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To John Lang –
too long forgotten




‘What hinders one being merry while telling the truth?’


Horace, First Satire


‘I have been four or five months in this colony,’
pursued John, ‘and ... I have seen more than
I ever saw in my whole life; and I have not
walked through the world blindfolded.’


‘It seems a strange place,’ remarked Isabella.


‘If it but seems ... then I can assure you, you have
much to see and learn if you intend to remain in it.’


John Lang, Legends of Australia, 1842




Preface


We want to tell a man’s story. The richness of his life is in its detail, but some details are lost to history. He lived over 160 years ago and lacked a champion to carry his flame posthumously. Contemporary sources are few and sketchy – chiefly a handful of writer friends in London. No diaries or letters by him are known to survive. Sometimes his novels are a looking-glass into his own life, but any correlation requires caution.


What do we do?


We assemble the verifiable facts, identify the spaces between them, and navigate those spaces with the firm aim of being true to what we know of his temperament, life and times. As musical notes shape the silence between them, his known actions and ways inform the spaces of the unknown.


Every life is a story. We strive to do justice to his in the telling.




Introduction


John George Lang was a trail-blazer. He was the first:


• Australian-born novelist: Violet; Or, the Danseuse, 1836


• to write a New South Wales-set convict/bush novel: Legends of Australia, 1842


• to write an Australian satire: Legends of Australia


• to write a full-length ‘detective’ novel in English – The Forger’s Wife, 1855, in which the detective goes undercover: another first


• Australian to write an Indian travelogue: Wanderings in India ..., 1859


• to write an Australian-set supernatural tale: ‘Fisher’s Ghost’, 1836


• Australian international bestseller.


That’s just as an author.


He was also a newspaperman – the first Australian to found a paper in India, which he edited and wrote much of, and which outlived him.


And he was among the first born in New South Wales to read Law at Cambridge – and to be asked to leave. More importantly, he was the first barrister to defeat the British imperial authorities in a court of law. The fact he was a colonial lawyer appearing for an Indian subject in a colonial court only made the feat more remarkable, given the era’s prevailing power structures.


Further, he was an accomplished translator and linguist. His translation of a Roman satirical poem was the first of a classic in New South Wales, and in India he regularly translated classical Persian verse into English and ran it in his newspaper.


That’s a veritable fistful of ‘first’s – in his writings and his life! ‘First’s came more easily in those early days because much was yet to be done, but don’t let that diminish his achievements: Lang – no one else – did all this. He blazed the trails, others followed.


He should be a celebrated figure in Australian literary history; instead, he’s forgotten while others get the credit for his pioneering work. Why this is will be discussed in the Epilogue.


But first, let’s get to know John Lang and his rollicking times ...




CHAPTER 1


Family and social background


New South Wales, 1816. On 19 December, the cusp of solstice, the Cumberland Plain sizzled in summer heat. Towering cumulonimbus filled the southwestern sky as an afternoon storm rolled in. In the Freemason’s Arms Inn in dusty Parramatta, west of Sydney Town, in a small, airless room of wood and lace, a young woman writhed in labour. Her dark eyes flashed; she heaved and moaned as thunder clapped in the heavens above and tendrils of lightning sliced the air. Rain sluiced down on the crooked timber roof, and a baby boy joined the tempest. The midwife’s eyes welled with tears of joy and wonder at this life, as they did at every life.


He was John George Lang, second son to Elizabeth – who was now, at 22, a widow with two infants. Walter, the boys’ father, had died months ago.


Rain lashed the window pane as wee John – this child of the light, child of the storm – gulped his first breaths. He clutched at the air, gurgled, coughed, cried briefly then – as his skin touched his mother’s bosom, glistening with sweat – quietened and lay still. The rain soon spent its violence and eased into a reassuring rhythm.


How did this mewling, murmuring bundle come to be born in a Parramatta pub? Elizabeth hailed from Norfolk Island, that craggy, windswept mid-Pacific speck, and came to Sydney as an infant (see below). Walter Lang, the father John would never know, belonged to a Glaswegian merchant family with trading ties to India, the East and the Australian colonies. He owned and captained several ships around the world, often docking in Sydney. On one such visit in 1812 he met and, six weeks later, married Elizabeth Harris, then 17. Their wedding notice in The Sydney Gazette, 20 June, read:


MARRIED—On Wednesday last, by the Reverend Mr. MARSDEN, at St. John’s Church, Parramatta, WALTER LANG, Esq. recently from India, to Miss ELIZABETH HARRIS, Niece of Mr. JAMES LARRA, of George-street, Parramatta. [n1,1]


The newlyweds set up house in Van Diemen’s Land, where their first son, Walter junior, was born in 1814. Soon thereafter, they sailed to England on one of Walter’s ships. On the return voyage, he fell ill in Cape Town. He made a will and survived the trip to Sydney, but lasted only a few more weeks. He died aged 27, unaware Elizabeth was pregnant again.


It was entirely apt that little John – who would grow up to embody, delineate and immortalise his society’s human contours – was, alone in his family, born at the heart of the Antipodean colonies and in the most fitting establishment of all: a tavern.


Outside the Freemason’s Arms – owned by James Larra, Elizabeth’s uncle, and later renamed the Woolpack Inn – the fledging colony was developing an air of hard-fought permanence. Its population stood at around 10,000 and, guided by Governor Macquarie’s wise and considerate hand, many enjoyed a new sensation: confidence. The precarious early years – when hunger, sickness, isolation and despair threatened to overwhelm – were behind them.


The early colonists did what they had to to get by. Many, including baby John’s forebears, lived extraordinary lives that illuminate the world he grew up in and the early workings of the colony. Elizabeth’s father, a Cockney Jewish labourer called John Harris, was sentenced to death in 1783 for stealing eight silver spoons. That was commuted to 14 years’ transportation to America, then to a life sentence in Africa and finally to a life sentence in New South Wales. Quite a parade of fates to throw at one man! Aged about 28, Harris arrived with the First Fleet aboard the Scarborough – one of about a dozen Jews on those first transports.


An enterprising fellow, Harris proposed a Night Watch to curb crime after dark. It was soon established, with him in command. In 1790 he was transferred to Norfolk Island, where he was appointed Principal of the Night Watch across three settlements.


In return for his service, Harris received 2 acres of land, but a group of pushy army officers seized it from him. Convicts had no legal rights, so he couldn’t contest their action in the courts. He asked for and – again, due to his service – was granted a pardon at the recommendation of Lt-Governor Phillip King so he could bring a case.


Harris returned to New South Wales a free man and squatted on 6 acres near Windsor, north of Sydney. When he was granted that land – a common practice in the early decades – he built an inn and received one of the colony’s first liquor licences. In 1799, aged fortyish, he moved to Toongabbie, opened a second inn and became a trading agent for leading pastoralist, John Macarthur.


The following year, King – now Governor of the colony – asked Harris to rejoin his police force. Harris mulled it over: business was good, life was good, he’d moved on from policing. He politely declined.


On Norfolk Island, King had been bright-eyed, idealistic and successful in his lenient treatment of convicts. Since then, gout and endless disputes with the military had embittered him: he was now prone to rages. Harris didn’t know King had changed, didn’t realise this was an offer he couldn’t refuse.


In King’s eyes, Harris owed him for favours bestowed; his fury was terrible and utterly disproportionate. Harris was jailed on trumped-up charges and a wall of his home was torn down: a cruel and unusual punishment. Further, his liquor stocks – valued at a whopping £400 (c. £80,000 today) – were destroyed, his licence revoked and his land grant cancelled. [n1,2]


One mistake cost Harris everything – years of hard work and service wiped out in a day on the whim of a powerful man.


He was soon released from prison but, fearing King’s further wrath and wanting restitution, sailed for England with his young son, leaving Elizabeth – aged six – and her sister, Hannah, in the care of James Larra and his wife. The children’s mother, possibly a Mary Green, may have died the previous year. She and Harris never married, as he already had a wife and child back in England. It’s likely – though unconfirmed – Mary Green was the sister of Larra or his wife.


Harris’ was an ill-fated voyage: the ship was wrecked in Fiji, and the replacement ship was captured by Spaniards, its passengers imprisoned on Guam. Almost three years after leaving Sydney, Harris and his boy reached London, where he lodged a petition with the Colonial Office for restitution after King’s mistreatment. But there is no record of his petition being answered, and no further record of Harris himself.


It’s a disturbing end to a life of mythic proportions, but there’s a clue: Macarthur was also in London at the time, sent by King to face court-martial for duelling. But the top brass took Macarthur’s side in that matter, which infuriated King. Did his disturbed state lead him to imagine a plot against him in London, as complaints accumulated? Macarthur was too prominent to deal with summarily, but Harris was just another ex-convict with no connections whatsoever. Remove a complainant and you remove a complaint ... did such a terrible fate befall the man John Lang is named after?


Like her (first) two boys, Elizabeth grew up without a father. Whatever she knew of Harris – whatever she later told John about him – came from the Larras.


* * *


Building a society takes at least three generations: consolidate security and politics; cement the other cornerstones – education, transportation, commerce and agriculture; then cultivate the finer arts – literature, painting, music, et al. That was the task the British faced in this southern wonderland. They came to flush their waste, but also to found a state at the far end of the earth, from scratch. It’s an astonishing chapter in the human project.


The colonists brought everything with them: the weapons of war – cannons, muskets, swords, bayonets and mountains of gunpowder – to battle human threats to their presence; and the tools of peace to consolidate their presence. For food, they brought live cows, pigs and chickens, cured meats, sauerkraut and other pickled and fermented vegetables, grains to eat, seeds to grow, seedlings to plant. For shelter, all the carpentry tools and materials of the day; and for clothing and bedding, masses of cotton and hemp, to be trimmed and sewn. And they brought horses – to ride and to draw the future coaches. It was an imperial Noah’s Ark.


The six-month voyage was daunting enough, let alone what lay ahead. The future was a tabula rasa: it held every possibility known to them plus the unknown terrors of nightmares. The only certainty was it would be hard. The nearest help, Calcutta, was two months’ sail away. They were on their own.


The project itself attests to the era’s vigour; the First Fleet’s detail and planning, to British rigour. It illustrates the confidence and practicality that drove the empire: in the reign of mad King George, Britain achieved world domination.


But that confidence was sorely tested by the alien, hostile conditions of Sydney Cove. The ground was hard, the tree trunks harder: the colonists’ axes broke trying to fell eucalypts and build shelter – they had to use gunpowder. Nothing was easy, mistakes abounded, and all activity carried the unfamiliar threats of heat, ants, spiders, flies, mosquitoes and dreaded snakes.


The sensory strangeness was unsettling: inverted skies and opposite seasons, the scent of the very air itself, an unfamiliar night sky, outlandish flora and fauna, and birds that laughed at you! The level of dislocation felt by the convicts is impossible to imagine. Most had never left their village or town in Georgian England before their arrest. They were poor and uneducated, often illiterate. This immersive disorientation, the hard labour, hunger and fear all took a toll: only the tough of mind and body made it. So began the shaping of the Australian character.


The colony’s infancy was precarious. The first anniversary in January 1789 heralded little celebration: a mere 1000 or so Europeans huddled nervously in tiny settlements at Sydney Cove, Parramatta and Norfolk Island, at the mercy of the forbidding expanses that encircled them. Things could have gone either way.


But they clung on, help came, and the worst of it passed. Many of these early arrivees would never leave this thankless, alien land. The thought was haunting. For Lang’s forebears and all those who remembered an elsewhere, the maddening lure of home came and went on the breeze, a plaintive sigh from the enclosing emptiness.


* * *


Soon after John’s birth, Elizabeth and the infants moved into Sydney Town, where John – given his father’s religion – was christened in St Phillip’s Anglican Church in York St. The church had replaced the colony’s first place of worship, a wattle-and-daub construction burnt down by convicts in 1798.


Elizabeth did her best to keep Walter’s business ticking over but, with the boys to raise, found it difficult. So in July 1819, when John was just two-and-a-half, Elizabeth left him and Walter junior with the Larras and set off for England, just as her father had done to her and her sister. She wanted to put Walter’s affairs in London in order and find another husband: as a convict’s daughter, her chances of a good match in the colony were limited.


Aboard the Surrey, she met Joseph Underwood, 40, a merchant who owned several ships, as Walter had. Joseph’s wife had died the previous year, leaving him with four young children. A frightening mortality rate for all ages meant a surfeit of single parents of both genders.


The bond between Elizabeth and Joseph deepened sufficiently for them to marry upon arrival in Dover. They spent the next 18 months in England. She was in her prime, beautiful and rich.


Upon returning to New South Wales – with new baby Frederick – the family moved into Joseph’s splendid home in Lower George St, close to The Rocks and the bustling port. Elizabeth’s convict background and public scandals were well known in the colony, but Joseph didn’t mind: he held enlightened views, partly because his brother James was transported with a seven-year sentence.


Young John, now four, finally had his mother back, but overnight his life was upended once again. After two years with James Larra, his flighty third wife (see below) and their kindly servants, John and Walter junior now had a stepfather, four stepsiblings plus a new baby in their new home!


It was an unstable and difficult formative period. There was no adult John could form a deep emotional bond with, and he was part of a growing tribe of youngsters around the house. Like any child, he just wanted his mother’s love and attention, but she was busy.


Previously based in Calcutta, Joseph imported tea from Bengal and pork from Tahiti, shipped cedar and coal down from the Hunter River area, and sold seal skins in China. Such trading carried great risk and great reward. He also managed Elizabeth’s business affairs and put some assets in trust for Walter jnr and John.


Joseph had a second home: Ashfield Park, a large house and property 8 kms west of Sydney on the Parramatta road and the birthplace of Ashfield suburb. The family divided its time between the two residences, exposing John to contrasting worlds. The George St house overlooked Sydney Cove and the seedy part of town, as well as shipyards owned by Joseph’s brother, James. The docks buzzed with passengers and goods from all corners, and the nearby taverns and hotels thrummed with raucous revelry.


In April 1821, Governor Macquarie boarded a new ship bound for Van Diemen’s Land. The Midas was the latest addition to Joseph’s fleet: he was honoured to provide it for the governor’s last official tour. Illustrating his prominence in Sydney society, Joseph then hosted a large gathering to welcome Macquarie back, his home and many civic buildings brightly lit in celebration. It was the kind of spectacle to lodge in young John’s memory. A lavish ball was then held at Mary Reibey’s – a Lancashire lass transported aged 13 for horse-stealing who, a few decades later, was one of Sydney’s business leaders. When the time came, hers was too good a story for John not to tell.


It was the age of the great sailing ships, before the steam era began in the 1840s. Lang’s father and stepfather owned and sailed ships, and his step-uncle built them: it was in his blood and his childhood. His George St home afforded a bird’s-eye view of these majestic vessels: in full rig, a stiff wind billowing the sails, they took his breath away. He listened captivated to Joseph’s tales of the high seas and life in exotic India, and in step-uncle James’ shipyards he played games of pirates and explorers in half-built hulls resembling whale skeletons. He heard the evocative, plaintive creaking of the rigging and saw the mighty craft take shape. It all surely made a deep impression.


The other thing about the sea: it was the colony’s lifeline, the only way in and out.


Opposite the Underwood home, at 96 George St, George Howe produced the colony’s first newspaper, the Sydney Gazette. Howe was a good friend of Joseph’s, and a wide-eyed young John, curious and observant, explored the printery as he did the shipyard, fascinated by the clunks, hisses and revolutions of the printing presses, enthralled by the magic of transforming blocks of typeface into hundreds of copies of a newspaper.


Step-uncle James, who later owned a liquor distillery and whose two-storey brick-and-stone home was among Sydney’s finest, wanted to build Sydney’s first theatre. Nothing came of it because Governor Darling – a buttoned-up army disciplinarian – forbade all such entertainment. But it likely planted a kernel in John’s mind.


In contrast to the lively city, Ashfield Park was still bushland, with barely a European imprint beyond the road. Joseph’s house was the first, and little growth occurred there for the next decade. The virgin bush that surrounded the family home – extending beyond the horizon, holding untold mysteries and terrors – fired John’s imagination. What adventures, what wonders awaited the explorer brave enough to set off into those wilds?


The rambling household contained the blended families: Elizabeth’s two boys, Joseph’s four children (with at least two sons) then their six together, i.e. another four daughters and two sons: 12 youngsters in all! Joseph’s ageing mother also lived with them, as did, from the mid-1820s, James Larra. Joseph was often away, overseeing his holdings in the Hunter region and further afield. Domestic servants – assigned convicts – helped Elizabeth with the children and did the household chores.


James Larra is a key figure for John – not only a surrogate grandfather for the one he never knew, but also a family member who’d experienced first-hand the convict life and the colony’s wild, uncertain early years. Larra came out with the troubled Second Fleet in 1790 on the Scarborough, which had transported John Harris. Descended from a prominent Spanish Jewish family, he’d received a death sentence, later commuted, for – in a moment of drunken stupidity – stealing a £5 tankard. Within months of arriving in Sydney, he succeeded Harris as Principal of the Night Watch.


He received a conditional pardon after four years; two months later, he married Susannah Wilkinson. Granted 50 acres in the Field of Mars, he farmed for a bit then – again like Harris – became an agent for Macarthur, got a liquor licence, built a wattle-and-daub hut at Parramatta and called it the Freemason’s Arms. Larra seized the commercial opportunities that abounded, opening the colony’s first restaurant in the Freemason’s in 1798.


Two years later, the inn – now a substantial brick building – was a popular venue. Situated where the Parramatta courthouse stands today, the restaurant served, among other dishes, local eel (‘lamprey’) and hung beef. In 1802, members of a visiting French scientific expedition stayed at the inn. Naturalist François Peron was amazed:


... we were served with an elegance, and even a luxury, which we could not suppose obtainable on these shores. The best wines, such as Madeira, Port, Xeres, Cape and Bordeaux, always covered our tables; we were served on plate, and the decanters and glasses were of the purest flint; nor were the eatables inferior to the liquors ... Mr Larra caused us to be served in the French style; and this act of politeness was the more easy to him, because amongst the convicts who acted as his domestics was an excellent French cook, a native of Paris, as well as two others of his countrymen. [n1,3]


Larra diversified his business interests, adding a general store to the inn and selling wheat and animal feed to the government. He also became the colony’s first newsagent, distributing George Howe’s Sydney Gazette from its inception in 1803.


He was soon granted more land: 1000 acres in Bankstown, then another 200, which he held in trust for his nieces, Elizabeth and Hannah, and which became Harris Park; and in 1809 another 600 acres. He was also made ‘vendue [auction] master of the District of Parramatta’, crowning his astonishing rise. With fortune in this new world beyond his wildest dreams, he was known as ‘the commercial nabob [an Indian term for governor] of Parramatta’. Not bad for a convict Jew.


On 5 April 1810 he hosted the colony’s first race meeting. ‘Parramatta’ beat ‘Belfast’ in a two-horse contest, followed by ‘a trotting match won by a “famous” trotting mare called Miss Betty ... Considerable money was wagered on these events.’ [n1,4] The horses were complemented by ...


... a cockfight, foot races, wheelbarrow races between blindfolded contestants and women’s sack-races which proved hilarious for competitors and spectators alike. The day ended with the happy crowd carrying off their host and patron, James Larra, to his inn, where he ‘shouted’ them to a round of best West Indian rum. [n1,5]


One of Larra’s many talents was political savvy. He knew how to please and he knew which way the wind blew. He reached the pinnacle of the colonial social ladder – the one that stands in waste-strewn mud and ends in gilded clouds – in January 1814, when a gala dinner was held to celebrate the anniversary of Macquarie’s arrival. A hundred of the colony’s leading lights were there: Larra was not only invited, he was honoured with stewardship.


His wife Susannah had died in 1811. Larra, in his early sixties, mourned her for two years then married Phoebe Waldron, a wealthy, middle-aged widow. Within a year Phoebe was dead. Rumours swirled, centring on allegations of ‘improper sexual practices’ despite no evidence of such. A trial was held and he was acquitted. In the court of public opinion, however, he was condemned as a dirty old man, maybe a perverted Jew to boot – not quite ‘one of us’, even after 20 years and everything he’d done. Suddenly persona non grata, he was removed as auction master, struggled on for a bit then had to mortgage his farms to another ex-convict nabob, Samuel Terry.


Around this time, his niece gave birth to her second boy in the Freemason’s. She christened him John, after her father, Larra’s old colleague. Perhaps the birth reinvigorated Larra amid his woes: a few months later, aged 67, he girded his loins and took a third wife.


Mary Ann Clarke was an English actress and exconvict who enjoyed spending money and cavorting with French officers. Four years into the marriage – during which Larra took the Lang lads in – he sent her to England to bring more funds, a folly akin to having a goat tend your roses. In her absence, Samuel Terry had Larra declared bankrupt; upon her return, the marriage collapsed because she’d spent all the money and incurred further debts Larra couldn’t pay. He was hauled off to debtors’ prison – a final, crowning indignity for the former nabob.


Elizabeth rescued him, aged 76, and took him in. Young John, now eight, enjoyed Larra’s stories about the good old days, when the colony was his oyster and his cook a Parisian chef. Lang would later reflect on Larra’s life and his grandfather’s, noting their lessons: what was possible in the colony, no matter your origins; how easily you could lose everything; and, once fallen, the impossibility of redemption. He learnt the importance of reputation – a lifetime to build, an hour to destroy – and the fickleness of public opinion. Things to remember ...


The birth of New South Wales coincided with the birth of the modern world. The Georgians were the first moderns: their era, c. 1770–1820, saw the origin of seismic social change via urban growth, industrialisation and extreme inequality. The political, economic and social forces we live with today took form then.


So did the concepts: the 18th-century Age of Enlightenment marked the first challenge to the supremacy of religion, with science and reason replacing faith as society’s guiding beliefs. That is, the intangible notions of God and heaven were superceded by the tangible workings and ingenuity of the human mind in everyday life – an intellectual revolution.


The Romantic Age that followed took this further. It accepted the supremacy of humankind but rejected science due to industrialisation’s inequalities and pollution of Nature. Writers such as Blake, Wordsworth, Coleridge, Keats and Carlyle bemoaned these developments and the ‘dark, satanic mills’ blighting the landscape and the soul.


Romanticism eschewed the machine age and looked to the past, especially Greek mythology. It celebrated Nature above all; Man, as Nature’s supreme manifestation; and particularly the individual – the creative artist drawing inspiration from Nature’s beauty and power.


The Romantic era spanned John Lang’s life. As a novelist, he operated within its cultural and intellectual landscape – without, as we’ll see, necessarily adhering to its conventions. He wasn’t a good ‘adherer’ to anything much ...




CHAPTER 2


Schooldays & Three Fathers, 1829–36


At age 12, John was consigned to that ramrod backbone of English society: boarding school. Sydney Public School stood on the corner of King and Phillip Streets, opposite the Supreme Court – site of his future career dreams. He penned a lament in his semi-autobiographical novel Raymond a decade later:


... the change from home to school, where he has to ‘rough it’ every hour of his life, is to a susceptible and delicate child, as painful and startling a one as is possible to conceive. All is so repulsive ... the food, the loud ringing of the school bell in the morning ... the awful master, with his cane and birch, cast iron visage and thundering voice ... the hard bed, shared perhaps with a bigger boy who ... borrows your share of the sheets and blankets and kicks you out if you are so unreasonable as to remonstrate.


John was a good scholar from the outset but, having a small build, not so sporty. Instead of playing ball games, he wandered around St Mary’s Cathedral construction site beside the brickworks, and down to the lapping waters of Woolloomooloo Bay, where school swim days were held. He’d take a book, find a shady spot and escape into tales of adventure on the high seas and daring deeds in far-off lands. As he grew through his teens, he immersed himself in the Greek and Roman classics and Shakespeare, Fletcher and Byron.


John’s headmaster, William Cape, was still in his early twenties, but his stellar qualities were already appreciated. A fine judge of potential, he noted Lang’s facility with poetry – including writing his own – and languages, and warmly encouraged him to pursue those talents.


Fatherless boys find older males to guide them. From age four, John had a stepfather, but Joseph Underwood already had his four children then had six more with Elizabeth. Even if he tried to develop a connection with John, there was little time or space to do so. Instead, John found three fathers of his own – men who influenced different aspects of his development. William Cape was the first.


John usually spent the holidays at Ashfield Park, but on one break he enjoyed his own high-seas adventure with Joseph on a trading voyage to New Zealand and some South Pacific islands. With breathless excitement, he recounted the trip – the first of many sea journeys – in a school composition.


He also spent time at Joseph’s bush property in the Southern Highlands, southwest of Sydney. The area, especially Bong Bong, later featured in numerous Lang stories. After the opening of the Sydney Road – aka the Great Southern Road – the region bristled with bushrangers, one of his recurring subjects. The terrain was rugged, hilly and forested, dotted with meandering creeks, limestone caves and rock overhangs – perfect shelter from the rain and the chill, and ideal hideaways. John loved its wild beauty.


After a period of poor health, Joseph died in 1833, aged about 54; John was 16. Elizabeth had to tighten the purse strings now, with school fees to pay and many mouths to feed. She’d lost two husbands, had eight children – and raised four more – and she wasn’t yet 40. Henceforth, she managed the family alone.


Joseph’s death marked a change in young John. He abandoned his solitary reading and daydreaming and took up the competitive sports he’d previously avoided: cricket, football, boxing and swimming. He now relished the contest and showed a commitment matching his academic application: already it was clear he didn’t go in for half measures. His slight frame filled out and, in embracing the physical, his body learnt what his mind imbibed from the classics: dedication and hard work are their own reward and the path to worldly reward.


Lang was less accomplished socially, on the fringe of several friendship groups more than embedded in any. He pulled pranks and joked around, which brought some popularity, but he often took things too far, was unpredictable and lacked emotional warmth. He bragged, too, which doesn’t inspire affection. It seems he was an instinctive loner: not content to be merely one of the many, determined to be the one out of many.


John followed William Cape to his next school: Sydney College – the forerunner of Sydney Grammar School – in thus-named College Street. The curriculum was classical: Latin and Greek; the great works of both languages, especially the Romans; and the English canon. In Cape’s classroom, Lang continued to excel: he developed a deep appreciation of Latin and a lifelong love of Cicero.


Ten years John’s junior, Thomas Browne – aka Rolf Boldrewood, author of Robbery Under Arms – also attended Cape’s schools and penned fond reminiscences of those days in his short-story collection, In Bad Company. He followed Lang in school and in bushranger fiction.


Cape was an evolved human being, deploring the social and religious prejudices that blighted the colony. Strict but warm, he took a genuine interest in his students, doing what schools aspire to: build character by instilling values. He taught boys from wealthy and poor families alike, the latter at the Mechanics’ School of Arts on an unpaid basis. His anti-sectarian and inclusive approach drew the scorn of many ruling ‘exclusivists’ (see Ch 3).


His approach was ‘holistic’: he taught the scholar and the young man entering the larger world. He took groups of boys on walking tours around town, applying the lessons of the classics to everyday life. The boys could in fact hear, from their school grounds, that larger world at work, as cries of pain and anguish from nearby Darlinghurst Gaol punctuated their days. A convict could be flogged if his master considered him insufficiently diligent or otherwise insubodinate... Were James Larra and John Harris – and Uncle James – flogged like these poor souls? Lang must have wondered. Did they cry out so?


While schoolboys typically learnt the ‘lessons’ of corporal punishment with their own flesh, these lads also got an early education in the brutality of the state. Like Georgian England, the colony was a visceral place whose public spaces might feature convicts in stocks, public hangings and heads on spikes left to rot as a warning.


The backbone of the colony was ‘assignment’: convicts were assigned to a master who housed, fed and clothed them and put them to work. They had no say in the matter, no possibility of refusing anything. They received no payment, could be flogged at their master’s whim and hired out for a fee. It was a win–win for the rulers: the state paid nothing for the convicts’ upkeep, and the wealthy colonists got free labour. The history books call it ‘bondage’ or ‘servitude’, but it was slavery. White slavery built the early colony.


A notable stat: of the 3367 children aged under 12 in Sydney in 1835, 1500 had no schooling.


Lang’s academic excellence caught the eye of Dr William Bland, on the school’s Board of Trustees. Bland took an interest in his progress and befriended Elizabeth. A Londoner by birth, Bland was the very opposite of his name: a colourful and accomplished fellow who illuminated colonial life for decades. He would become Lang’s second father.


As a 23-year-old naval surgeon in Britain’s Asian fleet in Bombay, Bland was challenged to a duel by his ship’s purser. He killed the man, for which he was convicted and given the lightest possible sentence: seven years’ transportation.


As a convict in Hobart, Bland dined with army officers and was invited to Government House by Lt-Governor Davey, who became his friend: hardly the typical convict lot. Macquarie learnt of this, chastised Davey and had Bland transferred to Sydney – and immediately gave him his freedom, a job and some land. Seven months later, he received a full pardon. Bland was a gentleman, after all, and a man of character who clearly knew how to make an impression.


At 27 he married Sarah Henry, a high-spirited lass who, in her teens, had fallen in love with a Tahitian chief. A few months after the wedding, she consorted with an East India Company officer. Bland challenged the philanderer to a duel, sending him into hiding before fleeing the colony. Bland won a lawsuit against him for ‘criminal conversation’ – a lovely euphemism for illicit sexual relations – and placed an advert in the Sydney Gazette cautioning the public against extending credit to his wife. James Larra probably saw that notice: he should have done likewise in Sydney and London. Bland and his wife soon separated and she went to England; he provided maintenance until her death.


In 1818 Bland wrote some verses satirising Macquarie’s policies and his ego – wanting his name on the foundation stone of every new building – and posted them on the Parramatta road. That landed him 12 months in Parramatta Gaol as another ungrateful excon felt the lash of power, as Harris had.


While incarcerated, Bland wrote to the British government bemoaning the ‘deplorable state into which the colony has fallen’. His was part of a stream of complaints from New South Wales, convincing the government to dispatch a commissioner, John Bigge, to investigate colonial affairs. Bigge, a conservative, talked to Macarthur and other wooly ‘merinos’ (see Ch 3), who assured him their interests as wealthy landholders aligned with those of the entire colony. Bigge needed little convincing: his report proposed an expansion of convict ‘assignment’.


This – along with the Indigenous apocalypse – were the darker sides of the colony’s growth. Unscrupulous men took advantage of the land grants and the free labour. Convicts had no legal rights, and their wellbeing depended entirely on the inclinations of their master or mistress, who could do as they wished – brutality, rape ...


Bland meant well; the government didn’t. The post-Bigge hardline approach so undermined Macquarie’s progressive views on convicts that he felt forced to resign. His enlightened rule came to a shuddering halt – new foundation stones or not!


Lang flexed his facility with languages by composing witty verses in Latin, to his classmates’ envy. In 1835 he translated the First Satire of Horace, the Roman writer: it’s about 1500 words long, in verse, and has as its subject, ‘That all, but especially the covetous, think their own condition the hardest’. Lang dedicated his translation to Cape, who was so impressed with its elegance that he had it printed and published, making it the first translation of a classic in the colony. Lang’s ‘first’s had begun.


Upon completing high school, he was presented with ‘the first gold medal ever awarded at the Institution, in approbation of his talents, acquirements and general good conduct’. [n2,1] He was the best student at the best school in the colony – a shining star in the firmament, marked out for greatness.


Lang embraced Cape’s love of the classics and their ethos of virtue and diligence. He was also taken with Bland’s suaveness and his iconoclastic streak, and cultivated similar in himself. He was constructing the man he would grow into.


* * *


Lang’s third father, William Charles Wentworth, was – like himself – twice ‘tainted’: of convict stock and native-born. He hailed from Norfolk Island, the spawn of an Irish highwayman and a convict whore. But he had pedigree: back in England, the head of his clan had been a Whig prime minister in the 1760s and 1780s. Politics was in Wentworth’s blood: he knew how to get things done.


When, aged 23, he crossed the Blue Mountains west of Sydney with Blaxland and Lawson in 1813, he became a legend, winning the admiration of his downtrodden community (see Ch 3) and the grudging respect of their British masters. A barrister by profession, Wentworth grew a successful practice and was a friend of the Underwoods: he and Lang would soon cross paths, renewing a family connection established between John Harris and Wentworth’s father, D’Arcy, on the Island in the 1790s.


Wentworth emerged as the leader of the native-born community. In 1819, he published the first book of any kind written by an Australian: A Statistical, Historical, and Political Description of the Colony of New South Wales and Its Dependent Settlements in Van Diemen’s Land, With a Particular Enumeration of the Advantages Which These Colonies Offer for Emigration and Their Superiority in Many Respects Over Those Possessed by the United States of America. The book introduces the issues Wentworth would promote for decades: an elected assembly, trial by civilian jury, and settlement by free emigrants rather than convicts.


With Dr Robert Wardell, he founded The Australian newspaper in 1824 and advocated for these and other colonial rights – but only for wealthy landholders like himself. He was a force to be reckoned with and would become one of the giants of the era, but he was neither populist nor humanist. While Cape and Bland helped the needy, Wentworth was more attuned to his own needs: in him, Lang would find a professional role model and a formidable guide to the rough and tumble of worldly affairs.
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