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For Gary, who helps me stay sane

when life seems a little crazy.







  
    
      When life itself seems lunatic, who knows where madness lies?


    

    
      Dale Wasserman, ‘Man of La Mancha’
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  Preface



The genius of engineer Charles Yelverton O’Connor is commemorated in Western Australia in the naming of schools, a suburb, a federal electorate, and several suburban streets. The National Trust has an annual lecture series named after him. Most poignantly, his name has also been given to the beach where, early one morning in 1902, he took his own life with a gunshot to the head.

His death has become one of the iconic moments of West Australian history. So much folklore has grown up around it that it’s difficult to sort fact from fiction. It has been the inspiration for several plays, a documentary film, and a novel, as well as being commemorated by a popular sculpture in the waters off Fremantle.1

But O’Connor is remembered for far more than just the tragedy of his death. Besides overseeing the construction of the Mundaring to Coolgardie water pipeline, still recognised as one of the world’s great engineering marvels, he also designed and built Fremantle harbour in the mouth of the Swan River, proving wrong the naysayers who said it couldn’t be done. Much of Western Australia’s rail system was also established by C. Y. O’Connor.

The very success of O’Connor’s career raises questions about the way his life ended. How did someone of such talent and competence come to believe that his life was no longer worth living? Did he really think, as the folklore often suggests, that the pipeline scheme had failed? Did the pressure exerted on him by the press and other detractors, during those final years when the pipeline was being built, break his spirit? Or had the signs of distress been there earlier? How did the political and social environment of the time (especially the gold rushes of the 1890s) affect him? Wanting answers to such questions led to my decision to research and write about C. Y. O’Connor’s life. Yet the task seemed daunting.

The same questions have been pondered, and answers proffered, by several professional historians and biographers in the past. Alexandra Hasluck wrote a brief but authoritative account of O’Connor’s life, published by Oxford University Press, in 1965.2 Merab Tauman’s scholarly biography, The Chief, which appeared in 1978, filled out many of the details. 3Her meticulous research is inspiring, given that she wrote the book before the advent of the internet, with its facility to search out documents online. At the time she was writing, there were still people alive who remembered O’Connor.

Tony Evans’ C. Y. O’Connor, His Life and Legacy, published by UWA Press in 2001, brought the research up to date.4 I can only agree with Kim Beazley, in his review of the book, that ‘there is unlikely to be a better biography of C. Y. O’Connor.’

What, then, could I as a writer add to the picture?

Early in my research, I learned that the O’Connor family rented a home, ‘Park Bungalow’, from a Dr Henry Barnett, the superintendent of the Fremantle asylum. I was intrigued and began looking for more information about the O’Connor’s landlord.

Philippa Martyr’s paper, Unlikely Reformer: Dr Henry Calvert Barnett (1832-1897) revealed Henry Barnett as an adventurous, creative, forthright and sometimes obstinate character, with strong views on how the asylum, and society, should be run. 5He was an amputee, and many stories, plausible and implausible, circulated about how he had lost his left leg. For many years he played an integral part in the life of the Fremantle community and the wider West Australian colony. Until his death in 1897, Dr Barnett’s name was almost as familiar to West Australians as that of C. Y. O’Connor.

Like O’Connor, Barnett was a north of Ireland Protestant, well educated, with an impressive range of interests and skills. Like O’Connor, he had character flaws, and a propensity to evoke both admiration and conflict. And, as with O’Connor, there were elements of tragedy about his life. The two men, though very different in personality, were both visionaries in their own fields.

While there’s no evidence to prove O’Connor and Barnett were close friends, it seems likely they had a cordial relationship. Their lives certainly intersected frequently in the tight-knit society of the West Australian colony, through dinners and balls and garden parties, Sunday worship and membership of sporting clubs.

Yet circumstances, and the priorities of the government and the society in which they lived, pitted the interests of one against the other. While O’Connor was handling hundreds of thousands of pounds in funding for the harbour and other projects, Barnett spent years pleading for a meagre increase in funds to upgrade the asylum. The gold-driven boom in Western Australia’s population, that filled the coffers which paid for engineering marvels, led to the asylum becoming disastrously overcrowded.

The idea of writing a book which would interweave the two men’s stories, and in the process reveal how they interacted with each other and the community in which they lived and worked, appealed to me.

Initially my focus was on a period of almost seven years, between mid-1891, when O’Connor arrived in Western Australia to take up the post of Chief Engineer, and Dr Barnett’s death late in 1897. These were the years in which their lives overlapped. The period coincided with O’Connor’s role in building Fremantle Harbour, as well as much of the railway system.

Without O’Connor’s harbour and rail, Western Australia would have struggled to develop as rapidly as it did or capitalise so effectively on the prosperity of the gold rushes. Without the success of the harbour project, it’s unlikely that either the West Australian government or the London bankers would have had confidence in this ‘shire engineer from New Zealand’, as the West Australian Sunday Times once derisively called him, to handle a project of the vast size and huge expense of the pipeline.

The 1890s were a time of rapid change and growth for the previously insignificant and isolated colony of Western Australia. Responsible self-government had been granted in October 1890, with the newly elected government under John Forrest feeling its way through multiple challenges.

As I researched and wrote the first draft of this book, I became aware of other themes running through the story. A strong current of racism permeated West Australian society in this era. Its effect was felt both by indigenous people and by Asian immigrants. Neither O’Connor nor Barnett was racist, at least by the standards of the day. But they were not impervious to the effects of the racism around them.

The 1890s also saw the rise of a campaign for the right of women to vote in Western Australia. It was a much quieter, more dignified affair than the campaign led by the suffragettes in Britain, but it was effective much sooner. At least some women had been given the vote by the time of the referendum on Federation in 1900. I decided to include something of these threads in the book as important background to the society in which O’Connor and Barnett lived.

Originally, I planned to end the book in 1897 with Dr Barnett’s death. The same year saw the unofficial opening of Fremantle harbour, and O’Connor’s investiture as a CMG (Commander of the Order of St Michael and St George) in London. It was a natural climax to the story. But after finishing the first draft, I revised this plan. It seemed unfair to O’Connor to leave him suspended in a moment of apparent triumph and hope for the future, when I knew that moment to be ephemeral. It also seemed unfair to the reader who, aware of the story of O’Connor’s death, would be left wondering how he could have reached that low point from such a pinnacle.

So, I added a final chapter, which covers the course of events between 1897 and 1902, though in a more condensed form than the rest of the book. For those who want more detail about the building of the pipeline, and other aspects of O’Connor’s life and career, I recommend Evan’s and Tauman’s biographies.

I also took the advice of one of my early readers to ‘begin at the beginning’ and tell the story of the two men’s lives from their childhood, rather than trying to include their back stories in the main text as I did originally. I think this has greatly improved the readability of the book and provides better insight into the characters and motivations of the two men.

Notes to the reader:

This is a work of non-fiction, and nothing has been made up. However, I have sometimes taken the liberty of editing the formatting of material quoted, to make it easier to read, where I could do this without any change to the meaning of the text.

The official Hansard records of speeches made in parliament in this era were reported as indirect speech. I’ve converted some of these to direct speech. Thus, The Premier said…He thought there had been a great deal of money spent on that building by the Government, becomes ‘I think a great deal of money has been spent on that building by the Government,’ the Premier said.

I’ve occasionally made similar changes to newspaper reports of speeches and interviews.

Hansard reports also often included long paragraphs full of colons and semicolons. I’ve removed some of these from the middle of sentences and replaced them with commas or full stops. And I’ve expanded the abbreviation ‘Hon. Member’ to Honourable Member’.

However, I’ve left the original spelling and punctuation in quotes from most personal letters and reports, as this often conveys something of the level of education, formality and state of mind of the person writing them.

In the nineteenth century, words like ‘color’, ‘endeavor’ and ‘favor’ were spelled without the ‘u’ that is customary now. I’ve kept these spellings in quoted material.

It was difficult to know how to refer to C. Y. O’Connor. Calling him ‘Charles O’Connor’ felt odd, since he is so widely known by his initials. During his lifetime, official documents and newspaper reports almost always called him “Mr O’Connor’ or ‘the Engineer-in-Chief’, or ‘the Chief Engineer’. In the end, I decided to refer to him simply as O’Connor (or the Engineer-in-Chief, or the Chief Engineer, capitalized) except when talking about his personal and family life, where I’ve sometimes used ‘Charles’. Likewise, I’ve used ‘Dr Barnett’ most of the time, reserving ‘Henry’ for his personal life.
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  ONE: The Boy from Belfast

  
  




In the early weeks of 1832, residents of Belfast in Ireland scanned the daily papers and listened to circulating rumours with a growing sense of dread. A strange and deadly new disease, cholera, was sweeping across Europe from Asia, killing thousands. Already it had reached Scotland. How long could it be kept from creeping into a port town like Belfast?

Sarah Barnett, wife of Belfast dentist Richard Barnett, shared the community’s anxiety. With two young boys to care for and a third child due any day, she had good reason for wondering what the future would hold for them all.

On 10 February, Sarah gave birth to a healthy boy, to whom she and Richard gave the name ‘Henry Calvert’. Their first two sons, Richard and John, were named after their paternal and maternal grandfathers. Henry was a common enough name in Belfast. But the Barnetts’ reasons for choosing the name Calvert for their third son went unrecorded. Perhaps, as loyal Presbyterians, they had in mind the minister Henry Calvert, who arrived in Antrim in the 1600s, to help establish the Presbyterian church in Ireland.6

Despite the best efforts of the Belfast authorities to quarantine the city, the first case of cholera appeared less than three weeks after Henry’s birth. It spread rapidly in the overcrowded slums and tenements that housed industrial Belfast’s working class. By the summer of 1832, it had spread to the whole of Ireland.

When the epidemic came to an end in November, nearly three thousand Belfast residents had been infected and more than four hundred had died, including one of Sarah’s brothers, William.7,8 Henry’s immediate family were spared, but the first year of his life passed in an atmosphere of unease and sadness.

Henry’s father, Richard Barnett, the son of an influential merchant family, had set himself up as a dentist in Belfast in 1825, ‘having acquired a thorough knowledge of the…profession in its various improved branches’.9 Three years later he married Sarah Milford, the daughter of another family of Belfast merchants. In time, he came to own several properties around the town.

During Henry’s childhood, the middle-class Barnett family lived in a pleasant home in Chichester Street, near the Belfast town centre and not far from the port on the river Lagan.10 Their neighbours included a doctor, a dancing master and a vet, along with various ‘gentlemen’ of no named profession.11 By 1844, three younger sisters (Helen, Isabella and Margaret) and two brothers (William and Albert) had been added to the family.

Belfast was unusual in Ireland in that it was highly industrialised, specialising in the production of linen thread and cloth. It was also unusual in being led by middle-class merchants and manufacturers such as the Barnett and Milford families, rather than by aristocratic landowners. The town was predominantly Protestant, though it had a sizable Catholic population.

What would later come to be known as ‘the Protestant work ethic’ was strong in Belfast, with both labourers and managers working long hours. Nevertheless, the arts, music, literature and sciences thrived, and the town liked to think of itself as ‘the Athens of Ireland’.

Henry’s father, Richard, had an interest in natural history, so it’s likely that he sometimes took his children to visit the Royal Botanical Gardens, when they opened to the public on Sunday afternoons. In this green oasis, young Henry would have been surrounded not just by carefully tended trees, shrubberies and flowerbeds, but by specimen plants from around the world, donated by travellers and explorers. Many were labelled with their botanical names and the exotic places from where they had been collected. Perhaps it was here that Henry developed his lifelong love of flowers. Here, too, he might have formed the desire to see the world beyond Belfast and Ireland.

That desire would have been nurtured by watching the ships coming and going from the port, carrying cargoes from all over the globe. During his childhood the channel formed by the Largan River was being straightened and deepened to allow ships to come right to the town centre. Belfast might have been grey and industrial, but for a young boy with an inquisitive nature there was always something interesting to observe.

Henry received his early education from tutors at home. When he reached high school age, he was sent to the school of theologian Dr William Molony, in Carrick Fergus, which his two older brothers, Richard and John, had attended. The school boasted that it provided ‘all that may be required to facilitate the future advancement of the pupils in mercantile, military and professional life.’ A resident French gentleman taught French every day, and ‘in addition to the ancient and modern languages, music, drawing and dancing are continually taught.’12 While Henry may not have relished learning Hebrew, Greek and Latin, he enjoyed music and dancing, and developed his skills in rowing, fencing and cricket.

In 1845, just as Henry entered his teen years, the Great Famine began. Potato blight, originating in north America, spread via Europe to Ireland. It devastated the potato crop on which a third of the Irish population depended, for food or employment or both. Infectious diseases such as typhoid and cholera followed, ravaging a population weakened by hunger. Over a million people died, while at least the same number fled Ireland. It was a disaster that would leave a scar on the psyche of the whole country.

A middle-class family like the Barnetts would not have gone hungry. Ireland was still growing and exporting other crops such as wheat and fruit, as well as dairy products, and the Barnetts had money to buy food. But Henry could not avoid seeing the ragged, emaciated people who began to crowd the streets of Belfast, looking for work, looking for relief, looking for a ship to take them away to England or America. In May 1847, a woman was found dead on the pavement on Chichester Street. She and her husband and child had come from Lisburn, south of Belfast. Too weak to continue, she lay down on the street and died from fever while her husband was seeking help.13

People in Henry’s parents’ situation did what they could to help relieve suffering, by busying themselves with fund-raising for the local hospitals and workhouses, running soup kitchens and serving on relief committees. But it was a time of increasing sectarian tension. Henry may well have heard sermons, delivered by Presbyterian ministers, blaming the famine on the supposed laziness and lack of initiative among the Catholics.

Angry Catholics, especially those wanting independence for Ireland, accused the British government of deliberately starving the Irish. They suspected (sometimes rightly) that the Protestants providing aid were using it as a way of proselytizing. Though, as an adult, Henry remained a protestant, he would choose to keep his own beliefs quite private.




Henry finished school in 1849, as the potato blight began to recede. His two older brothers had both gone to medical school in Edinburgh when they left school, but Henry was restless and wanted to travel before settling into more studies. He joined the Salem, a cargo ship headed for Quebec. Although his parents may have preferred him to finish his education and take up a profession, he wasn’t exactly running away to sea against their wishes. The Salem was part-owned by his father and managed by Captain Josias Milford, almost certainly a relative of his mother.14

The outward journey proved uneventful. But when the Salem reached Quebec, the crew found the port in the grip of a cholera epidemic. After being detained in port for months, they took on a cargo of timber and began the return journey to Liverpool. Their vessel ran aground off the Gulf of St Lawrence and had to be towed back to Quebec. While the ship was being repaired, the adventurous Henry bought a birch-bark canoe and went exploring up the Saint Lawrence River.

The Salem eventually sailed from Quebec again, with Henry Barnett on board. But the crew’s troubles were not over. A tremendous storm off the Banks of Newfoundland left the Salem without lifeboats or water-casks and with damage to the rigging. In icy conditions, with the crew on half-rations because salt water had got into the provisions, the ship limped back to Liverpool.

Disenchanted, for now, by life at sea, Henry returned home. During his time away, the newly completed Queen’s University Belfast had opened, and he was able to undertake his medical studies without leaving Belfast.15

The yearning to be at sea soon returned. In 1855, after being accepted as a member of the Royal College of Surgeons, he joined the Peninsular and Oriental (P & O) Steampacket Company as a ship’s surgeon.16 His travels aboard the steamship Bengal took him to ports across Asia: Bombay, Calcutta, Colombo, Singapore, Hong Kong and Shanghai. He also visited Egypt and the Middle East.

In 1856, he responded to a call to serve as doctor to the American and English merchant community in Foochow (Fuzhou). It was not an easy time to be in China. The country was in the grip of a civil war, known as the Taiping Rebellion. On one occasion, a close friend of Henry Barnett, Howard Cunningham, was speared in the abdomen when he went to defend his Cantonese servant against Fokien attackers. Cunningham died in Dr Barnett’s arms later that evening.17 As the only doctor in the area, it fell to Henry to perform an autopsy and send a report to the American embassy.18

During his time in China, he would experience Chinese inter-ethnic rivalries, the trickery of con-artists and attacks by pirates. He subsequently developed a view of Asians that was neither unduly romantic nor ignorantly prejudiced.

While in Foochow, he was still able to satisfy his appetite for exploring unknown territory. In 1858, he accompanied an American missionary, Edward Wentworth, on an expedition up the river Min to Yeng Ping, at that time unreached by westerners.19 Wentworth was intent on distributing Christian literature to the villages along the way. It was, at times, a hair-raising journey, over rapids and through rocky gullies. Henry quipped that he should expect a medal from the Missionary Society for his services when they returned.

His main interest, though, was in the scenery and vegetation through which they were passing. At times he was overwhelmed by the beauty of it. ‘I don’t wonder that the Chinese call their country the Central Flowery Land’, he exclaimed to Wentworth. He collected seeds which he later sent to his father, who in turn donated them to the Royal Botanic Society in Belfast.20




After three years in Foochow, and suffering poor health, Henry set off, via Manilla, to California. Accompanied by his dog, Belle, and a companion from Hong Kong named Shortrede, he made his way on horseback to the goldfields and then to Yosemite, a trip he would later describe as one of the best he ever made.21

At Yosemite, he and his friend encountered a party that included a Colonel Lawrence and his sister, a man named Duff, and a daughter and niece of Colonel Fremont. (Fremont, a somewhat controversial explorer and military man, would later found the Californian Republican Party and nominate for president of the United States.) They camped and travelled together in the wilderness for several days, eating around the campfire at night and sharing stories and songs.

Henry was impressed by the grandeur of the landscape, which was still in its pristine state. He was also impressed, and delighted, by the hardiness, and cheerfulness, of the young women in the party, who seemed unfazed by having to sleep on the ground, even in the rain.

Henry and Shortrede left the rest of the party when it returned to Colonel Fremont’s home. Colonel Lawrence later accompanied the pair on a trek to see the ‘big trees’, the giant sequoia trees at Calaveras. Henry was awe-struck. ‘I despair of giving you any idea of these glorious trees’, he wrote to friends in Belfast. ‘I had heard of them, read of them, seen pictures of them, but never imagined anything like them…The pyramids did not astonish me so much.’ Again, he collected seed cones and sent them to his father for the Botanic Gardens in Belfast.

Having crisscrossed the southern United States, he returned home to Belfast and then went on to Edinburgh, where in 1860, at the age of twenty-eight, he became a licentiate of the Royal College of Physicians.22

Still looking for adventure, he sailed from London to Melbourne in 1861, and travelled on horseback around outback Victoria, New South Wales and Queensland, still accompanied by his little dog Belle. The descriptive articles he wrote about his travels in country still largely unexplored by Europeans, were published by English magazines and journals. They would earn him a Fellowship of the Royal Geographic Society.23

By 1864, he was back at sea. While working as ship’s doctor aboard the Malabar along the West African coast, he met the woman who would become his first wife, Annie Lee Frost Matthews, nee Copplestone.

Henry was traveling to West Africa to take up a post with the P & O Company, while Annie and two of her children were on their way to Sierra Leone to join her husband, a naval officer named Thomas Leethem, aboard the hulk Isis. During the voyage, Henry and Annie developed a friendship that he would later describe as ‘intimate’, and Annie confided in him that her husband badly mistreated her.

Henry left Sierra Leone aboard the Malabar twenty-four hours after arriving. But on his return to the port, he visited Annie. He found her in a terrible state, lying in bed with a fever. She said the climate was bad for her health and again complained of her husband’s cruelty towards her. She desperately wanted to return to England to her parents but had no money.

Henry, feeling sympathetic, offered to lend her what she needed, and she accepted his offer. Some months later, when he arrived back in Liverpool, Annie was waiting for him.24

In April 1865, Thomas Leethem filed for divorce from Annie, citing Henry Barnett as co-respondent.25 Leethem alleged that Henry and Annie were living as man and wife in an adulterous relationship. Both Annie and Henry denied the allegation of adultery, though they shared the same address. The divorce was granted in 1866. Custody of Annie’s children with Leethem remained with their father, as was customary at the time.

While waiting for the divorce to become official, Henry and Annie rented a house in Milford, in Pembrokeshire, Wales, where Henry set up in private medical practice. Now aged in his mid-thirties, he seems to have been unready to settle into routine domestic life. In January 1867, while Annie was heavily pregnant, he got into an argument with his landlord, a shipbuilder named Roberts.

When the case came to court in December, Henry alleged that he had asked Roberts to leave the house after Roberts had insulted him. Roberts had struck him about the head with the handle of his umbrella, causing deep wounds and lasting dizziness and memory loss. Henry appeared in court looking frail and had to remain seated in the witness box while giving evidence. He called several medical witnesses to corroborate his claims. Roberts argued that he had acted in self-defence after Henry had behaved aggressively towards him.

During the hearing, Henry and Annie’s domestic arrangements at the time of the assault were exposed and discussed. Annie was called as a witness, though she hadn’t seen the assault happen. She agreed that Henry had suffered lasting effects from his injuries. Under cross examination she also revealed that Henry had sometimes been ‘very irritable’, even before this event.

The jury found in Henry’s favour but awarded damages of a mere one farthing (a quarter of a penny, the minimum possible.) They may have felt that Henry was putting on an act, appearing frailer than he really was. But it’s also likely that they were showing their disapproval of a man who had been living openly with another man’s wife.26

Henry Barnett and Annie were married in a registry office in London in 1867, not long after the assault by Roberts. But the social stigma of being married to a divorcee affected Henry’s practice, while his innate need for adventure left him restless. He applied to the Colonial Office for a position overseas and accepted the post of Resident Medical Officer in rural York, southeast of Perth, in the remote Swan River colony. The following year, he and Annie and their two children, Alexander and Florence, boarded the barque Lady Louisa to travel to Western Australia. The voyage would bring about dramatic and far-reaching changes to the lives of both Henry and Annie.
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The Barnetts quickly established themselves in the life of the small community in York. The district was large and the medical practice a busy one, enough for two men, it was said, though Henry was replacing the only doctor.27 But soon his own health problems began to interfere with his ability to work.

During the voyage to Western Australia, Henry had injured his left knee when he fell over a ringbolt on the ship. Complications set in, and it became clear that the leg would have to be amputated. An above-knee amputation was performed at the Perth Public Hospital in January 1869.

When the stump failed to heal, Henry insisted his reluctant doctors perform a second, and then a third, higher amputation. The doctors said a further operation would kill him. Knowing the risk of sepsis spreading beyond the leg, and feeling close to death, Henry argued it would be lifesaving.28

It did indeed save him, but the amputation affected every aspect of his life, physically, mentally and socially. Rehabilitation services were non-existent. It was up to Henry to manage his own recovery. He hired a manservant to push him around in a wheeled chair and gradually he became proficient at using crutches. Annie was expected to help with dressing his wounds.

During his convalescence, Henry distracted himself by writing letters, poetry and short stories, many of which he submitted to the local newspapers under the rueful pseudonym ‘Uniped’. He took an interest in, and made suggestions on, topics as varied as the best way to conduct elections how to prevent the spread of fire in Fremantle, and the geology of the coastline in relation to harbour improvements.

He and his family eventually returned to York. But now that he could no longer easily ride a horse or walk long distances over uneven ground, Henry had lost the mobility necessary to serve a widely spread rural population. He asked to be moved and, in May 1872, he was appointed Colonial Surgeon for Fremantle and Superintendent of the colony’s only asylum in that town.29

As colonial surgeon, Henry Barnett was responsible to the colony’s Principal Medical Officer for managing most aspects of health in Fremantle. He had a role in providing sanitation and infection control, immunizations, quarantine and inspection of ships’ crews. Until he was relieved of the responsibility in the early 1880s, he was also the visiting medical officer for the prison in Fremantle and the Aboriginal prison on Rottnest.

Superintending the asylum in Fremantle was seen as a part-time position. His role was chiefly to admit patients sent there by the courts, and by medical colleagues, and decide when they could be discharged. In 1870, psychiatry as a discipline was in its infancy. Henry had no specialized training and little experience in dealing with mental illness. But it was assumed that any competent doctor could manage an asylum.

He took on the role with a level of dedication that undoubtedly exceeded what was expected of him. In fact, his determination to bring about improvements to the asylum led to him becoming a thorn in the flesh of the government in the years ahead.

Although he had less travelling to do, the onerous nature of these posts meant that Henry Barnett had little time to spend at home with his family, which now included four children. The Barnett’s third child, Henry (Harry) had been born in Fremantle in 1869, while they were waiting for Henry senior to recover from his surgery. Their youngest child, Isabelle Margaret Olive (known as Olive) was also born there in 1871.

Much of what little spare time Henry did have was taken up by other pursuits. He joined the Fremantle Literary Institute, and within a few years had become its president.30 He became known for his skill in reading aloud poetry and other works, a form of entertainment popular at the time. Even before he left York, he had been appointed a Justice of the Peace and he sat regularly on the bench of the magistrates’ court in Fremantle.31 In October 1872, he was appointed to the newly constituted Medical Board.32

Annie occasionally took part in musical events, such as a fundraising concert for the literary society, but her role in the community was much less remarked upon than Henry’s.33 While she enjoyed singing, and had a good voice, her ability to sing comfortably was affected by shortness of breath caused by her increasing problem with dropsy, a form of congestive heart disease.34

Annie had been happy to be a doctor’s wife, but she resented being nurse to an invalid while Henry recovered from his surgery. She found Henry more irritable and demanding than he had been, as he adjusted to the physical and psychological effects of losing a limb. Her own health problems received little sympathy from him. She apparently found some secret satisfaction in giving several bottles from his wine cellar to the servants without his consent, though her generosity backfired when Henry accused one of them of stealing.35

By 1876, Annie had begun a very public affair with a younger man named Thomas Stockley King, a Fremantle merchant. They were often seen walking arm in arm together. King was reported to have visited Mrs Barnett several times late at night. Henry ignored the liaison for as long as he could, but Annie’s rejection of him for a younger, fitter man rankled.

After discovering amorous letters in Annie’s possession, along with a photograph of King marked ‘To be ever worn near my heart’, Henry confronted Annie and told her he wanted nothing more to do with her. He drew up an agreement with her for their separation. If she would give up her affair and live well away from Fremantle, he would support her financially. Such agreements between disillusioned spouses were not unusual at a time when divorce was difficult and expensive.

Henry also obtained an agreement from King, through an intermediary, that he would have no further meetings with Annie. King helpfully handed over to Dr Barnett the amorous letters he had received from Annie. They were later used as evidence in the Barnett’s divorce case.

Despite the agreements, the affair continued. In January 1877, Henry Barnett created a stir in Fremantle by firing three shots from a revolver at his rival, while King was walking with Annie Barnett. Henry had earlier threatened to shoot King if he didn’t give up meeting with her.

Although neither King nor Annie was wounded, Henry was charged with discharging a revolver with intent to kill. His lawyer argued in court that there was no evidence that the revolver was even loaded. The doctor had intended only to frighten Stockley King.36 This was almost certainly true. Henry was an experienced hunter, well used to handling guns. If he had really intended to kill King, he would not have missed. The case against Dr Barnett was dismissed. Stockley King left the colony for good a few months later.

In September 1877, Henry petitioned for divorce on the grounds of Annie’s alleged adultery. Theirs was the first divorce case to be heard in the fifty-year-old Swan River colony and the legal profession, as well as the press, followed the proceedings closely.37 The fact that Henry was represented in court by the colony’s attorney-general, Henry Hicks Hocking, under instruction from his lawyer, Septimus Burt, and the case was heard by the latter’s father, chief justice Sir Archibald Burt, demonstrates the importance of the case in the close-knit community.

Annie failed to give persuasive evidence that her relationship with Stockley King was platonic.38 She tried, more convincingly, to argue that Henry Barnett had cruelly mistreated her in an ongoing way, by describing several episodes of Henry’s alleged violence towards her. One witness, a female servant who had lived with the Barnetts during their first year in Western Australia, described the doctor as a ‘contrary, disagreeable man’ who had few kind words for his wife. But she said she had never seen him act violently towards Annie.39

Henry did not deny that on one occasion he had struck Annie across the face, when he discovered her writing a love letter to King after she had promised to abandon the affair. Annie described to the court how Henry ‘jumped into the middle of the room’ and ‘sprang onto the bed’ in the hotel room where she was writing the letter, before attempting to throttle her. She claimed that she had screamed for help, and two sailors had come to her assistance, pulling Henry away from her. Henry said the two men had merely told him to calm down. The sailors had since gone to sea, so could not corroborate either story.

Nevertheless, the judge felt that there was evidence of Henry’s violence and ill temper towards Annie.40 Chief Justice Burt was also critical of Henry’s own adultery with Annie prior to their marriage. The case ended with a decree nisi. Henry Barnett was ordered to pay his ex-wife ten pounds per month for as long as she remained single, provided that she stayed more than ten miles from Fremantle. Once again, Annie gave up her children as a result of being divorced.

She died only two years later, in August 1879, from dropsy.41 She was forty-nine. A newspaper columnist in 1917 claimed that Henry and Annie had remarried just a few weeks after the divorce. There is no record of this, though they may have reconciled.42

The year after Annie’s death, Henry married Emily Winn Stephens, from the small farming community of Northampton, three hundred miles north of Perth. Emily had accompanied her sister, Mary Jane, and her brother-in-law, Samuel Mitchell, when they migrated with their children from Cornwall in England in 1875. Seventeen years younger than Henry, with a petite figure and kindly face, Emily took on the care of his four children. Their marriage was childless but apparently happy.




The doctor and his family had previously lived in a two-storey house in Cantonment Street in Fremantle, but with four growing children to accommodate, it seemed time to move.43 In December 1883, Henry Barnett acquired three adjacent lots of land between Quarry Street and Fremantle Park (an extensive area of open ground) and began building a new home for himself and his family.44 The block on which the house, Park Bungalow, was built was on a limestone rise, close to the park and the quarry that gave the street its name. The road that fronted the blocks, at right angles to Quarry Street, soon became known as Barnett Street.45

The building was completed in November 1884, at a cost of just under two thousand pounds. Within a year or so, the iron roof began leaking badly and expensive repairs were needed. The collar ties between the rafters had been omitted and this had led to the roof being defective. Dr Barnett sued the architect, James Manning, claiming that he had been negligent in supervising the builders, J. Harwood and Sons. The case was settled in Dr Barnett’s favour and the roof repaired.

The house was built on tall limestone foundations. A steep flight of stone steps led up to wide verandahs which gave views of the Swan River and the ocean in one direction, the park and the Asylum in the other.

A photo of Park Bungalow taken in the 1960s shows it rundown, the roof rusted, the walls beside the decaying limestone steps overtaken by creepers and the verandah forbiddingly dark. But when landscape artist James Goatcher (1878-1957) painted it sometime after 1903, he portrayed the house set in a garden full of brightly coloured flowers, with sweeping steps leading to welcoming shade.46 Given Dr Barnett’s love of flowers, this was probably how it looked when he lived there.
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  THREE: Charles Yelverton O’Connor

  
  




In 1864, about the time that Henry Barnett and Annie Leethem met aboard the Malabar, another young Irishman was pondering what to do with his life. Born in County Meath, in 1843, Charles Yelverton O’Connor was ten years younger than Barnett. Like Barnett, he came from a respectable Protestant family, though the O’Connors were members of the Church of Ireland rather than Presbyterian.

The O’Connor family had connections to the Irish aristocracy by descent through the Yelvertons, on both his mother and his father’s side. His mother’s sister, Cecilia O’Keefe, was also married to Barry John Yelverton, 3rd Viscount Avonmore. The O’Connor side of the family claimed to have roots in the ancient Irish kings of Connaught.47

Charles’ first six years of life were spent in comfort in Gravelmount, a six-bedroomed manor house on a wooded hillside with adjoining land. His father, John O’Connor, leased the property from a wealthy landowner, Thomas Longfield. Some of it he farmed and the rest he sub-let to tenants. Elizabeth O’Connor, Charles’ mother, was known for the lavish dinner parties she put on to entertain their extended family and members of the local gentry.

When the Great Famine struck Ireland in 1845, the O’Connor family were financially ruined. Charles’ father John, the son of a clergymen, had strong Christian principles. In an effort to relieve the suffering of the impoverished people around him, he employed extra men on his farm, though he had no work for them to do. He brought in grain to feed those who were starving and was lenient in collecting rents from his tenants. As the famine went on, he lost most of his income.

The family gave up their lease on Gravelmount and all the stock and equipment was sold.48 ‘When Mr O’Connor left Gravelmount, the poor lost in him a sincere friend, who made many personal sacrifices on their behalf far exceeding his means in times of sore-pressing calamity,’ the Meath Herald reported.49

John O’Connor found work as secretary to the Waterford and Limerick Railway Company, and the parents and two older sons (George and Lorenzo) moved to Waterford in the south of Ireland. But Charles and his younger sister, Frances, were sent to stay with an aunt and uncle, Martha and Samuel Garnett, at their country property, Summerseat, near Dublin. They would remain there until Charles reached high school age.

It is difficult to know what impact this would have had on young Charles. It wasn’t unusual at the time for children to be sent to stay with relatives if their parents thought that it would be to their material or social advantage. It’s likely that Charles and Frances were used to being cared for mainly by servants rather than by their mother and father. The lack of servants to care for the youngest children may even have contributed to the parents’ decision not to take them to Waterford. But they were being removed from a household with five children and all the people they were familiar with, to one that had previously been childless.

Nothing suggests that Charles and his sister were treated with anything but kindness by his aunt Martha and uncle Samuel. They had the freedom of a country life that they would not have had in crowded Waterford. The Garnetts were well known for their stables, and Charles learned to ride and developed his life-long love of horses while he was living with them. But the separation from his family must still have been a dramatic upheaval for a child of his age.

Charles returned to the family for his high-school years. His two older brothers, George and Lorenzo, had both gone to Trinity College, Dublin, and then joined the military. Charles knew, even before he left school, that he wanted to be an engineer. At seventeen, he became apprenticed to John Chaloner Smith, the chief engineer of the railway company where his father worked.

Smith was known for his considerateness and his encouraging attitude toward his apprentices. Under his guidance, the young O’Connor soon demonstrated great ability, not just as an engineer, but also as a financial manager and supervisor. He could handle emergencies well, keeping a cool head, and he impressed his employers.50

After the death of both his parents in 1863, O’Connor decided, like many young professional men of that era, to move overseas. Work on constructing the railways in Ireland was coming to an end, and he was looking for new challenges. Initially he considered going to South America, but soon settled on New Zealand. He left Ireland in December 1864, at the age of twenty-one, with a recommendation from John Chaloner Smith.

Over the next twenty-seven years he worked his way up the engineering ladder in New Zealand, from assistant surveyor at a remote camp south of Auckland, to Marine Engineer for the whole colony.

During his stay in the Westland region in 1869, O’Connor was mentored and befriended by the district surveyor, Malcolm Fraser. The following year Fraser would become Western Australia’s surveyor general. By 1891, Fraser had become ‘Sir Malcolm’ and had been appointed colonial secretary. Fraser would be responsible for notifying O’Connor, by telegram, of the vacancy for the position of engineer-in-chief in Western Australia.51

O’Connor met his wife, Susan Laetitia Ness, in 1873, while working in Christchurch. Susan’s family had migrated from Northumberland to New Zealand when she was nine years old, and Christchurch had been her home ever since. Charles O’Connor had worked with her father, government architect William Ness.

O’Connor and Susan were married on 5 March 1874, the day after Susan gave birth to their first child, Aileen. Susan’s parents were the only witnesses at the wedding ceremony. Why Charles and Susan left the marriage until such a late date is unknown. Was there a reluctance on the part of one or both to marry? Had Susan’s parents been against the match? Or did Aileen enter
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