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ST. GEORGE HISTORICAL SOCIETY

SPONSORED BY ROCKDALE MUNICIPAL COUNCIL

53 Bruce Street,
BEXLEY.

8th September, 1967.

Dear Friend and Member,

The regular monthly meeting of the above Society will be
held as follows:-

Date: Friday Evening Next, 15th September, 1967, at 8 p. m.
Place: Council Chamber, Town Hall, Rockdale.

Guest Speaker: Mr. & Mrs. Arthur Coghlan will present a paper
entitled -

""Old Time Sydneytown'

illustrated by Mr. Coghlan's unique collection of black and
white slides of old Sydney.

Would lady members please bring a plate.

D. H. Sinclair, R. W. Rathbone,
PRESIDENT. HON. SECRETARY.

58.4813.




LIFE IN THE EARLY PIONEER DAYS
by .. M. Hutton Neve.

We are all familiar with the beginnings of settlement in this
State -- unwilling migrants, to say the least -- and the less said about
the average convict of the First Fleets the better. However, I want to
point out one or two facts: the majority of the 1st Fleeters were not
first offenders. By 1788, the American War of Independence had closed
the New World to transportation for England's lawbreakers. The gaols
and the Thames prison-hulks were overflowing -- from lst offenders to
hardened criminals. The worst of the lawbreakers -- murderers,
rapists, highwaymen and others convicted of violent crimes -- were
speedily hanged after their conviction before juries. But there was
still Iiterally thousands of men - and women - who had numerous
previous convictions for various types of petty crime. To ameliorate
the ghastly conditions of these foetid and overcrowded gaols, a selection
was made, for transportation to Botany Bay, of the worst of these
persons. Generally speaking, age and health were taken into consider-
ation - and these were important factors, for the transportees would
literally have to work for survival ... A perusal of Old Bailey trials and
similar documents, indicate that practically all those of the First Fleet
(and the 2nd and 3rd Fleets) were at least petty offenders with unsavoury
records.

The great majority of them were largely the scum of the English
gaols, both county and city vagrants, unskilled, illiterate, and ex-
perienced in all types of crime; the greater number of course came
from the larger towns, and so did not provide good material to lay the
foundation of a settlement, in an unknown land on the other side of the
world. A few had had a little elementary schooling, enabling them to
read and write after a fashion; and in many cases these sémi-educated
convicts were the more dangerous, as they had the basic intelligence
to ""organise crime'', -- this was particularly so in the underworlds of
London and Liverpool.

It is granted that most of these men were the products of the
social conditions of the times - times of unemployment, of starvation,
of callous and drastic property laws - in general, the underworld of
the big English cities lived like half-starved rats in foetid dungeon-
cellars - and their mentality and character were akin to the rats with
whom they lived. Birthrates were high, but the infant deathrate was
appalling - up to 90% of slum-born children died before their fifth
birthday; those children who survived were tough in body and mind -
like the rats about them, they fought and thieved and struggled to
survive.

In the later years of transportation, particularly after the Irish
Rebellion of 1798, and after 1800 in general, a better class of convict
was transported, these including some much-needed tradesmen, a
number of semi-skilled labourers, and similar types. This was due
to some extent to varying social conditions - the growing rise of
industrialism, more severe administration of the laws affecting
property, especially in connection with stealing and receiving of stolen
goods and ''fencing"'.



As for the women, they were in general of a far worse type
taan the men - especially those of the 1st three Fleets; again, they
were largely the product of their environment - the great majority
were city prostitutes or thieves - or both. A slightly better class of
women (if that is a possible description) were those who conducted
organised theft, and who acted as receivers of stolen goods. Although
quite 1111tera.te, some of these women were astute in. practu:al business
and good organisers: but again, they were hardly the type of material
to become satisfactory housewives and mothers. :

Yet, strange as it may seem, a few - only a few - of the prison-
scum of England's men and women managed to struggle out of the mire
of the early convict settlement. Again, environment helped and some
had the mentality to realise this, and to seize the latent opportunities
of a new life. The first few years of settlement, as we know, were
heart-breaking for both convicts and their masters; but when the
drastic food shortages had to some extent been overcome, shortly
before the turn of the 19th century, some kind of new life developed.

Marriage amongst the majority of the convict element was
rare - that is, marriage by a C/E priest, the only union'lega.lly recog-
nised. Many couples followed the old English custom of the ""ancient
usage of marriage' - i.e.; common-law marriage before adult witnesses:
but many other couples lived a free and easy life; prostitution wasrife;
hordes of half-savage, semi-~starved and ragged children roamed the
settlement, compietely uncontrolled; they knew the1r mothers - if
their mothers had not abandoned them after emergency from infant
years; but their fathers were "shadows that passed in the night'.

_ This picture does not suggest a basis for any domestic irame~
work; and in proportion to those transported between 1788 and 1800,
only a few survived the struggle for existence. Discipline was severe,
especially for the male convicts; many brought floggings upon them-
selves for theit, assault and insubordination; - some were undoubtedly
victimised - but we seldom hear of the many assigned convicts who
were, for those times, reasonably well treated - fed, clothed, and
given some elementary training in domestic duties for women; or for
men, trained as farm labourers and agriculturists, timberworkers,
stablehands, and the like.

Gradually, some order came out of disorder;  the first farm
grants were made to a few emancipated convicts towards the end of the
18th century - around South Creek and the Cattai, near Windsor and
along the nearby banks of the Hawkesbury River. These men selected
wives from amongst the female convicts - and again the wonder is that
some of these oddly assorted unions worked; and children were born
and raised.

This meant of course the beginning of an established home-
life - and the initial requisite was shelter for the family. These first
""homes' were the crudest of bark huts. A couple of young treetrunks
were split down the middle, forming the four corners of the hut;
similarly shaped timbers, or trimmed branches, formed the frame-



work of the '"roof'"; slabs of bark were lashed to the uprights to form
both walls and roof; sometimes fastened with bushvines, sometimes
held in place by roughly shaped wooden pegs; while the roof was held
down with branches lashed together. An opening would be left for the
doorway, and perhaps a couwple of window-~spaces; bark sheets would
close these. in bad weather. The floor was of stamped earth;
"furniture" usually consisted of some wood blocks for seats, or of
roughly fashioned plank forms; the table was a slab of bark supported
by trimmed branch legs; shelving was similarly constructed along a
wall. . The bed was of bark sheeting overlaid on branch trestles; and
armfuls of dned grasses and scrub formed the "mattress''; blankets
and Jjute sacks formed the bedding. ”P_lates” were often fashioned from
bark; .cooking utensils generally consisted of two or three iron pots.

At first, all cooking was done over an open fire outside,
usually with a crude shelter erected; later, a stone fireplace was
constructed at one end of the hut - but these open fireplaces within the
hut often led to destruction of the flimsy shelter. Thus, many of these
early huts had a more substantial ""kitchen' built a few feet away from
the general living quarters, to minimise fire-destruction of the hut and
its much-valued contents. This separate cooking area had the added
advantage of providing a certain open-air coolness during the heat of the
long summer months, and also prevented the hut from becoming smoke-
filled. (Of course, the huts would be bitterly cold in winter).

It was not long, however, before the settlers learnt to build
more substantial shacks. Many were of "wattle and daub' construction,
ie., roughly split timber uprights whose spaces were filled with mud and
earth mixed with dried grasses or scrub-leaves, sometimes small
pebbles, etc. . Roofs were shaped, usually h1pped with a ridge; cross-
pieces were. f1xed and covered with hardwood shingles split with an
axe. This type of shingle rooflng was almost universal until the import-
ation of corrugated roofmg iron about the middle of last century. Only
the large homes and mansions of the wealthy landowners and prosperous
merchants had imported slate roofing and glass windows.

As the years progressed, the k1tchen area was more substant-
ially constructed, usually of local sandstone - sometimes of handmade
bricks; when the cottage was of wood constructlon, the kitchen was
almost invariably a separate building - also of wood, but with a large
alcove for cooking facilities, usually one end of the kitchen building.

For those emancipist settlers who could erect small stone cottages
themselves, or who could afford to employ labourers to do so, the
kitchen was naturally incorporated under the same roof. By the end of
the Macquane era there were numerous well-constructed small cottages,
both in stone and in brick, although the great majority were still timber-
hewn. .

By the end of the Macquarie period of 1821, the original convict
settlers had reared families, and from this first freeborn generation
came the beginning of a new class - the small settlers and semi-skilled
artisan; independent and proud of it, still struggling to make a living in
the young colony - but not existing in degradation and starvation. Of
course, again, there were many who did not succeed - those who pre-



ferred to live and die in the rum dens of Sydneytown; or who sold
their small land grants for rum, or who were just 1ncapab1e of farming
- or who did not like work.

But I am talking of those c0nv1cts who, as emanc1p1sts, carved
a new life for themselves, their wives and their children, in a new land
- where conditions of existence were strange and foreign and stark - the
antithesis to the city and country life of their English homeland.

The struggle for existence amongst the children of these ex-
convicts was easier; they were born in the new country, and it was the
only life they knew. They were generally healthy and strong and adapt-
able; they learnt, by trial and error, how to make the best utilisation
of materials and conditions about them. Life was hard, especially for
the womenfolk; food was generally sufficient, but often unvaried; and
fresh meat was a little-known treat - for of course there were no means
of preserving fresh meat. When an animal was killed, or even poultry,
it had to be eaten within a few hours in the long warm months. Salted
meat was the usual, and as pig-farming increased, there were also
smoked ham and bacon. :

Homegrown vegetables and maize (or '"Indian corn'' as it was
often called) usually formed the staple diet; with fruit in season - and
fish for those who could catch it. Obviously, those who lived on the
small farms in the outlying areas beyond Sydney Town fared better than
those of the town's packed slums. In Sydney Town, some prepared
foods could be bought - bread, of course; jams and preserves, and
some types of biscuits and cakes; but in the out- of-town and country
areas, all foods had to be prepared from the kitchen garden and farm.
Jams and preserves, salted meat, bread, occas1ona11y homemade wines
- and of course there was often the illicit wh1sky still ( and these still
ex1st in odd corners of isolated country areas!).

When wheat was grown on the farm, it had to be taken to the
nearest mill for grinding into flour. Yeast was brought back with the
flour, and the housewife baked her own bread. Some of the cottages
had a special niche in the side of the big stone fireplace for setting the
yeast and for baking the bread - those of you who have been to Hambleden
Cottage at Parramatta may have noticed these niches in the kitchen fire-
place. Sometimes the bread was baked in the ashes of the fireplace -
or, without yeast, the salted flour and water damper was baked instead
of bread. Many other small farmhouses, particularly where there was
no interior kitchen, except for a small fireplace, built a bread-oven in
the backyard, and here the bread was baked - probably once or twice
weekly, accordmg to family demands. One of these open- air ovens
still exists in the Macdonald Valley, near Wisemans Ferry. For many
years a convict bread-oven existed at the Woronora Ford, on the Old
Illawarra Road - the oven was built by the convicts working on this
road in the 1840s; but the oven was apparently broken up by locals for
garden building some years ago.

Clothing, of course, was the greatest problem for these
pioneer mothers: the family could live off the farm-grown products



(sometimes without much Var1at1on of food, according to the season);
but clothing could not be grown Consequently the entire famﬂy usual}.y
went barefooted all the year; unless the man could afford boots, d1gg1ng
could not be done - so that hoemg broke up the ground- or perhaps a
small hand- plough ‘was used. © Farm produce therefore had to be sold
or bartered - and bartenng, unt11 the Macquane era, Was almost
ent1re1y with ram, at inflated values. All clothing was of course hand-
sewn; grants of clothing were not made from the Commisseriat Stores ‘
after the first 12 months of a farm-—grant, ‘consequently the housewife
had to cut and alter and patch as best she could. Lighting was by tallow-
soaked rushes or oil - when these could be obtained; and so the family
worked from daybreak to sundown, and then went to bed.

Christmas was the highlight of the pioneer family - both in the
towns and in the country. At Christmas the verandah posts and doorway
of the cottage would be festooned with whatever greenery and wildflowers
the children could gather. In the towns, men went around in horse-drawn
carts laden with bundles of green bushes, selling these at 6d. an armful
- a far cry from the traditional mistletoe and '"white Christmas'' of
England - transported convicts though they were, they still felt a
nostalgia for their past life. ‘

Christmas dinner often consisted only of the eternal corned
meat, with potatoes, pumpkin ‘and cabbage; and’ a puddmg made from
cornmeal, with a handful of much-valued raisins thrown iri. - If scrub-
turkeys or wild ducks were available, these had to be hunted ‘and shot on
Christmas Eve, then plucked and cleaned, and wrapped in green leaves
and muslin - to keep the blowflies away, and to keep them suff1c1ent1y
fresh for the next: day's cooking. " The younger ‘childrén m1gh’c receive

”Chrlstmas cookie", homebaked, or perhaps some little toy fashioned
by father or mother; if lucky, the elder girls would receive a new hair-
ribbon or perhaps even a coloured scarf; and the older boys' a knife ...
Christmas Day was a time to forget, for one day, the never-ending toil
and struggle of the small pioneer, be they town or country folk: but for
the townspeople there was the pleasant diversion of Christmas shoppmg
and sight-seeing, perhaps with some new item of gay clothing to parade,
and then the trad1t1ona1 church service on Christmas Day, with the
opportumty to meet one's nelghbours in idle comfort and suitable gossip.
In these pioneer days, Chr1stmas was the 'red-letter" day for all; it
meant geneéral gaiety, just for one day of the hard -working year; the
reunion of scattered families, and perhaps a gathering of local settlers
and neighbours for an evening singsong.

Local transport was one of the greatest hurdles faced by the
pioneers. There were no country roads until the advent of Macquarie
- and even then, for the next 50 years or more, these country roads
were often mere bridle or bullock tracks, -quite impassable in bad
weather. Except for the few main roads in-and around Sydney Town and
the other main centres of settlement - which were built and kept in
some order by convict chained gangs - the local residents were
responsible for the condition of their so-called roads. Consequently,
for many years, waterways formed the main mode of transport where-



