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PROLOGUE

‘Crime is rife,’ thundered Justice Lukin of the Queensland Supreme Court, referring to the Brisbane wharves. Down in Sydney it was a similar story with the Sydney Morning Herald reporting the city was ‘Coping with the evil’ of waterfront crime. Royal Commissioner William Macfarlane presented his report to the Federal Government, delivering the dismal news that the nation’s waterfront was stricken with ‘pillaging carried out to a serious extent’ and that having a criminal record for dishonesty was no bar to employment on the docks. Stronger penalties for waterfront crimes were called for, and screening of employees’ criminal pasts was recommended. Today’s news? No – this was the early 1920s.

Almost a century later and we’re still reading similar headlines. In September 2009, the Sydney Morning Herald declared, ‘Australia’s docks are still fertile territory for crime networks’. It was an understatement. The ensuing publicity caused the government to react and announce a parliamentary inquiry. Nearly three years later, the Sydney Morning Herald brought its readers some results, and inadvertently channelled Justice Lukin, reporting ‘Crime groups rife at ports – inquiry claims’. Three days later, The Age added to the story, reporting ‘Secret files show the underworld’s grip on the dock’ and ‘but much of the information about the corruption at the Port of Melbourne uncovered by State and Federal Police inquiries over the past decade has never been adequately investigated’.

Inevitably, promises to tighten up security and vetting of waterside and airport employees were made, crackdowns were ordered, emotively named task forces formed, and stern-faced police officers fronted media conferences to trumpet infrequent successes. Nothing much seems to have changed in spite of royal commissions, task forces, parliamentary inquiries, world wars and decades of firm assurances.

The high-rating television program Border Security: Australia’s Frontline gives its audience some titillation as shifty-looking Australians and visitors begin to sweat as Customs officers inspect their baggage after a cute little beagle has signalled the possibility of drugs inside. Swabs are slipped into a machine, and moments later we know if the subject of the search is edgy because they’re trafficking drugs, or just suffering from a decent-sized hangover. Schapelle Corby and her boogie board bag stuffed full of weed captivated the nation with a similar story – our fellow humans bringing piles of drugs across borders.

As an island with vast amounts of unpopulated coastline, most people seem to think that the creatively minded crook in a large yacht, motorboat, tramp steamer or the like can just sidle up to a remote inlet or small port, or for those with a plane, a piece of flat earth in the middle of nowhere, and merrily unload crates of drugs or weapons. It’s happened, but for the professionals, there are much easier, less risky and more profitable ways.

The Australian Crime Commission’s Illicit Drug Report 2010/2011 reported that ‘six sea cargo detections accounted for 69.3 per cent of the total weight of heroin detected at the Australian border that year’. Cocaine was similar, with six detections, mainly sea and aircraft cargoes, accounting for the bulk of the 701.8 kilograms found that year – a disturbingly low figure when members of Mexico’s Sinaloa Cartel brag of flying in cargoes of 500 kilograms. Joining these two staples are ‘amphetamine type stimulants’ better known as ‘ecstasy’, ‘crystal meth’ and ‘ice’. The import market is growing rapidly because of cheap production of the finished product in the ‘meth labs’ of Southeast Asia. Why risk blowing yourself up in a meth lab in the southeast Queensland hinterland when you can get a keenly priced and decent product in bulk?

All of these drug imports have a common thread – they arrive in quantity and slip easily through Customs on Australia’s docks and airports. They’re joined by other products that are part of the organised crime list – weapons, wildlife and cash – with the last two leaving Australia in the shipping containers and planes that brought their profitable products across the border. You’d have to wonder what would happen if the vigour applied to ‘turning back the boats’ of refugees was applied to dealing with crime at our gateways.

The sad truth is that since the First Fleet dropped anchor in Sydney Harbour, crime on the nation’s waterfront, and more recently airports, hasn’t been a priority for law enforcement and their political masters. Victoria Police in 2013 estimated that 90% of their ‘top end gangsters’ have ties to the waterfront. The problem bobs up occasionally, like something undesirable in a punchbowl, and is dealt with using well-tried political set piece moves like a task force or commission of inquiry, or harsher penalties – useless unless someone is caught! – and then the agenda moves on. As in many areas of public life, we deal with the symptoms not the disease. This neglect is a bonus for crooks – it gives them opportunity to organise, network and thrive.

Australia’s major ports have been the birthplace of the nation, home to the tight-knit communities that were pivotal in the birth of the union movement and the Australian Labor Party, as well as to ‘colourful identities’ and empires of the criminal underworld. The waterfront is our greatest asset and our greatest vulnerability, but we’ve given it cavalier treatment.
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LAND HO!

The British, when talking to or about Australians, can’t help quip about the nation’s convict past. But Britain kept the worst offenders at home – sentenced to long years in vile prisons or a quick trip to the scaffold. By comparison, those souls transported to Australia were often economic refugees – pushed into petty crime by the simple need to feed themselves and their families.

The idea of using Australia as penal colony wasn’t a British idea – the French beat them to it. Charles de Brosses wrote in his 1756 Histoire des Navigations aux Terres Australes that Australia would be the perfect spot to dump French felons and the like.

The notion of Australia as a penal colony gathered impetus in Britain because of the American Revolutionary War from 1775 to 1783. Transportation to the former American colony was no longer possible, and with about 1000 prisoners per year usually transported, British prisons and the hulks on the Thames, which were used as makeshift gaols, were overflowing.

The laws of the time were harsh, and brought with them mandatory penalties – a concept that remains popular in spite of its lack of success. Around 150 crimes including murder, arson, rape, shoplifting goods worth over 5 shillings, pickpocketing over 1 shilling, etc, brought with them a mandatory death sentence. Crimes like bigamy, manslaughter, stealing fish from a river (presumably owned by a member of the aristocracy or the like), were dealt with more leniently by transportation, whipping and imprisonment. Transportation was preferable to years spent in gaols full of diseases like smallpox, venereal diseases, and various plagues.

The prison reformer John Howard wrote in his 1777 book The State of the Prisons in England and Wales that ‘the men are put at night into dungeons; one seven feet square for three prisoners; another, the Great Hole has only one little window. In this I saw six prisoners, most of them transports, chained to the floor. In that situation they had been for many weeks and were very sickly.’

The poor souls on the rotting hulks in the Thames were in equally miserable conditions. James Hardy Vaux, a one-time draper, law clerk, unsuccessful thief and later author of what was probably the first autobiography and dictionary written in Australia, spent time on the hulks before being transported to Sydney in 1801. Vaux also has the dubious distinction of being transported to Australia on three occasions – twice for theft and once for forgery. Vaux wasn’t a competent criminal but he was busy. In 1811 his Memoirs of the First Thirty-Two Years of The Life of James Hardy Vaux, A Swindler and Pickpocket; Now Transported for the Second Time, and For Life, to New South Wales were published. In 1819, he wrote of his experience in the hulks that ‘there were confined in this floating dungeon nearly six hundred men, most of them doubly ironed [chained]; and the reader may conceive the terrible effects arising from the continuing rattling of chains, the filth and vermin naturally produced by such a crowd of inhabitants, the oaths and execrations [cursing] constantly heard among them’.

In 1783, both Joseph Banks and diplomat James Mario Matra – shipmates on the Endeavour – spoke of the opportunity of using Australia as a penal colony and a place of commercial opportunity. Matra drafted A Proposal for Establishing a Settlement in New South Wales, which was sent to Lord Sydney, then Secretary of State for the Home Department. Banks had been a fan earlier when he suggested to a House of Commons committee that Botany Bay would be a good location ‘from whence … escape might be difficult, and where, from the fertility of the soil [colonists] might be enabled to maintain themselves, after the first year, with little or no aid from the mother country’. He also said there were ‘no beasts of prey’ and he didn’t expect much resistance from the indigenous population.

The point that really got the committee’s attention was Banks’ observation that ‘if the people formed among themselves a civil government, they would necessarily increase, and find occasion for many European commodities; and it was not to be doubted that a large tract of land such as New Holland, which was larger than the whole of Europe, would furnish matter of advantageous return’.

And then nothing much happened. In 1784, the British government were again pondering the prospect of ‘a colony of disgracefuls at some very distant part of the earth’.

It took Edmund Burke, the Irish-born British politician and one of the ideological fathers of today’s Conservative party, to strike the nerve that stimulated some action. He told the House of Commons in April 1785 that the gaols were ‘crowded beyond measure’ and quipped that the population of Newgate Prison was now 558 members – around the same number as the House. Burke said, ‘public safety, no less than a humane regard to the individuals in question, called for interposition of Parliament’. The point was made and something had to be done, and Australia was looking like the most promising way of dealing with the overcrowding.

Politicians are seldom quick to act, unless it’s in self-interest, so it was over a year after Burke’s comments that Lord Sydney, in August 1786, asked the Admiralty to provide escorts for a fleet of convict-carrying ships bound for Botany Bay. On 12 May 1787, the ‘First Fleet’ under command of Captain Arthur Phillip and comprising nine merchant ships carrying convicts and two Royal Navy ships, HMS Sirius and HMS Supply, gathered off the Isle of Wight, to begin their 24,000-kilometre voyage.

Phillip was described by Lucy Turnbull in Sydney: Biography of a City as a ‘man of forty-nine with an uninspiring but honourable record as a naval officer’. The Australian Dictionary of Biography concurred, saying that he was ‘a man of mature years whose attainments, though not particularly outstanding, were solid’. A safe pair of hands.

Of the convicts piled on board the First Fleet, historian Dr Frederick Watson estimated that around 83% were minor offenders and offered ‘does not this not largely falsify the illiberal reproaches on the beginnings of a nation, unmerited odium given birth to in the eighteenth century and thriving still at the end of the nineteenth. Whatever vices the transportees sowed in the new colony must largely have been due, not to any inherent tendencies, but to the hardships endured, the seeming utter hopelessness of their future and consequent abandonment.’

By transporting the convicts to the other side of world and putting them in a place that offered better weather but a similar social environment, the British had only increased the chances of convicts resorting to repetitive behaviour.

William Ullathorne, a young Catholic priest who arrived in Sydney in February 1833, wrote in his 1837 pamphlet The Horrors of Transportation that ‘the poverty and distress which have urged these men, I grant it, have been great, but the misery and degradation [of transportation] which they have now, in their ignorance, brought up on themselves is such to make their former lot, being compared, an earthly paradise’. He also wrote that ‘with my own eyes I have seen how transportation sinks the soul of a man into, beyond all imagination, blacker and fouler perdition, than the first crimes which cause all his misery’.

Ullathorne thought that ‘the transported convict becomes a slave’, and observed, ‘the Governor shall have a property in the services of the convict for the term of his transportation with the power of transferring such property to the inhabitants.’ He noted slaves fared better, saying, ‘the West Indian owner of negro slaves is as careful of his people as he is of his horses, because they cost a great deal of money, and fresh ones are not easily procured. But the owner of the convict slave has not the same cause for care. On receiving him he pays the sum of one pound for the clothes on his back, this is all. And when one is worked out, another may be easily had for the asking.’

One naval officer, Captain Bertram, wrote in 1806 that women convicts onboard the transport ships had their own particular slice of misery. ‘The captain and each officer enjoy the right of selection. Thus they continue the habit of concubinage until the convicts arrive at Sydney town. Each sailor and soldier is allowed to attach himself to one of the females.’ For the women who refused to acquiesce, Bertram said ‘consent was won by scourging [whipping with a belt or similar], and the lash was applied without unnecessary ceremony.’

Transportation wasn’t about rehabilitation. It was about alleviating the overcrowding in British prisons and taking the prisoners to the other side of the world, out of Britain and away from the public’s view. The added bonus was it provided cheap labour to start a new colony.

On 19 January 1788, the fastest of the eleven ships of the First Fleet arrived in Botany Bay. Two days later, Phillip wasn’t dazzled by Botany Bay, fearing ‘the openness of this bay and dampness of the soil’ would see his charges ‘rendered unhealthy’. On 21 January, he set sail, heading north to have a look at Port Jackson – a bay mentioned by James Cook. Phillip was keen to find a suitable location as quickly as possible so the convicts could disembark for the first time in eight months. Just after lunch, he entered Port Jackson – ‘the finest harbour in the world,’ he thought. Captain David Collins of the Marines wrote in his Account of the English Colony in New South Wales published in 1798, that Port Jackson was ‘this noble and capacious harbour, equal if not superior to any yet known in the world’. The official record noted ‘here all regret rising from the former disappointment [at Botany Bay] was at once obliterated’.

Phillip and his colleagues beached their vessels at what is now Camp Cove where they camped for two nights and spent the days exploring. The preferred site was one ‘which had the finest spring of [fresh] water, and in which ships can anchor so close to the shore that very small expense quays may be constructed where the largest vessels may unload. In honour of Lord Sydney, the Governor distinguished it by the name Sydney Cove.’

The site of Australia’s first European settlement, and birthplace of the Australian waterfront, had been found.
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RUM AND THE LASH

Captain Arthur Phillip returned to Botany Bay on 24 January ‘having sufficiently explored Port Jackson and found it in all respects highly calculated to receive such a settlement as he was appointed to establish’. The next day, he was back in HMS
Supply, anchoring in Sydney Cove. The long summer afternoon was spent clearing some of the dense timbered area for a camp site near the Tank Stream, the best supply of fresh water in the colony.

Sirius and the other ships arrived on 26 January 1788 and joined Supply in Sydney Cove. Freemen, seamen and convicts got their first glimpse of their new home on the other side of the world. The Union Jack was hoisted, not only for ceremony but perhaps to make a point to Jean François de Galaup, better known as the Comte de Laperouse, who had been tasked by Louis XVI to continue Cook’s expeditions. Laperouse and his ships had arrived off Botany Bay on 24 January but bad weather prevented them entering. They made it in on the 26th, just as the remainder of the First Fleet, under the command of Captain John Hunter, were about to set sail for Port Jackson. Despite the frequent clashes and simmering rivalries of Europe, their meeting was amicable with Hunter and his men assisting Laperouse to anchor.

Around 1030 people sailed on the First Fleet, of which 778 (reports vary slightly) were convicts, including a boy who had been a chimney sweep and was just nine years old. The journey, via Tenerife, Rio de Janeiro and Cape Town was remarkably safe for the time, with only twenty-three convicts dying in the cramped conditions below decks.

By 27 January 1788, the convicts were on the ground and, though many were in poor health, they set to work, clearing camp sites, erecting tents and unloading supplies – Australia’s first wharfies. Phillip ordered that both convicts and captors cast fishing nets into the harbour and share the catch.

Of the first days, David Collins – the colony’s first deputy judge advocate, wrote,



the confusion that ensued will not be wondered at when it is considered that every man stepped from a boat literally into a wood. Parties of people were everywhere heard and seen variously employed; some in clearing ground for the different encampments, others in pitching tents or bringing up such stores as were more immediately wanted; and the spot which had so recently been the abode of silence and tranquillity was now changed to that of noise, clamour and confusion; but after a time order gradually prevailed everywhere. As the woods were opened and the ground cleared, the various encampments were extended, and all wore the appearance of regularity.





One of the first tasks was to build Government House – a canvas structure pre-fabricated in England – on the eastern side of Sydney Cove, still the location favoured by Sydney’s politicians, bureaucrats and the commercial elite. A camp site for the marines was placed in the middle of the cove near the Tank Stream, and convicts were sent to the western side, an area that would become the hub of Australia’s early maritime infrastructure, and for many years home to Sydney’s waterside workers and their families.

The conditions were miserable with violent storms, plenty of rain, and the first taste of Australian wildlife. Lieutenant Ralph Clark wrote that he’d never had worse sleep ‘with the hard, cold ground, spiders, ants and every vermin that you can think of crawling over me’.

The need for the community to become self-sufficient was a priority, and while Phillip had planned on the colony being reliant on imports for the first four years, an outbreak of dysentery and scurvy within days of landing – both treatable with an improved diet including fresh fruit and vegetables – provided an impetus to get farming underway as quickly as possible. However, there was the small problem of skilled labour: there wasn’t any. The convicts weren’t selected for the journey for their skills. One of the few men with any farming knowledge was Arthur Phillip, who’d picked up some basics on his farm at Lyndhurst in Hampshire, but more by observation than getting his hands dirty.

Phillip also had a management problem. The marines believed their role was to keep the peace, not as overseers of convict work gangs, or to do any building or farming work themselves. The matter was further complicated because Phillip’s commission didn’t include the power to grant land to the marines, so their enthusiasm for farming was further dampened by lack of opportunity for profit.

The marines’ attitude led to Australia’s first workplace demarcation dispute, which was resolved by negotiation rather than confrontation. The convicts were divided into gangs under the supervision of a convict handpicked for the task, and put to work. The marines could continue with their peacekeeping duties.

Fortunately for the new arrivals, the local inhabitants were initially both intrigued and friendly. On 28 January, Hunter, along with Lieutenant William Bradley who was also a cartographer, and James Keltie, the Master of the Sirius, began to survey Sydney Harbour. The survey took two weeks. Bradley reported that ‘on a point of land between Middle Head and Bradley Point’ they’d met a group of natives who were ‘quite sociable, good humours and pleased with us’. That wouldn’t last.

On 7 February 1788, the day following the return of Hunter’s survey party, the first government in Australia was formalised. Captain David Collins, the Judge Advocate General, read the commission appointing Phillip as ‘Captain-General and Governor in Chief over the territory of New South Wales and its dependencies’. Phillip’s power was absolute. The nineteenth-century British author Samuel Sidney wrote



all the labour of the colony was at his disposal, all the land, all the stores, all the places of honor and profit, and virtually all the justice. His subjects consisted of his subordinate officers – for, as captain-general, the commandant of the troops was under his orders, of the few who resorted to New South Wales to trade, whose profits were at his disposal, and the convicts, outcasts without civil rights … there was no publicity and no public opinion to restrain the despotism, which was the only possible government in such a penal colony.





Lieutenant Clark observed that ‘I never heard of any single person having so great a power invest’d in him as the Gov’ has’. The convicts were mustered for the event and ordered to sit while the marines marched in a circle around them, playing drums and fifes, after which Phillip addressed them. It wasn’t to welcome them to their new home. Daniel Southwell, a midshipman on HMS Sirius, recalled Phillip pointed out that some crimes would be treated more severely than in England. He said Phillip told the convicts, ‘in England, thieving poultry was not punished with death, in consequence of them being so easily supplied, but here a fowl was of the utmost consequence to the settlement, as well as other species of stock, as they were reserved for breed, therefore stealing the most trifling article of stock or provisions she’d be punished with death’. Phillip finished his address, saying ‘you have my sacred word of honor that whenever ye commit a fault you shall be punished, and met severely. Lenity [leniency] has been tried; to give it further trial would be [in] vain.’

It didn’t take long for Phillip to make good his threat. One of the first construction tasks was the frame used to whip the convicts – Ullathorne described these constructions as ‘the gory triangle’. It would have plenty of customers.

On 11 February, just four days after the Criminal Court had been established, three convicts appeared: one charged with assaulting a marine; one with stealing a biscuit; and one with stealing a plank of wood. The ‘gory triangle’ was put to use.

A little over two weeks later, on 27 February, convicts Thomas Barrett, Henry Lovell, Joseph Hall and John Ryan appeared before the court, charged with stealing bread, pork and peas from the government store. Ryan cut a deal, offering evidence against the other three in return for leniency. He was sentenced to 300 lashes, and the other three sentenced to death by hanging.

Barrett, though a young man, was described by Watkin Tench, a marine captain, as ‘an old and desperate offender’ and Phillip believed him to be the mastermind of the gang. Barrett had been sentenced to death in 1782 for stealing a watch, but the sentence was commuted and instead he’d been earmarked for transportation to America.

Shortly after embarking on the ship Mercury, bound for America, the convicts overpowered the crew, landed and escaped into the countryside near Devon, UK. Barrett was one of the ringleaders and when caught, was tried and sentenced to death, which was again commuted. He ended up on a hulk for three years before heading to Australia – where he wasn’t third time lucky.

At 6.30 pm on 27 February 1788, on what is now the corner of Essex and Harrington Streets, Thomas Barrett became the first European executed in Australia. His body was left to dangle from the tree that had been used as the gallows for an hour. Phillip was determined to make a very clear point with the execution and had all the convicts present. As a precaution, a full battalion of marine guards was there to ensure the convicts remained firmly under control. The marines had one other task that night – finding a man to carry out the grisly task of executioner had been difficult and there were no volunteers. Barrett’s partner in crime, John Ryan, was the executioner after the marines had to threaten to shoot him to get him to carry out his task. The other two offenders, Lovell and Hall, were granted a twenty-four hour reprieve, but had to watch. They returned to the gallows the next day, and were given another reprieve.

Two days later, Daniel Gordon and John Williams were convicted of stealing wine, and the following day, John Freeman and William Sheerman were convicted of stealing seven pounds of flour – the weekly ration for everyone in the colony. Phillip pardoned Williams, saying he was an ‘ignorant black youth’. Sheerman received 300 lashes, and Gordon and Freeman the death penalty. Along with Lovell and Hall, now making their third visit, they were taken to the gum tree used as the gallows. As the four were prepared for execution, and the crowd readied themselves for the day’s promised grisly spectacle, Major Ross – the lieutenant governor – arrived and announced that Phillip would grant a pardon but there were conditions. Hall and Lovell had to agree to transportation to another settlement and Freeman must become the colony’s first official hangman – a position he accepted ‘after some little pause’. The major then delivered Phillip’s message that ‘upon his word of honour that nothing in future would save a thief’. Lovell was sent to Norfolk Island and Hall and Gordon to the island in the harbour now known as Fort Denison.

Lieutenant Clark, who’d witnessed Barrett’s execution and Phillip’s attempts to make a point, observed, ‘I think after his goodness they ought to behave well, but I am certain before I am a fortnight older, some of them will be brought to trial for capital offences’. Clark was wrong on the timing – the next execution was on 2 May – but right on the effect of Phillip’s largesse. Confronted with opportunity, motive and the potential for profit, brutal punishments don’t work – criminals believe they won’t get caught.

Phillip’s need to make a point extended to crimes that didn’t incur the death penalty. Charles White, in his 1889 book Convict Life in New South Wales and Van Diemen’s Land, wrote, ‘one man who was caught by the solitary clergyman in the settlement stealing potatoes from a garden was sentenced to 300 lashes, to have his ration of flour stopped for six months, and to be chained for that period to two others who had been caught robbing the Governor’s garden’. Phillip was even-handed in his approach to justice, and when six soldiers were arrested in January 1789 for conspiring to steal from the government stores, they were tried, found guilty and swiftly executed. For Phillip, justice had to be done, and be seen to have been done.

The colony grew rapidly and in July 1788, Phillip reported his plan for the new township back to his superiors in London. He said that cottages were being built for himself and his lieutenant governor, huts for the convicts had been built, an observatory was under construction and bricks were being made at Long Point, the current site of Darling Harbour and the Haymarket. The bricks were lugged down to what is now George Street by the convicts. The First Fleet had been short on things like spades and wheelbarrows, and animals to do the heavy dragging, so the convicts, gathered in groups of twelve, had to haul five loads of 350 bricks per day. Phillip also reported that ‘principal streets are placed so as to admit a free circulation of air and are two hundred feet wide’. The first wharves were just rocky landing points on both sides of Sydney Cove, but in 1789 the Government Wharf was built on the eastern side, and followed by the Hospital Wharf in 1790. A storehouse made of local bricks was opened on the shore behind a landing point behind Hospital Wharf.

Phillip knew the essential development of the waterfront meant it would also bring a growth in crime, and the major issue was the stealing of precious stores in a colony precariously close to starvation. The problem was brought into focus when, in March 1789, the six marines were executed for stealing stores. The solution came from a convict – John Harris – who approached David Collins with his plan. In turn Collins took it to Phillip, proposing ‘that a watch be established for the preservation of public and private property’, and a guard began on Saturday 8 August 1789. In the early days marines, along with handpicked convicts, patrolled the shores of Sydney Cove on foot and by boat. They were known as the Night Watch and Row Boat Guard – and along with preventing pilfering they were tasked to prevent convicts stowing away on First Fleet ships returning to London. The watch was a success, with Phillip reporting to Lord Sydney in February 1790 that the ‘institution of the Night Watch to control robberies (particularly of vegetables and poultry) was immediately effective’ with ‘no robbery in three months’.

The prospect of more fleets arriving, the beginnings of trade, and the grumbling of the marines who had to play ‘policeman’, signalled the need for a permanent police presence. In August 1789, Phillip formed the colony’s first police force of twelve men – all convicts who had proven themselves trustworthy and sober.

One of the copper’s early tasks was to deal with Australia’s first celebrity criminal, John Black Caesar, better known as just ‘Black Caesar’. He was of African parents, rumoured to be an escaped slave from America, and transported on the First Fleet after being convicted of burglary. In April 1789 in Sydney he was convicted of theft and had his sentence extended to transportation for life, but he didn’t get the message. A few weeks after his conviction, he stole a musket and a cooking pot and fled into the bush. He was captured on 6 June 1789 and David Collins wrote that Caesar was ‘Incorrigibly stubborn … his frame was muscular and well calculated for hard labour; but in his intellects he did not very widely differ from a brute’. Instead of hanging – which Collins believed ‘would not have the proper or intended effect’ – Caesar was placed in chains. In December 1789, while working at Garden Island, he again stole weapons, and this time, a canoe. The nation’s first major manhunt followed, but Caesar was more of a city boy than explorer and returned to the colony on 31 January 1790 after nearly starving to death and being speared after unsuccessfully trying to standover some Aboriginals and steal their food. Watkin Tench had a compassionate view and wrote of this escapade that Caesar approached the Aboriginals ‘with a wish to adopt their customs and live with them: but he was always repulsed’.

Phillip decided to remove the thorn in his side and in March 1790 sent Caesar to Norfolk Island where he met Anne Power and the couple had a daughter in 1792. He got the message at last, and was given an acre of land to farm, and had his convict work reduced to three days a week. Family life suited Caesar, but only briefly – a year later he left them and headed back to the colony, where he once again ran off and again was captured shortly after. According to Collins, he was severely punished but cried out defiantly, ‘all that would not make him better!’

It wasn’t an idle boast and in December 1795 he escaped again, this time joining up with a group of other escapees and becoming the leader of Australia’s first criminal gang, and the ‘usual suspect’ for numerous crimes – Collins wrote ‘every theft that was committed was ascribed to him’. The gang was armed with muskets stolen from the arsenal – a theft only realised after the commissary had done an audit. The governor at the time, John Hunter, troubled that Caesar was becoming a celebrity, offered a reward of five gallons of spirits – thus stimulating the currency in rum – for his capture, and two weeks later, on 15 February 1796, Caesar was shot to death at Liberty Plains (now Strathfield in Sydney’s inner west) by John Wimbow, another armed convict wandering the bush. Wimbow later claimed the shooting was in self-defence, but it was more likely a chance to claim the reward without the risk of capturing the man.

The convicts on the Second Fleet, which arrived in Sydney during June 1790, didn’t fare as well as those on the First. Of the 1017 who’d embarked in Britain, 278 died on the voyage from starvation and disease, and around 500 arrived seriously ill, some close to death. Blame was laid at the feet of the private contractors who’d provided the provisions and ships, and skimped on basics like food. The Sydney Cove Chronicle of 30 June 1790 reported:



DIABOLICAL CONDITION OF THE CONVICTS THEREON

278 died on the fearsome journey to Sydney Cove

The landing of those who remained alive despite their misuse upon the recent voyage, could not fail to horrify those who watched. As they came on shore, these wretched people were hardly able to move hand or foot. Such as could not carry themselves upon their legs, crawled upon all fours. Those, who, through their afflictions, were not able to move, were thrown over the side of the ships; as sacks of flour would be thrown into the small boats. Some expired in the boats; others as they reached the shore. Some fainted and were carried by those who fared better.





Herbert Evatt, in his 1938 book Rum Rebellion, observed the worst was yet to come, and wrote ‘many of the convicts who escaped with their lives from the horrors of the voyage out became brutalized and irreclaimable’. Welcome to Australia.

In spite of the hardship of the journey and the less than warm greeting on their arrival, the convicts on each subsequent fleet found themselves in a colony growing steadily and one in need of their skills and ability to drive that growth. John Macarthur, a lieutenant in the newly formed New South Wales Corps, arrived on the Second Fleet and was soon to play a major role in the Rum Rebellion and later the sheep industry. Along with Macarthur was another free settler D’Arcy Wentworth, a medical student who’d been charged with highway robbery. After being found ‘not guilty’ of the charges, Wentworth decided the voyage would be an opportunity to make his fortune and also avoid any further run-ins with law who had obviously ‘marked his cards’. Wentworth worked his way as an assistant surgeon. The pair’s timing was perfect, as they arrived when the government was handing out tracts of land to promote free settlers. Wentworth’s son William Charles went on to explore the Blue Mountains, and began a dynasty that included journalists and politicians. Macarthur was the father of Australia’s greatest early export – wool.

After the appalling death toll on the Second Fleet, improvements were made and when the Third Fleet arrived between July and October 1791 it carried over 1800 convicts, of which 182 perished during the voyage – still a staggering number when compared to the First Fleet. The subsequent fleets were dispatched twice each year, carrying sufficient stores for both the passage and the colony. The British Government also arranged for supplies of grain to be sent from India and livestock from America. Along with the scheduled arrivals, merchants had realised a new and captive market had emerged; so well-stocked ships were sent to Sydney to see what deals could be done.

The first merchant ship to arrive was the US ship, Philadelphia, on 1 November 1792. Popular among the cargo was a white spirit from India, called ‘rum’ in the colony. While it wasn’t ‘rum’ in the usual sense, it had a similar impact and a strong market. The colony loved it.

When Phillip left for England in December 1792, there were around 1200 people living in Sydney, and 1600 at the newer settlement in Parramatta – decentralisation at work. Around two-thirds of the total population were convicts.

Phillip wasn’t immediately replaced and instead his Lieutenant Governor, Major Francis Grose, was appointed as acting governor. Grose was a soldier who’d been appointed as lieutenant governor in 1789, and Commandant of the New South Wales Corps, later known, with just a hint of derision, as the ‘Rum Corps’. Grose had been instrumental in raising the corps, and the success of that venture saw him back in full employment.

The corps was a nice little earner for Grose. Owing to the relative peace in Europe he’d been on half pay for the preceding six years, and when he heard the British government were keen to bring the marines home from the colony, Grose saw an opportunity and stepped forward with a plan. He’d spent two years working in recruiting, knew all the wrinkles and had a fine contact book – he knew where to find men and how much he’d have to pay to appeal to his potential foot soldiers. He gave the government an undertaking to raise a force of 300 men, and in return, the government gave him the right to sell the position of officer in the corps for any price he cared to set. The government also offered to pay him three guineas for each enlisted man, and Grose was permitted to keep the difference between that sum and what he paid them for signing on. The first company of the corps sailed for Sydney with the Second Fleet.

Grose remained in Britain and successfully lobbied for a second tranche – 200 men and one additional major who paid £200 (nearly A$18,000 currently) for his commission. One contemporary critic of the scheme described the corps as ‘blacklegs or blackguards’ [scoundrels]. Grose arrived in Sydney in February 1792. To build his corps, the marines in the colony who’d been offered a discharge and land grants to encourage them to remain were offered an incentive of £3 (around A$260 today) and a further land grant to enlist in the corps. It was an offer many found too good to refuse, and Grose’s corps quickly grew to 886 officers and men. One marine officer tempted by the deal was George Johnston who became a captain and would later be a pivotal player in the ‘Rum Rebellion’.

Irish rebel leader Joseph Holt, who’d fought the British in County Wicklow and was transported in 1799, said the corps were men ‘who have been considered disgraceful to every other regiment in His Majesty’s service’ and were ‘thought of as fit and proper recruits for the New South Wales Corps’. Dr John Lang, the clergyman, educator and politician, agreed with Holt and wrote in his History of New South Wales, published in 1834, that he’d seen the corps in action and they were men ‘banded together on every suitable occasion to maintain by violence and injustice what they had obtained by the sacrifice of honour’.

Grose, in spite of the dim views of his corps, was an easy-going man, with a ready smile and plenty of charm – the forerunner of some of today’s smooth-talking, well-connected lobbyists perhaps – and arrived in Sydney with a keen eye for opportunities, and a desire to reduce his workload and line his pockets. When Phillip departed and Grose became acting governor, he rearranged the colonial administration to suit his plans. He replaced the civilian magistrates with military officers, delegated responsibilities and appointed John Macarthur as Inspector of Public Works – giving him control of the colony’s resources and infrastructure development. Grose also increased the weekly food ration for the military. For the first time since 1788, they had more than the convicts. He won further hearts and minds by increasing the number of land grants and making them easier to get – a move that stimulated the westward growth of Sydney, and encouraged those in Britain contemplating life on the other side of the world as a free settler. Macarthur was one beneficiary, receiving grants of prime farmland near Parramatta that became Elizabeth Farm.

Grose stimulated his own fortunes as well, joining his officers in chartering ships filled with a variety of cargo they knew they could sell in the colony. One of their first ventures was in 1792 when Macarthur led a consortium that chartered the
Britannia for £2000 (around A$350,000 today) to sail to the Dutch-controlled Cape of Good Hope with £2200 in cash to buy goods and livestock for the colony. The deal upset Sir Francis Baring, Chairman of the East India Company, which believed it had the monopoly on trade with the colony. Baring, on hearing of Macarthur’s venture, commented he was ‘the serpent we are nursing at Botany Bay’.

The first whiff of corruption was in the air, and Grose added to it by turning a blind eye to his officers’ other commercial activities. On his watch, they were allowed to buy entire cargoes and charter ships, with alcohol a favourite product, and set the price in the market. The officers of the corps used funds pooled from their fellow members, and on arrival it was distributed according to the size of each member’s investment. Prices for onward sales to merchants and farmers were also at rates fixed by the cartel. Rum reportedly attracted a mark-up thirty times its original price, and tobacco – another popular import – was reportedly sold for fifteen times its landed cost. Adding to the problem was Macarthur’s appointment as paymaster, which meant that imports were controlled by the corps along with the supply of money and labour.

The result was that, in the 1790s, Sydney was run by a small clique of military men who kept trouble to a minimum and had a commercial and judicial system that worked to their advantage. Setting an example to the convicts wasn’t on the agenda. Convict labourers on the waterfront could see opportunity coming their way as well and seized it when they thought no one was looking. Cases of rum – twenty-two gallons of the liquor were stolen from a waterfront warehouse on Christmas Eve 1791, thus ensuring a jolly time for the thieves and their clients – food, dry goods and anything else readily portable and saleable was stolen; either for personal use or to sell to merchants disgruntled by the military’s price fixing, or to members of their tight-knit waterfront community where luxuries were scarce and out of the reach of most. It was done in the taverns, secluded laneways and dingy dwellings of The Rocks, and was the birth of a market in stolen and contraband goods that would thrive over the ensuing centuries.

Lucy Turnbull writing in Sydney: Biography of a City said that ‘it was during his [Grose’s] term in office that the moral and administrative rot in the colony really set in’. Grose left Sydney in December 1794, returning to Britain and his military career.

Governor John Hunter arrived in 1795 but had little impact on the stranglehold the officers of the corps and their cronies had on the commercial life of the colony. Hunter had a low opinion of the new colony and was not committed to the task of being its governor. Herbert Evatt noted it would have been easier for him to have founded an entirely new settlement ‘than to have attempted the recovery of one so shamefully plunged in Profligacy and Licentiousness … a mere sink of every species of infamy’.

One area Hunter did succeed in was the next major step in Sydney’s development as a port. One of his early worries was the lack of a competent boat building and repair facility to maintain the smaller craft needed to keep open supply and communication lines with the settlements that were developing in places like the Hawkesbury River. Boats were the lifeline for the settlers. Shortly after his arrival, Hunter reported to London that,



The Boats of the Settlement by which our principal Communication between this Place and other Districts is to be kept up, having also fallen to Ruin & Decay, it becomes a very essential Concern, to have them rebuilt, or repaired, as without them we cannot convey the necessary Supplies of provisions or other Stores from one Place to the other; no Time must therefore be lost in putting them in such a State, as to render them safe & useful.





The colony’s first official boat builder, Daniel Paine, had arrived with Hunter and his first task was to source timbers appropriate for boat building, but he didn’t last long. His friendship with Scottish Martyrs who had been transported in 1794, and their support for the very French notion of ‘liberty, equality and fraternity’ that was a cornerstone of the Revolution currently in that country, would prove to be his downfall. The Martyrs were Australia’s first political prisoners, but were treated far better than the convicts and not put to hard labour.

Paine lasted only eleven months and was replaced by Thomas Moore. Moore was no stranger to the colony, having first passed by as the ship’s carpenter on Britannia, and after four years at sea in the Pacific and Indian Oceans, he returned as free settler and took up the position of master boat builder.

The dockyard was situated on the western side of the cove, opposite the hospital and gaol, well away from the Tank Stream. The rocky foreshore and small sandy beaches were ideal. Building began in 1798, first with sheds for the boats, sheds for the sawyers, a ‘steamer’ to season the planks and a fence around the site. By 1800, a ‘commodious stone house’ – a two-storey home with a mansard roof on a high rocky point just to the north of the dockyard – had been added as Moore’s home.

The dockyard brought a commercial focus to the western side of Sydney Cove, and the beginnings of a community of convicts and ex-convicts to work as stevedores, labourers, and warehousemen. Ocean-going ships, along with smaller craft, were built in the dockyard and in the smaller yards established later in Woolloomooloo and on the Hawkesbury River. By 1804, fifteen of the twenty-one ‘schooners and sloops belonging to individuals in his Majesty’s territory of New South Wales’ had been locally built. Schooners were the trade link between Sydney and Botany Bay, and the Georges River as far as Bankstown and Liverpool, with smaller craft working the trade between Sydney and Parramatta.

It also brought opportunity for entrepreneurs and one man was soon to arrive who would shake the whole place up.
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