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    Editor’s Introduction




    BETWEEN 1852 AND 1861 more than 342 000 immigrants flocked to the Australian goldfields from Europe and joined thousands of hopefuls from other British colonies, China and the United States. At a time of limited opportunity for social advancement, the goldfields were a tantalising prospect. Few would strike it lucky, but all would help lay the foundations for broader economic change and the development of a brash egalitarian society in the antipodes. Emily Skinner was one of these hopeful immigrants, arriving in Victoria in 1854 to join her fiance William, already a seasoned digger. Baptised Emily Fillan on 8 January 1832 in the London parish of St Pancras Old Church, she was the ninth of ten children born to William Fillan, a Scottish-born jeweller, and his wife Frances Ruth Solomon, whose family was Jewish. Emily’s parents had married in the church of Westminster St James on 10 November 1812 and one family document indicates that Emily’s mother was disowned by her family for marrying a gentile. The Fillan family had moved to St Pancras by May 1824 when Emily’s sister Harriot was born. From Emily’s poem Our Old House we have a real sense of the contentment of the Fillan home at the time of her departure for Australia.




    Emily’s background seems to have been modestly secure and evidently she received an education which made her very comfortably literate. During her childhood, St Pancras was also home to Charles Dickens who wrote Oliver Twist and Nicholas Nickleby while living in Doughty Street. Dickens would become one of Emily’s favourite authors and in her gold rush memoir there are several references to his work. One suspects the Fillan family was open to broader cultural influences than would normally be expected in the household of a London craftsman. Emily, although unpublished in her lifetime, was a poet and short story writer of some talent. Her older sister, Elisabeth, was the mother of the painter Sir George Clausen RA (1852–1944).1




    It is unclear how and where Emily met her future husband William Eliott Skinner. Born in Rearsby, Leicestershire, on 10 March 1826, William was a farmers son, but described himself as a smith.2 Almost certainly Emily and William were engaged before Emily arrived in Australia. But the two did not travel together; William arrived first (possibly on the Ganges in June 1853). In her memoir Emily seems to have been deliberately ambiguous in her references to her marital status on disembarking from the steam packet Lady Jocelyn on 12 August 1854. In the passenger list published in the Argus the following day she appears under her maiden name. She and William were married on 5 September 1854 in St Peters Church, Melbourne. It is surprising that she makes no mention of this major event in her life. One suspects that her sense of Victorian propriety made her inclined to induce her readers to believe that she arrived a married women. How would they view a writer who travelled, as a single woman, thousands of kilometres to meet her love far from family scrutiny? In her shipboard journal, Emily is careful to tell us she was effectively chaperoned by Mrs Thomas;3 but those three pre-nuptial weeks in wild Melbourne Town, however innocent, posed potential embarrassment! Her journey north from Melbourne to join her husband on the Ovens diggings was equally problematic, yet she dares tell us of the strange man who began to undress in her room. Despite the tones of correctness and occasional melodrama, the great charm of Emily Skinners account stems largely from her lack of embarrassment in recounting the privations of life on the diggings. Emily is not afraid to tell her prospective readers in Britain, whom she perceives to be largely above domestic labour, that she regularly got her hands dirty. She writes frankly of living in a bark hut or baize-lined tent and of gaining supplementary income through dressmaking, washing and ironing. She writes amusingly of her naivety on arrival and delights in colonial neologisms. She reveals herself to be a compassionate observer capable of surmounting ethnocentric and religious prejudices when writing about the European brides of Chinese diggers or the adulterous brides of drunken European miners. She has good words, too, for Catholics, the Irish and the Americans. She is proud of her adventures in the wilderness and her labours. Most of all, she is proud of making ends meet and of creating domestic happiness under adverse conditions.




    William and Emily Skinner had nine children between 1855 and 1873. The first three (William, Ellen and Annie) were born in the Woolshed—Beechworth area. Three more (Emily, Harriet and Marion) were born in Buckland after the family’s move there in September 1859. And the rest (Florence, William Fillan and Walter) were born in Beechworth after their father returned to take up employment at the May Day Hills Mental Hospital in 1867 or 1868. Such was infant mortality on the unhygienic goldfields that a third of the Skinner brood did not survive to adulthood.




    Most of Emily’s known writings date from her residence in Beechworth in the late 1870s. Some time in the following decade she and William moved once more—to the Melbourne suburb of Coburg. They lived on Sydney Road near, or with, a baker named Charles Conquest who would eventually marry their daughter Florence. Shortly before her fifty-eighth birthday, Emily suffered a stroke which left her paralysed. She died four months later on 13 March 1890 and was buried in Coburg Cemetery. William survived her by 23 years4 and is interred in the same grave—as is his second wife Fanny.5




    I first read a copy of Emily Skinner’s gold rush memoir in February 1993. It was sent to me by Eric Mamet, husband of one of my Mauritian cousins who now lives in Cairns. Eric had received it in typescript (apparently dating from the 1930s) from his godmother, Kitty Duvivier, whom I would later discover was a descendant of Emily’s sister Margaret Tuttenberg (née Fillan) and a niece by marriage of one of my great-aunts. At that time I only knew the author, clearly a woman, by the mysterious initials ‘E. S.’. Two of my ancestors—one an immigrant from Cornwall, the other an adventurer from Mauritius— had met and married on the Victorian gold fields, so I was immediately interested in the subject of the memoir and was soon hopelessly smitten by its anonymous author’s charms. Ancillary documents in Queensland and Mauritius yielded her name, or rather the approximation ‘Skimmers’. But after protracted research in Victorian records and through contacts in England and Queensland, I was able to positively identify ‘Emily Skinner’ as the author, visit her last resting place, and make contact with several of her descendants living in Benalla, Shepparton, Melbourne and Sydney. As fate would have it, I was fortunate that my first meeting was with Emily’s gracious grand-daughters Nancy and Marjorie Conquest. Their brother, Walter,6 and mother, Florence, had long recognized the significance of Emily’s writings and had preserved handwritten copies of her shipboard journal, memoir, poems and short stories. I was deeply touched to be presented with these precious copies just before Easter 1994. In addition, Nancy and Marjorie allowed me to copy an original watercolour and a number of photographs of their grandmother (as a teenager and in middle age) and sent me notes which helped flesh out historical details hard-won from Victorian archives. Finally, they were able to confirm that after the death of their niece Lesley, the original manuscript of Emily’s memoir had come into the possession of their great-nephew David Allen in Melbourne.




    Emily writes in an engaging and interesting manner, yet, despite her personal frankness, she too is reluctant to identify herself, her husband, her friends or even the town of Buckland where she spent so many years. To conceal them, she used the pseudonyms, ‘Walter’ for her husband William, ‘Mrs Watson’ for her friend Mrs Thomas and ‘Rocklands’ for Buckland. In marrying her private shipboard journal (where no such pseudonyms are employed) with her gold rush memoir, I have taken the liberty of reverting to actual names to ensure consistency and comprehension. And to avoid repetition where the accounts overlap, I have deleted a number of sentences at the end of the journal and at the beginning of the memoir. I have also silently edited Emily’s punctuation and corrected her lapses in tenses and spelling. To have done otherwise would have been a disservice to her and to her readers. With the exception of ‘The Voyage Out’ and A Strange and Wonderful Country’, which previously had no formal titles, the chapter headings herein are those which appear in the original manuscript. Emily’s warm personal account will unquestionably prove a valuable local history resource for the Ovens and Buckland regions of Victoria,7 but most importantly it will shed a great deal of light on the contribution and experiences of women during the gold rush—one of the most formative periods in the development of our nation.




    Edward Duyker




    Notes




    1 For a biographical survey, see: Anon., Contemporary British Artists: George Clausen (general editor, Albert Rutherston), Ernest Benn, London, 1923.




    2 His parents, William Skinner and Ann Hickling, married at Melton Mow-bray on 22 November 1822.




    3 The passenger list for the Lady Jocelyn does not indicate Mrs Thomas’ forenames or initials.




    4 William Skinner died on 30 November 1913, aged 86.




    5 Fanny Maria Fraser (née Robertson) died at Chelsea, 25 July 1932, aged 84.




    6 In June 1979, Wal Conquest also arranged for a typescript of his grandmothers shipboard journal and gold rush memoir to be preserved for posterity in the Burke Museum, Beechworth.




    7 Tom Griffiths in his Beechworth: An Australian Country Town and Its Past, Greenhouse, Melbourne, 1987, has already made very limited use of a typescript of Emily’s memoir held by the Burke Museum, Beechworth.
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      Miniature of Emily, believed to have been taken two weeks before she set sail for Australia Marjorie and Nancy Conquest, Benalla; photographed by Susan Duyker
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    Our Old House




    The old house, ‘The old home’, what pleasures it recalls,




    Of the early happy days, that we spent within its walls,




    When every heart was gladsome, and every voice was gay,




    And we sighed not for other joys, to pass the time away.




    How oft on summer evenings, when daily tasks were o’er,




    We roamed within its garden small, and marked the opening flowers,




    And with what pleasure did we watch, the early blooming rose,




    That clambered o’er our rustic porch, its beauties to disclose.




    The busy days, the cheerful ones, the Sabbath still and calm,




    The fragrance of their memory, breathes round my soul a balm,




    Though few and simple were our joys, yet happy was our lot,




    Dear parents’ love, dear kindred ties, can never be forgot.




    Oh, old house, dear old house, we long have left thy walls,




    And through thy hallowed chambers now, a stranger’s footstep falls,




    But in our hearts unfailing still, though far away we roam,




    Live memories of our days in thee, our childhood peaceful home.




    London 1854
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      Emigrant Ship, between decks, 1850, artist unknown National Library of Australia
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    The Voyage Out




    June 4th 1854




    Whit Sunday and my last in England for the present at least. A lovely morning and I enjoyed the sail out to the steamer. James1 will tell you that I was in very good spirits. We came on board, I think between 10 and 11 and had a good deal of fussing about before I knew which was my berth; but at last got a very nice one in an intermediate cabin. Mr Cody, Bill2 and Clausen3 went off in a small boat and James stayed till the steamer left us; we then soon began to lose sight of Southampton; our band, although it was Sunday, played several tunes, and such cheering there was from the party on board; such waving of handkerchiefs until she shot away and we soon lost sight of her.




    We sailed out as the wind was fair. I sat on the poop until about five in the evening and then, feeling very sick, I went down to bed.




    Monday 5th




    Got up feeling very queer. I had slept quite soundly all night; the motion of the ship seeming to shake every nerve in me, I could not get out for any meal today; had it not been for the purser’s assistant, we should all of us have felt faint enough. As neither one of us was well enough to help the other and there being no stewardess at this end of the ship, we had no one to call for us. But this gentleman very kindly came and brought us something to take. My cabin companions are very nice ladies, two of them are young out to their husbands, and the other has her sweetheart on board. We are very happy together, which makes it very pleasant. There are only two females beside us at this end of the ship, and six at the other, about 100 passengers altogether, they all seem to be respectable kind of people.




    Tuesday 6th




    Got up on Tuesday morning to breakfast which is at the half past seven—but oh! what horrible coffee, so bitterly strong; no milk nor sugar; almost black, and the biscuits have such a horrible taste. I don’t mind their hardness at all. There are two kinds, the best are nice and white and I like them very well, but we get the same as the sailors and they are almost uneatable. I tried to get a little down in my berth and felt better. We were all alike and there we lay until the gentleman aforesaid, and another ... a friend of one of the ladies . . . Mrs Thomas, came and made us go up on deck. This was a good thing for us, for I think we should have died to lie there faint and sick and none of us had the strength to make the effort. Anyone that has not experienced sea sickness can have no idea of the utter prostration of body and mind which it causes; you feel that you care for nothing at all that can tempt you to make the smallest exertion; however, we were fairly dragged out. Came down to dinner and found some very good soup and pudding, but the meat, black and uneatable. Our dinner hour is at 12 and tea at 6. Mrs Thomas is an intermediate passenger, the other two same as myself. We are in the Bay of Biscay and it is most beautifully calm. We are still sailing, during a favourable wind. We saw a great many porpoises playing about this morning. Everyone beginning to feel a little better. Thank Goodness; I feel much better—I hope soon to be quite well.




    Wednesday 7th




    Awake most of last night, fancied the ship must be sinking. There were such strange noises that I felt dreadfully frightened but t’was calm as possible. I took a little coffee and some of my own biscuits. How thankful I am that I brought what I did with me. I can’t manage theirs, nohow!! I suppose it is nothing when you are used to it, but really at sea one seems to care more about such things than on land. I suppose its because we can get them. All in my cabin are very accommodating in giving each other something the other has lost— and Mrs Thomas continues to bring me a good deal from her table, and it’s all for herself and her little girl!—so we live by begging and stealing. Don’t you pity us? Everyone says this Company chose an appropriate name when they were christened ‘The General Screw Company’.4




    I am now beginning to feel quite strong and well and enjoy the sea air. We have got steam up now, as the wind has dropped; saw two ships today—exchanged colours with one. I like to see their exchanging flags, it looks so friendly. The sea is looking lovely today; we have a nice deck to walk on, and I enjoy being on deck very much, but the first day or two I don’t know what I should have done without Wills bottle of salts. It seemed such a comfort to me. Whether it was the sea sickness that made my olfactory organs so sensitive, I don’t know; but it seemed as though the different smells of pigs and hay on deck would strike me—though the others said they could smell nothing, and neither do I know—but I felt so grateful to Will for his gift, that I could not help mentioning it. The days are already beginning to shorten and get very warm. We have a nice Band and it plays every afternoon and evening; it makes a pleasant change.




    Friday 9th




    Feeling quite strong and well this morning, everyone noticed the change in my appearance. My face was so yellow and thin the first day or two now I am looking quite well—very lovely on deck today. I began a letter to dear mother. I hope I post it at St Vincent.5 We ought to be there in almost 10 days from this—dark at half past seven tonight: and daily getting warmer, the sun setting and moon rising, a most lovely sight. We sit on deck most of the day. I have done a little needlework, but one can’t so much, for everyone is quizzing round you when on deck. I cant bear sitting below, though it is a splendid saloon and indeed the ship is beautiful throughout. We are steaming about 10 knots an hour, plenty of porpoises. We generally sit on deck until about 10 O’clock, then go down to bed, which is a very comfortable one, in my opinion, although many grumble at having horse hair mattresses only. I wish they get as good in Australia. Lights are reduced at half past ten but we can keep ours as long as we like and sometimes all night. Its all for Mrs Thomas. She has delicate health, and when they come around and call ‘Lights-out, Ladies’ she generally says that she is feeling poorly. Then it’s all right; but they are very strict with some of them. The steward is very kind to us.
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