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PREFACE


According to Cambridge Dictionaries Online, the term ‘wow factor’ is taken to mean ‘a quality or feature of something that makes people feel great excitement or admiration’. With personal initials which, by happy coincidence, contract to the acronym ‘WOW’, Walter Oswald Watt—usually known by his preferred name of ‘Oswald’, or often by his childhood nickname of ‘Toby’—exhibited plenty of wow factor during his lifetime. When he died tragically in 1921, at the age of 43, there was a display of shocked disbelief and grief that was astounding for someone not holding any sort of public office in Australia at the time. That his hastily-organised and poorly-notified funeral still attracted 1,500 mourners was clear evidence that he was a well-established figure in the public eye.


Soon after Oswald Watt’s death, there also appeared in print a memorial book of tributes from people who wished to place on record their personal recollections of him. Published alongside an extraordinary collection of photographs that documented Watt’s life and particularly his remarkable service during the First World War, these tributes were intended as a permanent form of respect, appreciation and admiration for the man. Though four of the ‘chapters’ in the volume were by Oswald’s brother Ernest (including one he titled simply ‘W.O.W.’), the remainder of the total of 22 contributions that appeared in the book—including one which was only an eight-line poem—came from a diverse group of people that included two women: lawyers, clergy, journalists, artists and writers, military associates and some who were simply writing as friends. Even more diverse were the group who expressed their feelings about Oswald Watt in letters, extracts from which appeared over five pages in the book.


For more than 90 years since Oswald Watt’s passing, the tribute book produced in his memory has formed his principal monument. Though short biographical accounts have appeared about him during that period, few have pushed the boundaries of knowledge far beyond that first publication and unfortunately they have often served to compound its shortcomings. For there were some mistakes in what people thought they knew about Watt’s life in 1921; some areas where understanding was confused or incomplete, and into these gaps and failings a process has emerged which sometimes has been as much about myth-making than furthering true historical understanding. Correcting that process has been the starting-point for the account of Oswald Watt’s life which follows.


Among the most commonly-encountered misconceptions of Oswald Watt is the description of him as being a ‘British officer’, or sometimes a ‘British businessman’. Despite the undeniable fact he was indeed born in Britain, it is also true that Watt always proudly—even defiantly—regarded himself as Australian. To explain the real nature of Watt’s Australian-ness, this account begins with an outline of the Watt family’s origins and connections with this country, one which also helps to explain his later attachment and loyalty to the ideal behind the British Empire. Most Australians alive today probably struggle with the concept enunciated before the First World War by then Labor member of parliament (and later prime minister) William Morris Hughes, arguing that: ‘A man may be a very loyal and devoted adherent to, and worshipper of, the Empire, and still he may be a very loyal and patriotic Australian all the time.’ Oswald Watt was very much a product of his time, and Hughes’s description fits him perfectly.


Changes that have taken place within Australia, its social structure and its lifestyle, also challenge modern understanding of other elements of Watt’s story. When a largely autobiographical account of Oswald’s brother, Ernest, was published in the late 1990s, this carried a foreword and introductions commenting on the personal qualities of the book’s subject. There Ernest Watt was described as independently wealthy, charming, romantic, educated, a benefactor and ‘a man of vision who played an imaginative part in the development of his young country...[using] his inheritance generously...[making] his mark in a way that, very probably, would not have been possible today.’ It would be equally fair to say that this description also fits Ernest’s younger brother. Understanding the position in high society that Oswald Watt occupied becomes central to evaluating his place in Australian history.


Piecing together the story of Oswald Watt’s life and times has involved revisiting material that has long been on the public record, in newspapers and the like, though not readily accessible before the advent of electronic finding aids in recent years. The Trove resource hosted by the National Library of Australia proved invaluable in fully discovering the hectic social world in which Watt and his wife moved in the decade after their marriage. The National Archives of Australia also holds records, particularly regarding military aviation, before and during the First World War, which were crucial to establishing a clearer picture of Watt’s contribution during that period. The Australian War Memorial was also able to contribute enormously to highlighting the war years, both through its outstanding pictorial collection and a unique collection of Watt’s postcards and letters sent back from the war which were donated to the Memorial by the widow of Oswald’s son in the 1970s.


Knowledge of the Watt family history following Oswald’s death benefited greatly from input by his grandson, Mr Robert Oswald Watt. The author was both fortunate and grateful to have had the opportunity to interview Bob at his Darwin home and to have enjoyed the company and hospitality of both Bob and his wife Alison. His contributions to a draft section of the manuscript were highly enlightening. In the same way, the author was fortunate to have made contact with Mr Ian Sumner, a prolific researcher and writer from Yorkshire, England, who has specialised in the French army and air force during the First World War. Thanks to Ian’s outstanding knowledge of French official records, it was possible to connect with a range of sources about Oswald Watt’s war service that do not appear to have been accessed before.


The valued assistance of other institutions and people must also be acknowledged, among them: the RAAF Museum, Point Cook, Victoria (Ms Monica Joyce); the State Library of New South Wales (for access to the photograph albums of Arthur Wigram Allen); the Library of the Australian Defence Force Academy (where the author is still a Visiting Fellow); the Air Power Development Centre (Mr Steve Allen); The Friends of Wivenhoe, Mater Dei, Camden (Sister Mary Smith); the Australian Army History Unit (Dr Roger Lee, Dr Andrew Richardson); Mr Chris Shepherd (graphic designer, Defence Publishing Service) who produced drawings of the aircraft flown by Oswald Watt in the First World War; and my partner Shawn Hazel, who did not mind a bit when my curiosity to see sites connected with Oswald Watt’s life took us to some of Sydney’s least visited places.




Chapter One


PRIVILEGED BACKGROUND


Mr Watt goes home


In the first months of 1876 the Honourable John Brown Watt, prominent Sydney businessman and parliamentarian, was preparing to undertake a visit to the land of his birth on the other side of the world. Although the colony of New South Wales had been the focus of his life for 33 years, he still thought of the faraway British Isles, and especially his Scottish birthplace of Edinburgh, as ‘home’.


Much had changed since Watt arrived in Sydney in December 1842.1 Then he had been a callow, sickly youth of 16, forced to give up studies when it was discovered he had contracted a severe pulmonary illness likely to develop into tuberculosis.2 His uncle, John Gilchrist, brother of his mother Margaret (who died when her son was six), was visiting Scotland at the time and offered him a position in the Sydney mercantile and shipping firm of which Gilchrist was a principal. Young Watt embarked at Greenock in the 523-ton barque Benares on a four-month voyage to Australia with his uncle and new Aunt Helen, whom John Gilchrist had married in Edinburgh only seven weeks earlier.3


In Sydney, Watt became a junior clerk in Gilchrist & Alexander, the business which his uncle had established in Lower George Street in partnership with John Alexander in 1838. It was the start of a life of soulless drudgery on a salary which was still only £40 a year on his 21st birthday.4 Rather than bemoan his lot, he told his father in a letter home in 1847 that he intended to make himself not merely useful to his uncle, but ‘absolutely necessary’.5 He totally immersed himself in the company’s activities, and by dedication, diligence and perseverance in July 1852 he was made a partner in the business, which became known as Gilchrist, Alexander & Co.6


When John Alexander retired the next year, a new partnership was formed on 1 January 1854 trading as Gilchrist, Watt & Co. in which John Watt provided two-sevenths of the firm’s capital. Before the new company’s first month was out, John Gilchrist was selling his ‘elegant household furniture’ at auction, in preparation for leaving the colony to live in London.7 By the time Watt became the firm’s senior partner upon Gilchrist’s death in England in November 1866, he was effectively running a business that was loading more ships on agency to London than any other Sydney firm.


Active in the Pacific islands trade, the firm also had pastoral interests and squatting agencies in Queensland as well as New South Wales.8 It advanced finance to pastoralists and was a wool consignment agency. Watt himself had directly invested in land, and by 1859 was holding ‘runs’ or properties on his own; in 1866 he had six in New South Wales alone. Respect for Watt’s business acumen, probity and judgment brought invitations to join the board of directors of many of the colony’s public companies—mainly banking, insurance and shipping enterprises, but gas, sugar, meat and coal companies as well. In 1865 he helped to revive the Sydney Chamber of Commerce.9


Watt’s prominence also brought him into regular contact with the leading political figures of the day, so it was not surprising that in September 1861 he was appointed to membership of the Legislative Council, the nominated upper house of the New South Wales parliament—an appointment ‘for life’ under the Constitution Act.10 His steady rise into the top echelons of Sydney society, with financial means and influence to match, meant that he would be going home under very different circumstances to those under which he first arrived in the colony.


The trip on which Watt was preparing to embark was not his first visit back home. He had made the long journey across the globe twice before—the first time late in 1850, when he was aged 24.11 His purpose on that occasion had been primarily to visit the family he left behind in Scotland: his father and step-mother, and five half-brothers and a half-sister—only half of whom had been born when he emigrated.


Although Watt then intended to be away from Sydney about a year, his plans were changed when, in the middle of 1851, news reached Britain of rich discoveries of gold in Australia. Instead of hurrying back straight away, he obtained a diploma as an expert assayer of precious metals before boarding a ship at Portsmouth in February 1852.12 On reaching Sydney in May,13 he induced his uncle to enter the business of buying up gold from successful miners who were keen to convert their findings into cash, unmindful of its true value on the overseas market. The fact that, less than two months later, Watt was admitted as a partner into Gilchrist, Alexander & Co. was a clear indicator that his shrewd initiative had been both welcomed and opportune.


The impetus for Watt’s next trip abroad in 1866, when he was aged 40, sprang from very different causes.14 By the end of 1865 the strain of running the Sydney operations of Gilchrist, Watt & Co. had left him suffering serious ill-effects from overwork. In need of a long holiday, he began quitting his directorships,15 and even resigned his seat in the Legislative Council.16


Emphasising that this trip was restorative in purpose, and likely to be protracted, Watt took his wife and family with him. Four years had passed since he had taken the step of marrying, on 30 July 1862, at St Paul’s Church, Canterbury.17 His bride, Mary Jane Holden, was the 19-year-old Sydney-born daughter of George Kenyon Holden, then a partner in one of the city’s most lucrative law firms and a voice for colonial liberalism in the parliament where he also sat in the Legislative Council.18


By the time the Watts embarked on their holiday, the couple already had two children—a daughter Margaret Gilchrist, born in June 1863,19 and a son William Holden, born in May 186520—and Mary Jane was expecting their third child. This turned out to be a daughter they named Eliza Florence, born on 14 August after they had arrived in Edinburgh.


Because the focus of this trip had been on helping John Watt regain his health, the family’s movements for the next two years were mainly focused on resorts and holiday locations. It was this that explained the birth of another child, a little girl they named Alice Mary, on 27 March 1868 at Nice, the French resort town on the Mediterranean coast;21 sadly, the infant died barely four months later, on 31 July, after the family had returned to Edinburgh.


It was probably at this time that the Watt family began its association with Bournemouth, the spa and resort town on the south coast of England which had been steadily establishing its name as a place for recuperation. By early October 1868 both John and Mary Watt felt sufficiently recovered that they sailed from Plymouth with their three surviving children and one servant, bound for Sydney which they reached on 19 December.22
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The Hon. John Brown Watt, MLC. (Portrait from Australian Men of Mark, 1889)


Following their return, John Watt’s public and business standing had continued to strengthen.


In 1870-71 he served as the Sydney Chamber of Commerce’s president, and in 1872 he also became vice-president of the Marine Board of New South Wales. In November 1874 he was again appointed to the Legislative Council, which entitled him to put the title “Honourable” in front of his name.23 The fact that Watt would not be resigning his public and political positions in anticipation of his third visit home (since he would be performing official duty of direct benefit to New South Wales) only emphasized the very different nature of this trip compared to the last.


Because he planned on being away for at least two years, he would again be taking his family with him. Three more children had been born in the years since their last return from overseas: a daughter Elinor Mary, born in January 1870,24 followed by sons born at two-year intervals. The first of these boys, named John Gilchrist, arrived on 6 April 1872 but barely a year later, on 22 May 1873, he died from complications of teething.25 The following year Mary Jane fell pregnant again, giving birth to Ernest Alexander Stuart on 8 December 1874.26 After these events Mrs Watt was now the one in fragile health, both mental and physical, and her husband can have been in no doubt that his wife was in serious need of a holiday.27


In the week before the Hon. J. B. Watt left for Europe, he was treated to a ‘complimentary dinner’ to farewell him on his way, held on the evening of Monday, 1 May 1876, in the large dining hall of the Sydney Exchange on the corner of Pitt and Bridge Streets. It was a gala event, attended by about 150 of his friends and colleagues, ‘representing all the principal interests of the colony’—government ministers and members of parliament, business figures, and members of the judiciary and clergy. The whole affair provided clear proof of the high public esteem in which Watt was held.28


While a German band played a variety of airs, the dinner got under way, and speeches and toasts then began. Following a toast proposed by Mr T. S. Mort to the “Parliament of New South Wales”, the president of the Legislative Council, the Hon. John Hay, responded by deploring the fact that this was the third time in three weeks that he had farewelled a member of his chamber departing overseas. In the case of Mr Watt, he was parting with one of the most valued members of the Council and he hoped that their guest soon returned to resume his parliamentary duties.
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Mrs Mary Jane Watt, from a portrait by Edinburgh painter and photographer John Horsburgh.


When the dinner’s chairman, the Hon. John Campbell, MLC, rose to propose the toast of the evening, he began by commenting that the guest of honour had shown what a man could do with honesty and business-like integrity. He trusted that when Mr Watt went home he would maintain his interest in New South Wales, and would gain experience that would be for the advantage of the colony when he returned to it.


Watt, in response, said that as a boy he had entertained no thought of embarking on a business life, and if left to himself he would probably have chosen another occupation. His primary goal in taking the path he did was simply to gain a livelihood and provide for his future, but thanks to the helping hand of his employer, who was also his relative, he had been able to attain his present success.


Thanking the assembled company for the honour conferred on him, Watt declared that he had no intention of leaving the colony forever. He hoped to return before very long, for although it was the land of his adoption, he had spent far more years in it than he had spent in the land of his birth. New South Wales was where his children had been born, and where he hoped to spend his declining years. He also hoped to return less weighed down by business concerns, so that he could then devote more time to public affairs than before and provide some return to the country which had done so much for him.


The following Saturday, 6 May—ten days before John Watt celebrated his fiftieth birthday—he boarded the 3,000-ton royal mail steamer Australia with his wife and their five children, along with two servants, and departed Sydney. The ship was bound for Kandavu Island in the Fiji archipelago, then the main port of call on the trans-Pacific route, on its way to San Francisco.29


Two years abroad


The reason that John Watt took his family to Europe via North America was because the first official duty that he was to perform while away was to serve as an accredited commissioner for the New South Wales display at the world fair held at Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, on the northeast coast of the United States.30 Formally called the ‘International Exhibition of Arts, Manufactures and Products of the Soil and Mine’, the event was intended to showcase a century of progress in the United States since the signing of the Declaration of Independence, but 11 nations apart from the US had their own exhibition buildings at the fair, including Britain.


While the date of the Watt family’s departure from Sydney would have meant they were too late for the exhibition’s opening ceremonies on 10 May, the fair ran for six months and drew an attendance of ten million visitors—a figure equal to 20 per cent of the entire population of the US. The Watts apparently reached Philadelphia just in time to experience a deadly summer heat wave that settled on the city in mid-June and lasted well into July. Once J. B. Watt’s duty was done, the family was probably glad to board ship once more and leave for England.
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Opening day at the U.S. Centennial Exhibition in Philadelphia, 10 May 1876. The Watt family arrived a couple of weeks later, in time for J. B. Watt to serve as commissioner on the New South Wales exhibit. (Library of Congress)


Before John Watt left America, he took the opportunity to contact the president of the New York Chamber of Commerce, in his equivalent capacity as chairman of the Sydney chamber, and to have a personal meeting with that gentleman. The interview was followed up with a formal request to the New York chamber, asking that it use its influence to encourage the American government to reduce the high trade duty imposed on wool imported from Australia and New Zealand. The letter was dated ‘London, 26th October, 1876’—thereby confirming that the Watt family was gone from America by that time.31


Watt’s presence in England by the start of 1877 proved hugely beneficial to the business interests of Gilchrist, Watt & Co., because it placed him in the box seat to take advantage of a remarkable opportunity that presented itself at this time. The shipping company trading as The Orient Line of Packets—better known as the Orient Line—had been operating a service to Australia for a decade, but now decided that the time was ripe to expand its business on this run. In February the Line approached the Pacific Steam Navigation Company about chartering four of the 11 passenger ships the PSNC had laid-up at Liverpool, as a result of over-expanding on its service to the Pacific coast of South America in previous years.


In the second half of the year, three of the ships, all iron screw steamers of more than 3,800 tons—Lusitania, Chimborazo and Cuzco—were seen in Australian ports after voyages around the Cape of Good Hope accomplished in record time of only 36 or 37 days. These then returned home via the Suez Canal, recently widened and deepened through dredging to handle ships of larger size. The success of these experimental runs proved that steamships could handle the direct England-to-Australia route without mechanical problems or resorting to sail. Early in 1878 the Orient Line was prompted to purchase the four ships outright and form a new line called the Orient Steam Navigation Company.32


The big win for Gilchrist, Watt & Co. became apparent as early as May 1877, when notices first appeared in the local press announcing that the three ships used in the Orient Line trial would be returning to London from Sydney in September, October and December, and inviting intending travellers to apply for ‘plans and full particulars’ to Gilchrist, Watt & Co.33 Once the OSNC was formed next year, Watt’s firm was duly appointed the new line’s general agents in Australia. While Watt’s personal involvement was nowhere directly evident or acknowledged, it clearly had not hurt that he was present in England at the crucial time, and able to ensure his firm’s interests were not overlooked.


Not all Watt’s time in England was taken up with forging or renewing personal contacts and finding new business opportunities. Midway through 1877 his wife had fallen pregnant again, and in anticipation of the birth the family went to stay at Bournemouth. The attraction of this place as a holiday destination had grown following the arrival of the railway in 1870, and in summer its permanent population of about 15,000 was swelled by large numbers of visitors from London and the English midlands. Even in winter, however, Bournemouth’s southern seaside location was felt to have restorative effects on health and well-being. This probably accounts for why the family was there on 11 February 1878, when Mary Jane gave birth to her eighth child—a son they named Walter Oswald,34 although from the first the boy was known as Oswald rather than Walter.


The choice of name was probably a nod in the direction of William Oswald Gilchrist, who was the son of the founder of Gilchrist, Watt & Co. and John Watt’s partner in the firm since 1864. In any event, John Watt continued a family practice begun with the other children, and gave his new son the nickname ‘Toby’. The relevance of this is now lost in time, but it at least went well with that of the baby’s three-year-old brother, Ernest, which was ‘Tim’.35


Within months of the baby’s arrival, John Watt prepared to undertake what was the final official duty planned on his overseas visit. In a letter to Tim addressed from ‘Meriden, Bournemouth’ (possibly where they were renting a holiday villa near the beach at Canford Cliffs), he wrote on 10 May that ‘Willie goes to school today, and mother and I cross over to France.’36 In these few words were recorded the admission of the Watt’s eldest son—on his thirteenth birthday—to Harrow, the independent boarding school for boys in northwest London, and also John Watt’s departure for Paris, with his wife, for the latest world fair which had been officially opened there on 1 May.
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Panoramic view of the 1878 Exposition Universelle at Paris, with the Trocadero Palace at right. Oswald Watt was three months old when his parents went across from England for J. B. Watt to again act as accredited commissioner on the New South Wales display.


The Exposition Universelle of 1878 was intended to celebrate France’s recovery from disastrous defeat in the 1870 Franco-Prussian War, and to that end it was attended by all major countries with the understandable exception of Germany. Nearly a third of the space set aside for exhibiting nations apart from France was taken up by Britain and its dominions and colonies, including the four largest Australian colonies by population. The Hon. J. B. Watt was again an accredited commissioner for the exhibits sent from New South Wales.37


Back at London in late October, John Watt and his wife, and five of their children—Willie having been left behind at school—boarded the 3,800-ton Orient steamship Aconcagua, accompanied by one servant. On 28 October the ship left Plymouth and, after battling strong gales and heavy seas for most of the way to the Cape of Good Hope, arrived at Sydney on 17 December.38


Growing up in Sydney


For members of the Watt family with memories of Sydney before they left for overseas, the homecoming after more than two-and-a-half years away was probably a happy one. Within a few months, however, the pleasure of return turned to sorrow with the death of Mrs Watt at Burwood in April 1879, aged just 36. Her health had collapsed during the last stages of the family’s time in England, and tuberculosis supervened.39 Her remains were buried in the churchyard of St Jude’s at Randwick.


The loss of his wife was a heavy blow to John Watt. Not only had he been obliged to immerse himself in business affairs and public duties immediately on return, he must now pay greater attention to providing a suitable home for his children. Caring for three daughters, aged 15, 12 and nine, and two sons aged just four and one, was a complicated business in the absence of a mother. He needed to employ a nurse and governesses, in addition to the usual household staff such as cook, coachman and gardener.


Before leaving Sydney three years earlier, the family had lived comfortably in Potts Point, at the Darlinghurst end of Macleay Street, but in the new post-return circumstances a larger house was required. To meet this need, Watt leased a property in Edgecliff called “Eynesbury” located high on the ridge overlooking Double Bay. Accessed from Albert Street, the house sat at the eastern end of the apex formed by the intersection of Edgecliff Road and Ocean Street.40
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Panoramic view of Double Bay, Sydney, looking south-east from Darling Point towards Edgecliff Road, taken about 1870. “Eynesbury” sits at the top of the photo, slightly right of centre, behind a large retaining wall. Below Eynesbury is “Fairlight” (with tower), and to the left of Fairlight in the photograph is “Arlington”—both properties in which Oswald Watt and his wife lived before the First World War. (Caroline Simpson Library & Research Collection, Sydney Living Museums)


Originally built for Sydney solicitor John Pirie Roxburgh, Eynesbury was a well-ordered two-storey classical building with large semi-circular windows on the north-facing façade. A huge retaining wall, topped with a stone balustrade, stood in front where the land sloped down to Edgecliff Road. It was the Roxburgh family home from 1866 until 1873, when John Roxburgh died. Although his widow retained ownership, the family did not stay in the house but leased it to tenants from well-established Sydney families.


When John Watt moved his children into their new home in 1880, he found the perfect location for raising two very active boys. Son Ernest, “Tim” to his father, later wrote of the years spent at Eynesbury as ‘idyllic days of absolute and complete happiness’ for both him and his brother Oswald (“Toby”). The boys spent their time exploring the beautiful terraced gardens below the house, playing with the children of lawyer Frederick Darley, MLC, who lived opposite in the house called “Quambi”,41 or visiting friends in other fine houses nearby. Occasionally they were taken on excursions into the city or around the harbour, to places like Clontarf, Middle Harbour and Rose Bay, sometimes on outings to the show grounds, circus or theatre. Their summer holidays were generally spent at the Moss Vale home of their father’s business partner William Oswald Gilchrist, apart from a couple of times when they travelled to Hobart in the company of Miss Elizabeth Shuffrey, the housekeeper at Eynesbury, to spend the summer in a holiday cottage by the beach.42


That theirs was a privileged upbringing likely to have been unknown to ordinary children at this time, in Sydney or elsewhere around Australia, can best be deduced from the fact that Oswald, even at an age of eight or nine, was able to take up an interest in photography—an activity then too expensive for most adults to pursue. In a later tribute book to his brother, Ernest pointedly included several ‘snapshots’ of Eynesbury that had been taken by Oswald, presumably during these childhood years.43


The boys themselves would have been in no doubt of their father’s important standing in the community, since Eynesbury was the focus of a procession of visitors to Sunday lunch, usually up to a dozen guests—leading politicians like Henry Parkes, George Reid and Alexander Stuart, senior officers from the Royal Navy squadron based on Sydney, and often distinguished visitors from England.44 Young Oswald’s high spirits frequently made him difficult to control, especially when one of the house staff attempted to assert authority over him. Ernest Watt recounted one occasion when the housekeeper ordered Oswald out of the room during a crowded supper party. He did as he was told, but as he passed behind her seat at the table he defiantly landed a tap on the back of her lace cap. In Tim’s summation, the outcome was ‘disastrous!’45
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Eynesbury’s north-facing classical façade, with semi-circular windows, during the eight-year period the house was the Watt family home.


According to his older brother, Toby (Oswald) was ‘always on the move, never still an instant, always doing something, generally something he was neither expected nor intended to do!’ The male tutors which John Watt engaged to conduct daily home schooling lessons for his sons, and for eight or nine other boys from surrounding families with prominent surnames, found their hands more than full in controlling ‘a very unruly set’ in which Oswald, ‘although almost the youngest, was nearly always the ringleader in wickedness.’46
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The Watt boys, “Toby” and “Tim”, pictured about 1882.


John Watt could hardly have been unaware of the challenge he faced with his growing boys, but it was simply not in John Watt’s nature to think harshly of his sons, considering—as he undoubtedly did—that they missed the moderating influence of their mother as much as he missed her presence as his wife. In Ernest Watt’s assessment, however, although his father’s ‘public life was a strenuous one, his home remained his foremost and paramount interest throughout, and no man ever worked more honestly to see that his children were afforded every chance of growing up good and useful men and women.’47


If John Watt hoped that his own personal example might show his children how to grow up ‘good and useful’ men and women, he probably hoped the same means would impart a sense of civic responsibility. For many years he had been a generous supporter of a range of community causes and charities around Sydney, such as the Hospital for Sick Children and the Prince Alfred Hospital—giving not just money, but frequently his time as a member of these institutions’ boards of management.48 He was also a benefactor of the University of Sydney, several times between 1876 and 1889 donating sums of £1000 (over $100,000 in current values) to endow scholarships which the University still offers in Watt’s name to the present day.49


A community cause of a different—and somewhat surprising—kind was the Mercantile Rowing Club, formed in 1874 as Sydney’s second amateur club. The MRC grew out of a meeting of warehousemen and merchants’ clerks, and among the 250 men comprising its initial membership would very likely have been some employees of Gilchrist, Watt & Co. According to a press account written a few years after the MRC’s start, the club ‘immediately received liberal support both in money and members’ from the mercantile community—which would probably have included Watt.50


From the beginning, the club needed an eminent figurehead equal to maintaining the dignity of special occasions, such as the annual balls which the club instituted soon after its formation. It was, however, not until June 1880—18 months after he returned from his third trip abroad—that Watt was recorded as being the club’s president. This was clearly a prestigious position to hold, as the club then possessed over 30 boats and had also assumed a leading position, not just in Sydney but in intercolonial rowing, prompting the Mayor of Sydney to present it in 1880 with an elegant trophy called the Challenge Cup, to be competed for annually on the Parramatta River.51


Although Watt dutifully presented prizes at the club’s regattas and stewarded at the annual balls,52 his role as president was rarely as fulfilling as he would have liked. As he explained at a special meeting in September 1882, it was his great regret that he was not able to take part in club events more frequently because business matters so often intervened.53 His absences were certainly not taken as evidence of lack of interest on his part, because the MRC remained happy to retain him as president for more than a decade—despite his several long absences from the colony.54


Public charities and causes, popular movements and even individuals all received Watt’s support, sometimes just his name as patron. Often his involvement occurred at times when he was heavily preoccupied with business or political affairs, or suffering bouts of ill health. For instance, his name appears on the organizing committee for a concert in aid of the National Shipwreck Relief Society of New South Wales held on 15 May 1883,55 which just happened to be the same day on which the colony’s commissioners—including Watt—appointed to the Calcutta International Exhibition (due to run from December 1883 until March 1884) held their first meeting at the Free Public Library.56


Watt had already been appointed to the commission organizing the colony’s display at the International Colonial and Export Exhibition held in Amsterdam, in the Netherlands, from May until October 1883. Yet through this period he was—perhaps unsurprisingly—battling ill health again, causing him to resign as chairman of the Chamber of Commerce in November 1883 and as warden of the Marine Board in February 1884.57 At least involvement in the Amsterdam and Calcutta exhibitions apparently did not require Watt to go overseas during 1883, but other matters took him outside the colony the following year anyway.


On 4 April 1884 Watt embarked in RMS Ballaarat bound for England, accompanied this time by his three daughters only.58 Tim and Toby stayed in Sydney, in the care of family friends Sir William and Lady Macleay at Elizabeth Bay House.59 Although the boys’ bachelor uncle Walter Cumming Watt lived at Eynesbury (having followed his half-brother out from Scotland and joined the Gilchrist, Watt & Co. counting-house in about 1863), leaving them in his care was out of the question. Miss Shuffrey was entrusted with the running of Eynesbury while the rest of the family was away, and Uncle Walter reportedly ‘hated the old lady’.60


In London Watt took part in the formation of the Imperial Federation League in July, and in November he was appointed to the League’s executive committee.61 Next month, advantage was taken of Watt’s presence in the British capital to have him appointed to the New South Wales committee to act in England in respect of the Colonial and Indian Exhibition due to open in South Kensington in May 1886. This would feature displays from Britain’s colonies as an ‘imperial object lesson’ in power and grandeur.62


Although this additional duty did not detain Watt until the exhibition’s formal start, it was only in March 1885 that he and his daughters boarded the mail steamer Clyde to return to Australia. When their ship reached Adelaide on 8 May, they were met by Watt’s son William who was just about to celebrate his twentieth birthday.63 Having returned to Australia in 1882, on completion of his English education, Willie had a bad bout of typhoid in 1884, and a little later was believed to have contracted tuberculosis, which led to him being sent to England in a sailing ship.64 After making a recovery, he had returned to Australia not long before, so now joined his father and sisters for the last legs of their journey to Melbourne, and then Sydney, which was reached on 14 May.65


Sometime after John Watt’s return from England he was to be seen riding around Sydney in an elegant horse-drawn open carriage known as a barouche, a luxurious vehicle favoured by the rich and famous of England and Europe. Watt’s barouche—burgundy in colour, its four black wheels painted with red trim—had been made in London about 1883 by Shanks & Co. of Great Queen Street.66 It was presumably acquired by Watt during the visit he made to the British capital the following year, and either returned with him in May 1885 or arrived separately a while later. It remains remarkable that John Watt—a man not normally ostentatious in his public profile—should have allowed himself such an indulgence.


While Christian duty might be seen as one explanation for the burden of commitments which Watt shouldered in his public life, his strong Calvinist beliefs were hardly all-consuming. As his second surviving son later commented, ‘his was a religion free altogether from any taint of sectarianism or bitterness’, to the extent that one of his ‘dearest friends in Sydney’ was the first Catholic Archbishop, Bede Vaughan. Throughout the 1880s, the Watt family worshipped at All Saints’ Church at Woollahra, where John Watt was a churchwarden for many years.67


Expectations of honours or public recognition also played no part in Watt’s approach to public service. On more than one occasion he reportedly declined the offer of a knighthood, and once even a baronetcy offered by the premier, Sir Henry Parkes.68 In 1887, when Parkes was facing bankruptcy, it was revealed that a large number of public figures had lent him money—including Watt to the extent of £470.69 At a public meeting in October, a public subscription was opened and Watt was appointed to a committee to invest the funds raised for the benefit of Parkes and his family.70


In the final analysis, it seems that Watt truly meant what he had said at the farewell dinner in 1876: he took it as a solemn obligation to give something back to the country which had given so much to him. His younger sons would not have known about many of his contributions to the community until years later, because often his involvement predated their birth and early childhood. But the principle that with wealth and position went civic duty and responsibility was one which Watt’s youngest son would ultimately, and fully, also embrace.


The monotremes man


On 22 September 1883 the 4,250-ton vessel Sydney, operated by the French shipping line Messageries Maritimes, steamed into Sydney Harbour.71 On board was a 24-year-old Scotsman, William Hay Caldwell, described as an ‘attractive young man, on the tall side of middle height and well made, with finely cut features and carefully twisted fair moustache’.72 Bearing letters of introduction from the Colonial Office in London to the Governors of New South Wales, Victoria and Queensland, a personal salary from Cambridge university, and generous grants from the Royal Society to cover equipment expenses, he had come to Australia on an important scientific mission.73


For more than 80 years, scientists in Europe had been debating the reproductive biology of some of the fauna peculiar to Australia, doubting or disbelieving any knowledge provided by colonial naturalists. Caldwell’s task was to attempt to establish beyond question how certain marsupials such as opossums, kangaroos and wallabies developed their young, along with the class of mammals known as monotremes (platypus and echidna), and the Ceradotus—otherwise known as the Queensland lungfish, or mudfish, because of its unique ability to breath both underwater and on land.


Despite his youth, Caldwell came well-qualified for the work expected of him. After three years at Gonville and Caius College at Cambridge, he had graduated with a first class Bachelor of Arts degree in Natural Sciences in 1880, and two years later was appointed to lecture in comparative anatomy for the university’s Professor of Zoology, Alfred Newton. In 1883 a travelling scholarship was established in memory of Professor Frank Balfour, killed in a climbing accident in the Swiss Alps the year before. Who better than Caldwell, Balfour’s pupil in animal morphology, to become the inaugural Balfour student in Biology—pursuing an area of research suggested to Caldwell by Balfour himself.


On arrival in Sydney, Caldwell found himself feted by the local scientific community and the government, which provided him with a suite of rooms at the Board of Health Office in Macquarie Street for temporary use as a laboratory.74 His birthplace of Portobello, the beachside suburb of Edinburgh facing the Firth of Forth, also made him an especially welcome visitor with that part of Sydney society which still proclaimed Scottish heritage.


Making Sydney his base, Caldwell planned to ‘go after’ platypus first and travelled to the New England district in October—only to discover that it was the wrong season for his purposes. He accordingly decided to concentrate on koalas, wallabies and marsupial species instead, making short excursions to country areas out from Sydney for the next six months. In April 1884, he headed north to Central Queensland to begin the hunt for breeding lungfish, platypus and echidna.


Setting up camp on the Burnett River near Gayndah, inland from Bundaberg, Caldwell assembled a team of 50 aboriginal men and women to help him find the specimens he needed. This work force was actually essential to the approach he proposed to adopt towards his mission, because various accounts make clear that he had no intention of enduring personal hardship in the bush. Accompanied by a first-class cook, an excellent cellar of wines and a valet, he reportedly spent long hours smoking ultra-expensive cigars in the company of Reginald Bloxsome, the private secretary to the lieutenant-governor of New South Wales (Sir Alfred Stephen), who joined his expedition as ‘guide, philosopher and friend’.75


In less than two months, Caldwell had the answers he was looking for. On 29 August he arranged for a message to be sent from a telegraph station at Camboon, two day’s journey from his camp. The message was addressed to Professor Archibald Liversidge, dean of the faculty of science at the University of Sydney, and asked him to cable to Montreal, Canada, where the British Association for the Advancement of Science was holding its first annual conference outside Britain. His telegram in Latin, reading ‘Monotremes oviparous, ovum meroblastic’, succinctly declared that the platypus and echidna bred by laying yolk-filled eggs hatched outside the body. This dramatic announcement electrified the Montreal gathering, and instantly gave Caldwell an international reputation.76


Still needing further specimens to complete a record of platypus development, Caldwell stayed put on the Burnett for another three months—especially after suddenly coming across Ceratodus eggs he had been looking for. By December 1884 he was back in Sydney, where he gave a presentation to the Royal Society of New South Wales eight days before Christmas at which he displayed a lungfish that he had hatched and reared.77 The first months of 1885 were spent in collecting marsupial embryos, harvested during a kangaroo drive arranged especially for his benefit by squatters in the Gwydir district of New South Wales, and in recovering from a fever contracted on the Burnett the year before.


By June Caldwell was preparing a second season in Queensland to continue his ‘attack on the Monotremes’. Recognising that he would need to organize himself on a larger scale than before, to achieve complete coverage of the development stages of the target species, he engaged three times the number of Aboriginal collectors at his camp. This certainly delivered the results he wanted, and by August his expedition had ‘caught’ (that is, slaughtered) between 1,300 and 1,400 echidnas of both sexes.


At Brisbane on 30 July, Caldwell boarded the 600-ton coastal steamer Currajong as a passenger headed for Sydney.78 According to his own account, renewed exposure in Queensland had brought on his fever again, and he left it to a colleague to pack up the expedition camp and move it south in September. The paper which Caldwell subsequently published about his time in Australia gives little clue about what he was doing after this, but it is clear that there was a considerable interval before he returned to England. Not until June 1886 was he heard of back in London, giving an account one evening to the Royal Society on the work he had been doing.79


But William Caldwell had not finished with Australia, nor Australia with him. During the more than two years that he spent in the colonies he had undoubtedly been pursuing interests other than purely scientific ones. One of those interests was directly addressed in the Melbourne Argus newspaper in September 1884, shortly after his famous telegram had drawn headlines everywhere. Describing him as ‘the travelling bachelor with a commission from Cambridge’, the Argus commented that:


Not even an unmarried cricketer with a title has attracted more attention. As if aware of the dangers of his position, our visitor has shrunk from society. The platypus is to be picked up on the Yarra, and the echidna in the adjacent ranges, but Mr Caldwell has wisely planted himself in the Queensland bush remote from man, and from woman also.80


By the time Caldwell went back to England in 1886, it was with the avowed intention of returning to Australia within a short period to marry. The girl to whom he had become engaged was Margaret Watt, the eldest daughter of the Hon. J. B. Watt. Precisely how they came to be betrothed is not known for certain, although it seems clear that there were many opportunities for their paths to cross during the times that Caldwell was in and out of Sydney—apart from the year from April 1884 when Watt and his daughters were visiting England.


[image: image]


Watt family and friends, pictured on the balustrade of Eynesbury c.1887. From left: Walter Watt (JBW’s half-brother), Ernest, Florence, J. B. Watt (seated), Miss Shuffrey, Elinor (seated), Sir Alfred Roberts (noted surgeon), Reggie Bloxsome (lieutenant-governor’s private secretary). As Oswald is not in the picture, he was probably behind the camera taking it.


Caldwell’s return to Cambridge placed members of the Balfour Trust in something of a quandary, since their first Balfour Student had yet to produce any written product from his research. With the scholarship again due for filling late in 1886, the selection committee took the safest course and gave the next award to the existing holder for a further period of a year. This was a decision that angered at least one disappointed applicant for the studentship, biologist William Bateson, who declared to family contacts that the choice was ‘improper and a breach of trust’. How can it be, he asked, ‘that Caldwell has done other than embezzle the funds to pay his matrimonial expenses’?81


The committee, Bateson alleged, had favoured ‘a notoriously wealthy man’ (the son of a papermill owner from Inverkeithing, in Fife, Scotland), one who had practically abandoned the work he originally began, ‘being too lazy to finish it’:


Worst of all it was not even pretended that he should devote himself to his work, during his year of tenure. His sole business, [Professor] Newton himself says, in returning to Australia was to get married. This also, therefore, they knew. ... Lastly, they knew that he had spent an integral part of the time of his previous tenure in speculating in gold—an occupation which is not one of the objects which the subscribers meant to promote.82


Notwithstanding such objections, to the extent that these became widely-voiced and known, William Caldwell embarked in the P&O steamer Bengal at London on 3 December 1886 and departed for Sydney. Travelling with him was his younger brother Herbert, to act as best man at the forthcoming nuptials.83 The Bengal arrived in Sydney on 20 January 1887,84 and a week later, 27 January, Margaret Watt and William Caldwell were married in All Saints Church at Woollahra.85 Five weeks after that, on 4 March, the newly-weds, and Herbert Caldwell, boarded the P&O steamer Carthage 86 and by late April they were all back in England.


While still absent from England for his marriage, Caldwell had submitted the first account of his Australian expedition. This was received on 22 February 1887 by biologist Professor Michael Foster, the secretary of the British Association, who explained when it was read before the Royal Society on 17 March that Caldwell was ‘at the present time in Australia and so unable to correct the proof of this abstract’. It was July that year before Caldwell finished a version that was edited and revised in readiness for publication.87 This was probably the high tide mark in his record of scientific achievement.




Chapter Two


INHERITED WEALTH


Unexpected exile


Within twelve months of his eldest daughter’s marriage, John Watt decided to make another visit to Britain. The educational needs of his younger sons had apparently been weighing on his mind for some time. Unimpressed by the standard of formal schooling available in Sydney, he had been reliant on the not entirely satisfactory expedient of private tutoring until then—apart from sending the boys to the Hutchins School in Hobart as day-students for three months in 1886,1 following a summer holiday visit to Tasmania. But with Ernest due to turn 13 in December 1887, it was time he received the same opportunities as his brother Willie had derived from attending Harrow. Watt planned an extended visit that would see both his boys settled into good boarding schools, then returning to New South Wales.


On 13 March 1888, the Hon. J. B. Watt, MLC, left Sydney in the luxury Orient mail steamer Austral with his daughters Florence and Elinor, and sons Ernest and Oswald.2 Travelling with the family was Miss Shuffrey, the housekeeper at Eynesbury who was going back to England where she would leave employment and retire.3 Their ship for this voyage already held a unique place in maritime history, having capsized and sank while coaling in Sydney Harbour in November 1882 after only its second trip on the London to Sydney route. Once it was pumped out and refloated by salvage teams some months later, the ship was taken back to Glasgow where it was refitted before resuming service in November 1884.


According to the later writings of Ernest Watt, he and his brother Oswald ‘had the time of our lives’ during the voyage.4 Returning in the Austral was the English national cricket team which had just completed a test tour of Australia. Ernest maintained that he and Oswald became great friends with several members of the team, most notably Robert (“Bobby”) Abel, the diminutive batsman who was touring with his first test side after making a name for himself as a prolific run-scorer in the English county championship. The boys ‘used to listen to his wonderful stories by the hour.’5
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Ernest and Oswald Watt in 1890, photographed by their brother-in-law Gordon Caldwell.


Also on board was Herbert Caldwell, the brother of John Watt’s new son-in-law, William. Since returning to England after William’s wedding at the start of 1887, Herbert (or “Bertie” as he was generally known) had come back to Australia, and spent the first months of 1888 visiting the eastern colonies—partly in company with Reginald Bloxsome, who had earlier befriended his brother.6 Again according to Ernest Watt’s recollections, Bertie Caldwell proved ‘excellent company’, being ‘full of good stories and good cheer’. He reportedly fulfilled another important function during the voyage, by becoming engaged to Ernest’s 22-year-old sister Florence (called “Mimi” by her father)—chiefly to deflect the unwanted attention being paid to her by the ship’s captain, J. F. Ruthven, later to become Commodore of the Orient Line.7


On disembarking at Plymouth in the last days of April the Watt family made their way straight away to Bournemouth, which Ernest described as ‘that lovely town of pine trees’ on the south coast.8 There they went into the newly-opened Imperial Hotel for a short time, while John Watt implemented the first stage of his plan for his sons’ education. Both boys were put into Cheltenham House boarding school at Boscombe, a suburb on the eastern edge of Bournemouth. The school was a very small establishment, attended by only about 15 boys. Ernest recalled Cheltenham House as situated in ‘lovely grounds’, but he considered it ‘not at all a flourishing’ school and later doubted that they learnt very much there at all.9


With the boys put into school, John Watt took his daughters to London, and then Cambridge where he intended to visit daughter Margaret and son-in-law William, and their infant daughter (John Watt’s first grandchild) born in November 1887.10 Since their marriage, the Caldwells had been living in a house called ‘The Birnam’ at 12 Harvey Road, as William was still nominally associated with the university.11 Although he remained a Fellow of Gonville and Caius College, he had done little further anatomical work on the huge collections assembled during his field trip to Australia in 1883-86—in fact, he was conducting himself more like a “gentleman scientist”. His interests had shifted back towards the field of study of his early student days, which was marine biology, and from 1887 he had become a life member (and later member of Council) of the Marine Biological Association of the United Kingdom.12
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military officer and probably the
first overseas Colonial officer to fly”

— Flight, 1911
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