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WHO WAS CAPTAIN STARLIGHT?


Frank Pearson and Henry Readford were both bushrangers of New South Wales and Queensland in the second half of the 19th century. Although their backgrounds and their crimes differed greatly they have one factor in common: both are known as “Captain Starlight”.


Frank Pearson was the first “Starlight”. In the 1860’s he made a name for himself as a horse thief, an armed robber, a forger, an impostor and a murderer. He used a great many aliases, one of which was “Captain Starlight”.


Then in 1882/1883 a Sydney newspaper published the novel Robbery Under Arms. Written by Rolf Boldrewood, the book told the story of a young man who ran away from his noble English family to become a cattle thief and armed robber in the Australian outback. The hero’s name was “Captain Starlight”. The book was very popular and it soon became an Australian classic.
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Poster advertising the play of “Robbery Under Arms” Tasmanian Archive & Heritage Office, Tasmanian State Library


Frank Pearson liked to boast that the hero of the story was modeled on him. The author, however denied it; Boldrewood claimed that his “Captain Starlight” was based on several Australian bushrangers. One of them was a horse thief known as “Captain Midnight”. Another was Henry Readford.


Henry Readford never called himself “Starlight”, but because of Robbery Under Arms he has come to be known by the name. Readford was an explorer and a cattle thief. In 1870 he stole about 1000 cattle and drove them more than 1200 kms across Queensland and South Australia. It was an amazing feat that showed great skill and endurance, and turned Henry Readford into an outback legend. Boldrewood borrowed the story to use in Robbery Under Arms.


Who, then, is Captain Starlight? This book explores the lives of both of the bushrangers known by that name, and both made famous by their connection with a character from a book.
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Thomas Alexander Browne, who wrote “Robbery Under Arms” under the name of “Rolf Boldrewood”.




“Robbery Under Arms”


Rolf Boldrewood was the pen-name used by Thomas Alexander Browne. He was the Police Magistrate at Dubbo when he wrote Robbery Under Arms.


Robbery Under Arms was first published as a serial in the Sydney Mail. In 1888 it was published in book form, in three volumes, and the following year it was made into a single volume.


The story has been made into a play and a film and is still popular today.







The sick stockrider


“Starlight” appears in the poem “The sick stockrider”, published by the poet Adam Lindsay Gordon in 1870. The poem is about an old and dying stockman who is remembering the adventures of his youth. He says:


Aye! We had a glorious gallop after “Starlight” and his gang


and then recounts a chase and a gunfight with the bushrangers. The “Starlight” mentioned in this poem was probably based on Frank Pearson.
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FRANK PEARSON


Starlight’s early life


The first 30 years of Frank Pearson’s life are a mystery. We do not know where he was born or who his parents were; we cannot even be sure of his real name. The many aliases he used throughout his life make it difficult to trace his movements.
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Picture of Frank Pearson




Aliases


Some of the names Frank Pearson used were “Frank Gordon”, “Dr. Pearson”, “Dr. Lamb”, “William Lamb”, “Edwin F. M. Waller” and “Patrick Francis Marie Pelly”. He used several other aliases as well.





Pearson spent most of his life travelling from place to place, inventing new identities for himself and telling lies about his life. He claimed to be a doctor, a justice of the peace, a Major in the British military, a bodyguard for the Russian Czar. Amongst all the lies about his past it is hard to find the truth. He walked with a limp caused by bullet wounds in his hip and leg, which suggests he had been involved in a battle or a shoot-out at some stage, but the truth of their cause is impossible to know.


According to Pearson’s first prison record, from Darlinghurst Gaol in Sydney, he was born in London in 1837. His later prison records from Queensland gaols state that he was born in America. Pearson himself told a cellmate that he was born in Mexico; that his father was Irish and his mother Spanish, and that he went to school in Rome.


All that we can guess from this is that he was born probably around 1837, possibly in London. We know that by 1868 Pearson was living in Australia. Anything that we really know about his life occurred after that time.


“Dr. Pearson”


Pearson began making a name for himself in New South Wales in about 1868, when he turned up in the region of Bourke, New South Wales. He claimed that he was a Justice of the Peace and a doctor, though he was neither. In Mooribee he worked as a doctor, and for a time the people in the district had no idea he was a fraud. “Dr. Pearson” was seen as gentlemanly but rather foolish and strange.


Sometime in 1868 Pearson made friends with a young stockman named Charles Rutherford. Rutherford was a handsome young man who had been working on a local station for a Mr. Wilson. Pearson and Rutherford made plans together and in late September, Pearson suddenly left Mooribee and set off with Rutherford to embark on a series of robberies.


When Pearson left the inn where he had stayed in Mooribee, he paid for his keep with a cheque for £10. The cheque turned out to be a fake.




Rutherford


Charles Rutherford was also known as “Charley Wilson”. He was born in Australia and when he teamed up with Pearson he was in his early twenties. Rutherford was 5’6” tall, had fair hair, whiskers and a moustache. He had been a hard-working station hand for Mr. Wilson, but quit his job suddenly to become a bushranger with Frank Pearson. Nobody knows why.





The adventure begins


When Rutherford left Mr. Wilson’s station he stole a horse for Pearson, and together the pair of them set off. Wanting to put some distance between Mr Wilson and his stolen horses, the men made their way along the Balonne River to St George’s Bridge (now known as St George) across the border in Queensland. Then they turned back to New South Wales and zig-zagged across the countryside, over the drought-stricken floodplain of the Culgoa River and then East to the Narran River. At Angledool Station they held up three men and robbed them of £4 and a revolver. The victims reported the robbery to police, who set off to search for the thieves. In the meantime, Pearson and Rutherford continued on their way, robbing Gideon’s Inn near Walgett and stealing two horses from Ledknapper Springs.
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St George’s bridge (now known as “St George”), where Pearson and Rutherford camped for the night. Sketched in 1848.


The two bushrangers travelled back and forth for about 400 kms across the countryside. They were pursued by Senior Constable John McCabe from the New South Wales police, Constable Hugh McManus from the Queensland police, and a black tracker.
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Map of the Culgoa region, including the Balonne and Culgoa Rivers and St George’s bridge, where Pearson and Rutherford roamed


Eventually Pearson and Rutherford reached Belalie, a station on the Warrego River near Eringonia. They stole two horses belonging to the managers of Belalie Station, Harry Zouch and James McNall. Then they set off for a waterhole known as “The Tank”, where they camped for the night.
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