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THE BEGINNING


The legend


In the New South Wales country town of Uralla stands a life-sized statue of the bushranger “Captain Thunderbolt” mounted upon a horse. Thunderbolt was a horse thief, a highwayman – a criminal. Why is he honoured in this way? The answer lies in all the stories that have surrounded his life – stories of a loving husband and father, a gentleman, a lover of music and literature; a man who hated violence and was treated unfairly by the law. There are so many stories that it is difficult to separate fact from fiction. Thunderbolt himself was a storyteller, fond of bragging about his adventures to his victims. The truth, however, is quite a different story.


Early life


“Captain Thunderbolt” was the alias of Frederick Wordsworth Ward. Born in 1835, Fred was the youngest son of English ex-convict Michael (also known as Handley Thompson) and Sophia Ward. Michael had been convicted of theft and transported to Australia; his wife followed him as a free woman, with their daughter Sophia. It was not long before Michael gained his ticket-of-leave and the family settled in the village of Wilberforce, west of Sydney. About the time their eleventh child, Fred, was born, the family moved a few miles away to Windsor. By then, Fred’s second eldest sister Sarah was a grown woman with two sons – James and John Garbutt – who would play an important part in Fred’s life.


[image: images]


Statue of Thunderbolt on his horse at Uralla, NSW.
Photo courtesy of author.


We know very little about Fred’s early life. It is likely that he had little schooling; when he was arrested at the age of twenty Fred was able to read a little but not to write.


By the age of ten or eleven he was living in the Maitland region and already working as a station hand. Fred was very good with horses. When he was only a young man he was known as one of the best horse-breakers in the district. He travelled widely around the colony, working in stations all around New South Wales. He came to know the land thoroughly; this was a knowledge that served him well in his later years as a bushranger.




Currency lads


“Currency lads” – children of ex-convicts like Fred Ward – were often despised by the wealthy free settlers. In turn they became resentful of authority; they were proud of their bush skills and knowledge of the land and scorned the refinements of British-born immigrants. They valued courage and physical strength over education.





Fred’s parents lived out the rest of their lives in Maitland. His father died in 1859 but his mother Sophia lived until 1874, by which time her infamous son was dead.
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THE APPRENTICE


The first crime


In March 1856, when Fred was about 20, he mustered cattle for two weeks on Tocal Station in the Hunter Valley for a man named Charles Reynolds. Fred and his brother William had both worked as stockmen and horse-breakers on the station before, as had their older brother George.


Fred’s nephew John Garbutt already had a big “business” in horse and cattle theft, and was wanted by police for stealing horses in Queensland. In April 1856 Fred joined John and his brother James Garbutt to take part in a crime that would change the course of his life. The Garbutts stole a mob of horses from Fred’s former employer at Tocal and from a neighbouring station and took them to a property leased by William Ward and his business partner Michael Blake. From there Fred, John Garbutt and an Aboriginal servant drove the horses to auction in Windsor.


The horses were sold, but unfortunately for the thieves, someone recognised the horses as being stolen property. The men were promptly arrested.


Why Fred became involved in this crime has long been a mystery. Did he take on the mustering job with the intention of robbing his employer? Some say that the Ward family attacked Tocal Station in revenge for the death of Fred’s brother George. George had drowned in floodwaters in 1854 when taking a herd of Mr Reynolds’ cattle to Maitland. However, if the Wards blamed Reynolds for George’s death, it would not explain why they stole most of the horses from his neighbour William Zuill. It is more likely that Fred, like his nephews, was simply attracted to the idea of easy money.


Indeed, only a few months earlier he had been arrested for droving stolen cattle; although he was acquitted of the crime, his presence suggests that Fred’s behaviour may not have been completely lawful. At the very least, he was beginning to keep dishonest company. One thing is certain: this crime would be the first step in the transformation of Fred Ward, horse breaker, into Thunderbolt, the bushranger.
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A cottage at Tocal homestead, NSW. Fred Ward worked at Tocal in 1856.
He is believed to have lived in this cottage.
Photo from the website: www.tocal.com


Sentenced, imprisoned and freed


John and James Garbutt were convicted of horse-stealing and sentenced to 10 years’ imprisonment with hard labour on Cockatoo Island. The court was unable to prove that Fred was involved in the theft. He was instead found guilty of “receiving” the stolen horses and given the same harsh sentence as his nephews.


On 27 August 1856 Ward arrived on Cockatoo Island. He served four years of his sentence before being released on a “ticket-of-leave” on 1 July 1860. James Garbutt was freed at about the same time and John a month later. John soon married a wealthy widow and the pair settled on her station at Cooyal, near Mudgee. Soon afterwards, Fred began work as a stockman for the new Mrs Garbutt. It was there that he fell in love with Mary Ann Bugg. Mary Ann was a well-educated part-Aboriginal woman who was to become Thunderbolt’s partner in crime and in love for many years to come.


Fred’s freedom, however, was short-lived.
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A report of the theft of horses from William Zuill.
From the Maitland Mercury & Hunter River General Advertiser 24 May 1856,
Trove Newspapers, NLA Article 18655258.


Return to Cockatoo Island


Soon after they met, Mary Ann fell pregnant with Fred’s child, and he took her to her father’s home near Dungog to prepare for the birth of the baby. By doing so, Fred was breaking the conditions of his ticket-of-leave.


[image: images]


Cockatoo Island in the background, pictured before 1864.
State Library of NSW SPF/817.


When prisoners were released on tickets-of-leave, they had to remain in the district to which they were assigned. Another condition was that they “attend muster” – or report to the police – at regular times. When Fred Ward failed to show up to muster in Mudgee on 13 September 1861 his ticket-of-leave was cancelled and Fred was once again a “wanted” man. Worse than that, when he did arrive in Mudgee six days later he was also charged with stealing the horse that he was riding. Although he claimed to have bought the horse he could not prove it and was immediately sentenced to serve out the rest of his term (six years) on Cockatoo Island. On top of that, another three years were added for horse theft.
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