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                              GM Minutes  

                         

 

Meeting Commenced:  1.30 pm     Closed: 3.17pm  Chairman: Diane Gillespie 

Attendance: 54  Apologies: 14 

Visitors Attending: 3  Minutes: Bob Hincksman & Jennifer Mullin 
 

 Welcome & Acknowledgement of Country 

1 Minutes of Previous General Meeting (09.02.2019)               Moved: Ian Carswell, Heather McCrohon 

2 Treasurer’s Report: (28.2.2019)   Passed by Committee 28.2.2019   

3 Correspondence Report: (28.2.2019 )   Passed by Committee 28.2.2019 

4 Updates from the Committee:   

a) August 17th Seminar: Kerry Farmer is our speaker. There will be 3 sessions – Convicts, Scottish & DNA.  

b) Heritage Day at Douglas Vale - Saturday 6 April    

c)    Small Debts Register. Sue has made suggestions about changing details to be transcribed.  

d) Kingswood dates: 18th & 19th June 

e) DNA on 4th May 2019 

  5 General Meetings: April – Jeff Madsen - Parish Maps 

  6 Footsteps: please send to editor@pmdfhs.org.au  

  7 Membership: new members – no 

  8 
Members Support Groups: Research: 13 Mar 1pm – 3pm, focus is: Latest Updates Ancestry, FMP, Irish Research 

Writing: 4 March & 1 April        FamilySearch: 11 Mar        DNA: 25 Mar        Roots Magic: 24 Apr 

  9 Journals/e-Journals:  

 10  
Roster: New borrowing system in place – each member has own page in a folder that is near the journals in the 

library, fill in Vol/Month/Year; Journals/Magazine Title; Date Borrowed; Date Returned 

 11 Publicity & Website:  

 12 Social events: Christmas in July – 28th July at Comboyne. Deposit by 31st March, please 

 13 General Business & Brick Wall Brag:  

    Raffle winner – Rita Tinning, Cuppa and Catch-up 

 Today’s Speaker: Tamsin O’Connor - Those Other Exiles – A Soldiers Life on the Penal Frontier of NSW 1804-1842 

 

Tamsin O’Connor is a PhD candidate at the University of Sydney. Her thesis, entitled ’All those Places of Condemnation’: 

Power Relations and aspects of Resistance at the Penal Stations of New South Wales 1804 – 1842’, aims to demonstrate 

that, contrary to the dominant view, the penal stations of NSW were central to the wider system of managing convict 

labour, to the lived experience of the mass of convicts and therefore to the process of colonisation itself.  She began 

this project many years ago as a PhD at the University of Edinburgh, joining the innovative convict studies research 

team of Ian Duffield.  After a break in her studies she has resumed the project in Sydney. 
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The British historian, Linda Collier, observed that to modernise the British, or any other Imperial soldiering easily, they 

would appear uncongenial or at best predictable. It is assumed they were violent, which they were and that they were 

necessarily conformist, which they were not. Indeed, the idea for the paper was conceived many years ago when 

Tamsin discovered that convicts, free sailors and soldiers of Newcastle were engaged in smuggling, piracy and mutiny. 

This contrasted sharply with her early work on Moreton Bay where power relations were altogether starker.  

In her brilliant book ‘Captures’, Collier observes the British state markedly increased the number of military personal 

stationed overseas. At the time, many of them were working-class men and women dispatched to imperial locations 

and set to labour under a substantial amount of discipline. In Australia before 1850 the majority were convicts, but in 

Asia the majority were soldiers. The worker bees of the British Empire. 

As in the case of Sargent John Dagen of the 19th Light Dragoons, who was court-martialled in Canada for desertion 

and transported to NSW for life, or Michael Keen, the serial deserter and self-styled hero of Botany Bay who saw action 

in India. He measured his service not in the campaigns he fought, but in the number of lashes he received. There is 

also the sad story of the convict George Molisent, whose hand-written pleas could not describe his despair or his 14 

year sentence to Port Macquarie. Thomas Brown thought his 17 years active service in East India and his five war 

wounds would strengthen his plea for mitigation, but they did not. 

The story of two boxes, the first is a fine timber chest, which is a rare and valuable national treasure. The second is but 

a humble wooden box. The first box is among the most interesting items in the Mitchell Library collection. Known as 

the ‘Macquarie Collector's Chest’ it is described as a fine example of early  19th century Australiana. The Chest, like its 

companion, was constructed in Newcastle c.1818 under the supervision of the settlement's commandant Captain 

James Wallis of the 46th Regiment. It was a private project, containing a large collection of Australian native fauna. 

Wallis appears to have presented it to Governor Macquarie, who returned with it to England in 1822. The Macquarie 

Collector’s Chest spent most of its life until the late 1980s in Strathallan Castle in Scotland, near Auchterarder, 

Perthshire, the former ancestral home of the Drummond family, Viscounts Strathallan. In 2004, the State Library of 

NSW acquired the chest in a private sale. 

The military officers and guards had little to do with the running of the colony. The officers felt their duty was strictly 

military, to defend the Colony from attack and insurrection. This being the case, the soldiers stationed at the remote 

stations, road gangs and aboard the coastal transports, took a very broad view of what constituted insurrection. 

Guarding a prison population does not mean monitoring the work, the soldiers kept the convicts at work rather than 

supervising the labour itself.  In this way the soldiers were fundamental to the day to day supervision and security of 

the colony. 

For their part the soldiers were left in no doubt that the red coats were their gaolers. When the Lime Burners gang 

attempted to make their escape in May 1814 the military guard did not hesitate  to open fire and as the bushranger 

Thomas  Brooks in fact recalled, ‘The bayonet was my monitor’ and he should know as he ran the gauntlet of the 

military guard at Newcastle, Port Macquarie and Moreton Bay. At Newcastle from the Cedar camp to the lumber yard, 

the soldiers with their bayonets at the ready, were present at every stage. The soldiers were stationed over the saw 

pits to ensure none of the off cuts were smuggled out. 

As to the second wooden box - In January 1811 Commandant Purcell informed the Colonial Secretary, ‘In acquiescence 

of frequent application from my men for as much Cedar as it would take to make boxes to protect their necessaries on 

detachment duties with the prisoners in the woods I issued a certain proportion for each sergeant, corporal and 

private’. 

Thanks to the fragmentary evidence scattered through the letter books and the prisoners’ punishment records we 

know the soldiers engaged in gambling, smuggling with the convicts and seamen and availed themselves of an irregular 

still operated by the prisoner John Moss. We also know they frequented the disorderly house of Martha Young where 

they quarreled with the constables. They also received and sent letters. Knowing all this we can infer what they held 

close was a good deal more than their standard issue kit.   

This brings us to an interesting observation by the Quarter Master General in 1836, ‘It is exceedingly difficult if not 

impossible under the very best discipline to prevent the soldiers acquiring either directly or from their wives a certain 

degree of locality’. The Quarter Master General was referring to power of non-European location, the old-fashioned 
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idea of going native. But in convict Newcastle the acquisition of location was not a matter of degree but a matter of 

certainty. On 1st of June Commandant Thompson reported the mass escape from the cedar gangs, ‘these bushrangers’ 

he continued ‘were headed by a soldier named Bruce who deserted with the whole of his necessaries, flintlock and 

ammunition’. However, as it turns out private Bruce had no talent for bushranging and his resolve crumbled three 

weeks later and he surrendered at Broken Bay. 

In contrast private Thomas Greenway makes a more lasting impression. He deserted while on duty with the Lime 

Burners gang on 1st September 1820 taking with him arms and ammunition, a constable and two other prisoners, 

including an old bushranger. It clearly rattled Commandant Thompson for he wrote ‘ The soldier is a powerful, 

desperate blackguard and if not overtaken I fear they will do much mischief’.  Greenway is recaptured and in March 

1823 he is a convict and being flogged for attempting to escape the cedar gang. 

The following year he must have made it as far as Sydney for in November 1824 we learn that he was the ring leader 

of a mutiny in a Sydney gaol. A spell in solitary and transportation to Port Macquarie followed. Of course, he escaped 

and was recaptured and flogged at Newcastle.  At 9am on 11th May 1825, Thomas Greenway finally made his escape 

with twelve other prisoners in the Commandant’s boat, the cutter ‘Eclipse’. They were assisted by a soldier, Private 

William Yams of the 3rd regiment. Yams was on sentry duty at the wharf when he joined them and he brought with 

him his flintlock, bayonet and ammunition. With a fair wind and full sail, they disappeared on the horizon, bound for 

Timor. The cutter was well provisioned and the pirate crew included William Tunnecliffe an experienced seaman and 

James Johnson a midshipman. The last time she was seen she was standing to the N. E., wind at west, and appeared 

to be hauling up north under a press of canvas. 

They never really had a chance once their plan to seize the Mars failed. They were pursued by naval officer Lieutenant 

Thomas H. Owen in a whale boat manned by five prisoners of the Crown under the charge of assistant pilot Charles 

Hughes. (Charles Hughes had arrived on the Larkins in 1817, the same vessel that brought one of the absconders James 

Johnston). Two natives also accompanied the pursuit party. 

The absconders headed south and reached as far as Reid's Mistake a distance of about 15 nautical miles. Lieut. Owen 

reached the same place on 3rd January where he found the oars and rudder, all that remained of the rig which had 

been swamped. With the help of the native trackers they soon afterwards captured five of the prisoners - Tunnecliffe, 

Pritchard, Smith, Johnston and Collins in a hut with Private Yams. They were brought into Newcastle on 3rd January 

and lodged in the gaol.  

Before Magistrate Francis Allman on 28th March, the men maintained that they knew nothing of the boat being taken 

in January and were merely out in the bush kangarooing. Tunnecliffe, Pritchard, Smith, Johnston, Collins were all 

sentenced to 100 lashes and to be transported to Port Macquarie for three years. Two others were sentenced to 50 

lashes and sent to Port Macquarie.  

 

After the presentation, Diane thanked Tamsin and presented her with a gift as a token of our appreciation for her 

interesting talk.  

 


