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Introduction


  






  THE FIRST, WHITE, native-born, Australians who came to maturity in the decades to 1850 have walked constantly with me but only as shadows. In libraries and manuscript rooms, in the faded pages of newspapers and journals, in the lectures of my colleagues or in conversations with others, they have been there, but shyly, and rarely did they speak for themselves. Often I thought that they scarcely knew who they were and, if they did, I wondered whether they rejoiced or felt ashamed. Sometimes, I went as far as to ask whether they were allowed to know that they were Australians and whether they were ever encouraged by those born elsewhere to think of themselves as Australians. Above all, I wondered what they thought and meant when they said to themselves, or to others, ‘I am an Australian’. Did it mean that they sensed a belonging to the land of their birth? Did it also mean that they felt a bond with all those who claimed to be part of, or to have become part of, the land and its people?




  Over time, I realised that the questions I was asking about those who were born here before 1850 are posed again and again in every generation. What do young people born in Australia of parents, one or both of whom are of Asian, Southern European, African or generally non-Nordic, non-Anglo or Celtic stock, think of being Australian? What are their reactions when they know that some of those whom they meet would prefer that their parents had never come to this land? Such matters are important to the young Australians of Asian origin in a climate engendered by the xenophobic and racist attitudes and comments by a minority of Australians. There is an abundance of evidence that the early native-born, 90 per cent of whom sprang from convict parentage, were made to feel second-rate and outsiders to society because of their parentage.




  Is it possible that the same thing can happen today so that even birth in this country, if one is born from stock that some find unacceptable, may tend to label native-born Australians as second-rate citizens of their native land? If that is the case, then history is simply repeating itself In another way also history appears to repeat itself Despite all the obstacles that had to be surmounted, from the days of early white settlement it has been possible for the great majority of those born elsewhere to settle in this land, to acquire Australian nationality and to become part of the community. A thinly-veiled proviso has been that they fit an acceptable norm. From the 1840s that norm increasingly included the requirement that the newcomer not be of Asian origin. To be acceptable in the penal era of early white Australia, it was necessary to be free from the taint of convictism, a taint which seeped down on to the children and grandchildren of the convicts.




  In order to set boundaries to my subject I decided to write about those born in New South Wales before 1850, whether their parentage was of convict origin, or whether they were born of those who had come free to the colony.1 That the mother colony, New South Wales, should form the focus of my study was natural in that I proposed to make a beginning on a subject with wider implications. It may be the case that what I have written will elicit a response in others who wish to see the work taken further. Van Diemen’s Land, in particular, will surely be a fertile field, given its convict origins, the presence of a dominant majority of convicts in the population and the long period of transportation to that island. Much in the way of useful knowledge will come from such a study. Indeed the case will be starker if it indicates that birth in the most wretched of convict establishments was a double jeopardy in comparison to birth in New South Wales, The other colonies were founded too late to fit into my period, but a study of the influx into them of the native-born, especially those of convict origin from both New South Wales and Van Diemen’s Land, may be rewarding. Comparative work to strengthen or weaken my argument could also be done on other societies with a convict basis. North America, French Guiana, New Caledonia, Singapore, Brazil and Bermuda, among others, had their penal past. How long did such societies remain stained by convictism?




  The much greater influx of free immigrants during the period of pastoral expansion in the 1830s and 1840s, and then in the wake of the gold discoveries in the 1850s, was a watershed that largely coincided with the final cessation of transportation to eastern Australia, The far higher number of free immigrants in the population meant that the native-born, as a distinctive minority, tended to fade into the greater whole. To that extent, 1850 is a chronological and demographic boundary that serves as a fitting end to my study. At the same time it would be illogical to exclude a person born early enough to reach maturity before 1850 but whose life and work extended beyond that date. Most of those I write of in these pages are in that category.




  A problem arose with those who were still in their infancy on arrival in New South Wales, A good example is James Martin, he of Martin Place in Sydney and who became an early premier of New South Wales, James was born in Ireland and arrived in Sydney in 1821 at the age of eighteen months before his consciousness of belonging anywhere except within his family had taken shape. In much of the rest he was like the native-born in that he was raised and educated in the colony and felt that he was part of the Australian whole. There is, nevertheless, a difficulty, James Martin was able to reply, if asked the question, that he was not born in New South Wales but in Ireland, That Martin considered himself to be totally Australian was not relevant because birth in Australia marked one out as different in the eyes of those who controlled power, wealth and social standing in colonial New South Wales, It was not what Martin thought himself to be, but what others thought of him, that mattered. He was not native-born and that fact immediately clarified two vital things. He could not be tainted with convict blood and his origin in part of the then British Isles was a further mark in his favour, I have included him because his career illustrates the validity of my general argument.




  A dominant, even if seemingly underlying, question within colonial society in the early period of settlement was that of the alienation of the land. The matter was double-pronged. The initial step was to take away the land from those to whom it had belonged. To whom then was it given? ‘Given’ is the right word because, before the late 1820s, the Crown gave away the land, From the very beginning the attitude of the authorities, both in London and Sydney, resulted in granting land in the greatest measure to the favoured, the powerful and the wealthy. Before Governor Lachlah Macquarie’s time in office, 1810–21, the claims of the native-born to land were scarcely recognised at all and he did only a little to alleviate their situation. Governor Brisbane, 1821–25, brought about slight improvements but, except for those who were able to acquire a meagre forty to sixty acres, and the fortunate few whose circumstances allowed them to acquire more, the majority of the native-born remained as landless as the Aborigines. In effect, the land was taken from the old black Australians, but it was not given to the new white Australians.




  Consequently, although they did not suffer the same deprivation as the Aborigines who lost almost all, the growth of a relationship with the land, or one of belonging to it, could only come about in other ways than by land ownership among most of the native-born. For them, that relationship had perforce to stem fundamentally from the original fact of their nationality based on birth. In effect, they could, and did, claim to be Australians because they were born here. What the vast majority of them could not claim was to possess any part of the land. Nevertheless, they sensed their oneness with the land in its physical manifestation in sea, coast, mountain, river and plain, in its fauna and flora, its abundance, vulnerability and scarcity, in its tender welcome or harsh rejection. All this was as natural to the great majority of the white native-born as it was to the Aborigines. Like them, the native-born did not need to possess the land through individual and private ownership. Its spirit was their birthright.




  The attitude taken towards the native-born by the authorities was in itself enough to ensure that they did not share in the carving up of New South Wales which then made up about a half of the continent. Except for those who were made very small grants of a few acres, often in areas from which the first white grantees had already departed, the native-born did not become the owners of New South Wales. As distinct from the native-born, the majority of the free settlers, who received over 95 per cent of the land, felt little or no bonds with it, or with its original inhabitants, in the early colonial period of white settlement. To them, to carve it up and apportion it out, sometimes to exhaust and rape it, to drive from it by direct or indirect means those to whom it had once been central to existence itself, became part of the natural order of things.




  The native-born, because they held so little land in proportion to their number, were never significant as landowners or, subsequently, as squatters. Therefore, they were much less involved in the process of land alienation from the Aborigines and not motivated in the same way to use violent means to drive them from it. Furthermore, stemming from their own innate sense of birth in the same land, many of the native-born (John Batman and Hamilton Hume are two examples) generally had much more humane and precious relations with the Aborigines than did the convicts, emancipists and free immigrants. Added to the factors of birth and landlessness was a common sense of inferiority. To the degree that the Aborigines were regarded as partaking of the lot of common humanity, they were seen, and put, on the lowest step of the ladder of the human race in early Australia. One rung above them stood the native-born. When later Australians think about that vital period of land alienation before the 1850s, with the ensuing decimation—physical, cultural and spiritual—of the Aborigines, it is not the first white Australians, the native-born, that they ought to hold responsible for the initial act of white invasion and its later consequences.




  Unlike the Aborigines, the native-born were never able to live from the land. Any attempt to do so on their part would have been regarded as animality, not aboriginality, because the way of life of the Aborigines was neither understood nor accepted at the time. Therefore, the native-born were unable or reluctant to weave into their cosmology some of the precious elements of that ancient one that had sustained the Aborigines throughout their existence on this continent. Understandably, they inherited and adopted the customs, beliefs and traditions of the established white society in such things as food and dress, even if the distinctive cabbage-tree hat became common among some of them. A few things—their attitude to authority, their sense of a shared commonality and their loyalty to each other—sealed them as different, but not in a way that helped them gain either acceptance or respect as Australians.




  It is not possible to know the native-born without some knowledge of the world they lived in. Education, religion, the economy, statistics, the growth of primary and secondary industries, the convict settlement and its apparatus, all these things and more helped to make up that world. It was also made by those who were the leaders of thought or of public opinion in early colonial Australia. Thus it is important to know what those leaders thought of the world they were determined to shape according to a British model. Whom did they think they were and what role did they have? What did they think Australia was and what was its future to be? They decided the norms that formed the cultural and social boundaries of the world the native-born grew up in and whose problem was to find an appropriate place and role within it. This all adds up to the fundamental questions of what people thought of the native-born and to what degree the dominant attitudes helped to shape what it was to be an Australian.




  Frequently, the contemporary assertion was made that the native-born were unpleasantly and forcibly Australian and that, to them, even its landscape was beautiful. Yet it is a fact that so many who came to Australia in the early days remarked on its harshness. Could it be that Australia’s first published poet, Charles Tompson, was dreaming when he looked back twenty years and remembered the former beauty of the valley near his home at Castlereagh as it swept down to the Nepean River?2 He said that, by the 1820s, The rude invasions of the spoiling axe’ had robbed the valley of its native beauty. A forest of exotic trees had been planted there so that civilisation




  Drives Nature’s beauties from their seat away, And plants a train less lovely far than they; The landscape shines beneath a borrowed hue, But graceless more, and difFrent from the true.3




  It was surely worth asking whether such an attitude, one some might call aggressively Australian, was merely based on fantasy. Is it possible that it was a reflection of an enforced sense of inferiority brought about by the factors at work in their society to which the native-born were forced to react, sometimes in an exaggerated manner? To go some part of the way to know the truth on that matter may help to explain the persistence of an attitude that some still find puzzling, painful or offensive.




  On all these things some light is shed by reading the governors’ dispatches to and from Britain in the Historical Records of Australia, the journals of those who came to live in the colony, the accounts of others who visited it, and the secondary sources by scholars who studied that society and made an estimate of it.4 At the same time I had to try to get inside the society on an immediate basis and ask my own questions. A useful avenue proved to be the newspapers of the day and especially the Sydney Gazette, which began as a government-sponsored organ in 1803 when the first generation of native-born were just reaching their teens. It wound up in 1842, close to the end of my period. The Gazette was initially docile, as befitted an official government publication, but, in general, and especially from 1824 when it was no longer censored, it tried to steer a middle course within the society of New South Wales by attempting to see local questions with some detachment from factions. Thus, it suited my purpose as a point of departure and it kept its promise through forty years in over 2000 editorials, as well as letters to the editor, the court cases, the advertisements, the poetry and sport, and sometimes even the shipping news that was so important to a distant colony.5




  To write about the native-born in the abstract, although perhaps of some value, would be to leave them as mere phantoms. Their story had to be told through their lives, but how is it possible to give flesh to phantoms? It is sufficiently difficult to arrive at precise estimates as to their numbers, and one contemporary commentator asserted that they were not counted among the white inhabitants, except as ‘free vagabonds’. During the governorship of William Bligh, 1806–10, when the majority of them were of illegitimate birth, they were known simply as ‘National Children’ which was truly a fitting description. Although there are some doubts about the accuracy of the census of New South Wales taken at the respective musters of 1817 and 1828, the native-born were about a quarter of the population, 4000 out of 17 000 in 1817 and 9000 out of 37 000 in 1828. By the latter date it was still the case that less than 10 per cent of them were born of parents who had come free to the Colony. By that time also, the native-born were double the number of free immigrants, but by 1850 they had only a slight majority of 81 000 to 77 000 and that majority was completely swamped by the influx of fortune-seekers following the discovery of gold in 1851.6




  So it is clear that numbers are not the problem. The native-born were a substantial proportion of the population by 1817 when some of them were in their late twenties. The obvious source of information on those among them who managed to achieve some standing in society was the Australian Dictionary of Biography. Using round figures for the first two volumes covering the period 1788 to 1850 there are 1116 individuals whose lives made them worthy of inclusion. Among them there are twelve entries for those born in New South Wales. Three of them, John Batman, James Kelly, and Horatio Wills, were of convict parentage. In the second period, 1851 to 1890, of the 2053 entries 213 were born in New South Wales of whom twenty-six were of convict parentage. It seemed to be a sufficient handicap to be born in Australia were one to aspire to being remembered by posterity. It was a far greater handicap to be born with the stain of convictism in one’s blood. Even taking into account the difficulties placed in their path in respect of the acquisition of land or education, it remains true that a very small proportion of the native-born left a lasting mark on New South Wales. Their convict parents are in another category and sometimes one hears it said that the emancipists did very well in New South Wales. Almost 170 000 convicts came to Australia. Much less than one in a thousand, 146, are in the first six volumes of the ADB. That the great majority of the emancipists who became prominent followed the path of business and commerce is understandable. Other worlds were not open to them.




  It is principally in the ADB that I have found the material needed to give flesh to some of the native-born. The others, the nameless ones, are seen so rarely in other sources, whether printed or in manuscript, that they cannot come alive now. That I have also been able to consult the files of the ADB containing sources of great value has added considerably to my knowledge of the people about whom I have written.




  Of greater significance than their material success in this analysis is the degree to which the native-born thought of themselves as distinctively Australian and, if they did so, what did it mean to them? Furthermore, did their consciousness of being Australian imply that they wanted to develop a society based on norms that were in any sense explicitly Australian, as distinct from those inherited from the British Isles? Among the first generation it is understandable that little thought of differences entered the minds of the native-born. William Charles Wentworth, their leader, saw no further than insisting that here society would replicate what he knew to be the norms long since established in Britain, among them a class system based on wealth and property. By the 1830s some few of the native-born were raising their voices for a new Australian society but they remained generally unheard. With the large growth in population during the gold rushes those voices were muted, not to be heard again until the 1890s.




  To some Australians, the meaning of that distant past from 1788 to 1850 and the lives of the people who inhabited it may seem of little moment. Yet, if the essence of being an Australian was born, shaped and nurtured among the first generations of native-born it is to them that we must go to understand our origins and the things that shaped us as a nation. In addition, many of the fundamental questions of today go back to their day. They may not have asked them as we do but, in essence, they faced what we face and it is good for us to know their responses. What are our relations with the Aboriginal Australians, whose being has been entwined with our continent for at least 60 000 years? What basis in human rights is our Federal Constitution to have? What is to be the shape of our state and how are our relations with other nations to be worked out? What is the web of our community and are wealth and class its fundamental underpinnings? We might even ask whether there were sound reasons why a writer in the Sydney Gazette in 1832 looked forward with great enthusiasm to the inhabitants of Australia in 2032 still remaining loyal servants of a distant Crown. Finally, and above all, the native-born were forced to ask themselves who they were and what it meant to belong to the land and to each other. The time has come to ask that question again.




  Too frequently, when the people who form a nation begin to ask themselves what it is that defines them from others they look inwardly. They seek defining characteristics that are supposed to distinguish them from others. In so doing it often happens that they see in themselves characteristics which urge them to think of themselves as better than others. This way of thinking lies at the heart of nationalism and it is too frequently divisive, both within the community in which it grows and in regard to others who do not belong to it and with whom adverse comparisons can be made. In that way nationalism can lead to the idea that one’s own nation and people are superior in some respects to others. Consequently, it can erect barriers between people and it has often been a breeding ground for racism, war and conquest. The twentieth century has been witness to the truth that nationalism, when judged by its almost inevitable fruits, is an evil of seemingly limitless proportions.




  Although the words nationalism and nationality were rarely used in the time of the first native-born Australians, the reality expressed in both was present and it is useful to attempt to understand it. No one ever asks me what my nationalism is. No one ever asks me what the characteristics are that make me different from people of other nations. Yet I have often been asked to state my nationality and I can only reply with the simple ‘I am an Australian’. In that reply I have clearly stated where I belong and among whom I am accepted as belonging. It is an answer that is understood with ease both within and outside my country. Nationality is an instinctive reality having nothing to do with imagined, or even partially real, national characteristics which, in any case, change over time and especially in their absurdity. Englishmen in the sixteenth century were thought by the Italians to be amorous. Three centuries later the reverse was true.




  Nationality is not subject to change but only to intensity because it states a simple relationship, a bond that leads to solidarity. It says nothing about race, colour, social status, religion or any other factor that can be divisive. It simply tells the other something vital about who and what I am. It says, ‘Here I belong, these are my people’. Were I an immigrant with my birthplace in another land, I could have become naturalised, meaning that I would have acquired all the rights, privileges and duties of those who were born in Australia, In that sense I would answer with the same words to a question on my nationality in that I would belong to Australia and to its people. That would not mean any obligation to relinquish the bonds with the land and the culture in which I was born.7




  It is well not to leave this introduction without acknowledging that, in Australia today, to write about the native-born may invoke responses that are unworthy and perhaps destructive of social harmony. It may even give to some an excuse to make the false and harmful claim that only those born in Australia can become genuine Australians. It is enough to turn to the early native-born to realise that their treatment as outsiders and second-raters in their homeland made them conscious of the weight put upon the place of birth by some others. That consciousness did not lead them to take a negative stance against others born here, even if their ancestry was outside the matrix culture of the British Isles. Provided they were given equality of opportunity and the respect which was their right as human beings, the native-born wanted nothing more than to be Australians. They would want to extend that great courtesy to all the new comers, to the immigrant of long standing and to the one who came to these shores but yesterday. The majority of the native-born treated the Aborigines as fellow-Australians while fully aware of the lowly rank granted to anyone of Aboriginal birth in colonial society. To honour the memory of the native-born and to uphold the values they cherished, we must do likewise.




  Some readers may be struck, perhaps even offended, by a tendency to idealise the native-born in my narrative. It is only explicable in the context of an attempt to understand the world in which they had to struggle against heavy obstacles to win acceptance. In so doing I confess that I probably manifest a characteristic, said to be typically Australian, of giving ‘a fair go’ to the underdog. In their struggle for recognition and acceptance, the native-born became men and women with all the failings of humanity and, in some instances, those failings were accentuated. Their principal victory was to achieve a measure of integrity as the first white Australians. I acknowledge with happiness that with them there stood others who came free to New South Wales and, like them, learnt to be one with the land and its people. May it always be so.




  
1 ‘I am an Australian’


  






  THE TOWNSHIP CALLED SYDNEY, open to the sky, sea and earth that clothed its harbour of exquisite beauty, was a prison. Hence it was a place where statistics were a weighty matter. Indeed, it is probable that no people at any time or in any place were ever before so counted, measured, assessed and recorded, together with their meagre possessions, their physical surroundings and their day-to-day life. In that settlement of frail tents the statistic called a birth, with the coming into life of a tiny being, started a new thing in the annals of humanity. There, in the year 1788, the first native, white Australians, twenty-eight of them, were born. They were the children of convict mothers, but their fathers were sometimes unknown. Their births were events of small moment in the grand design of things, yet they added another dimension to the wondrous reality of parenthood. Those children were the first, white, native-born of a new nation and the first who could say of themselves, ‘I am an Australian’. In the beginning none of them knew what a nation was. The name of their place was not Australia. It had several names: New Holland, New South Wales, or, more commonly, Botany Bay.




  David Collins, who had accompanied Governor Arthur Phillip on 21 January 1788 when he examined Port Jackson with a view to transferring the First Fleet from Botany Bay to a more suitable location, later wrote of the decision to settle at a small cove in the harbour:




  The spot chosen [for the settlement] was at the head of a cove, near the run of fresh water, which stole silently along through a very thick wood, the stillness of which had then, for the first time since the creation, been interrupted by the rude sound of the labourer’s axe, and the downfall of its ancient inhabitants; a stillness and tranquillity which from that day were to give place to the voice of labour, the confusion of camps and towns, and ‘the busy hum of its new possessors’.1




  By the end of 1788 there were about one thousand white inhabitants of New South Wales clustered in the small settlements of Sydney, Parramatta and Norfolk Island.




  The statistics of the infant colony suffered a grievous fault in their accuracy because there were other children born there in 1788 who were never numbered. Their mothers, dark in skin, agile in form even in their late pregnancy, stepped bravely out and alone into the nearby bush to give birth to a child. Such was the way mothers gave birth among the people of the ancient land, a custom they had followed for many more than 2000 generations because, to them, birth was a matter between mother and child. The sense of kin, the entwining of being with place, the oneness of all created reality already vibrated in the essence of those black children. To them, there was never a need to explain belonging. They had no understanding of the time-frame of the whites so that 1788 meant nothing to them, nor did they need to know the name given by the newcomers to the place of their birth. For them it was enough to come to consciousness in that place and to know that it was their birthright. Among their people, the Cadigal and the other Aboriginal bands around the harbour, the place originally called Albion and then Sydney, had its own name or names. Some of them such as Tarra, Warrang, Tobegully, Woccanmagully and Yurong have come down to posterity.2




  At their birth the black children inherited a precious legacy that had been passed on, added to and enriched over the generations. Through that legacy the Aborigines had preserved their history back to the very dawning of the Dreamtime when all things had their origin. Into their Dreaming the ever-developing expression of their culture, past and present were woven, together with all the values of intricate and sacred relationships between individuals, families and other bonds—love, marriage, birth and mourning for the dead. In it too there were strands of a darker hue because the Aborigines were not free of hatred, despair, lust and other wounds in the human spirit. Among them the struggle to avoid evil and do good was always present and around it sanctions were woven to punish the evil doer.




  The Dreaming formed a cosmology of the heavens at night, of landscape, flora and fauna in which the totality of place ever remained personal because the people of the land were interconnected and related to all else. In that manner, for the Aborigines, the land and all within it had no existence separate from their own being. The land did not belong to them; rather, they belonged to it so that their spirits were enveloped in shore and river, tree and shrub, rock and mountain range, bird and mammal. Around the Dreaming and flowing from it there were elaborate rituals of dance, music and song, of traditions passed on in word, symbol and gesture, and these life-sustaining forms were often expressed visually in caves and on bark. Finally, there was a belief in beings who were already there when all things began. Among the whites it was called religion but they were unable to divine its presence among the Aborigines.




  The white child inherited much also, even though it was as of yesterday in time. Their cosmology stretched back to a mystical garden in a land shrouded in myth, but its reality began only with Moses who was born up to 60 000 years later than the origins of the Dreamtime.3 That legacy also had its own great richness which was preserved in rudimentary form among the majority of those of lowly origin who had come to Botany Bay as convicts. In the villages and hamlets, as well as in the cities, the Judaic and Christian tradition was made real and vital with legends, fairy tales and stories that came down through the generations and spoke of relationships to place and people. Yet, for the white children, born into a much older and alien land, the understanding of the world and of the past to which their parents belonged suffered in meaning and was weakened at its core. Its existence was filtered through lenses peering over vast distances and it was peopled by foreigners in lands that had no reality to them. As they grew in years and consciousness they heard more and more of the lands from which their parents had come. Distance itself created its own unbridgeable barrier and the great majority of them would never cross the oceans of the unknown.




  The only stories their parents could tell them of the new place were of the long and perilous voyage to it, the landing, the want and misery of the starving years and, in the case of most of them, their first experiences as prisoners. There were other parents, few in number, who were different from the convicts. They were the guardians of the prison. In neither case were there many tales to tell to children who looked for happier memories. As a result of this combination of dark circumstances, the legacy handed to the native-born always lacked substance. The fact that the universality of Christianity as a common brotherhood was weakened in a prison meant that the stories of the Christ who had suffered for all, irrespective of race or colour, often paled into a repetition of unsubstantiated mythology. How was it even possible at Easter to explain to those children the joy of the Resurrection, celebrated in the Christian liturgy with prayer and song expressing an expectation and hope mirrored in the visible garments of spring, when all about them were the signs of impending winter?




  Unconscious of the distinctions based on colour, in the first years black child grew up alongside white child in and about the township of Sydney and at the settlement near Parramatta sixteen miles inland from Sydney. In both places many of the Aborigines took up a kind of permanent residence near to the whites, often in a quest for food and drink. Mrs Elizabeth Macarthur, who had arrived on the Second Fleet in mid-1790, wrote in March 1791, ‘The natives visit us every day, more or less. Men, Women, and children, they come with great confidence, without spears or any other offensive weapons.’ She went on to speak of Daringa, wife of Coleby, who had recently given birth to a ‘child [who] thrives remarkably well’. At first, Daringa seemed ‘feeble and faint’ but recovered well and in her Elizabeth discovered ‘a softness and gentleness of manner’ that captured her affection.4 Nevertheless, in their different ways, the children grew up as natives of the same place with all the common bonds of a shared humanity. They breathed the same air, the same storms drenched their dwelling places, the same hot sun dried their hair and they subsisted from the same earth and water. In the ways of nature they were one in their origin, so that each of them, white and black, could be called by the simple word natives.




  Yet, like all simplicities, the meaning of the word native had its own complexities which were to bore down upon the white children. Like the black children, in the fibres of their being an understanding of belonging was also deeply etched because, to them, nothing was strange about the physical reality of their birthplace. For them, as for the black children, there was the pulse of new life with the first golden pods of spring bursting forth at a time when the leaves of autumn were falling in the chills of the far north. Although their elders complained when the summer heat seemed extreme, the mildness of the air about them was such that the children did not suffer unduly from the cold even when the rain came down in torrents, nor were the extremes such that they felt weary in the heat. In that mildness there was also a light with a purity and clarity that darkness could scarcely dispel, so the light was spoken of when in other places the long darkness dominated consciousness. The sky at night let them see its glory with the redemptive emblem of the Cross, but only those adults who had experienced the difference knew that the Cross was not visible in Dante’s ‘widowed world’ of the north.




  After the first years, during which want struck at all, high and low, an abundance of food, fruit, vegetables and meat gradually replaced the fare of the lean years. The white children were able to grow into their youth with strength and physical purpose, and they commonly lacked an understanding of a world where scarcity in those things necessary for life had too frequently been the yardstick of their parents’ existence. They suffered no confinement because space was always there for them to run, hide, jump and laugh in its seemingly limitless extent. They could explore the bush around them and find a world filled with birds of wondrous colours whose song was strange and discordant only to others’ ears. The air was filled with the incessant signals of the male cicadas beating their abdominal drums, but the sound became a mere overtone to the orchestra of nature. To alien eyes, veritable sports of Mother Nature, the kangaroo, possum, lyrebird, platypus and many varieties of snakes inhabited the nearby bush of creeks, rusty gums, acacias, casuarinas and cabbage tree palms. Along the harbour grew reeds and rushes while, among the rocks, the sweet oysters were abundant for the taking. No one could tell the native-born that their world was without its appeal to the senses when they could see the wild flowers bloom in spring or scent the richness that came from the white flowers of the tea trees. To tell them further that they were at the Antipodes, with those of other lands walking upright above them, would have been a nonsense. They too walked upright in their own place.




  Above all, the native-born were people of the water because Sydney was wedded to its harbour. Around Sydney Cove and along the vital artery of the Tank Stream, which ran into the Cove, the little settlement huddled and, when the first streets were made, they led away from or ran along the Cove. Beyond the Cove the harbour, called Port Jackson, stretched out to the protecting heads and within its mighty reaches, which could have held a thousand ships, there was a sense of safety for the whites which kept its promise for over 150 years. Only the blacks, from long familiarity with its waters and the places of the fish, could fully exploit the richness of the harbour. Nevertheless, the white native-born also fished it, bathed in it, some of them swam there despite the sharks, and boated on its waters as if its element was their own. In later years, when the anniversary of their parents’ arrival took place, they claimed their right to the harbour by winning the races in the regatta. In all these ways, the harbour with its beaches, quiet coves, longer stretches and the Parramatta River that flowed into it was the hub around which revolved the world of the native-born. Their place was Sydney and they were harbour-siders.
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    Sydney Harbour, New South Wales, south view, wood engraving, early 1820s
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  Those who travel carry baggage. In the baggage of many who came to Sydney in 1788, and for the next sixty years, there was a hidden parcel of great weight. They were felons and their baggage was called felonry. In Great Britain, comprising England, Scotland and Wales and, from 1801, Ireland also, the sacredness of private property had assumed much and increasing importance. That importance was enhanced by the fact that the possession of any significant amount of property, whether in land, money or goods, was increasingly narrowed to fewer in the population than had been the case in earlier and more co-operative times. Some of those in straitened circumstances, a situation in which the majority of urban dwellers found themselves, augmented by a rural poor deprived of land, turned to the property of others for their very existence. Indeed it also became the case that some women in their extremity, to whom the instincts of nature fittingly proposed that the abuse of their own persons was abhorrent, were so reduced that they sold the one commodity males were inclined to buy from them, their bodies. They were known as prostitutes and their act was said to be one of criminality.




  In London, Liverpool, Manchester, Dublin, Cork, Limerick, Belfast, Glasgow, Edinburgh, Cardiff, and other places swollen by a displaced rural poor, as well as in the villages of the countryside, theft and robbery increased in a manner that alarmed property owners. They drew little comfort from the fact that the act of depriving them of some portion of their goods was rarely accompanied by violence. The law, with a myriad of variations on its original simplicity, was at hand and, at that, in the hands of the propertied because the law was an agency the poor had no control over. The death sentence for violation of the law in regard to property became increasingly common and especially so in respect of those who, emboldened by previous successes or perhaps rendered reckless by necessity, turned repeatedly to crime even though it was usually of a petty nature.




  Such were the numbers convicted of breaking the property laws by acts of theft and robbery of goods frequently worth little indeed (on some occasions only a handkerchief or a similar trifle was at stake) that it seemed to some people, whose humanity remained intact, that the forfeiture of life was an excessive sanction to apply to the transgressors. It was difficult to equate life with life in such circumstances and it is not surprising that juries, and frequently judges also, were unwilling to find or act upon verdicts of guilty demanding the death penalty, especially when the alternatives of imprisonment or banishment, requiring transportation beyond the seas, were at hand. The groaning, filthy prisons and the hulks on the Thames could not hold the guilty in the home countries and North America, in the wake of cutting its bonds with Britain, refused to take them, so another place had to be found. Such a place was on offer at a very suitable distance of 12 000 miles to the far south from which, it was confidently expected, few would ever return. The more obscure reasons for its choice could be left to the scholars of a later age, many of whom proved unwilling to accept that anything less than grand plans of state, whether political, strategic or economic, could honourably be involved. As for the criminals, they took up their scanty baggage, boarded ship and departed to Botany Bay, grieving to leave loved ones and beloved land, but glad to have escaped the noose or continued imprisonment under vile conditions.




  The majority of the 170 000 convicts transported to Australia from 1788 to 1868 were unmarried, aged fifteen to twenty-five, and were under a seven-year sentence which was, effectively, a life sentence of banishment from the motherland. Crimes against property made up about 80 per cent of convictions although, contrary to mythology, poaching was less than 1 per cent. The remarkable thing is that crimes against the person, such as murder and rape and other forms of physical savagery, were less than 3 per cent which indicates a reluctance among petty criminals to engage in violence. The females, in a ratio of one to six of the males, were almost all former domestics except for the 13 per cent of them who had been labelled as prostitutes. Among the 50 000 Irish transportees at least two-thirds were convicted for theft, which again destroys the mythology that saw most of the Irish as political prisoners. In fact, except for the first fifteen years, and especially in the wake of the Rising of 1798 when the proportion reached one-third, the overall number of political prisoners among the Irish was one-fifth. That minority was generally composed of men of high principle and integrity to whom thievery was abhorrent, but the Irish did not vary significantly from the English in their background except in their predominantly rural origins and their religion.5




  Long after the few material elements in their baggage had rotted away, the convicts remained unable to shake off the invisible badge which proclaimed that they had come to New South Wales as criminal outcasts. For a few years after 1788 there were reasons why no deep cleavage in society took place. In contrast to the normal confines of a prison, where all except the warders were branded with the same mark of criminality, there was a difference in Sydney and its environs. Enclosed in the early years by the impassable barrier of the Blue Mountains to the west, the inhospitable bush to north and south and the sea to the east, Sydney was unquestionably a prison but one in which those who had come there free were also confined. For a time the free, few in number, mixed by force of circumstances with the felons. Furthermore, in the early years, the demands requiring discipline, ingenuity, hard work and fortitude as prerequisites for survival were common to all, so that a kind of primitive bond held the fabric of the infant society together.




  Gradually, in the evolving system called transportation, it came about that there were many convicts to whom confinement was unknown. Some were granted a ticket of leave consequent upon good behaviour, by which they were able to move within a specified area, take work, accumulate some meagre possessions, found a family and hence a home and eventually, again dependent on their conduct, achieve their freedom. As time went on, the governor frequently granted pardons to well-behaved convicts, including some under life sentences of transportation, and more especially to those who had rendered worthwhile services to government. There were those also who, with the effluxion of time, had paid their penalty of seven or fourteen years, and thus were added to the roll of the free. All of these were known as emancipists, a description that had its origins in the slave system of the Roman Empire and was used of those who had been set free from the bond of slavery. There was no possible way in which a slave could claim freedom by right, earn it by good conduct or the passing of time. Freedom for the slave came solely as a gift from the master or owner. To be a convict in New South Wales was not to be a slave, yet those who had been convicts there were given a name implying former slavery. The use of the name emancipist revealed the depths of an attitude which some in authority, and many among the free, took decades to shake off. To them, in effect, once a convict, always a convict, even when freedom was won with integrity and dignity. That was the true baggage four-fifths of the early population carried through life at Botany Bay. The starker tragedy was the passing down of the baggage to innocent generations.6




  In the beginning there was a possibility of bonding with the blacks. They had survived generation after generation in a land that seemed so frequently inhospitable to the whites with its thin, sandy or rocky soil, its unfamiliar pests, and its seasonal ravages of drought, flood or fire. To understand the land and its offerings of sustenance, and to live from it as the blacks were able to do, was outside the competence of the whites to many of whom aboriginality was seen as closely allied to animality. It was, however, accepted that Aboriginal women shared a basic element with other females in their sexuality which resulted in frequent congress between the races and especially in the case of convict males and black women, given the disproportionate ratio between the sexes among the convicts. That such did not result in the foundations of a Creole race, as happened in other parts of the colonised world, is less explicable. The important factor that deterred the authorities and the free from recognising that children born from such unions were part with them in a common humanity was their combined parenthood of black mother and convict father. In that way it happened that the baggage of convictism was also passed on to those children of the convicts. Known by 1836 as half-castes, their legacy and burden was greater by far than those of the white children because they suffered from a grievous infamy which blighted the lives of their own children for generations. In essence they were in double jeopardy because they were black and their fathers were convicts. The vast majority of them flitted through the pages of history as their forebears had done through the bush, leaving only faint traces of their passing.7




  The two elements of birthplace and parentage combined to make the white children of the convicts a race apart. They were born at Botany Bay, a name that was retained by those who wanted to remind others of the slur cast on a land designated as a place to which convicts were sent. For those who were among the one in ten of the native-born whose parents had come free to Botany Bay there was always the possibility of having an upbringing with some minimal marks of refinement, achieving an education, even if only a colonial one, being accepted in society, and marrying within it, as well as receiving adequate land grants from the government. For the others such possibilities scarcely existed, but more importantly, the fullness of their origins could not be hidden. They bore in their very being the arrow-like mark of convictism that could not be erased. For generations into the future their descendants would go to great lengths to conceal that mark. Perhaps that stain was a relic of the classical education of some of those who ruled them, both afar in London and in Sydney itself. The Greek tragedian Aeschylus (525–456 B.C.) held that the taint of criminality lasted for generations and his writings were part of the mental parcel of the English upper classes. The mark of Cain went back to the very origins of the race, while it was not uncommon in some societies to sear a lifelong brand into the flesh of a criminal The native-born in New South Wales needed no visible brand if either of their parents, or both, had been convicts.




  The essence of a thing is sometimes found in its name when it is used as a descriptive term and in early New South Wales much hesitancy was evident in giving a name to the native-born, whether black or white. Some of these difficulties about a name arose because, for the first thirty years, it was not possible to use the name Australian or Australians of them. New Holland, or more precisely New South Wales, was used in official documents and Australia, as a name for the continent, was not officially put forward as an alternative to New Holland until 1817. Australia, originally applied to the newly discovered South Land by Spanish and Dutch mariners in the early seventeenth century, had been used publicly in Sydney without recognition since at least 1813, as an ode in the Sydney Gazette of that year proves. In his ‘Effusions of Gratitude’ Michael Massey Robinson, emancipated convict and the eventual recipient of two cows from the government herd for his services as ‘Poet Laureate’ of New South Wales, thanked the home nation:




  For the Genius of Britain sent forth a decree




  That her sons should be exiled—once more to be free!




  In consequence of their exile, those sons (daughters are not mentioned) voyaged forth




  An Asylum to find on Australia’s rude Shore.8




  In the event, given the increasing prevalence of the use of the name Australia, Governor Lachlan Macquarie in 1817, following the example of Matthew Flinders, cartographer and navigator, hoped that Australia would be used in future, and such became the case.9 The name was expressive, graceful and also apt because it summed up that longing of the centuries in the north to prove that there existed a terra australis, a southern land which would counterbalance the known world and give symmetry to the earth.




  Yet, in the northern hemisphere, there had long been a reluctance to accept that, even were such a land to exist, it could or would be peopled. The idea of the Antipodes as a land, or lands with ‘men that have theyr fete ayenst our fete’ was rejected in the fifth century as theoretically impossible by Augustine because, even if such a place existed, no one could have or would be able to travel there. Furthermore, it was both evident to the senses and confirmed by the Bible that rain fell down, whereas in the Antipodes, presumably, it would have to fall upwards. In the eighth century Pope Zachary threatened to excommunicate any cleric who taught that the Antipodes were inhabited and even Dante held that it was a mondo senza gente, a world without people.10 The theological problem was immense and almost paralleled the difficulties in accepting that there were people on Mars. If indeed it was impossible to voyage to the Antipodes in a remote past, those who, none the less, were born and dwelt there could not be part of humanity, not being descendants of Adam and Eve. Equally, they could not inherit a share in original sin and would have no part in Christ’s redemptive act or its continuation by the Church.




  While it is true that Albertus Magnus and Roger Bacon unquestionably believed in a habitable Antipodes, the mindset of centuries was not so easily shaken. Thus, it was easy to believe that the Aborigines possessed no religion, or even that they did not share in the common bond of humanity. To that was added the nature of the land itself. No Garden of Eden had existed there from which the first progenitors had been expelled; nor had the blood of the Redeemer washed into its soil, so that it remained forever unhallowed. In respect of the native-born, their birth at the Antipodes was undeniable and made them a race apart. What also remained undeniable was their share in the sin of their convict parents. That they had no part in the commission of the sin was an irrelevancy.




  There were several words or terms used to designate the original inhabitants of the continent such as ‘Black Children of Nature’, ‘sable brethren’ and ‘Indians’. The last was used by Lieutenant James Cook who noted that he ‘saw several Indians, who follow’d us shouting’ before he came ashore to take ‘possession of this country in His majesty’s name and under his colours’ on the north coast of Cape York on 22 August 1770. Cook did not note that he took possession without consulting the ‘Indians’, which he had been expressly commanded to do. Used also by Banks in his Journal, originally written on his voyage with Cook in the Endeavour in 1770, by Clark in 1788, Collins in 1798 and Flinders in 1814, Indian remained in sporadic use until at least the late 1840s, but it was gradually replaced by natives and later, simply, blacks.11 Some further attempts were made to call the white native-born Botany Bayers, but the name did not take on. As a result, from as early as 1806, they were conjoined to the Aborigines and called natives, a term that survived for another seventy years.12




  The connection between the native whites and their origins was stressed by a later writer who said that ‘All our six-feet high native boys and girls have sprung from these “reprobates”’. He also alleged that ‘the Colonists who were British born are loyal; but the adult native-born in this respect, are but so so’.13 The terminology also developed into ‘native race’ and in the late 1840s Samuel and John Sidney’s Emigrant Journal was still able to report that ‘It is a fashion . . . of many British colonists to abuse and despise the native race; that is to say, Australians born in the country, of European origins’.14 When Joseph Phipps Townsend visited New South Wales in the 1840s he went south as far as Moruya where he was welcomed to an ‘excellent brick house’ built by a ‘settler’ whom Townsend found surrounded by his ‘native sons and daughters’. He explained for the sake of the readers of his Rambles and observations in New South Wales that the term ‘native’ was applied to those born in the colony and that the Aborigines were always called ‘Blacks’. He also remarked of the Moruya family that ‘the sons of our settler rode like jockeys, and swam like ducks’.15




  In some quarters a gradual hesitancy arose about using the same word, native, of both black and white children because of the confusion it caused. In 1830 one commentator wrote, ‘As there are now so many white natives in Australia, the term native as applied to the aborigines should be discontinued’, which implied that its use remained appropriate for the whites.16 In effect, blacks became the preferred name for the Aborigines in most instances and native remained in use for the whites. Nevertheless, the use of native for both black and white when referring to indigenous Australians continued to puzzle readers unfamiliar with local usage. With that problem in mind, Mrs Charles Meredith felt obliged to explain to her English readers that the natives of whom she was speaking were not Aborigines but whites.17 R. E. N. Twopeny attempted to explain the difference in his Town life in Australia, published in 1883. He said that ‘An aboriginal is always a “black fellow”. A native of Australia would mean a white man born in the colony’.18




  From the earliest years, when distinctions were being made between the various inhabitants of the colony, there was an understandable tendency to group together all the native-born, black and white, even though differential allowances had to be made for the latter. Despite this, the principal handicap under which the native-born laboured was not the mere fact of their geographical origin. The increase in children of free parents tended to confuse the issue in that, though they were born in the country to which their parents had migrated, it was clearly deemed necessary to distinguish them from those tainted by the convict past of their parents. Accordingly, the most important factor was the perceived genealogical one, and those born in the colony of parents who had come there free tended to be grouped with their parents. Although it could still be a slur to be born at Botany Bay, it was a greater slur to be born of parents who had come there in servitude. In the terminology of horse-racing, with which the white native-born rapidly became familiar, the paddock that one was born in mattered less than the bloodlines. In Sydney, to be acceptable within polite society, the appropriate bloodlines were a prerequisite. Having passed that test by being one of the 10 per cent of the native-born whose parents came free to New South Wales, it was then necessary to have parents possessed of sufficient wealth or at least with some pretence at social standing. In such instances some chosen few of the native-born were removed from their fellows by a wealthy or socially acceptable background. With the development of the pastoral industry, the terminology changed from horses to sheep in respect of that few. As Ken Inglis aptly put it, ‘Colonists of pure merino sires and dams were pure merinos still’. For a native-born of free parents, not to be deemed worthy of being regarded as a ‘pure merino’ was automatically to be a crossbreed. The other 95 per cent of the native-born were not even crossbreeds. They were Australians. However, to Jules de la Pilorgerie, who published his Histoire de Botany Bay in Paris in 1836, they were ‘a new generation two-thirds made up of bastards raised at the public expense’.19
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