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INTRODUCTION

THERE IS A HIERARCHY IN the pantheon of Australian bushrangers. At the top sits the vainglorious Ned Kelly, the ultimate outlaw raging at the inequities heaped upon him and his family, the man who took revenge for those inequities and whose life ended on the scaffold. Just below Ned is the tragic figure of Ben Hall, whose life and death is almost as well known as Ned’s. First arrested on a trumped-up charge of robbery under arms and held for far longer than was necessary before being released without charge, Hall abandoned the honest life he’d built for himself as the son of convicts to become a bushranger. He joined a gang led by a man whose name is, perhaps, less well known, but who in his day was much more famous than Hall or any other bushranger – Frank Gardiner. Mastermind of the biggest gold robbery in Australia’s history, Gardiner led a life that was nearly as extraordinary as that feat, and the full telling of it is long overdue.

In a tough country and among a group of tough men, Gardiner was regarded as the toughest of them all. But while he engaged in gunfights with police to evade capture, he was always courteous in manner and could lay claim to never killing anyone, and never stealing from those who could not afford to be robbed. Nor did he or the men he acted with ever act inappropriately towards the women they held up, even if those women were believed to be carrying substantial amounts of money. He went by three different surnames in his lifetime and spent almost half of that lifetime behind bars, including as one of the original prisoners in Melbourne’s Pentridge Stockade, later on Sydney’s notorious Cockatoo Island and finally in Sydney’s infamous Darlinghurst Gaol.

If Frank Gardiner was never quite the Robin Hood he sometimes imagined himself to be, he was, like the mythical outlaw, a natural leader, a man capable of inspiring a motley bunch of stockmen and drifters to become the most effective and successful bushranging gang in the country’s history. He brought planning and discipline to the process of armed robbery, and it’s fair to say that his gang changed the face of bushranging. They operated with a clockwork efficiency that culminated in the robbery of the Gold Escort at Eugowra Rocks, a deed that shocked the Australian colonies at the time and that would later be immortalised in Rolf Boldrewood’s classic novel Robbery Under Arms.

The Lachlan gang that Frank Gardiner put together had a changeable membership and included several men who became household names, Ben Hall, Johnny Gilbert and John O’Meally among them. For the two-year period of 1861 to 1863, Gardiner and that gang held reign over the roads of the Western Plains of New South Wales. Then, at the height of his success, Frank walked away from it all to spend a life of anonymity with the woman he loved.

That woman was Kitty Brown, the petite and vivacious sister-in-law of Ben Hall. Hers and Frank’s was a love match from the moment they first met at a country race meeting. They planned their future together with the same care that Frank planned the smallest robbery, and one night they turned their backs on the Lachlan and rode away. The relationship ended in tragedy, and Frank’s life subsequently took a bizarre turn that saw him exiled from his own country. He died a pauper in San Francisco, a stranger in a strange land, but not before regaining fame of a different kind.

There are a host of lesser players in the bushranger pantheon – Captain Thunderbolt, Captain Moonlite, Bold Jack Donohoe, ‘Mad Dog’ Morgan, and others – who had more colourful, more memorable names. But Frank Gardiner – physically striking, an accomplished horseman and outstanding bushman – was the man who influenced them all, firstly by his presence and then by his absence. He gave himself a title that reflected the authority he held for those two years in and around the Lachlan goldfields: King of the Road.



I stumbled across the full story of Frank Gardiner almost by chance. While researching events surrounding the attempted assassination of Prince Alfred in Sydney in 1868, I learned that one of the detectives involved in that case was an Irishman named Daniel McGlone. At the time, McGlone was probably the most famous detective in New South Wales, known for leading the operation that secured the arrest of Australia’s most wanted bushranger, Frank Gardiner. I also learned that Frank, having made a clean break from bushranging, had been living a new life in central Queensland with his common law wife, Kitty Brown. I kept digging, and the story grew by itself. Almost as remarkable to me as the story was the fact that it had never been fully and accurately told.

The first significant chronicler of Gardiner’s story was Frank Clune, who wrote many books about interesting characters from Australia’s past. Dark Outlaw, published in 1945, was the book of his that focused most heavily on Gardiner, but it contained numerous errors. It seemed that where Clune was uncertain of the facts, he would write what he thought was needed to embellish the story. Several later writers then repeated Clune’s misinformation in their own published works, which prompted me to set the story straight.1

In doing so I have relied on the newspapers of the time and those that later published the recollections of the pioneers of the Lachlan and the pioneers of those other locales that Frank frequented, including both Pentridge and Cockatoo Island. Several of those pioneers would set down their recollections in memoirs, most of which I was able to access either through private sources or at the National Library of Australia. That library is also home to every work that tries to tell all or part of the story of Frank Gardiner’s life. Many were colourful but inaccurate, a few were colourful and truthful.

The books are sometimes illustrated with sketches and drawings from contemporary newspapers but rarely with photographs, as in the halcyon days of the Lachlan bushrangers, photography was new and novel. Therefore, there are only two, possibly three, photographs that can be confirmed as images of Gardiner. In one of them, commonly reproduced and probably taken in the second half of 1861, he is dressed up for the occasion, one arm resting on the shoulder of his best friend and deputy, Johnny Gilbert. The two are clearly close, young men on the make and, while he’s giving a smile of sorts to the camera, the photo also hints at Frank’s determination.

The second photograph, taken more than a decade later, is a prison shot. A middle-aged Frank in prison garb, clean-shaven and his hair cropped, looks past the camera with his jaw set and a slightly pensive expression on his face. The period between these two photos, forms the main part of this book: a decade in the life of a petty horse thief who learned from his many early failures to forge the most successful gang of bushrangers Australia has seen.






1 AS THE TWIG IS BENT


THE MAN WHO BECAME FRANK Gardiner was born Francis James Christie in 1829 near Inverness, Scotland, to Charles and Jane Christie. He was the middle child in a blended family that had recently been living in straitened circumstances. His father and his uncle James had earlier run a moderately successful shipping business in the Caribbean, until James died in Venezuela in 1822, leaving behind a wife and two children. Charles Christie had literally stepped into his brother’s shoes, moving in with Jane before selling the business and taking the family back to Scotland. Charles and Jane subsequently had three children, Frank being joined by younger sisters Archina and Charlotte.

In 1834 the family emigrated to Australia, settling on a property at Boro, near Goulburn in southern New South Wales. There Charles worked as a station manager for Henry Munro, a wealthy Scot who travelled to Australia to take up leases on three New South Wales properties, and who had befriended the Christies on the voyage out. After several years at Boro, the Christies and Munro moved overland, a four-month journey to Victoria’s Wimmera region, where young Frank’s circumstances changed drastically. Sensing that some form of relationship between Jane and Munro had formed, Charles Christie went off the rails, drinking heavily and being caught operating a sly grog shop on Munro’s property.

Eventually, and inevitably, Frank’s parents separated, and his mother moved in with Munro, travelling with him to a large property in the Western District – some 70,000 acres of prime agricultural land just north of Portland. Jane and Henry married in 1841, but the following year disaster struck when Jane died after a short illness.1 Henry Munro stepped up, assuming responsibility for all the Christie children and raising them as his own; he remarried in 1846 and continued to care for the Christie children.

But Frank did not stay long at this new home. At seventeen, he had grown into a personable young man. Standing 5 feet 9 inches (175 centimetres) tall, he was a little over average height, had a muscular build and had inherited his mother’s good looks. Those who knew him at the time recalled his long, dark wavy hair, swarthy complexion and dark brown beard. Most people he knew then later also recalled a kind and gentle disposition, a young man who was always courteous towards women and willing to assist those in need. A few recalled another side: when provoked beyond a certain point, Frank could respond with violence and he rarely lost a fight.2

Already a talented horse rider and at home in the bush – thanks to the instruction of one of the stockmen at Boro, an ex-convict named Henry Gardiner – he found work as a stockman on several stations in Victoria and New South Wales. One of the latter properties, Bylla, located on a tributary of the Macquarie called Fish River, was owned by a man with the same surname as Frank’s early bushman tutor, a well-regarded Englishman called Frederick Gardiner, who was later appointed district magistrate.3

Now and then while out working on the various properties, Frank would come across stray horses, and the return or sale of these supplemented his low wages. For some stockmen, it was a short jump from finding strays to creating strays, by lifting horses from their owners and claiming ownership themselves, before selling them off some distance away from their home range. Frank Christie was one of those who made the jump. While Frank was growing up ranging the countryside, his father, Charles Christie, had isolated himself after the loss of Jane to Henry Munro and then an early death. Retreating into incipient alcoholism, he drifted north from western Victoria to the New South Wales border, working occasionally as a station cook, living on the fringes, and being kept alive by his daughters’ concern and care, and by the money they were able to forward to him to support the meagre wages he earned.



In 1850, Frank’s successful run with horse rustling came to an end. On a crisp Sunday morning in June, Lockhart Morton, another well-to-do, Scottish-born pastoralist, was up early to check his stock on his property on the Loddon River, to the south of present-day Serpentine in central Victoria. There were four horses in the home paddock but a quick check of the rest of the property revealed no signs of any others, which meant that twenty-four horses were missing, including some highly regarded thoroughbreds. Morton immediately wrote to the chief constable in Melbourne, detailing the theft of the horses and asking that the authorities in Geelong, Portland and Adelaide be informed so they could keep an eye out for the herd. He also set about ordering a supply of firearms and cartridges.

While Morton was anxious to go after his horses and those who had stolen them, he did not want to act hastily. He needed at least one travelling companion, someone he could trust. He had recently sacked his overseer, a man named William Troy, because of doubts about his honesty, and most of his stockmen were transients with convict backgrounds. He eventually asked the station cook, William Mercer, an expert tracker as well as a reasonable cook, to join him in the search for the missing horses and those who had stolen them. The pair were joined by one of the station’s shepherds, an older man of seventy years, who claimed one of the missing horses was his.

Mercer had no trouble picking up the horses’ tracks and the three men followed them overland to Mount Sturgeon, in the Grampians, where the town’s publican told Morton that three men – he described them as ‘brash’ – and a herd of horses had been there two days earlier. They had rested for two days and had entered some of their horses in the town’s picnic races, including some against the local police and their mounts.4

The publican had been given an envelope by one of the men, with a request that he post it at the earliest opportunity. The letter was addressed to a Portland auctioneer and the publican now handed it to Morton, who in turn took it to a magistrate at the closest settlement of any size, Hamilton, some 20 kilometres away. There it was opened, and it made interesting reading:


Sir,

I have no doubt you will be surprised to receive a letter from a stranger, but as it is on business I presume it does not matter.

I have sent my representative, Mr. William Troy, to Portland with thirty-three head of horse, which I consider a fair sample for any market. I wish you to dispose of the same by hammer to the highest bidder.

I have authorised Mr. William Troy to receive the proceeds, and his receipt will be sufficient. Be good enough to let him have only such money as is current in Portland. Should the price realised please me, I will send over another draft in the course of a month.



The letter was signed by a William Taylor of Lake Mingo, a place that did not exist, and the man to whom the proceeds were to be delivered was the same William Troy that Morton had recently sacked.5

The search party now headed due west, confident they could intercept the horse thieves. In Heywood, just 25 kilometres north of Portland, they learned that a herd had been brought into town and were now grazing in a nearby paddock, apparently putting on some condition before being offered for sale in Portland. The town’s constable was roused, and three men were subsequently arrested in the room in Bilston’s Hotel where they were sleeping.6 The men gave their names as William Troy, the oldest of the three, and two younger men, John Newton and Frank Christie.

The next day, the three men and the stolen horses were taken to the Police Court in Portland, where the men were remanded in custody and committed to stand trial in Geelong in October; they were then transported to the South Geelong gaol. William Troy, who by now had reverted to his real name of William Stewart, escaped from gaol before he could be tried. There was another strange incident soon afterwards. Lockhart Morton, a few days before he was due to travel to Geelong to appear as a prosecution witness, received a letter from one Henry Munro of Crawford Station. Munro asked that, as a personal favour, Morton not proceed with the prosecution of Frank Christie, a request that deeply offended the socially conservative Morton. He also ignored it completely. There is nothing to suggest that Morton was aware that Henry Munro was Frank Chris-tie’s stepfather.7

The trial of Frank Christie and John Newton for the theft of twenty-four horses went ahead as scheduled on 22 October. Both men gave evidence, with Newton claiming that everything he’d done was at the direction of William Stewart, aka William Troy. Frank echoed that, adding that in the letter he’d written to the Portland auctioneer, he used the name William Taylor because several of the horses had the brand ‘WT’ on them, and Stewart told him that was the brand of the station’s original owner. The two men’s attempts to paint the absent William Stewart as the criminal mastermind were unsuccessful, and both were sentenced to five years imprisonment with hard labour.8



In the fifteen years since its establishment, the settlement of Melbourne had already outgrown its prison facilities twice, and by October 1850 the authorities had all but finished the first stage of the prison they believed would address their incarceration needs for many years to come. It was situated to the north of the city in open bushland, near the Merri Creek, and the local farmers had taken to calling the area Coburg. The prison also had a name – Pentridge – and was intended to hold only first offenders and model prisoners. It was completed in November 1850, when it was officially designated the Pentridge Stockade, and the first prisoners were moved in almost immediately. Among them were John Newton and Frank Christie.

The Pentridge Stockade was just that, a medium-sized paddock surrounded by an outer wall of high wooden stakes. In one section of the enclosure was a cluster of wooden huts, raised from the ground on posts, each hut with a timber shingle roof. Nearby was another fenced paddock which surrounded the quarry where the prisoners were employed to excavate the bluestone that would be used to construct the permanent gaol. All the prisoners were issued with a prison uniform of white trousers, white jackets and floppy white hats. On the back of each leg of the pants, stencilled in large red letters, were the initials P.R.G. – Pentridge Road Gang.

At around 3.30 p.m. on the afternoon of Thursday 27 March 1851, sixteen men in a work gang were being guarded by a prison warder named Thomas Price and a native mounted trooper. Both guards were armed, the warder with a carbine and a bayonet in a scabbard, and the trooper with a carbine resting across his saddle. It was a pleasant, warm afternoon, and the prisoners were digging up stones and carting them into piles for later shaping. The warder was engaged in conversation with a contractor, when one of the gang gave a signal and half a dozen prisoners rushed at him.

The first to reach him was Frank Christie, who grabbed him around the neck and knocked the carbine from his grip. The other prisoners joined in, and their sheer weight of numbers knocked Price to the ground. In the ensuing mayhem, shots were fired on both sides, by the prisoners and the trooper. Their bullets all went wide and the prisoners ran for the bush, most heading north towards Merri Creek.

Seven of the escapees were recaptured within twenty-four hours, but a month after the mass escape another seven were still at large, prompting an editorial in Melbourne’s main newspaper, The Argus, which lamented ‘the kind of guard that is kept upon a lot of hardened and clever ruffians’ and which called for a ‘complete change in the present system of managing our convicts’.9

John Newton, Frank Christie’s fellow horse thief, was not part of the escape, but several weeks later, he was in a work detail despatched from the Stockade. He did not return with the party that afternoon and was not seen again.



Frank Christie undoubtedly stole clothes so he could abandon his prison garb and make his way north undetected. He first headed to the goldfields of central Victoria, where he was able to lose himself among the thousands of hopefuls, young and old, who were flocking to Bendigo and Ballarat, Charlton and Castlemaine. He possibly thought about becoming a miner himself but to do so he would need a licence, and those licences were issued by the police. He would also have been aware that the police were stinging from criticism of their continuing inability to recapture the seven prisoners still on the run from the mass breakout. If they needed reminding, the newspapers provided it, including physical descriptions of the fugitives.10

A decade later, when he was wanted under another name, Frank Christie told acquaintances that he had made his way to the Bendigo goldfields because it was an area he knew from the time he’d spent at Henry Munro’s nearby station. He also told acquaintances that he worked as a butcher on the goldfields but had to leave in something of a hurry when enquiries began into the ownership of some fat bullocks he claimed as his own. Several people subsequently claimed to have seen him in and around Bendigo, and there were unconfirmed reports that he had been arrested then released after he was suspected of involvement in a gold-escort robbery. There are no records to support this, however, and it is most probable that when the alleged robbery occurred he had already left the district, heading north once more. As Frank drifted north, he became a bushranger, taking what he needed for sustenance and survival.



The word ‘bushranger’ has an interesting history. It first appeared in an official document on 4 May 1806, in the Sydney Gazette, which reported: ‘William Page, the bushranger, was apprehended by the constables at the Sandhills near the Brickfield.’ By then the word had been in common use for at least two decades and was used in two quite different contexts. While both contexts referred to young Australian men who spent most of their lives out in the bush, in one usage, these were men who explored and prospected beyond the limits of settlement. In the second usage, these men roamed the bush because they lived beyond the law, and the bush provided refuge before and after their criminal activities. They would range the bush looking for new opportunities, new victims. By 1851, the first usage had disappeared, and a bushranger was now someone who lived outside the law.

And that was the usage that applied to Frank in the spring of 1851, as he drifted back to an area he may have dimly remembered from childhood, stretching from Goulburn to Yass and westwards to the Abercrombie Ranges and the Lachlan River. He lived in the bush in the main, and there did a bit of honest work, but he also undertook cattle-duffing and horse-stealing when the opportunity arose. He worked by himself if possible, or with a trusted companion if necessary. And he left Frank Christie behind in Victoria to become Frank Clarke.






2 COCKATOO ISLAND


IF THE AREA AROUND YASS, Goulburn, Boro and Lake George reminded Frank of what it had been like when he lived there a decade and a half earlier, it would only have been in the shape of the land, the mountains and plains, the streams and rivers. What had been villages were now towns, and the tracks of his youth were now clearly marked roads. What had seemed to be the very edge of civilisation was now well settled and well populated, every village with its inn, and every town with its own police post, and sometimes lock-ups and courthouses. It was good country for growing crops and raising livestock while also raising a family. It was less promising for a young bushranger, and so Frank rode increasingly westward, towards the vast Western Plains just the other side of the Lachlan River.

Here was beautiful country, an area approved for European settlement in the late 1840s, although squatters, prospectors and fugitives had passed through more than two decades earlier. Farms and small hamlets were sprinkled across the landscape, from the rugged country around the headwaters of the Fish River down through the rolling plains on either side of the river that the Fish fed into, the Macquarie River.1 The wide river flats were more suited to pastoral pursuits than to agriculture in those days; the area on the southern edge of Frank’s new range were known variously as Bland Country, the Blands and the Levels. His range ended at the edge of a large pastoral run known as Burrangong, spread out over thousands of hectares, and containing an open grassed area its owner, James White, called Lambing Flat, as it was where his ewes would be taken to give birth.

A couple of features in the broader landscape became significant for Frank. One was Mount Wheogo, a hill that pushed straight up out of the plains, and the second was the Weddin Mountains, a region of rugged hills and dense bush some 24 kilometres long and 8 kilo metres across. The Sydney Morning Herald of 16 December 1850 carried a report of a bushranger named Henry Carroll, wanted for rape and robbery, who was believed to be hiding in the Weddin Mountains.2 Carroll was not the only outlaw to find the Weddin Mountains a near-perfect base from which to launch raids on travellers, stores and isolated station houses, all within two days’ ride.

The mountains themselves ran north-east to south-west and contained, most notably on their southern-facing features, a series of steep-sided gullies and gorges, many connected by narrow crevices that were almost impossible to see until you were right on top of them. In the interior of the range were tablelands and valley floors with plentiful grass throughout the year, and several perennial springs and waterholes. There were also caves, and several of the clifftops made ideal lookouts, affording a view of what was happening far out across the surrounding plains. The important road between the settlements of Forbes and the growing village of Burrangong near White’s station passed close to the base of the mountains.

Apart from the squatters who had earlier taken over large pastoral runs in the area, the people who lived along the Lachlan were in the main either ticket-of-leave men – convicts released early and now working for themselves – and the families of these men. They had little sympathy for the police in the district, and even less sympathy for the squatters who had seized the best land, and whose privileges the police force seemed determined to uphold. Frank Clarke, when he was Frank Christie in western Victoria, had met and mixed with such people. Now he made the acquaintance of many more.



One such acquaintance was Bill Fogg. Fogg had been born at Colchester in England in 1813, and at age nineteen had been transported to New South Wales for stealing hats from the factory where he worked. Assigned to a pastoralist near Goulburn, Fogg was granted a ticket of leave when his sentence expired in 1840. He almost immediately moved west, to the headwaters of the Lachlan River, where he squatted on 12 hectares of land. On the opposite bank of the river, another Ticket of Leave man – and former policeman – named Adam Taylor lived with his wife and their several children.

In 1842, Bill Fogg married sixteen-year-old Mary Taylor at Yass. The couple returned to the Lachlan where they built a family as they also built up their landholdings. The family would grow to include twelve children and the property would grow to 600 hectares and become known as ‘Fogg’s Landing’.3 The principal building on that property would also be given a name, ‘Fogg’s Shanty’. The Foggs cleared and farmed the river flats, and from their shanty Bill and Mary sold vegetables grown in the rich alluvial soil of his farm, while Mary also achieved a degree of local fame for her possum stew. There was also a well-deserved reputation for Bill Fogg’s home-made rum, and for a range of spirits that the Foggs sold both over and under the counter and for the range of stolen items that could be bought once the buyer’s bona fides were established and an agreed price determined. The police kept a discreet eye on Fogg’s Shanty because the sly grog and stolen goods attracted a very different clientele to those seeking just possum stew and home-grown vegetables. Those interested in the former included a range of dubious character and ne’er-do-wells, among them a young Victorian named Frank Clarke.

Through the Foggs, Frank learned of the simple life and complex relationships among the landholders along the Lachlan and further afield. Downstream from Fogg’s Landing, 50 kilometres and more away to the north-west, was the small area that would become the town of Forbes, while the same distance away due west lay the Weddin Mountains. Between those two points lay undulating land, generally more level towards the river, a place of large cattle runs on land not quite rich enough for more intensive agricultural and horticultural pursuits; a land covered by open pine and eucalypt forests, occasional areas of dense scrub and open grasslands.

Like Fogg’s Landing, it was an area where people knew one another and where family connections were important. Central to many of those connections was John Walsh, his wife, three daughters and one son. John Walsh was an Irishman who had been transported to New South Wales as a 23-year-old in 1823 and assigned to a property in the Blue Mountains. There he proved adept at herding runaway cattle, and by the time he was granted a ticket of leave five years later he owned a herd of more than four hundred. As a free man, Walsh bought his own properties, firstly one he named Bendo, out on the western plains beyond Bathurst. Walsh next looked for a life partner and found one in Sydney while taking farm produce to market there. Her name was Julia Hickey, she was an Irish immigrant, and the couple fell deeply in love. They married in Sydney before returning to Bendo where, eighteen months later, Julia gave birth to their first child, a girl they named Ellen.

Now that Walsh had a family, the Bendo run and its small hut became too small for the future he envisioned, so he sold up and took over another property, Wheogo Station, south-west of Bendo and close to the Weddin Mountains. It was a large run, some 10 by 15 kilometres, and was some 45 kilometres from where the town of Forbes would be established. Walsh worked hard to improve Wheogo and its facilities; in part, he needed a larger homestead to house his growing family. Ellen, born in 1835, was followed two years later by a second daughter they named Bridget, but who would always be called ‘Biddy’. Two years later, a third daughter, Catherine – ‘Kitty’ – was born, but it would be five years before another child, this time a son, was born. He would be named John Walsh and his birth cost his mother her life; Julia Walsh died in childbirth.



John Walsh was always careful about the stockmen he chose to employ at Wheogo as his farm there became more productive and he was required to spend more time at the homestead with his young family and a second wife, Sarah Walsh. One of the first stockmen he hired was John McGuire, son of a Sydney publican, who increasingly took over the running of the station after Walsh fell ill in 1849.4 McGuire in turn then employed two new stockmen, one being a charismatic young man by the name of Ben Hall. While Frank may have met one or more of that group, one young man he certainly did meet – and meet at Fogg’s Shanty – was a young bushman and sometime horse thief named John Peisley. They struck up a friendship, but each soon went his own way.



Frank Clarke went about his business quietly and seemingly without causing any ripples. That business was livestock trading – buying and selling horses and cattle – and if the ownership of that livestock was sometimes questionable, well, he knew people out to the west who could find willing buyers. The problems started when he decided to go upscale and tried a feat similar to the one he had so nearly pulled off in Victoria five years earlier.

In February 1854, Frank Clarke and a mate, Ted Prior, led fifteen horses into Yass and approached a local auctioneer with a view to selling them as soon as possible. Prior was just seventeen years old, and the son of a prominent local identity.5 Up until then he had never been in trouble with the law.

The auctioneer, on examining the horses, had some reservations about their provenance. He kept his suspicions to himself until later in the day, when he shared them with the senior policeman in the town, Chief Constable Robert McJennett. McJennett examined the horses and was able to identify the brands on five of them; these horses belonged to David Reid, from the Fish River/Reid’s Flat area, not all that far from Fogg’s Landing. McJennett despatched a trooper to bring Reid to Yass. That evening, he arrested Frank and Ted in their room at Yass’s Royal Hotel.

Frank claimed the policeman was making a mistake, that the horses had all been bought legitimately, and that he had the documentation to prove it. He produced a receipt for the purchase of the horses signed by a Mr Joseph Williams of Tuena. McJennett doubted that such a person existed, and he was to be proved correct. When David Reid arrived, he identified five of the horses as his, stating that they had disappeared several weeks earlier. Frank and Ted were remanded in custody to appear before the Goulburn Assizes, the regularly scheduled sitting of the Magistrates Court, on 17 March 1854.

The case attracted attention even before it went to trial. In early March, the New South Wales Gazette, the official publication of the colonial government, detailed the fifteen horses that had been recovered after the men’s arrest, and provided descriptions of the offenders: ‘Frederick [sic] Clarke: 26 years of age, 5 feet 10 inches high, stout made, complexion sallow, dark long curly hair, eyes dark hazel… Edward Prior: age 17 years, 5 feet 5 inches high, complexion fair, hair light sandy, slight made.’6

The trial itself was also covered by local newspapers, and while it was just one of dozens of similar trials taking place in New South Wales and the other colonies, there were some items of interest to emerge. The pair were charged with two counts of horse theft and one of being in possession of stolen goods, one of the theft counts relating to David Reid’s five horses. Those animals had been hidden at a plant, a secure hideaway in the Abercrombie Ranges, until it was time to take them to Yass. Three more had been stolen from a party of miners, and the others stolen singly or in pairs when the opportunity arose. They had all joined Reid’s horses at the plant while the men waited for passions to cool after the thefts were discovered.

It was patently obvious that Frank was the principal in all the thefts, with young Ted Prior being in somewhat of a thrall to the older man. It was pointed out that until he met Frank Clarke, Ted Prior had ‘hitherto borne an irreproachable character’. The same newspaper report that detailed the trial also indicated that Frank was then living in Goulburn, and that his real name was Frank Gardiner. It was the first time that name had been used, and it seems to have passed unnoticed.

The judge in the case, Alfred Stephen, was a stickler for the letter of the law. He had previously served in Van Diemen’s Land as the colony’s attorney-general under Governor George Arthur, and his legal knowledge and sometimes prickly temperament made him a newsworthy figure. Stephen was not without compassion, however, and this was evident in the sentence he handed down to Ted Prior after the jury found him guilty of only the lesser charge of possession of stolen property. Prior was sentenced to three years’ imprisonment, while Frank Clarke, who’d been found guilty on both charges, bore the brunt of Alfred Stephen’s determination to stamp out crime. Frank was given a sentence of seven years’ imprisonment at hard labour for each charge, the sentences to be cumulative. He was to serve those fourteen years on Cockatoo Island.



In the Dharug language of Sydney Harbour’s Indigenous inhabitants, the largest island in the harbour was known as Wareamah, and it had a special significance because of its position in the middle of a waterway where the river met the inlet. The Europeans who supplanted those people named it Cockatoo Island, after the flocks of white native parrots who roosted there, and who were its only inhabitants for the first fifty years of European settlement of the land around it. Comprising around 13 hectares and situated some 3 kilometres west of where the Harbour Bridge now stands, the island was little more than a very large piece of sandstone surrounded by deep water. (Originally covered by a light eucalypt forest that contained stands of Sydney red gum and she-oak, the island’s foliage attracted flocks of native birds, including the sulphur-crested and glossy black cockatoos which gave the island its name. That foliage did not survive the first few years of settlement.)

This made it an ideal site for a prison. Its original detainees were bolstered by the arrival of prisoners from Norfolk Island when the prison there was closed in the late 1830s. When Frank Clarke was sentenced to fourteen years there, the island was home to all prisoners sentenced to hard labour on the roads or other public works in New South Wales. Its eight hundred prisoners were guarded by thirty soldiers and were housed in dormitories, one of which was reserved for first offenders. Some of the men were assigned to civilian contractors, an assignment regarded as a privilege, but most were assigned to prison overseers and worked in gangs of twenty-five, digging gutters in the island’s sandstone and breaking it into slabs before dressing and shaping the stone, which was then used in Sydney’s public buildings and structures.

The prisoners had one free day a week, Sunday, called with a clear sense of irony, their ‘high holiday’. A church service of sorts was held in the morning and then the rest of the day was free. There were running and jumping competitions, and gambling – two-up and card games being the most popular ways to lose money. Escape was rarely a consideration. The surrounding water was too deep and few of the prisoners could swim; most of them wore irons in any case. On the mainland opposite, discharge from several abattoirs into the water attracted sharks, further discouraging attempts to swim to freedom. And, because the island’s soil was so thin above the bedrock, there was no cemetery. If prisoners died on Cockatoo Island – and many did – their bodies were taken back to the mainland for disposal.

While quarrying sandstone was the island’s primary industry, other activities both above and below board were commonplace. Livestock, fed on convicts’ rations, were fattened for the Sydney markets, while the largest money-spinner was the production of cabbage tree hats. The raw materials for these were smuggled onto the island, and after lights-out, were woven into hats by dozens of prisoners. Working by candlelight, the best of the hat makers could earn up to twelve shillings a week for their efforts. The same officials who smuggled the raw materials onto the island would smuggle the finished hats back to the mainland where they would be sold, often to the government who had set up the prison in the first place. For prisoners who knew the lurks and perks, life on Cockatoo Island was not too bad; for those who didn’t, it could be a living hell.7



This was the world Frank entered in late March 1854. An island of rock and trees with a few stone buildings on the highest point. Below that summit on the eastern side was the superintendent’s house, and at the eastern end of the island was the government slip and graving dock, now known as Fitzroy Dock, where the Royal Navy’s ships, along with any owned by the colonial government, were cleaned and repaired.

Frank kept his head down during his first six months on Cockatoo Island and kept pretty much to himself. Then a familiar face appeared: John Peisley, barely twenty years of age and looking at a five-year term for horse theft. The pair had been engaged in the same business along the Lachlan and may even have worked together on occasion. Perhaps Peisley’s arrival pushed Frank out of his lethargy because he decided to escape.

Having secreted a week’s supply of food, he snuck out of his dormitory late one night and with his little bag of supplies made his way to the well he had spotted in the superintendent’s garden. Discreet questioning had revealed that the well had not been used for some time and that there was a rope attached to a windlass that could be used for climbing up and down. It appeared to the prison staff that Frank had simply disappeared into thin air. A comprehensive search failed to uncover him, and the consensus was that, if the sharks hadn’t taken him, the cold, dark waters certainly had. That assumption was almost accurate.

There was still water in the well, cold water after a cold winter, and Frank had to keep moving his limbs and pinch his muscles to remain conscious. As soon as it was dark each evening, he would climb the rope and forage around the superintendent’s garden and grounds. Sometimes he headed to the workshops and storage sheds to see if he could find anything that would aid his escape from the island. He knew he was taking a risk as the guards had orders to shoot any prisoners they found outside after dark.

After several days of this and thinking that the hubbub about him would have died down, Frank went one night to the lumber yard to secure some timber to help him swim to the mainland. He was disturbed as he foraged and hid underneath the bellows in the blacksmith’s shop, which was where the guards found him.

After this attempt, Frank decided to fall in line, and he became a model prisoner on Cockatoo Island. He was not involved in the heavy work of guttering with the work gangs because, he claimed and the visiting surgeon agreed, he had a heart condition which made him unsuitable for hard labour. Instead, he was placed on light duties, where he completed everything assigned to him. Although essentially a loner, he gained a prison reputation as something of a dandy – he was known as ‘Gentleman Frank’ – as well as a raconteur. He enjoyed telling stories about the various horses he had owned and his life in the bush. One horse, his favourite, he could turn loose anywhere without hobbles. Then all he had to do was whistle and the horse would come to him. Frank was also adept at drawing sketches of his horses.8

At night, when the candles and blankets came out and many of the men either worked on the cabbage tree hats or gambled away their earnings, Frank would make coir mats or carve little figures out of ivory or bone, which he would sell or trade, especially for fresh fish, something he had developed a strong taste for. If not carving or weaving, he would be reading, another thing he had a voracious appetite for. He read anything he could get his hands on – books, newspapers, pamphlets – all printed material was grist for his mill.

Frank’s almost faultless behaviour as a prisoner after his sole escape attempt did not go unnoticed, and on 31 December 1859 he was released on a ticket of leave, having served five years and nine months of his fourteen-year sentence. It was a very generous remission, as prisoners were usually required to serve at least half their sentence before being considered for early release. Before they let him go, the prison authorities on Cockatoo Island prepared a formal appraisal of Frank Clarke. They noted that he was an excellent mathematician and a good craftsman who excelled at carving bone. He was regarded as being somewhat vain, perhaps just a little too concerned about his appearance, and was generally reserved, almost distant. He appeared to be friends with just one other prisoner, a fellow horse thief named John Peisley.9

The recipient of a ticket of leave was required to nominate a town or district in which they would reside and where they would report to the police station at specified intervals. Frank Clarke nominated Carcoar, a small settlement about halfway between Bathurst and Cowra. It was on one of the main western roads and was a long way from Yass and Goulburn where he had lived and worked before his arrest. Carcoar was an area he had not previously been associated with, and perhaps it was the case that he wanted to deliberately mislead the authorities who were in the process of releasing him. It was almost as if Frank had developed a plan during his years of incarceration. Frank Christie had been caught and imprisoned in Victoria – where he was still wanted – and was no more. Frank Clarke had been caught and imprisoned in New South Wales and, with Cockatoo Island behind, was also no more.

Frank would become Frank Gardiner, a new character with a new plan. He would nominate Carcoar as his place of residence but that was a ruse, a ploy to give himself time to settle into a new life somewhere else in the western reaches of New South Wales. Frank Christie was a Victorian prison escapee with a warrant for his arrest extant. Frank Clarke was a Ticket of Leave man, an ex-prisoner from Cockatoo Island who had eight years of his sentence to serve if caught committing further crimes in New South Wales. Frank Gardiner, though, was a blank canvas, someone with no known past hanging around his neck like an albatross.

Frank had tried the bushrangers’ life twice and had been unsuccessful each time. He would try once more, this time with a new persona and a new approach to the work, and now armed with the hard knowledge gained in the harsh schools of the bush and the prison. This time he would be smarter, he would be better organised and he would be more careful. This time he would be successful or would die in the attempt. Frank Gardiner would never become a prisoner.






3 CARCOAR AND BEYOND


FRANK CLARKE WAS REQUIRED TO report to the Carcoar police station every three months, and on arriving at Carcoar in early January 1860, he went to the station to introduce himself and show his ticket of leave. While there he asked the police if they knew the whereabouts of a man he had known before being sent to Cockatoo Island, a farmer by the name of William Fogg.

The police all knew Bill Fogg, knew him as the owner of a property known as Fogg’s Landing on the headwaters of the Lachlan River. The police had also kept a discreet eye on Fogg’s Shanty over the years, convinced that, despite his protestations of reformation and clean living, Fogg knew a lot more about the comings and goings of suspicious characters and goods of doubtful provenance than he was ever willing to admit to. From the Carcoar police Frank learned that Fogg still lived on the Lachlan, 50 kilometres or more to the south-west. That was well outside the Carcoar police district and if Clarke travelled there, he would breach the conditions of his ticket of leave. He would be arrested and returned to Cockatoo Island to serve out the remainder of his sentence.

For Frank the solution was simple. Having arrived at Carcoar to report to police as Frank Clarke he would depart as Frank Gardiner. He rode off to the south-west, towards Fogg’s Landing. He would return to Carcoar several times in the future, but would return as Frank Gardiner bushranger rather than Frank Clarke, ticket of leave man.
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