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Colonial Australian Crime Fiction

The early colonial period in Australia saw the establishment of a number of local publishers, printers and booksellers, all of which played a crucial role in the development of a thriving popular literary culture. Colonial newspapers like Melbourne’s Leader published sensational tales and romances from the mid-1850s.The well-known popular writer Ernest Favenc—who has two stories in this anthology—published his earliest fiction in the Queenslander, an important metropolitan weekly, in the 1870s. Some of Favenc’s work was also collected and printed locally by George Robertson, who established a bookselling and publishing company in Melbourne in 1852. Robertson was a key promoter of colonial popular fiction, his rapidly growing list including ‘Price Warung’ (William Astley), Edward Dyson and Charles Junor’s lurid collection, Dead Men’s Tales (1898), as well as Marcus Clarke’s His Natural Life (1874), which had previously been serialised in the Australian Journal. In Sydney, the NSW Bookstall combined publishing with bookselling and library subscriptions, producing a long-running series of cheap Australian paperback novels, sometimes new, like Randolph Bedford’s Billy Pagan, Mining Engineer in 1911, and sometimes reprinted from earlier colonial or overseas editions. Local reprints kept some colonial popular fiction very much alive long after the first date of publication. For example, John Lang’s Botany Bay (1859) was reprinted thirty years later by both the NSW Bookstall and Melbourne’s EW Cole, another major figure in popular colonial publishing and bookselling. James Skipp Borlase’s The Night Fossickers, a collection of adventure stories ‘told by an officer of the Victorian police’, was first published in London in 1867; Cole reprinted the collection in Melbourne in 1893.

These rekindlings of early popular works no doubt reflected a growing taste for crime fiction in particular—and give us a sense of just how significant this genre was to the colonial scene. Australia’s first novel, Henry Savery’s Quintus Servinton (1831), was itself a work of crime fiction, written by a transported forger who died as a convict in Port Arthur’s penal colony. The first locally produced colonial murder mystery novel is generally taken to be Ellen Davitt’s Force and Fraud, serialised in the Australian Journal in 1865. Later on, in 1886, Fergus Hume self-published a crime novel, The Mystery of a Hansom Cab, set in Melbourne’s inner city. It soon went into a second edition, after which Hume sold the rights to ‘speculators’ who took the book to London where it became an international bestseller. The novel is reputed to have sold 20,000 copies in Melbourne alone, and half a million copies worldwide, a remarkable achievement at the time. The long-term livelihoods of a number of colonial writers relied on an increasing public interest in crime fiction, as well as the kinds of graphic criminal reportage commonly found in the colonial newspapers. A writer’s career could in fact span several decades. Mary Fortune—who also has two stories in this anthology—wrote more than 400 stories for the Australian Journal from 1865 to 1898, many of them works of crime fiction built around the investigation of gruesome murders. A collection of Fortune’s stories, The Detective’s Album: Recollections of an Australian Police Officer, was printed in 1871 by the publisher of the Australian Journal, Clarson, Massina & Co.—another colonial publishing house firmly committed to local popular writing.

Colonial Australia offered its crime writers a wealth of fascinating material, allowing them to tap into prevailing anxieties about criminality and social transgression. This anthology begins with a story by John Lang about the famous Irish gentleman pickpocket George Barrington, transported to Sydney in 1791. Barrington’s good behaviour in the colonies saw him appointed as chief constable of Parramatta a few years later—an early instance of the blurring of boundaries between criminality and policing in colonial times. Lang’s historical tale imagines a scene in which Barrington— a ‘man of fashion’—enters the house of a colonial administrator and charms his wife and children, while stealing the family’s valuables. This is an affectionate account of an ex-convict able to ingratiate himself with the ruling classes and take his criminality right into their drawing rooms. In BL Farjeon’s ‘In Australian Wilds’, Lilly Trot is a convict with a ticket of leave, a rather mysterious figure who nevertheless has a strong sense of justice and turns himself into a kind of amateur detective as the story goes along. But although it offers some reassurances about a convict’s humanity, this story’s settings remain saturated with danger and foreboding. As the narrator travels into the Victorian bush, he thinks about the ‘many hundreds of men in the Australian colonies whose journey to the Antipodes did not cost them as much as a ride to Chelsea would cost you or me, and who walked about with as independent an air as you or I would assume in walking through the Strand’.The sense of colonial Australia as a place populated by freely circulating criminals leads the narrator to travel only in company, even if this means with another ex-convict like Lilly Trot—who, perhaps unnervingly, carries ‘a villainous-looking black life-preserver up his sleeve’.

Other colonial stories present convicts less equivocally as irredeemable scoundrels. The title story of James Skipp Borlase’s early collection, The Night Fossickers, gave us a character called Spider-legged Ned, a murderous escaped convict from Western Australia. Ned’s criminal nature is revealed through his choice of reading matter, which also provides him with some investigative expertise: ‘when you have studied the world and literature as I have done’, he knowingly tells his accomplice, ‘particularly the “Police Gazette” and “Newgate Calendar”, you will be aware that trifles often lead to great discoveries’. In ‘The Mailman’s Yarn’, by ‘Rolf Boldrewood’, however, the three convicts are less literate and less human, ‘fiendish’ characters from a tale told in a ‘red and goblin-like’ bush setting—elements which take this story close to the Gothic. ‘Rolf Boldrewood’ was the pseudonym of Thomas Alexander Browne, a successful squatter who became a police magistrate at Gulgong in NSW in the early 1870s, and who is best known for his bushranger novel Robbery Under Arms (1882). ‘The Mailman’s Yarn’ is a story-within-a-story (like Farjeon’s ‘In Australian Wilds’) told by a mail contractor called Dan, a bushman as ‘hard as ironbark’. The brief account of Dan’s life hints at ongoing colonial peril and adventure. ‘In his time’, the narrator tell us, ‘he had been speared by blacks, shot at by bushrangers, fished for dead out of flooded creeks, besides being “given up” in fever, ague, and sunstroke in exploring of mail routes through the “Never Never” country’. The tale he tells in ‘The Mailman’s Yarn’presents the colonial bush as a place of unexpected horrors, in this case involving ruthless convicts from Port Arthur and some bush hawkers: all itinerant figures who constitute exactly the kind of shifting bush population that Lilly Trot had described in Farjeon’s story. The other side of itinerant life—the drive towards colonial settlement and stability—is revealed towards the end of the story, when the squatter–police magistrate (rather like Boldrewood himself) conducts an inquiry that aims to restore law and order, although with mixed results.

Early Australian crime fiction often turns on anxieties that flow from a sense of the colonial landscape as a fluid, transient place where characters continually slip out of view, changing their identities at will and sometimes even disappearing altogether. In RP Whitworth’s ‘The Trooper’s Story of the Bank Robbery’, the arch-criminal Foxey has a string of aliases that baffle the police, and an almost uncanny capacity to vanish ‘in the twinkling of an eye’. Foxey is yet another ex-convict from Tasmania or Van Diemen’s Land (a ‘Vandemonian’), an itinerant, low-life figure who travels widely across the eastern states. But although it highlights the breadth of his criminality, the story also limits his range in one, very particular way: ‘He wasn’t altogether a bushranger: he had too much cunning and too little pluck to ever go right bang on the road; but he was everything else’. In colonial crime fiction, the bushranger sometimes emerges as a heroic figure—but Foxey is denied this kind of identity, with the heroics of the story reserved instead for the police. Colonial readers would have been familiar with the bushranger-hero, not least through Boldrewood’s Captain Starlight in the popular Robbery Under Arms, which drew on the wellpublicised activities of actual bushrangers like Ben Hall, Frank Gardiner and the Kelly gang.The bushranger stories in this anthology reflect this, giving us bushranger characters who are almost playfully anti-authoritarian as they go about their criminal business. In Guy Boothby’s ‘One of the Cloth’, a bushranger known as the Centipede—‘the horror of the Colonies’— outwits and humiliates a steadfast Inspector of Police, a predicament that the story’s squatter-narrator seems to enjoy. The bushranger is cast quite differently in Roderic Quinn’s ‘A Stripe for Trooper Casey’, however, as a darker figure of romantic yearning and great dignity. The narrator here is an impressionable young woman, Carrie, left alone in her bush homestead. When two sailors break in and threaten her with rape and violence, a mysterious stranger appears and immediately restores order, standing in for an absent police force even though he, too, is wanted by the law.The story puts Carrie in a conflicted situation, drawn to the bushranger but obliged to summon the local trooper and bring him to the house. It enables Quinn to distinguish one kind of colonial criminality from another: the brutal sailors, essentially and irredeemably criminal, and the bushranger, a fluid, performative figure who is as capable of enforcing the law as he is of breaking it.

In ‘Midnight’, by ‘Coo-ee’ (William Sylvester Walker), this is taken to its logical conclusion, with a now mythologised bushranger who thoroughly blurs the boundaries between criminality and policing—the darkness of his name (along with his ‘coal-black’ horse) also tying him to his Aboriginal tracker companion, Joe, and so blurring racial boundaries as well.The story again gives us a vivid sense of the bushranger’s sheer mobility and reach, his criminality spreading virally right across the country, attracting widespread public interest and consuming the pages of the colonial newspapers:

 

You never could tell for certain where he would turn up—one day the mail-coach would be stuck up in New South Wales. At the end perhaps of a week, an equally audacious case would be reported from Queensland, and the telegraph wires would be cut. Anon, the Victorian papers would be teeming with sensational paragraphs.

In colonial crime fiction—which may or may not have reflected actual public opinion—the bushranger can be either a heroic, remote figure or simply an attractive, often likeable rogue. This anthology includes one of EW Hornung’s ‘Raffles’ stories, about a well-known gentleman thief’s escapades in Melbourne and the Victorian countryside. Hornung spent only a couple of years in Australia (1883–86), but his experiences here had a lasting impression on his work. A precursor to Raffles is the gentleman bushranger Stingaree, who first appeared in Hornung’s novel, Irralie’s Bushranger: A Story of Australian Adventure (1896). Hornung resurrected him later on in a collection of short stories, Stingaree (1905), the last of which has two ambitious policemen outwitted by the criminal, a not untypical scenario as we saw with Boothby’s ‘One of the Cloth’. Colonial bushranger fiction can indeed be anti-authoritarian, drawing the reader away from the conventional perspectives of civic propriety. In his important study of Australian crime fiction, Continent of Mystery (1997), Stephen Knight—after a discussion of bushranger stories—comments: ‘there remains something decidedly unusual about the readiness with which the Australian crime novel accepts the viewpoint of the criminal and outlines with sympathy the wrongs committed against him—occasionally her—by the allegedly law-abiding world’. The possibility that colonial writers might generate some sympathy for the criminals in their fiction was a source of anxiety for commentators at the time, too, like this visiting American official in 1894. ‘They clothe villainy with charming attributes’, he wrote in Sydney’s Cosmos Magazine,

 

and thrill the imagination with reckless love of adventure. Instead of warning the world against the fawning treachery of the villain’s smile, they paint the suavity of wickedness with a heroic charm … The Australian mind is of too fine a mould to rest long satisfied with ‘crimson literature’ and, when attuned to Australian nature, the mental force of the country will strongly incline to the study and the cultivation of the true, the pure and the beautiful.

The grim scenarios of many colonial crime stories, however, show that the heady optimism in this visitor’s concluding remarks is badly misplaced. In bushranger fiction, lawlessness can be presented as a relatively benign form of anti-authoritarianism; but other colonial crime stories give it a much bleaker complexion, with criminality saturating every level of bush life. Indeed, the Australian bush—‘Australian nature’—can even seem to bring about the kinds of degradation and debasement that enable criminal impulses to flourish. In Ernest Favenc’s ‘The Sea Gave Up Its Dead’, a ‘“dispersing” party’ of settlers and troopers makes its way through the steamy mangrove swamps of far northern Queensland, where beneath their feet ‘foul bubbles would arise and burst, and from the slime on either side sharp cracks and reports would be heard’.Tropical Australia here is an infernal, menacing place, teeming with hostile life. The party discovers the bloated corpse of a white woman, leading them away from their expedition to a sly-grog shop and a husband who has completely turned himself over to the lawlessness and corruption of the frontier. Further south, the colonial landscape, although dramatically different, is just as available to lawless activity. The Victorian goldfields gave rise to what Stephen Knight has called the ‘goldfields mystery’, an investigative tale that rests on a sense that identities—whether of the living or the dead—are now impossible to determine. In James Skipp Borlase’s ‘Tale of a Skull’, the goldfield is like a ‘world within itself ’, far removed from the usual standards of law and order. His story begins with a remarkable passage that conveys a sense of the goldfields as being ‘infested’ with a criminality that is literally etched into the landscape. The result is chaos and unpredictability, and even the slightest attempt at imposing order is doomed to failure:

 

In innumerable places in all the diggings there were pits along the sides of the roads—even in the roads—of various depths, of from ten to one hundred feet, gaping, without the slightest protection, for any traveller in the dark to plunge into. The reader may be astonished at this disregard of human life, but the fact is, that amid the chaos of adventurers of all countries, rushing madly from every corner of the globe to render themselves wealthy, life, as may be supposed, was held wonderfully cheap.

The story Lilly Trot tells in Farjeon’s ‘In Australian Wilds’ makes the same point: that the greed and self-interest of the gold prospectors leads to an utter disregard for human life. But he also affirms Borlase’s sense of the goldfields as a place of disorder and anonymity, where the diggers—another shifting, itinerant population in colonial Australia—change their identities at random and ‘their very names were often fictitious’.

The skeleton discovered at the bottom of an abandoned mine is, perhaps unsurprisingly, one of the more familiar tropes in the goldfields mystery: where the shaft is also a grave. In Randolph Bedford’s ‘The Bardoc Finn’, from his collection Billy Pagan, Mining Engineer, a prospectors’ site in Western Australia intrigues the central characters and leads them to investigate a crime, because it seems as if the shaft, the camp and the grave are all in the wrong place.The colonial goldfield is a difficult territory to police, and the goldfields mystery invents several detective types who try to make sense of this frantic, disorderly landscape. Lilly Trot’s skill at ‘looking about him sharply, despite his apparent carelessness’ is the perfect guise for a self-fashioned detective, and his unofficial status—rather like the narrator in Favenc’s ‘The Sea Gave Up Its Dead’—leads him into areas of inquiry generally off-limits to the professional investigator. Bedford’s Billy Pagan is also an amateur detective with a ‘marvellous capacity for detail’, helped by his specialist skills in mining procedures. Pagan is an attempt to create a bush detective as a distinctive figure, rational and inquisitive, clinical and driven. His habit of washing each morning—which gives ‘him a reputation for extravagance’—is one of several traits that set him apart from others, in particular, the ‘dirty’ sailors he investigates. By contrast, James Skipp Borlase’s ‘detective officer’ James Brooke is a professional investigator who gets close to the prospectors by going undercover, personally acquainting himself with the criminals and applying forensic evidence and scrupulous policing methods to solve the mystery.

Policing in colonial Australia developed quickly, with mounted police operational in the 1820s. By the 1840s, Aboriginal men were being drafted into bodies of native mounted police under white officers’ supervision. In Victoria, the Native Police Corps was founded in 1842 by Henry EP Dana, whose brother William—also a commander of the Native Police and later a police superintendent—is thought to have been a source for the character of Captain Desborough in Henry Kingsley’s colonial novel The Recollections of Geoffry Hamlyn (1859). The Victorian Police Force was the first official state police organisation, formed in 1853; New South Wales and Queensland followed suit in the early 1860s. The need for an organised police force in Victoria was no doubt accelerated by the gold rush of the 1850s, with police collecting taxes and supervising miners’ licenses on behalf of the government. In December 1854, Victorian police joined forces with soldiers to subdue rebellious goldminers in a place that became known as the Eureka Stockade. Colonial crime fiction can sometimes reflect this sense of a body of police working together—as in William Burrows’ early ‘Tales of Adventure by a Log-Fire’, which has a group of mounted and native police camping out near a goldfield and telling each other yarns. In other stories, however, police break away from the group to operate on their own: as in Whitworth’s ‘The Trooper’s Story of the Bank Robbery’, where the policeman is encouraged by his superiors to go undercover and soon relishes the situation, feeling ‘perfectly free from restraint’. Borlase’s James Brooke also works independently, but sometimes calls on other mounted officers in his troop for assistance. Brooke is the investigator in ‘The Dead Witness’, too, a story usually attributed to Mary Fortune, although there is some ambiguity over authorship since (like a number of crime stories in the Australian Journal) it was first published anonymously. It is possible that Borlase and Fortune collaborated on some of the stories involving Brooke; there has also been a suggestion that Borlase may have plagiarised Fortune, republishing the story under his own name. However, the story reappeared in the Australian Journal in 1909 as the work of ‘WW’ (‘Waif Wander’), Mary Fortune’s pseudonym, and she seems to be its agreed author.

‘The Dead Witness’ begins with Brooke enjoying ‘a spring ride through the Australian bush’, a man completely at leisure.The bush in this story is initially presented in the opposite way to the menacing, Gothic stories of Favenc or Boldrewood, as a welcoming, reassuring and ‘park-like’ place: a reflection not of the protagonist’s discomforts and anxieties but of ‘a mind at ease with itself ’.The story involves the disappearance of a young photographer, with the photographs he leaves behind providing the clues. A combination of calm rationality and aesthetic judgement enables Brooke to read the landscape and make the bush legible in a way that sharply distinguishes this story from the chaotic, disorienting settings of the goldfield mysteries. He is also assisted by a young squatter, perhaps reflecting the broader relationship between police and landowners in colonial Australia. Mary Fortune’s best-known detective is Mark Sinclair, who often works alone in the bush and occasionally investigates supernatural mysteries. But in ‘The Major’s Case’, the detective is William Barret, a silent partner in an agency in Melbourne: a strange character obsessed with preserving his anonymity, who tries to solve a crime by disguising himself as a butler in a well-to-do household. A wealthy property can provide the setting for events in some colonial crime fiction, like the squatter-narrator’s homestead (‘my comfortable home’) in Boothby’s ‘One of the Cloth’. In Ernest Favenc’s ‘My Only Murder’, a pastoralist from north Queensland is saved from drowning by a bush drover. Much later on, as he enjoys an affluent life in Sydney, the pastoralist is surprised to see the drover again, and invites him to stay at his ‘pretty house’. This is a story about the insurmountable differences between a wealthy landowner and a bush labourer, leaving the former with a terrible secret that he confesses without shame or regret. Campbell McKellar’s ‘The Premier’s Secret’ gives us a much darker version of the confessional crime narrative, but offers the same sort of paradigm: a wealthy and powerful landowner with a hidden history of violence.

For Stephen Knight, by the mid-1880s—the time of Fergus Hume’s The Mystery of a Hansom Cab—the police are less prominent and effective in crime fiction, replaced by the private detective, whether amateur or professional. Like many of the writers themselves, investigators in colonial crime fiction are often men, although women sometimes have an important role to play here and can even outsmart their male counterparts: as Carrie Anson does with the trooper in Roderic Quinn’s story, or as Eliza Barret does with her detective-brother in Fortune’s ‘The Major’s Case’.The importance of amateur detection, even in the family household, is demonstrated in Francis Adams’ ‘Dr. Fletcher’s Love Story’, where Holland Fletcher, an ambitious but naive doctor in the genteel suburbs of Sydney, becomes engaged to a young woman he has idealised as ‘the finest Australian female type’. When a crime is committed, Fletcher is reluctant to investigate until he meets David Stuart, a crusading journalist-detective who is the protagonist of Adams’ novel Madeline Brown’s Murderer (1887). Stuart is resurrected in Fletcher’s story to motivate the doctor to unravel ‘the tangled threads’ and pursue the criminal like a ‘bloodhound’—investigative clichés that the events of the story don’t entirely bear out.

Norman Lindsay’s ‘The Strip of Lining’ shifts the setting to the seedy commercial world of Sydney’s Oxford Street, where pawnbrokers and punters congregate and the distinctions between legitimate business and criminality are blurred once more. Like Bedford’s Billy Pagan, the amateur detective here, Chiller Green, relies on the acquired knowledges of his trade—a bookmaker’s memory for numbers, for example—to solve a crime. Lindsay is perhaps best known as an artist of sensual and erotic life, but he also worked as an illustrator for many of the NSW Bookstall’s popular novels, as well as for the Bulletin. ‘The Strip of Lining’ gives us caricatures of emerging urban Australian social types, with their colloquial forms of speech and hard-nosed, unsentimental approach to life. It might seem as if this story prefigures what is to come in Australian crime fiction in the way it folds together crime, business deals and corruption in the police force, all within the framework of a modern city. But the final story in this anthology, Alan Michaelis’ ‘The Gangster’, takes us in the opposite direction, far away from the mean streets of Sydney to the comfortable bachelor dwellings of a private detective, Colonel Ingram, and his associate and ‘chronicler’, Captain Newton, in Collins Street, Melbourne. Ingram and Newton are clearly modelled on Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes and Dr Watson: leisured gentleman who draw their investigations from criminal reportage in the newspapers, as well as the local police. Michaelis’ story takes us away from ‘the gutter’, where the battered corpse of the anonymous victim is discovered, and into the lives of the rich and powerful. In doing so, it distances itself from modern American forms of criminality—the gangs and gangsters of 1930s Chicago, for example—and puts its faith back in a colonial system of law and order. But when Ingram tells the criminal, ‘You have committed a brutal murder in a British country, and therefore you’ll be subject to British justice’, he now sounds nostalgic and out of place. In their very different ways—one forward-looking, the other anachronistic—the stories by Lindsay and Michaelis each mark out an end point to colonial crime fiction as a recognisable generic form.


John Lang

Barrington

1859

A few years ago I made the acquaintance of an elderly lady, whose husband, so far back as 1799, held an official position, both civil and military, in the colony of New South Wales. Many anecdotes she told me of celebrated characters who had, in the words of one of them, ‘left their country for their country’s good.’ With most, if not with all, of these celebrities the old lady had come in contact personally.

‘One morning,’ she began, ‘I was sitting in my drawing-room with my two little children, who are now middle-aged men with large families, when a gentleman was announced. I gave the order for his admission; and on his entering the door of the apartment, I rose from my chair, and greeted him with a bow, which he returned in the most graceful and courtly manner imaginable. His dress was that of a man of fashion, and his bearing that of a person who had moved in the highest circles of society. A vessel had arrived from England a few days previously with passengers, and I fancied that this gentleman was one of them. I asked him to be seated. He took a chair, opposite to me, and at once entered into conversation, making the first topic the extreme warmth of the day, and the second the healthful appearance of my charming children—as he was pleased to speak of them. Apart from a mother liking to hear her children praised, there was such a refinement in the stranger’s manner, such a seeming sincerity in all he said, added to such a marvellous neatness of expression, that I could not help thinking he would form a very valuable acquisition to our list of acquaintances, provided he intended remaining in Sydney, instead of settling in the interior of the colony.

‘I expressed my regret that the major (my husband) was from home; but I mentioned that I expected him at one o’clock, at which hour we took luncheon; and I further expressed a hope that our visitor would remain and partake of the meal. With a very pretty smile (which I afterwards discovered had more meaning in it than I was at the time aware of), he feared he could not have the pleasure of partaking of the hospitalities of my table, but, with my permission, he would wait till the appointed hour, which was then near at hand. Our conversation was resumed; and presently he asked my little ones to go to him.They obeyed at once, albeit they were rather shy children.This satisfied me that the stranger was a man of a kind and gentle disposition. He took the children, seated them on his knees, and began to tell them a fairy story (evidently of his own invention, and extemporized), to which they listened with profound attention. Indeed, I could not help being interested in the story, so fanciful were the ideas, and so poetical the language in which they were expressed.

‘The story ended, the stranger replaced the children on the carpet, and approached the table on which stood, in a porcelain vase, a bouquet of flowers.These he admired, and began a discourse on floriculture. I listened with intense earnestness; so profound were all his observations. We were standing at the table for at least eight or ten minutes; my boys hanging on the skirt of my dress, and every now and then compelling me to beg of them to be silent.

‘One o’clock came, but not the major. I received, however, a note from him, written in pencil on a slip of paper. He would be detained at Government House until half-past two.

‘Again, I requested the fascinating stranger to partake of luncheon, which was now on the table in the next room; and again, with the same winning smile, he declined. As he was about, as I thought, to depart, I extended my hand; but, to my astonishment, he stepped back, made a low bow, and declined taking it.

‘For a gentleman to have his hand refused when he extends it to another is embarrassing enough. But for a lady! Who can possibly describe what were my feelings? Had he been the heir to the British throne, visiting that penal settlement in disguise (and from the stranger’s manners and conversation he might have been that illustrious personage), he could scarcely have, under the circumstances, treated me in such an extraordinary manner. I scarcely knew what to think. Observing, as the stranger, must have done, the blood rush to my cheeks, and being cognizant evidently of what was passing through my mind, he spoke as follows:—

‘“Madam, I am afraid you will never forgive me the liberty I have taken already. But the truth is, the passion suddenly stole over me, and I could not resist the temptation of satisfying myself that the skill which made me so conspicuous in the mother-country still remained to me in this convict land.”

‘I stared at him, but did not speak.

‘“Madam,” he continued, “the penalty of sitting at table with you, or taking the hand you paid me the compliment to proffer me—yourself in ignorance of the fact I am about to disclose—would have been the forfeiture of my ticket-of-leave, a hundred lashes, and employment on the roads in irons. As it is, I dread the major’s wrath; but I cherish a hope that you will endeavour to appease it, if your advocacy be only a return for the brief amusement I afforded your beautiful children.”

‘“You are a convict!” I said, indignantly, my hand on the bell-rope.

‘“Madam,’ he said, with an expression of countenance which moved me to pity, in spite of my indignation, “hear me for one moment.”

‘“A convicted felon, how dared you enter my drawing-room as a visitor?” I asked him, my anger again getting the better of all my other feelings.

‘“The major, madam,” said the stranger, “requested me to be at his house at the hour when I presented myself; and he bade me wait if he were from home when I called.The major wishes to know who was the person who received from me a diamond necklace which belonged to the Marchioness of Dorrington, and came into my possession at a state ball some four or five years ago—a state ball at which I had the honour of being present. Now, madam, when the orderly who opened the front door informed me that the major was not at home, but that you were, that indomitable impudence which so often carried me into the drawing-rooms of the aristocracy of our country, took possession of me; and, warmed as I was with generous wine—just sufficiently to give me courage—I determined to tread once more on a lady’s carpet, and enter into conversation with her. That much I felt the major would forgive me; and, therefore, I requested the orderly to announce a gentleman. Indeed, madam, I shall make the forgiveness of the liberties I have taken in this room the condition of my giving that information which shall restore to the Marchioness of Dorrington the gem of which I deprived her—a gem which is still unpledged, and in the possession of one who will restore it on an application, accompanied by a letter in my handwriting.”

‘Again I kept silence.

‘“Madam!” he exclaimed, somewhat impassionedly, and rather proudly, “I am no other man than Barrington, the illustrious pickpocket; and this is the hand which in its day has gently plucked, from ladies of rank and wealth, jewels which realized, in all, upwards of thirty-five thousand pounds, irrespective of those which were in my possession, under lock and key, when fortune turned her back on me.”

‘“Barrington, the pickpocket!” Having heard so much of this man and of his exploits (although, of course, I had never seen him), I could not help regarding him with curiosity; so much so, that I could scarcely be angry with him any longer.

‘“Madam,” he continued, “I have told you that I longed to satisfy myself whether that skill which rendered me so illustrious in Europe still remained to me, in this country, after five years of desuetude? I can conscientiously say that I am just as perfect in the art; that the touch is just as soft, and the nerve as steady as when I sat in the dress-circle at Drury Lane or Covent Garden.”

‘“I do not comprehend you, Mr. Barrington,” I replied. (I could not help saying Mister.)

‘“But you will, madam, in one moment. Where are your keys?”

‘I felt my pocket, in which I fancied they were, and discovered that they were gone.

‘“And your thimble and pencil-case, and your smelling-salts? They are here!” (He drew them from his coat-pocket.)

‘My anger was again aroused. It was indeed, I thought, a frightful liberty for a convict to practise his skill upon me, and put his hand into the pocket of my dress. But, before I would request him to leave the room and the house, he spoke again; and, as soon as I heard his voice and looked in his face, I was mollified, and against my will, as it were, obliged to listen to him.

‘“Ah, madam,” he sighed, “such is the change that often comes over the affairs of men! There was a time when ladies boasted of having been robbed by Barrington. Many whom I had never robbed gave it out that I had done so, simply that they might be talked about. Alas! such is the weakness of poor human nature that some people care not by what means they associate their names with the name of any celebrity. I was in power then, not in bondage. ‘Barrington has my diamond ear-rings!’ once exclaimed the old Countess of Kettlebank, clasping her hands. Her ladyship’s statement was not true. Her diamonds were paste, and she knew it, and I caused them to be returned to her. Had you not a pair of very small pearl-drops in your ears this morning, madam?”

‘I placed my hands to my ears, and discovered that the drops were gone. Again my anger returned, and I said, “How dared you, sir, place your fingers on my face?”

‘“Upon my sacred word and honour, madam,” he replied, placing his hand over his left breast, and bowing. “I did nothing of the kind! The ear is the most sensitive part of the human body to the touch of another person. Had I touched your ear my hope of having these drops in my waistcoat-pocket would have been gone. It was the springs only that I touched, and the drops fell into the palm of my left-hand.” He placed the ear-rings on the table, and made me another very low bow.

‘“And when did you deprive me of them?” I asked him.

‘“When I was discoursing on floriculture, you had occasion several times to incline your head towards your charming children, and gently reprove them for interrupting me. It was on one of those occasions that the deed was quickly done. The dear children were the unconscious confederates in my crime—if crime you still consider it—since I have told you, and I spoke the truth; that it was not for the sake of gain, but simply to satisfy a passionate curiosity. It was as delicate and as difficult an operation as any I ever performed in the whole course of my professional career.”

‘There was a peculiar quaintness of humour and of action thrown into this speech; I could not refrain from laughing. But, to my great satisfaction, the illustrious pickpocket did not join in the laugh. He regarded me with a look of extreme humility, and maintained a respectful silence, which was shortly broken by a loud knocking at the outer door. It was the major, who, suddenly remembering his appointment with Barrington, had contrived to make his escape from Government House, in order to keep it. The major seemed rather surprised to find Barrington in my drawing-room; but he was in such a hurry, and so anxious, that he said nothing on the subject.

‘I withdrew to the passage, whence I could overhear all that took place.

‘“Now, look here, Barrington,” said my husband, impetuously, “I will have no more nonsense. As for a free pardon, or even a conditional pardon, at present, it is out of the question. In getting you a ticket-of-leave, I have done all that I possibly can; and as I am a living man, I give you fair warning that if you do not keep faith with me, I will undo what I have already done. A free pardon! What! Let you loose upon the society of England again? The Colonial Secretary would scout the idea, and severely censure the Governor for recommending such a thing. You know, as well as I do, that if you returned to England to-morrow, and had an income of five thousand a-year, you would never be able to keep those fingers of yours quiet.” ‘“Well, I think you are right, major,” said the illustrious personage.

‘“Then you will write that letter at once?”

‘“I will. But on one condition.”

‘“Another condition?”

‘“Yes.”

‘“Well, what is that condition? You have so many conditions that I begin to think the necklace will not be forthcoming after all. And, if it be not, by—”

‘“Do not excite yourself to anger, major. I give you my honour—”

‘“Your honour! Nonsense! What I want is, the jewel restored to its owner.”

‘“And it shall be, on condition that you will not be offended, grievously offended, with me for what I have done this day!”

‘“What is that?”

‘“Summon your good lady, and let her bear witness both for and against me.”

‘My husband opened the drawing-room door, and called out, “Bessie!”

‘As soon as I had made my appearance, Barrington stated the case— all that had transpired—with minute accuracy; nay, more, he acted the entire scene in such a way that it became a little comedy in itself; the characters being himself, myself, and the children, all of which characters he represented with such humour that my husband and myself were several times in fits of laughter. Barrington, however, did not even smile. He affected to regard the little drama (and this made it the more amusing) as a very serious business.

‘This play over, my husband again put to Barrington the question, “Will you write that letter at once?”

‘“Yes,” he replied, “I will; for I see that I am forgiven the liberty I was tempted to take.” And seating himself at the table he wrote:—

‘“Mr. Barrington presents his compliments to Mr.—, and requests that a sealed package, marked DN No.27, be immediately delivered to the bearer of this note. In the event of this request not being complied with, Mr. Barrington will have an opportunity ere long of explaining to Mr.—, in Sydney, New South Wales, that he (Mr.—) has been guilty of an act of egregious folly.”

‘Fourteen months passed away, when, one morning, my husband received a letter from a gentleman in the Colonial Office. He clapped his hands, cried “Bravo!” and then read as follows:—

‘“My dear Major,— The great pickpocket has been as good as his word. My lady is again in possession of her brilliants. Do whatever you can for Barrington in the Colony; but keep a sharp eye upon him, lest he should come back and once more get hold of that necklace.”

‘My husband sent to Barrington to inform him of the result of his letter, and he took an opportunity of asking the illustrious man if there were any other valuables which he would like to restore to the original owners.

‘“Thank you—no!” was the reply. “There are, it is true, sundry little articles in safe custody at home; but, as it is impossible to say what may be in the future, they had better for the present stand in my own name.”’


William Burrows

Tales of Adventure by a Log-Fire

1859

At a station not far from the Sandhurst Diggings, in the month of July, 185—, might have been seen a group of young men, wearing the uniform of the mounted police, seated in a log hut,—used as a cooking-house for the station,—round a large comfortable wood fire. It was a miserable rainy night, but as they were under orders to turn out as soon as required, and could not do what most of them would gladly have done, namely, go to their beds, they proposed to while away the time by communicating their experience of colonial life to one another. Fred W—, the oldest of the party, who had been in Sturt’s black police, and used to talk of the good old times, was unanimously called upon to commence, which he did in the following manner:—‘As you have called upon me, boys, to spin a yarn, I’ll do my best.’ Upon which, Bill H—, a merry little Irishman who had elected himself president, said: ‘Now, then! silence for Mr. Fred’s yarn; the first disturber goes out in the rain.’Those who smoked lit their pipes, Fred himself among the number, as he was an inveterate patron of the weed, and between the puffs he emitted, spun the following yarn:—

‘About ten years ago, when no gold had been discovered or even thought of, I was stationed at Horsham, a small place in the Wimmera District, and one day a report was made at the station that a shepherd’s wife had been criminally assaulted, and then murdered by a man who was, or had been, employed on the station to which the shepherd belonged. It was the husband himself who brought us the tidings, and I never saw a man in such an excited state. His account was, that he had been out as usual with his sheep, and on coming home found his wife lying dead, her skull fractured by the blow of an axe, and his child, an infant of six months old, lying on the door-step, its little head dashed to pieces, while marks of blood appeared on the door-step and post. The man to whom his suspicions pointed as the perpetrator of the horrid deed had called there the night before, on his way to the head-station to look for work, as he said; he had his supper, and after sleeping in the hut that night, took his breakfast in the morning before the shepherd went out, and he was still in the hut when the latter left it. When he came back, the traveller, as may be supposed, was nowhere to be seen. Leaving the description of his person with us, the poor bereaved shepherd went away. Now as I had seen the man he described only two days before, I was directed to dress in plain clothes, saddle my horse, and start, with orders to find him if possible, and not to mind how long I stopped away if I could get any traces of him. I accordingly rode from station to station, but could get no tidings of him anywhere; until on the fifth day of my search, I heard from a road-side hut that a man, answering the description of the one I was in search of, had passed there on his road to the Glenelg river. On the middle of the sixth day I thought I would try to get across a piece of scrub, near that place, to a station at which I knew I could pass the night, and as the bush was too thick to ride through fast with any degree of comfort, I walked my horse leisurely along until I drew near the river, and on the open ground my attention was drawn to a ‘miami’ composed of leaves and boughs; thinking it strange such a thing should be there—for it was evidently not made by the blacks—I tied up my horse to a stump, and cautiously approached. As I drew near I saw the colour of some clothes, and thinking my man might be the owner of them, I drew out a pistol, looked to the cap, and went up to the ‘miami’ very quietly, and sure enough there was the man himself asleep, with a pistol lying beside him. I immediately possessed myself of it, and then kicked his foot; he sprung up as if shot, and feeling in his coat for the pistol, found it gone. Holding out his hands he said, ‘Put on the darbies, I’m done for once; but if I had the pistol I would have shot you. I might as well be hung for a sheep as a lamb.’I handcuffed him, and took him to the squatter’s place for the night. I started next morning, and two days afterwards he was safe in gaol. He was hung, after confessing that he had killed the woman and beat the child’s head against the door-post; that he had gone through the bush the whole time after, and had only taken the road at the place I first heard of him.’

Fred having ended his narrative, called on Tom, an old stock-keeper, for his yarn, which he gave in, as nearly as possible, the following words:—

‘I was employed on a station about fifty miles from Swan Hill, and during the time I was there, had an opportunity of seeing how the bite of a venomous snake acts upon the human frame. One of the men had been asleep on his rug under a tree near the river, and was awakened by feeling something sharp run into his foot; on examining it, he saw two or three small punctures surrounded by a red ring. The foot feeling numbed, he took out his knife and made a number of scratches over the wounds until the blood came, and putting some gunpowder, which he luckily had with him, into the scratches, he set fire to it, having heard that burning the poison out in this manner was a good remedy. After doing this he started for the station, and a medical man, who fortunately happened to be on a visit to the place, came and prescribed suitable medicine, leaving orders with the men in the hut, that they should not allow him to sleep, as that was generally one of the effects the poison produced. After the doctor left, the man wanted to sleep, sure enough, but the others forced him to walk about the floor of the hut; towards morning he said that he felt all right, but they would not believe him; and, in spite of his protestations, they made him walk about until the doctor came again, who said that he might go to sleep now, and that there was no longer any danger. It was some time before he got well, and the place where he had been bitten festered, and discharged a great deal of matter, and a scar remains there to this day, of the size of a shilling.’ Here Tom pulled off his boot, and showed a scar on his foot, saying, ‘The man was myself, and I hope it will be a long time before a snake catches me asleep again.’

Another of the party named B—, next followed, and the remainder of the anecdotes were chiefly of notorious criminals. B— had been concerned in this exploit himself. A bushranger had been for some months the terror of all travellers, keeping the road as systematically as a turnpike-man, and levying his black mail far and near; and the detachment of police to which B— belonged had been for some days in search of him, and came up to him near a coffee tent, on the road to the diggings. He was mounted on a fine horse, which he had taken on loan, without leave, from some squatter. They immediately gave chase, and for some distance the bushranger kept the lead, until B—, who had the best horse of the party, came up pretty close to him, when, turning in the saddle, the fellow fired at B—; the ball whizzed very close to his head, cutting away a curl of hair, of which he was very proud, off his right temple. Seeing that his shot had not taken effect, he turned again; but this time B— stooped in the saddle, and heard the cap snap, but the pistol missed fire; before he could pull out another, B— was upon him, and pulling him off his horse by the coat-collar, gave him a fearful fall in the road. They caught his horse, and took him on it to the gaol; he shared the same fate as the man in the last story, as the first offence, for which they were in pursuit of him, was a capital one, and the shooting at the police made it far worse.

Every one seemed by this time anxious to relate an adventure; and R—, being next called upon, thus proceeded:— ‘There were two notorious convicts, named Bradley and Connor, who had escaped from Norfolk Island, or, as it was called, the ‘Ocean Hell,’ from the horrible characters who were sent there; they had made the master of a small coaster give them a passage to Port Philip, and landing near Mr. Bateman’s station, at Cape Shanck, they commenced their depredations, robbing a number of people, and stealing two horses and firearms. They killed one man at Brighton, about six miles from Melbourne, and set the police at defiance for some time, perpetrating their out-rages with apparent impunity. The whole of the police in the town and bush districts, after scouring the country far and wide, at length came up with them at Kane’s station, near the Mc Ivor diggings. The rascals fired at a cadet named Thompson, wounding him severely; and several shots having been exchanged, they were at length captured, brought to Melbourne, and exalted to their proper position in, or rather out of, society.’

C— was now summoned, and after a great many calls for silence by the self-made president, thus commenced his narrative:— ‘When I was stationed not far from here, word was brought in that a fight had taken place, the scene of which was the river Darling, and the combatants the blacks and police. The blacks had for some time been very troublesome, spearing the cattle and annoying the squatters on that river, so much so that it was determined to form a police-station at the house of a squatter named J—, and four men, an officer, and a sergeant, were told off, and started, with a good deal of unnecessary bragging, on the part of at least one of them, as to what they would do in the event of a fight.They arrived safely; and one night shortly after, loud yells were heard near the station. They turned out, and went to the place whence the noise proceeded. On their arrival they found a number of blacks collected together. On asking their business there, they received very insulting replies and gestures in return, accompanied with sundry agreeable promises of ‘waddying,’ ‘spearing,’ and the like. The end of this was that a black, in attempting to perform one of his threats, was shot, and the whole mob commenced fighting. Away rode the braggart when the row commenced, for the purpose, as he said, of bringing assistance. The blacks rushed on the officer, and the men charged amongst the blacks, and laid into them manfully, rescuing the officer, after he had been speared in the thigh, and dragged off his horse, after being ‘waddied’ pretty severely, so that his life was for some time despaired of. Several of the blacks also received severe wounds, and one was killed outright.’

When the comments on this adventure were finished, and they were rather numerous, as one or two knew the parties concerned, and had heard the story before, Jack L— proceeded to spin his yarn, the hero of which was a man called ‘Sydney Bill, the native,’ who was, as his name implies, a ‘corn-stalk,’ or native of Sydney, though of English parents. After a good schooling at the ‘Rocks,’ which are the Seven Dials of the antipodes, and a place where vice of every kind flourishes with tropical luxuriance, he made a short sojourn in the back slums of Melbourne to finish his education, and then turned out on his own account as bushranger, horse-stealer, &c., in all of which he was an adept, and used to boast that there was not a gaol in the country that he had not seen the inside of. The police were after him for a series of capital offences, and at length they came up with him at a deserted hut near Lexton.They ordered him to surrender, but Bill had no idea of that; and thinking, as he said, ‘that he might as well be shot as hung,’ he stood with his back against the wall, and, with a pistol in each hand, defied them to come and take him. Not wishing to cheat the hangman, they did not shoot him, as they might have done; but, while holding a parley, one of the constables suddenly rushed in upon him, and, seizing him by the legs, tossed him clean over his head. The pistols fell from his hands, exploding harmlessly, and the redoubtable Bill was soon on his way to visit another gaol. He met his richly-merited fate in the same manner as he met the police, daring to the last.

Tales of adventure now began to flow fast, and amongst them was narrated an anecdote of the notorious Melville, better known as the ‘Captain,’ who received a sentence of nearly thirty-two years for stealing a number of horses, or as a prisoner in a chain-gang once compendiously phrased it, on being asked what brought him there, ‘for stealing only a piece of rope?’ ‘Only a piece of rope,’ exclaimed his interrogator, ‘ah, sir, but there was a horse at the end of it, you must know!’ But to return to Melville. After he had been for some time in fine, airy lodgings in the ‘yellow frigates,’ as the hulks are called from their being painted yellow, he fancied he should like to get out; and he tried twice very hard to effect this. The first time he pretended to be suddenly inspired with very religious feelings, and wished to see the chaplain; and on the worthy gentleman coming into the cell to see this sinner, he politely requested his reverence to change clothes with him. The chaplain refused, gave the alarm, and Melville’s religious feelings and the chaplain vanished together! The next time he tried to cut a hole in the side of the ship with a saw, which he had obtained by some means, but he cut at the wrong place, and let the water in. He stood it very well until the water reached his knees, when he made an outcry for assistance, and was removed to safer quarters.

The next story related to a notorious rascal named ‘Gipsy Smith,’ so called from his appearance somewhat resembling that of a gipsy. This villain had been in custody several times, but always managed to escape; and one of these escapes is worth mentioning. He had been given in charge to one of the police to be taken to Ballarat and forwarded to town; after going some distance very quietly, they came to a publichouse, and the worthy Gipsy asked the constable to let him have ‘a drink;’ this was contrary to all rules, but the constable, good-naturedly, gave his consent, and tying his horse up outside the hotel they went in for their ‘nobblers,’ when the cunning vagabond induced the constable to remove his handcuffs for a few moments on the plea that they hurt him. Having gained this point, he made a snatch at the sword of the constable and cut at him; but he forgot that the constable had hold of the heavy steel scabbard, and the two had a regular stand-up fight for some minutes. Gipsy had met his match, and throwing down the sword, ran off; the horse broke his reins and did the same, taking with him the evidence of his rider’s folly, by the handcuffs being in the holster. The prisoner escaped, and the constable was severely punished; but Gipsy admitted on his trial that ‘he never received such a thrashing as he did with the scabbard.’ His last escape was in this way. At the police station at Mount Ararat there was a very active sergeant named Mc Nalty, who, having obtained information of Gipsy’s where-abouts, started with a constable named Moore, to apprehend him. Meeting him at a tent by the road-side, he took him prisoner, and when about to handcuff him, he showed fight. The sergeant and he were struggling on the ground outside, and Moore was trying to get him clear of his opponent, when a shot was fired from the tent, which took effect on poor Mc Nalty, killing him outright, a charge of slugs entering his chest, and Moore was wounded in the arm. Gipsy and his mate escaped, and 500l. was offered by the Government for his apprehension. A few weeks afterwards he was taken at Daisy Hill in the following manner:—A digger had seen a man who was well known to be one of Gipsy’s mates, at a store purchasing some provisions, and, on recognising him, he watched where he took the provisions to, and succeeded in tracing him to an old hut on the outskirts of the diggings. He immediately gave information, and an officer with a number of men, armed, and with orders to fire in case of resistance, went down to the hut. On their arrival they quietly surrounded it, and, looking through the chinks of the slabs, saw the men they wanted, asleep, with their arms, saddles, &c., in the hut beside them. Placing the police so that they could fire through the openings in case of resistance, he went in; and the ruffians, seeing that resistance was hopeless, allowed themselves to be ironed, and taken to the camp. It was a great satisfaction to know that the mate, being the man who fired the shot, was hung, and Gipsy himself sentenced to a long term of imprisonment in the hulks; so long, that if he survives it, he will be too old for any active mischief.

At the conclusion of this narrative, the sergeant’s voice was heard, crying—‘Turn out, lads!’ and there was a general rush to the stables. The rain had ceased, and the stars were shining clear and bright when they mounted their horses, and departed to watch a back line of road to the diggings, for some horse-stealers who were to pass that way with their ill-gotten animals.


Mary Fortune

The Dead Witness, or, The Bush Waterhole

1866

I can scarcely fancy anything more enjoyable to a mind at ease with itself than a spring ride through the Australian bush, if one is disposed to think he can do without any disturbing influence whatever from the outer world, for to a man accustomed to the sights and sounds of nature around him there is nothing distracting in the warble of the magpie or tinkle of the ‘bell bird’. The little lizards that sit here and there upon logs and stumps, and look at the passer-by with their heads on one side, and such a funny air of knowing stupidity in their small eyes, are such everyday affairs to an old colonist that they scarcely attract any notice from him, and even should a monstrous iguana dart across his path and trail his four feet length up a neighbouring tree, it is not a matter of much curiosity to him. A good horseman, with an easy going nag under him and plenty of time to journey at leisure through the park-like bush of Australia, has, to my notion, as good an opportunity of enjoying the Italians’ dolce far niente as any fellow can have who does not regularly lie down to it.

Something like all this was coming home to me as I slowly rode through the forest of stringybark, box, peppermint, and other trees that creep close up to the bold ranges which divide as it were into two equal portions the district of Kooama. I had passed fifteen miles of bush and plain without seeing a face or a roof, and now, having but a mile or two before making the station to which I was bound, I loosened the reins and let my horse take his own time. While, however, I thoroughly enjoyed the calm tranquility of nature so unbroken around me, and felt the soothing influence more or less inseparable from such scenes, I cannot exactly say that my mind was enjoying the same ‘sweetness of doing nothing’ as my body. My brain was busily at work, full of a professional case, on the investigation of which I was proceeding; still, thoughts of this kind cannot be said to trouble the mind, being as enjoyable to us, I dare say, as the pursuit of game to the hunter, or the search for gold to the miner.

The facts of the case were shortly these: a young photographic enthusiast, in search of colonial scenery upon which to employ his art, had taken a room in a public-house at the township of Kooama, in which he had arranged his photographic apparatus, and where he had perfected the views taken in trips to all the places within twenty or thirty miles that were likely to repay the trouble.The young fellow, who was a gentlemanly and exceedingly handsome youth of barely twenty years of age, became a general favourite at Kooama, his kindness to the children, especially in that out of the way township, endearing him to all the parents.

Well, one day this young artist, whose name was Edward Willis, left Kooama and returned no more. For a day or two the landlord of the house where he had put up thought but little of his absence, as he had upon more than one occasion before spent the night away on his excursions, but day after day passed, and they began to think it singular. He had himself expressed an intention of visiting some of the ranges to which I have alluded in search of some bolder ‘bits’ of scenery than he had yet acquired, but otherwise they had not the slightest clue to guide them in any attempted search for the missing youth. His decision to leave Kooama, if he had made one, must have been sudden, as nothing was removed from his room. Camera, chemicals, plates, and all the paraphernalia of a photographer’s handicraft, were still scattered about just as he had left them. A week passed away—a fortnight—consumed in guesses and wonders, and then came a letter from his mother in Adelaide to the landlord, inquiring the son’s whereabouts, as they were getting uneasy at not hearing from so regular a correspondent. Then it was considered time to place the thing in the hands of the police, and I was sent for. As I was proceeding through the bush then, at the leisurely pace I have described, I heard the loud crack of a stock whip ring out like the sharp report of a rifle between me and the ranges to my left, and shortly after I heard the sound of rapidly advancing horse’s hoof strokes, which was echoed and re-echoed from the rocks at either side of the horseman’s route.The sound came nearer and nearer, and at last a young man, mounted on a half thorough-bred, and attired like a stock-driver or overseer on a station, galloped into the road which I was following a few yards behind me. Here he pulled up, and was soon by my side.The freemasonry of bush travellers in Australia would scarcely admit of one passing another without speaking, on a road where one might journey for twenty miles without meeting a soul; so there was nothing singular in my addressing the newcomer with all the freedom of an old chum.
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