March 2021
GENERAL MEETING
The next meeting at Stirling House is on Wednesday 17 March at 6pm when Tom Goode
will present a paper on ‘The Disappearance of Eticup and Mourambine’.
Refreshments available from 5.30pm; Bookshop open until 6pm.
In 1889 the completion of the Great Southern Railway between Beverley and Albany
began an expansion of the agricultural settlement that eventually culminated in Western
Australia becoming a major food exporter. Boosted by generous land policies from the
Forrest government and the economic prosperity brought by gold, the colony and the
region’s population grew rapidly. It is an anomaly that, in this period of population
expansion, two well-established towns should disappear. This paper traces the demise of
Eticup and Mourambine and seeks to determine whether the factors responsible for their
decline have relevance to country towns today.
Tom Goode is a mature-aged student tackling a Master of Philosophy at the
University of Notre Dame Australia, after a career in education which
included teaching at all levels from primary to TAFE. In 2016 Tom wrote
The Cold-Footed Mob: a history of the 5th Australian Broad Gauge
Railway Operating Company, a history of the railway unit raised in WA for
service with the First AIF. Following the theme of railways in WA history, the subject of Tom’s
thesis is the government buy-back of the Great Southern Railway.

A tribute to former member and Councillor Joyce Young

R to L: Joyce Young, Kerry Eivers and
Judy Dill-Macky at Joyce’s Balingup
home in November 2019.

History West is sad to report the passing on 9 January 2021 of Mrs Joyce
Young, who played an active role in the life of the Society and will be much
missed. Joyce joined in late 2017 and was looking forward to being part of the
Society’s ongoing life; but it was not to be. Her sudden illness and death has
come as a shock to all of us.
Joyce was active in her local historical societies in the Donnybrook and
Balingup district where she enjoyed promoting local history and spreading
history in the community. A highlight of the tour that Judy Dill-Macky and
Kerry Eivers organised to Pemberton and districts was a wonderful luncheon
hosted by Joyce in her beautiful Balingup home and garden in 2019. At the
charming old farmhouse Joyce provided the party with an elegant lunch with
beautiful French china, starched linen and all the trimmings. It was a treat.
Joyce was welcomed to Council for her first meeting in March 2020 and was
elected for a two-year term in September. She was active in the Society’s
Auxiliary and in August 2020 was appointed President of that committee. Ill
health, however, forced her to resign both positions in November.
She was a leader of the Karrakatta Club, member since 1990, and President for
two terms - 2002-03 and 2015-17.
Joyce will be sadly missed and we are all grateful for the contribution she
made while she was with us.

Call for books for the 2021 Giant Second Hand Book Sale – 17/18 April
Donate any books you no longer want to a good cause.
Bring them to Stirling House or call 9386 3841 to arrange a pick up.
All books, except textbooks and encyclopedias, are wanted.
Many thanks from us all.
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A much deserved award

A taste of Boola Bardip

Adjunct Associate Professor (Murdoch University)
Lenore Layman AM was awarded a Fellowship of the
Federation of Australian Historical Societies (Inc.) at
its October annual general meeting in recognition of
her significant contribution to Australian
historiography and to the community history
movement in Western Australia.
Mostly, the focus of her many scholarly articles and
books has been on Western Australian history in the
fields of the labour movement, political parties and
occupational health and safety in the mining industry
but which have national relevance. She has also been
actively involved in a number of professional
organisations relating to history and on the State
Library Board.
Lenore was awarded an Order of Australia Medal for
her service to higher education, particularly in the
fields of Australian and public history. She is also a
Fellow of the Royal Western Australian Historical
Society which recognised her contribution to the
Society as President from 2011 – 2013, Immediate Past
-President 2014-2016, Councillor 2000-2004, 2014 to
the present. She has been an active member of the
Research and Publications Committee since 2011, Coeditor of Early Days in 2001, 2011-2012 and Editor of
History West since 2014.
During her time in office she has actively supported
and at times initiated activities that have advanced the
Society’s role in understanding and promoting Western
Australian history. For example, she has contributed to
elevating the level of the Society’s practical support for
its state-wide network of approximately 70 affiliated
societies. This included the major role she played as a
member of the Lotterywest supported “Remembering
Them” Project Team. This project was run
collaboratively between the Royal Western Australian
Historical Society, Museums Australia WA Branch and
the Western Australian Museum. Lenore’s role as a
member of the Project Team, was to co-ordinate the
historians who were enlisted to assist affiliated
societies in developing the factual information
associated with local exhibitions relating to their
respective communities’ roles in World War 1. The
Project ran from 2014-2018 and was responsible for 32
regional and metropolitan affiliated societies producing
local exhibitions. She has presented research readings
and numerous talks on a variety of history topics to the
Society’s members and to many other organisations
over the years. She is a very popular and sought after
presenter of history to community groups.
Congratulations Lenore.
Helen Henderson, Hon. Secretary, FAHS

An invitation for Library volunteers to a contributor
preview at the new WA Museum Boola Bardip (‘many
stories’ in Whadjuk Nyoongar language) was a reward
for the library’s response over the years to requests for
photographs and information by the WA Museum.
It was a week before the official opening, and
enthusiastic young volunteers escorted our group to the
foyer for a welcome talk. Then it was up the
impressive stairs to check a few galleries. Starting at
the top: first ‘Connections’ or ‘our place in the world’
on the third floor; then down to ‘Changes’, ‘exploring
landscapes’, both a dazzling tribute to new technology
and the skills of the Museum’s display staff.
However our favourite gallery was the next one, ‘WA
Treasures’ in the grand old Hackett Hall library
building, with its famous spiral staircases and
bookshelves lining the walls, now incorporated into the
new structure. It held special memories for Jill
Maughan, who used to study there and she commented:
‘While it was sad to see the empty book shelves, it was
interesting to see old friends, such as the whale
skeleton and the bison displayed there’ – the bison
dating from 1899 according to our guide.
There were no brochures available and we could have
only a quick look in the time available, and agreed we
would need a couple of days to ‘do’ it properly.
Barbara Harris went back the next day to ‘understand it
a bit better’ and to track down some ‘RWAHS
acknowledgements’. She found a few and attached a
couple of photos. It was a rewarding sampling that
whetted our appetite for a more substantial visit.
Hilaire Natt

Barbara Harris, Jill Maughan, Evalyn Beaumont, Hilaire Natt,
Pat Thorne.

NAIDOC Perth Awards 2020
Congratulations to member Kerry-Ann Winmar who won NAIDOC week’s Business award for her Nyungar
Tours. The tours explore South Perth, Kings Park and beyond, walking with Traditional Owners, visiting significant
cultural sites, hearing traditional stories and learning about medicinal plants and bush foods. If you would like to be
taken on a virtual tour, book for the Community Talk to be held in May.
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Affiliates & other news

Midland & Districts Historical Society also reported
a productive year, achievements including membership
growth to 136, successful participation in Midland’s
125th anniversary in November last, and the recording
of 19 new oral history interviews.

The National Library of Australia recently announced
its Community Heritage Grants awards afor 2020. The
program provides grants of up to $15,000 to
community organisations, such as libraries, archives,
museums, genealogical and historical societies,
multicultural and Indigenous groups, to assist with the
preservation of locally owned, but nationally
significant collections of materials that are publicly
accessible. Eligible collections include artefacts,
letters, diaries, maps, photographs, and audiovisual
material. Congratulations to two Affiliates — Eastern
Goldfields Historical Society which will be assisted
with server upgrade, and Mundaring and Hills
Historical Society which will be helped with a
significance assessment of the Watheroo and
Mundaring geophysical instruments. It’s a grants
program to watch out for in 2021 and beyond!

Rockingham District Historical Society reports on an
interesting museum donation, which covers a history of
WA brushware and focuses on the business of H
Albrecht, whose factory was located in High St,
Fremantle. The collection contains photographs,
certificates, minutes, manufacturing regulations, share
certificates, advertising, dies and samples of
brushware. The business moved premises and changed
hands over its century of life. It is splendid to see a part
of WA’s manufacturing history preserved in this way.
The York Society has devised a Convict Walk to
cover the story of the coming of the convicts, their
impact on the York community, and the buildings
constructed using convict or ticket‐of‐leave labour. The
walk will take place on Sunday 7 March at 10 am and
will be repeated during National Trust Heritage Week.

Records of the Batélier family, Albany residents for
over a century, are held by the Albany Historical
Society. The family had artistic talent and left sketches,
paintings and prints of maritime and Albany scenes.
The Society’s archivist, Julie Bright, traces their
history for interested readers in a recent issue of the
newsletter.

**************
Western Ancestor, journal of Family History WA,
continues to provide a wealth of interesting articles and
promises even more in its revamped format. December
2020’s issue contains a challenging article on the
history of Karrakatta Cemetery and the process of
cemetery redevelopment. It raises some important
questions about community attitudes to gravesites and
the space required for ongoing burials. The Convict
Special Interest Group seems to be always busy and
some important convict histories are emerging to
enrich our understanding of colonial WA.
The Nelson Society of Australia researches and
promotes a wider understanding of the central role of
Lord Horatio Nelson in establishing British dominance
of the maritime military environment of the 19th
century. His victory at the Battle of Trafalgar in 1805
established that dominance by eliminating the
combined Spanish and French naval capability.
Britain’s maritime dominance throughout the 19th
century was the fundamental precondition in the
successful establishment of its worldwide Empire and
the establishment of Australia as a single country
occupying the entire continent was possible only under
the umbrella of that dominance. If you would like to
attend the next meeting of the Society, please contact
the Secretary, David Agostini – agostini@iinet.net.au
or 0419 905 403. Meetings are held at St Ives Murdoch
retirement village.

The Butter Factory was officially handed back to
Busselton Historical Society in July 2020, more than
two years after the fire in March 2018. It was a long
hard road and the Society emphasises the crucial work
of then President Sandra Johnston who steered the
Society through the worst, negotiating with the City of
Busselton, Heritage Council and insurance company.
She held everyone together and kept members busy
and informed.
Most of us know of the crucial importance of the local
volunteer bushfire brigades in the lives of suburbanfringe and rural districts. They provide a vital
community service. Darlington History Group
reports that member Cliff Burns has completed another
book on the Darlington locality, this time about the
history of the Darlington Volunteer Bush Fire Brigade.
A successful launch was held late last year and you can
purchase the book directly from Cliff — 9299 6696.
Most of us head to the beach in summer but there are
always perils! Koorabup, journal of Denmark
Historical Society, re-prints Jack Ferrier’s
reminiscence of negotiating beach tracks before 4WDs.
He and his wife got bogged on the way back from
Water Fall beach and he recounts his embarrassment at
having to appeal to a local farmer to tow them out and
his gratitude for the assistance. How many variants of
that story are there?
Kalamunda & Districts Historical Society reports
some good news from 2020: because of pandemic
travel restrictions, the History Village recorded higherthan-usual visitor numbers as West Australians found
local places to visit. The journal’s summer issue
contains much interesting research on Kalamunda’s
timber industry, especially on Barton’s Mill and John
Alexander Barton.

Diary Dates
• Tues 9 Mar 10:30am to noon: Rescheduled Hon
Life Members & Life Members Morning Tea
• Wed 17 Mar 6pm: Gen Mtg - Great Southern
Railway in late 19th century, towns of Eticup &
Moorambine.
• Fri 19 Mar 10 for 10:30am: Community Talk Personal Archives Panel
• Wed 24 Mar 10:30am to noon: Members'
Morning Tea at Nedlands Yacht Club

Melville History Society has organised a group visit to
the WA Museum Boola Bardip on 15 March. Many of
us will be following suit, keen to see the new
museum’s wonderful new exhibitions.

• Tue 6 Apr 10:30am: Tuesday Treasures - The
Tea Set
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Stories from the Storerooms

Numerous souvenirs were made for the occasion.
Delicate gold pick and shovel brooches, celebrating the
spectacular riches to be found on WA’s goldfields,
were for sale. Larard Brothers, jewellers of Melbourne,
made some of these mementoes and they bear the
copyright registration mark ‘6N Reg’. ‘17 4 94’ was
when ‘W.A.6’ was registered in WA or ‘6N Reg’. ‘29 3
94’ was for Melbourne. Our brooch was made in
Melbourne as it bears the earlier date marks when the
design was registered in Victoria as ‘Vic.720’. It also
bears the stamps of 15 and a golden fleece indicating
that it is 15ct gold (ie 15 parts out of 24), a star over a
heraldic bar which is the identifying maker’s mark for
Larard Brothers. Each of these marks is within a six or
eight-sided cartouche. Larard Bros was also stamped on
the handle of the pick. They were certainly advertising
who made the piece. Many of these brooches also bear
a lettered arch spelling Coolgardie above the pick and
shovel. Two of the Larard brothers were in WA at the
time, no doubt selling these works. Whether they made
any jewellery here has not been traced.
Planning for the exhibition originally focused on gold
but expanded to a wider project ‘to test the suitability of
machines to local requirements, to promote and foster
industry, Science and Art, to encourage invention and
to stimulate commerce’. The colonial government gave
land to provide a Mining Exhibition, School of Mines,
Technological Institute, Geological Museum and for
municipal purposes. Soon there were buildings
surrounding a quadrangle with couch lawn and grottoes,
pot plants, shrubs and fountains. The main exhibition
building housed the exhibition’s administration, a
concert hall and the agricultural exhibition hall. The
other wings were constructed of galvanised iron. A
blaze in 1929 destroyed most of these buildings.

Souvenirs of the Coolgardie Exhibition 1899

Source: Western Mail, Christmas 1899, p. 49.

When gold rush Western Australia was the focus of
international attention a grand stone building was
constructed in Coolgardie, the first town on the eastern
goldfields. It was the frontispiece of an International
and Mining Exhibition held from 21 March to 1 July
1899. Crowds travelled from Perth by train to see the
exhibits that by June had attracted 55,000 visitors.
Some purchased the numerous souvenirs, such as this
commemorative medallion acquired at the exhibition
and donated to the Society in 1942 by A Wilson.

Silver souvenir medallion struck for the Coolgardie Exhibition,

Gold was discovered in WA in payable quantities in the
1880s and the subsequent gold rush transformed life in
the hitherto struggling colony. New communications
networks were established and cities flowered almost
overnight. In short time the shanty towns and miners’
shacks of the bush turned to 'fine wide streets, lit with
electric light, [and] handsome buildings' which
impressed travellers such as May Vivienne who
experienced 'every elegance of comfort that could be
suggested' in Coolgardie in 1901. Gold was producing
88 per cent of the colony’s wealth. While the rest of
Australia and most of the world were in depression
miners, engineers, financiers and goldsmiths commuted
between here, the USA and South Africa.

May Creeth, 1898, Grevillea Wilsonii,
Leschenaultia biloba, and an unusual
and grass wattle Acacia
willdenowiana. Private collection.

The Agricultural Hall housed the usual agricultural
products, even including flax, wool, cotton and silk. Fine
Arts was housed in this section with special mention
going to wildflower paintings by May Creeth and scenes
by Marie Tuck. There was a Women’s Industrial Court
featuring ‘fancy work and useful articles’. A splendid
array of samples was displayed in the Mineral Court.
Afternoon tea was dispensed in the Ceylon Court and an
orchestra gave three concerts per day.
Dr Dorothy Erickson
Sources
Dorothy Erickson, ‘Aspects of stylistic and social influence
on the practice of gold and silversmithing in Western
Australia 1829-1965’. PhD, UWA, 1991. vol 1 ch 2.
May Vivienne, Travels in Western Australia: Being a
Description of the Various Cities and Towns, Goldfields and
Agricultural Districts of that State, Heineman, London, 1902.
Western Mail, Christmas number 1899, various pages.
Western Mail, 1 August 1929, p. 26.

15ct gold brooch made by Larard Brothers, Little Collins Street, Melbourne.
It is 65mm wide. The donor is unknown. It was donated some years ago and
placed in a bank vault from which it was retrieved in 1988. MA1988.152a-b.
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Commemorating Edith Cowan

woman, like cats, should be at home. Some opposed
woman on juries when Edith was working to achieve
this — because they believed that ‘at least once a
month, no woman is quite sane’.
Months before visiting York in 1925, Edith was an
Australian delegate to an International Conference in
the USA, and gave three presentations. Tragically, on
her way home, she learnt of the death of her son,
Norman. He was one of her five children.
Edith was in familiar territory in York, both the
Cowans and Browns having spent significant periods
of time there and both families residing at ‘Grass
Dale’. Kenneth Brown, her father, came to ‘Grass
Dale’ aged four, and lived there for eight years, before
the family moved to ‘Glengarry’.
As if Edith’s life wasn’t challenging enough as a child
with the loss of her mother and her relocation to Perth,
near her grandmother Eliza Brown, by fifteen years of
age her father was hanged for shooting his second wife
in a drunken rage. Imagine coping with that as a
teenager in a small community.

This month, on 12 March, we commemorate the
centenary of Edith Cowan’s election to the Western
Australian parliament in 1921. She was the first
woman to serve in any Australian parliament, her
victory therefore a milestone on the long road of
women’s progress towards full public citizenship. It is
an anniversary to honour! It will be commemorated in
an exhibition at Old Court House Law Museum, to be
launched on 16 April for Perth Heritage Weekend and
will continue for approximately three months.
Below member Hilary Silbert reports on another
commemoration of Edith Cowan’s community work.
On 9 December last, 95
years ago, Edith Cowan
visited York for the opening
of the Edith Cowan
Maternity Wing in Brook
Street. By that date Edith
was 64 years old, married to
James Cowan, and had
achieved so much! She had
been Australia’s first
woman parliamentarian,
only the second woman in
the British Empire and the
first in the Southern
Hemisphere to be awarded
Edith Cowan in 1925, when
an
OBE, one of the first
she opened the Edith Cowan
women
officers in the
Maternity Wing in Brook
Children’s Court, then a JP.
Street, York.
She had campaigned for the
opening of the first maternity hospital in Subiaco, and
then in York, fought for the establishment of the House
of Mercy, now Ngala, and was a founder of a range of
organisations, including the RSPCA, Women’s Service
Guild, Karrakatta Club (the oldest women’s club in
Australia) and the National Council of Women. This is
just a sample of her activities! She was quite amazing at
the time and even today no one nears her level of
community involvement.

John Dawson, President of the Friends of York Hospital, Hilary
Silbert and Chris Johnson, Manager York Hospital.

The Edith Cowan Maternity Wing, York.

Edith was born on the farming property of Glengarry,
Geraldton, which bred and exported horses. At six
years of age, her mother, Mary Dircksey Brown, died
in childbirth. This tragedy influenced Edith for the rest
of her life. She saw women in poor health from many
pregnancies and there was a belief that babies should
be born at home, without specialist nursing. She fought
for sex education in schools, maternity hospitals for
married and unmarried mothers, and trained midwives.
This was against the backdrop of the belief that,

You may wonder how December’s commemoration
came about. Chris Johnston, Health Service manager at
York Hospital, supported the idea of the
commemoration, and John Dawson and the Friends of
York Hospital funded the plaque. I am grateful to them
both.
Hilary Silbert, founder, Edith Dircksey
Cowan Commemoration
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The role of the fashion doll
in Swan River Colony

you were ‘worthy of your class’. Complaints came
from the colony’s ladies that what arrived off the boats
was ‘old trumpery’, and the merchants shipping them
out were considered even more ‘old trumpery’. This
worry gave credence to the rise of one trade above all
others — dressmaking. The town’s dressmakers were
financial winners. Mrs Foster wrote to her sister that
she earned more in one single day dressmaking than
she could ‘back home’ (England) in one week.

Swan River Colony’s lady settlers well understood
their society’s assumption that dress and class were
intrinsically linked; that fashionable appearance could
influence one’s social standing, particularly in the
small colony. Dress ‘manners’ were important to
settlers, and what they most feared was the possibility
that how they dressed might be considered unworthy of
their class. No one understood this better than Ellen
Stirling, the Governor’s wife, who from the start
promoted dress standards for the colony’s women. She
was much admired for always wearing ‘nice clothes
and dressing for dinner’ even while she and Governor
Stirling lived in the large canvas tent called
Government House. They hosted many balls and
dinner parties, and at one late night ball that continued
until 4am with ‘much gaiety and so much dressing’, a
competition was held to select the Belle of the Ball.
First prize went to Mrs Byrne wearing a ‘white muslin
dress shimmering with bugle beads’. So highly did the
ladies value being fashionable that Mary Wollaston,
desperate for something new to wear, traded three of
her geese for a silk bonnet.

Mary Shaw recalled that,
as a young girl, relatives
sent her mother cut-out
patterns of the latest
sleeve styles, and dolls
dressed in up-to-theminute European
fashions, for dressmakers
to copy. She was later
allowed to play with the
discarded fashion dolls.

Early 19th century fashion doll;
from private collection.

Criticism began to circulate that settler women were
over-dressed and wore impractical garments unsuited
to their situation; but the influential Perth Gazette,
countered this by reporting from the first Fremantle
Races ‘fashionably dressed ladies and gentlemen
promenaded to and fro in dress of the highest standard
far more observed than in England, for we are a very
well dressed and particular people’.

Regency dress belonging to
Gertude Bostock. C1951-28a.
RWAHS collection

This inevitably led to the vexed question of how and
where to find the next fashionable outfit to show that

The working fashion doll
shown here is an example of
those that Mary Shaw
played with. Probably the
oldest fashion doll surviving
from colonial Western
Australia, she dates between
1812 and 1830. Hand-carved
from pine, she is known as a
tuck comb doll because of
the small gilded tiara on her
head (a Regency fashion
trend). Despite being 200
years old, a little age-worn
with traces of original gesso
skin and minus an arm, she
still retains her haughty
model’s look, beady eyes
and pierced ears with tiny
earrings. The doll’s
articulated long legs and
body were well suited to her
job as a working model
shipped around the world
displaying the latest fashions
to out-of-touch Regency
colonial women. Her
splendid figure shape
suggests she was made to
show off the latest empirestyle dresses.

One such is the hand-embroidered muslin empire-style dress
belonging to Gertrude Bostock of Munster House,
Winchester, whose father was the first rector of St John’s
Church, Fremantle. With its high waist and dropped bust line
it was worn with flat pump shoes. The short sleeves pull up
into a tulip shape and are trimmed with narrow hand-stitched
lace. The back of the dress is gathered high and falls into a
long train.

Jo Pearson
References

Ian Berryman (ed), Swan River Letters vol 1.
George Fletcher Moore, Diary of Ten Years Eventful Life of
an Early Settler in Western Australia.
The Wollaston Journals vol 3

Perth Gazette & WA Journal, 28 November 1835 p. 605.
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Black Jack the Pirate
Member Gillian Flecker shares with us her fascination with Western Australia’s only known resident pirate. This
story from WA’s southern shores in the 1830s has been assembled from our library resources.

The sealers

Black Jack was an African-American seaman whose real name was John Anderson. He arrived from one of the
many American ships cruising the waters close to southern Australia. Some were searching for seals to obtain their
valuable skins; others were hunting whales because whale oil was a valued commodity for lighting lamps. Early
colonist William Nairne Clark reported in 1842 on the violent behaviour of sealers along the south coast, attacking
Aboriginal camps, killing the men and carrying away the women. ‘Even now, in talking of these marauders, the
natives describe them with symptoms of loathing and innate hatred’. Nairne Clark pointed particularly to one
individual — Black Jack Anderson.
One of the most daring of these people was a man of colour by the name of Anderson, and
lawless as these men were, they looked up to him with a sort of dread. Anderson usually
carried a brace of pistols about him, knowing that he held his life by a very precarious tenure.
According to Nairne Clark, Anderson’s fearsome reputation was enhanced by a story of
a visible dead body.
One of his crew met with an untimely end near Doubtful Island Bay, and the body was
to be seen some years ago, lying under a fall of water, with the throat cut from ear to ear.
The constant wash of the water kept it in a state of good preservation. Many were the
conjectures respecting this body, and suspicions of foul play on the part of Anderson
were loudly expressed, but no information was ever laid before the authorities, and if
any of his crew were entrusted with the buried secret, they faithfully kept it.
There are different versions of how Black Jack and his pirate gang set up their hideout
on one of the islands in the Recherche group, south of Esperance. Also the dates are
disputed but most point to his arrival in 1835 and death in 1837.
courtesy Esperance Express

Arrival on Middle Island

It seems likely that Black Jack jumped his sealer ship and was living on Kangaroo Island off South Australia,
where he gathered a group of ruffians. They decided to try their luck at sealing in the west and sailed on the
Mountaineer bound for Albany. The captain agreed to drop Anderson and his crew off at Middle Island, the biggest
of the islands in the Recherche group, which they chose because of its ample fresh water. It also had a huge cave
suitable for shelter and a pink lake. The beach was accessible only in fine weather, which was ideal for their plans
for the future. Three Aboriginal women were part of Anderson’s group. The group built housing, a stone well and
garden, and began to hunt for seals; but that was not all they did.

A pirate’s life

With his gang of equally ruthless followers, Black Jack began to prey on sailing ships that rounded the coast en
route to Sydney. They stole cargo and demanded valuables and money from the passengers and killed those who
refused. They also traded their sealskins. They stowed their booty in the cave or buried it, and legend grew that
they amassed a great fortune. Over the years keen treasure hunters from Esperance have been digging on the island
and in the cave but with no luck yet! However the occasional old coins that have been found on the island have
strengthened the story.

A court case

Historical evidence about Black Jack’s life on Middle Island is scarce but some information is revealed in
depositions taken in 1835 during a court case in Albany brought by James Manning who briefly lived on Middle
Island as part of the group. He accused Anderson of stealing his money. Manning with shipwrecked colonist James
Newell had been put ashore by Anderson to walk to Albany or perish. They just managed to reach the port although
they were ‘reduced almost to skeletons’, Albany resident magistrate Richard Spencer reported. The ensuing court
case saw much conflicting testimony, and the case was lost with Anderson free to return to his island, which he did.
Readers of the colony’s early newspapers, the Perth Gazette and the Inquirer were shocked and probably
fascinated by the stories told about him. The Inquirer reported that the pirate hideout was ‘the resort of a set of
lawless desperadoes composed of runaway convicts and sealers etc’.

The end

Black Jack’s charmed lifestyle did not last long however. It was thought that, on Christmas Day 1837, while he was
asleep, his gang fell on him and cut his throat from ear to ear. His body was buried on another island. However the
facts surrounding his death cannot be definitely established. Journalist and historian Paul Hasluck wrote an account
in the West Australian in 1929, under the pen name of ‘Polygon’, taking dramatic licence to re-imagine the events
and propose that an Aboriginal woman named Dinah killed him. Whatever the details, Black Jack was dead and
buried, probably in 1837.

Archaeologists

His two-year reign of terror was finally over but what of his treasure? Over the years archaeologists have taken teams
to examine Middle Island to look for artefacts (and treasure) left by the pirates. David Guilfoyle, Managing Director
of Applied Archaeology Australia and Ross Anderson, maritime archaeologist at the WA Museum, have conducted
digs. But no treasure has been found. However tour guides from Esperance are delighted to take you to Middle Island
and tell you of the exploits of our only resident pirate. Perhaps you might even take your spade for a dig?
Sources
William Nairne Clark, To the Editor, Perth Gazette & Western Australian Journal, 8 October 1842, pp. 3-4.
‘Polygon’, ‘Black Anderson. A Story of the South Coast’, West Australian, 31 August 1929, p. 5.
Esperance Express, 17 June 1993.
West Australian, 2 July 1974, 6 April 1996.
S J & J N Florisson, ‘On the trail of Black Jack Anderson’, Lee Steere essay prize entry, 1996.
A Paterson & C Souter, ‘Report on historical archaeological expedition to Middle & Boxer Islands, Recherche Archipelago
WA’, 2006. Dept of Maritime Archaeology, WA Museum, 222.
7

History West, March 2021

Book Review
Ron K Forsyth & Ian K Forsyth, A Hazardous
Life: Captain George Forsyth (1843-1894),
Mariner and First Harbour Master for the
Colony of Western Australia, Maritime Heritage
Association 2019. In Library and Bookshop $29.
Reviewer: Steve Errington
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