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BACKGROUND


Gardinerism


There are few bushrangers whose influence has extended as far as that of Frank Gardiner.


Handsome, clever, charismatic and dangerous, he inspired many young men of his time to abandon the drudgery of their honest hardworking lives and turn to highway robbery. So strong was his influence in the gold rush era that it set in motion a craze known as “Gardinerism”.
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Picture of wax model of Frank Gardiner the bushranger (1863).
National Library of Australia an6163947.


Rural New South Wales in the mid-nineteenth century was a rough and remote place. Poorly educated and hardworking, the children of struggling farmers grew up tough and rebellious. When gold was discovered in the Central West, towns such as Forbes and Lambing Flat (now Young) sprang up suddenly, and this sudden growth in population led to a rapid increase in crime. The few, poorly equipped police were unable to cope. Young men who had been battling to make a living were tempted into horse and cattle theft by the promise of “easy money”. It was a small step from such petty crimes to armed robbery.
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Map of Central Western region of NSW in the 1860s.


Such young men, looking for adventure and riches, were easily persuaded by Gardiner to commit crimes that would lead to their ruin: lives on the run, imprisonment, and death. So important was Gardiner’s influence that when he was ultimately convicted, the judge blamed him for the destruction of those other young lives as well as the crimes he had committed, and punished him with a harsh 32-year sentence.


Birth


The bushranger known as Frank Gardiner began his life in Ross-shire, Scotland. He was born Francis Christie, the son of Charles and Jane Christie. His family’s background was complicated; Charles and Jane were not married to each other but both had been married before and had children from their previous marriages. Jane was the widow of James Grant Christie – Charles’ brother. With James she had a daughter: Mary Jane Christie. Her brother-in-law Charles and his wife Jean McLeod had two children, Charles and Robina.


When Jane and Charles were widowed they began a relationship that produced three more children: Francis, Archina, and Charlotte. Francis was born in about 1829. When the family decided to emigrate to Australia, Charles and Jane travelled as “husband and wife”, though they were probably not legally married. They brought all of the children except for the eldest, Mary Jane. She migrated to Australia separately at some other time.


The Christie family arrived in Port Jackson on board the James on 17 November 1834.
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Record of the arrival of the Christie family in NSW on board the James.
From the NSW State Records




Arrival from Scotland


When the Christie family arrived in the Colony it included:


•  Jane – aged 36


•  Charles – aged 10


•  Francis – aged 5


•  Charlotte – aged 1


•  Charles – aged 36


•  Robina – aged 7


•  Archina – aged 4







John Dunmore Lang


On board the James with the Christies was a Clergyman named John Dunmore Lang. It is possible that Lang was responsible for bringing the Christies and other passengers from Scotland, as it was his goal to improve moral standards in the young country by encouraging immigration of skilled and “respectable” workers. On the arrival of the James the Sydney Herald reported, “This Colony requires a constant infusion of moral worth and of British knowledge, talent, and manipulation, to counteract the perpetual influx of prisoners.”


Ironically, one of those passengers grew up to be one of Australia’s most notorious bushrangers.







Hiding his true identity


Some history books state that Frank Christie was born in Goulburn and was the son of Charles Christie and an Aboriginal woman named Annie Clarke. This was probably a story he told to hide his true identity when he was trying to evade the police. He sometimes used the alias “Frank Clarke”.
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John Dunmore Lang, who encouraged the emigration of respectable
people, probably including the Christies, to the colony of NSW.
National Library of Australia an2265510-1.


Early life


Also on board the James was a wealthy settler who would play an important part in the lives of the Christies. His name was Henry Monro. Monro settled in Boro Creek, south of Goulburn, where he was assigned a dozen or so convicts to tend his sheep and cattle. He employed Charles Christie to oversee the convicts.


Young Francis Christie grew up in relative comfort. He could read and write and was well educated for his time. He seems to have had a loving family for his sisters remained loyal to him throughout his life.


When Monro moved south to Victoria in about 1839, the Christie family went with him. They settled near Portland, and Charles continued in his role as convict supervisor.


At some point Jane’s relationship with Charles ended and she took up with Henry Monro. In 1836 Jane gave birth to a daughter, Maria Agnes Christie. Though officially Maria was Charles’ daughter, Henry Monro later claimed her as his own. Jane Christie and Henry Monro were married in Melbourne in 1841. Charles stayed on at the station for a short time before leaving his family behind with Monro and moving from the district. Jane died in October 1842, when her son Francis was only about 12. After his mother’s death, Frank probably stayed on with his family in Victoria for some time, although his activities over the next few years are unknown. He seems to have maintained a relationship with his stepfather for a time, and he remained close to his sisters.


In those days boys were expected to grow up quickly. As a young teenager, Frank was probably already skilled at riding, farming, hunting and other bush skills. Like many young men of his time he began working as a stockman. But by the late 1840s Christie had returned to New South Wales and was beginning to stray from the right side of the law.




Henry Monro


Four years after Jane’s death, Henry Monro married again. With his second wife, Kate Power, he had at least eight more children. He left Australia to live in Argentina and later in Europe, and died in Spain in 1869.





First crimes


Stock theft was so common in rural New South Wales that some saw it as hardly a crime at all. Most properties were unfenced, and if a young unbranded calf wandered into a neighbouring property, it could easily be stolen and marked with its new owner’s brand. This form of theft was known as cattle “duffing”.


There was a fine line between the almost accepted practice of duffing and bushranging. It was a line that Frank Gardiner would soon cross.


Late in his life a reporter asked Gardiner why he turned to crime. His reply was: “From want of reliable employment. Young men find no employment in the country districts, except herding sheep or stock-riding. The latter occupation leads to horse-stealing, simply because you become wholly engrossed in horse-flesh, and the crime is so easily committed that you do not think of the consequences”.


Horse theft


By 1850, Frank Gardiner had devised an ambitious plan for a robbery. He persuaded some mates to join him and they set off on horseback on a journey south to what would soon become Victoria. They were heavily armed. The men who accompanied Gardiner were John Stuart – also known as William Troy – and John Newton. The trio travelled to Salisbury Plains Station, a large property on the Loddon River owned by William Lockhart Morton.
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