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INTERESTING must it be to the English reader to mark how large an
Australian element is gradually working itself into our current
literature. Our fictionists have fallen upon the soil, like so many
industrious diggers, and, though merely scratching and fossicking on the
surface, have turned up much precious and malleable stuff. Jerrold—who
sent young Jericho “out,”—said of the country long ago, that it was a
land so kind that if you tickled it with a hoe, it laughed with a
harvest; Bulwer, surfeited of Bohn and Pompeii, could find no better
place than the Antipodes for Uncle Jack and Pisistratus; Howitt, in a
"Squatter's Home," has charmed us more of late than he ever did in the
home (or haunt) of a poet; Charles Reade, facile as he was in his
English descriptions, has shown, by those nervous Australian touches,
that even with him and his art it is never too late to mend; it was to
Sydney that Lady Waldemar purposed shipping poor Marian Erle; and—to
drop this prefatory prattle at once—was it not to Australia that the
great Wilkins Macawber transported himself and his abilities, his twins
and his bills! Pleasant enough is it to find Romance thus transmuting
this land of sharp and sheer Reality, just as its own central fires
have, in Shaksperian phrase,

"Turn'd the meagre, cloddy earth to glitt'ring gold!"


I went to Australia in '55. I had been previously engaged for two
sessions reporting in the House of Commons, and my health was rapidly
breaking up. Doctors recommended a sea-voyage and a warm climate.
Fifteen thousand miles of the one, and 85° in the shade of the other,
were sufficient temptations held out by the good city of Sydney to
induce me to decide on a run round the world. My original intention was
not to stop in the colonies more than four or five months—one summer at
most—and, appropriating any flotsam or jetsam of Australian incident
which might drift in my way, to cargo the same, and, on my return home,
to endeavour to cover the expenses of my journey by a "popular" book on
my travels. By the time I arrived in Sydney, however, my health, under
the sanitary influences of a long sea voyage, was quite restored; and
this agreeable fact, coupled with the aspectable appearance of men and
things about me—the many novel developments of character and
scene—made me decide on staying, at all events for a year or two, in
one or other of the Australian colonies. An engagement on a Sydney
journal offering itself at the moment, I at once settled on New South
Wales, and, in less than a fortnight after bidding good-bye to the
vessel which had brought me to El Dorado, was running through the
country, sometimes two hundred miles in the interior, discharging the
functions of newspaper correspondent. Since then I have filled various
positions and performed a somewhat interesting and varied role of
characters—lecturer, government shorthand-writer, playwright, magazine
projector, editor, "our own correspondent," and, last of all, candidate
for political laurels. I catalogue these several personal items thus
early, in order to get over at once what is always a disagreeable
portion of a narrative—that which personally concerns the writer—but
chiefly that I may be recognised by my readers as—may I say it?—an
authority upon Australian matters, before entering upon the main
features of this adumbration. I can safely affirm that no man ever
strove more zealously to make himself acquainted with a country, than I
did with the colony during my two years' sojourn beneath its fig-trees.
If I crush the result of my observations and experiences into a
duodecimo, it is only because, as an old traveller, I have learnt how to
pack a good many things in a small compass. Coming with this much in
hand by way of preface, I would fain hope that a brief outline of my
observations and impressions of a far-off yet nearly allied country and
people, ruled, as that outline is, with probity of utterance and a
desire to present the nudest truth, is not unlikely to meet with some
attention(1).

(1)

I have here, and elsewhere, made slight verbal alterations in my
sea-sanctified MS.


For see: Australia, just now, is the most interesting and important of
all our colonial possessions, India itself (if India can be called a
colony) not excepted. I am not going to support this position with any
broad generality, but shall leave it to stand by itself as an
unimpeachable fact. Her imports and exports are larger by far than those
of any other British dependency; her vast pastoral resources are
comparatively undeveloped; her soil is affluent in gold and other
precious metals; her cities, though reared but yesterday, are large,
well-populated, and adorned from end to end with noble public buildings
and palatial dwellings that Belgravia or Tyburnia might proudly own; her
marts and warehouses are handsome combinations of our city emporiums and
West-end bazaars; and, finally, her population is active, industrious,
self-reliant; in mode and manner, government and religion, even more
English than the English(2).

(2)

"Those who know the English Colonies abroad, know that we carry with us our
pride, pills, and prejudices; Harvey sauces, cayenne pepper, and other Lares,
making a little Britain wherever we settle down."—Vanity Fair.


In the course of this narration I shall studiously avoid all those arid
details, the ever-repeated and never-remembered statistics, which, as a
rule, form the staple matter of books on the colonies. Those who are
intensely interested in the matter of hides, know pretty well by this
time how many are annually sent from Australia: those who are not, would
scarcely thank me for pausing to tell them. I have no desire to state,
and I am sure the reader has little desire to learn, how many sheep are
annually boiled down on the Lachlan; how much rough fat is exported from
the Darling; how many head of horned cattle are depastured on the
Murrumbidgee. All this I beg respectfully to hand over to the
Statistical Society, and young members of parliament desirous of "going
in heavily" at Sir Edward Bulwer-Lytton. Fighting shy, then, of
blue-book, tabular statement, and commissioner's return, my aim will be
to present, in as lively and pleasant a manner as I can command, a
faithful, if hurried, etching of the everyday life and avocations of our
friends at the antipodes. And here, at the outset, let me disclaim any
intention of dragging the reader, for the thousandth time, over the
Australian gold-fields. Bored enough must he be with "sinkings," drowsed
enough with "cradles," and crushed enough with quartz; while profound
must be his conviction, after reading these digging chronicles which
promise so much and fulfil so little, that all is not gold that
glisters—since it may be only mica!

It was at breakfast-time on a warm, cheerful morning in December, when
our "long dun wolds are ribbed with snow," that the "Kate" and I cast
anchor in Port Jackson. Myriads of emerald cicadas were splintering the
silence with their shrill, cricket-like chirruppings, as they glanced
from bough to bough beneath the burning sun. It wanted three or four
days to Christmas, but every tree was full of leaves, every bush afire
with blossoms. Of the harbour of Port Jackson it is difficult to speak
within the bounds of calm description. I have talked with travelled
men—old salts who have weathered at Rio, young sprigs who have yachted
at Naples—and they all agree in this, that, for scenery, capacity, and
safety, the haven of Sydney is the finest in the world. It is a harbour
sui generis. Great mouldering rocks, crowned with tall, solitary
trees, stretch along the shore, while the water divides itself into a
hundred streams, and runs, like the canals of Venice, along and around
the greater portion of the city. Where-ever you walk in Sydney, blue
glimpses of the harbour are marked in the distance. In one direction you
see it sheening away for miles, until it loses itself in the dim
greenery of the far-off bush; in another you catch a mere shield of it
set out bravely against the sun. Here it dwindles to the dimensions of a
pillar of marble prone upon the hill-side; there it opens into a perfect
sea, with a fleet of tapering masts cut clear against the sky. From
almost any balcony in any part of the city, the eye, gazing through the
torrid atmosphere, is cooled by the grateful breezes blowing off the
water. For miles out of the town, too, you mark the tortuous windings of
the stream. One arm of it—and it is a very Briareus in arms!—reaches
up to Parramatta, a distance of about fifteen miles, and forms to my
mind, and speaking so far as my narrow experience goes, the fairest
river out of Eden. Its banks, from Sydney to Parramatta, are crowded
with orange trees, which shoot a keen delicious perfume across the
water, and through the foliage of which the golden fruit gleams out,
like lamps of palest gold, or, as Andrew Marvell sings so quaintly,

"Like stars of lighte in a greene night."


Charming villas rise from every agreeable point along the banks, while
here and there is a village of neat stone houses (with little garden and
orangery to each, and sometimes a landing-place of rough water-whitened
stones, running out into the stream), centred and consecrated by a
toy-like church, with tiny spire, bright with copper, pointing through
the air. Here, too, is a fine convent, with a wealth of tinkling bells,
and a magnificent erie-like property, set high on a jut of rock and
surrounded by a perfect forest of white-limbed eucalypti, belonging, I
was told, to a lineal descendant of one who could have sung rich music
there—one, alas! who climbed a higher alp to write atheos nearest
heaven!

Rising from different parts of Port Jackson are verdant islets,
singularly beautiful, and which look like bits of faerie-land—fragments
of a dream—slumbrous homes for the companions of Ulysses or Mr.
Tennyson's later "Lotus-Eaters." They are edged with pendulous bushes
and tropical waterplants,—which cool their brazen leaves and thirsty
tendrils in the tide,—and smothered all over with a sward of matted
bush-flowers, veined with the basanite stalk of the trailing melon.

Similar to these were my notes of the harbour on arriving at Sydney.
Flocks of sailing-boats were hovering about the ship, and jumping into
one of them, I soon found myself on the great public quay of the city.
There must have been from twenty to thirty first-class vessels lying
along the wharf, and scores of carts and drays were hurrying to and fro
with cargo. A couple of cars, drawn by ten or twelve drowsy-looking
bullocks, were going, at drowsy-bullock pace, along the wharf, each
piled high with wool, and with a swarthy, heavily-bearded driver
tramping at the side, whip in hand, and curt black pipe in mouth. Both
the Australian pipe,—I mean the genuine cutty,—and the Australian
whip,—I mean the genuine stockwhip,—are worth a word or two.

And first as to the pipe. The cutty is of all shapes, sizes, and shades.
Some are negro heads, set with rows of very white teeth—some are
mermaids, showing their more presentable halves up the front of the
bowls, and stowing away their weedy fundaments under the stems. Some are
Turkish caps—some are Russian skulls. Some are Houris, some are
empresses of the French, some are Margaret Catchpoles. Some are as small
as my lady's thimble—others as large as an old Chelsea tea-cup. Every
body has one, from the little pinafored school-boy who has renounced his
hardbake for his Hardam's, to the old veteran who came out with the
second batch of convicts, and remembers George Barrington's prologue(3).
Clergymen get up their sermons over the pipe; members of Parliament walk
the verandah of the Sydney house of legislature with the black bowl
gleaming between their teeth. One of the metropolitan representatives
was seriously ill just before I left, from having smoked forty pipes of
Latakia at one sitting. A cutty-bowl, like a Creole's eye, is most
prized when blackest. Some smokers wrap the bowls reverently in leather,
during the process of colouring; others buy them ready stained, and get
(I suppose) the reputation of accomplished whiffers at once. Every young
swell glories in his cabinet of dirty clay pipes. A friend of mine used
to call a box of the little black things, his "Stowe collection."
Tobacco, I should add here, is seldom sold in a cut form. Each man
carries a cake about with him, like a card-case; each boy has his stick
of Cavendish, like so much candy. The cigars usually smoked are
Manillas, which are as cheap and good as can be met with in any part of
the world. Lola Montez, during her Australian tour, spoke well of them.
What stronger puff could they have than hers?


(3)

The epigrammatic couplet (which of course the reader has never met before!),—



"True patriots we, for be it understood

We left our country for our country's good,"—



formed part of the brilliant pickpocket's composition.



And now the stock-whip. The thong is a strip of hide, from that
well-tanned part of the beast, where, in life, he has been most whipped
himself(4), with a cracker of silk worked into the end of it. A romantic
rattlebrain stockman, whom I once met at Singleton, had made a cracker
out of a piece of a silk handkerchief given him by his sweetheart; "But
it doesn't answer," he said to me half-confidentially, over our jug of
beer. "You see when they get bogged and I have to lash them, every crack
makes me think of Polly, and then, 'pon my soul, I can't give it them so
smartly as I ought." "Is Polly in Australia?" I asked. "Oh! no; she
mourns me by the classic Isis," he replied half-jocularly, but with a
certain dash of sadness in his tone. "Are you from Oxford?" I inquired,
for there was a good deal about the fellow which interested me. "Not
exactly. I took my B. A. there five years ago." Read that, ye
heads-of-houses! What a practical commentary on the Georgics!


(4)

So the struck bullock stretch'd upon the plain,

No more with hornëd herds to browse again,

Sees a friend's rump-hide forms the biting thong,

Which gives the blow that writhes his rump along.

Keen are his pangs, but keener still to feel

Bulls help themselves to feed the butcher's steel;

For the same hide which now smarts on his back,

May,—neatly knotted,—hide the bovine pack!



The thong of the stock-whip is about fourteen feet in length, while the
handle is not more than a foot and a half. My classic friend likened his
whip to one of Mr. Disraeli's speeches, "For," said he, "there is plenty
of lash, the sting is in the end, and there is deuced little to lay hold
of." The stockmen are wondrously expert in the use of these whips. Look,
there rides a driver by the side of a mob of cattle, and there, six or
seven yards off, booms a large blowfly against the irritable snout of
the foremost of the bullocks. The stockman twists his wrist once or
twice, until the thong of his whip goes coiling about his head like a
snake. Crack, crack, as the distant sound of a musket, rings the lash;
"Strawberry" snorts as the knot at the end of the thong just tickles his
nose; but the blowfly, flattened and mutilated, falls dead upon the
earth. Another whip-trick these drivers have is this: they place a
sixpence—or, rather, you place a sixpence—on the ground, and,
moving off some twelve or fourteen feet, the stockman twists his whip
above his head and picks up the coin with the end of the cracker as
nimbly and cunningly as a magpie. The difficulty of the performance is
of course increased by the shortness of the handle and the length of the
lash. That aforesaid Bachelor of Arts could do it secundum artem,
while, on the other hand, I have seen amateurs literally half hang
themselves in simply trying to make the cord twirl about their heads. We
have the elder Mr. Weller's authority that it is not given to every man
to be a great whip.

What first took my attention in Sydney, after I had sufficiently
recovered from the bites of the mosquitoes to show myself in public, was
the air of well-to-do-ness which characterized every thing about me. The
carriages passing through the streets were quiet and elegant; the people
were well and soberly dressed; the cabs on the ranks looked more like
private carriages than public conveyances; even the cabmen swore and
swaggered less, and chinked their money more—having, I suppose, more
money to chink—than I ever noticed the fraternity chink, swagger, and
swear elsewhere. It was London in good spirits,—as if every man had
turned up a nugget or two in his back garden. This was when I arrived:
when I left, the roseate light had somewhat mellowed. The shops struck
me with surprise. George-street, the principal thoroughfare, is three or
four miles in length. Every house is a place of business, and the
majority of the marts and warehouses would bear comparison with the run
of those in our leading arteries of trade. In fact, at Maitland, a
country town, nearly one hundred miles from Sydney, I went over a
drapery and general store larger and more lavishly appointed, incredible
as the assertion may appear, than the great Manchester warehouses of St.
Paul's Churchyard. One part of George-street is as much like Bond-street
as it is possible one place can resemble another. Like Bond-street of
old, it is hourly paraded by the bucks and Brummels of the colony. The
Café Français, in this street, is much frequented by the young swells
and sprigs of the city. They hold here a chess club, a billiard club,
and a stewed-kidney club. Little marble tables, files of "Punch" and the
"Times," dominoes, sherry-cobblers, strawberry ices, an entertaining
hostess, and a big, bloused, lubberly, inoffensive host, are the
noticeable points of the café left on my recollection. They serve eight
hundred dinners a day at this house, for which they pay a yearly rent of
£2400. Even M. Mivart—if there be such a person—might shrug his
shoulders at that.

Melbourne, which I subsequently visited, is generally a much finer and
livelier place than Sydney, but being younger, and not having had the
equivocal advantage of convict labour, it lacks the substantiality of
its sister metropolis. In Sydney there are many public buildings, every
stone in which is marked with the initials of the convict who chiselled
and laid it. They are sad monuments of the past, and perhaps, after all,
Melbourne is better without them!

And at this point it may be as well to state, with becoming brevity, my
comparative impressions of the two great metropolises of the Australias.
Sydney is about seven times the age of Melbourne—which was a mud
village but the other day—and is, it would almost seem as a consequence
of this seniority, about seven times more comfortable to live in. In
support of this, I may mention that Sydney has, by this time, a
well-arranged, and all but complete system of sewerage; while the
Victorian capital, whose geographical position requires it far more, is
wofully deficient in this particular. The climate of Sydney, too, cooled
by those perennial sea breezes, is more genial than that of Melbourne;
the inhabitants are more staid and steady than the bustling,
gold-digging, go-a-head Victorians. Sydney, again, lies with her breast
against the sea; at Melbourne, three miles of hot shifting sand, through
which it is almost impossible to walk, glares, like a burning lake,
between the harbour and the city. So far, then, Sydney carries the palm.
Still, were I ever to return to Australia, I should pitch my tent in
Melbourne. The lively, business-like character of the place and people
pleases me, and consoles for some lack of comfort. Moreover, the battle
of "old-handism" against "new-chumism" is not everlastingly waging in
Victoria as it is in New South Wales, where the natives are more
intolerant and intolerable than the Bowery boys of America. Melbourne
itself is splendid. Fine wide streets, finer and wider than almost any
in London, stretch away, sometimes for miles, in every direction. At any
hour of the day, thousands of persons may be seen skurrying along the
leading thoroughfares, with true Cheapside bustle and eagerness.
Hundreds of cabs and jaunting-cars rattle through the streets; trains
come shrieking in from Geelong and the suburbs every ten or twelve
minutes; all the classic cries of London, from hot potatoes to iced
ginger-beer(5)
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