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   Prologue




   Californians Robert Burnette and Bill Melody hunkered down behind the stockade’s slabs. These slabs were each about 4 feet high and 3 inches thick. They were clustered tightly together into something like a palisade. It was rough work, a barricade of slabs and overturned carts, but it was bulletproof. The whole thing had been built as a rectangle about 150 yards long and 75 yards wide. For Burnette, using cover was nothing new. He had hunted enough game in the hills back home and knew how to hide himself patiently and wait. Melody was not so comfortable. He was not used to squatting, immobile, behind wooden barriers. He was, however, a handy shot with a pistol. Burnette put his hand out onto Melody’s shoulder, encouraging him to get down low.




   Private Michael Roney had been down on one knee waiting for the order to advance. Captain Pasley had been trotting back and forth along the rear of the skirmish line for several minutes. He hadn’t been saying anything, certainly not barking orders as officers were so wont to do. Instead he had been circumspect, restrained, Roney thought. That was odd, but who was he to argue with what an officer was doing.




   Roney’s musket was butt first into the ground and held up against his right side. He had unlatched his ammunition pouch and squeezed a couple of greasy paper wrapped rounds into his belt for easy access. He wished he could have a swig of his canteen, which he had filled with some lively grog he had purchased the night before, but that was not going to happen. He heard Pasley’s horse stop and then a muffled word of command: ‘Stand!’ He stood and shook himself, loosening up his joints after squatting for so long. He lifted his musket in front of his body and grasped it with both hands. A moment later there came another word of command: ‘Advance!’ He stepped forward, ensuring he kept pace with the man a few yards to his right.




   Roney and a dozen or so other men were part of the skirmish line. Their role was to go out in front of the main body to cover the advance. Roney knew that somewhere behind was the main body formed into closer packed ranks, but close enough to be ready to run forward and reinforce if necessary. He looked ahead. The first light of the new day was creeping up beyond the horizon. It was only a faint glow now but soon it would rise into a bright new day’s sun. He did not know what was out there in front of him. No-one knew that for sure. There were stories, something about a foolish stockade built by the ragamuffin diggers, who had, so it was said, collected firearms and pikes and were defying the authorities. He had nothing against those diggers as they called themselves, but here he was and there they were. He would do his duty. He licked his lips and hoped it would be over quickly so that he could get at that grog in his canteen.




   A stone dug into Burnette’s knee, forcing him to shift his weight. He reached down and flicked it aside. His fingers then quickly returned to the engraved lock of his rifle. He ran them down along the polished bronze trigger guard and then up to rest for a second on the copper cap sitting atop the nipple. He squinted down at his rifle and smiled. She was a faithful old piece that had been with him since he was a lad on the farm. He’d given it a name, ‘Bessy’. She was long and slender, with a solid maple butt, and a fancy engraved lock plate; he knew that old Bessy would not let him down.




   Squinting, he tried to make out shapes in the distance. It was hard to see anything in the darkness, but he noted it was getting lighter. There was an early morning mist, not too thick but just enough to veil the detail of shapes. His eyes hurt a little with the strain and he blinked, flicking his finger up to rub them. He blinked again. Was that movement out there? He took a deep breath. There was something was moving out there, about 100 yards away, maybe a bit more. What was it? He rubbed his eyes again with his free hand. Then he saw them. They were spread out in regular intervals. It looked like a dancing line of tiny stars rippling up and down. What was it? Then it dawned on him, white belts, soldiers’ belts. By God, it was the army. He sucked in his breath. His mind raced. His stomach screwed into a knot.




   Roney stepped forward. He held his musket at the ready. To his left Patrick O’Keefe was making his way carefully, stepping lightly over some discarded slabs. Most of the lads in the skirmish line were steady and experienced. Several had seen serious business in India and knew their trade. Roney stared out into the dark, trying to make something of what lay before him. The sun was rising, but it was in his face, and it cast long, black shadows towards him. He pursed his lips and shook his head; there was nothing for it but to press on. 


Burnette lifted Bessy and pushed her butt into his shoulder, squinting down through the foresight at the end of the long, polished metal barrel. His trigger finger started to twitch. He took a bead on a shape which in the growing light he could make out pretty clearly now. It certainly was a man – a soldier – dressed in short jacket and loose trousers, wearing a small cap on his head, about 100 yards away. He aimed low at the man’s knees, knowing that Bessy would kick up when he fired her, and her ball would fly high if he didn’t account for it. He took a short, sharp breath and squeezed Bessy’s trigger.




   There was a flash of flame and the dull thump of a distant detonation somewhere out to Michael Roney’s front. Roney blinked. Was that a gunshot? Then his head snapped back.




   The .40 caliber lead ball punched into the space between the top of Roney’s left eye and his hair line. It tore through his head then exploded from the rear of the skull, spraying shards of bone and fragments of brain. Roney fell backward, killed instantly, his musket falling from his hands.




   So began the battle of the Eureka Stockade. In the next 20 minutes or so a savage fight would occur, at the end of which more than 40 diggers would be dead and six soldiers killed or mortally wounded. It would be a unique event in Australian history, the only occasion in which an organised body of armed civilians would fight and resist the forces of authority. Following the consequences of the bloodshed and legal political aftermath, it would also be the catalyst for a series of ground-breaking democratic political changes in Victoria, which was at that time Australia’s most prominent colony.




   The account above has been written in a deliberately dramatic manner, but the personalities mentioned are actual individuals who were involved in the events at the stockade.




   Michael Roney was the first soldier to be shot and he was killed by a shot to the head. Patrick O’Keefe was a soldier of the 40th Regiment present at Eureka. Robert Burnette and Bill Melody were two American diggers, members of the Independent Californian Revolver Rangers Brigade, sheltering inside the stockade. From accounts, they were the first to reach the palisade after the alarm had been given and were directly in line with the advancing soldiers. Burnette did fire his rifle before any other significant fire had begun and from an eyewitness account is more than likely to be the person to have killed Michael Roney and sparked the conflict that led to the battle for the Eureka Stockade.




   In this history, I have deliberately not included footnotes so as not to burden the reader. For those, however, who do wish to follow up on sources I recommend that you go to the further reading list where ample primary and secondary sources material can be found.




   Come with me now as we travel back to the goldfields of mid-19th century Victoria and revisit what was indeed a truly transformative and significant moment in Australia’s history.




Chapter 1




   Gold! Gold! Gold!




   The first marketable gold was discovered by James Esmond at Clunes in the colony of Victoria in July 1851. In a very short time, gold was discovered in multiple other sites within the colony. This would lead to vast economic, demographic and social change within Victoria.




   The lure of gold attracted tens of thousands of people from around the world including but not limited to Britain, Europe, the United States and China. In 1851 the population of Victoria was about 77,000, by 1854, the year of the Eureka Stockade, 236,798, and by 1860, 548,876. The throng that trekked to Victoria created a maelstrom of feverish activity. Hundreds of ships docked in Port Melbourne, the chief city of the colony, each ship bursting to the gunwales with prospective goldminers. Many trekked across country from other Australian colonies.




   Each one of these individuals was enthused with one desire: to score the lucky strike and make their fortune. They were overwhelmingly adventurous and independently minded individuals whose attitudes and aspirations posed an existential challenge for the autocratic Victorian colonial government. Many of them brought with them political and social ideas that were disturbingly radical for the conservative colonial authorities of Victoria. Such an influx of individuals and ideas would unequivocally transform Victorian society.




   The government of Victoria at the time of the discovery of gold was a colonial government. Its premier political figure was the Governor appointed by the British Crown. In 1851 the Governor of Victoria was Charles Joseph Latrobe. Latrobe was born in London, the son of a Leader of the Moravian Church. He lived in Britain and Switzerland and travelled to the United States, writing several books about his experiences. In 1837 he was appointed the governor of the West Indies. In 1839 he was appointed superintendent of Port Philip District (which would become Victoria). Latrobe was conscientious and worked to improve the colony.




   In 1851 Port Philip separated from New South Wales and adopted the title Victoria. No sooner had separation occurred than gold was discovered. Latrobe was suddenly confronted with having to manage the massive influx of gold seekers to Victoria. His efforts to do so were met with frustration and he became something of a derisory figure becoming known as ‘Charley Joe’. The tag ‘Joe’ was used to name the mounted police that Latrobe established to police the gold diggings.




   Eventually the immense problems associated with the massive change occurring in Victoria became too much for Latrobe and he retired in December 1852. It was not, however, until June 1854 that a replacement could be found. In that month Sir Charles Hotham became the Governor of Victoria. Hotham was a naval officer, born in 1806 in Dennington, England. He inherited a fiscal crisis in Victoria, which was suffering a potential deficit of 1 million pounds. The system of making capricious advances to various government departments fostered by Latrobe had contributed to this and it was Hotham’s lot to remedy the situation. A Royal Commission was set up to investigate the issues on the goldfields. This commission included members who were sympathetic to the diggers. Ironically, though, events occurring on the goldfields would generate their own momentum and Hotham found himself confronted with a situation that required the utmost tact and forbearance.




   Unfortunately, one aspect of Hotham’s personality was that tact was not one of his most notable attributes. Hotham’s view of how government should function was also contrary to the changing political demography of Victoria. Hotham deeply distrusted any hint of democracy, not an unusual thing for establishment figures in mid-19th century Britain. He considered the role of the common people to be unquestioningly deferential to the goals and aims of the colonial authorities. These were sentiments entirely at odds with those of many of the newcomers to the colony. This created a situation in which the government of the day would be at odds with the aspirations of a great many of its own subjects.




   When Esmond found gold at Clunes, which was only some 4 kilometres from Ballarat, it set off a quest for gold throughout the whole region. The Ballarat goldfields where the Eureka Stockade was built were situated in the Yarowee valley. The name Ballarat, originally given as Ballaarat, was derived from two Indigenous words meaning ‘resting place’. Alluvial gold was found at Ballarat on 21 August 1851 by John Dunlop and James Regan. A rush then occurred and within a short time 1000 or more diggers were fossicking for gold there. This number continued to grow as thousands more flocked to Ballarat until in 1854 the year of Eureka the population of Ballarat was 20,470. This population was overwhelmingly male and itinerant.




   Originally the goldmining at Ballarat was alluvial gold washed out of creeks. The digger squatting by a creek bed with a pan sifting dirt to find the gold therein is the iconic image of that era. The digger would place soil, gravel or sand from the creek bed in the pan. He would then add water and swirl the water. Small specks of gold would be left on the bottom of the pan. He would collect these and put them into a pouch for safety. This would go on until there was a decent amount of gold which could be sold to the gold agents. If panning did not work – for example, when there was more clay than dirt – they would turn to puddling. This involved the clay being placed into a large container. Water would then be poured over the clay. A wooden stick would be used to stir up the sludge and separate the clay. When this was done gold, if there was any, would be left at the bottom of the container. After the intense attention of the diggers the alluvial gold soon gave out and deep shaft mining began. This required to dig a shaft down to find a lead of gold and then follow that lead.




   These shafts were about 1 metre wide and sometimes as deep as 50 metres. They were internally lined with wooden slabs to bolster their walls. The shafts were always waterlogged and diggers would be working in their depths sometimes up to their knees in water. There would be a windlass at the top of the shaft. Four or five diggers would work a shaft. One would be down in the watery depths digging with pick and shovel and loading a bucket. Another would be up the top of the shaft working the windlass winding up the laden bucket. The others would be working the cradle, a wooden box that with a lot of water added was rocked back and forward to separate the gold from the muck brought up in the bucket.




   Goldmining was hard work and dangerous.




   The digger down the shaft worried that he could be hit by a falling bucket or hurt himself hacking away at the face of the narrow tunnel he was excavating. The digger with the windlass had to be careful he was not hit by a runaway handle spinning out of control. All the diggers had to be careful of their health: filthy working conditions, lack of washing facilities and multitudes of flies resulted in sickness. Poor food and dirty water did not help. Diarrhoea and dysentery were common, the latter frequently being fatal.




   One can only admire the resilience of the diggers to put up with these hardships. The motivation to do so was, of course, the chance that they could strike it rich, change their lives forever. This did happen, not as frequently as legend would have it, but it was a hope close to the heart of all diggers. Diggers would form syndicates and teams, and work together on a shaft. The close bonds that such connections developed would be a factor in the development of the collective nature of the disturbances that would later occur.




   Diggers would work on patches of ground known as claims. A claim was an area of land the size of which was determined by the local gold commissioner. The commissioner’s intention was to allow an equal share of land to all diggers. Most commonly, a single claim would measure 8 feet by 8 feet. Anything beneath that claim found by the diggers was theirs. If diggers wanted more land they would have to pay for another miner’s licence. 


The colonial government since Latrobe had been concerned with the massive population increase. The strain on the infrastructure of the colony from the influx of new arrivals had to be accounted for. The infrastructure within the colony needed attention. Ports at which hundreds of ships carrying gold seekers were docking needed maintenance, bridges needed to be built, roads laid down and maintained. The impact of gold on the police force was catastrophic, with all but two of the forty police in Melbourne resigning and trekking to the goldfields. Addressing such problems was a challenge. Adding to the colony’s coffers to do so required steps to be taken.




   One solution was to tax the goldminers, and on 16 August 1851 Governor Latrobe instituted a miner’s licence. Under British law the rights to any precious metals that were in the ground belonged to the Crown. To access these a miner required the permission of the Crown. The licence provided this permission. It was also hoped that the licence would act as a disincentive and control the numbers of people flocking to the diggings. This licence required the miners to pay 30 shillings a month, the equivalent of a week’s wages. This payment had to be made if they found gold or not. In 1852 legislation was passed that required anyone else on the goldfields such as cooks, butchers, caretakers, mechanics to also have a licence. Enforcing the miner’s licence was delegated to the police and the means by which this was done would contribute significantly to the unrest and tensions on the goldfields that would eventually erupt into open rebellion at Eureka.




   The Ballarat community, as it was, established itself quite quickly. The district was surveyed in October 1851. The first post office opened in November 1851. In 1852 a grid plan was introduced to establish a town with regular streets as opposed to the chaotic shambles of the diggers’ camps. This did not change the overall appearance of the district, however, as the many thousands of itinerant diggers still lived in dense clusters of tents, shanties and huts. Such communities generally went well enough, but sometimes there were disputes between syndicates especially when one claim would dig into the claim of another, an easy thing to do when working so far underground. When such disputes occurred the gold commissioners were meant to resolve them. There were never enough commissioners, though, to service all the demands on the diggings, and diggers would often take matters into their own hands. This could lead to violence. Firearms were plentiful, and these were sometimes used.




   Lawlessness on the goldfields was a perennial problem, exacerbated by the lack of police. Theft was common, and with the absence of police, the diggers would impose summary justice, the punishment being a flogging or banishment from the diggings. Murder was not unheard of. The census of 1854 claimed there were 36,332 goldminers in Victoria. Such figures can only be taken at face value. Determining just how many people were on the goldfields, with diggers moving continually between fields, coming and going from the diggings, and simply being not found would have made arriving at a definite number challenging at best. What was certain was that there were a great many diggers. Managing the large digger population was a major challenge for the colonial authorities.




   Dealing with the lack of police was a priority. The goldfields had been patrolled since the beginning by the native police, Aboriginal troopers. They performed their role efficiently, but diggers were not happy with having native troopers overseeing them and they were withdrawn. Governor Latrobe raised the salary of police from two shillings and sixpence to six shillings, and eventually to twelve shillings and sixpence per day. He also allowed anyone who wished to join to become a policeman. This introduced many inexperienced and sometimes unsavoury individuals into the force.




   By 1853 the number of police had reached 1639, which was a relatively high number. The control of the police was removed from local magistrates and transferred to the colonial government. This provided the government with direct control over the police – especially important when it came to their administration of the miner’s licence. The police were organised as a para-military force and barracked away from the community, which created a gulf between them and those they were meant to manage. Their role progressively became one entirely focused on miner’s licences – essentially tax collectors – with the concept of civil policing forgotten.




   The gold licence allowed a digger to work their claim. The licence had to be always carried on the person of the miner, which was a distinct problem when working in waterlogged shafts. It was impressed on police that miners must do this and that no discretion could be made in enforcing that requirement. There was no limit on the number of times in one day the police could demand to see a digger’s licence. If a miner was at the bottom of a shaft they would have to climb to the surface to show their licence. Such impositions were extremely trying for diggers. Not carrying the licence would see a digger arrested, charged and fined up to 5 pounds for a first offence, 15 pounds for a second offence and 30 pounds for a third offence – high sums for diggers who may have had no income. The arresting policeman could keep half the amount of the fine. This encouraged the police to conduct fervent licence searches and, if so inclined, to act corruptly. The diggers soon came to call the licence hunt a ‘digger hunt’, and that they were being hunted like game. The cry of ‘Joe … Joe!’ would echo across the diggings as the mounted police went about their work. Diggers were chased down and apprehended to be roughly searched for their licence. Many diggers attempted to hide or flee when the hunts occurred. This led to great commotion on the goldfield.




   The police, no doubt frustrated by the behaviour of the diggers, often resorted to brutal tactics. Superintendent David Armstrong’s vicious behaviour would eventually see him dismissed from the force. Armstrong would burn the tents of diggers he was hunting and strike them with the brass knob of his riding crop. Illustrative of the corrupt nature of some police, when he was dismissed he bragged that he had made 15,000 pounds in fines and bribes, an extraordinary sum for the era.




   Another aspect of police behaviour in Ballarat that greatly angered the diggers was the habit of chaining diggers who had been arrested for not having a licence to logs and trees, where they would be left exposed to the elements until the case was heard. Thomas Pierson, an American miner who lived and worked on the Ballarat diggings at the time, thought that the diggers were being hunted like animals. Rafello Carboni, was an Italian digger who became intimately involved with miner’s insurrection. He would write an account of the Eureka Stockade which would become an important primary source for the rebellion. When he described the treatment of diggers he referred to the police hunting diggers and chaining them to logs like ‘dogs or savages’. Californian Charles Ferguson echoed Carboni’s cry when he wrote that the miners were treated ‘more like dogs than Christian Gentlemen’. Even Police Commissioner Charles MacMahon lamented that the ‘system of securing to trees, men who had been arrested for non- payment of the licence fee, was a disgrace to any civilised community’.
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