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‘Presuming myself (altho’ an Australian) capable from experience of undertaking such an expedition, I represented my willingness to do so to His Excellency, who promised his sanction and protection; and under this impression I, in company with Captain Hovell, prepared and purchased at our private expense such conveniences and necessaries as were suitable for an undertaking of this kind …’

Hamilton Hume to Governor Sir Thomas Brisbane, 20 April 1825


Prologue

They emerged from the bush like skeletal ghosts, the convicts first, staggering in short steps, all in rags but one – he was barefoot and naked, wild eyes staring from a face of black bristling whiskers. It would be days before he returned to his senses. They were followed by the mounted naval man, his clothing torn and hanging loose; no sign left of the haughtiness, the pomposity that had marked the start of the journey.

Then, finally, came the tall, angular bushman who had guided and shepherded them all the way, there and back – across the swollen creeks and rivers, through the valleys and up the sharp, rocky ridges, down again to the boggy swamplands, the wide plains, the thick bush that had become almost impassable, where the horses collapsed from exhaustion and the dogs died on their feet; the open country where they slaughtered one of the remaining bullocks for the meat to sustain them and the hides to cover their bleeding soles.

He got them through. They didn’t understand how. Willpower was part of it, but only part. There were the Aboriginal people.

He talked to them in their lingo and they told him where to go, what to avoid, how to find the springs and waterholes. But there was something else, something much more important: it was his knowledge of the landscape and his feel for the bush, almost mystical in their strength and certainty. No one else understood it, and certainly not the naval man with his useless instruments and his skittish fears. Perhaps even he, the bushman, didn’t fully comprehend it. No matter; he got them through.

And on the way they saw what no white man had ever seen: a countryside that stretched in glory from one end of the horizon to the other; fertile land, virgin plains big enough to run a million sheep and cattle, broad enough to support 10,000 farms, rich enough to found a nation.

The country was Australia. The bushman, Hamilton Hume.


Introduction

Hamilton Hume’s long life spans the first 80 years of the British conquest and settlement of Australia. It was a tumultuous time as the alien, northern culture crashed and foamed upon the country’s endless coastline and then remorselessly spread itself across the continent in the final act of European colonisation of the planet.

There were those among the newcomers who would commit unspeakable crimes against the people who had been the land’s custodians for millennia. And they did so with barely a slap on the wrist from their British colonial masters. Some tolerated the Aboriginal people’s presence; others engaged with them; and yet others still – Hume among them – embraced them.

Among the whites, those first eight decades began with a desperate struggle for survival. There were times when it all seemed to have been in vain. And even when their occupation took root, all the fierce conflicts of an isolated community in a remote and unfamiliar world threatened to overwhelm them. It had begun as a place of exile and punishment, where the British notions of social division sparked a bushfire blaze of conflict within the community and found expression in hatred, mutiny, plunder and rebellion.

Were it not for the explorers extending the boundaries of settlement, that community would have imploded in mutual loathing and rage. The explorers gifted it with a safety valve; the land itself – the immensity of its presence, the promise of its bounty – eventually conjured for them a vision: that this Great Southern Land provided the last great opportunity to create a nation, blessed by its attributes and unique in its opportunities, a raw young country that could take its proud place in the wider world.

Hamilton Hume above all others was the quintessential explorer, the pathfinder for the newcomers. He led them through the hostile terrain and past its fretful custodians to the best grazing lands, the finest streams and watercourses. And they rewarded him with celebrity. When Hume set out on a journey to the unknown, it was news. When he returned, people gathered to hear what wonders he had discovered – and what new pastures they could appropriate.

Australian-born, he occupied a particular place in the society of the day. He was certainly not ‘one of us’. Indeed, he and his compatriots were termed ‘currency’, as opposed to the British-born ‘sterling’; or alternatively ‘white natives’, to differentiate them from the ‘black natives’ that surrounded and threatened their settlements. Mrs Felton Mathews, the British-born wife of a surveyor, recorded her views in her 1833 journal when she and her husband passed through the Hume property near Campbelltown. ‘Mr Hume,’ she wrote, ‘is a native, but decidedly the best informed and most agreeable of any I have seen. They are usually ignorant, awkward and vulgar, or else shallow, conceited and coxcombical.’1

However far he rose through the colonial ranks, he was never able to overcome his nativity. It was said – correctly – that where other explorers and intruders on Aboriginal tribal land were attacked, Hamilton Hume was able to mix freely with the people and to gain their trust. And while this might be accounted a great virtue among his fellow bushmen, it merely confirmed colonial society’s judgement of his place in the pecking order.

It mattered little that his father was a free settler and his mother the matron of the colony’s most important girls’ orphanage. Moreover, his charming wife was herself a daughter of the manse, though she too was Australian-born. The location of his birth would haunt him through his long life, until in its closing chapters he would at last strike back, confronting a representative of the ‘class’ from which he was forever excluded. His target was the man with whom his name is inextricably linked in what began as ‘the worst equipped, poorest planned major expedition in Australia’s history’:2 Captain William Hilton Hovell. In taking his stand against Hovell, Hamilton Hume became the unwitting embodiment of a vital element in Australians’ perception of their own history and identity, a figurehead in the so-called culture wars that still bedevil his compatriots today.

The great journey Hume and Hovell took in 1824 from the tentative southern reaches of Sydney’s settlement to the coastline at Port Phillip, site of the Victorian capital, would transform perceptions of Australia. For the first time their discoveries held out the clearest promise that that this ragged penal colony could become a nation in its own right. And despite the seemingly impassable mountains, the wild rivers, the threat of starvation and the timidity and incompetence of his ‘sterling’ companion, the Australian got them through.

But Hume’s achievements have not always been recognised. The English-born (Sir) Ernest Scott, who came to Australia in 1892 as a newspaper reporter, set the tone of Hume’s Anglophile detractors for a succession of academic historians. Becoming a Hansard writer in the Victorian parliament, Scott’s unwavering pro-British views attracted the colony’s establishment and, despite his lacking any academic qualifications, he was invited to apply for the chair of history at Melbourne University. His treatment of the Hume and Hovell expedition – in which Hovell was portrayed as the figure of consequence and Hume the upstart bushman – provided a template for the distinguished cohort who passed through his hands at the university. They included the future history professors (Sir) Keith Hancock, Fred Alexander, (Sir) Stephen Roberts, Manning Clark and N. D. Harper. Their influence is impossible to overstate.

They and their successors have ensured that the manner in which our history is framed in our schools and universities is still firmly Anglophile. Indeed, it is not so much Australian history as the British history of Australia – a very different beast. For, in their telling, the 168,000 men, women and children transported largely for trivial offences, or rebellion against British appropriation of their Irish homeland, still bear the opprobrium of the ‘Australian convict’ label. Their degradation and forced labour in a British slave economy for the first 70 years of settlement is excused or even applauded.

Indeed, it goes some way to explaining that while biographies of British-born figures, from Arthur Phillip to Matthew Flinders to William Bligh, have filled Australia’s bookshelves, this is the first full-scale biography of the native-born Hume to find a commercial publisher. The only other book devoted to the explorer – Currency Lad: The Story of Hamilton Hume and the Explorers by R. H. ‘Bob’ Webster – was privately printed by his family in 1982.

Hume’s life and times transfigured the country of his birth; and in all the significant events of that period – from the destruction of Aboriginal society to the spread of the squatters and pioneers, the advent and excesses of the gold rush, the barely recognised or understood bushranger rebellion, the political movement for self-government and the beginnings of the White Australia Policy – Hamilton Hume played a role, sometimes at the forefront, sometimes at the margins, and occasionally as an unwilling participant. As his story weaves its way through those eight tumultuous decades, it may well give succour and strength to those who believe that the time has arrived for Australia to understand and appreciate its colonial beginnings, while insisting that we should no longer be defined by them.

Perhaps we no longer need to hide the atrocities perpetrated against the Aboriginal people; we no longer need to seek our sense of nationhood in the shedding of blood at Anzac Cove in pursuit of British colonial ambitions; we no longer need persist with the logical absurdity of a foreign monarch as our head of state. On the contrary, Hume’s story and the lessons he derived from his native land and its people provide the clearest signal that the time has come to embrace our Aboriginal heritage, our cosmopolitan migrant population, our distinctively egalitarian native traditions and our geographical good fortune to become pathfinders ourselves in the brave new world of the 21st century.

Today there are the beginnings of a new urgency in the issue. But the debate is as old as our history. In 1855, a prominent Australian wrote, ‘Circumstances have greatly altered of late, and from a comparatively obscure and insignificant position, Australia has risen to occupy a prominent place and interest with the civilised world; in the train of which, occurrences which 30 years ago were of little interest, now assume a new importance.’

The writer was Hamilton Hume.


CHAPTER ONE

Beginnings



Hamilton Hume’s father Andrew sets off for Australia on the Guardian, reaches Port Jackson, and is sent to Norfolk Island.





The journey that brought the first of the Hume family to Australia is one of the great seagoing adventures of the eighteenth century. When Hamilton’s father, Andrew Hamilton Hume, boarded a converted warship, the 44-gun HMS Guardian, in September 1789 for the long voyage to Port Jackson he could not have guessed at the cataclysm awaiting.

He was 27 and had already gained a reputation as a young tearaway. In fact, like D’Arcy Wentworth, who he would join at the unexpected end of the journey, he had severely blotted his social copybook, and a sojourn in the colonies was the only reasonable career move left to him. While Wentworth had been twice accused of highway robbery and a third court case was in train, Andrew Hume had been cashiered from his regiment.

The eldest son of a Presbyterian minister in the farmland of Ireland’s County Down, Andrew had joined the Moira Volunteers, risen to the rank of captain and become engaged to the daughter of the Earl of Moira. But when his colonel made a slighting remark while on parade, an outraged Andrew seized him by the leg and unhorsed him. A duel followed and Hume had the temerity to ignore gentlemanly convention – to aim high – and shot him. Fortunately, the colonel recovered, but Hume was disgraced and the aristocratic engagement permanently severed.

Family connections secured him a position with Duncan Campbell, the wealthy shipowner whose fleet serviced the West Indian slave plantations and whose broken-down hulks housed the overflow of convicts from British prisons. Campbell played a significant supporting role in Australia’s colonisation. He was an uncle by marriage to William Bligh and gave him his first command as captain of one of his sugar traders; and it was through the Campbell connection that Fletcher Christian became a Bligh favourite on the trader and later the Bounty. For Andrew Hume, the experience as overseer of convicts on Campbell’s hulks was a natural springboard to his appointment as one of eight ‘superintendents’ on the Guardian, each of whom had additional farming, surveying or engineering skills, only five of whom eventually arrived in Australia.

The captain of the Guardian, Edward Riou, was one of the rising stars of the Royal Navy. Like so many of his fellow officers, he had joined as a 12-year-old, and he had served as midshipman on the Resolution during the third and fatal voyage of Captain Cook. (Coincidentally, Bligh was himself a senior warrant officer on that expedition.) Riou had fought with distinction in the French Revolutionary Wars and was only 27 when given the command of the Guardian.

When Andrew Hume joined the passenger list, Riou’s mission was to take desperately needed supplies to the infant colony at Sydney Cove. By then the population of about 700 convicts and their 300 jailers was facing starvation and under sporadic attack from the Eora people, whose tribal land they had appropriated. The Guardian was loaded with two years provisions for the settlement, clothing for the marines and material for convict dress, medicines, sails, hospital blankets and bedding, tools, farming implements and 15 casks of wine. It contained a portable garden created by Sir Joseph Banks, which included no fewer than 150 fruit trees, some already in blossom. There were also several free settlers and their families, 25 convicts with trades such as carpentry and butchery, and an assistant chaplain for the colony, the Rev. John Crowther.

Riou made good progress to the Cape of Good Hope, where he loaded seven horses, 16 cows, two bulls, small flocks of sheep and goats, and a pair of deer. He then set forth on 11 December for the easterly run before the roaring forties to what was still called New Holland. However, he chose to steer a little further south than usual, in the hope of encountering an iceberg to replenish the fresh water for his large cargo of thirsty livestock. On 23 December, according to his bosun, John Williams:



We fell in with a large island of ice, about twice as high as our mastheads. We sent our boats to pick up loose ice that was about, by which means we had like to have lost our boats and men for the weather came on thick and began to blow very hard, so ’twas with a great deal of trouble that they got to the ship.

We cleared them of the ice they had picked up then we hoisted the boats in and stood off from the island of ice for two hours. Then [we] tacked and stood to the eastward [but] the ice was so lofty that it drifted faster than we expected by the wind having so much hold of it. The [fog] being so thick that we could scarce see the length of the ship, the wind blowing so fresh that we ran foul of it. [The iceberg] knocked away our rudder, broke the tiller in three pieces, broke one of the after-beams in two, knocked the sternpost from the keel and damaged the ship in a shocking manner.1





As the massive ice island floated away, the sea poured in through great gashes in the Guardian’s side. By now the wind was roaring, the fog had been replaced by sleet and the waves rose above the decking. Riou ordered cargo to be thrown over the side to lighten the load, and all available hands – including Andrew Hume, the other superintendents and the convicts – set to the pumps where they worked without a break for the next 24 hours. Next to be jettisoned were the animals, all but a few sheep cast unwillingly into the icy ocean. The pumpers still seemed to be fighting a losing battle, so with the gale screaming through the rigging the captain ordered the launch, the two cutters and the jolly boat to be hoisted out into the great tumbling seas.

The biggest of the boats, the launch, was forced to drop first and on the windward quarter to make room for the cutters, but when it reached the water it was thrown back towards the ship. Its crew battled to keep it free of the ship while at the same time the gunner, Mr Somerville, holding one end of a coil of rope, climbed into the jolly boat, which hung over the stern. But when the jolly boat reached the water it was drawn under the ship and overturned. Somehow, Somerville clambered back aboard the craft and was able to right it. Then, according to Williams, the captain ordered the launch returned for supplies and the cutters came close aboard to receive them for transfer. In the chaos of the raging sea, some officers and men threw themselves into the boats, though the one convict who attempted it was physically restrained.

With the captain’s permission, Thomas Clements, the sailing master, as well as the purser, the doctor, Parson Crowther – indeed, all the officers but for one midshipman and Williams himself – abandoned the vessel to her fate. Reports of the numbers vary, but according to Williams, some 56 men left the ship more than 2,000 kilometres from land.

While a no doubt anxious Andrew Hume remained on board, both cutters, the jolly boat and the launch – all with minimal provisions – disappeared into the sleeting rain. The jolly boat sank with all hands; the cutters were never heard from again. Only the launch with 15 people aboard would survive. They would be picked up days later by a French merchant vessel and taken to Mauritius. The Rev. Crowther would take the next ship home and resign his commission. Word of the tragic loss of the Guardian quickly spread.

Meanwhile, in the wild Southern Ocean more than 150 men, women and children remained on board the stricken ship. But Riou was not about to surrender to the sea without a fight. According to bosun Williams, ‘The commander had a strong resolution for he said he would sooner go down with the ship than he would quit her. We had two chances – either to pump or sink.’2

They could still make it into the sail room and managed to retrieve a triangular four-course sail, line it with oakum and rags and manoeuvre it beneath the leaking keel. As the remaining casks floated up to the main deck, they also provided a measure of buoyancy. The two events made only a marginal difference, but to sailors alone in the vastness of the Southern Ocean they represented the priceless commodity of hope.

The Guardian by now was little more than a great rudderless raft. Williams said, ‘Sometimes our upper-deck scuppers was under water outside, and the ship lying like a log in the water and the sea breaking over her like she was a rock in the sea.’ But hope combined with fear – and the captain’s indomitable will – were sufficient to keep the men at the pumps.

However, there was dissension from some of the remaining passengers. One of Andrew Hume’s fellow superintendents, Philip Schaefer, claimed that Riou ‘called me a fervent rascal and ill-treated me’.3 According to one later report, ‘[Some of] the people at one time had carried their disobedience so far as to threaten [Riou’s] life and had made a raft of the booms on which they were determined to take their chance, rather than remain any longer on board the ship.’ But Riou’s remonstrances ‘prevailed on them to give up a plan which must inevitably have plunged them into certain destruction’.4

By manoeuvring the remaining sails, Riou was able to make some headway towards the African coast. As the days turned to weeks – and the weather remained favourable – that sense of hope among the seamen grew until it became an article of faith. In the eighth week of their ordeal, they spotted a sail. And when it answered their frantic signal it revealed itself as a Dutch trader. It could not approach too close for fear of upending the remains of the Guardian, but at least it could attach a tow rope, keep them company and guide them to shelter. Finally, they sighted the Cape of Good Hope, nine weeks after the collision. Two whale boats came out to meet them, roped themselves to the bow and slowly pulled the Guardian to berth.

Riou gave the captain of the Dutch ship a letter for the Admiralty and eight weeks later the captain delivered it to a fishing vessel lying off the English coast. When the letter reached London, it went immediately from the Admiralty to King George and as word spread Riou was hailed as a national hero.

At the Cape, Riou signalled his intention to take the ship, with a skeleton crew, to Saldanha Bay on the west coast. In fact, he was unable to reach his destination and was forced into False Bay, where the Guardian was beached and later destroyed in a gale.

The survivors counted their blessings. Among them were the 20 remaining convicts, most of whom had distinguished themselves throughout the ordeal. They would continue to New South Wales and Riou’s report of their conduct saw 14 of them pardoned. Some of the passengers were hospitalised, and others had second thoughts about their journey and, like Parson Crowther, returned to England.

Coincidentally, while at the Cape Riou was able to refresh his acquaintance with his old shipmate from the Resolution, William Bligh, who was returning to England after his own remarkable feat of maritime doggedness. In the wake of the mutiny on the Bounty, he and 19 of his loyalists had sailed his open boat for 47 days from the South Pacific to Kupang in the Dutch East Indies. He too would be feted on his return to England, though not without protest from the well-connected families of Fletcher Christian and other officers of the Bounty.

Riou’s fame was unequivocal and celebrated in the phrase ‘as gallant as Riou’. He was marked for speedy advancement in his naval career, but would not live long enough to enjoy the ultimate fruits of his success, being killed in the 1801 Battle of Copenhagen.

Andrew Hume, who seems to have laboured ceaselessly at the pumps with convict, sailor and free man alike, suffered an enduring legacy: he lost all his hair and would wear a wig for some years later. Otherwise, he recovered physically, and when the Lady Juliana arrived en route to Port Jackson he was among those who joined her for the final leg of the journey.

He was particularly fortunate in his choice of vessel. The Lady Juliana was officially one of the Second Fleet, which has gone down in history as the Death Fleet and one of Britain’s more reprehensible colonial misdeeds. However, not all its ships should be tarred with that brush. (The Guardian itself was numbered in the flotilla, yet it could hardly boast a more honourable and compassionate master.) The Juliana carried no fewer than 223 female convicts, and by the time they reached the Cape almost all were in excellent spirits.

According to John Nicol, a steward who had joined the vessel in the extended period before she sailed from Portsmouth, ‘There were not a great many very bad characters [among them]. The greater number were for petty crimes and a great proportion for only being disorderly, that is, street walkers.’5 By the time the Juliana left England it had gained the reputation of a floating brothel.

‘When we were fairly out to sea, every man on board took a wife from among the convicts,’ wrote Nicol. ‘The girl with whom I lived – for I was as bad in this point as the others – was as kind and true a creature as ever lived. I courted her for a week and would have married her on the spot if there had been a clergyman on board.’

However, though the woman bore him a child before the Juliana reached Port Jackson, the shipboard romance did not survive once they reached the colony. Other liaisons were even more tenuous. Indeed, when the ship spent seven weeks in Rio de Janeiro, they not only replenished their provisions but the women filled their purses as they entertained the Brazilian and expatriate gentry.

The governor, Arthur Phillip, was less than pleased to see the Juliana arrive. While the store ship Justinian – another of the fleet – had reached Sydney on 2 June, unloaded her relatively meagre cargo and departed immediately for the satellite colony of Norfolk Island en route to China, his penal colony was facing imminent starvation. His biggest vessel, the Sirius, had been lost in February while attempting to berth at Norfolk Island and now he had an additional 250 dependants, only a small fraction of whom would be productive members of his ragged settlement.

He immediately assigned as many as possible to a further nine-day journey to Norfolk Island, where his young protégé, Lieutenant Philip Gidley King, had established a satellite colony to exploit the tall pines trees and the flax plants Cook had recorded during his 1774 visit. He and his naturalists, Johann Forster and William Wales, believed they would provide much needed masts, spars and sailcloth for British ships. And Norfolk’s arable land could help feed the Port Jackson settlement. Unfortunately, the pines would prove too brittle for masts and the early farming attempts were sabotaged by native rats and caterpillars.

The flax also caused problems. It was very different from the familiar European variety, and Governor Phillip was unable to find anyone with expertise in its conversion from plant to cloth. So when he learned that Andrew Hume had some experience farming it in County Down, he assigned him, soon after his arrival, to the tiny island colony.

By now the true hell ships of the Second Fleet were arriving at Sydney Cove. The Suprize, Neptune and Scarborough had been contracted from the firm Camden, Calvert & King, which undertook to transport, clothe and feed their 1,006 convicts for a set price per head, whether they landed alive or dead. It was not an uncommon practice. The company (and others like it) had been transporting black slaves from Africa to the West Indies under the same conditions for at least two centuries.

They made only one stop on the way – at the Cape of Good Hope – where they took on board the 20 surviving convicts from the Guardian. Those on the Neptune were deliberately starved, kept in heavy irons in fetid conditions below decks and rarely allowed out for fresh air and exercise. Scurvy ran rampant. Before they reached Sydney, 162 convicts would perish at the hands of their tormentors.

On the Scarborough, the convicts attempted to rebel but were betrayed by one of their number, the forger Samuel Burt. The ringleaders were then, Burt wrote, ‘flogged with the greatest severity, and others chained to the deck, and it is supposed will be tried and executed immediately on their arrival at New South Wales.’6 The Suprize also arrived with a cargo of ill-treated and ailing survivors.

The colony’s chaplain, Rev. Richard Johnson, who had waited in vain for his successor, Parson Crowther, was shocked to the core as he stepped aboard the Neptune. ‘I beheld a sight truly shocking to the feelings of humanity … they were wretched, naked, filthy, dirty, lousy and many of them unable to stand, to creep, or even to stir hand or foot.’7 No fewer than 124 of them would subsequently die in the makeshift tents that operated as the penal settlement’s hospitals.

By contrast, the free men aboard the Neptune were well looked after. They included Lieutenant John Macarthur, whose wife and son travelled separately on the Scarborough, and D’Arcy Wentworth, who took a convict mistress, Catherine Crowley, while on board. Wentworth would also be immediately assigned to Norfolk Island as an assistant-surgeon. And once the Suprize was thoroughly cleaned, he and his pregnant mistress joined Andrew Hume on it for the journey to Lieutenant King’s tiny domain. Their son, William Charles Wentworth, was born on board as the Suprize stood off the island.

Back at the Sydney settlement, the captain of the Neptune, Donald Traill, and the other ships’ masters, sold the rations they had denied the convicts for a tidy profit. Governor Phillip’s protest was mild at best and at worst a dereliction of duty. ‘The scene of misery … was occasioned by the contractors having crowded too many on board these ships,’ he noted, ‘and from their being too much confined during the passage.’

There was, however, a brief public outrage when news of the horror reached London. An inquiry was held and private action taken in the courts against the contractors. The government then took over the case, and in time it simply faded away. Camden, Calvert & King were actually contracted to supply the Third Fleet. Traill and his chief mate, William Ellerington, were also privately prosecuted for murder in the Admiralty Court, but acquitted on all charges even before the judge summed up the evidence.
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