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PART ONE







Chapter one
1849 Beguildy, Wales


Harriet dashed over towards the pen where her husband was tending the sheep. She waved a letter in the air. 
“Come quickly, Albert,” she cried. “It is a letter from Robert.”
Albert looked stunned.
“A letter, from Robert. Does that mean they have set him free? We have had no letters before.”
“I don’t know Albert, I haven’t read it yet.”
“What are you waiting for?”
Harriet and Albert went inside and sat down at the table in their poorly furnished home. Harriet opened the letter and began to read.
Dear Father and Mother,
You will not believe the good fortune that has befallen me. After two years spent in hellish conditions in Pentonville prison, I have arrived here in Port Phillip with a ticket of leave. Can you believe it? I am basically a free man. And after only 2 years in prison. 
They loaded us onto a ship, the Maitland, all 300 of us. It was a terrible journey. But that is a story for another time. We expected to be sent to Van Diemen’s Land and continue our sentences in the penal colony there. But we landed instead at Port Phillip and they gave us all our papers. The reason, they said, was that they needed workers here to help the pastoralists look after their sheep. I still need to report to authorities, and I am not allowed to leave the colony, but I can work for myself and earn a good living.
I worked first in Melbourne and then came out to the interior of Port Phillip District and got work with a wonderful couple, Benjamin and Esther, on their sheep farm.
The best news is that I now have land of my own! I have built a hut and have a flock of sheep and a horse. And I am growing potatoes. It is hard work in a harsh place, but I am doing very well. 
But to get to the reason for my letter. I think you should all join me here. There is enough land for us all to have a share. I have heard that there are passages available to South Australia. That is a fair distance from where I am in Port Phillip, but it would not be hard to continue on from South Australia to join me. I have done well since I have been here, so I am sending money to help you obtain a passage.
Please, please consider it! And please send a reply care of the Macedon District Post Office. 
I remain your obedient son,
Robert.
Albert and Harriet stared at each other in shock. It seemed unbelievable to think that Robert was not only safe and well, but that now he owned land. It was news they could only have dreamed of. Could they join him? It all seemed quite impossible.
As they let the news sink in, Harriet’s mind went back to the day that she would never forget, when her precious youngest son Robert had been convicted of larceny and sentenced to transportation. 
[image: image-placeholder]1844 Beguildy, Wales
Harriet cringed as they led Robert to the dock, chains at his ankles and wrists, his face ashen and his round hazel eyes wide with fear. Her son was not a tall lad, standing only 5 foot 6 inches, a diminutive figure behind the spikes of the dock, just 19 years of age. He was charged with larceny at the Quarter Sessions in Radnorshire. 
The public area was crowded, as usual, with sensation-seeking townspeople pushing and shoving to get a better view and jeering as they brought each new prisoner to the dock. Today there were many farmers amongst the crowd, wanting to see justice brought down on those who had stolen their property. 
It is so unfair, thought Harriet. If the landlords and the government had treated us fairly, my sons would not have needed to steal. Robert had been trying to help their starving family and instead here he was, charged with an offence that was likely to get him locked away for years. Michael had already been convicted and was, as far as Harriet knew, on his way to Van Diemen’s land to serve a 10-year sentence. She held her breath as the Chairman read the charges. 
“You are hereby charged with stealing a quantity of wool. Do you understand the charge?”
“Yes, My Lord,” answered Robert.
“How do you plead?”
“Guilty, My Lord.” It was no use denying the charge. Harriet hoped that by Robert pleading guilty the court might show him some leniency. 
The Chairman asked the prosecutor, a local farmer, to give his account of the offence. The farmer stood and read his statement.
“I had gathered a flock of my sheep together, ready for shearing. When I returned early the next morning, one of the sheep had been shorn. I then gained intelligence that the wool would be found at a nearby warehouse. I am convinced that the fleece found in that warehouse was indeed from my sheep. The warehouse owner told me one Robert Blayney, the accused, had sold it to him.” 
The jury filed out of the courtroom to deliberate. They were not gone long. 
“How say you gentlemen of the jury?” said the Chairman. 
“Guilty, My Lord,” replied the jury spokesman. The verdict had been short and sharp, and the sentence was handed down just as quickly. The Chairman shifted in his seat and delivered the sentence.
“Robert Blayney, you have been found guilty of larceny and you are hereby sentenced to 7 years transportation.” 
Harriet’s knees buckled as the verdict was read. She felt the tears form in the corners of her eyes. It was likely that she would never see her son again. As Robert was led away, she caught his eye and attempted a small smile, hoping to give him some strength.
[image: image-placeholder]



1850 Beguildy, Wales
Harriet sat by the open fire stirring the pot, the contents of which somehow had to stretch to feed the entire family. To the water she had added what little barley meal she could spare, a turnip and some salt. She sighed as she thought of Robert, far away in Port Phillip. The letter sat propped up on the shelf above the open fire. He wanted them all to pack up and leave everything they knew, to join him in a harsh new land. The family had talked of little else since the letter had arrived. 
A farm on his own land. It was unheard of here in Radnorshire. The family lived in the small rural township of Beguildy, surrounded by mountains. The land they farmed was rich and in a good year would produce well. But it was not theirs. And never would be. They worked so hard. But they had to rely on the good graces of the landlord to allow them enough from what they grew to make a living. They also had to pay tithes to the church. Each time the rent was collected, Harriet wondered if they would be able to make the next payment. She knew there was a possibility that they could be turned off this tiny piece of land at any time and if that happened, they would all be separated and forced into the workhouses, where conditions were even worse than what they were experiencing now. She could not bear the thought of being separated from her husband, Albert, let alone her remaining children, even though they were all grown. Already her two youngest sons, Robert and Michael, had committed crimes which had seen them in court and sentenced to transportation. And she was sure that Charles could easily be next. He was the oldest and Harriet thought that he was a bit too sure of himself. It was really only luck that none of his escapades had so far landed him in front of a magistrate. She did not worry so much about George as he had learnt a trade with which he was at least able to make ends meet.
Harriet and her husband Albert shared their tiny, thatched roof stone cottage with two of their children. They had partitioned off three rooms with woven branches daubed with mud so that they all had some small amount of privacy. She and Albert slept in one room, their daughter Rebecca in another, and Charles had a makeshift cot set up in the corner of the main room. The rest of the room was sparsely furnished with a table and chairs where they ate. Pots and other cooking implements surrounded the open fire. There was a more comfortable chair by the fire where Harriet spent any spare time she could as her bones became weary with age and the hardship she had endured. Now in her 61st year, she was thankful that Rebecca had never married, as she was a great help with the household chores. Above the chair was a small shelf which held Harriet’s most prized possessions, her few tattered books and now Robert’s letter. It was a poor home with not much to recommend it, but it would still be hard to leave. 
Harriet knew they could not keep on the way they were. Was this their only chance? Should she and her husband pack up their remaining family and try to get a passage to this far-off land? Robert had said there were passages to the new colony of South Australia. 
Whilst Harriet stirred the watery soup, Rebecca busied herself setting bowls and spoons on the table. Then she cut small chunks off the meagre loaf of bread, sighing as she did so. Harriet felt sorry for Rebecca. She was the oldest of Harriet’s children and her only daughter. There was nothing here for her. Perhaps she could find some happiness if they left Beguildy. 
Albert came into the cottage after ten hours working in the fields to get seed in the ground in good time. They had had poor season after poor season with no improvement in sight.
“Should we leave Albert?” whispered Harriet as she ladled the meagre soup into a bowl and added a piece of dry bread to her husband’s plate to supplement his meal.
“This is our home, Harriet,” replied Albert. He was a man of habit, and Harriet knew he would take some convincing.
“But Robert has land, his own land. Can you believe it? We could do well in the new country. Charles and George could come with us. There is land enough for all.”
“But just to pack up and leave everything. I’ve heard tell it is a long and harsh journey,” said Albert, still far from convinced that this was a good idea.
Soon Charles, a strong young man, not yet beaten down by the hard work and repression that was taking its toll on his father, arrived for his meal.
As Harriet dished up his meal, he joined in the conversation. Charles was a spirited young man who was keen to stand up for his family’s rights. To add to all the other costs the family faced, there were now tolls on the roads as well. The Blayneys and their neighbours relied on the roads to take produce to market and to cart lime to improve their soil. Charles had joined the protests against the turnpikes. It was dangerous to be involved in these protests and Harriet worried for him. 
“We will never beat the tyranny here,” Charles declared. “I say we go!”
“What about George?” asked Harriet. “Do you think he will want to come with us? He is settled and has taken up with a young lady”. George was a tailor and had moved to the larger centre of Edgbaston to further his career. From his frequent letters to his mother, she knew he was doing well, much better than they were all faring here on the farm. She wondered what he would think of leaving everything he knew to sail to a far-off land. 
“I am sure George would want to come with us,” said Charles. “I know he has steady work as a tailor, but he is still of very little means. If he had better prospects, I am sure he would ask Susannah to marry him.”  
It was frightening, but Harriet felt that to leave their home and join Robert was the only option. Over the ensuing weeks, she found out all she could about the passages that were available. She read the newspapers and spoke to neighbours who were also considering this course of action. Some had family members who had already taken the leap of faith. She knew there were agents appointed by the British government to assist people who wanted to emigrate, and she read the pamphlets they published. Their local pastor had helped her to find an agent who could assist them in getting a passage to South Australia. She told her family about all her discoveries as she found out more and more about the opportunities that were available.
Then she took a trip to Edgbaston to talk to George. George’s first thoughts were of his love. “I don’t know that I could leave Susannah,” he said sadly, although deep down he craved adventure and the opportunities that might be on offer.
“Susannah could come too,” said his mother gently. “You should marry that young woman. You have kept her guessing for too long already.”
George blushed but said no more. His mother knew that he secretly longed to marry Susannah, but wondered what he could offer her. If they made this voyage, then there could be hope, but Harriet did not know whether the young woman would agree that leaving Wales and everything she knew would be such a good option. 
Slowly, Harriet convinced her family that this was the right thing to do, the best option, perhaps their only option. It really boiled down to going or staying here to face a premature death from overwork and starvation. Albert eventually came around to her way of thinking. She wrote to Robert to tell him the news that they had secured a passage and with luck, they would disembark in Adelaide sometime in August or September. She promised to write again from Adelaide when they arrived. 
George had raised the subject with Susannah and to his surprise and delight, she was very much in favour. He asked her to marry him, and she agreed without hesitation. The marriage took place at St Bartholomew’s church in Edgbaston. A small gathering of family and friends toasted the newlywed couple. Their friends and neighbours also celebrated the approaching voyage that the family was to embark on. Many of them would have given anything to be in the Blayney’s place.
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The momentous day had arrived. The family stood on the pier in Liverpool with their trunks packed with their few simple possessions. Harriet could not help but be fretful about what the journey would hold and how they would reunite with Robert when they arrived. They would still be hundreds of miles away from his farm. 
The Blayney family walked up the gangplank to the deck of the sleek new ship, the Albatross. The sails flapped in the wind. The crew moved hastily around the decks, preparing the ship to sail. 
The first part of the journey went smoothly as they sailed down the west coast of Africa. But as they approached the equator, they found themselves in the doldrums. There was not a breath of wind for nearly three weeks. When the passengers were on deck, they stared up at the limp sails, willing them to move. The family despaired that they would ever make it to their new home. And to make matters worse, Susannah fell ill and had to be tended to by the ship’s surgeon.
“Did we make the right choice?” Harriet spoke quietly to her husband, Albert.
“Oh, lass, you must keep your chin up,” he replied quietly. “This calm can’t last forever. I spoke to the doctor, and he satisfied me that once we make landfall, Susannah will recover quickly.” Still, Harriet could not help the sense of foreboding she felt. If this was not a good move for her family, she would never forgive herself for talking them all into it. She was tense with anxiety as they waited for the wind to blow.
Eventually, the wind picked up again and they were on their way. Harriet felt relieved, but she hoped the journey would not take too much longer. As the ship approached the Cape of Good Hope, the seas boiled, and they all became extremely ill from seasickness. They were glad to dock at Cape Town and have some respite for a few days whilst the ship took on supplies. Once the ship got under way again, they all felt much better as they benefitted from the fresh food and water taken on at the port.
The long days at sea dragged on and on. But then, just as they were beginning to think they would never reach the new colony, a flock of birds appeared on the horizon. 
“Look Albert,” cried Harriet. “Birds! Surely this is a sign that land must not be far off.”
“Yes, lass, I believe you could be right,” replied Albert. “We haven’t seen any other birds since we left the Cape.”
“Oh, thank goodness. I am not sure how much longer I can last on this cursed ship.”
The appearance of the birds buoyed the passengers and a cheer went up. Hearing the commotion, Charles, George and Susannah joined Harriet and Albert on the deck. 
“Well, I don’t think it will be long now, mother,” said Charles. “I am sure the birds are a good sign.”
And sure enough, after 150 long and treacherous days at sea, they sighted the vast colony that would become their home. The ship sailed around the south coast and into Port Adelaide. The family surveyed the port from the ship, looking around in wonder and some trepidation. It was a busy port with many immigrants arriving, mostly British but also many Germans. 
Harriet and her family stepped ashore amid the bustle. The heat was like a blast from a furnace. They soon became hot and uncomfortable in their heavy clothing. Now that they were off the ship, they no longer had the cooling effects of the sea breeze. They all stood in shocked silence as they surveyed their surroundings. The landscape was colourless and dry as far as they could see. Everything around them was unfamiliar, from the trees and plants to the heat and dust. 
Their meagre belongings had been brought ashore and now they needed to find someone with a cart who would be willing to take them and their belongings to find some accommodation. As they stood looking around, helplessly wondering what to do, a pleasant-looking young man approached them.
“Need some help?” he called cheerfully.
“Yes, actually we need some transport,” replied Albert.
“Well, it seems you are in luck. I have a horse and cart here for just that purpose.”
They loaded their trunks onto the cart and Albert and Harriet joined the driver whilst the others walked alongside.
“Thank you for agreeing to transport our things. Can you suggest somewhere we could find accommodation?” asked Albert.
“My brother and his wife run a pub in town. I will take you there and you can see what they have to offer.”
Albert and Harriet went into the pub with the driver, who introduced them to his brother.
“Welcome,” said the publican. “Yes, we can certainly find a couple of rooms for you and your family. And you can store some of your trunks in the stable at the back if you need to. Where are you heading?”
“We are intending to travel to Port Phillip District. We have a son there and we hope to join him on the land.”
“Well, there are ships sailing almost every day. It shouldn’t be too difficult to get a passage.”
“First, we must get a letter off to Robert to let him know that we have arrived,” Harriet reminded Albert.
“That shouldn’t be a problem,” said the publican. “If you get the letter to me, I can make sure it goes by the first available mail.”
Although they had some remaining from the money that Robert had sent them, they were eager not to spend what little they had. The next day, thinking of saving their money by getting to Port Phillip as soon as possible, Albert went to the shipping office. He was able to book a passage for his family. They would board a coastal trader within the week.




Chapter two
1850 Hanging Rock


Robert toiled away in the heat of the spring day. Around him the recent rains were turning the landscape bright green with new growth and the wattle trees were a sea of bright yellow. His skin was tanned dark brown and his body had become hardened to the heavy work he performed every day. But it was lonely out here in the bush. He paused in his task of grubbing out yet another tree stump and leaned on his pick. As often happened lately, his thoughts went to his family, still living back in the old country. 
The letter that he had hoped for had not arrived. He had written to his family months ago, but so far there had been no response. He felt a sense of despair as he wondered if his family had decided that they could not possibly join him. This was a harsh and inhospitable land. The days were hot in summer and could be freezing cold in winter and there were no comforts. Despite the hardships and privations of his life, he knew that his family could have a much better life here than they had all known in Wales. There was enough land so that each of his brothers could have a holding of their own. 
The first years on the land had been kind to him. He had worked hard clearing the land, planting potatoes and tending to his sheep. Now his flock was growing. He watched the new baby lambs getting unsteadily to their feet and feeding from their mothers. The wool from his flock had fetched a good price. There had been steady rainfall and whilst the winters were cold, they had been reasonably mild. He had met other squatters and shepherds and was glad that he had arrived when he had. Things were changing. The government had begun to open up the land for sale. The times when men could just squat on land and run their sheep wherever they pleased were ending. He would eventually have to purchase his land if he was to keep it. 
With a jerk, he brought his mind back to the present. Although he missed his family, he felt aggrieved and somewhat angry that he had not heard back from them, particularly given he had sent enough money to pay for their passages. He knew he must get a move on as today was muster day. He put his work aside, splashed water on his face from the trough and put on a clean shirt.
Robert saddled his horse. He knew that there would still be harsh frosts as the season moved into spring, but it was good to feel the sun on his back as he rode the few miles to Carlsruhe, where he was due to report for muster. He had been relieved to find that he did not have to travel to Melbourne each month for the muster, but rather he was able to report to the Police barracks in Carlsruhe. 
Robert rode into the small settlement. The main buildings were the Carlsruhe station, the Inn and the police barracks. Robert tied his horse to the rail outside the barracks and was soon relieved to have that business completed for another month. Then he made his way to the Carlsruhe station from which the postal service was being run. Maybe the letter would be waiting for him today.
The Post Mistress greeted him with a smile. She was used to his visits and enquiries about a letter from Wales.
“You are in luck today, Mr. Blayney. Your letter has arrived.”
Robert could not believe his ears. He took the letter, headed outside and tore it open. They were coming! What wonderful news! As he read on, he realised that, in fact, they might already be in Adelaide. The letter had probably arrived just ahead of them. He would need to make preparations to travel to Melbourne to meet them. Fortunately, he had prospered well enough to be able to hire a shepherd to help mind the sheep so he could leave him in charge for the few days it would take him to travel to Melbourne. 
After all this time, their family would be together again. 
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Robert haunted the Carlsruhe postal service over the following weeks until finally his mother’s letter from Adelaide arrived. Preparations for the journey being already in place, he wasted no time in making his way to Melbourne to find his family. He hoped they had found somewhere to stay whilst they waited to hear from him. After enquiring at several hotels and lodging houses, he was reunited with them. 
The family all milled around Robert as his mother embraced him. It was six long years since they had seen him.
“How are you, my son?” his mother asked, with tears glistening in her eyes. “It is so good to see you.”
“I am fine,” he replied, smiling at his father over his mother’s shoulder, wondering if she would ever let him go so that he could greet his father and siblings.
“You look well, son,” said his father, pumping his hand. 
Robert greeted his brothers, Charles and George, and hugged Rebecca. 
The reunion was sweet, made more so when Robert saw that his brother had brought his new wife with him. “This is my wife, Susannah,” said George. 
“It is a pleasure to meet you Susannah,” said Robert, grinning at her. “But now we must get moving. We have quite a journey ahead before we get back to the farm.”
Robert saw Albert and Harriet exchange a grim look. They both looked exhausted and there was still a long way to go. The family loaded their belongings into the cart and moved off, taking turns to ride in the cart and to walk alongside. 
“I am glad that you managed to get a passage from Port Adelaide so quickly,” said Robert to his mother, who sat beside him in the cart.
“The locals helped us to get tickets, and it was thankfully an uneventful journey,” said Harriet. “This place is so busy. I thought Port Adelaide was busy, but it is nothing compared to Melbourne. There were so many ships of all shapes and sizes crowded into the harbour when we arrived. It is all new and daunting, but we have been lucky. People have been so ready to help us to find transport and lodgings here in Melbourne.”
“I think it is incredibly exciting,” said Charles as they travelled through the busy streets. Parts of the town were squalid, teeming with people living in all types of humpies and tents, but the newly laid out streets of central Melbourne were wide and quite a few imposing buildings already graced the town.
"You can almost smell the opportunities this place offers,” said Charles. “I am glad that you have land Robert, but I can’t help thinking it would be a fine idea to start a business here in town. I am sure I will be back.” 
Robert grinned at his brother, feeling a sense of pride that he had been instrumental in introducing his older brother to this exciting new life. 
As they continued their journey, they soon left the town behind. The countryside was dotted with rough cottages where settlers had established small farms. Sheep grazed in the paddocks alongside cattle and a few horses. However, it was the wide-open spaces that astonished the Blayney family. They were used to small crowded allotments, but here there were vast tracts of pasture and heavily forested land with very little sign of habitation. The roads were still rough between Melbourne and their new home, so travel was slow and soon the newcomers were all exhausted. As the sun sank on the first day of their travels, they set up camp near a burbling creek and lit a fire. The sunset was glorious, glowing brightly with red and orange. Robert felt elated. Such a beautiful sunset must surely be a good omen. He had bought supplies and soon had the billy boiling for tea and the damper cooked. They were all famished by that point, so they tore pieces off the damper and ate hungrily. After they had eaten, Robert produced a flask from his pack and filled each of their pannikins with a tot of rum. 
“Here’s to new beginnings,” said Robert in a toast to them all. He looked anxiously at his father, who was looking rather wan. But Albert raised his drink. 
“Here, here,” he said, and the family followed suit. “It has been a long and difficult journey and we are not there yet, but we hold out great hope, Robert.”
Harriet took a small sip of her rum and smiled at Robert. 
“You don’t seem to be suffering too much from the effects of your imprisonment, Robert,” she said.
“Well, I have had some time to recover, and hard work has made me strong. But it was not a good experience Mother,” he replied. “The work we had to do was dreadfully monotonous. Day after day I sat amongst rows and rows of prisoners picking oakum, breaking apart the fibres of tarry old ropes that they used to fill gaps in the timbers of wooden ships. We were not allowed to talk. The prison guards stood over us, ready to pounce if we uttered even the smallest sound. We worked for eleven hours a day until our fingers bled.”
Harriet flinched at this description. 
“Oh Robert, that sounds dreadful.”
“Yes, it was, and when we finally did get on board a ship, it didn’t get much better. They packed us below decks with no more than the width of a body for each prisoner. And the stench was unbearable as we had no sanitary facilities. The only time we got a wash was when we were on deck for an hour each day. They hosed us down with freezing water. The drinking water went off, so they gave us a daily ration of rum, which was welcome of course, but didn’t really help. We were still thirsty all the time. And hungry. We received the smallest of rations which were barely edible. Many died on the journey.”
“How did you get your ticket of leave after you had only served two years of your sentence?” asked his brother Charles, interested in practicalities rather than descriptions of Robert’s deprivations.
“We arrived here in Port Phillip, thinking we had actually landed in Van Diemen’s Land. The ship’s captain announced that we were to be issued with a ticket of leave. I could not believe it. Apparently, the reason was that they needed labourers and shepherds so desperately that they would take a chance on convicts.” 
By this time, everyone was yawning. It had been a long and difficult day. They settled themselves on the hard ground as best they could to try to get some rest.
As the others dozed off, Robert sat gazing at the dying embers of the campfire and wondered whether he had done the right thing convincing his family to join him. Would they be able to adapt to the conditions? He had made his way well enough, but would they? He had been in terrible shape, half starved, when he had arrived, yet he had managed to get on with it and start to build a future for them all. His thoughts drifted to all he had been through since he had set foot on the banks of the Yarra River four years earlier.
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