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AS a punishment transportation was much dreaded by law-breakers in
the old country during the last century, and with some reason, for
confinement in the gaols and penitentiaries of England, where, by
comparison, labor was light and the food good, was not at all equal to
the hardships attendant upon banishment beyond the seas.

At Woolwich, John Fitch and the other prisoners from the hulks destined
for Australia were put on board the convict ship Asia; every man as
he descended into the hold being numbered on the back like one of a
flock of sheep. The centre of the vessel was divided into compartments,
each accommodating eight men, with a square table and seats of portable
deal boards arranged in tiers above and below. At night they were so
disposed as to form sleeping berths.

With that strange admixture of severity and freedom which characterised
the prison discipline of former times, the convicts at Woolwich were
allowed to say good-bye to their friends, and much latitude was given
them upon these occasions. The friends, of course, brought liquor with
them, and all were soon more or less under the influence of ardent
spirits, which manifested itself in songs and ribald jests, and even
dances, on the part of the wretched convicts, some of whom could be
seen step-dancing to the tune of an obliging fiddle, with their irons
held up so as to give their feet better play. These scenes, revolting
as they would appear now, were common enough then, and excited no more
than a passing notice amongst those who witnessed them, inured as they
were to the barbarous penal code in force at the time.

The heartless indifference sometimes shown by these involuntary exiles
was remarkable. On one occasion the grief displayed by a young convict
when bidding good-bye to his wife appeared to be so real and genuine
that the sympathy of the onlookers was aroused. He wept over her, and
clung to her in a manner that excited the pity of all beholders. But
when, at last, she had torn herself from his embraces and was being
taken on shore, the boat put back, when the young wife once more
boarded the vessel and accused her husband of having robbed her, at the
time of his affecting farewell, of her wedding ring and the money she
had brought with her to pay her fare back to London.

After remaining for several days at Woolwich, the Asia set sail, and
the long voyage to Australia, which would probably last for more than
three months, began.

Life on the Asia became a round of dull routine, coupled with
harsh and unremitting discipline, which differed in no respect from
that endured by prisoners under sentence of transportation upon other
similar vessels at the time, and when it is considered that the crowded
state of the prison ship between decks made it difficult to breathe the
foetid atmosphere, and that the daily food of the convicts consisted
of salt meat, so bad that only starving men would eat it, and Indian
corn-cake, beside which the coarsest bread would have been a choice
delicacy, it will be seen that the real suffering of the prisoners lay
in the manner in which they were fed and berthed upon these floating
penitentiaries.

Of vegetables there were none, and the only water available was a
muddy liquid, drawn from a well in the hold of the ship and afterwards
permitted to become tepid by exposure to the sun.

In order to prevent scurvy, through lack of vegetable food, when
the ship had been ten or fifteen days at sea, and once a fortnight
afterwards, an anti-scorbutic beverage, consisting of water, lime
juice, sugar, and very strong rum, was served on the quarterdeck, the
prisoners being called up one by one to pass through the door of a
barricade, and, having drunk their allowance, to cross the deck and
return to their prison through another doorway.

Such was life on board the Asia when John Fitch came out in her
to New South Wales, but although he was probably among the worst of
the convicts, his aristocratic connections—for he came of noble
lineage—saved him from sharing the hard fate of those less favored,
and special quarters were allowed him during the voyage.

Upon the ordinary prisoners the effects of their long confinement on
these convict ships became very noticeable. Their energies seemed to be
impaired, and their powers of thought, their common sense, and, above
all, their memory, appeared to have almost gone. Many of them were like
children, and all complained of an inability to perform any considerate
or concerted action.

The voyage occupied 124 days, and, when it is remembered that one half
of that time was passed in the loathsome prison between decks, in
darkness and among the most debasing associations, some idea may be
formed of the miseries that were attendant upon transportation in the
last century.




CHAPTER II.—SYDNEY IN 1824.


Table of Contents



SYDNEY, at the time when John Fitch arrived in the colony, was a small
irregular township, extending from the Circular Quay towards Brickfield
Hill, beyond which and all around appeared the unexplored scrub of the
Australian bush.

The houses of the officials, however, were pleasantly situated,
and there was scarcely a house that had not its garden or orchard
attached to it. The band of one of the regiments usually played in the
barrack-yard of a summer's evening, around which a well-dressed group
were accustomed to gather, and to the casual observer the inhabitants
appeared to be a gay and prosperous community. The convicts, at an
early hour, were shut up in their barracks, and there was nothing to
convey the notion that Sydney was the capital of a penal colony.

But with the morning the delusion was dispelled. At seven o'clock the
gates of the convict prison were thrown open, and several hundred
convicts were marched out in regimental file, and distributed among the
public works in and about the town.

As they passed in slow and melancholy procession to their work, many
of them with chains clanking at their heels, and all with downcast
countenances, the whole appearance of the men exhibited a truly painful
picture, which, as the day advanced, was not improved when bands of
them could be seen yoked to waggons laden with gravel and stone, which
they dragged through the streets like beasts of burden.

The Sydney Hospital, situated where it is now, was in a line with the
prisoners' barracks, and at a short distance from the hospital, about
three hundred yards away, was an enclosed yard, shut out from the
public view by a high wall, where flogging was administered, and from
which might daily be seen those who had been lashed being carried on
stretchers to the hospital to have their wounds dressed before being
put once more to labor.

It may well be imagined that, if it was not considered necessary to
hide such scenes from the more respectable portion of the inhabitants,
no attempt would be made to lessen the dismal nature of their
surroundings to the convicts themselves, and even Fitch, hardened
though he was, and inured to scenes of cruel discipline, felt his blood
run cold when he marched to the barracks, in company with the other
prisoners, and there heard read over the rules and regulations to which
they were expected to conform.

As an object-lesson of what might be in store for some of them, the new
arrivals were then paraded in the flogging yard, where they witnessed
the flagellation of twenty-five men and boys at the triangles.

To Fitch, however, by reason of his high connections, further clemency
was extended. He had been treated with great indulgence on board the
Asia, and, soon after his arrival in Sydney, he was sent as a
"special" to the out-station at Wellington Valley, to which the better
class of those who had the misfortune to be exiled were deported.

On his arrival at Wellington Valley, in order to improve his own
position, and regardless of the cruel punishment of the chain and the
lash which his conduct would inevitably bring upon others, Fitch set
himself to initiate a systematic course of trickery, which he carried
out with a diabolical skill that almost approached perfection.

His plan was simple enough, and consisted in getting up little
conspiracies among his less artful companions, and then betraying them
to the overseers, in order that he might obtain the usual indulgence
for exemplary conduct.

Acting on this plan, he induced more than one party of prisoners at the
Valley to abscond, or to take to the bush, deluding them with hopes of
success, and, after he had betrayed them, joining in their pursuit and
capture.

For these services he was rewarded with a ticket-of-leave for the
Bathurst district, and was sent there to serve as an ordinary constable.

It was well for Fitch, however, that these victims of his treachery
did not have an opportunity for revenge, for it was known that there
were some among them who had sworn to serve him in the same manner as
another informer was served by a gang of bushrangers in Tasmania, who
was torn limb from limb by being fastened with traces to horses, which
were then driven different ways.
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A GOVERNMENT billet, although a minor one, was a great improvement
upon the conditions of a transported felon, and Constable Fitch might
have even then retrieved his character. But Constable Fitch was not
ambitious for reform.

A constable among the miserable convicts wielded almost unlimited
power, and Fitch soon proved himself to be an inhuman monster in his
treatment of the half-starved and manacled wretches whom he had in
charge.

For the crime of being found with tobacco in their possession the
penalty for these tortured criminals was a flogging of from fifty to
a hundred lashes, and Constable Fitch earned for himself a reputation
for smartness by secreting small pieces of this forbidden luxury about
the persons of the convicts, which he would subsequently discover on
searching them, and make the subject of a report upon which to have
them flogged.

For this treachery to his fellow-criminals, although it must have been
guessed at by those in authority, he was highly commended, and he won
for himself the reputation for being a vigilant and painstaking officer.

At length, having become tired of country life, and being anxious for a
spell in town, he, one day in 1829, made his way to Parramatta, where
he called at a public-house and ordered a pint of rum, which he drank,
as the landlord subsequently stated, "like a gentleman"; after which he
interviewed his host with regard to a little business transaction.

Representing himself to be an overseer at an up-country sheep station,
with some teams on their way to Sydney, he asked him to discount a
pro-note for eight pounds, drawn by one James Hale, of the White Hart
Hotel, at Windsor, in favor of a third person.

After some little demur the note was cashed, three pounds being
deducted as a modest commission, and, with the remaining five pounds in
his pocket, Constable Fitch went on his way to Sydney by the next coach.

When the note was presented to Hale, it was declared to be a forgery,
and information was accordingly given to the police.

Fitch, however, was not caught for some months afterwards, when he
was brought to trial before Chief Justice Forbes and a jury of seven
military officers.

In his address to the jury, the prisoner pleaded with much eloquence on
his own behalf, and dwelt on the improbability of a man in his position
placing himself in jeopardy for the sake of so trifling a sum, when he
could show that he was in the habit of receiving money, not only from
the Government, but also from his friends at Home, whom he referred
to, with little regard for their feelings, as being "of the first
respectability."

A merchant named Marr, whom he called as a witness, stated that he
was in the habit of supplying the prisoner with goods "by order of a
gentleman," to the amount of thirty pounds at a time. The orders were
not for money, but for goods, and were usually given half-yearly. The
gentleman who gave them told him, so he said, that these supplies
were paid for, partly by the prisoner's family at Home and partly
by himself, and he often said "that he would do anything to get the
prisoner home to his friends," whom it may well be believed would not
have thanked him for such a service.

The jury, some of the officers composing it no doubt being acquainted
with the prisoner's family, returned a verdict of "Not Guilty," and the
Chief Justice also addressed the prisoner in words which showed that
he, too, was acquainted with the facts of his past life. Indeed, he had
known him at Bermuda, when Fitch was a captain in His Majesty's Navy,
and he, the Chief Justice, was Attorney-General of that colony.

"I exhort you," said the Chief Justice, "to forsake those evil courses
which have led you into the dreadful situation in which you are now
placed. Notwithstanding the verdict of the jury, at which I feel a
great relief, I think that enough has come out this day to warrant me
in thus admonishing you to adopt such a line of conduct in future as in
time will make you worthy to claim some acquaintance with your former
friends. In the course of your defence, you have made allusion to the
respectability of your family. I myself can state that fact, and I may
also say from personal knowledge that I have seen you in a situation
very different from that in which you now are. I do not say this to
wound your feelings, but rather that it should make an impression on
your mind, and have a salutary effect upon your future conduct. I
repeat that I am thankful that a verdict has redeemed you from the
peril in which you were this day placed. Depart, and let this escape
you have had operate as a salutary warning throughout the remainder of
your life."

As will be seen, however, this kindly advice had but little effect upon
the future career of John Fitch.
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JOHN FITCH, before his sentence and transportation to New South
Wales for the robbery of a considerable sum from one of his dupes,
whom he had enticed into a secluded part of Vauxhall Gardens, and
there plundered him, had obtained for himself as a man about town a
reputation for gallantry which brought to him an easy victim in the
person of Jane Harding, a young girl who, unfortunately, had no mother
to care for her, and who lived with her father in the county of Chester.

The pretended devotion of such a man as Fitch was highly gratifying to
the vanity of this young and unsophisticated girl, and that an ex-post
captain in His Majesty's Navy, as he represented himself to be, should
pay her his addresses was regarded by her with a feeling of pride which
soon developed into a more ardent passion.

It is probable that at this time Captain Fitch really had it in
his mind to marry Jane; but circumstances arose which caused him
to abandon any such honorable intention. A rumor, at this eventful
period, first reached his ears that Mr. Harding, the father of Jane,
had been a considerable loser by several speculations in which he had
ventured large sums. This induced Fitch to take a temporary pause in
his courtship. Marriage, unless attended with pecuniary advantages,
was entirely opposed to his principles; and, as the reports of Mr.
Harding's embarrassments were confirmed, his attentions to Jane
became less marked, and his visits less frequent. Although he had
now relinquished all idea of a matrimonial connection, yet, when the
unhappy girl reproached him for his neglect, his passions were aroused,
and he pressed for an immediate union, representing, at the same time,
the necessity which existed that, for the present, the marriage should
be kept secret, lest his friends might be angered by his forming an
alliance with one of inferior birth to himself.
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