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Part 1

Adam

1847-1849


Chapter 1






The pain! That terrible, relentless,
unbearable pain! It clawed at my insides and seemingly wrenched my
heart from my chest. Wracking and ceaseless, it engulfed my every
waking moment and I knew I could not endure it for much longer.

Not knowing was agony, but the finality of
knowing was much, much worse. I sank further and further into a
bottomless pit, yet I could not summon sufficient strength to pull
myself out.

My only escape was not to think at all, not
to care, not to feel. Just to wallow in that numbing nothingness
where I did not hear, I did not talk and I did not function. I knew
I was losing my mind but, somehow, it was a blessing.






-oOo-






Two weeks passed.

My father’s persistence finally dragged me
back from that darkest of places, entreating me over and over with
his kindly, quiet words.

‘Come, Adam, you have to pull yourself
together for the sake of your boys.’

His words initially came to me as through a
great fog, but were insistent like the drumming of rain on a tin
roof. Not really there at first, they gradually took on form and
meaning. His arms gently held me and willed me back from the abyss
and its blessed oblivion.

It was so hard. I struggled against him. God,
how I struggled! It was so much easier in that nothingness. Yet,
looking back, I could never thank him enough for his persistence.
Gradually I took note of his words and of my surroundings.

My small boys were there, standing either
side of me with their tear-wet cheeks and frightened eyes. I sat
mute for a moment simply staring through them, then they too took
on form and meaning. I enfolded them in my arms, their need so
obvious and their warm, living presence striking a deep chord
inside my soul.

We stayed locked together for what seemed
like hours, each of us lost to our own grief.

Slowly my gaze focused upon our living room,
the part of the house where we had shared so much. Sarah was
everywhere I looked.

I could hear her soft voice and her lilting
laughter. I could feel her love. There she was by the kitchen range
cooking supper. I could see her sitting quietly by the fire mending
the boys’ shirts or serving at the table. Always smiling, always
happy. Ours was a good home, full of love and nurture. My tortured
eyes wandered reluctantly to our bedroom door. Most of all she was
in there, in our bedroom, in our bed. Where our children had been
conceived and born. And where I now lay all alone every night. That
was the worst. Fresh tears stung my eyes.

Yet sitting there holding my two young sons,
I knew that somehow I had to come to terms with my loss. Our loss.
It was their loss too. Though seemingly an impossible task, I had
to try. My father was right. My boys needed me and I had to do this
for them. I must. I was their father - all they had left now that
their mother and baby sister were gone...

The news that their ship had foundered had
been slow to reach me. Sarah and Rosie had sailed to England on the
Brechin Castle last November from Adelaide. I had waved them
off with a cheer I did not feel, not wanting them to go, but unable
to stand in their way. I knew Sarah missed home and her family far
more than I. She fervently wanted to see her parents again and show
them Rosie, our baby daughter. So I had agreed. It was only to be
for nine months. Sarah had it all worked out.

With great enthusiasm she had organized the
trip. We would all sail to Adelaide together to see her brother.
From there she would take Rosie and continue to England while I
returned home with Jack and Mark. After all, I had our hotel to run
here and she reasoned I would need to come back to Sydney. She
calculated she would return by next August. That was her plan. I
had hated waving her ship goodbye, the days without her stretching
endlessly ahead.

Directly after her departure, I returned to
her brother’s farm at Angaston, a day’s cart ride north of
Adelaide. I had promised to give him a further week’s help with his
grape vine planting before taking a ship to Melbourne with our
boys. From there, I would have preferred to continue straight back
to Sydney but Jack was insistent that we spend some time with the
children of Maddy Markham, one of the young women I had met eight
years previously on a voyage out from England. Because Jack and
Mark had neither cousins nor close companions among our friends in
Sydney, I reluctantly acquiesced to his pleas. Consequently, we
spent a week in that new settlement on Port Phillip Bay.

My hesitancy to tarry in Melbourne was in
part due to a certain awkwardness I felt around Maddy’s twin
sister, Joey. I had sailed to England briefly on family business in
1839 and, during my return voyage to Sydney, had allowed my
personal needs to override my good sense on one occasion. While the
ship was in port in Rio de Janeiro, I had lain with Joey for a
night. Afterwards I suffered a great deal of remorse and determined
never again to jeopardise the love I felt for Sarah by allowing
myself any such indulgence.

However, regardless of my unease, the week in
Melbourne passed seamlessly. Jack and Mark thoroughly enjoyed their
time at Yarra House with Maddy’s children. Her oldest girl, Kit,
put me in mind of Jack, as she shares his curly black hair and
flashing green eyes. Jack was able to join her at school each day
and the two soon became inseparable. Mark played well with Maddy’s
two younger girls, Emma and Grace, and these three spent much of
their time keeping the baby, Joe, amused. Joey thankfully kept away
for much of the week, only joining us for a picnic day out at
Sandridge.

Afterwards we took our booked passage home,
the boys most reluctant to leave their new friends. Nevertheless it
was time we were back in Sydney. I needed to check on my hotel and
the boys needed to go back to school. At least Jack did. Mark was
not due to begin until later in the year. All told, we had been
away from home for eight weeks and, soon after our arrival, we
slipped back into our usual routine. Even though I was lonely,
everything went on as normal until June.

My first inkling that something was gravely
wrong was an innocent note, arriving by ship from Sarah’s father in
Kent. Delivered to me on 5 June, it was dated 3 March, and the
letter asked if there had been a change in plans as he had expected
Sarah and Rosie to have been with them by the end of February.

His
missive bore no hint of real concern. He believed either there had
been a problem causing a delay of his daughter’s ship or
that Sarah
had changed her plans and taken
passage on a later vessel.

But I knew at once that something was awfully
wrong. I had already received a cheery letter from Sarah posted in
Rio. The sailing was unexpectedly smooth and she and little Rosie
were in the best of health and looking forward to a joyful reunion
with her family.

Immediately a feeling of dread filled me and
I could hardly breathe with the anxiety of not knowing - fearing
the worst, but hoping and praying that all was well. Perhaps the
ship was simply becalmed somewhere or, if it had actually
foundered, the passengers had been rescued or washed ashore.
Perhaps they were stranded somewhere, far from civilisation. If –
God forbid - there had been a shipwreck, I prayed that they had
somehow survived. Anything, anything at all except their deaths. I
began prowling the Sydney docks, waiting for further word from an
incoming ship and praying ceaselessly and earnestly to a God I had
long ago all but forsaken.

The final blow fell some two weeks later with
the news brought by a ship lately arrived into Circular Wharf. The
Brechin Castle had foundered on the Helwick Bank, close to
the Worms Head of the Bristol Channel and there were no survivors.
Sarah and Rosie had been so close to home! Due to dock at Swansea,
the ship was very nearly there.

Apart from this official news, on the same
vessel there was a second letter from Sarah’s father, filled with
grief over the loss of their beloved daughter and
granddaughter.

The following day, the Sydney Gazette
ran an article about the tragedy and numbly I read the details. It
was thought that the ship’s master, John Baxter, may have mistaken
a recently-placed lightship for the light of Mumbles and turned to
port into Swansea Bay, so putting his ship onto the Helwick sands.
The lightship was a recent addition to the coast and Baxter would
have been unaware of its existence, for it had not been there when
he left for Australia some twelve months before. Ironically, the
Brechin Castle’s papers and a large quantity of wool had
washed ashore soon after the disaster and, unlike the passengers
and crew, most of the newspapers and letters from Australia were
rescued, dried out and sent on to their intended destinations. My
letters to my grandparents were likely among them. How meaningless
for them now, in the face of our devastating loss, was that trivial
news written so many months before.

The report that the bodies of a seaman and a
small child had been washed ashore was even harder to bear. Could
that small child have been my Rosie? I had no way of knowing. That
she could be lying in an unmarked grave was further agony.
Moreover, of the remaining twenty-six souls, there was not a trace.
My poor Sarah! My darling, the love of my life, gone. Gone
forever.

The first two weeks after I had the news
passed in a blur. Aware of no one but myself, I wallowed in my
grief. Yet, by the end of it, my father had succeeded in making me
see my responsibility to Jack and Mark. When I gazed into their
young eyes, I actually grasped their suffering and my heart went
out to them. They were still so small and innocent and they had
lost their beloved mother and their baby sister. We cried together,
more tears than before. They knew little of the tragedy, only that
their mother and baby sister were drowned. I gently explained as
best I could that they had gone to heaven to be with Jesus and were
safe. They were probably at this minute looking down on us. I
explained that we could hold them close in our hearts whenever we
thought of them. Jack asked if we could talk to them and I
nodded.

‘How can we do it, Papa?’

‘Just hold your hands together like this, as
if you are praying, son. You may chat to your mother as if she were
right here.’

Jack glanced up at me before closing his
eyes.

‘Mama, we miss you so much. And little Rosie
too. But Papa has told us that you are in a special place and that
you are very happy there. So do not worry too much about us. We
will be all right and we will care for Papa for you.’

Jack opened his eyes and peeked up at me. I
smiled at him through my tears and hugged him close. Mark too.
Somehow, I vowed to get through this, if only for them.

Over the next few weeks I tried, I really
did. Yet my heart was not in it. Jack reluctantly returned to
school and I tried to keep busy with Mark and the hotel. However,
as I had an excellent manager, there was little for me to do at
work. And since our housekeeper, Sally, kept the house spotless,
all I could do was wander aimlessly between the hotel and the
house, with Mark usually by my side. My thoughts were never far
from what I had lost.

Eventually I forced myself to confront the
future and acknowledge my need to get away. I realised that I would
never be able to function properly again while everything here
reminded me of Sarah. I had to leave, at least for a time. Leave
the house, and the hotel... but the boys? I was not sure I could
leave them. Nevertheless, I knew that I needed to go away somewhere
and heal. My mind began searching through various options.

It was obvious my father was too old to take
on the responsibility of two small boys. I could not even ask him.
Nor could I approach my brother Noah to take over their care. His
wife, Emily, had made it exceedingly plain on many occasions that
she had no liking or interest in children. I mulled over this
dilemma for several days before it suddenly struck me that I could
leave them with Maddy Markham for a time. She had told me how much
she adored children and I was certain she would be agreeable to
caring for an extra two. And Jack and Mark would love it there. It
would help their healing. I wrote to her immediately.

On receiving her affirmative reply, I voiced
my tentative plan to the boys and made light of my leaving them.
They listened to all I said and their excitement at the idea of a
prolonged holiday with Mrs Markham’s children tempered my intended
absence. I did not dwell on it. It was enough to see this first
glimmer of happiness in them. Yet when I came to discuss booking a
passage to Melbourne, their terrified eyes informed me that such a
course of action would be extremely unwise. Nor did I have any
inclination to travel thus. It was at this moment that I first
entertained the notion of travelling overland, in the footsteps of
Hume and Hovell. Knowing that their epic journey to Port Phillip
had occurred some twenty-three years previously, I naively believed
that the route by now would be well established and that we would
have little difficulty in reaching our destination in safety. In
only one instance was I to be proven correct.

My father and brother were not enamoured of
my plan. Perhaps they could see pitfalls that I refused to
contemplate. Yet they agreed to help in whatever ways they could.
My father willingly concurred to oversee the smooth running of my
hotel in my absence while Noah volunteered to find tenants for our
cottage and to help Sally find an alternate placement. Naturally, I
provided her with an excellent reference.

I spent the next few days procuring the
equipment and provisions I believed we would need for our journey,
as well as purchasing three sturdy, quiet horses to join my own
strong gelding. From the little I could gather from acquaintances
in Sydney, two packhorses would be sufficient and the boys could
ride together on the third horse. If this combination presented
problems, I could split our belongings three ways and the boys
could ride separately. Although I needed to carry a certain
quantity of food, a seasoned traveller assured me that the many
inns and hostelries now operating along the route would provide us
with sustenance and shelter on most evenings.

Knowing little of what lay ahead, I took his
proffered advice and purchased from a storekeeper in town a sturdy
canvas tent, a tarpaulin, a hammer, an axe, a water bag, a pan and
a billycan, and a flint with matches and three oiled canvas cloaks.
Into our saddlebags went rice, flour, salt, sugar and tea along
with a side of bacon and some salted pork. These were my
preparations.

All was in readiness by the end of July and
we took our leave of Sydney on a cold, dry morning.


Chapter 2






Frost lay thick on the ground and frozen
puddles in the cobbled yard cracked like gunshots as their thin
caps snapped under the impatient hooves of the horses. Stamping in
the sunless courtyard, the horses snorted and steamed, eager to be
off and moving. My gelding, Prince, was the most restless of the
four, goading the others and me to make haste.

I needed no such encouragement.

Jack and Mark had been up since dawn, their
childlike excitement and innocence for the adventure ahead
infecting me. After loading our goods onto the backs of the two
packhorses, I saddled the other two horses before lifting Jack and
Mark into the saddle. They were to ride beside me on a gentle mare
called Lily, her lead rope tethered to Prince, with the packhorses
on lead ropes behind.

As we were about to begin our journey, I
appreciated that a cart might have been easier and safer for us
all. Yet it was too late for that now. We would have to make do. We
had already taken leave of my father and Noah, so there was nothing
keeping us from the long road ahead.

‘Are you ready boys?’

‘Yes, Papa,’ came two small voices. I looked
over at them and smiled. They were such wonderful boys. I wanted so
much for them. I had to get myself right so we could be a family
again.

‘Then let us make a start!’ I tried to make
my voice sound more excited and adventurous than I felt. We had
already discussed our journey many times but I chatted again as we
rode along the familiar Old South Head Road.

‘By my estimation our journey should take
around six weeks. Maybe more. Melbourne is six hundred miles to the
south and I think we can travel about fifteen miles a day. But I am
not certain of this. We may do less or we may do more. We will
simply take each day as it comes and see how we fare. When we need
to stop and rest, we will.’

‘Yes, Papa.’

Jack had questions that I was ill equipped to
answer. ‘Will there be a road all the way? Will we see native
people? Will they harm us? What of bushrangers? Mrs Jones at school
told us that it can be dangerous out there in the bush.’

I did my best to answer him and allay his
fears. But there remained a number of unknowns. I knew I was
ill-prepared for this trip and I could only hope we would be
safe.

As we rode along, I reflected on my eighteen
years in Sydney. There had been many good times as well as the sad
times. I had arrived in 1829, along with my mother and father and
older brother, Noah. Soon after our arrival, my mother had died of
the typhus and my father had managed his grief by throwing himself
into work. He built the Cobb Hotel in Paddington and this proved to
be a very successful venture, no doubt due to his insistence on
high standards of quality and workmanship. Over the years, his
profits from that first hotel grew, eventually enabling him to
build a second hotel. This one was in Rushcutters Bay and it was
for Noah. A third one followed later still in Piper Street,
Woollahra for me to own and run. Around this time, I married Sarah
and we moved into a new little house father helped me construct
near our hotel. Those were the happiest of days. Later the children
arrived and our lives were complete.

I was pulled from my reverie by Jack who
waved to his friends as we passed by his school. Though it was
early, a few boys were playing tag and others were squatting,
playing knucklebones in the dusty playground. They shouted out,
wishing Jack well and waving to us as we passed.

We cut through the back of the cemetery and
took the Parramatta Road. Even at this early hour the road was
busy, with laden carts coming into town from the market gardens and
farms further out.

Our horses ambled along at a steady pace but
by mid-morning we were ready for a break, unused as we were to
spending long hours in the saddle. After stopping beside an inn at
Leichhardt, the boys slithered to the ground and I gratefully
dismounted. After I attended to the horses, we tucked into our
first meal on the road, a watery beef stew served with hunks of
crusty bread that we used to sop up the juices. The boys ate
ravenously and I was delighted to feel hunger myself, something I
had not felt in many weeks. Perhaps the decision to travel overland
would prove to be the right one, with fresh air and exercise
helping me to heal.

‘Papa, can we walk for a while now?’ Mark
asked, grimacing as he rubbed his sore little behind.

Laughing at his solemn face, I consented, and
we sauntered along until the Liverpool Road branched off to the
left. We all felt better for the exercise and it had spelled the
horses as well. At the junction, we mounted again for the last
twelve miles into Liverpool. The road was in excellent condition,
well graded and wide enough for two carts to pass each other with
ease. Convicts had cleared a further three rods of bush on both
sides, giving the thoroughfare a spacious feel. There was enough
traffic to make the afternoon interesting and we exchanged
greetings with passing carts and horsemen. With six miles still to
ride to the inn, a drayman going in the same direction offered the
boys a ride. Knowing my own saddle soreness and the discomfort they
must be experiencing, I nodded my head when they sought my
approval.

‘Thank you, kind sir. It is an offer too good
to refuse.’

‘Ah, tis nothin’. And I am not a ‘sir’ young
man. Me name be Jim.’

‘I am pleased to meet you, Jim. I am Adam and
these are my boys, Jack and Mark.’

He nodded his head at the boys and smiled.
‘An’ where would you young travellers be headin’?’ he asked Jack
after I had helped the boys climb up onto the cart and I had
remounted.

‘We are off to Melbourne, sir,’ answered Jack
proudly.

‘Goodness! Melbourne! That is a fair ol’
journey to be sure. An’ what do you think o’ that, young Mark?’

‘It will be exciting, sir,’ answered Mark.
‘But right now my rear end is sore so I am glad you offered us a
ride.’

The old man laughed at Mark’s response. ‘Ah,
to be sure, ridin’ in a saddle takes a bit o’ gettin’ used to. But
you should be orright, bye and bye.’

‘I am most grateful, Jim, for your offer to
give the boys a spell in your cart. Can I ask what your business
is?’

‘Oh, I ‘ave just taken me wool clip into
town. I ‘ave a small ‘olding out near Marulan. If you are passin’
that way, me wife and I would be ever so pleased to give you all
shelter for a night. Since our young uns ‘ave grown, we doan get
many visitors. An’ I know me wife would appreciate ‘avin’ the young
ones around for a time.’

‘That is very kind of you, Jim. And we may
just take you up on your offer.’

‘Ah, that twould make me very ‘appy. Tis a
genuine offer. We would be glad o’ your company.’

I smiled and nodded. We ambled along the road
to Liverpool in mostly companionable silence, the boys feeling
sleepy after their long day and Jim only breaking into conversation
with me occasionally or if some passing cart held an acquaintance.
Wheat was the main crop I saw growing along the road. Jim did
mention that some farmers were experimenting with grapes but I saw
no evidence of this. Reaching our destination, the boys clambered
down and I thanked him once again. He continued on, after giving me
directions to his smallholding.

There were plenty of inns from which to
choose in Liverpool. Jim had informed me that ever since the
ex-convict, William Roberts, had built the sturdy road from Sydney
in 1814, many people had settled in the area. Leaving our horses at
a hitching post in the main street, I shepherded the boys into the
nearest inn and was relieved to find it clean and quiet. As I
motioned them to a table, a woman appeared and introduced herself
as Mary. She took one look at the weary boys and began to mother
them, something for which I was grateful. I explained our needs for
the night before leaving the boys with her and going out again to
find a stable for the horses. When I returned, Jack and Mark were
finishing a fragrant stew and a third big bowl sat steaming on the
table.

‘That is for you, Papa’, declared Jack,
pointing at the bowl. ‘Mrs Jones is a very good cook.’

‘Thank you, Jack. I am mighty hungry and it
does smell wonderful. I hope you boys remembered your manners
around Mrs Jones?’

‘They certainly did’, answered the good woman
herself as she bustled out with three drinks in her hands. ‘I have
watered down the wee ones’ ales’, she explained as she placed the
drinks in front of them. ‘And when you are ready, boys, I will show
you to your room while your father finishes his supper.’ Turning
back to me, she added, ‘Mr Cobb, I have placed a pitcher of warm
water in your room so you can wash before retiring.’

‘Thank you so much, Mrs Jones. You are most
welcoming.’

‘It is nothing, Mr Cobb. It is not often I
have the pleasure of such handsome and well-mannered young
travellers to care for. Come lads, and I shall show you to your
room.’ Turning back to me with a hand on each boy’s shoulder, she
bade me good night. ‘I hope you enjoy your rest, Mr Cobb, and I
shall see you again in the morning.’

I sat quietly at the table after they had
gone, savouring the tasty stew. The day had been an excellent
beginning. I only hoped that the rest of our journey would continue
in the same way and that my consuming blackness would not
return.

We set out again the following morning,
replete after Mrs Jones’ hearty breakfast of thick oat porridge,
lamb chops and eggs. As we were all rather saddle sore, we agreed
to do more walking today and not travel as far. I assured the boys
that our discomfort would ease as we became more used to our
horses. I was not sure I convinced them.

Our destination was Campbelltown, only twelve
miles away. The road remained easy and for the most part followed
the Georges River. Twice at turnpikes, we were asked to pay a toll.
It was something I had known nothing of beforehand, though each was
a trifling amount and no doubt contributed to the maintenance of
the road. We chatted to another carter, this one called Tom, as we
passed by Prospect Creek.

‘This ‘ere bridge ‘as only been complete
seven years,’ he told us. ‘They call it the Lansdowne Bridge. The
earlier one, built by that convict feller, got washed away in the
flood.’

After the bridge, we dismounted to walk a
while, so waved goodbye to the cheery Tom. Not far out of
Campbelltown, a man in flowing black robes joined us.

‘Good afternoon to you all,’ he exclaimed,
smiling down at the boys. ‘I am Father Roger Therry, now of
Campbelltown.’

After introducing myself and the boys and
telling him of our intended journey to Melbourne, we fell into a
light conversation. Appointed two years previously, he was slowly
growing his flock as more settlers arrived in the town and its
surrounds. Through this genial priest, I learned something of
Campbelltown’s history. It dated back to 1820, yet Robert Hoddle
had not drawn up street plans until 1827 and it was another four
years after that before residents first took possession of town
land. So, effectively, the town was only sixteen years old. This
explained why it was not nearly as well established as Liverpool.
Most of Campbelltown’s dwellings were still bark or slab huts, yet
already there were two churches and a school.

‘You will not want to be staying at the inn,’
Father Therry confided. ‘It is a little on the rough side. I would
be delighted if you would consider a night in my humble cottage. It
is rather small but warm and dry and I think the boys would be far
happier there.’

‘Thank you, Father, for your kind offer. But
we are not of your faith.’

‘Oh, my son, that is a trifling distinction.
We are all God’s children, and I can see you are a kindly man,
though weighed down by some sadness. It would be my pleasure to
assist you on your journey.’

I smiled at this warm-hearted clergyman.
‘Then, if it is not inconveniencing you too much, we would be more
than happy to accept your offer. And thank you again.’

We passed a comfortable night and, once again
well rested, set out on the third morning a little more prepared
for the day ahead. Our behinds were slowly adjusting and we were
all agreed that they were not quite as tender as they had been the
morning before. Father Therry advised us to by-pass Camden and the
Cowpastures and instead to head straight towards Picton, passing
through Appin on the way. He assured me that the road remained fair
all the way to Goulburn, so we would have little difficulty in
reaching Picton by that afternoon.

It was as he predicted, and we passed a
reasonable night at The George IV Inn beside Stonequarry Creek. A
board positioned in front of the hand-hewn, local stone inn boasted
that it catered ‘to officers and gentlemen travelling on the Great
South Road from Sydney to the newly-opened areas of Bong Bong,
Argyle and beyond’. After securing our room, we sat in weak
sunshine on the verandah of the inn, watching a number of horse
teams struggle to haul their laden carts up the steep incline from
the creek below. The inn proved to be a popular staging post, with
its own large stables and smithy behind, and was crowded that
night. Fortunately, we had arrived early enough to secure our
lodgings.

Leaving Picton behind the next morning, with
the newly-opened St Patrick’s Catholic Church as its centrepiece,
the road remained as Father Therry had foretold. Settlement thinned
and we passed through thick scrub for most of the day. The boys
were mildly startled, then thrilled to see numerous wallabies hop
across in front of us. One shy creature, which we learned later was
called a lyrebird, dashed into the bush at our approach. Our target
that night was the renamed Tahmoor House. When Hume and Hovell had
stayed there in 1824, it had been known as The Travellers’ Inn but
now boasted not only a name change but a new manager as well, a
stout woman called Margaret Hush and her barmaid, Annie.

These two women did their best for us, yet it
was by no means as comfortable as our previous nights had been.
Still, the food was adequate and our bed warm and dry. As I lay
with the boys that night waiting for sleep to come, I suspected
that we might have seen the last of comfortable lodgings, now that
we were some distance from Sydney.

As always, Sarah and Rosie were never far
from my thoughts. Even though the journey was proving to be a
distraction, there were still many hours in every day where I was
helpless to prevent my mind from reflecting on my loss. And the
nights were much worse. Lying there in the dark, I felt my
desolation anew and wretchedly realised that I was hurtling back
towards another black mood. Despite my efforts to repel it, I found
I could do nothing and the melancholia descended, remaining with me
for the next several days.

It took an enormous effort to proceed with
our journey and to care for the boys. I was quiet and introspective
as we journeyed on and I know the boys noticed my despondent mood.
Yet they said little and, Jack especially, tried to distract me
with various bush sightings, showing a maturity beyond his
years.

From Tahmoor, we pushed on to Bargo, a long
morning’s ride. As we entered the village, the boys slithered down
from their horse when two local boys approached. Soon a game of
chasings had them scampering around and I envied their carefree
mood as I took rashers of bacon and three apples from the
saddlebags for our repast. From there it was only a short distance
into Yanderra that afternoon.

Whilst staying in Picton, and at every other
inn or roadhouse after that, I asked advice on the road ahead. On
reaching Mittagong, I was forced to make a choice. We could stay
with the Great South Road, cutting through Berrima to Sutton
Forest, or take the slightly longer Old Argyle Road through Bowral,
Bong Bong and Moss Vale. My head chose the shorter road but a
number of the locals wisely suggested that the more populated
Argyle area would offer us greater safety and support, and so
dissuaded me from my decision.

Mittagong was a hive of activity. When
constructing the Great South Road back in the ‘30’s, some of the
workers had discovered the presence of ironstone in the area. Yet
it had only been during the previous twelve months that smelting in
a small blast furnace had begun there and this industry was
attracting workers and more settlers to the town.

Once we were out on the Argyle Road, we
passed a few drays heading towards Sydney with stocks of butter and
cheese from dairy holdings nearer the coast. Although the road we
had chosen was longer, we found reasonable lodgings each night and
arrived in Sutton Forest only one day later than the alternate road
would have delivered us. After passing a small cemetery on the
banks of a minor river, we crossed a bridge and lodged that night
in Sutton Forest’s Talbot Inn. The publican was an Irishman by the
name of Paddy McGee and I felt my black mood begin to lift in his
company. After I had seen to the boys, I gladly returned to his
company and he willingly shared some stories over a pint or two of
ale.

‘Ah, it was them convicts what built up this
section of the road,’ he told me. ‘Road gangs, they were – hundreds
of ‘em, all diggin’ and toilin’ in the ‘ot sun. An’ heaven ‘elp any
of the poor sods who slacked off. Their overseers was mighty
twitchy with their cats.’

‘Cats?’ I glanced up, surprised.

‘Oh, aye, their whips, their
cats-a-nine-tails. They’d be gettin’ a right workin’ out on some of
those poor fellers.’ He paused to take another swallow of his beer.
‘But I did orright out of it. The boss ‘ad me make up big pots o’
stew and soup ev’ry day to feed them convicts. It made me a pretty
penny, to be sure.’

‘So you must be finding it relatively quiet
now, Mr McGee?’

‘Oh, aye. But I still be gettin’ the passin’
trade. An’ the dairymen from over east call by regular like. An’
then there’s the locals. I be doin’ orright, laddie.’

We chatted on into the night and Paddy McGee
set me straight for the next few days.

‘Oh, you should be stayin’ with the Old
Argyle, to be sure,’ he stated. ‘Already you ‘ave avoided the gaol
at Berrima, ‘aven’t you?’

I nodded.

‘Well then, you should be avoidin’ Towrang
Creek as well. Twas the major stockade for the work gangs an’ I
would not be takin’ your wee lads anywhere near that. Tis a dire
place, to be sure, even though tis now closed down. Up to two
‘undred an’ fifty men in chains were kept there, sleepin’ on bare
boards with jus’ one blanket to keep ‘em from freezin’. I ‘eard
tell one of the floggers was found murdered in ‘is bed.’ Shaking
his head, he concluded, ‘To be sure, Mr Cobb, you should be gettin’
up with the settler’s clock an’ stickin’ with the Argyle. There’d
be ghosts for sure out at Towrang Creek.’

‘Settler’s clock, Mr McGee?’

‘Oh, aye. You ‘aven’t ‘eard our laughin’
jackasses called that ‘afore?’ He looked askance at me.

‘No, never. But it is surely an apt name for
them.’

I bid my companion a good night soon after.
As I retired to my bed, I felt a lightness of mood that I had not
felt in several days.

We did as Paddy McGee suggested and arose
with the jackasses. After passing through the small towns of
Exeter, Bundanoon, Penrose, Wingello and Tallong, we met the Great
South Road again at Marulan. With my spirits once more lifted, I
chatted to my boys as we rode along, pointing out a wallaby here
and a large lizard scampering across the road there. They responded
to my mood and were obviously pleased to have me back in sorts
again. Although still winter, the dry, sandy soils along the road
held an abundance of wildflowers and we began noticing a variety of
red, spidery flowers growing in profusion amid soft green foliage.
These were interspersed with scrubby bushes bearing honey-coloured
upright cones like bottlebrushes. There were also blankets of
smaller flowers closer to the ground, the pink ones smelling
faintly of lemon while a green and brown variety gave off an
altogether different fragrance.

By now, Jack and Mark had become seasoned
travellers and I was proud of them. They hardly ever complained and
continued to enjoy each day as a new adventure. Our saddle soreness
had left us long ago and the easy days on the horses were no
hardship at all. I made sure each day was as short as practicable,
taking advantage of many of the small towns we passed through.
Admittedly, the weather was kind for winter. Showers of rain were
only intermittent and, although the evenings always turned cold, we
found warm and dry lodgings each night.

As we rode into Marulan, on our thirteenth
day after leaving home, we saw our first aboriginal people. They
were camped on the edge of town and their dark brown eyes followed
us as we rode past. They made no sound. The boys were frightened
and little Mark cried out, but the natives made no move towards us.
We continued along the main road towards the settlement, passing
several horse enclosures, and the sharp crack of metal hitting
metal came to us from a busy blacksmith’s forge.

Marulan was a large staging post for the
coaches now plying daily between Sydney and Goulburn, so there were
several inns. We bypassed them all and found Jim’s small holding
not far from the town. Though a number of days had passed since we
had met him on the road into Liverpool, it was as he had promised
and we were warmly welcomed, subsequently passing a cheerful night
under his roof.

From there, it was a short, two-day ride into
Goulburn yet an accident on the way reminded me of the perilous
nature of our journey.


Chapter 3






We were travelling through a lightly forested
area and I was chatting to the boys, not paying much attention to
the track ahead. The tinkling and chiming of many small bells
filled the air as we ambled along and I recalled that someone in
Sydney had mentioned that bellbirds were commonly heard in this
part of the country. As this was our first encounter, we searched
avidly for a glimpse of them but the only birds we could find were
small and sparrow-like with nondescript grey and brown feathers. If
these were indeed the bellbirds then it amazed us that such plain
little creatures could produce those enchanting melodies.

Our horses were quiet and sturdy and I had
let Prince amble along at his own pace, the others following
docilely behind. But the drowsy afternoon was suddenly shattered
when Prince whinneyed in fright, lifted his front legs off the
ground and pawed the air, before throwing me from the saddle. The
other horses straightaway propped and started sideways in a
panic.

I was proud of Jack at that moment. While I
was completely helpless, lying prostrate on the ground and fully
intent on avoiding Prince’s flailing hooves about my head, Jack
maintained his grip on his reins and, with Mark clinging like a
clam to his back, steadied Lily and spoke soothingly to all four
horses.

I jumped to my feet, thankfully unhurt though
a little shaken and still unaware of why Prince had reacted so
vehemently.

‘It was a snake, Papa,’ Jack shouted,
pointing a little further up the track. ‘There it goes.’

I caught the movement and watched the serpent
slither into the bushes before turning to steady my gelding,
patting his head and talking to him until he was calm. Running my
hands down his front legs, I checked for damage. His left foreleg
was unmarked but, on his right, I found two small punctures and a
wisp of blood.

‘I think he has been bitten. Get down for a
moment, boys, while I think what we should do.’

The boys slithered to the ground and came
over to inspect the horse’s leg.

‘Is it bad, Papa?’ asked Mark.

‘I am not sure, Mark. I know Australia has
poisonous snakes but I do not know about the one that has bitten
Prince. It may well be harmless.’

‘So what should we do, Papa?’ asked Jack.

‘Well, we either keep going towards Goulburn
or we camp here and see if he is better or worse in the morning. My
inclination is to keep going.’

‘How far is it to Goulburn, Papa?’

‘We were to reach there tomorrow afternoon
according to the information I was given by Jim.’

‘Then let us get started,’ replied Jack.
‘Perhaps the blacksmith in Goulburn will know what to do to help
Prince if he is unwell tomorrow.’

I smiled at my elder son and nodded my head.
He was such a fine boy, very much like his mother, with a level
head on his young shoulders. Unsure whether this decision would
prove to be the correct one, I was nevertheless pleased to have
Jack’s support.

‘All right, Jack. Let us make a start.’

I lifted him back into his saddle, placed
Mark behind and remounted myself. My gelding was quivering a little
but I assumed this was simply a result of the fright he had
received. We set off slowly and I kept a vigilant eye on the track
ahead, not wanting a repeat of the afternoon’s experience.

We had gone no more than a mile before I
realised our decision to continue had been the wrong one. Prince
was sweating and his trembling had turned to shaking. He stumbled
along and I could see that he was in deepening distress. As soon as
a small clearing presented itself, I stopped.

‘We shall camp here for the night, boys.
Prince is worsening, so I think we should let him rest.’

The boys slid to the ground once more, happy
to do as I had decided and excited at the prospect of our first
night in the tent. There was no water nearby but I had filled our
waterbags at the last creek crossing and the other three horses had
drunk their fill. Prince had refused to touch the water. There was
plenty of grass around our campsite and I unsaddled all four horses
before tethering them on their long lead ropes. I set up the tent
with Jack and Mark’s help, then sent them to collect firewood while
I prepared our repast.

‘Do not go far and watch out for snakes,’ I
cautioned.

‘Don’t worry, Papa, we will take extra care.
Come on, Mark.’

By the time our evening meal was over, the
sky was split by pink streaks from the setting sun and the air was
turning chilly. Parrots screeched and other birds twittered,
interspersed with the sounds of chiming bells, as all the birds of
the forest readied to settle down for the night. Prince was lying
at full stretch in the grass, sweating and shaking, his eyes wide
with fear. I knelt beside him, patting his head and neck, and
trying in vain to reassure him. I stayed by his side until it was
fully dark.

The boys had spread their blankets in the
tent and Mark was already fast asleep.

‘Papa, let me sit with him for a while. You
get some rest.’

‘All right, Jack. Thank you. I shall boil up
the billy and make some tea.’

When I returned later with a mug for Jack, I
found him fast asleep, his head resting on my horse’s neck. I
placed the brimming mugs in the grass.

‘Come, Jack, come to bed now. Thank you for
your help.’ I pulled my eight-year-old to his feet and led him over
to the tent, settling him inside and covering him with his blanket.
I returned to my horse. He seemed quieter, so I also turned in
after drinking down my mug of tea.

The buzzing of bush flies woke me the next
morning. Taking care not to disturb the still-sleeping boys, I
crept from the tent. The noise intensified as I followed it to
Prince and the cloud of insects lifted momentarily as I approached.
I could clearly see that the gelding was dead. As I stood there,
pondering what to do, Jack and Mark joined me.

‘I guess it was not the best idea to move him
on, Papa,’ whispered Jack.

‘No, son. But perhaps he would have died
anyway. We have no way of telling.’

‘What are we going to do now, Papa?’ asked
Mark.

‘Well, I shall sit one of you on each pack
horse, and I shall ride Lily. This probably will be a little
uncomfortable for you. We shall also do more walking to spare the
horses, so we may not reach Goulburn tonight. When we do eventually
get there, I shall purchase another horse if I can.’

The boys nodded. We broke camp without eating
and set off as soon as we were ready. As luck would have it, around
mid-morning we came across another dray headed to Goulburn. The
driver was pleased to have the boys join him on the cart and we
made it into town by the late afternoon.

Goulburn, the capital of the Argyle district,
was now almost twenty years old. About a hundred brick houses were
scattered around and I saw several stores and three inns on our
approach. I chose the Goulburn Inn and, after thanking the carter
for his assistance and companionship, left the boys sipping
lemonade on the front verandah while I went in search of a stable
for our three remaining horses. I also wished to ask the resident
blacksmith on the likelihood of purchasing another.

I returned to the inn an hour later to find a
policeman chatting to my boys. I removed my hat, pulled up a chair
and sat down beside them.

‘Good afternoon, Constable, my name is Adam
Cobb.’

He stood to greet me. ‘Greetings to you, sir.
John Stott be my name and I am stationed ‘ere in Goulburn along
with twenty others under Lieutenant Waddy.’

‘I am pleased to meet you, Constable
Stott.’

‘Ah, please call me John, Mr Cobb.’

‘Very well, John.’

‘I ‘ave been ‘avin’ a pleasant conversation
with your two lads ‘ere, Mr Cobb. They be tellin’ me that you be
bound for Melbourne.’

‘That is correct, yes.’

‘That be quite an adventure you ‘ave set
yourselves. ‘ow ‘ave you been farin’?’

‘Fairly well, although I suppose the boys
have told you of the loss of my horse?’

‘Yes. A sorry tale indeed, but one that
‘appens rather frequently out ‘ere in the bush. Though not so
common at this time o’ year. Usually it be durin’ the summer months
that the snakes be bad. But I guess the spell of ‘ot weather we
‘ave been ‘avin’ ‘as brought them out. ‘ave you managed to get a
replacement ‘orse?’

‘Yes, I believe so. The blacksmith, a fellow
called Wilson, said he could help me. You probably know him?’

‘Aye, a goodly man.’

‘Well ,this Mr Wilson informed me that a Mr
Bradley may have a horse I can buy. Do you also know this Mr
Bradley?’

‘Oh, aye.’ He pointed towards the setting
sun. ‘That red brick steam mill over there, that be workin’ most
days grindin’ wheat, it be owned by your Mr Bradley. ‘e be married
to Mr ‘ovell’s daughter. You would ‘ave ‘eard of ‘ume an’ ‘ovell, I
presume?’

I smiled
and nodded. ‘Those two men made all this possible, did they not?’ I
waved my arm around the town. ‘We would not be travelling to
Melbourne if they had not pioneered the route and opened up the
country.’

‘That be right enough. Well, this Mr Bradley
will mos’ likely sell you a fine ‘orse but you will, no doubt, pay
dearly for it.’

‘I see. He must be a hard businessman.
However, I am in no position to haggle. I need another horse to
continue our journey.’

‘Aye, I understan’ your predicament.’

We sat quietly for a spell. Later, smilingly,
he pointed to a wretched hut along the road, with four stable sheds
beside it. ‘Our quarters not be much, be they?’

‘That hut? That is your quarters? I hope it
is only temporary.’

Constable Stott nodded and smiled. ‘So they
be tellin’ us. But we will see, we will see.’

‘Twenty-two men seems rather a large force
for such a small place.’

‘Oh, aye, but we are not jus’ in this town.
We be responsible for law an’ order from ‘ere to the Murray River,
so there be plenty to keep us busy, what with the natives gettin’
bolder and the growin’ threat o’ bushrangers.’

I nodded but did not speak further on this
topic as I did not want to alarm my boys. I decided that if the
chance arose, I would converse further with the constable later, on
my own. Instead, I turned the discussion to a safer subject.

‘Tell us a little about the town, John.’

‘Well, I ‘ave not been ‘ere long meself, but
it seems to be reasonably quiet at the moment. Still there be
plenty goin’ on. It be growin’ fast – we already ‘ave around three
‘undred people. Your Mr ‘ovell ‘as a fine ‘ouse in town.’ He
pointed to his right. ‘It be the brick one over there with the
green winder frames. There be buildin’ works goin’ on all over. We
already ‘ave two stores – the Goulburn and the Argyle – but I ‘ear
said we will soon ‘ave a third. Butchers and bakers are set up. In
this main street, you can see the coachin’ office, the Commercial
Bank – Mr Sullivan be the agent there - and the ‘ospital where Dr
Richardson be in charge.’ He pointed this way and that as he
chatted. ‘And Mr Sowerby – ‘e be the parson now - ‘as thirteen boy
boarders in ‘is school. An’ we even ‘ave a racecourse!’

I gazed around at the town with a little more
interest. ‘Who owns that brick, two-storey house over there?’

‘That be Mr Bradley’s – the man ‘oo owns the
mill and the man ‘oo will be sellin’ you a ‘orse. It be the only
impressive ‘ouse in town, ‘cept for Mr ‘ovell’s. ‘e firstly built
it as an inn but later decided to live in it instead.’

I nodded. ‘I see you already have a
church.’

‘Aye, the stonework be quite somethin’ else,
eh? I be told it was ‘ewn in Marulan and carted ‘ere. And a site be
laid out for a Scotch church too. That be Mr Stewart’s ‘ouse over
there – ‘e be the police magistrate. You would ‘ave passed our
court ’ouse and burial ground on your way in. Anyway, I should be
gettin’ along now. I ‘ave chatted long enough. It was nice to make
your acquaintance, Mr Cobb an’ Master Jack an’ Master Mark. I wish
you all a safe an’ pleasant journey.’

‘Thank you, John. It has been a pleasure
talking with you. But may I accompany you for a few moments
more?’

‘Certainly.’

‘Boys, stay here please, I will return
shortly.’

I rose with the policeman and together we set
off towards his shabby quarters.

‘John, I would like your advice on how to
proceed. Do you believe it is safe enough for me to continue
towards Melbourne with my lads? What of the natives and the
bushrangers you spoke of?’

‘Oh, I suspec’ the natives will not ‘arm the
boys. If they be approachin’ you, they will likely only be wantin’
food or blankets. I would be most surprised if they were to ‘arm
the boys. Perhaps you could purchase some spare supplies ‘ere in
town and carry ‘em with you, just to be sure.’

‘Certainly. And what of bushrangers?’

‘Oh, I was exaggeratin’ that a little. There
‘as been word of some trouble south o’ the Murray River, but
nothin’ up ‘ere so far.’

‘So, you think we should proceed?’

‘Yes. You
will prob’ly be safe enough. It will only take you two days, or
three at the most, to reach Yass. There be an adequate inn, ‘alf
way - at Gunning - called the Stragglers. It be run by a Mr Cooper
and there be a number of wealthy squatters in that neighbourhood.
But first, you will come across Dr Gibson’s estate called Terrana.
It be five miles from ‘ere. ‘e was a surgeon in the
39th
Regiment and ‘e ‘as a
first-rate ‘ouse. I am sure you would be welcome there. After that
you will pass Mutmutbilly on the Breadalbane Plains – Mr Reed owns
that run. You can also stay there if you wish. It gets rather hilly
after that and you may find you ‘ave to give your ‘orses a spell or
two by walkin’ up the steep rises.’

‘And the track is easy to follow?’

‘Yes, it be reasonably clear ‘til Yass. If
you be decidin’ to stop at Reed’s, your second night could be with
Mrs Grosvenor. She runs an inn at Jerrawa. Jus’ ask at each
‘omestead you pass for markers t’ the next one. That should keep
you straight.’

‘Well, thank you, John,’ I replied, shaking
his hand warmly. ‘You have set my mind at rest, at least.’

‘After Yass, you may lose the track but, like
I said, jus’ keep askin’ for directions as you go along.’

‘I will, and thank you again.’

When I rejoined my boys, I found them
giggling over a shared joke. ‘What is so funny?’ I asked them.

‘Constable Stott talks in such a funny way,’
answered Jack. ‘He says be all the time instead of is
or are.’

‘Yes, it did sound a little strange. But that
must be the way they speak in his part of England. Yet we could
still readily understand him.’

‘Yes, he was a very friendly man,’ rejoined
Jack.
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I bought a strong gelding by the name of
Jasper from Mr Bradley and he did charge me dearly. I parted with
twenty pounds and for this he added a bag of his best flour, some
other provisions and two blankets as well. I accepted these,
remembering that I may need to give them away to hostile
aborigines.

We took three days to reach Yass and they
were unhurried and, thankfully, incident free. We only passed one
group of native women and children at a creek crossing and they did
not interfere with us. The women kept their heads bowed and only
the naked, dusty children turned inquisitive eyes on Jack and
Mark.

The nights remained cold, so the hospitality
we received at each stop was welcome. We were almost three weeks
into our journey and had, so far, only used our tent once, the
night when Prince had been bitten by the snake. Even though I was
pleased with this, the boys had remarked a few times that they
would enjoy camping out more often.

Yass did possess a courthouse, though the
town was far less substantial than Goulburn. The police magistrate,
Mr Hardy, introduced himself on our arrival and advised us to stay
in one of the two available inns. He had a run by the river close
to town called Yarra Corella and we passed close by it the
following day as we edged along a narrow, muddy track south towards
the next major settlement – Gundagai on the Murrumbidgee River.

Following Constable Stott’s advice, and
asking for directions at every holding, we managed to continue
safely. The road dwindled to a rough bush track but it was still
reasonably easy to follow. At the settlement of Bookham - recently
renamed from Bogolong - the hotelier, a Mr Green, remembered with
pride the night in 1839 that Lady Jane Franklin, the wife of the
Lieutenant Governor of Van Diemen’s Land, Sir John Franklin, had
stayed there. I wondered whether she had encountered the same
problem with fleas that we did.

Once we reached Jugiong on the Murrumbidgee,
the track never strayed too far from the river. It did climb one or
two substantial hills and we had to dismount and walk. Because the
land on these floodplains was rich, the number of holdings
increased dramatically and, for the first time in many days, we
were able to pass by a number of them without stopping. Sheep were
everywhere and a fair number of cattle. When I stopped to speak
with an old Irishman called Frank Taafe who ran the Jugiong store,
he informed me that the average holding around these parts ran
approximately ten thousand sheep and that there were more than
forty thousand animals along this small stretch of the river. There
were also thousands of cattle and many horses between the various
properties. Frank directed us to the Sir George Tavern in Jugiong,
run by a genial man called John Sheahan, where we were able to take
our luncheon.
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