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			“In life collect friends; like precious pearls. They are only ones who believed in you when no one else did. They are worthy to be by your side.”

			 

			Alan Maiccon
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			PROLOGUE

			Cossack and Roebourne

			(By a Special Reporter)

			Twenty Years After

			(Extract from The West Australian (Perth, WA) Mon 11 May 1885, Page 3)

			 

			It is now over twenty years since the cutter, Mystery, P. Hedland, master, entered the Harding River and anchored off where the town of Cossack now stands. The Mystery was acting pilot fish to the barque Tien Tsin, both crafts chartered by that old and highly respected colonist Mr W. Padbury, who, fired by the glowing reports of that prince of explorers, Mr F. T. Gregory, determined to form a settlement and start a sheep station on this uninhabited part of the North-West coast. The intention was to land stock in Nicol Bay, but that was found to be impracticable owing to an impossible marsh which cuts of [sic] the coast hammocks from the main land. When this discovery was made Mr Padbury dispatched “Old Peter”, as he was called, in the Mystery which resulted in the finding of the estuary of the Harding with a good sandy beach on which the stock could be landed.

			Thus to Mr Padbury and Peter Hedland belongs the credit of opening up the chief port of the famed Nor’ West, which in common courtesy to the old pioneer should have been named Port Padbury. Old Peter and the Mystery, after many years of service on the north coast, have become things of the past, the former foully done to death by his native crew at Roebuck Bay, whilst the hull of the latter lies as a wreck on the beach at Cossack, within a cable’s length of Craig’s hotel.

			Very different is the Mystery landing of the present day. A jetty is being built, beside which coasters and small steam boats can discharge cargo. Mail steamers arrive once or twice a month, and at times the Bay is alive with pearling boats with their motley crews of divers. The site selected for the town is sufficiently elevated to be beyond the reach of the highest tides, which in a willy-willy will rise about twenty-five feet. The town boasts of a Mechanics’ Hall, public school where divine service is held, two public halls, three hotels and various private dwellings.

			A costly road has been formed over the marsh, which cuts off the direct track to Roebourne, a tramway between the two towns is contemplated, and Cossack is evidently prospering, notwithstanding numerous wrecks, monuments of past willy-willys, which are strewn around. After crossing the marsh, the road leads over a level plain of rich chocolate soil for seven miles, when Roebourne is reached. Well grassed paddocks fenced with wire are passed en route.

			The township of Roebourne stands on the western bank of the Harding, and is built on the slopes of Mt. Welcome, distant nine miles from the port of Cossack. The town contains about fifty houses, including a Church (English), Mechanics’ Hall, Government School, Residency and a new stone building now in the course of erection, which is intended for police quarters and lock up. The “North Western Australian Mercantile Company, Limited” occupy a good substantial stone building, from which the wants of the neighbourhood are supplied. The hotels provide entertainment for man and beast, but at times when the races are on or the steamers arrive the accommodation is limited.

			Upon approaching Roebourne the stranger is struck with the peculiar aspect of the buildings, which are of a varied and motley description, and nearly all presenting a low squab appearance. They are chiefly of wood, with roofs of corrugated iron fastened with stout battens firmly bolted through the rafters. Upon closer examination the rafters will be found bolted to the wall plates and in turn the latter are clamped down to the uprights. When inquiring why such a quantity of iron is used, the reply is ‘willy-willy’, the native word for cyclone, the meaning of which is very clear to all who have resided for a few years at Roebourne. It is now over three years since the last severe willy-willy passed over the town and traces of the whirling blast may be seen in sheets of iron, crumpled up like brown paper. Of late years a few substantial stone and brick buildings have been erected, including the nice little church, “all stone”, standing on one of the spurs of Mt. Welcome, and forming a conspicuous land mark for many miles, the only draw-back being its smallness; on several occasions it has been full to overflowing.

			The Residency, built of brick, stands on a hill with a gentle slope to the river, and in, I consider, the best situation in Roebourne. Here the Government Resident has a comfortable home, although for many years he had to put up with rather rough quarters. The public school is a roomy wooden building but is open to morning and afternoon sun which shines on the unfortunate scholars and teachers with terrific force. It surely would not cost much to protect the windows with a verandah at each side.

			*****

			Immediately to the south of the schoolhouse, and within 40 yards distant is a low weatherboard cottage occupied by the Union Bank, where the late terrible tragedy took place – the heartless murders of Messrs. Anketell and Burrup. It is difficult to see how such a diabolical crime could be perpetrated, unheard by some of the immediate neighbours, as considerable noise must have been occasioned. The residence of Mr A. McRae is almost directly opposite, with only a narrow street dividing the two buildings, and to the north, adjoining Mr McRae’s, are several occupied dwellings, while to the south of the Bank, about 80 yards distant reside a family named Law who were frequently disturbed during the night by the barking of their dog.

			The Bank building has a verandah at the front, facing the east and extending along the southern end and back. The south-west angle is boarded up, thus forming a small lean-to room with window opening to the south. In this room the accountant, Burrup, slept with his head about twelve inches from the window, which no doubt was open at the time. The Manager slept on a stretcher on the opposite S.E corner of the verandah, about 14 feet from Burrup’s window, both men with their feet to the north. The murderers doubtless approached from the spinifex to the south of the building and attacked the sleepers simultaneously from the verandah, after which the back window from the main building was broken open and the Bank entered.

			It is to be regretted that the police did not directly on discovery of the crime keep the crowd away until the black trackers were put on, which should have been done at once as several were available, and I understand were offered to the police, when there is little doubt they could have picked up the tracks about the building and have followed them up. A free pardon is offered by Proclamation to any person or persons, not concerned in the first or second degree, who will give such information as will lead to conviction. Now I question whether any of those concerned in the crime will understand where the second degree ends or where the third commences, in fact the general opinion up here is that there is no third degree, or if so, then a free pardon would be very little inducement. The three men who are in custody have been sent to headquarters for trial, when it is hoped that some light will be thrown upon this dreadful crime.

		

	
		
			FREMANTLE – DEPARTURES

			Sunday Jan.26

			FLOWERDALE, SCHOOONER FOR COSSACK.

			Passengers, - Messrs, Scott, Easton and Corporal Kennedy.

			The Herald (Fremantle, WA), Sat 31 Jan 1885, Page 2.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			 

			James Marsden grasped the starboard rails of the schooner Flowerdale, eagerly looking for signs of the coastline. After a week of sailing, he was ready to plant his boots onto terra firma again, having decided sailing was definitely not for him. Two days of debilitating seasickness had given way to nagging nausea for the rest of the trip, as well as no end of ribbing from his unaffected father. Longingly, he searched the horizon for signs of land.

			Despite his seasickness, it had been a fascinating trip. He and his father, Edward, had unexpectedly found themselves travelling on the schooner with a couple of interesting fellows, Scott and Easton, who were Union Bank officers on their way to Roebourne. From them, he and his father had learned of the dastardly murder of the Bank’s previous officers, Anketell and Burrup, whom the travelling bank officers were to replace. Few details of the murders were known, other than the two men had been found murdered early in the morning and three people had been arrested. Despite this, there was considerable salacious speculation as the schooner slowly made its way northward from the Port of Fremantle. One of the crew had heard rumours that a pile of bloodstained clothes had been found, another declared the murderer was undoubtedly a thieving Chinaman. The captain, familiar with the north, confidently speculated that if the rains had started then there would be little evidence to be found in the way of tracks. Having nothing to contribute themselves, James and Edward had listened in fascination to the conversations, which rarely strayed from the topic of the murder.

			“Where is Roebourne?” Edward had asked. “Is it far from Cossack?”

			The man named Scott, the replacement Bank Manager, had answered, somewhat uncertainly. “I am told it is about ten miles inland from Cossack. It’s been there longer than Cossack and is mostly a centre for the pastoral industry. I’ve never been there, but Anketell told me it was a vibrant, growing town. He really liked living there, poor chap.”

			“Why were they murdered? Was it robbery?” asked James curiously.

			“I have no idea,” said Scott. “News has been really scarce. The telegraph line has only recently been put in near Roebourne, but even so, there hasn’t been much information. Most of the news has come via the ships, and that has been scant as well.”

			*****

			Edward and James were on their way to the port town of Cossack, Edward having been engaged to work on the rebuilding of the jetty. An experienced carpenter, he had accepted the offer of work with alacrity, eager to see the far reaches of Western Australia. Now in his early forties, Edward had struggled to find work in Fremantle, and had decided he would take seventeen-year-old James with him, leaving fifteen-year-old Amanda and ten-year-old Simon with their Aunt Sophie and cousins Primrose and Arabella.

			Since Edward’s wife, Anne and their twelve-year-old daughter Mabel had died of influenza three years earlier, the four remaining Marsdens had moved in with Anne’s widowed sister Sophie. The tiny house in Fremantle had barely accommodated the seven people, and Sophie’s abrasive character was confronting after the gentleness of Anne. It seemed to be a household of continuing financial problems, compounded by constant friction and arguments between the three teenaged girls. Edward’s difficulties in finding work were partly caused by his continued despondency after the untimely death of his wife, and James earnestly hoped this new job in the far north of the colony would be a new start for them all.

			*****

			Standing now, gazing hopefully at the horizon, James thought back to the day of their departure. Their new employer, a Mr Wilson, who evidently had some connection with the ship’s manager, had managed to get them a last-minute berth on the Flowerdale. The Union Bank had chartered it for an urgent trip to Cossack to carry their replacement officials, and with barely twenty-four hours of notice, Edward and James had prepared hastily for their departure. As they waited on the wharf, Aunt Sophie, unable to stop crying dramatically, had tearfully urged them to eat well, go to church and write regularly, all the while theatrically flourishing her handkerchief. Her teenaged daughters were far more interested in the excitement of the busy port and its sailors and barely managed to give them a cursory hug in farewell, while Simon had clung to Edward like a leech, desperately pleading to be taken with him and not to leave him in a household full of girls. It was not until the last few minutes that the reality of their departure had become real for Amanda and she hugged them tearfully, promising to write often, and earnestly reminding Edward of his promise to call for Simon and her as soon as they were suitably settled.

			Edward and James, in eager anticipation of the trip ahead, heard little of Sophie’s remonstrations and were first to walk up the gangplank and explore their tiny cabin, before coming back on deck to wave to their waiting family. Sophie was still crying dramatically into her handkerchief. Curiously they had watched the three other male passengers boarding at a far more leisurely pace. Both bank men were dressed in suits and carried walking sticks, looking every bit like the bank officials they were. They were accompanied by a third person dressed in uniform, later revealed to them as Corporal Kennedy, assigned to accompany the bankers. Behind them, bags of mail were being loaded, and there being no other cargo, it seemed no time before the anchor was being weighed and the schooner was sailing smoothly out of Fremantle Harbour.

			*****

			“Can you see anything?”

			Startled from his reverie, James turned to see his father approaching along the deck. Edward had removed his jacket in favour of his loose white linen shirt, but the move had done little to reduce the sheen of perspiration across his forehead. He lifted his hat to run a sleeve across his brow as he came to stand beside James.

			The two were uncannily alike. Both tall, of similar height and dark-haired, James was very much a younger, leaner edition of his father, similar in colouring and facial features, apart from his eyes. Where Edward’s eyes were a piercing dark brown, James’ were grey, like his mother’s. While looking similar, it took only a few minutes in their company to realise the two were completely different in character. Edward was confident, perceptive, quick with a joke and repartee and likely to be popular in any gathering. He was the type of man everyone wished to call a friend, with a keen ear for listening and conversation. Indeed, he had quickly become popular with passengers and crew alike during their short journey. James was shyer, a listener and keenly intelligent, able to effortlessly cut through to the crux of any discussion. His mother had always wanted him to enter the priesthood, like his Uncle Stanley, but Edward had overruled her, declaring that in a young colony such as Western Australia, it was building skills that were going to offer his son the best future.

			James smiled as he answered his father’s question, turning again to scan the horizon.

			“Not yet, Pa, but the captain said we should arrive by mid-morning. It’s hot, isn’t it? I feel as if I am damp with perspiration all the time. At least there’s a breeze up here on the deck, so this is the coolest place to be. Look the sails are turning!”

			The pair looked up, fascinated, as the seamen expertly adjusted the sails and the schooner slowly turned eastward. There were shouts from the crow’s nest as they altered course, and barefooted crew members raced purposefully to follow the captain’s orders.

			“We must be getting close now. I must say I am looking forward to setting foot on dry land again. The crew don’t get much of a rest though, because they are leaving on the next tide. The captain said the Flowerdale is going on up to the pearling grounds to collect a load of shell after we disembark at Cossack,” commented Edward. “He said several other luggers from the pearling fleet are waiting for them in the river and they are leaving tomorrow, so long as the weather is fine.”

			“Well, I will be glad to get off as well. Look over there, Pa. See that haze on the horizon? Do you think that might be land?”

			“Could be. It’s hard to tell.” Edward shaded his eyes and squinted. “Look how blue and clear the waters are. I even saw a stingray earlier on, and the crew tell me there are whales regularly migrating up and down the coast. I bet there’re lots of fish.”

			“Well, I’m glad we are staying on the coast at Cossack. Mr Easton told me they had to ride horses to get to Roebourne because the road across the marsh is quite rough and difficult for a carriage at this time of year. As soon as they arrive, they have to send a messenger to the point where the new telegraph line has reached to send a telegram back to Perth and let the bank know they have arrived.”

			“I suppose we should let Aunt Sophie, Amanda and Simon know too,” said Edward. “Apparently there are steamers leaving Cossack regularly, so we can send a letter back by ship.”

			“I wish we knew more about what to expect at Cossack,” sighed James. “I tried to ask one of the crew last night, but he didn’t know much, because they only ever stop there for a couple of days at most and any time on land is spent at the hotel. He did say we anchor in Butcher’s Inlet which is at the mouth of the Harding River, and the town is built right along the waterfront. The captain said Roebourne is on the Harding River too, further inland.”

			“All of this has happened so fast I haven’t really found out much at all. I gathered from Mr Wilson, the contractor for the jetty, that the building materials were only due to arrive in Cossack about four weeks ago, but there is some urgency to try and get the building completed before the cyclones start.”

			“Cyclones?” asked James.

			“Severe storms. They get them up here in summer. The captain told me the sailors usually call them willy-willys because they tend to go in a circular motion. They can cause a great deal of damage, apparently and are most likely to occur from about now until late April. In fact, that is the reason why all this work is being carried out on the Cossack jetty. It got damaged in a cyclone and now they have decided to extend it as well as rebuild. The captain said a severe cyclone hit Cossack and Roebourne three years ago and flattened most of the towns, and just last year a large portion of the pearling fleet was damaged in Roebuck Bay, wherever that is. Captain said the Flowerdale was there at the time but had to put out to sea because it could not get into the bay, and the ship sustained considerable damage to the rigging.”

			“Well, I hope we don’t get hit by a cyclone. They sound terrifying. Cossack sounds like a very busy port.”

			“I guess so. The pearling fleet operates out of there, and that seems to be a major industry. It’s also the port for the pastoral industry in the region, so the schooners are regularly transporting stock as well. And, there are rumours of gold discoveries in the area, so I suppose that makes Cossack an important port. But I only found all this out since we left Fremantle. Look, you were right, that is the coastline. We must be arriving soon.”

			It was another hour before the Flowerdale sailed smoothly into Butcher’s Inlet. Edward and James had remained on deck, joined by the three other passengers, the bankers Scott and Easton, and Corporal Kennedy. They gazed in fascination as first a makeshift lighthouse appeared and then, as they rounded the headland, neat rows of low buildings and scattered tents began to take shape. The river seemed full of anchored ships as dinghies were rowed between them.

			“Those must be the pearling luggers the captain mentioned,” said Edward, pointing to several low-decked ships anchored side-by-side. “They are the ones the divers dive from. He said he is going with them up to the pearling grounds to load up with shells.”

			“Those luggers look a bit like yachts,” commented Scott. “See their rigging? Not like schooners at all. Much lighter. This area is producing huge quantities of pearl shell every year as well as pearls, I am told. Most of it is sent off to Singapore. Looks as if we are dropping anchor here.” He gestured towards the rear of the boat where one of the crew stood poised with the anchor, awaiting a shout from the captain.

			“How do we get to shore?” asked James.

			“By lighter. See over there? There’s one on the way out now. We three need to go first, if you don’t mind. One of the police constables is meeting us to guide us over to Roebourne. Hopefully they have horses waiting for us so we can leave immediately.” Scott turned and extended his hand. “All the best to you both, as I’m sure we will meet again sometime.”

			The men shook hands, and Edward and James watched as the two bankers, still dressed in their suits and looking uncomfortably hot, along with Corporal Kennedy, were assisted into the steam lighter along with the mailbags, before going below to collect their own bags and await their turn to disembark.

			 

		

	
		
			Latest news from Roebourne

			The Flowerdale with Messrs. Scott and Easton, of the Union Bank, on board reached Cossack, it appears, on the 31st January, and, shortly after arrival, Mr Scott despatched a special messenger with telegrams to the northernmost completed point of the telegraph extension. By this opportunity a few items of intelligence have reached us, but neither our telegram nor those received by the Bank or by the Government contain any fresh information of interest respecting the outcome of the steps taken to secure the murderers of Messrs. Anketell and Burrup.

			The West Australian (Perth, WA), 
Sat 14 Feb 1885, Page 5.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			 

			As their lighter approached the ramshackle wharf, James and Edward looked in fascination as the town became clearer. A low stone wall, damaged in parts, stretched along a portion of the riverfront, behind which they could see a couple of hotels and two large stone buildings set on the higher ground. Scattered along either side were mostly small dwellings with open verandahs at the front, each constructed with a motley mixture of timber and iron. Despite this, the town looked neat and well-organised, and quite welcoming.

			As they drew up at the wharf and climbed over the rubble onto the small landing, they were greeted by a stout, greying man in his early forties.

			“Are you Edward Marsden?” he asked, looking quizzically at Edward who nodded in response as he tried to stop his sea legs wobbling. Then his gaze shifted questioningly to James.

			“Name’s Wilson. I was only expecting one of you. Who is this?” he gestured at James.

			“My son, James. I am pleased to meet you Mr Wilson.” Edward shook Wilson’s hand firmly. “I am hoping you will be able to find some work for James, as I am keen to move up here permanently, once we can find suitable accommodation.”

			Wilson grunted. “I ‘spose I can. Always need extra workers, and there’re not many about because they are all out with the pearlers. This way. I’ve booked you into the White Horse Hotel for the first week until you can find somewhere to live.” He led them towards a large timber and stone hotel facing the waterfront, deftly sidestepping scattered bushes and stones as well as assorted fishing debris. He gestured to two large piles of stone and timber at the back of the wharf.

			“That’s the materials you’ll be working with, startin’ tomorrow. I’ve got three other blokes lined up ready to start as well. What about yer missus? She coming too?”

			Edward shook his head. “No. I’m a widower. My wife died about three years ago. I do have a daughter and another younger son who’ll be coming up once we’re settled.”

			James was silent as he staggered across the stretch of sand and rubble leading to the hotel, desperately trying to stop everything around him from rocking. The heat was oppressive and he felt uncomfortably short of breath. Edward looked at him, concerned.

			“Are you all right son? Here, stop for a moment and catch your breath. Still got your sea legs, eh?”

			Wilson stopped reluctantly but decided to take the opportunity to point out various features of the town. James was bent forward with his hands on his knees, sucking in deep breaths.

			“This road along the front of the town is The Strand, and Perseverance Street runs parallel back there. Up to the right, where y’ can see all those small huts in the distance, well that’s the Chinese section, and the Malays and Japs are at the back. Most of them are workin’ on the luggers at this time of year. They all keep pretty much to themselves. This street heading south is Pearl Street, and that’s where most of the main buildings are. That big stone building to the right is the post office, which also houses the Customs House, and the new bonded warehouse, police station and so on. You’ll soon find y’ way around. The blacks all live in a camp up past the slaughter yards – some of them are diving too. You ready to keep going now, lad?”

			James nodded and the three made their way over to the single-storey White Horse Hotel, a nondescript timber structure with a wide verandah across the front supported by neatly hewn timber posts.

			“That place next door is the General Store,” said Wilson gesturing towards a ramshackle building with a roughly constructed verandah across the front. The verandah was filled with barrels, pieces of furniture, timber boxes and debris from vessels. Out the front, on the sandy open area leading down to the sea, were scattered barrels, the remnants of a wrecked barque, and bales of wool evidently used as casual seating, as exemplified by a group of seated men, smoking their pipes and chatting quietly. A couple of them looked up and nodded to Wilson as he passed and stared with open curiosity at the two new arrivals.

			“Most of this hotel was blown down in the willy-willy of 1882 – the same one that destroyed the jetty, but they’ve already rebuilt it. It’s run by a couple of brothers, Frank and William Craig. This way.” Wilson led them through the open door of the White Horse Hotel to the gloomy bar area where a large man was pushing a barrel into position.

			“Frank Craig, this here is Edward Marsden and his son James. I booked a room for Edward, but they can bunk in together if that’s okay with you. They’ve come to work on the wharf.”

			Frank nodded. “Give me a minute. I’ll just connect this up and then I’ll show you to your room. Did you come in on the Flowerdale?”

			Wilson answered for them. “Yes, they did. Now you two, we start at 5.30 in the mornin’ when it’s cool and then we knock off for a couple of hours in the middle of the day when it’s too hot to work out in the open. I suggest you take the rest of today to get y’selves acquainted with the town, have a good sleep and I’ll see you in the mornin’.”

			With that, he tipped his hat and left.

			Frank straightened up from having connected the barrel, lifted the bar flap and came out to shake their hands. “Welcome to Cossack. Edward and James, was it? Follow me and I’ll show you to your room. We’ve been very busy, what with the inquest going on over at Roebourne. Did y’ hear about the murders of those bank blokes?”

			“Yes,” said Edward. “The replacement bank officers were on the ship with us. But we don’t really know much about what happened, though.”

			“Well Sergeant O’Connell should be in tonight. He’ll fill you in on all the details. Terrible thing. They’ve arrested a couple of blokes and a Chinaman and they’re going to be taken off to Perth for hearing in the Supreme Court. Right, here you are.”

			He pushed open the door to a tiny room which barely fitted the two single stretchers and a small washstand between them. The narrow window above the washstand looked out onto the blank timber wall of the next house and not a breath of air could be felt, even though its shutters were wide open and there was no glass. The room was hot and stuffy and James wondered how he would ever get to sleep in such heat.

			“Privy’s out the back, and you can fill the water jug from the barrel outside the back door. No bathing until it rains, because we are short of water. Best you go and wash in the creek, but don’t go too far out unless you are a good swimmer. Dinner’s at six. We’ve got a dining room but at this time of year most blokes go and eat out the front where it’s cooler, especially if there’s a bit of a breeze coming off the water. Dining room opens at five in the morning and y’ can pack y’selves a spot of lunch at the same time. Right, I’ll leave you to it.”

			He disappeared back towards the bar, and Edward unceremoniously dumped his bag onto the nearest bed.

			“Let’s go and explore. It’s far too hot to stay in here.”

			Edward and James walked the length and breadth of the town, noting the scattered small timber houses which all looked surprisingly alike. Several women, standing on the front verandahs with brooms in hand, stared openly at them and one or two other walkers nodded as they passed, but mostly the newcomers were ignored. A group of young children were busily stacking stones in some form of game, their childish, high-pitched voices echoing down the street, and a couple of mangy-looking dogs raced to the front of a fenced house barking furiously at them until an unseen male voice yelled at them to ‘Siddown’.

			They stepped to one side to allow a group of horsemen past, tipping their hats in return to the nods from the riders.

			“Strange there are no trees,” commented Edward as he stepped around a pile of steaming dung left by the passing horses. “If you look up on that hill over there, there are a couple of eucalyptus trees, but none around the houses. It must make the town very hot. I suppose it’s difficult to grow them in this kind of soil.”

			“These roads are very dry,” agreed James. “The river is nice though, so blue. And there seems to be a bit of building going on. Hard to tell what it’s all for, though. Do you suppose those chains are a protection against cyclones?” he asked, pointing towards a long chain being used to anchor one of the houses.

			“Possibly. I’ve never seen anything of the like before. Let’s go back along The Strand.”

			It was late afternoon by the time they returned to the hotel to find a small group of men gathered in the bar listening intently to a large man with a deep red beard.

			“We had to let that butcher fellow, San Qui, go, because at first we couldn’t find any evidence to connect him to the murder, but then we arrested him again later on,” the man was saying. “I reckon Bevan and Warburton are good for it, but we are still searching for more evidence. Even though the tracker didn’t follow the footprints until three days after the murders, they still seemed to match Bevan’s. He lied about being in town that morning too, as several people said they saw him.”

			“This must be that Sergeant O’Connell, Frank told us about,” whispered Edward to James. “Let’s go and listen.” Quietly, they joined the group, all listening intently to the sergeant.

			“Was it robbery?” asked one of the listeners.

			“Dunno, mate. We won’t know if anything was stolen until those replacement blokes from the bank arrive and check the books. They found Anketell under the verandah of the bank – some people saw him and thought he was asleep there. Burrup was dead inside, and he still had the keys to the safe in his pocket. It looked as if someone had broken in through the window, and there were signs of a pick or a tomahawk having been used around Anketell’s body. Doc reckons they died instantly, and there wasn’t much of a struggle. He reckons a pick was the murder weapon.”

			There was a collective shudder among the group.

			“Didn’t anyone see anything?” asked another. “It was right in the main street.”

			“Roddy McRae was sitting with Anketell until about midnight, so he was still alive then. Mrs Platt reckons she saw three men around dawn when she got up to rouse at her dog from barking at the direction of the bank, but they were too far away for her to recognise them. We charged William Gilroy, too, ‘cause he was pretty close to Bevan that day. But we had to let him go. I reckon Bevan and Warburton are good for the murders, though. We’re taking them off to Perth for the Supreme Court hearings.”

			One of the men commented loudly, as the dinner gong sounded and the group began to break up. “Poor ole Doc. His horse got bit by a snake and died on the way back. Doc had to walk about five miles. Not a good way to end a rather grisly day.”

			Collecting their serving of fish and vegetables, Edward and James followed the other men out to the front and sat on barrels to eat their dinner. The day had cooled markedly as dusk fell, and there was a light breeze coming off the water.

			“Oh, this is delicious,” said James, tucking into his generous serving of fish.

			“It’s mackerel. Best fish for eating,” said a burley bloke sitting near them, smoking a pipe which seemed half buried in his impressive beard. “You two arrive on the Flowerdale? Off to the diggings to try y’ luck?”

			“No, we’ve come to work on the wharf,” said Edward, gesturing towards the piles of timber and stone. “We start in the morning.”

			“Slowest building ever, that one,” muttered the man. “Wilson’s a good bloke, but he seems to be more interested in buying a pub than getting the wharf finished. Mind you, it’s been hard to get workers, being pearling season. Reckon the jetty should be twice as long as they’re making it anyway. Government in Perth just isn’t prepared to put the money in. Took them months just to find enough funds for the repairs. That’s why we need separation.”

			“Separation?” asked James. “What’s that?”

			“There’s those among us who think we would be better off having our own government up here. We had a big meeting about it over in Roebourne back in November. Our representative for up here, Alexander McRae, is all for separation. He reckons we make enough revenue north of the Murchison River to run our own government. He says we’d be much better off managing our own land laws and setting our own regulations for pearling, and there’s lots of us who agree with him.”

			“Really?” said Edward, surprised. “I’ve never even heard about all this. I’m Edward Marsden, by the way and this is my son, James.”

			“William Shakespeare Hall. Most people just call me ‘Shakespeare’ or ‘Shakey’. Pleased to meet you,” said the man, leaning forward and shaking their hands. “I used to run a sheep property called ‘Andover’ out near Roebourne, but now I mostly work with the pearlers. Ran a shop here for a while, too. Been here since the early 1860s. This place was called Tien Tsin in those days, after Padbury’s barque. It arrived at the same time as the Mystery – that’s the remains of the Mystery over there.”

			He gestured at the wreck of a small barque sitting in the sand near a pile of rocks.

			“What keeps you up here?” asked Edward, curiously.

			“Once the north is in y’ blood, it’s hard to leave,” said the older man sagely, with a wave of his pipe. “I first came up here with Francis Gregory when he came up to explore the north. In fact, we discovered the site of this town on that trip. Been back down south a few times since then, but I always come back. My wife likes it up here too, even though it’s a tough place for a woman.”

			“Do you have children here too?” asked Edward.

			“Yes, three, although we lost two babies. My wife, Hannah, is quite a bit younger than me so the children are still young. Henry, the eldest is just sixteen, Harold is fourteen and young Hannah is nine. Is this lad here your only one?”

			“No, I have a daughter and a son still in Fremantle. I lost my wife and a daughter to ‘flu a couple of years back. I’m hoping to bring the other two up here once we get settled.”

			“Well, my wife would be happy to help them settle in. Speaking of Hannah, I’d best be off as my dinner will be waiting. Nice to meet y’ both. Good luck on the wharf.”

			He jumped down off the barrel and knocked his pipe against the side before pocketing it. Suddenly Edward realised how short the man was, barely reaching to his shoulder. Even so, he had a commanding presence and piercing grey eyes which suggested a keen intelligence. Without another word, Shakespeare Hall tipped his battered hat and disappeared into the encroaching darkness along The Strand.

			“Interesting bloke,” commented Edward as they watched him go. “I have a feeling we could be friends.”

			“It’s different up here, Pa, isn’t it?” said James, stifling a yawn.

			“Yes. And it’s been a long day, so I reckon we should take our dishes back into the kitchen and turn in. We’ve got an early start in the morning.”

		

	
		
			Our Roebourne letter.

			Captain Mayne, (Inspector of pearl shell fisheries,) has brought news from King Sound of the death of Mr Buley who was brought up lifeless in his diving dress. It seems that the man who held the lifeline that was attached to Buley received a signal to pull him up. Instead of doing so he kept signalling back to know what was the matter, and got no reply. It is supposed Buley had a fit, and feeling it coming on made the signal to be pulled up at once.

			The West Australian (Perth, WA), 
Sat 14 Mar 1885, Page 6.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			 

			“And that is the last plank,” said Edward as he lay the board into the deck and ceremoniously hammered in the handful of nails James passed to him.

			As the five men stood back to admire their handiwork, they were joined by Wilson, who had the uncanny ability to turn up just when everything was finished.

			“Good job, you blokes!” he said, surveying the finished wharf. The stonework of the wharf was much higher than previously, almost to the height of the customs shed, and the open deck was accessed by a set of stairs leading down to the water line. The stone wall across the front of the town had been repaired and strengthened.

			“We’ve been lucky there haven’t been any willy-willys to disrupt our progress over the past couple of months. The new cleats should arrive on the Mary Smith next week, but I’ll only need one of you to bolt them down,” said Wilson, gesturing to the front of the wharf. “I still think they should have taken this wharf out a lot further, but I guess this is all the government was prepared to spend money on.”

			“Well, I reckon it looks good, anyway. Should survive a willy-willy,” said one of the men, stretching to relieve his stiffened muscles.

			Wilson nodded. “I hope so. If you blokes can call down on Friday, I’ll have the last of y’ wages ready. C’mon over to the hotel after you pack away. Cut out drinks are on me.”

			“Is that Captain Mayne’s cutter over there?” asked James, pointing to a small cutter heading out towards the sea. Over the past few weeks he had rapidly learned to recognise many of the vessels which moved regularly in and out of the busy port.

			“Yes, I saw him packing up this morning,” said Wilson, peering short-sightedly. “He’s just finished inspecting all the pearl shell fisheries. He’s got that surveyor, Mr Carey, on board too. He’s been surveying the line for the new telegraph between Roebourne and Cossack. The line isn’t expected to be finished until the end of the year, so we’ve still got quite a while to wait.”

			As they began packing up their tools, Edward turned to the wiry man beside him. “What’s next for you three, Harry?”

			“We’re heading off to Roebourne,” said Harry, who was the spokesperson for the three men they had worked with. “Looks as if we’ve got work lined up on one of the sheep stations, Withnell’s place. What about you two?” He looked questioningly at Edward and James.

			“One of the luggers over there has asked me to do some repair work in one of the cabins, and then I’m building the cabinets for the customs rooms,” said Edward. “James will be working with me. There seems to be no shortage of carpentry work for us with all this building going on.”

			“Have you two been over to Roebourne yet?” asked Wilson who fell in beside Edward as they began walking over to the hotel.

			“No,” said Edward. “We’ve just been too busy, although I’d like to go. We didn’t even manage to get over to see the races. We’ve had to do quite a bit of repair work on the house we’ve rented, and I’ve been trying to get it all finished before my daughter and son arrive. We don’t yet own any horses, either.”

			Wilson nodded. “There’s talk of building a tramway to Roebourne, so that will make access between the towns a lot easier. Your place is over near Chinatown, isn’t it?”

			“Yes. We’re renting it from one of the McRae blokes. We got cheap rent in return for doing all the repair work, so that suits us well. There’s a Chinese woman over the back, a Mrs Ling, who has offered to cook our evening meal, too.”

			“You gotta watch them coolies. There’s usually a bit of strife in Chinatown once the luggers are all in. That’s probably why your place was left empty for so long. Us white people don’t like living too close.”

			“Well, we haven’t had any trouble so far. In fact, James here has become friends with one of Mrs Ling’s sons, and they are often off exploring or fishing together. They brought in a heap of mud crabs the other day and Mrs Ling cooked them up for our dinner. I’ve never tasted anything as delicious! I heard you were up looking over Courthope’s place yesterday, Mr Wilson. Are you thinking of buying it?”

			Wilson shrugged. “Maybe. The store is pretty solid, bein’ built of jarrah and it’s been reinforced against cyclones. There’s a good-sized shed out the back as well as a substantial warehouse. It’s even got its own well. Mind you, there’s a lot of others interested too.”

			James held the door open as the men entered the bar and Wilson shouted: “Bill! Drinks all round. The wharf is officially finished! Are your children coming in on the Otway?” he asked Edward as they seated themselves onto one of the benches.

			“Yes, luckily I was able to arrange to have them travel with a Dr Stephens and his wife, because once she heard about those murders over in Roebourne, my sister-in-law wasn’t going to let them come unaccompanied. There have been many letters going backwards and forwards as I tried to explain they will be quite safe coming on a ship to Cossack.”

			“Dr Stephens? Are we getting a new doc?”

			“No, he’s coming to fill in for Dr O’Meehan when he goes back to Perth on the Otway to give evidence at the hearings for the murders of the bank blokes.”

			Wilson nodded. “I heard some of the other witnesses are going down on the Natal, once it gets back from taking the last load of pearl shell and all those horses to Singapore. They reckon there’s rough weather coming, so I hope they aren’t delayed.”

			Edward smiled. “Yes, I heard that too. I hope Amanda is a better sailor than James. At least she is travelling with a doctor, so she will be in good hands. Young Simon has the constitution of an ox, so I’m sure he will be unaffected. Cheers! Here’s to a job well-done.”

			Two weeks later, Edward and James stood at the end of the new wharf watching the Otway drop anchor and the steam lighter move out slowly to collect the passengers. They could barely distinguish the tiny figures of Amanda and Simon, recognisable only from their enthusiastic waving from the deck, as they stood beside two other larger figures.

			“They are the only four passengers for here, so they should all be able to come in together,” Edward told James as he waved back. “I hope your sister likes our house, because living here is going to be a big change from your Aunt Sophie’s place.”

			“Yes, no girl cousins to argue with. Are you going to make Amanda go to school, Pa?” asked James.

			“No, I don’t think so. She’s about to turn sixteen. I don’t want her to be sitting at home alone all day though. I’ll have to talk to her and see what she might be interested in doing. Simon will be off to school as soon as he settles in. Ah, look, they’re on their way in on the lighter, now.”

			A few minutes later a tearful Amanda was hugging them both and Simon was clinging to Edward’s waist, as a bemused Dr and Mrs Stephens looked on. Finally, Edward extricated himself from their clutches and turned to clasp the Doctor’s hand.

			“Dr and Mrs Stephens, thank you both for escorting my children. It has given me great peace of mind knowing they were well looked after. I do hope they weren’t any trouble?”

			Mrs Stephens spoke as she adjusted the ribbons on her bonnet. “No trouble at all, Mr Marsden. Your daughter is a delight and she managed to find her sea legs after the first day, so we have had many an exciting card game during our journey.”

			“And young Simon here has had the run of the ship! He’s one very curious lad,” said Dr Stephens as he reached out and ruffled Simon’s hair. “Is Dr O’Meehan here? He was supposed to be meeting us, as we are staying at his house while he is in Perth,” said Dr Stephens looking around.

			“That’s him coming down Pearl Street now,” said Edward gesturing towards a figure walking rapidly towards the wharf. “Have you got Amanda’s and Simon’s bags, James? Good. Well thank you again Doctor and Mrs Stephens, and I hope you enjoy your time in Cossack. We have beautiful weather at the moment. We are up this way, Amanda and Simon.”

			The four made their way towards Chinatown, Amanda and James talking animatedly as James pointed out the various sights. Simon ran on ahead, eagerly exploring every barrel, piece of flotsam and anything he could find, before stopping and waiting impatiently for them to catch-up. Edward looked fondly at his daughter, almost a woman now, and so very like her mother, Anne. She was quite tall, with a slender frame and long blonde hair twisted into a thick plait down her back, very like those of many of the Chinese. She was wearing a wide-brimmed straw hat decorated with a long yellow ribbon. Edward had never seen that hat before, and he suspected Sophie had been shopping to ensure Amanda was suitably attired for the north. Mentally he made a note to send Sophie some money in repayment.

			“Here we are,” said Edward enthusiastically as they came to their tiny home. The newly-built front verandah looked welcoming with its benches either side of the door, and Edward had recently finished adding decking with timber salvaged from one of the shipwrecks. He had reinforced the verandah with additional cross rails to prevent it from being blowing away in a cyclone, but after a mild wet season it had yet to be tested.

			“Is this house all ours?” asked Simon, “We don’t have to share with girls, do we?”

			“No, it’s all ours,” said James, smiling as he led the way up the steps. “And the only girl is Amanda.”

			“It’s not very big, is it?” commented Amanda as she critically surveyed the small dwelling.

			“It has three rooms, which is more than enough for our needs,” said Edward jovially. “You have your own room, Amanda, although more often than not we sleep on the verandah to catch the cool breeze. Come and let’s make a cup of tea, and Mrs Ling will be over to cook our dinner later on.”

			“Mrs Ling? A Chinese woman?” Amanda looked alarmed.

			“Yes, she is a lovely woman and an excellent cook,” answered Edward ignoring Amanda’s look of consternation. “In fact, that whole area beyond the brush fence at the back of our house is called Chinatown. That’s where all the Chinese people live, and the Malays and Japanese are up the back. Most of their men work on the pearling luggers.”

			“They’ve got a big vegetable garden up the back, too,” said James as he held the door open for Amanda. “Your room is this way, Amanda. We have just finished repairing the shutters and Pa made the bed for you. Simon, you are in with Pa and me.”

			Amanda looked around the sparsely furnished room, trying to hide her feelings of apprehension. She had been expecting a thriving, busy town, with cobbled streets and lots of shops and businesses. So far, it seemed nothing like that, and the prospect of living
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