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For Larry




Prologue


MAY SMITH PULLED A BRICK OUT OF THE WALL OF AN OUTHOUSE at the back of a shabby terrace on Terry Street, Surry Hills, and stuffed a few small packages in behind it. She knew the coming police raid wouldn’t just be a routine search of a suspected drug house and she was hoping that the police would turn over the house instead of the old crapper at the back. May Smith, also known as ‘Botany May’, was a notorious Sydney cocaine dealer and, on this day, she was edgy and running out of time.


It was April 1928, the Roaring Twenties – the era of Scott and Zelda Fitzgerald, flappers and fast living for those who could afford it. The ‘talkies’ had extended the celebrity of movie stars, and Art Deco design was symbolic of the cultural edge of the period. It was an era for the person ‘on the make’, and gangsters and organised crime were on the rise. In Australia, a number of violent shootouts showed the police and public that gang violence wasn’t limited to the movies or places like Chicago and New York. Criminal business was booming in Sydney’s underworld and it drew crooks in from across Australia. The fatal shootout between Squizzy Taylor and Snowy Cutmore in St Kilda in October 1927 ended a violent criminal rivalry that spanned both Sydney and Melbourne. Australia heralded its own era of gang violence, organised crime and police crackdowns which drew the cities close to Prohibition.


Prostitution, sly grog (selling illicit alcohol from unlicensed premises) and cocaine were the mainstays of criminal business in Sydney. If you could work across all three criminal activities, you could rake in the money. Botany May had tried her hand at all of them. Now she was trying to edge out her competitors by increasing her supply but it was risky business and made her the target of police.


While the criminals were professionalising their businesses, the police were developing separate teams to target specific criminal activity. The Criminal Investigation Branch (CIB) now included a detective branch known as the Drug Squad, which was tasked with targeting drug traffickers in city-wide raids. Its investigations had singled out May Smith as one of the city’s worst dealers. Her house was placed under watch and constables reported back, ‘shocked to see the number of girls going in her place at night’. They were May’s working girls.


Botany May was good at thwarting police raids by hiding drugs in the toilet or throwing them in an open fire but the police now knew where to look and were ready for her quick, last-minute scramble to lose the gear. May had to get craftier.


May wasn’t the police’s only concern, though. She also had thuggish associates – ‘cockatoos’ – who would be on the lookout for her and wouldn’t hesitate to put the boot into a police officer. The raids had to be well planned and executed, so the detectives needed someone who could get them a result.


There, in the shadows of Terry Street, Special Sergeant Lillian Armfield was hunched down, doing what she did best: watching and waiting for a suspect to slip up. Lillian had joined the Women’s Police to make a difference to the lives of young girls and women – to ‘protect and serve’ them on the streets – but she was also drawn to policing work for the same reasons as so many others who have followed since: the enjoyment of community work alongside the thrill of police chases and hunting for clues at crime scenes.


The job now facing Lillian Armfield was the opportunity to bring down May Smith’s lucrative drug business, which was linked to various houses around Darlinghurst and Surry Hills. May preyed on drug-addicted prostitutes and convinced them to deal cocaine on the side for her, while she made a fortune from it. She paid her workers off in cocaine and kept them in a vicious cycle of prostitution and drug addiction, selling their bodies to buy more cocaine. Lillian saw firsthand the impact of this drug crisis around eastern Sydney. Women told her about their drug debts and being held to ransom by brothel-keepers wanting their cut from the sex and drugs. If Lillian was going to have any chance of fulfilling her duties and preventing more young women from entering into prostitution, she needed to take down people like May Smith.


Terry Street, bordered by Kippax, Foveaux and Elizabeth streets, was already on the police radar after numerous neighbourhood complaints about rowdy drug and sex customers. Sydney’s poorest families jostled there for space among some of the city’s most dangerous crooks in skinny terraces. The houses measured just under three metres across and sat on thirty-eight square metres of land. They were rundown places with small rooms rented out to different people. The walls were thin and the windows close to the street so police were regularly called out after wild parties and violent assaults.


May Smith had featured in an assault case on Terry Street several years earlier, in 1922. A brother and sister were apprehended on the street after a man had been robbed and violently assaulted. Esther, the sister, acted as a decoy for her brother. Her job was to lure men down lanes only to retreat once her brother approached and he would then rob the stranger. Appearing in court to give evidence against the siblings, May Smith – a ‘slender young woman, wearing a neat, sensible summer costume’ – told the courtroom she had been visiting friends nearby and saw the attack unfold. It was a rare occasion for May: she was the witness rather than the defendant.


By the late 1920s, May could no longer pass as a community-minded dressmaker. She was a notorious underworld crook and, while eastern Sydney locals would often support a crook over a cop, not all of May’s neighbours appreciated the business she was in. When a neighbour came forward with evidence against May, Lillian grabbed the opportunity to use him as an informant, a ‘fizgig’. The man told Lillian that May was hiding suspicious packages in her outhouse. This information was crucial to narrowing Lillian’s surveillance efforts. Now all she had to do was wait for May to slip up.


Lillian kept close watch over May’s house for days in the cooling weather of April 1928. Staving off moments of tiredness and boredom, she was desperate to catch May in direct possession of cocaine but she knew she couldn’t blow her cover just for an arrest. As she kept close enough to catch sight of any movements near the outhouse, Lillian’s eyes scanned the entire terrace while also watching for any sign of May’s associates hanging about the place on lookout. There were eyes all around Surry Hills, watching and waiting for a police officer. She would risk being compromised if she watched May’s house all day, so Lillian rotated her surveillance. Morning shifts were mixed in with lunchtime patrols and early evening shifts. She could be close but hidden in doorways or backyards. May’s neighbours weren’t all in support of her criminal business, as Lillian now knew from her fizgig. It was still dangerous work, though. Alone in the shadows, Lillian was putting herself at risk. May’s associates could have attacked Lillian, in the cover of an alleyway, and few passers-by would have known or wanted to stop, fearing for their own lives.


May was a smart crook – the two didn’t always go together in Lillian’s mind – and was likely waiting for the cover of darkness to retrieve the drugs she had hidden in the outhouse. So Lillian waited in the shadows. Her ears pricked at any noise or movement from inside the house. There were moments, as with all surveillance jobs, when Lillian thought she might have missed May and lost the opportunity.


The real thrill of the job, when the adrenaline pumps to full capacity, is the moment a takedown is imminent. Lillian suddenly caught a glimpse of May heading into her backyard, moving towards the outhouse. Lillian elevated herself on some packing boxes to see over the wall, and held her breath as May, holding small packages against her body, hurried back inside the house. Lillian ran to her informant and told him to call the detectives. While Lillian banged at the front door of May’s place, the informant hurried the other police officers into place over the phone: ‘Miss Armfield’s going to hold the fort till you blokes come, but you’d better make it snappy.’


Lillian Armfield thumped one more time on the front door, adrenaline surging through her body. This was the five per cent of her work when everything happened quickly and a crook was taken down. It was the exciting part, by comparison with the other ninety-five per cent of Lillian’s days spent building investigations, watching houses, filling out forms and updating her police notebook. Her surveillance had paid off this time and Lillian was ready for May Smith.


Botany May opened the door. Lillian looked down and fixed her eyes closely on her. May was a good few inches shorter than Lillian but she knew how to look after herself with her fists. Her hair was matted and combed into a part close to her skull. The hairclips did little to keep the thick waves fixed in place. She scowled at Lillian and tried to make herself look bigger. Experienced crooks know to keep quiet and avoid saying anything that will incriminate them so May pulled her fur cape tight around her shoulders and waited for Lillian to speak.


Lillian stood up even taller, pushed her shoulders back and readied herself for the accusation. She told May she was there on the suspicion that May was concealing cocaine in her outhouse. In the ensuing moment of silence, the pair measured each other up. They were both in their forties but May looked a good decade or so older. The deep lines across her forehead and bags under her eyes told a hard story of years living in Sydney’s crime streets. You didn’t mess with someone like May, unless you had a backup team in place.


May took off to the kitchen. Lillian waited warily in the doorway, always suspicious of a criminal’s movements. Her police training taught her to never turn her back on an offender. If she did, she would leave herself vulnerable and open to attack. Lillian had every right to be cautious. May was suddenly coming at her with a boiling hot flat-iron, screaming obscenities, ready to attack. It didn’t matter how she planned to use the hot iron on Lillian, scalding or clobbering her with it, it would hurt like hell. Lillian bolted from Botany May and her flaming iron: ‘I pulled up my skirts and ran for my life. As I turned the corner the iron bounced behind, but I didn’t risk going back until I had reinforcements.’


There was little else Lillian could do. Female police officers couldn’t officially carry a gun until 1979, some fifty years after Lillian’s showdown with Botany May. Lillian had a gun much sooner than that but it was not regular issue and was only meant to be used in serious situations. Though she knew Botany May was tough, Lillian hadn’t expected May to come at her with a regular household item like an iron. With nothing more than her police medallion and police card to identify her as an officer of the law, Lillian ran to her backup, Sergeant Small and a few other male officers, who were now nearby. If they were quick, they would be able to catch May still in possession of the drugs.


With the Drug Squad detectives by her side, Lillian headed back to Terry Street, readying herself for the arrest. Too preoccupied by chasing Lillian with the iron, May hadn’t managed to get rid of the cocaine. When Lillian searched her, Botany May gave up and said: ‘It is no use; here it is.’ She handed over five packets of cocaine, whereupon she was hauled off to Central Police Station and charged with cocaine possession.


When May appeared in court soon after, Lillian was there. Dressed in her usual long skirt, blouse and with her hair short and crimped close to her head, Lillian adjusted the string of pearls – her trademark accessory – around her neck and waited. She was in court to represent the Women’s Police and provide evidence, if needed, but she wasn’t just from the Women’s Police: she was the Women’s Police. She had a small team of women working for her but everyone knew the Women’s Police would not have been possible without Lillian Armfield.


Botany May – ‘the most notorious retailer of cocaine in Sydney’ according to the newspapers – was sentenced to twelve months’ imprisonment unless she could pay the fine. She paid the fine rather than do the time. Botany May didn’t learn her lesson, though. Less than a year later she was again found guilty of cocaine possession. This time she was sent away to Long Bay Prison for ten months with hard labour.


It was an important victory for Lillian Armfield. Reporters covering the first case in May 1928 wrote that it was Sergeant Small who had secured May’s conviction, with the assistance of ‘Policewoman Armfield’. By the end of the year, in the next case against May Smith, Drug Squad detectives were named in newspapers alongside ‘Sergeant Armfield’ and one of her female constables. They were increasingly looking like a team, ‘hot on the trail’ of drug dealers. In the Police Gazette, distributed to all police stations across New South Wales, May Smith’s arrest was credited to Lillian and four male officers. Lillian was now included in wider investigations that previously were only the terrain of male detectives.


There will never be another Australian police officer like Lillian Armfield. Many women have followed her into the job but none have experienced it quite the same as Lillian did. Her policing career was of its time and shows us what it was like to police Sydney’s underworlds in the early twentieth century. More than this, Lillian not only had to fight crime but also prove to the boys in blue that women could be there too. She was one of the first female police officers appointed in Australia – the first of two, in fact – and was the nation’s first female police detective. Back when Lillian’s work as a detective was not formally recognised by designation with the title ‘detective’, she paved the way for women to eventually become detectives in the Australian police forces. Lillian worked as a detective even without formal recognition for her work. There was no precedent so everything she did on the job was on her own initiative.


This is the story of gangsters and prostitutes, runaways and dodgy fortune-tellers, razor wars and the rise of organised crime as investigated by a policewoman who set the standard for women in the Australian police force. It’s a story that starts with two convicts and a police constable.




1


Rogues, Coppers and the Asylum


AUSTRALIA’S FIRST FEMALE DETECTIVE WAS THE DESCENDANT of thieves. Lillian Armfield’s great-great-grandfather, James Ruse, arrived in Sydney as a convict on board the First Fleet in January 1788. Just as his descendant Lillian would do over a century later, James made the best of the unexpected opportunity presented by a government ‘experiment’.


James Ruse endured treacherous conditions at sea for over eight months in cramped, unhealthy transport ships alongside other men, women and children. The eleven tall ships of the First Fleet were filled with convicted felons, military men (some with their families), a small number of free settlers, and the colony’s first governor, Arthur Phillip. When they finally reached their destination, everyone was desperate to fill their lungs with fresh air and take in the completely unexpected view awaiting them. It was new, raw and awe-inspiring. It was unlike anything the convicts had seen before.


There on the banks of what would be renamed Sydney Cove (now Circular Quay), they stared out at the newest outpost of the British Empire. The magnitude of this moment remains with us today: here were the first non-Indigenous people setting up a new life in the distant continent which would come to be known as Australia. Few, if any, on board the ships would have considered the legacy of their arrival. The immediate thoughts were of getting to shore and setting up places to live and sleep. Most simply hoped they would survive long enough to see a settlement created in this isolated outpost of Britain’s ambitious empire. James Ruse was one such participant and witness to history.


In those first moments, too, off in shadows and progressing to the water to ward off the newcomers, Indigenous people were watching and waiting. The area was a ‘discovery’ for the British government and its people, but the traditional custodians, members of the Eora Nation, had lived for thousands of years along the shore and across the land. They were coastal people from around the harbour and upriver, and had sustained many generations. Their witnesses on the shore that day would pass on the stories of this first contact. In the days and weeks that followed, the local Dharug people of the western Hawkesbury further up the river were starting to hear stories too. The strangers looked as though they were there to stay.


In his early twenties, James Ruse had made the fateful decision to break into a house in his native Cornwall and steal two silver watches. He was initially sentenced to seven years’ transportation to Africa but instead spent five years on a crowded hulk moored off the Plymouth shoreline, living with the ever-present temptation to escape back onto English soil, wondering about his fate.


The British government was trying to figure out what it would do with its overcrowded prisons and hulks, and the hundreds of prisoners, like James Ruse, sentenced to transportation. Previously, British convicts had been sent to the American colonies, but after the Americans won their independence from Britain in 1776, they no longer wanted the expelled criminals of their former ruler. It was an unwelcome dilemma for the politicians in Westminster. Africa was suggested as a location for a penal colony but the weather and distance proved too difficult for what was planned. Botany Bay entered the British imagination after Captain James Cook’s explorations of the east coast of Australia in 1770. With Africa out of the picture, the government returned to Cook’s findings, along with those of the botanist who had accompanied him on the trip, Joseph Banks. Prime Minister William Pitt and Home Secretary Lord Sydney devised a plan that would ease pressure on the prisons and extend British naval and trade power. The convict colony of New South Wales was thus conceived in the minds of British politicians and would begin with a British military force accompanying convicts across the high seas. The British viewed it as a grand experiment and one that would test even the most experienced military and government personnel: how do you create a respectable settlement from Britain’s castoffs?


In those first weeks and months, as the convicts worked to create a settlement, James Ruse quickly adapted to his new life. There wasn’t really any other option: he was a prisoner of the Crown and was at the disposal of the authorities. James worked from sunrise to sunset in a cotton shirt and trousers, his hands numb from hours of labour and his head thumping from the heat of the sun. Convicts were initially made to wear a waistcoat and jacket as well but the number collapsing from heatstroke forced the guards to rethink clothing requirements. Guards and convicts alike were unaccustomed to warm southern hemisphere days, which were in stark contrast to what they knew back home. The heat was debilitating and less clothing did little to battle fatigue. The authorities relented further, needing a productive workforce, and on hotter days, especially in the hot weeks of February, convicts were given an hour off during the day. Male convicts worked in small teams – chain gangs – and were put out to individual service as labourers. They built houses and government buildings, and laid the roads that would form the grid for Sydney Town. Female convicts cooked, cleaned and were sent out to work as domestics.


The Sydney settlement was a strict, brutal and sometimes bloodthirsty place, where discipline was maintained through violence. If a convict absconded, neglected their work or was charged with general misconduct they were punished with floggings using the torturous lash. Tied up to the punishment triangle, their backs were flayed with every strike from the lash. If the overseers judged them to be particularly insolent, the lash might have nails tacked to it, which ripped even further into the flesh. Women were spared the violence of floggings but could be made to work long hours with exhausting chores in the house or on the land.


The original inhabitants of this place watched on in amazement and horror. The Gadigal, the band of Eora people from the Sydney area, watched buildings take over vast tracts of their land and white people spread further and further out. The bloodied base at the bottom of the punishment triangles served as a metaphor for the new brand of justice being brought with the white people, first thought to be spirits. Interactions between the Indigenous people and the newcomers were a mixture of ‘resistance, accommodation, violence and exploitation’.


James Ruse gave little thought to the fact he was arriving in someone else’s land. He was consumed with his immediate future, which meant serving out the year he had left of his sentence and starting out on his own as a free man. The convicts knew very little about the Indigenous people of the area and were not privy to information from the government. Eventually, a newspaper was created for the settlement – the Sydney Gazette – but in those first weeks and months word-of-mouth carried information as did government broadsheets that were more receptive to colonial perspectives. If James knew anything of the Eora people, it would have been from speculation and conjecture. He might have seen small bands of people watching him, but fear and isolation combined to wedge a gap between the Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities.


Despite the penal nature of the settlement, it began to resemble a home. After a few months – and close to starvation as they awaited more supply ships – the convicts, free men and women, and members of the colonial establishment watched as the huts became small houses and businesses, and government buildings started to line the main streets. Above the main site of Sydney Town, another settlement grew along ‘craggy rocks on the western slopes’. It was named The Rocks. A sense of community developed there among the convicts and ex-convicts as they persevered with the life dealt out to them. This was their new home and their children, who were born there in the years that followed, would know of no other place to call their own. For those children, Britain would be an imagined, foreign place of their parents’ life story, different to their upbringing in Sydney Town.


Over the next few years, convict and free settler communities were established, and Sydney Town became a government and trading hub. Convicts continued to work long days and served out lengthy sentences but a decade after the tall ships entered the harbour, the Botany Bay hellhole of the British imagination was receding from view for the convicts continuing to arrive in their hundreds. One convict, William Noah, was welcomed on shore by the many residents of The Rocks in what he called a ‘long & wished-for country’.


By July 1789, James Ruse had served his sentence and wanted land to set up as a farmer. He applied for a land grant and, while Governor Arthur Phillip was impressed with Ruse’s industriousness, he still had to wait for official confirmation that the full sentence had been served. This would take months, given that the communication had to travel on board ship for months to England and back again with a reply. Recognising this, Governor Phillip allowed James Ruse to occupy an allotment out at Parramatta, over twenty kilometres from the Sydney Town site. James took up his acre and a half in November 1790 and became the first convict granted land in the colony.


Over a hundred years before Lillian Armfield was appointed as part of an ‘experiment’ in the police force, her great-great-grandfather was part of another experiment. Governor Phillip was keen to see if a former convict could reform and take up farming. If ex-convicts could reform, the colony might be able to attract more free settlers and turn its fortunes around. Potential immigrants in Britain were wary of selling up and moving to the other side of the world to what was still essentially a penal colony.


There was a lot resting on whether self-sufficient farming would be successful. The first years of the colony were particularly hard. Starvation threatened the small population several times and supply ships were few and far between in the harbour. Morale sank even lower when reports came in via the newspapers of ships wrecking along the coast and losing their cargo. It’s no surprise, then, that the land James Ruse took up became known as ‘Experiment Farm’.


Around the time he was trying to set up his own farm, James Ruse also fell in love. An Englishwoman, 21-year-old Elizabeth Perry, caught his eye one day as he was walking near his allotment. Elizabeth was working at Rose Hill and was a recent arrival in the colony, having disembarked from the Lady Juliana in June 1789. The Lady Juliana, with more than two hundred passengers, was part of the Second Fleet and was the first exclusively female convict ship. Some of the women were prostitutes from London, while others were thieves, receivers and shoplifters.


One of the convicts on board was eleven-year-old Mary Wade. She had been convicted of highway robbery – assaulting and stealing from another young girl on a roadway – and sentenced to death. This was commuted to transportation and she served some of her time on Norfolk Island. She had two children on the island and nineteen more when she came back to the mainland. At the time of her death in December 1852, Mary reportedly had more than three hundred descendants. Former Prime Minister Kevin Rudd is a descendant of Mary Wade.


Like her lover James Ruse, Elizabeth Perry was a convicted thief. She had stolen a number of items from a house in Middlesex and was sentenced to seven years’ transportation. It wasn’t simply a petty theft, however. Elizabeth had stolen a gown and petticoat, a cloak, a silk handkerchief, silk shoes, cloth shoes, two caps, a muslin neckcloth, four half-crowns and three shillings. It was a remarkable haul for a young woman and she was lucky to escape the death penalty.


James and Elizabeth married in 1790 and became model colonists for the government’s social reform program. Convicts and ex-convicts often preferred to live in de facto relationships in the colony, much to the dismay of church leaders espousing the sanctity of marriage. Reverend Samuel Marsden was so concerned about the number of illegitimate births in Sydney, he created a ‘Female Register’ in which he listed overall numbers for married and unmarried convict and free women who did or did not have children. Of the 1832 children in the colony, and that Marsden noted in his register, close to half were illegitimate. James and Elizabeth Ruse were, however, staunch Catholics and married before having children.


The Ruses battled for months against famine and drought to make Experiment Farm self-sufficient, and the gamble paid off. James cultivated wheat, corn and turnips, and he set up a small kitchen garden. He ploughed his land carefully, watching the changing seasons, and improvising by burning off ground cover and fallen branches in cooler periods of the year. Fifteen months after setting up what he now called Ruse Farm, with its attractive brick house, James no longer needed provisions from the government store. He used a small team of convicts to help clear and maintain his land. In the space of only a couple of years, James had turned his life around. What had started out as a nightmare, of banishment to the other side of the world, was now an achievement of spirit.


Elizabeth Ruse also enjoyed a renewed sense of opportunity. She was the first female convict to be awarded full freedom and emancipated. Pardons were passed on to convicts who did not reoffend, could show great initiative and would contribute to the future of the settlement. Convicts could be issued with conditional or absolute pardons but the decision was contingent on their work and community connections. The success of the fledgling colony depended on everyone contributing economically and socially. Reoffending was dealt with harshly, as we know from the punishments, and emancipation offered convicts an opportunity to gain currency with the free settlers. By marrying James and helping him to maintain Ruse Farm, Elizabeth had shown herself worthy of full inclusion in the colony. The couple served their sentences, contributed to colonial expansion and filled the government stores with much-needed crops so that others could sustain their own families.


Unfortunately, the Ruses’ success was also an opportunity for others to exploit. Around two-thirds of the convicts sent out through the transportation scheme were guilty of crimes of opportunity. James Ruse turned out hundreds of bushels of corn that were sold on to the government. The farm’s convict workers saw this prosperity and some decided to abuse it. The farm was targeted on a number of occasions during the night, with convicts taking off with some of the crops. By October 1793, James and Elizabeth had had enough. They were ready to sell up and move on.


While the Ruses battled thievery and the shifting fortunes of the farm, people were talking about land opening up in the Hawkesbury region. In the minds of the convicts and colonists – already having confronted the isolation of Sydney Town – the Hawkesbury was even more remote and detached from the centre of the colony. However, it was clear that more land was needed to sustain the growing number of convicts regularly arriving from Britain. Their population would increase to 5000 by the turn of the century. Free settlers, convicts and ex-convicts were already cultivating the best land available in and around Sydney, and it couldn’t sustain everyone. Two expeditions to the Hawkesbury in 1789 had indicated the land could be farmed and government stores bolstered by an increase in farming grants producing more food for the colony. The settlements around Parramatta and out along the Hawkesbury River were the first in a long stage of expansion that would see colonisation extend further into the inland areas once a new route was created through the Blue Mountains in the 1820s.


James and Elizabeth Ruse were among the first twenty-two settlers granted land along the western part of the Hawkesbury River. From 1794, the Ruse family was made up of five biological children and another two adopted children. Parents and children alike had to quickly clear the land and ensure there was a route back to Sydney for supplies and government assistance if needed. The survival of the first settler groups depended on initiative, perseverance and improvisation with the resources available to them on the land and around the river. Their tools were rudimentary at best, with few being able to afford proper farming equipment.


The Hawkesbury settlers lived in ramshackle huts in the first weeks until they cleared enough wattle and gathered soil, clay, sand and animal dung to make a wattle-and-daub composite to create house walls. The wattle strands were fixed in place by hand and the composite plastered over the top. It was gruelling, hard labour. The Ruse family most likely lived in a small two-bedroom hut with a fireplace and chimney in one of those rooms. Later structures included metal roofing and the addition of a kitchen. In those first months at the Hawkesbury, Elizabeth Ruse cooked over an open fire with wooden slats across the top. Eventually, an ‘open range’ was built and pots were suspended on brackets or hooks above the open fire.


The days were taken up clearing land, ploughing crops for sale to the government stores and maintaining small kitchen gardens for family meals. It was a formidable task and one that James and Elizabeth Ruse hoped would pay off, but the isolation was a deep psychological barrier. Aside from the intermittent arrival of boats and supplies via the river from Sydney, the Hawkesbury was a hard place to get to. A major road wasn’t planned until the 1820s and a ferry point was created in 1829. The Ruse family lived near other families on their own thirty acres, but that was still a considerable distance on foot in the event of accidents or children getting lost in the bush or coming to grief in the surrounding water, one of the greatest fears of parents in the area. Beyond the farming acres gradually being cleared, homes were bordered by dense woods and the varying tidal flow of the Hawkesbury River. The winters were cold and wet, and storms threatened to pull apart any ramshackle huts or half-built brick homes. Hot and humid summers brought devastation in the form of thunderstorms and bushfires.


The farmers were also living on other people’s land. The Dharug people’s custodianship of their country stretched back thousands of years. Conflict was inevitable with the ensuing clash of cultures. The clearing of land for agriculture meant the newcomers were encroaching on Indigenous lands and access to food sources. In their ignorance of the longevity of Indigenous spirituality, history and connections to the land, the newcomers decimated sacred sites and restricted tribespeople from entering areas essential to men’s and women’s business. For the Dharug people, there was a sudden breakdown in culture and loss of land, with little compensation offered.


Kate Grenville’s novel The Secret River famously brings this story to life in fiction, but it is based on fact. Grenville’s great-great-great-grandfather Solomon Wiseman was an early settler at the Hawkesbury in the 1820s and would have probably known, or known of, the Ruse family. The novel’s main protagonist, William Thornhill, is transported to New South Wales along with his wife, Sal, and their young children. Once in Sydney, Thornhill is given the opportunity to take up land along the Hawkesbury. What ensues through the narrative is a vivid insight into the realities of encounters between the original inhabitants and the newcomers. With settlers unwilling to give up their chance at freedom and the wealth that could be gained from the land, and Dharug people resisting the loss of their land and connection to country, violence broke out along the frontier.


Several battles took place – mostly using guerrilla tactics – between 1795 and 1802, with others in 1804 to 1805 and around 1815. The first battles featured the Aboriginal resistance leader Pemulwuy, who speared a convict in 1792 and began raiding farms around Parramatta and the Hawkesbury. Some of the settlers, including David Collins, a judge advocate, believed the raids were retaliation for the kidnapping of Aboriginal children and the clearing of land and sacred sites. Pemulwuy was outlawed in November 1801 and shot dead by a colonist in June 1802. His head was cut off and sent to England. Elders are still trying to locate his skull so it can be repatriated back to Pemulwuy’s land and his spirit can finally rest.


This was the life facing the Ruse family from 1794. Dispossession, dispersal, conflict and war over the clearing and taking up of land that was already under the custodianship of the Indigenous inhabitants. The threat of raids by the Indigenous people was talked about between settlers, stories were shared from the newspapers, and a close watch was kept on the surrounding bush for any sightings of Pemulwuy and his raiding teams. There were now around four hundred settlers and their families cultivating farms that stretched thirty miles along the river.


In June 1804, according to the Sydney Gazette, some three hundred members of the Dharug people threw spears at Hawkesbury settlers. The settlers fired back and called for a military detachment to be sent to deal with the group. This violence came after settlers had shot and killed Dharug people close to farms. Dharug elders travelled to Parramatta to talk to the new governor, Philip Gidley King, to make the colonists understand that they had been driven from their land and desperately needed some places where they could live.


We don’t know if James Ruse was ever a part of the conflicts but, even if he was not, it was clear by the middle of the 1810s that most of the Dharug people had been killed and the survivors had no other option but to escape further into the interior.


The dramatic arrival of the newcomers drastically changed the lives of the Indigenous people in Sydney and the surrounding areas. From 1788 to 1840 – when New South Wales ended transportation – 80,000 convicts arrived in the colony. By 1850 the non-Indigenous population of New South Wales had risen to around 200,000. Compare this with an estimated 770,000 Indigenous people across the Australian continent in 1788 which fell to 119,000 by 1900. It is a startling comparison.


As well as the deaths during the frontier wars, disease also ripped through Aboriginal communities, with smallpox – an introduced disease – killing hundreds in Sydney and along the Hawkesbury. Entire families died of the disease, and communities lost elders and with them irreplaceable knowledge.


It was here along the troubled waters of the Hawkesbury that Lillian Armfield’s great-grandmother, Elizabeth Ruse, was born in 1794. Elizabeth and her siblings grew up during some of the most dramatic years of Australian history and, along with growing awareness of frontier conflict, they had to show resilience and adaptability. In later years, these two traits would carry into Elizabeth’s great-granddaughter. Elizabeth Ruse was fifteen in 1809 when floods forced her family to move to a grant at Bankstown and from there she witnessed her father’s changing fortunes. Governor Macquarie granted him a hundred acres at Riverstone but census records indicate he probably only had forty-five acres at Windsor. Times were tough and the Ruses were forced to remortgage on a number of occasions.


When the debts increased, James Ruse resorted to drastic action. According to one family story, he arranged for his daughter Elizabeth to be married off to sixty-year-old John Wells in 1812 so James could pay off a debt. The story is supported by an 1812 marriage certificate for the pair. Elizabeth was eighteen when she married Wells but, according to family, the marriage was never consummated. It’s not clear how many years Elizabeth carried on the pretence of the marriage but sometime into it she met her second husband.


He was a local police constable and, in him, Elizabeth saw an opportunity for a better life.


Edward Hobday Armfield was brought out to New South Wales from Scotland to work on a shale mine for kerosene. He took up work as a policeman in Windsor, one of the five major towns around the Hawkesbury. Before the police force was amalgamated in 1862, police constables were usually convicts handpicked by the governor for the job or ex-convicts who had earned a pardon, although by the time Edward Armfield joined the police, a more organised Police Foot Patrol had been established. Free settlers were preferred and answered to the local district magistrate.


Edward Armfield seems to have come into Elizabeth Ruse’s life not long after she married John Wells. In 1813 he and Elizabeth had their first child together, Rebecca, followed by George in 1815 and Ann in 1817. However, there is some interesting personal information recorded for the children. Rebecca’s parents are listed as John Armfield and Elizabeth Ruse. George’s father is Edward Armfield but his mother is Mary Ruse (Elizabeth’s sister). Ann’s parents are listed as Edward Armfield and Elizabeth Wells. John Wells did not die until 1820 and it could well be that Elizabeth Ruse lived as his wife until the birth of Rebecca. Listing incorrect parents may have saved some controversy, particularly when Elizabeth was raised in a Catholic family. The birth certificate parentage certainly doesn’t fit with Armfield family history, which has Edward and Elizabeth as parents to Rebecca and George. Family history records Edward and Elizabeth marrying in 1822, the same year their child Joseph was born, and both he and his five siblings were identified on their birth certificates as being the children of Edward and Elizabeth.


Elizabeth’s parents, James and Elizabeth Ruse, died within a year of each other in 1836 and 1837, after over forty years of marriage. They were buried in the same plot in St John’s Cemetery, Campbelltown. On his headstone, James Ruse was remembered as a member of the First Fleet and a settler who sowed the first grain in the colony. Ruse wasn’t the first to sow grain but he certainly was unique in establishing the first sustainable farm. In their lifetime, James and Elizabeth saw Sydney and New South Wales continue to expand with free settlers arriving by the thousands each year. British colonisation of the Australian continent continued with colonies established in Van Diemen’s Land in 1803, the Swan River in Western Australia in 1829 and South Australia in 1836. What had started with a few hundred convicts, including James Ruse and Elizabeth Perry, quickly developed into a rolling frontier of colonial expansionism.


The convicts’ daughter and the police constable created the next link in Lillian Armfield’s story. Elizabeth and Edward Armfield’s son George was Lillian’s grandfather. He married Ellen Izard in 1850 in Sutton Forrest in the Southern Highlands of New South Wales. Ellen was a Hawkesbury local and she and George had six children, with one dying as an infant. Their son George Henry Armfield married Elizabeth Wright in Berrima in 1882. George and Elizabeth moved to Mittagong shortly after, and it was here and around Berrima that they had eight children. Their first child, George, died at birth, as did their last two children, Henry and an unnamed male infant. Lillian May Armfield was born in Mittagong on 3 December 1884. She was the eldest of the surviving children, who included Percival, James, Muriel and Ruby.


So much of the tenacity and perseverance of Lillian’s convict forebears passed down to Lillian and developed in her the character and resolve that would later allow her to make the best of her own unexpected, unique contribution to Australian history.


•


Mittagong, or Mitta as the locals call it, was a popular stopping place in the late nineteenth century for travellers heading south from Sydney. They were joined by workers looking for opportunities in the mines, in the iron foundries, and in timber mills. The centre of Mittagong, typified by the aptly named Main Street, was the picture of rural decorum when Lillian Armfield was growing up: a long, wide, clean street lined with hotels and shops. The town is nestled between three mountains and magnificent waterfalls on the edge of the Southern Highlands. Mittagong has been home to many characters over the years, including its first non-Indigenous resident, William Chalker, a former convict who became the town’s chief constable. The irony wasn’t lost on the locals.


Born with the Southern Highlands surrounding her, Lillian Armfield grew up in a rich, resilient and scenic part of rural Australia. The famous Heidelberg School artists of the late nineteenth century were painting just outside of Melbourne but inspiration for their paintings can be seen in other places around the country, like Mittagong. The Australian landscapes they depicted, particularly summer scenes, are iconic in their vision of washed-out blue skies meeting dry, golden land continuing over sweeping hills and mountains with gum trees holding prime position, and sheep huddled under their canopy for some shade. There are ballads, melodies and poetry in all the eye can see. Eucalypts line road tracks and tower over the landscape as a testament to the raw resilience of the Australian environment. And then in the blink of an eye, it seems, the season changes and green shoots come up out of the ground overnight and, within a few days, the ground gets ready for autumn and cooler weather. The rivers fill with rainwater and the soil dampens and flows along the crevices of the land.


Adaptable, tough, imposing, resilient and beautiful: the Southern Highlands permeated Lillian’s character, physique and looks. She grew to a height of almost five feet eight inches (172 centimetres), with light brown eyes, a fair complexion and brown hair. Though she didn’t take nonsense from anyone and, according to family, could look intimidating, Lillian was gentle, caring and genuinely wanted to help others. Her toughness was matched with a wry sense of humour and a smile that won over many in the town as she developed from a gangly child into an impressive young woman.


The Armfield children grew up with the belief that there were different domestic roles for boys and girls, as was expected at the time. Manual training work was offered to the boys – Percival and James worked in labouring with their father – and Lillian and her sisters learned household chores and skills. Elizabeth Armfield also believed her daughters should be educated so they could contribute to the world outside of the home. The sisters were taught to read and write and knew some mathematics so that, from a young age, Lillian learned girls were just as capable as boys. This was Lillian’s world for many years. The Armfields were a close-knit family with parents who raised the self-worth of their daughters and gave them the confidence to seek their own direction in life.


It was a very interesting time in which to come of age as a young woman. From the 1880s, the first wave of feminism focused on women’s suffrage and civic representation, in an effort to extend women’s voices into the public world of politics. A women’s rights activist, Rose Scott, set up meetings in her Sydney home from 1882 and was instrumental in the creation of the Womanhood Suffrage League in 1891. The first women’s suffrage society had been established earlier in Melbourne in 1884, and by 1902 women aged twenty-one and over could vote in state and federal elections. But it wasn’t unmitigated freedom and, as Lillian would soon learn, women could push the boundaries and seek different directions to social norms, but there remained a large gap in exactly what this supposed equality meant. Voting and running for office was one thing; being accepted into what were seen as traditional male working roles outside of politics was another thing entirely.


At the same time Lillian was being educated by her mother, young girls and women were turning their attention to the literary world and opening up the imaginations and possibilities for their female readers. Stella Franklin, a young country girl from Talbingo on the edge of the Snowy Mountains, started writing a story for her teenage friends which became an Australian classic. In the story, My Brilliant Career, Sybylla Melvyn agonises over whether to marry or remain single and become a writer. Sybylla’s quandary was a real one for young women at the time who wanted a professional career. The story would be picked up again in the late 1970s as a film starring a young Judy Davis and a fresh-faced new talent from New Zealand, Sam Neill. The director, Gillian Armstrong, knew that a colonial woman’s story would speak to young women of the second wave of feminism.


Lillian Armfield doesn’t seem to have wrestled as much as Sybylla with whether or not to take up a professional career. Already confident from her upbringing, where daughters were educated and respected, and where country life demanded resilience irrespective of gender, Lillian considered some of the new possibilities opening up for young women. Her family allowed her to decide on whether to stay close to home or explore her opportunities further afield. Lillian chose a career in the city and travelled to Sydney in 1907 to where her family’s Australian story had started so many years before. It was quite a remarkable decision given that Lillian’s brothers and her sister Ruby remained in country New South Wales in Lillian’s early years in Sydney. Muriel, the sister Lillian was closest to, moved to Sydney in the early years of Lillian’s police work.


We don’t know how much of the Ruse story was passed down to Lillian – though her family today know the story well enough – but it’s likely she kept any mention of convict ancestors out of her applications for work. These days, convicts have been popularised and celebrated to such an extent that finding one in the family tree is no longer a marker of shame. Back in the early twentieth century, having a convict in the family was the perennial skeleton in the closet. The convict period was treated like a blot on Australia’s colonial story. It became ‘Australia’s birthstain’, and state governments were willing to cover up and destroy convict records. Readying herself for a respectable, professional job in the city, Lillian revealed only what was necessary to get a job. She was the daughter and granddaughter of labourers from the Southern Highlands.
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