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THE BUSHRANGERS


Development of bushranging


The Australian bushrangers of the 1860s were altogether different from our earliest bushrangers. The early outlaws were desperate men: escaped convicts whose aim was mere survival. They travelled on foot, and they had no bush skills or knowledge of the land.


The mid nineteenth century, however, saw the birth of a new generation of bushrangers.


West of Bathurst, the area between the Lachlan and Macquarie Rivers was remote, harsh and dry country. Small landholders struggled to make a living while wealthy squatters bought up huge tracts of land and prospered. Many poor farmers were ex-convicts who hated the authorities and resented the rich. Their children grew up to rebel against the “system” that had treated them so unfairly.
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Ben Hall’s revolver.
National Library of Australia.


Then in 1860 the discovery of gold in the area led to the sudden creation of the town of Forbes. The gold rush brought the promise of quick riches and an increase in petty crime. Coaches carrying gold and money were tempting targets to young stockmen looking for “easy money”. Imagining a life of adventure and excitement, they turned to highway robbery.


These bushrangers were mostly Australian born, brought up in a remote land that was harsh and relatively lawless. They were fine horsemen with detailed knowledge of their land. They were poorly educated but proud.


Those that turned to bushranging, however, found that the reality was a life of discomfort, violence and constant danger.


Ben Hall


Many stories have been told about Ben Hall. He is sometimes called a “gentleman” bushranger: an honest farmer from a respectable family who was driven to a life of crime by police harassment and a broken marriage. It is true that he never killed a person. During his three years as a bushranger, however, Ben Hall and his gang committed well over 60 crimes, many of which were violent. And yet he was respected for his daring and courage, and admired for continually outwitting the police. To some he was a brutal criminal; to others a hero. Either way, the exploits of Ben Hall and his gang have become legends in Australian history.
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Ben Hall.
State Library of Queensland.
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FAMILY


Benjamin Hall


Ben Hall’s father’s name was also Benjamin Hall. He was born in England in about 1805 and at the age of twenty he was arrested for stealing two cotton gowns, three cotton frocks and a pair of stockings. On 11 July 1825 he was convicted and sentenced to seven years’ transportation to New South Wales. In his court records Benjamin Hall was described as 5 feet 6.5 inches, with grey eyes, dark brown hair and a sallow complexion, and with a tattoo of the letters “SJ” on his right arm. His occupation was “groom”.


Ben Hall senior arrived in New South Wales in February 1827 and was assigned as a servant to a Mr Alexander Brodie Spark at his property in the Hunter Valley. On gaining his ticket-of-leave in 1832 he moved to the Parramatta/ Windsor area southwest of Sydney, where he would meet a convict named Eliza Somers.


Eliza Somers


Eliza Somers was born in Dublin in about 1808, and grew up in the slums of Ireland. She had no education and no skills, and she could neither read nor write. The desperate poverty in Ireland at the time drove many people to petty crime, and Eliza was no exception. On 2 June 1829 she was convicted of stealing handkerchiefs and gloves and sentenced to seven years’ transportation.
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A register showing Benjamin Hall senior’s certificate of freedom.


Eliza arrived in Sydney as a convict on the Asia in January 1830. She was described as 5 feet 3 inches, with dark brown hair and hazel eyes. At some time she had suffered from smallpox, which had left her skin pock-marked.


Soon after her arrival, Eliza was assigned as a servant in Sydney. She had a baby on 24 April 1831, but the father had disappeared from her life before the child was born. She named her son Thomas Wade. When her employer left Sydney, Eliza returned to the Female Factory in Parramatta. The Female Factory was a sort of gaol: a workplace and home for convict women, where they were allowed to keep their young children with them. Eliza spent much of her sentence moving backwards and forwards between the Female Factory and various employers. She escaped several times but never for long.
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The Female Factory at Parramatta.
National Library of Australia.
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Eliza Somers’ certificate of freedom. Although she was able to join her
husband and children when her sentence expired in 1836, she did not
apply for her official certificate of freedom until 1846.


Eliza and Benjamin Hall probably met at the Female Factory. Women from the Female Factory often chose to marry in order to escape from the prison; in fact men were encouraged to visit the Factory to select a wife. Ben and Eliza must have met in 1832 for soon afterwards, Eliza fell pregnant. Their child Mary was born in July 1833.




Ben’s brothers


Some of young Ben Hall’s brothers and nephews came before the courts several times during their lives to face charges, mostly involving theft.


Edward Hall was convicted of cattle stealing and received a three-year gaol sentence in 1868. Then in 1879, he and two of his sons were found guilty of stealing horses and sent to gaol for four years. He was also fined for assaulting his father in 1860.


Robert Hall served two gaol terms: three months in 1881 for stealing hay and two years from 1903 for stealing sheep. He was also fined in 1897 for stealing wire. Like his brothers Edward and Henry, he was also accused of several other petty offences but not convicted.


Henry Hall was the only member of the family who could read or write. He became a farmer and unlike some of his brothers, never had a criminal record.





On 16 April 1834 Eliza married Benjamin Hall. Because she was still a convict she had to return to the Female Factory. She gave birth to a son, William, on 9 May that year. She and Benjamin had six more children in the following years: Edward, Benjamin, Robert, Henry, Catherine and Ellen. In 1836 her sentence had expired and she was able to join her husband and children in the Hunter Valley, where Benjamin had moved to take up a job.




The children of Benjamin and Eliza Hall












	Mary


	born 1833







	William


	born 9 May 1834







	Edward


	born 2 Feb 1836







	Benjamin


	born 9 May 1837







	Robert
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