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‘No single story can ever explain itself: this enigma at the heart of story is itself a story. Stories produce offspring, genetic splinters of themselves, hapless embodiments of their original inability to tell the whole tale.’


James Wood
The Nearest Thing to Life
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Satellite image of Botany Bay, New South Wales, 2004, Jesse Allen, Digital Globe





Eyeing the Country


THE VIEW THROUGH the departure lounge windows at Sydney Airport looks across the docking bays to runways in the near distance. The flat expanse of the tarmac shimmers in the heat. Bare and uncluttered, placeless and free, this wide-open road seems to stretch all the way to the horizon.


Airports do not give up their history easily. Like the 40 million people who passed through Sydney Airport in 2015, we move quickly through these limbos of arrival and departure on our way to the places that matter with little thought for what was there before the sea of asphalt was laid down. The past is buried beneath a landscape that has been reshaped so dramatically, it bears little resemblance to its original state in the late eighteenth century; in the case of Sydney Airport—a stream dammed, a river diverted, a harbour dredged and land reclaimed—wetlands have become runways.


Interred beneath the runways and the sea are the sites of some of the first encounters between Indigenous Australians and British marines and convicts; places where they approached one another with ‘emotions of pleasure, astonishment, curiosity & timidity’—exchanging gifts and gestures of introduction, touching hair, skin and clothes—each searching tentatively for proof of the other’s humanity. As the planes take off to the south, they climb over Kamay, otherwise known as Botany Bay. Here, in April 1770, Joseph Banks, naturalist on board James Cook’s Endeavour, marvelled at the night-time vista on the water, when the bay was illuminated by the ‘moving lights’ of the tiny cooking fires burning on flat stones in the bellies of the Gweagal women’s bark canoes.1


Entering Botany Bay on an almost windless, blue-sky day, Banks and Cook noticed a thin column of smoke rising into the air. From the deck of the Endeavour, they directed their ‘glasses’ towards the southern shore where they saw ‘about 10 people’ who left their fires as the ship approached and ‘retired’ to a more elevated point to observe their visitors from a safer distance. Cook soon hoisted the boats out with the intention of landing. As the Endeavour stood offshore, Banks lifted his telescope to observe the country and its people at closer quarters. Since he had left England almost two years earlier, ‘perhaps for Ever’, this had always been his first way of seeing the places and people he encountered: the telescopic eye. Standing on deck, little more than a kilometre offshore, Banks spied a group of Gweagal men gathered ‘on the rocks opposite the ship, threatening and menacing with their pikes and swords’. With a telescope that provided magnification fifteen to twenty times greater than the naked eye, he could easily make out the ‘broad strokes’ of white paint that covered their bodies. The bold patterns over their ‘breasts and backs’ reminded him of soldiers’ ‘cross belts’. He could see them ‘distinctly’: they were naked, their faces dusted over with the same white paint, the white tips of their spears glistening in the sun. Later, two men disputed the visitors’ right to land, ‘waving’ them ‘to be gone’, before several rounds of musket fire and the wounding of at least one Gweagal man finally forced them to retreat.2


From the moment Banks first saw Aboriginal people through his telescope a few days earlier at Murramarang Point, some three hundred kilometres south of present-day Sydney, he doubted the truth of what his ‘glasses’ revealed to him. Struck as he was by the remarkable clarity of the air and light in ‘this southern hemisphere’, he discerned five ‘people’ on the beach who appeared through his ‘glasses … to be enormously black’. He wondered if William Dampier’s adverse description of the ‘Indians’ whom he had met on Australia’s west coast almost a century earlier had influenced what he now believed he saw through his telescope. ‘So far did the prejudices which we had built on Dampier’s account influence us that we fancied we could see their Colour when we could scarce distinguish whether or not they were men’.3 When he finally came ashore on the southern shores of Botany Bay, Banks spat on his finger and rubbed the dirt-covered skin of one Gweagal man to see whether his blackness could not be washed away.4


The telescope was ‘the first instrument to extend one of the human senses’. The main scientific objective of Cook’s first Pacific voyage—observing the transit of Venus in 1769—was carried out with the aid of a mounted, reflecting telescope. Five years before the Endeavour set sail from England, the development of a new hand-held, achromatic telescope, which used three glass elements instead of two, reduced the distortion associated with earlier designs. The result was a portable device with far greater resolution, one that produced an image that was no longer blurred by a coloured fringe.5 ‘Spyglasses’, ‘opera glasses’ and telescopes of all kinds were all the rage in late eighteenth-century London, enabling a way of seeing that allowed both intimacy and distance.6


When Banks and Cook came ashore at Botany Bay the watchers became the watched. Walking through the bush and coming upon the campsites of Aboriginal people, Banks was surprised to find them deserted. Little did he realise that they were scrutinising his party’s every move. Nor could he understand how they perceived him. Aboriginal oral history of Cook’s landing, told originally by Kurnell woman Biddy Coolman in the 1840s and recorded in 1905, remembered the violence of the encounter. ‘They all run away: two fellows stand; Cook shot them in the legs; and they run away too!’ When Aboriginal people first saw the sailors climbing ‘up the masts’ of the Endeavour they thought they were possums. The ship appeared to them like a ‘floating island’. Believing as they did in a power greater than themselves—‘something over them’—they saw the white men as ‘the devil’, a malevolent ancestor returned from the dead.7 All of these things were naturally lost to those on board the Endeavour. Their view was radically different.


As Banks looked through his telescope at Botany Bay, the faces and bodies of Aboriginal men and women filled the frame, like museum exhibits in a glass case. The country was scanned and quickly assessed for its utility. The gaze was at once authoritative and acquisitive, empirical and scientific, one that placed itself above both ‘natives’ and nature. The telescope allowed Banks to spy the personal features of the Gweagal on shore without any obligation of human contact on his part, and to survey the land without setting foot on it. The same technology that had allowed him to see the soprano’s facial expressions at the opera he attended in London shortly before his departure from Plymouth in August 1768, now allowed him to see Aboriginal people on the beaches of ‘New Holland’.8


In 1790, when Governor Arthur Phillip had established a settlement of marines and convicts at Sydney Cove after quickly deciding to abandon Botany Bay in 1788, British telescopes were turned in the opposite direction. Desperate for the arrival of further supplies and craving ‘intercourse with civilized society’, Lieutenant Colonel Watkin Tench described an observation post that was constructed on South Head at Port Jackson. There, ‘on the summit of the hill, every morning from daylight until the sun sunk’, they lifted their telescopes, searching every speck on the waves of the ‘vast’ Pacific Ocean in the hope of sighting a ship from England. The telescopes that the British had turned initially on the land of their ‘discovery’ soon became instruments of longing: their most trusted means of disproving the mirages of both land and sea in a country that so often deceived their senses.9


____________


In late 2014, I visited Kamay Botany Bay National Park. Standing close to the spot where Cook’s party forced their way ashore at Kurnell, I looked north across the water towards the airport, watching as the planes took off in quick succession above me. Below them a parade of massive container ships were being towed out to sea. At that moment I thought of Banks out on the bay—one eye closed, his other flush against the eyepiece as he searched the shoreline—and I saw for the first time how his telescopic eye was the precursor to our contemporary way of seeing the country. The telescope, much like the camera and Google Earth, zooms in and isolates the object of vision. It allows us to see in fine detail what is within the frame, at the same time as it disconnects that detail from its surroundings and cuts off our peripheral vision.


As Banks’s telescopic eye saw the land and its people as objects of scientific study, so our satellite eye further shatters the boundaries of time and place and allows us to command places into view without soiling our feet. We can see everything without going anywhere. And we compartmentalise places: some for leisure, some for conservation, some for plundering and profit, some for nation-making and some simply to tick off as ‘done’. Like Joseph Banks’s ‘glasses’, our all-seeing satellite eye can ‘deceive us in many things’.10


‘We saw, indeed, only the sea coast’, reflected Banks, ‘what the immense tract of inland country may produce is to us totally unknown’.11 As soon as the Endeavour was anchored in Botany Bay in April 1770, the Australian continent was linked to Europe and the British imperial world. Like the destinations of the planes banking above me at Kurnell, those links were global but also highly selective. In linking our coastal fringe with the wider world, we have skirted around the edge or flown over much of the continent, establishing connections with some places and completely ignoring others. Our global networks and economies throw a vast shadow over the places, people and histories that do not concern them. Our view is at once all encompassing and blinkered. Too often, we fail to ask: what lies outside the frame? What places and histories lie beyond our angle of vision?


Australians think they know their history. But the truth is that much of it remains unknown. Our colonial perspective is just beginning to recede. We have only recently discovered the richness and mystery of our Indigenous histories and cultures and the extraordinary regional diversity that so much of our nation-making and popular history making has unintentionally worked to disguise. Since the demise in the 1960s of the idea of Australia as a ‘British’ society, we have tried, sometimes desperately, to agree on an alternative national narrative. Eternally preoccupied with questions of national identity and formation—Where and when was the nation born? How has the nation performed on the ‘world stage’? What is uniquely Australian?—we have failed to embed our national story in the histories on our own soil. This is nothing less than a failure of our historical imagination.


Delivering a public lecture in London in 2013, novelist Tim Winton lamented the extent to which ‘Australia the place is constantly overshadowed by Australia the national idea, Australia the economic enterprise’. In our rush to anchor the nation with a binding national history, whether that be Anzac Day, Federation, immigration or economic prosperity, we have lost sight of the ‘specifics of place’, of the geographical, cultural and historical diversity that constitute Australia ‘the place’.12


Only when we shift our gaze beyond the Sydney–Melbourne–Canberra axis to the north, centre and far west of the continent, to the ‘out there’, the ‘middle of nowhere’, the back country and the Indigenous heartland, do we begin to understand the truly distinctive nature of our histories and patterns of belonging over time. Our view needs to be at once broader and more intimate. Imagine a map of Australia without state and territory borders, one that revealed the different ‘countries’ within the nation—Arnhem Land, Kakadu, the Kimberley, the Pilbara, the Mallee, the Monaro, Central Australia, and so the list goes on—one that was a meeting point between our Indigenous ‘Countries’ and the overlay of regional associations that have come in the wake of European settlement: a map of shared country. To understand place is to understand perspective, a particular way of seeing and being in the world, uniquely shaped by geography, climate, economy, culture and nature. Perhaps we would understand Australia differently—its craving for a foundational history that will inspire and unify the nation, its alienated federal democracy, its boom and bust economy and its hardline attitude to asylum seekers—if we started from the ground up, from the local and the regional perspective.13


Few of us today will live and die in one place. We move from one suburb, town or city to another, sometimes several times in our lives. Our attachment to place—refracted through personal experience and shards of memory—is individual, varied and multi-layered. A street corner, a city park, a backyard, the memory of a childhood home, the once-glimpsed view from a hill overlooking Florence, a farm paddock or a desert drive; all of these memories of place can imprint themselves indelibly on our hearts and minds. We belong where we feel at home. Yet in our ever-increasing mobility, there is a patent dilemma. ‘One of modernity’s most distinctive tensions’, writes Robert Macfarlane, is ‘between mobility and displacement on the one hand, and dwelling and belonging on the other—with the former becoming ubiquitous and the latter becoming lost (if ever it had been possible) and reconfigured as nostalgia’.14 While we travel to seek the culturally authentic and the different, the economic forces that drive globalisation simultaneously work to break these differences down. The cities of Sydney and Melbourne have more in common with London and New York than they do with Broome, Alice Springs or Darwin. Yet in the face of the irrepressible forces of globalisation, the survival of cultural difference and the particular inflections of place take on even greater importance. Place and, more specifically, the qualities of place, are not merely villages, towns and cities, they are also paths and roads, deserts and forests, rivers and oceans, light and colour, sound and space as well as the fictive and intangible—places that are invented, remembered, sometimes not even visited save in our imaginations.


Imagine the country from the outside. For many visitors from overseas, the ‘real’ Australia is not the suburbs and cities. It is where the points of difference from the rest of the industrialised world can still be found: the ‘outback’ and the bush, those places that bear little or no resemblance to urban environments the world over. As the British novelist Will Self told an Australian audience in 2015, it is the ‘physical reality’ of the country that astonishes him, its Indigenous cultures and ‘the tyranny of distance that white Australian culture is always trying to defeat’.15 Leaving Australia to live overseas, as I have done on several occasions, the ‘physical reality’ of Australia slowly rises to the surface—the sensory dimensions of place that can sometimes only be fully understood by leaving the country behind—the overwhelming intensity of light and colour and the vast, resounding spaces of an island continent that can momentarily still homesickness when felt and remembered from far away.


At the heart of Australian history is an ongoing drama of epic proportions; the encounter between the cultures of one of the world’s most ancient people and the cultures of Britain and post-industrial Europe, and the millions of migrants from over 140 nations who have followed in their wake. An encounter that began with mutual fascination and curiosity and quickly turned to suspicion, animosity and open warfare in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, before Aboriginal people miraculously survived state and federal government policies designed to ensure their cultural annihilation, and finally established their human and cultural rights. Australia has only recently freed itself from the shackles of racism (the White Australia Policy was not dismantled until the 1960s and then only in piecemeal fashion), just as it has only recently begun to incorporate Indigenous knowledge of ‘Country’—a term that expresses both the human and the natural worlds, livelihood, culture, belonging and spirituality—into the national imagination. One of the great, unknown questions of Australia’s future is whether Australia’s Indigenous and non-Indigenous cultures will ever come together in a shared, profound understanding of the continent. The encounter that began in 1770 at Botany Bay is still being worked through. But at least one thing is clear: it is impossible to conceive of any place that is not embedded with Indigenous story. There are no empty places in Australia.


‘Of all the systems that are expressions of who a people are, the sharpest and clearest is their historical consciousness’, wrote the late historian Greg Dening.16 Historical consciousness—the remembering of the past and its resonance in Australia today—lies at the heart of this book. The Indigenous history that was destined for extinction at the time of Federation in 1901 ultimately came to unsettle the moral legitimacy of the Commonwealth. The gradual surfacing of the very history that had allegedly been ‘vanquished’ would come to represent the most significant shift in historical consciousness in twentieth-century Australia. For non-Indigenous Australians, this would prove to be a slow and traumatic realisation. As two generations of historians have shown, there was no history of Australia that was non-Indigenous.17 From the moment of first contact, settler history became part of Indigenous history and Indigenous history became part of settler history. ‘The songlines of the women of central Australia’, as Indigenous leader Noel Pearson so eloquently expressed, ‘are also the heritage of non-Aboriginal Australians. It is this culture that is the Iliad and Odyssey of Australia. It is these mythic stories that are Australia’s Book of Genesis’.18 In recent years, Australia has seen the history of relations between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people through the prism of mourning, shame and atonement. There has been an understandable need to ‘acknowledge’ the injustices and mistreatment of the past, and ‘move on’. If there is a danger, it is that in seeking to ‘move on’ from stories of violent dispossession and decimation of culture we will once again turn away from our colonial past. ‘Moving on’ should not be code for forgetting. As I try to show in the pages that follow, it is only by returning to this history and grounding it in ‘the specifics of place’ that we can reveal the true depth, richness and complexity of Australia’s foundation.19


From the Edge begins with the story of the walk of seventeen men along the coast of south-east Australia in the late eighteenth century. Although I have known about this story for nearly twenty years, I have long wanted to write the story at walking pace; to slow down the action and understand the true nature of the epic journey that these men undertook. While their ordeal has been presented in potted form and memorialised locally, it has never been told with close attention to the landscape through which they moved, nor to the Aboriginal people and cultures they encountered along the way. They walked 700 kilometres through territory unexplored by Europeans long before the nation was imagined, a time when Australia was already founded as a complex mosaic of Indigenous Countries. Remarkably, one of Australia’s greatest survival stories and cross-cultural encounters has remained largely untold since 1797.


Founding stories from the littoral edge of the Australian frontier—Port Essington on the Cobourg Peninsula in West Arnhem Land, the Burrup Peninsula in the Pilbara and Cooktown in far north Queensland—are the focus of the chapters that follow. Like the story of the walk along the coast, I was drawn to these places in particular because I slowly came to see that their histories had profound national resonance. Yet like so many other places across the Australian continent, their histories—both on the edge of the continent and on the edge of national consciousness—have yet to seep into our national mythology. Port Essington, the site of a short-lived ‘new Singapore’ in the mid-nineteenth century and yet another failed attempt to establish a British presence in Australia’s north, is one of Australia’s most revealing examples of how the frontier encounter changed Europeans as much, perhaps even more, as it changed Aboriginal people. On the Burrup Peninsula, home to both Australia’s largest development project (the North West Shelf Gas Project) and the world’s most significant and ancient collection of rock art, the region’s Indigenous history and rich cultural heritage has been largely obscured by the rush to extract every last ounce of profit from the land and sea. At Cooktown—where James Cook stayed for seven weeks in 1770 while repairing the Endeavour, and a brief gold rush 100 years later resulted in one of the most sudden, intense and violent clashes on the Australian frontier—Aboriginal elders and local historians have transformed the town’s history through their shared telling of the meeting between James Cook and the Guugu Yimithirr in 1770. In different ways, each of these histories of place positions the encounter between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Australians—each irrevocably altered by the other—at the heart of the nation’s creation.


Before I began this odyssey, I thought I knew Australia. But researching and writing this book I have discovered how much I still have to learn. To know the intricacies of any place—its flora and fauna, its soil and geology, its rivers and oceans, its topography and climate, its ways and stories—takes more than a lifetime. Indigenous knowledge of the continent has been built incrementally over thousands of generations. Intimate knowledge of place comes not from ‘seeing’ but from the steady accrual of knowledge and stories over time. The myriad places and histories of Australia are inexhaustible. The country that we long perceived as a ‘land without history’ is one of the most deeply storied countries on earth. This book seeks out four of those stories in the familiar and forgotten places of Australia. It begins by way of walking. The year is 1797.





CHAPTER ONE



Walking the Edge: South-East Australia, 1797


THE WILDNESS IS ancient and humbling. Seen from offshore, the island barely rises above sea level, a lonely outcrop of monumental granite and low-lying, windswept scrub that lies in a treacherous body of water off Australia’s south-east coast. On a clear day, when the white shallows appear beneath a translucent sea, it’s possible to imagine Preservation Island and the entire Furneaux Archipelago for what it is: the remains of the land bridge that once joined Tasmania to the Australian mainland some ten thousand years ago.
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Preservation Island, Bass Strait, 2013
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Journey of the Sydney Cove, November 1796 – February 1797


In November 2013, I came to this remote island off Tasmania’s north-east coast in search of a remarkable story of human endurance. After the wreck of the merchant ship the Sydney Cove in February 1797, this tiny island in Bass Strait—little more than three kilometres long and one kilometre wide—became the site of the first European settlement south of Sydney. Few Australians are aware of the story that unfolded from Preservation Island and even fewer are aware of its true significance.1


The first overlanders in Australia to pass through extensive stretches of Aboriginal Country have been largely forgotten. These men experienced the most sustained contact with Aboriginal people in the early colonial period beyond Sydney. Between March and May 1797, they traversed 700 kilometres of Australia’s south-east coastline, meeting and sometimes camping with Aboriginal people from at least eight distinct language groups between northern Victoria and Sydney. Although the progress of their journey was recorded, sometimes in graphic detail, they were not funded by the state or charged with the duty of scientific discovery. In fact, most of them were not even European. The great majority of them were Bengali seamen, otherwise known at the time as ‘Lascars’.2
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The walk north, March-May 1797


For sixty-two days, five British seamen and twelve Lascars walked through what they saw as a nameless landscape.3 Aside from the sprinkling of place names bestowed by James Cook from the deck of the Endeavour in 1770—Point Hicks, Cape Howe, Mount Dromedary, Batemans Bay, Pigeon House, Botany Bay and Port Jackson—they had no other signposts to guide them. Indeed, many of the places they left behind them remained unnamed by Europeans until figures such as George Bass and Matthew Flinders followed in their wake. In any case, they had no authority to name. They were not explorers. They moved through the landscape not to discover but to escape, not for adventure but because of misadventure. And although they walked further on Australian soil than any non-Aboriginal person had walked before them, they remain today much as they appeared to the Aboriginal people they encountered along the way—apparitions, wayfarers who have yet to walk into history.4


____________


William Clark was twenty-seven when he left his hometown of Campbeltown in the Scottish highlands for Calcutta in 1796. Born into a merchant family, he quickly learnt that the sea was his escape route from this secluded port on the southern end of the Kintyre Peninsula. In the mid- to late eighteenth century, Campbeltown’s prosperity rested largely on its herring industry, blazing malt whisky and mediocre coal. In little less than fifty years it had expanded from an insignificant fishing town into a thriving port with a population of over five thousand. Nestled at the head of the loch and surrounded by the nearby islands of Arran, Islay and Jura, the crescent-shaped town that circled the bay owed its livelihood to shipowners and merchants such as Clark, Campbell & Co. who had traded there from at least the early 1790s. The merchants’ ships plied the west coasts of England and Scotland and the north-east coast of Ireland only 19 kilometres away, but they also sailed further afield to Scandinavia, Germany, France, Holland, the Americas and the West Indies. As the ever-expanding trade networks of the British Empire opened up new markets in British North America and large parts of Asia, the Scottish economy boomed and its diaspora intensified. By the late eighteenth century, Campbeltown had benefited enormously from this swelling global traffic and became a popular disembarkation point for emigrants from the Scottish Highlands to North America. There were days when well over a hundred ships stood in Campbeltown’s harbour, the din of their creaking timbers, the gulls’ cries, and a thousand sailors’ voices echoing around the bay.


For the merchant, life at sea could easily promise more than life on the land. Poverty was still rife in the highlands in the late eighteenth century and life for most people was frugal and brutally short. Life expectancy was less than forty years. William Clark’s merchant father, William Clark senior, died in 1778 when he was in his mid-thirties. His mother, Margaret, lived only a little longer into her early forties. She had given birth to thirteen children in all, eight to William Clark senior, only three of whom survived to adulthood, and five to her second husband, of whom only two survived her death in 1788. By the time William was nineteen he had lost several brothers and sisters and both parents. Already working in his father’s shipping company, he was destined for life as a merchant. Not long after his mother’s death, William’s elder brother, John, left to trade with Robert and John Campbell in Calcutta. Encouraged by his brother’s success and lured like so many Scots before him by the flourishing opportunities abroad, William quickly followed in John’s footsteps. If his future were secure in Campbeltown, it would prove to be far more fragile abroad. With the prospect of greater wealth came greater risk. But risk was calculated differently in the 1790s. Life was a more tenuous and uncertain proposition. In their restless search for knowledge, adventure and profit, generations of British emigrants left their homeland for years at a time, never certain that they would see their families again. Leaving his sister Anna and two half-sisters behind him in Campbeltown, William had no inkling that within little more than twelve months he would be sailing to the infant British penal colony at Port Jackson (Sydney) more than sixteen thousand kilometres away.5


When William arrived in Calcutta in 1796, the imperial city was on the cusp of a period of rapid expansion that would begin in earnest in 1798 with the appointment of the extravagant Marquess Wellesley as Governor-General. A centre of trade since the late seventeenth century when it was little more than a collection of mud huts, Calcutta had quickly taken on a grand appearance even before it became the capital of British India in 1772. The Dutch and the Danes also maintained their settlements at Chinsurah and Serampore only a few kilometres away from the British settlement at Fort William, which stood in ‘the middle of the town, on the river’s edge’. Fuelled by the enormous profits made by the East India Company’s monopoly trade in textiles, salt and opium, much of the city’s development was unplanned and haphazard. In the eyes of one new English resident entering the city at the time, it appeared ‘as if all the buildings had been thrown up in the air and stood now as they had fallen to the ground’. After sailing more than one hundred and sixty kilometres along the Hooghly River towards Calcutta, a breathtaking scene greeted Clark as he approached the British settlement that spread for 5 kilometres around the fort. As the river widened and turned ‘suddenly to the north’, a ‘stately forest of masts, vessels [and the] immense bustle of commercial business’ came into view. The banks of the river were ‘studded with elegant mansions’. Esplanade Row, which fronted the fort, appeared dream-like, ‘composed almost entirely of palaces’. These magnificent, ‘lofty, detached flat-roofed mansions’, with their elegant ‘flights of steps leading up to the entrance[s] and colonnades’, formed the heart of the ‘White Town’, the bastion of neoclassical splendour and British privilege, which stood in stark contrast to the ‘Black Town’ where the Bengalis lived in ‘low, small’, hastily erected one-storey, thatch-roofed bamboo huts crowded into ‘narrow and crooked’ streets. Into this mesmerising city of wealth, squalor and poverty built on the exploitation of the local population, Clark had come to join the growing band of private traders and profiteers that had proliferated since the partial breakup of the East India Company’s monopoly and the British government’s assumption of responsibility for the colony in 1784. Like his brother John, he had come to Calcutta to make his fortune.6


Disembarking, William made his way from Fort William along ‘the Course’, the wide dust-ridden promenade where almost everyone in Calcutta walked in late afternoons to seek relief from the suffocating humidity that engulfed the city during the height of the wet season, before working his way down to Theatre Street, where European plays had been staged for over twenty years in the theatre built by Governor Hastings in 1775. Situated directly behind the fort, not far from Park Street Cemetery, the agency offices of Campbell & Clark in Theatre Street were established in 1790 in the very heart of the White Town. Robert Campbell and his older brother John were in partnership with John Clark when William arrived. Despite the intensely competitive market that existed in British India, these two families of typically industrious, educated Scots, already connected through their families’ business associations at home, did not take long to display their commercial acumen. Not content with a shipping agency and their wharves and warehouses near the fort, they also owned a 6-acre rum distillery site, which by the time of William’s arrival was producing close to 10 000 gallons of spirits every month. Imported wine, beer and spirits were the agency’s stock-in-trade. There was high demand for alcoholic beverages from East India Company associates and employees in India and they found markets in the Dutch East Indies, China, Manila and Brunei, often trading spirits for tea, spices, sandalwood and textiles. Typically, an advertisement for their firm appeared in the Calcutta Gazette on 27 October 1796, not long after William’s arrival: ‘Messrs [Robert] Campbell and [William] Clark, [Merchants of Theatre St, Calcutta] Selling Madeira Wine, English Claret, Old red Port, Coniac [sic] Brandy, Jamaica Rum, Holland’s Gin and Pale Ale’.7


Campbell and Clark were country traders—independent merchants under licence, operating separately from the British East India Company—and they were constantly on the lookout for new markets, particularly in the Pacific and South China seas. In May 1796, an opportunity arose that would ultimately change the course of both William Clark and Robert Campbell’s lives. One of the agency’s clients, Captain James Storey, who had just returned from New South Wales with the Sovereign, informed them of the enormous potential for trade with the penal colony at Port Jackson. Storey no doubt explained the illicit rum trade fostered by the New South Wales Corps and the colony’s desperate need for goods and supplies, one that could obviously be satisfied much more quickly from India than from England. Despite the initial intention of the Colonial Office that the convict colony would not trade with the East India Company’s settlements, the advantages of a trade nexus with India and China were recognised almost from the colony’s inception and the restrictions were relaxed. By May 1792, the East India Company was providing convict transports as part of its trade between Britain, India and China, while several ships in the 1790s had already left from Bengal and Bombay to supply Port Jackson. Robert Campbell, who was by far the most experienced of the agency’s partners, having traded in Calcutta since 1787, immediately seized on Storey’s intelligence and began his search for a ship and crew that could sail for Sydney. This was not so much a trade venture as a sales opportunity. Sydney in 1796 was hardly in a position to fill Campbell and Clark’s ship on its return voyage with goods in exchange. Nor was there any explicit request from the colony. In the long term, however, if they could make this first venture a success, the prospects for future trade with the fast-growing colony were promising. Eager to capitalise on the opportunity, they wasted little time.8


Within a few months, Robert Campbell and William Clark had found a suitable vessel, the Begun Shaw, a recently repaired, 30-metre, ‘two-decked, three masted’ country trader captained by another intrepid Scot, Gavin Hamilton. Expecting this would be the first of many voyages to Sydney, they decided to re-christen the ship Sydney Cove. Hamilton was born on the small island of Arran, barely twenty kilometres across the water from William and John Clark in Campbeltown, and had moved to Glasgow as a young man to make his career at sea. In his late thirties, he was already an experienced commander, having sailed trading vessels from port to port in India and west to the Persian Gulf for nearly a decade. The Sydney Cove venture was very much a family affair: three Scottish highlanders who had joined forces in Calcutta with the expectation of making a handsome profit by establishing a permanent trade connection with the colony at Port Jackson.9


By November 1796, Hamilton, Campbell and Clark had appointed the ship’s crew and assembled its heady cargo: including well over one hundred casks of rum, ‘Pipes’ of Madeira wine and cases of beer, champagne, gin and brandy; barrels of tar, chests of Chinese porcelain, textiles, tea, tobacco, soap, vinegar, candles, bags of rice and sugar, several horses and cattle, one buggy and one organ. It was a shipment guaranteed to deliver sweet music to the marines and convicts at Sydney Cove. At twenty-seven, William Clark was entrusted with the position of ‘supercargo’. Assisted by his Bengali ‘man-servant’, he was responsible for all the goods on board. Hamilton chose Hugh Thompson as his first mate together with second mate Leisham, seamen John Bennet and two other Europeans, several of whom had probably served under his command before. The bulk of the crew comprised forty-four Lascars, who were given ‘blankets’ in preparation for their first experience in southern oceans. Both Muslim and Hindu, Lascars were often recruited from Sylhet, a region in the north-east of Bengal, and contracted through a middleman who then appointed an overseer to manage them for the duration of the voyage. Perceived as compliant and ‘industrious’, they received less than half the wage of European sailors, an inequality sanctioned by the British government. Barefoot, and wearing their ‘loose drawers made of white cotton, a white frock or jacket, and … turbans’, they were the backbone of British trade in India, ‘Burma, China, the Malay archipelago and East Africa, as well as Britain’.


On 10 November 1796, with their Lascar underlings in tow, Gavin Hamilton and William Clark set sail from Calcutta bound for Sydney. After negotiating the notorious sandbanks and fast-rising tides along the Hooghly River, their ark of alcoholic delights and assorted luxuries would have to sail 12 000 kilometres to its namesake, Sydney Cove.10


Although Hamilton was an experienced navigator, he had never overseen such a long-distance journey before, and the Sydney Cove was far from freshly minted. With a pocket marine chronometer to calculate his longitude, a sextant to indicate his latitude, and a logline and sand-glass to tell his speed, Hamilton would have to rely on Dutch maps and Cook’s chart of the east coast of Australia. Because ‘square-rigged ships’ like the Sydney Cove sailed ‘best with the wind behind them’, he needed to look for the most ‘favourable routes’. Hamilton left Calcutta in the north-east monsoon season, sailing south with the prevailing winds, down the Bay of Bengal and across the equator, until he hit the roaring forties and turned east, then crossing the Indian Ocean towards the south-west coast of Australia. He would round the south-west corner of the continent and cross the Great Australian Bight, sailing east until he reached the west coast of Tasmania, which his maps indicated was still attached to the mainland. Finally, after rounding Tasmania’s southern coast, he could head north along the east coast to Sydney. Hamilton would need all his experience, the full cooperation of his crew and a fair share of luck.11


Four weeks out from Calcutta, already well south of the equator on the eastern fringe of the Indian Ocean, yet still more than a thousand kilometres from the west coast of Australia, Hamilton encountered the first of several setbacks. A ‘severe’ south-easterly gale and a ‘tremendous sea’ saw the ship ‘labour so much as to make water at the rate of six Inches per hour’. For the next four days, leaking from the starboard bow, the ship struggled under its storm sails against the sea’s fury. Forced to use both pumps to remove the water that he could hear pouring in yet was unable to reach because the leak was behind a large ‘timber’, Hamilton tried in vain to stem the water’s flow. ‘Strong gales and heavy seas’ continued to batter the Sydney Cove until 30 December. When they finally eased, he attempted to use the sail he had prepared for ‘fothering the ship’. This desperate measure involved stuffing the hole with a sail sewn together with other materials, then positioning it with great difficulty over the starboard bow and hoping that the water pressure would then force the sail into the hole and if not stop the leak, at least moderate it to a manageable level. Somehow, they succeeded in getting this makeshift cork into position but that same night, it was ‘torn to pieces by the heavy pitching of the ship’. Still ‘making six inches of water per hour’ the crew managed to drag the remains of the sail back on board. Two weeks later, on 16 January 1797, Hamilton finally succeeded in plugging the hole, ‘which reduced the leak to four inches of water per hour’. By this time many of the Lascars were already close to exhaustion.


The Sydney Cove rounded the south-west coast of Australia on 25 January and met ‘a perfect hurricane’ from the south-west. Taken by surprise, Hamilton immediately ‘handed the top sails in’. Leisham was the unlucky man chosen for the task. In a raging storm, while four others assisted him on the yard, he climbed up the rigging and out along the yardarm with his feet on the ratlines and his body bent over the timber yard as he tried to pull up the sail and bunch it against the yardarm. His job was to tie the sail off, thereby reducing the area exposed to wind and decreasing the sail’s propensity to heel the ship over and cause it to broach. As the ship rolled and pitched in the gale, the motion was magnified several times over for Leisham high above. His hands numb from the freezing wind, his eyes barely focusing in the dark, he struggled with the stiff canvas sail, which was wet, heavy and flapping violently. In one terrifying moment, as the Sydney Cove plummeted yet again in the huge seas, Leisham lost his grip and fell from the ‘Main Top Sail Yard Arm’. Hamilton was so preoccupied with saving the ship that he was unable to rescue him. Leisham drowned within minutes.


Still, the tempest showed no sign of abating. With the sea ‘running dreadfully high’, the topsail ‘in rags’, and the ‘mizzen top sail’ and driver ‘blown to pieces’, the leak continued to worsen. Hamilton ordered the Lascars to man the pumps on deck but they had reached the limits of their exertion. ‘The weather was intensely cold with hard rain which so frightened the Lascars that they absolutely refused to touch the pumps’. Hamilton tried to convince them of the urgency of the situation to no avail. He resorted to ‘force’ but still they refused. He could see that they were ‘benumbed and frightened’. So he ordered all but the sick on deck and ‘secured the hatches’. There was now over a metre of water in the pump well and Hamilton was forced to compromise. He insisted they bail the water out directly from the well below, which at least meant they were sheltered from the worst of the weather. They agreed and with ‘much good will’, bailed throughout the night, managing to keep the water level below the point of no return. The next morning, the ‘gale still blowing with the utmost fury’, the ship was under intense strain. Hamilton was forced to keep all hands bailing and pumping into the second night. But within the space of the next five hours, he lost five of his crew. In their ‘sick and weakly state’, battered by the ‘severity of the weather’, they had ‘drop’t down Dead at the Pumps’. With no time for formalities, their bodies were thrown overboard. The gale subsided the following morning just in time to allow Hamilton to get ‘a new Fore Sail Bent’ and put the ship ‘in a little better order’. He sailed on, the westerly winds pushing him along the bight towards Tasmania. Yet after all they had endured, their final ordeal was still to come.


On 27 January, Hamilton succeeded in placing a new ‘piece of canvas over the starboard bow where the leak was’ but still the water came in at the rate of ‘eight inches per hour’ with a ‘constant heavy sea running’ until the Sydney Cove ‘rounded Van Diemen’s Land’ five days later. By 4 February, they had passed Maria Island, which had been marked on Tobias Furneaux’s chart of Tasmania’s east coast during Cook’s second journey in 1773. These waters could be treacherous in normal conditions, let alone in gale-force winds with a leaking ship manned by an ailing crew. After sailing under great difficulty for thousands of kilometres, Hamilton was now only a few hundred kilometres from his destination. But at 3 p.m. on 8 February, approximately one hundred and fifty kilometres east of Cape Barren Island, tossed again in heavy seas, the ship sprang such a serious leak that Hamilton, after consulting his carpenter and his chief mate, Thompson, was left with only one alternative. Their pumps could not keep pace with the inrushing water. If they were to ‘save the lives of the crew’ then he had to ‘bear up for the Land’ and manoeuvre the ship into a sheltered position before he could have any hope of fixing the leak.


Forty kilometres to the west of Cape Barren Island, with all men, both ‘sick and well’, either ‘employed at the pumps or bailing’, Thompson urged Hamilton to throw their bags of sugar and heavy bales and boxes overboard, but the water continued to pour in at such a rate that by 8 p.m. there was over one and a half metres of water in the well. Pushed in by roaring south-easterlies, the ship was foundering fast. At midnight the water had reached the ‘lower deck hatches’ and Hamilton finally sighted land at ‘two miles distance’. In the darkness, he could make out the ‘high perpendicular rocks’ with the ‘heavy surf breaking upon them’. To avoid ‘instant destruction’ he hove the ship to until morning, re-positioning the sails as the ship performed yet another lumbering dance until it finally ceased sailing, further stressing the hull and making the leak even worse. By daybreak the Sydney Cove was lying on its side. Spotting ‘an opening in the land’, Hamilton did his best to bring her ‘head around’ and made all the sail he could towards a ‘small island’ but the ship would hardly respond because she was almost completely waterlogged. The horses in between decks were up to their knees in water. Aware the ship was about to go down, Hamilton sent the longboat on shore with rice, ammunition and firearms. Only a matter of minutes after the longboat left, the ship struck a sandbar in 6 metres of water. As soon as the longboat returned he landed the sickly part of the crew while others followed the next day. The Sydney Cove had reached its final resting place nearly five hundred nautical miles from Sydney. Hamilton, Clark, Thompson and their exhausted crew found themselves standing on the uninhabited, isolated patch of earth that would later be named in memory of their experience—Preservation Island—the damaged longboat or a passing ship their only hope of salvation.12


On the morning of 9 February 1797, Hamilton and Clark surveyed the scene. They had passed through a narrow channel and were stranded on the edge of the Furneaux Archipelago. The east coast of Tasmania was less than forty kilometres away. Standing on a small beach on the southern side of Preservation Island and looking out on the jagged peaks of the nearby islands, they could have been forgiven for thinking that by some miracle they had landed on the west coast of Scotland. The landscape was strangely reminiscent of their homeland. Every piece of land was prey to the sea; there was a fierce, untamed majesty in these islands that demanded respect. Yet before they had time to even contemplate their surroundings there were more pressing matters to attend to. Hamilton noted that ‘not a drop’ of water could be ‘got from the wreck’ and they had only torn sails from which to erect makeshift tents. Many members of the crew were so exhausted they were unable to move. The ship was a few hundred metres offshore, slowly sinking into its watery grave, and Hamilton had only a short time to salvage what he could from the wreck. After combing the island in search of water, he eventually dug a well of 2 metres depth and found brackish water that ‘answered the purpose’. He then landed the horses and stock and led them to the water. Many years later, some historians would make much of the fact that these animals were ‘the first cow and the first horse to be brought ashore in Van Diemen’s Land’.13


The next morning, Hamilton sent all his able hands, hungry and tired, their clothes still damp, to retrieve and dry the ‘wet rice out of the wreck’ while others erected tents and brought back whatever cargo they managed to drag in from the ship. In the maelstrom of the wreck the longboat had been severely damaged. Hamilton knew that he had only a few months before ‘the winter set in’ and given the weak state of so many of the survivors, they would surely perish in such exposed conditions. He had to repair the longboat quickly, send it to Sydney, request assistance and ‘save the crew and cargo’. For the next two weeks, ‘the carpenter and a gang of hands’ attempted to raise a ‘strake’ on the longboat—adding another piece of timber so as to raise the hull’s sides in preparation for the arduous voyage ahead—while ‘all the others who could work’ hoisted ‘spirit casks out of the ship’. As supercargo, Clark was determined to assist Hamilton in retrieving as much of the ship’s merchandise as possible. No effort was spared. As the spirits and wines were hauled ashore, many of the crew found the temptation too great, breaking open the barrels and indulging in drunken reveries that Hamilton found ‘very improper’. The warmth of the alcohol at least deadened their cold and pain and allowed them to momentarily forget the dire situation they were in. But Hamilton could see his precious cargo being drunk before it reached the auction room floor. He commanded that the wine and spirits be ‘saved to a small adjacent island’ which could only be reached by boat except during very low tides when the reef that linked the two islands was almost dry. There were now two island prisons: one for the survivors of the wreck and one for the rum. When I walked the northern shoreline of ‘Rum Island’ in 2013, it was still possible to find the rusted iron castings from the Sydney Cove’s rum barrels lying in the sand.


One of the most difficult transitions for Hamilton was to ensure the transfer of his command from the sea to land. No longer bound by the rituals and constraints of the ship’s world, the hierarchy that existed at sea was much harder to maintain on the island. Although he probably rang the bells each morning, marked each day off the calendar and held a meeting to allot the tasks for the day ahead, he could not monitor his crew’s every move as he could at sea. At the same time, while it was his duty to protect his cargo, he also had to be careful not to exacerbate the emotional and physical distress of the survivors. Well-liked and respected by nearly all who recorded their impressions of him, Hamilton appeared to be the ideal person for the challenge that lay ahead of him. Despite the hellish 3-month voyage of the Sydney Cove, he had lost only a handful of men. It was a remarkable feat of seamanship to have got them this far. But this knowledge was tempered by their extreme isolation. By the end of their second week on the island, the survivors could see their ship offshore lying ‘much on one side’. The wreck was ‘almost covered very high’. Only at low tide was there any chance of retrieving any more cargo. The sight of their listing ship sinking slowly into the sand only reinforced their utter desolation.
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