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Nalda Kingston is a retired author and University of Western Australia double major arts graduate with a Diploma of Education. Her majors were Elizabethan Jacobean Drama and Anthropology and her minors were English and History. Her career pursuits included moving from a secondary college classroom teacher to Head of Faculty for English and Theatre Arts. She has worked as a playwright and director, focusing on social justice issues for student performances, and has directed scripted plays by Shakespeare, George Bernard Shaw (including a play adapted into a musical by Lerner & Loewe), W.Berney, and J. Kesselring.





Dedication

This narrative is for adult readers invited to reimagine themselves as an 11-year-old child of 19th Century County Somerset, England. You have a younger brother; both are sons of a once proud apple cider artisan of your village who left for business in London one morning, never to return. His last words to you were, “While away, take care of your brother and help Mother, son”. Already in ill health, your mother died within the year. Now orphans, your only means of survival was theft of other villagers’ food and clothing. You were both nabbed twice and released with warnings, but recently a new English law against child felons gave your local constabulary no option but to send you up to the Old Bailey for sentencing. Children had recently been hanged at the Old Bailey for their crimes. You survive that fate, but as felons, you were thrice sentenced to Transportation from England to Port Arthur Penal Settlement in Van Diemen’s Land and immediately moved to a derelict hulk on the Thames awaiting a ship.

You shared quarters with adult male convicts who were unhygienic, harsh-tempered, and with undignified intentions toward your person. You both survive that and the voyage to the Great South Land, but on arrival at Point Puer, nothing could have prepared you for this new life. Many of your friends already frail in body and undernourished, were included in adult labour gangs and expected to produce the same work output. Homesickness, ill health and forever looking over your shoulder to avoid male convict attention day or night left many of you in a constant state of anxiety; their minds were so traumatised that a number of your cohort were sent to the infirmary and never returned.

This narrative is of the faction genre. Such convict boys existed, such conditions existed, such harrowing treatment of children existed as a means to an economic end. Historians have recounted the boys’ fate a world away from their sphere, never to return. Few, if any, authors outside this field of endeavour have delved into the minds of children undoubtedly filled with fear, horror and terror associated with the historical facts. A reminder: this narrative of fiction blended with fact is created for adult readers only.
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Foreword

Praesagium

Beware…

The deepening curse of moral justice

In 1920, the Save the Children International Union, a Geneva-based international organisation for child welfare, helped promote the 1924 Geneva Declaration of the Rights of the Child drafted by Eglantyne Jebb, a British social worker.

This ensured that, for the first time, the well-being of children gained the attention of the highest circles of international politics, based on a notion that children are innocent and valuable human beings in need of special assistance, protection, and guidance, asserting that ‘mankind owes the child the best it can give’ and inviting ‘men and women of all nations’ to commit themselves to a set of duties toward the world’s children to provide and care for them, protect them from economic exploitation, and so on.

Source: Online Atlas on the History of Humanitarianism and Human Rights—jointly published by the Leibniz Institute of European History and the Centre for Imperial and Global History at the University of Exeter as part of the ‘Global Humanitarianism Research Academy’ (GHRA).





Part I

The Forests of Subjugation
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Chapter 1


I am today what I established yesterday, or some previous day.

James Joyce


The people of the ancient Village of Tiles, Somerset, England, were keen to be present for the latest judicial hearing conducted by Magistrate Sir Charles Bloomberry of His Majesty’s Court, travelling the county on his monthly circuit. His routine usually held little joy, but today he felt more inclined to smile a little as village folks left the road for the muddy tufts of grass. His unexpected good morning nod as his fine horse-drawn sulky trotted by would be the talk of the village by noon. This was a significant day, and no ordinary village.

The magistrate’s notes and associated list of the day included two young orphaned homeless lads about to face him for the second time in as many months. He had a grudge to settle on these, the last living of the Crowe family. The law was changing towards child felons. This afforded him much pleasure. The village adults knew why, as did the Somerset community; the lads, however, were too young and ill-informed of the measure of history existing between their father—the man who was there one day and gone the next—and the county magistrate.

With the death of their mother in the early months of autumn 1831, eleven-year-old Luke Crowe and James, two years his junior, were orphaned. By day, they were left to skulk lanes and, once raw egg no longer turned the stomach, vault backyard walls into hen coops, or follow the aroma of fresh-baked bread at windowsills. When the sun set, a pair of rounded out hollows in the village woodlands sufficed. Being nabbed at times and locked in the warmth of the village cells with three meals a day, a welcome change.

Being unexpectedly woken at daybreak today to perform ablutions, eat their gruel and ‘Get off about the door’ and quick march to the village courthouse, was far from welcome. To be reminded on the way that ‘…once should be enough, but twice (1) Bleak for you, lads…very bleak.’

Widow Sarah Hayes, a strong-minded and always-alert-to-others’-needs Christian lady of the village, greeted the bright sun-drenched morning with uncertainty as she, too, walked to the courthouse. Her reason for attendance was also personal but more profound than the magistrate’s. The ancient protocol in the village was that felons answered to their accuser if caught, not the constabulary, who, by law, wrote a report that was sent to the (2) Bath Chronicle, there published to alert the public of active felons and their birth village. To bring such disrepute to the village community was forbidden!

The rule was clear: an apology was the accepted norm, but should the behaviour include physical damage to property, repair work must be completed to the owner’s satisfaction, but more importantly, ‘Without further thought of duress towards the offender’.

In the matter of orphaned children stealing food, Widow Hayes, the wife of the deceased Reverend Paul Hayes, decided to uphold the protocol. Unfortunately, she failed, but in strong belief, if Paul were still alive, he’d have supported her quest to keep the boys in the village. He’d been a popular vicar regarding village upheaval, whatever the consequences, be left to God! The two village constables, totally familiar with protocol, also believed it best they knew nothing nor saw anything if the offence concluded amicably.

Differences of opinion often took place within earshot of their daily duties, but as keepers of the law, theirs was not to be drawn into discussion. To know but claim ignorance, to see but feign blurred vision at the time, assured village life flowed on uninterrupted; therefore, constabulary best practice. Besides, Reverand Paul Hayes, also an astute keeper of the peace, wrote sermons mostly devoid of ‘Thou shalt not steal’ as regularly as he frequented the Three-Horned Bull each evening when done with God’s work.

One evening, however, he didn’t quite make it to the vicarage. A neighbour came across him the following morning, covered in a light fall of snow, still ‘within his cups’ and unresponsive to all manner of care. He left for his God within the hour and was put to rest in the church cemetery within a respectable time.

Within weeks of his burial, Sarah accepted her beloved husband’s replacement, one Vicar William Duncan, a recent graduate from the London Seminary, who, from his first sermon, preached revolutionary ideas associated with community, including facts substantiated by quotes from the New Testament Gospels. Backs straightened to the notion that in the eyes of God, the ancient village rule relating to homeless children was totally unacceptable.

“This is the 1830s,” he explained. “There are (3) Lords in London calling for the abolition of slavery and the rites of passage for children to adulthood. Work across the country, village by village, is being encouraged to support all inhabitants, regardless of age or social status. Keeping young mothers and their children safe from hunger is a community responsibility, including men unable to look after their family due to ill-health.”

Explained how he had witnessed recent events surrounding a small group of children publicly hanged at (4) Old Bailey, of similar age to the orphaned and homeless of the village. His description of the hanging was so vivid that it chilled the congregation into a changed sense of Christian goodwill. They no longer remained silent during community gatherings, particularly within weeks news came from Bath that a new group in authority called (5) ‘Peelers’ were walking the streets of London, successfully reducing activities of both adult and child felons.

During the most recent sermon, yet again transfixed hearts on goodwill to all, Sarah Hayes listened most carefully as Vicar Duncan called for ways to support would-be felons, especially children. The two village constabulary men also listened carefully but with alternate reasoning. Their position as keepers of the law could well be in danger. They needed an escape from their desks to revise the village protocol. All eyes were large, ears ringing, shoulders straightening, and heads nodding in agreement. Change appeared essential.

Their own fidgeting, well-fed offspring clutched at their sleeves. Two lads began feigning the need to be outdoors to ‘make water’. The two constables seated behind the family kindly offered assistance. The family nodded in agreement, and the boys were whisked out of the church, all smiles and winks as they passed their school pals in nearby pews.

Within seconds of the noisy departure, the organist, used to sermons’ traditional thirty-minute allocated time slot, struck the chord to stand for the final hymn. To her astonishment, the young vicar ploughed on with suggestions for ways to support village children: a space for a large school room with daily upgraded lessons on the three R’s, times tables to keep and take home for further learning with parents, maps for geography lessons, and most importantly, ‘Reading, the most essential need to open communication channels with the youth’. Such grand ideas for such a small village!

The notion coincided with the return of the ‘relieved’ boys motioned to return to their parents. The constabulary remained stationary for a respectable moment, then removed themselves to reconfigure their formal duties as representatives of His Majesty’s official new law enforcers. It was recently and quite emphatically noted in a report from their superiors that ‘no matter the size of the population or past traditional protocol, all forthcoming law would be to the book!’.

Meanwhile, indoors, the organist had saved them further dismay with a more demanding, rafter-shattering chord demanding they stand for the closing hymn. The congregation obliged with hymn books open to the page number posted on the wall by the pulpit directly above the exhausted vicar, now mopping at his brow, completely oblivious to the impact he’d created.

Sarah Hayes shrank into herself, unable to think at best after such a loaded personal challenge to the entire congregation. Singing indeed after such an onslaught! She had tried in good Christian faith to be of service in the village. She kept a close watch on the Crowe family, but with the disappearance of the father and ill-health of the mother, she feared that it would not be long before she and her sons were bound for (6) The Workhouse.

In the early days after her husband’s funeral, she had been grateful to the diocese for relocating her to the cottage nearby on church property with its abundance of small rooms. But she was lonely. The silence was overbearing. The opportunity to provide for an orphan was certainly less perplexing than opening her home to a widowed cousin who’d recently offered companionship in their ‘approaching twilight years’.

Coupled with her ideas at that time, the sad news that Mrs Jane Crowe had, indeed, ‘gone to God’, and her two sons were subsequently caught with intent to steal a chicken from a neighbour’s backyard, she’d hurried home and sat quite still for some time, then rather too loudly confided to the walls, “Sarah Hayes, it’s decision time for you.”

God was delivering orphans into her care. She went to the constabulary, listened to verification of the facts, and decided to take a chance with one of the Crowe boys for the time being.

“I will give him a home, the youngest for preference.”

“Why the one, Sarah? Surely, the two brothers and all…”

That needed a thorough explanation! She felt it prudent to be open about her decision. “It would give me time to become reacquainted with the way of young boys.”

The notion seemed to satisfy the constable; however, he explained, “Well…both are officially registered as orphans, therefore by law, you must follow regulations and place an advertisement in the Bath Chronicle.”

This she did to legalise her standing, not only in the village but also in the face of God. The advertisement was duly posted:


A home for an orphan by a lady/member of The Church of England


But to her dismay, by the time the advertisement had gone to print and the Chronicle published it, both boys had been caught red-handed stealing food again…and besides, stormed the indignant constable, “You only wanted one orphan, Sarah…not two!”



And now, here she was, awaiting the magistrate’s decision with the rest of the village, all engaging in pragmatic thought about the morning sun usually absent during the long winter months now quite unexpectedly shining as if spring. Many suggested it prophetic; this bright light shining here on this patch of earth, when off a short distance, it was all mist and darkly patched hills. Widow Hayes watched off a pace, clutching at her leather-bound Bible and pondering, What is this thing called democracy?

Was it replacing the traditional call for (7) ‘Wassail’ in the cider-producing village of her birth? Once the full extent of the vicar’s plan had settled into the minds of even the staunch objectors, positive discussion ensued. Excitement and a sense of hope lift hopes for change. The folks were keen to put thought into practice, crowded in doorways on either side of the village courthouse, standing tall among the rest. The magistrate’s horse and buggy were already secured in the adjoining stable. The talk was in support of the boys.

Taking the lads in, not apart but together. There was also the question of how and when this could be achieved. They knew the magistrate to be vindictive! For now, he must be humoured!

Hearts beat a little more rapidly at the sound of the huge oak door swinging open on its sturdy iron hinges, and the clerk of the court motioned them to enter.

“Court will commune forthwith… remain silent…and speak only if called to so do…”
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