mar 2013 n151 p58 (NGl9/60/02).

• Robin PRICE: Brisbane-area Group Report: Newspapers. Aberdeen & NE 
Scotland FHS Aug 2020 n156 p10 (electronic journal).

• James Hugh ROSS was born in 1893 at Stirling, 

the son of James ROSS, a grocer, and Alice 

THOMSON. The family migrated to Australia, with 

Alice and children departing Tilbury on the Makarini 

in 1914. James Hugh enlisted with the AIF in July 

1915, serving with the 29th Battalion. He was killed 

at Fromelles in 1916. His remains were among those 

able to be identified through DNA technology. Central 

Scotland FHS Autumn 2020 n60 p24 (electronic 

journal).

• June WIGGINS: “An Unhappy Passenger” (about steamers on the Clyde 

Coast). Troon@Ayshire FHSJ Summer 2020 n90 p8 (electronic journal).

UNITED KINGDOM

• Gwen EVANS: “Before the census” – pre-1837 records and where to find 
them on-line. Tree Tappers (Malvern FHS) Autumn 2020 v25 p23 (electronic 

journal).

WEST INDIES

• David McNISH was born in Jamaica in about 1812, the son of David, a 

Scottish planter, and Becky MULLOY, one of his slave women. David (senior) 
prospered and when he died in 1827 he left considerable wealth, allowing 

his son to live in Scotland and England, and to travel. He left London in 

1837 on the Lord Goderich bound for Adelaide, but by 1840 he was living 

in New Zealand. As a result of a wrestling match, David was accepted into 

a Maori community and took Te ANI as his common law wife. They had 

seven children: John, Henry, Susan, William, James, Charles and George. 

All spelled their surname McNEISH. David died in 1863. The New Zealand 

Genealogist Aug 2020 v51 n384 p135 (K9/60/02).
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Society Education and Social Activities
January to March 2021

Most meetings will be held via Zoom until further notice. If you wish to attend contact 
the convenor for the meeting details. Special Interest Group meetings (open only to 
members), or User Group meetings (open to non-HAGSOC members).
Education Sessions – Bookings are required for all Education and Events. Courses, 
Workshops and Seminars are listed in the President’s Newsletter, in the Library, and 
on our webpage www.familyhistoryact.org.au. For courses requiring payment, please 
register and pay for these events on our webpage. For any last minute changes please 
check the Events and Courses pages on our website www.familyhistoryact.org.au. Write 
to registration@familyhistoryact.org.au for course or general queries.

Please note most of the meetings will be Zoom meetings 

unless restrictions have been relieved. Check the 

current newsletters for up-to-date information. 

There may be additional courses available, keep an 

eye on the courses page and in the newsletters.

JANUARY 2021

21 Thu 10am to 12 noon: Legacy Software User Group (convenor Julie Hesse) 
meets on the third Thursday of each month in the Education room. Contact 
Julie (bnjhesse@grapevine.com.au)

21 Thu 7.30pm to 9.30pm: English and Welsh Special Interest Group 
(convenors Floss Aitchison and Nina Johnson) meets on the third Thursday 
of the odd months, so January, March, May, July, September and November. 
Contact the convenors on english.welsh.sig@familyhistoryact.org.au

24 Sun 2pm to 4pm: Australia Special Interest Group (convenor Pauline 
Ramage) meets on the fourth Sunday of every odd month in the Education 
Room. Today’s topic is a discussion on the early settlement of New South 
Wales. Contact Pauline paulineramage@netspace.net.au

25 Mon: Australia Day Public Holiday

26 Tue 10am to 12 noon: Pauline’s Parlour: Having a problem with your 
research, or not sure where to start? Come along to our round table chats, 
over a cup of tea, to discuss your problem. you may also just like to come 
along and join in the discussions on various topics. We meet on the last 
Tuesday of each month in the Education Room. No bookings required. 
Contact Pauline paulineramage@netspace.net.au

FEBRUARY 2020

2 Tue 7pm: Monthly meeting. TBA
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3 Wed 7.30pm to 9.30pm: TMG Down Under (The Master Genealogist Software 
User Group) (convenor Lindsay Graham) meets on the first Wednesday of 
each even month. Contact Lindsay at LDGraham@iinet.net.au

4 Thu 7.30pm to 9.30pm: Scottish Special Interest Group (convenor Robert 
Forrester) meets on the first Thursday of every even month in the Education 
Room. All members welcome, especially those with Scottish ancestry.

5 Fri 9.30am to 11.30am: Reunion & Mac Support Users Group (convenor 
Danny O’Neill) meets on the first Friday of every month except Jan. Contact 
Danny 60done@gmail.com

5 Fri 12.30pm to 2.30pm: Digital Assets Management Special Interest Group 
(convenor Danny O’Neill). Please indicate your interest to attend by writing 
to the email on the Group list on the Society’s website.

6 Sat 9.30am to 11.30am: Irish Special Interest Group (convenor Barbara 
Moore). Topic is “Workhouses and Orphan Girls”. There are six meetings 
per year, held on the first Saturday of February, then the second Saturday 
of March, May, July, September and November. Contact Barbara at 
bmoore123@iinet.net.au

6 Sat 12.30pm to 2.30pm: DNA Special Interest Group (convenors Marilyn 
Woodward, Sue Barrett and Elizabeth Hannan) meets on the second 
Saturday of every odd month except for January at 12.30pm to 2pm, and on 
the first Saturday of February. Elizabeth, Sue and Marilyn can be contacted 
at dna.sig@familyhistoryact.org.au

10 Wed 7.30pm to 9.30pm: Convict Special Interest Group (convenor Michele 
Rainger) meets on the second Wednesday of each even month. 

11 Thu 10am to 12 noon: Family Tree Maker (FTM) Software User Group 
(convenor Support Team). Group meets on the second Thursday of the 
month (except January). Contact the Team ftm.sug@familyhistoryact.org.au 
or come along to any meeting.

14 Sun 11am to 1pm: Pauline’s Parlour: Having a problem with your research, 
or not sure where to start? Come along to our round table chats, over a cup 
of tea, to discuss your problem. you may also just like to come along and join 
in the discussions on various topics. We also meet on the second Sunday of 
the month, meeting in the Education Room. No bookings required. Contact 
Pauline paulineramage@netspace.net.au

18 Thu 10am to 12 noon: Legacy Software User Group (convenor Julie Hesse) 
meets on the third Thursday of each month in the Education room. Contact 
Julie (bnjhesse@grapevine.com.au)

18 Thu 8pm: Heraldry Special Interest Group (convenor Niel Gunson) meets 
on the third Thursday every even month except Dec. For details and venue, 
contact Niel on 6248 0971.
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20 Sat 10am to 12.30pm: Writers Special Interest Group (convenor 
Clare McGuiness) meets on the third Saturday of every month 
except January and December. All members welcome. Please email 
writers_sig@familyhistoryact.org.au if you are newly attending.

22 Mon 10am to 1pm: Practical Procedures in the Library – Education 
Session. Making best use of the HAGSOC Library with Jeanette Hahn. These 
sessions are not just for those new to the Library but for anyone wishing 
to improve their knowledge and make the most of our own really fabulous 
resource. Bookings are required. Four places available per session as we 
will be using the computers in each room. Register at HAGSOC Library – 
6251 7004 in the designated folder.

23 Tue 10am to 12noon: Pauline’s Parlour: Having a problem with your 
research, or not sure where to start? Come along to our round table chats, 
over a cup of tea, to discuss your problem. you may also just like to come 
along and join in the discussions on various topics. We meet on the last 
Tuesday of each month in the Education Room. No bookings required. 
Contact Pauline paulineramage@netspace.net.au

23 Tue 12.30pm to 2.30pm: DNA Drop In Clinic No bookings required. Have 
you had a DNA Test and don’t know what it means or how to use the results 
in family research?? Join in this round table group to discuss your specific 
questions/problems on DNA. Contact: dna.sig@familyhistoryact.org.au

MARCH 2020

2 Tue 7.00pm: Monthly Meeting. TBA.

5 Fri 9.30am to 11.30am: Reunion & Mac Software User Group (convenor 
Danny O’Neill) meets on the first Friday of every month except Jan. Contact 
Danny 60done@gmail.com

8 Mon: Canberra Day Public Holiday

11 Thu 10am to 12 noon: Family Tree Maker (FTM) Software User 
Group (convenor Support Team). Group meets on the second 
Thursday of the month (except January). Contact the Support Team at 
ftm.sug@familyhistoryact.org.au or come along to any meeting.

13 Sat 9.30am to 11.30am: Irish Special Interest Group (convenor Barbara 
Moore). “Landed and Encumbered Estate Records”. There are six 
meetings per year, held on the first Saturday of February, then the second 
Saturday of March, May, July, September and November. Contact Barbara 
bmoore123@iinet.net.au

13 Sat 12.30pm to 2pm: DNA Special Interest Group (convenors are Elizabeth 
Hannan, Sue Barrett and Marilyn Woodward) meets on the second Saturday 
of every odd month except for January at 12.30pm to 2pm. The convenors 
can be contacted at dna.sig@familyhistoryact.org.au



191The Ancestral Searcher Vol. 43 No. 4

14 Sun 11am to 1pm: Pauline’s Parlour: Having a problem with your research, 

or not sure where to start? Come along to our round table chats, over a cup 

of tea, to discuss your problem. you may also just like to come along and 

join in the discussions on various topics. We now also meet on the second 

Sunday of the month, meeting in the Library. No bookings required. Contact 

Pauline paulineramage@netspace.net.au

18 Thu 10am to 12 noon: Legacy Software User Group (convenor Julie Hesse) 
meets on the third Thursday of each month in the Education room. Contact 

Julie (bnjhesse@grapevine.com.au).

18 Thu 7.30 to 9.30pm: English and Welsh Special Interest Group (convenors 

Jeanette Hahn and June Penny) meets on the third Thursday of all odd 
months and covers all things English and Welsh. Contact the convenors on 

english.welsh.sig@familyhistoryact.org.au

20 Sat 10am to 12.30pm: Writers Special Interest Group (convenor 

Clare McGuiness) meets on the third Saturday of every month 
except January and December. All members welcome. Please email 

writers_sig@familyhistoryact.org.au if you are newly attending.

28 Sun 2pm to 4pm: Australia Special Interest Group (convenor Pauline 

Ramage) meets on the fourth Sunday of every odd month in the Education 
Room. Today’s topic is a discussion on the early settlement of Tasmania.

29 Mon 10am to 1pm: Practical Procedures in the Library – Education 

Session. Making best use of the HAGSOC Library with Jeanette Hahn. These 

sessions are not just for those new to the Library but for anyone wishing 

to improve their knowledge and make the most of our own really fabulous 

resource. Bookings are required. Four places available per session as we 

will be using the computers in each room. Register at HAGSOC Library – 

6251 7004 in the designated folder.

30 Tue 10am to 12noon: Pauline’s Parlour: Having a problem with your 

research, or not sure where to start? Come along to our round table chats, 

over a cup of tea, to discuss your problem. you may also just like to come 

along and join in the discussions on various topics. We meet on the last 

Tuesday of each month in the Education Room. No bookings required. 

Contact Pauline paulineramage@netspace.net.au

30 Tue 12.30pm to 2.30pm: DNA Drop In Clinic No bookings required. Have 

you had a DNA Test and don’t know what it means or how to use the results 

in family research?? Join in this round table group to discuss your specific 
questions/problems on DNA. Contact: dna.sig@familyhistoryact.org.au 
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Photocopies
A4 25c

Microform Prints
A4 45c

GRO Certificate and PDF Service
Members $24 certificate, $16 PDF
Non-members $27 certificate $17 PDF

Translation Service
Translations available for the following. 
languages:

English handwriting c. 1600, Estonian, 
French, German, Greek, Hungarian, 
Icelandic, Italian, Latin, Norwegian, 
Polish, Welsh, yiddish.

Prices: A $10 fee for assessment of 
the material is non-refundable. Prices 
vary according to language and are 
charged per 100 words or part thereof. 

Further details in Library or from the 
secretary@familyhistoryact.org.au

LDS Film Viewing
The HAGSOC library is registered 
as a Library Affiliate with the LDS 
FamilySearch Organisation. This 
enables members using the HAGSOC 
library access to the approximately 
25% of digital records held by LDS 
that have restricted access imposed 
by copyright holders.

Discounts
Financial members receive a 10% 
discount when purchasing HAGSOC 
publications. Further details in Library

Research Advice
The service providing free research 
to members, for those facing a “brick 
wall” in their research, is currently 
suspended.

Research Service

Contact Jenny Higgins 0429 704 339 .

Readers' queries

Members may submit queries for 

inclusion in The Ancestral Searcher free 

of charge. Please no more than 200 

words per query. Non-members $27.50.

Contact: editor@familyhistoryact.org.au

(all prices include GST)

Services for Members

Notice to 
Contributors

The copy deadline for contributions 
to The Ancestral Searcher is the 
2nd Monday of the month prior to 
publication. The journal is published 
quarterly in March, June, September 
and December.

The Editor welcomes articles, letters, 
news and items of interest on any 
subject pertaining to family and local 
history.

Please send text files in either MS 
Word or plain text. Articles should be 
no more than 2000 words, with one 
or two quality images. Please limit 
footnotes to 3-4 per 500 words.

Digital images should be a high 
resolution and tiff or jpeg images.
The Editor reserves the right to edit all 
articles and include or omit images as 
appropriate.

Authors can assist by; formatting 
dates to ‘1 July 1899’; months to be 
spelled out; no ordinals on numbers 
(no st/nd/rd/th); ship names should 
be italicised; all quotes to be in 
“double quotes”; and all family names 
should be formatted as CAPITALS. 
(But not in captions or end notes.) 
Submissions and questions to: 
editor@familyhistoryact.org.au.
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The objectives of the Society are:
To promote and encourage the study and preservation 

of family history, genealogy, heraldry and allied 
subjects, and to assist members and others 

in research in these areas.
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