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Brian Fox is a well known bushwalker with an extensive list of published books; his paper
published here is the result of discoveries made during some of his walks. Herein he tackles
the topic of the history of little known ways that intrepid miners used to reach their goals at the
base of cliffs in the Katoomba area. One was a set of wire rope ladders that miners installed in
c.1919 to reach a coal seam on the western side of Katoomba near Cahills Lookout. The second
was a set of ladders constructed in c.1889 on the western side of Narrow Neck Plateau for John
Britty North; they gave his employees reasonably quick access to the Glen Shale Mines in the
Megalong Valley.

Chris Betteridge has followed on from John Low (Issue 9, pp.1-22) in tackling aspects of travel
to the Jenolan Caves. The larger part of this account is of the motorised vehicles used in the
early 20th Century, and of some of the potential hazards of the journey; it is well illustrated by
photographs of identified vehicles. Also in this paper is a concise discussion of travel to, and
over, the Upper Blue Mountains by trains such as The Caves Express and of the locomotives
involved. It is a companion paper to the author’s account of the development of Caves House
and of the gardens at Jenolan (Issue 9, pp.23-42).

The last paper is by Harry Dillon and is a thoughtful reflection on the installations of
monuments at Mount York in c.1913 to mark the centenary of the crossing of the Blue
Mountains by Blaxland, Lawson and Wentworth. It includes details of the events held to
accompany those installations. The author also evaluates the 1951 re-enactment of the 1813
crossing, and on the subsequent bicentenary events in 2013, at times of changed cultural values.

For the convenience of readers, at the end of this issue there is a cumulative list of the papers
that were published in Issues 1 to 9.

Extracts from this publication may be reproduced provided that the source is fully
acknowledged.

Dr Peter C. Rickwood,
Editor
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Abstract
Stockades were created in the Blue
Mountains to house convicts while they were
constructing roads, the first was at Woodford
and then in 1844 the second opened at
Blackheath where many buildings had been
constructed. In addition to those for
prisoners, there was a hospital of sorts and a
house for the Superintendent. Closure in
1849 brought the need to relocate all of the
prisoners and to sell the land, the buildings
and various stores but sales continued for
decades. Herein are copies of the original
illustrations and descriptions of the principal
buildings. In additon brief accounts of those

who filled the positions of Superintendent,
Surgeon and Clerk in the 1844-1849 interval
have been compiled from primary sources.
This paper is complimentary to the very
different account of the Blackheath Stockade
written by Siobhán Lavelle in 2005.

Key words: Stockade, convict, Bull, Rogers,
Gledhill, Blackheath, Blue Mountains

INTRODUCTION
The Scotch Thistle Inn at Blackheath, which
opened in 1831, remained the only building in
the area until several dwellings were opened
for the Stockade in 1844 (Figure 2).

NSW Government Gazette, 4 July 1848, p.822.
Figure 1. Colonial Secretary’s announcement.
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the buildings and the occupants.
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Belatedly, explanations of the intended
purpose of the Stockade at Blackheath were
published four years after it had been opened
and not long before it was closed. Thus in
1848 the Colonial Secretary (Thomson
1848d) issued a notice stating the Governor’s
directive (Figure 1).

Establishment
Construction of the Stockade seems to have
started in 1843 for on 10 January 1844
Captain Bull of the 99th Regiment, then
stationed at 20 Mile Hollow (i.e. Woodford),
wrote to the Colonial Secretary:

“Submitting Requisitions for Stores ...
urgently required in consequence of
erecting a new Stockade at Blackheath
now in progress ... the Majority of Articles
are wanted for the new Buildings at
Blackheath ... my teams are fully engaged
at Blackheath.” (Bull 1844a).

To this was added a notation by an unknown
person in the Colonial Secretary's office:

“Captn Bull seems to have some expensive
Buildings in contemplation - but I know of
none that have been authorised. I cannot
sanction the requisition without further
Explanation.”.

But writing from 20 Mile Hollow on 20
January 1844 Bull penned his explanation
regarding his requisition:

“I have the honor to State that in
Compliance with Instructions received
from Coll. Barney, previous to his
departure from the Colony, I am now
busily engaged in erecting a new Stockade
at Blackheath where there are Seven Miles
in length of a Road to make, and that in
consequence of the distance from this
place being 21 Miles, very little of the
Materials of this Stockade can be removed
especially the Iron Gang Boxes they are in
such a dilapidated State, Some of them
being upwards of nine Years in Use & the
Bottom Timbers are rotten; I laid a plan of
the Huts I am now Building for the Gang
& Military etc., before Coll. Barney who

approved of them, they being less
expensive and more secure then the Boxes
now used; for this Work and the repairs of
hand Carts etc, the Nails were required.”
(Bull 1844c).

The notation made on the side of this letter
indicates that the sum of £1106:17:6 had been
allocated for the Blue Mountains Iron Gang
for 1844 and was required to cover all
expenses excepting rations and clothing for
the convicts.
[The construction plans for these boxes were
reproduced by Rosen (2006, p.152)].

But the perceived needs had not ended for
Captain Bull wrote to the Colonial Secretary
on 12 January 1844:

“Applying for use of additional oxen to
complete Stockade at Blackheath.”
“in consequence of the quantity of Logs,
Slabs etc required to be drawn from the
Bush a considerable distance to the site of
the new Stockade now in progress at
Blackheath... so as to have the Stockade
ready for occupation in March next.” (Bull
1844b).

By mid 1844 construction had progressed
sufficiently for Bull to move his contingent
from Woodford to Blackheath on 16 July
1844 leaving a soldier and a prisoner to
protect the premises at 20 Mile Hollow from

“.. being destroyed by the Bullock Drivers
etc, which had been the case with other
Government Buildings.” (Bull 1844e).

Appearance
Governor Sir Charles A. Fitzroy visited
Blackheath on 12 November 1846,
accompanied by his cousin Lt Colonel
Godfrey Charles Mundy who wrote:

“Suddenly the highway became Smooth
as a bowling-green, beautifully
macadamized; and our carriages trundled
on the nails of their new tire-irons into
Blackheath; for here resides Captain Bull
of the 99th Regiment – a Colossus of
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Mitchell Library, XVIB/BLAH/1
Figure 2. Plan of Blackheath Stockade (Gledhill 1849a)

[Note that unconventionally this plan is oriented South to North]



roads, in his way – as is testified by the
great improvement he has wrought upon
them to a considerable distance on either
side of his station.

The settlement of Blackheath consists of a
convict stockade under charge of that
officer, and a pretty good inn – Gardner’s,
more lately Bloodsworth’s. The
commandant’s house is backed against the
bush, overlooking the cantonments of his
detachment and the huts of the prisoners
under his orders. The barracks and convict
‘boxes’ form a little hamlet of some two
dozen buildings of white-washed slabs
with tall stone chimneys, laid out on a
rocky plateau cleared of trees, and
commanding a prospect of melancholy and
desolate sterility....” (Mundy 1852,
pp.158-159).

That account led to the name of Bull
becoming almost synonymous with that of
the Blackheath Stockade.

A survey of the buildings was made in
January 1849 (Anonymous 1849a) just prior
to the closure of the Stockade which was
mapped in March 1849 (Figure 2 - Gledhill
1849a) and those plans (presumably tracings
- Gledhill 1849c) were sent to Horace
Charlton on 8 May (Charlton 1849a) so that
he could make an audit (Charlton 1849b).

The Stockade was essentially a small village,
the layout of which is shown in Figure 2
which is the original version of a more clearly
annotated, and a more useful, illustration
created by Campbell in 1924 which has been
reproduced in many publications (e.g.
Yeaman 1976, p.30). The Superintendent’s
Quarters were on the crest of the ridge south
of the present day Leichhardt Street, and
other buildings were spread along the western
side of that ridge from the southern boundary
of the playground of the present Blackheath
Public Primary School (F - Superintendent’s
“Shed and Stockyard”; Charlton 1849e. -

Mitchell Library, XVIB/BLAH/1
Figure 3. Note written on the right hand side of Figure 2.
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Mitchell Library, XVIB/BLAH/1
Figures 4 & 5. The Superintendent’s House or Quarters:

Elevation and Plan (Gledhill 1849b) - north at the bottom.



Figure 6) - to opposite the Sutton Lane (GG -
“Soldiers’ Quarters”; Charlton 1849e. -
Figure 6). The Paddock extended down to
c.30 Shipley Road and more distant was the
Cemetery in what is now Railway Avenue.

The description of the buildings written on
the right hand side of Figure 2. has been
enlarged and reproduced as Figure 3.

Buildings
(a) Superintendent’s
In March 1849 Percival Gledhill (1849b)
drew both an elevation (Figure 4) of the
Superintendent’s House and a plan of the
modest interior (Figure 5). Situated on the
top of a ridge the front of the house faced
north and had just two windows from which
the prisoners’ buildings could be observed.
The building was just 54’ 0” x 25’ 9” (16.46m
x 7.85m) and at the front it had a wide
verandah supported by eight equi-spaced
pillars.

Gledhill (1849a) added to his stockade plan
(Figure 3)

“The Superintendent’s Quarters are a good
substantial Weatherboard Building in good
repair with excellent Boarded floors.
Ceilings and walls of all the Rooms
plastered and the rooms skirted and fitted
up with many Conveniences.”

The interior (Figure 5) was bilaterally
symmetrical with four rooms on each side of
a central corridor. External front and rear
doors opened onto that corridor and from it
were entrances to each of the four largest
rooms; three of those were connected to
smaller rooms at corners of the building - the
exception being at the NW corner. Those four
large rooms had fireplaces that vented into
two chimneys so giving separated heating to
the eastern and western sides of the house.
The northern pair were 15’ x 14’ (4.57m x
4.27m) and the southern pair slightly smaller
15’ x 10’ 3” (4.57m x 3.12m); it is conjected
that all of those four rooms were for living

uses rather that sleeping but the plan does not
signify their purpose. Two other doors off the
verandah gave access to the front corner
rooms each 10’ 3” x 10’ (3.12 m x 3.05 m); the
NE room was probably a bedroom as it had an
entrance into a living room but the NW corner
room was solitary with only one door to the
verandah so maybe that was the
Superintendent’s office.

The kitchen was a separate building off to the
SW; not known are where the washroom and
latrine facilities were located. Descriptions of
the other buildings in the Superintendent’s
Quarters were provided by Lavelle (2005,
p.46).

An account of the archaeology of the site of
the Superintendent’s Quarters, now occupied
by the Blackheath Public Primary School, is
beyond the scope of this paper. Readers are
directed to the publications by Lavelle (1994)
and Lavelle & Rosen (1993). Heritage
considerations were discussed by Lavelle
(2005, pp.48-49).

(b.) Military and Convict Buildings
In 1846 Mundy found that

“The barracks and convict ‘boxes’ form a
little hamlet of some two dozen buildings
of white-washed slabs with tall stone
chimneys, laid out on a rocky plateau
cleared of trees, and commanding a
prospect of melancholy and desolate
sterility....” (Mundy 1852, pp.158-159).

and when surveying the Stockade at the time
of its closure, Gledhill (1849a) added to his
plan (Figure 3)

“The whole of the Buildings Composing
the Stockade, ... are formed of Slabs and
Bark Roofs.”

Detailed descriptions, and a comprehensive
listing of the lesser buildings, were published
by Lavelle (2005, pp.44-46) but the medical
facilities are discussed below.

Closure of Blackheath Stockade

Go to Index 6
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The Police Magistrate of Bathurst (Colonel
Morisset) wrote to the Governor in November
1848 pointing out the dilapidated state of the
roads and:

“requested that the road party should be
removed from Black Heath (where the
road is in excellent good order) to such
parts as require immediate repairs.”
(Anonymous 1848d)

The gist of this letter was repeated in a
subsequent newspaper editorial (Anonymous
1848e) that was cited in the following January
(Anonymous 1849a), but this plea is unlikely
to have had that effect for the work to vacate
the Blackheath Stockade was already afoot.

On 15th. January 1849, Lieutenant Lawrence
Hartshorne Scott of the 11th Foot Regiment,
the Superintendent of Blackheath Stockade at
the time, submitted (Scott 1849b)

“... a report on the state of Blackheath
Stockade on the 12th. of this month”
(Elyard 1849e; also see Anonymous
1849b).

Three days later he was sent instructions:
“... that the Stockade at Blackheath is to be
broken up on the 1st. April next, and that
the Convicts therein are to be removed to
Cockatoo Island ...” (Elyard 1849c)

and thereafter
“the services of the Military Detachment
now at Blackheath will be no longer
required” (Elyard 1849d).

Indeed, the Military Justice at Cockatoo
Island was told to expect the prisoners who
were to be kept

“... there according to their just deserts and
the time they have yet to serve.” (Elyard
1849b).

Even though the demise of the Stockade had
been ordered, the Superintendent continued to
increase his staff, trying to hire a Blacksmith
(Scott 1849c) and some attendants (Principal
Superintendent of Convicts 1849). Then a
communication from Lieutenant Scott
(1849f) on 19 March 1849 indicated

“his intention of removing the convicts in
two Detachments (instead of three
previously stated) the first to move from
Blackheath on the 28 Inst. and the second
the following day ...” (Elyard 1849j)

Consequent to this, further instructions were
issued on 24 March 1849 to march the
convicts (about 30 of them) to Parramatta
from where they were to be conveyed to
Cockatoo Island by steamer (Elyard 1849i,j;
Yeaman 1976, p.174) and the Military to
Sydney also by steamer.

Preparations for the evacuation proceeded
speedily so the Stockade was vacated on
Thursday 29 March 1849, three days ahead of
the original schedule. The second and last
division set out on that day making overnight
stops at Twenty Mile Hollow and Penrith so
that they reached Parramatta on the evening
of Saturday 31 March 1849 (Scott 1849i) –
quite a walk! Then the convicts were shipped
onwards to Cockatoo Island but the three
draught horses were left at the Dockyard
(Storekeeper 1849) and four days later were
ordered to be sold (Elyard 1849o). On 4 April
Lieutenant Scott (1849j) reported to the
Colonial Secretary that the delivery of the
prisoners and stores had been effected.

Two soldiers were left at the Blackheath
Stockade to guard the buildings and
equipment but Thomson (1849a) indicated
that Capt. Bull had been instructed to
undertake these arrangements so these
soldiers should not be required! (see Deputy
Adjutant General 1849).

Disposal
Both Lieutenant Scott (1849e,h) and Police
Magistrate Atkins (1849a,b) reported to The
Colonial Secretary concerning the disposal of
the stores and the horses. Most of the stores
& tools etc. were ordered to be loaded into a
dray and pulled by bullocks to Sydney
(Elyard 1849k, instructions 12-15 of 18) but
some items were to be left in the care of the
Clerk (i.e. Percival Gledhill) as were the



stores selected for sale (Elyard 1849m).
Those unserviceable stores were sold
(Colonial Storekeeper 1849a,c) on the spot
and raised £41 so in May authorisation was
given for the sale of the bullocks and a timber
carriage (Elyard 1849q) the result of which
was reported by the Colonial Storekeeper in
June (Colonial Storekeeper 1849b).

When Captain Bull was again responsible for
stockade matters (1 June 1849 – 30
September 1849), he was told that:

“... His Excellency the Governor approves
of a Horse, Cart, Tools etc. which were left
at The Weatherboard on the breaking up of
the Blackheath Stockade, for the
convenience of the Prisoners employed in
constructing the Bridge at that place, being
removed to Hartley and disposed of by
public Auction..” (Elyard 1849r).

Moreover, Bull and the Colonial Storekeeper
were ordered to arrange the sale (Elyard
1849s).

Disposal of the Medical items was raised by
Dr Rogers (1849b,c,d) and subsequently
instructions were issued viz: Medical stores
were to be sent to Cockatoo Island and a list
to the Colonial Secretary’s Office (Elyard
1849h); books and records were to be handed
to the Principal Superintendent of Convicts,
except for the Medical books (Elyard 1849f,
items 9 and 10). However a fortnight later
those Medical items were ordered to be
handed to Dr Hill (Elyard 1849l,n), the
Principal Medical Officer for the Convict
Service at Parramatta (Elyard 1849k, item
16). Unserviceable medical items were
ordered to be sold on the spot so were to be
put in the care of Heyward Atkins (Blue Book
1849, p.328), the Police Magistrate of Hartley
(Elyard 1849l).
There was a previous arrangement that the
stores and buildings were to be left in the care
of two soldiers but as General Wynyard had
ordered that no Military were to be left on the
Blue Mountains the Police Magistrate at
Hartley was to take charge of the buildings

(Elyard 1849j; Thomson 1849a; Searle 1980;
p.25). This was to be an interim measure for
the final carer of the buildings was to be the
Colonial Architect (Elyard 1849k) who also
had to arrange for their sale.

The sale of the Stockade was discussed by the
Surveyor General in a letter dated 21 March
1849 (Mitchell 1849a) and Charlton reported
(1849d) on 19 June 1849:

“I have the honour to enclose a Plan
together with a list and description of the
buildings and other information on two
portions of land occupying the site of the
late Blackheath Convict Establishment. In
estimating their value, I was assisted by
Mr Gledhill, the Stockade Clerk, who,
from his profession of an architect, is
enabled to form a tolerably correct idea of
the value of such improvements.”

At the end of his detailed report Charlton
(1849b) wrote:

“These Buildings and Improvements are
well adapted for a private residence, a
house of accommodation or Stores. The
Cottage is well situated & commands a
fine view. Estimated Value of
Improvements: From £90 to £100.”

However, the buildings were still owned by
the Government in 1851 (Brown 1851).

Under instructions issued by Surveyor
General T.L. Mitchell on 2 May 1849, the
Stockade land was subdivided by Surveyor
Charlton (Yeaman 1976, p.34) and the plan
was submitted on 19 June (Charlton 1849c,d).

But the land was not formally surveyed until
October (Mitchell 1849b) and a schedule for
subdivision was completed by 16 October
1849 (Mitchell 1849c). However it was a
year later, in August 1850, that the land was
released by the Government (Thomson 1850,
p.1306, col.2) and sale of the two lots was still
being sought in 1877 (Under Secretary for
Lands 1877)
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“When the stockade at the Blackheath was
broken up, tollgates were placed on the
road, ...”

and just two years later there was severe
criticism that the road was no longer being
properly maintained (Anonymous 1851). In
the 1850s the house of the former
Superintendent of the Stockade was occupied
by a Mounted Police Station and a lockup,
part of the Western Road Patrol (Yeaman,
1976, p.31).

Staff
The 1848 Blue Book (1848, p.342) listed 50
staff positions at the Blackheath Stockade viz:

(a.) Assistant Engineer and Superintendent
(b.) Medical Attendant (which was called

a Surgeon in 1849)
(c.) Stockade Clerk
(d.) Stockade Constable
(e.) Principal Overseers (Two)
(f.) Assistant Overseers (Two)
(g.) Convict Guards (41 Soldiers)
(h.) Blacksmith

A year later a
(i.) Roman Catholic Chaplain was added
but neither the guards nor the blacksmith
were mentioned (Blue Book 1849,
p.376).

By far the most important of these men were
the Superintendent and the Surgeon so the
following account dwells mostly on those but
the identities of other staff are listed when
known.

(a.) Superintendents
The principal Superintendent during the
existence of the Blackheath Stockade was
Captain Bull and when he left the succession
was Captain Day, Lieutenant Scott, Captain
Bull again, and Thomas Brown - each for a
short period.

Captain Bull (16 July 1844 – 31 March
1848)
Captain John Edward Newell Bull (Blue
Book 1843, p.157) of the 99th. Regiment
became the ‘Assistant Engineer and
Superintendent of the Ironed Gang Stockade’
at the 20 Mile Hollow (Blue Book 1843,
p.222) in 1843 and in the following four years
his location was more vaguely given as the
‘Road over the Blue Mountains, Bathurst
Road’ (Blue Book 1844, p.228; 1845, p.226;
1846, p.230; 1847, p.242) with those entries
being listed under the Department of the
Colonial Architect !

In July 1844 Captain Bull relocated his wife
Mary and their four surviving children to the
Blackheath Stockade where they resided from
its opening (Bull 1844e) until their departure
three years and eight months later (Blue Book
1848, p.342). Two children are known to have
been born at Blackheath in that period viz.

Their eighth, Harriet Annie (Whitaker
2002, p.11) on 1 November 1845 (NSW
BDM 1845), who was taken to the Holy
Trinity Church at Kelso (N.S.W. Pioneers
Index, 1845) to be baptised.

and
Their ninth, William McCleod (Whitaker
2002, p.11) on 5 September 1847 (NSW
BDM 1847), who was baptised on 31
October 1847 by “William Lisle Church of
England” also in the Parish of Kelso (NSW
Baptism Record 1888, Vol. 32A; (N.S.W.
Pioneers Index, 1888).
[The first four children were born in Ceylon (Sri
Lanka) where three died in infancy; their fifth child
was born in Scotland, the sixth in Castlemaine,
Victoria and the seventh at 20 Mile Hollow (i.e.
Woodford). Their tenth and last child, Emily Elinor,
was born at Newcastle in 1851 during yet another
posting (Whitaker 2002, p.11).]

In the mid 1840s Bull’s New Zealand based
cousin, Eugene Bellairs, became unemployed
so in June 1845 he travelled to Blackheath
and boarded with the Bull family for seven



months. He became a great burden on the
household (Bull 1845b).

Essentially the Superintendent’s Quarters
appeared to have had only three bedrooms,
located at the SW, SE and NE corners of the
building (Figure 5), to accommodate the six
members of the Bull family in mid 1845
(parents plus Catherine, Elizabeth, Edward
Lindsay & Frederick). So probably those
rooms were designated a parental bedroom, a
bedroom for the boys and another for the
girls. One can only conjecture what
redistribution took place to provide a
bedroom for cousin Bellairs during his seven
month stay.

With the addition of Harriet Annie in
November 1845 the Bull family had become
large (Rogers 2004b) as Lt Colonel Mundy
attested when he visited in November 1846;
“The settlement of Blackheath ... a prospect
of melancholy and desolate sterility –
qualities certainly not reflected upon the
joyous countenances of the captain and his
wife, nor symbolical of his well-peopled
nursery.” (Mundy 1852, pp.158-160).

When in February 1848 it was learned that
Captain Bull was to be relocated, a public
meeting was held in Hartley to plea for his
retention at Blackheath (Chairman 1848;
Anonymous 1848a,b) although to no avail.
Bull ceased being Superintendent of the
Stockade on 31 March 1848 (Blue Book
1848, p.342) and four months later he
officially retired from the 99th Regiment on 9
August 1848

“... by the sale of his commission for the
purpose of becoming a Settler in this
Colony. Captain Bull entered Her
Majesty’s Service on the 7th April 1825.”
(Wynyard 1849).

He was a civilian in 1849 when he had an
interim spell of four months duration (1 June
– 30 September; Blue Book 1849, p.376) of
once again being in charge of the Blackheath

Stockade (Blue Book 1849, p.186) but during
that time he was also addressed as “Assistant
Engineer, Hartley” (Elyard 1849r) so he must
have had dual roles.

Bull’s connection with Blackheath ended on
4 October 1849 when he was appointed to
succeed James H. Crummer (Blue Book
1849, pp.376, 763) as

“Superintendent of the Gang of Convicts
employed in the repair of the Breakwater
at Newcastle and Visiting Magistrate”
(Elyard 1849t)

a position that he took it up on 8 October 1849
(Blue Book 1949, p.376; 1850, p.392).

Captain Day (1 April 1848 – 13 August
1848)
Captain Henry James Day, of the 99th
Regiment of Foot, was appointed by the
Governor

“…to be Assistant Engineer, and
Superintendent of Blackheath Stockade, in
the room of Captain Bull” (Thomson
1848c.).

The contingent of the 99th Regiment was
under his command (Blue Book 1843, p.161)
and Captain Day was in charge at the
Blackheath Stockade for just four and a half
months from 1 April 1848 (Blue Book 1848,
p.342) until an order was issued on the 7
August 1848 (Wynyard 1848) for the 99th to
be relieved by the 11th Regiment. A
detachment under the command of Lieutenant
Scott arrived on 14 August 1848 (Blue Book
1848, p.342; 1849, p.376) and accordingly
Scott took over as Superintendent.

Lieutenant Scott (14 August 1848 – 29
March 1849)
Lieutenant Lawrence Hartshorne Scott (Blue
Book 1848, p.342; 1849, p.376) was destined
to be the last Superintendent of the ‘active’
Stockade for it was he who effected the
closure (see below) and his appointment
lasted until 31 March 1849 (Blue Book 1849,
p.376) although he departed from the
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Stockade three days early in order to
complete the journey to Sydney before his
pay was stopped on 1 April 1849 (Elyard
1949e, item 4).

No Superintendent - Magistrate Atkins in
charge (April & May 1849)
After the closure of the Blackheath Stockade
the buildings had to be placed in charge of
somebody so temporary arrangements were
made. In a letter dated 24th. March 1849
William Elyard (1849k) instructed Lieutenant
Scott that as an interim measure the buildings
were to be left in the custody of the Police
Magistrate at Hartley, Heyward Atkins
(employed 24 Sept. 1840 – 10 Oct. 1850;
Foster 1932, p.229), and thereafter the
Colonial Architect was to take charge. It is
doubtful whether Scott received this letter
before he departed from the Blackheath
Stockade on the 29th. March for he
judiciously left two soldiers to guard the
buildings and equipment as had previously
been arranged (Elyard 1849j). A fortnight
later the Colonial Secretary, E. Deas
Thomson (1849a) abruptly reminded the
Assistant Military Secretary that Captain Bull
had been instructed to undertake these
arrangements so these soldiers should not be
required! Presumably they were withdrawn
in the third week of April and Magistrate
Atkins was in charge until Bull took over
again about five weeks later.

Captain Bull (1 June 1849 – 30 September
1849)
Although technically a civilian, Bull retained
and used his military title so it was Captain
John Edward Newell Bull who was again
appointed to take charge of the Stockade from
1 June 1849 with his former titles of Assistant
Engineer and Superintendent restored. But
the duties were very different this time
essentially being the tasks of caretaking and
disposal. His second appointment lasted just
four months until 30 September 1849 (Blue
Book 1849, p.376) after which on 8 October
1849 Bull became Superintendent of the

Breakwater at Newcastle (Blue Book 1849,
p.376) also referred to as

“the Breakwater Stockade, Newcastle”
(Thomson 1849c ; Elyard 1850a) or “... the
Stockade at Newcastle ...” (Elyard 1850b).

Brown (1 October 1849 – 31 December
1849)
For the remaining three months of 1849, Bull
was succeeded as Assistant Engineer and
Superintendent of the Blackheath Stockade
by Thomas Brown (Blue Book 1849, p.376),
the industrialist of Eskbank House, Lithgow,
who recently had been appointed Police
Magistrate at Hartley (Thomson 1849b).

(b.) Dispensers / Medical Attendants /
Surgeons
Curiously, those appointed to fill the medical
role at the Blackheath Stockade were
assigned differing titles.

Dr Tighe (? 1 April 1846 – 30 September
1846)
The first medical position at the Stockade was
listed as ‘Dispensers, Blackheath, one’ with
nobody named (Blue Book 1844, p.304;
1845, p.300). The nearest ‘Legally Qualified
Medical Practitioner’ in 1844-1845 was
William Hall Palmer, M.D. at Hartley
(Thomson et al. 1844, p.254; Dawson et al.
1845, p.129) so he may well have been
consulted in those early years of the stockade.

On 1 April 1846 a “Temporary Hospital
Blackheath” was recorded (Bull 1846) and in
that year “Tighe Patrick Thomas” was listed
as being both a ‘Legally Qualified Medical
Practitioner’ and a resident at Blackheath
(Dawson et al. 1846, p.123, col.2). So it
would seem likely that Tighe was the first
occupant of the post of Medical Officer at the
Stockade - but when he arrived has not been
established. In June 1846 the Police
Magistrate at Hartley applied for payment of
fees to

“... Drs R.J. Auld and P.S. Tighe ...”
(Atkins 1846)



(Mitchell Library MT3 810p/1788-1942/1 Sh.56)
Figures 6. Map of the Blackheath Stockade - Charlton 1849e.

[N.B. The contract for the single line road bed of the railway section from Lawson to Blackheath
was not let until 14 May 1863 (Wylie & Singleton, 1958, p.50) and the first train did not pass through
Blackheath until 1 May 1868 (Anonymous, 1868) so the route of the railway line on this plan has to
be an addition made by an unknown draftsman and not Horace Charlton.]
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for attending to a lunatic, so both would
appear to have been accredited with a title
which accords with them being fully
qualified.
[Note that Tighe’s second initial more closely
resembles an ‘S’ in both the transcribed copy of his
letter to W. Dawson (Tighe 1846) and in the listing of
Atkins (1846) letter, neither of which are in his own
handwriting.]

Dr Tighe would have occupied buildings that
Gledhill (1849a - labelled 3) described as

“The Medl. Attendant’s Quarters are of a
better construction being stuccoed and the
rooms floored and the roof shingled.”
(Gledhill 1849a - Figure 3).

Charlton (1849b) labelled them D and also
called them the “Medical Attendant’s
Quarters”. Those premises consisted of a
two-roomed slab cottage “40 x 12” (12.2 x 3.7
m.) attached to which were two small slab
huts which were used as a kitchen and a
surgery; in the present-day their
corresponding location would have been
across the NE corner of 111 Station Street
(Charlton 1849e - Figure 6 RED oval).

“A short distance in the rear is a slab hut
9ft. x 7ft. (2.7 x 2.1m.) used as the
Wardsman’s quarters” (Charlton 1849b).

More distant was a slab hut hospital (18ft. x
12ft. (5.5 x 3.7 m.)) attached to the western
end of the Prisoners Ward (labelled A;
Charlton 1849b) that was located on a site
opposite the present-day house Norwood, 209
Great Western Highway (Sec.7, Lot 5)
(Charlton 1849e - Figure 6 BLUE oval).

“As to my quarters, I regret to say that they
are not by an (sic) means, suited to the
promotion of health or comfort.” (Tighe
1846).

At the Stockade Dr Tighe’s duties involved
being responsible for the health of the
military and their families, totalling about 100
persons, plus 100 convicts (Tighe 1846)

which resulted in a daily sick list of about ten
persons. For that Tighe noted that his

“trifling pay of “2/5½d per diem”
was

“considerably less than what is allowed to
the Dispenser of Medicines employed in
Sydney Hospital” (Tighe 1846)

and inadequate for duties so onerous that they
impaired his health. Indeed, he reported
medically unfit for duty on 9 September 1846
(Dawson 1846) and a termination date of 30
September 1846 is recorded (Blue Book
1846, p.304). In order to attract a
replacement the pay was increased to 5/- per
diem, back dated to 1 September 1846
(Dawson 1846; Elyard 1846). However
Patrick Tighe must have recovered his health
for in January 1847 he was listed as practising
at Newcastle (Dawson et al. 1847, p.34).

Dr Rogers (1 October 1846 – 31 March
1849)
On 1 October 1846 (Blue Book, 1849, p.376)
Tighe was replaced by Robert Rogers, a
surgeon trained at Edinburgh University
(Cole 2002, p.9).
[née Rodger 1797-1849 - Thompson et al. 1839; that
spelling was used on his 1797 baptism record and his
university records (pers. comm. Mrs. V. Wotton, 15
Mar. 2004)]

Rogers had been accredited by the NSW
Medical Board in October 1839 when he
resided in Sydney (Thompson et al. 1839) and
annually thereafter but with Brisbane Water
as his residence from 1844 (Thompson et al.
1844, p.254) and Blackheath from 1847
(Dawson et. al. 1847, p.34).
[Note that in some copies of the Blue Book 1848,
p.342 the date of Robert Rogers appointment 1 Oct.
1846 has been struck out and replaced by 1 April 1848
and he was officially regarded as

“; transferred to the Blackheath Establishment paid
from the Colonial Treasury from 1 April 1848.”
(Blue Book 1848, p.350)].



At the end of 1846 the position was still
officially called ‘Dispenser, Blackheath, Blue
Mountain Road’ (Blue Book 1846, p.304) and
the appointee was not named; however in the
following year it is stated

“Establishment – Medical. Black-heath,
Blue Mountain Road. Medical Attendant,
Robert Rogers. Date of appointment: 1
October 1846” (Blue Book 1847, pp.330-
331).

So whether Rogers was appointed as
Dispenser or Medical Attendant is not known
but he had the latter title in 1847. Curiously,
as late as October 1848 the Deputy
Commissioner General (1848) still referred to
the position as “Dispenser Blackheath
Stockade”!

Despite the Governor having approved pay of
5/- per diem for the Medical Practitioner from
1 September 1846 (Dawson 1846; Elyard
1846), seemingly, Rogers was appointed on a
lower salary of 2/6 a day, although there is
some inconsistency in that figure as Governor
Fitzroy (1848, p.290a) wrote that the original
pay was 2/9 a day but on p.290b stated “...the
former rate of pay of 2/6 a day.”. But Dr
Rogers was not satisfied and on 28 August
1848 he sought an increase to 5/- per diem,
back dated to 1 September 1846 (Rogers
1848b).

“The increase of pay was authorised on the
recommendation of the Deputy Inspector
General of Hospitals...”.

and was necessary because
“Rogers left the station on account of ill
health and the increase was sanctioned to
induce him to return.” (Fitzroy 1848,
p.290b).

No record of a resignation has been found nor
of leave granted for ill health!

During his term of office Dr Rogers was in
charge of the medical stores (Elyard 1849g)
and he acted as the local doctor for the
community living as distant as Hartley
(Anonymous 1848c). Later he was listed as
“Surgeon, Convict Stockade, Blackheath”
(Blue Book 1849, pp.215 & 376) and he
introduced the use of anaesthesia (Rogers
2004a).

The Blue Books for 1845 1846, and 1847 do
not record any Coroner at Hartley so Rogers

would seem to have been the first to hold that
position when he was appointed on 1 January
1848 (Thomson 1848a) but evidently his term
of office was short lived for he was listed as

“Coroner Hartly (sic) £20 per annum from
1 Jany. to 31 March” (Blue Book 1848,
p.343).

That termination date is curious for his
resignation was sent on 1 May (Rogers
1848a) and acknowledged a week later
(Elyard 1848b) and it had been preceded two
weeks earlier by notification of his intention
to resign (Dawson 1848; Rogers 1848a).
Overlap of service eventuated for on 20 April
1848 Rogers was succeeded by the long
established Police Magistrate, Heyward
Atkins, (Thomson 1848b; Blue Book 1848,
pp.272-273) who retained that post for
several years (Blue Book 1850, p.322).

Rogers had two children by his first wife
Mary Haig (née Thompson) and four
children, by his second wife Mary (née Quin).
Thus in 1846 Rogers, his second wife, and
their four children occupied the two roomed
Medical Attendant’s slab cottage which was
only 40 x 12ft (12.19 x 3.66 m) in size! At this
time the Superintendent was Captain Bull
who had five surviving children (a sixth
arrived in 1847) and some of the military also
had offspring, yet with all of these children in
the Stockade community there is no evidence
of any form of schooling or nursery.

In February 1849 Dr Rogers became
concerned about his future (Rogers 1849a),
however he remained in office until the
Stockade closed and he was on the payroll
until 31 March 1849 (Blue Book 1849,
p.376). In advance of leaving he made a
claim for the accustomed gratuity (Rogers
1849e; Scott 1849g,k), that claim on the
British Government subsequently being
verified (Deputy Com. General 1849b). He
was awarded one month’s salary for the
period from 1 April 1848 but the previous
service was under the financial control of the
Imperial Government so it had to be referred
to England (Elyard 1849p) and this was
acknowledged (Deputy Com. General
1849b).

He moved to Carcoar and in the evening of 25
November 1849 (Anonymous 1849d) Dr
Rogers set out for a medical visit riding a
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horse. He was drowned when fording
(33.56411S 148.423853E) the swollen
Lachlan River near the Nanami Falls, S of
Eugowra. So it was his widow who in 1850
and 1851 pressed for payment of the gratuity
(Rogers, Mrs. 1850; Hunt 1851) but she
needed great patience for it was not until 1855
that payment was approved (Russell 1855).

(c.) Stockade Clerks
William Hayman (? 16 July 1844 – 30 June
1848)
The appointment of a Clerk was first
discussed by Bull (1844d) and subsequently
William Hayman held that position but his
starting date has not been confirmed. On 1
July 1848 Captain Day reported that he had
dismissed the Clerk for “habitual
drunkenness” (Day 1848b) and Hayman was
replaced by an unknown soldier until his
successor arrived nearly 5 months later.

Unidentified Soldier (1 July 1848 – 31
December 1848)

Percival Gledhill (1 January 1849 – 31
December 1849)
Percival Phillip Gledhill commenced as Clerk
on 1 January 1849 and in April 1849
Magistrate Atkins (1849b) lobbied for him to
remain in a custodial capacity. So he stayed
at the Stockade to assist Horace Charlton with
the evaluation of the buildings and fittings
and thus was on the payroll until at least the
end of 1849 (Blue Book, 1849, p.376).
Historically, Percival Gledhill is important for
having been the principal recorder of the
layout of the Stockade buildings (Gledhill,
1849a - Figure 2) and of the Superintendent’s
House (Gledhill, 1849b - Figures 3 & 4).

(d.) Stockade Constable
Color Sergeant Edward Cadden (16 July
1844 – ?1848)
In February 1848 William Elyard (1848a)
noted that

“... Color Sergeant Edward Cadden of the
99th. Regt. who has filled the situation of

Stockade Constable at Blackheath for
nearly five years ...”.

So it would seem that his role as constable
started in early to mid 1843 and included the
period when the Blackheath Stockade was
being constructed.

(e, f & g.) Overseers and Convict Guards
Unknown are the identities of the incumbents
of the four overseer positions (Bull 1847a,b;
Scott 1849c) but they may have been included
in the unknown number of Attendants
(Principal Superintendent of Convicts 1849).
Nor are the identities of the guards known.

But in 1849 James Gorman was named as the
Scourger (Ryan 1849) though being a convict
he was not listed in the Blue Book (1849).

(h.) Blacksmith.
In 1844 Timothy Ryan was described as the
“blacksmith, and out of irons ;” (Anonymous
1844), but for how long he filled that position
is not known. However, in November 1847
Bull (1847a) wrote to The Colonial Secretary

“Urging want of a Blacksmith at that
Stockade.”

and a month later
“Requestng. (sic) engagement of a
Blacksmith for Stockade.” (Bull (1847b)

But it was six months later in July 1848 that
George Chapman (Day 1848b) was reported
to be holding that position but only for a short
period for in January 1849 Lieutenant Scott
(1849c) wrote to the Colonial Secretary.

“Relative to the hiring a Blacksmith for the
Stockade.”

(i.) Chaplains
Quite who provided religious services to
those living at Blackheath in the time of the
Stockade is not certain for there were no
churches and religious ministers only visited.
Closest were the representatives of the
Churches of Scotland and Rome at Hartley,
but those of the Church of England were
much further afield at Kelso, today an eastern
suburb of Bathurst.



There is no record of a marriage service
having been held at Blackheath during the
1840s, nor are there records of burial services
despite there being headstones in the
cemetery inscribed with 1845, 1846 & 1849.
But there were baptisms some of which are
thought to have occurred in Blackheath and
where, no doubt, they were held indoors due
to weather conditions; a few are known to
have been performed elsewhere in churches.

(i) Catholic
It has been claimed that in

“1843 – Services were celebrated for
Catholic soldiers at the Blackheath
Stockade by the “priest from Hartley
Church”.” (Baker 1990, p.19)
[i.e. by the Revd. Michael Kavanagh (Blue Book
1843, p.320) or the Revd. James Dunphy who was
appointed on 1 October 1843 (Blue Book 1843,
p.320)]

but if that year is correct then those services
must have been for the people present during
the construction of the Stockade as it was not
occupied until July 1844.

Somewhat belatedly, and possibly on 21
January 1849 (Gregory 1849a), Father
Thomas Slattery was appointed “as R.C.
Chaplain to that Stockade” (Scott 1849d).
The Reverend Peter Powell [the Roman
Catholic clergyman at Hartley (Blue Book,
1849, pp.214, 402, 602)] became a second
when on 1 February 1849 he also was
appointed “Roman Catholic Chaplain” to the
Blackheath Stockade. However because of
the closure of the Stockade their tenure of
those positions was necessarily brief (until 31
March 1849 - Blue Book, 1849, pp.214, 376,
402-403) and the Rev. Powell was pursuing
his pay even after the closure (Gregory
1849b).

The known baptisms into the Catholic Faith
are recorded in the Appendix. Most babies
were baptised on the day of, or within a few
days of, their birth so almost certainly any
ceremonies would have been held at
Blackheath. Most of the infants listed were
children of members of the 99th Regiment,
but one who was baptised on 8 November
1845 was the son of Edward McCarrol of the
11th Regiment (Baker 1990, p.162) which
was not located at the Stockade at that time.

(ii) Church of England
Adherents of the Church of England were not
so fortunate as the nearest church was at
Kelso, about 5 km east of Bathurst. Thus two
children of the Bull family were born in
Blackheath (Whitaker 2002, p.11) viz:

Harriet Annie BULL b: 1 November 1845
William McCleod BULL b: 5 September
1847

but the Bull family had to travel to Kelso to
have them baptised by the Revd. William
Lisle (NSW BDM 1845 & 1847).

However, in November 1849, Captain Bull
was asked to report on

“... an abstract of Salary Claimed by the
Reverend. W. Lisle as Chaplain at the
Blackheath Stockade for the period from
1st. January to 31 March last.” (Elyard
1849u).

The Auditor General was consulted (Auditor
General 1849b) and in the following month
Bull reported favourably (Bull 1849) and
Lieutenant Scott was asked to sign a claim for
£6-5-0 made by

“Revnd. Wm. Lisle as Minister of the
Church of England at the Stockade
Blackheath” (Elyard 1849v).

This was completed (Scott 1849j) hence it
would seem that Lisle had some form of
official recognition of his services yet there is
no entry in the Records of the Colony (i.e.
Blue Books) to indicate that he was on the
pay-roll for that purpose. Confirmation that
Rev. Lisle conducted services at the Stockade
has not been found although it is a reasonable
assumption based on those cited letters.
Hence it is possible that the Bull children
were baptised at the Blackheath Stockade but
the events were registered at Kelso.

Convicts
Captain Bull reported that on 18 April 1845
the tally of convicts at Blackheath was

“In Irons 54, Out Irons 11, 2nd. Class,
Servants 12 Total 79”

and at the Hospital there were four “In Irons”
so making a grand total of 83 men (Bull
1845a). But excluded were the 47 convicts at
four outposts that came under Bull’s
jurisdiction. The number of convicts at
Blackheath remained almost constant for
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several years as on 18 April 1848 the count
was 88 Prisoners held at the Stockade under
the supervision of Captain Henry Day who
named them (Day 1848a) as did Lavelle &
Rosen 1993). In January 1849 the last batch
of prisoners arrived from Darlinghurst Gaol
(Scott 1849a; Visiting Justice 1849) - a group
of fifteen for which details were sought at the
same time as instructions were issued to the
Visiting Justice at Darlinghurst Gaol that

“... no more prisoners may be forwarded
to that Establishment as it is intended to
break it up altogether very shortly”
(Elyard 1849a).

Lt Colonel Godfrey Charles Mundy wrote of
the convicts he saw in 1846 viz:

“The prisoners here form what is called an
iron-gang – or ironed gang. They are
employed working, in chains, and for
periods according to sentence, on the
repairs of the high road. We passed several
lots of these wretched creatures –
England’s galley-slaves – clanking along
with straddling gait and hopeless hang-dog
looks to their allotted labours, escorted by
soldiers; or working with pick and spade,
crowbar, maule and wedge on the stubborn
rocks – working with mule-like slowness
and sulkiness because forced to work by
fear of the lash. ....
His Excellency had a parade of the
prisoners, and we passed down the ranks
as we might have done those of a regiment.
... here was undoubtedly a line of
countenances and craniums, laid bare for
inspection by the close-cut hair ... many of
the squad under review have been
convicted of the blackest crimes that ever
be-devilled humanity.
The convicts are marched to and watched
at their work, marched to and watched at
their meals, which they eat in a shed open
at back and front, – marched to their
wooden beds, and shut up under lock and
bayonet until morning; yet, spite of all care
and vigilance, many of them have escaped
or tried to escape – braving the bullet of

the sentries, the lash, Cockatoo Island, the
gallows, and what is hardly less terrible,
the chance of dying of hunger in the bush.
The scaffold is the more frequent destiny
of the successful runaway from such a
place as Blackheath. He has neither food
nor money; he would be recognised as a
prisoner by his grey dress and his close-cut
hair, if, having contrived to rid himself of
his chains, he were to beg a crust of bread
at a road-side house. One resource only
offers itself, not very repugnant probably
to his case-hardened mind. He lies in wait,
cudgel in hand, for some lonely traveller,
rushes upon him unawares, strikes him
senseless, takes money, his clothes, and his
arms, if he have any. Should he resist he
murders him, and casts the body into some
lonely gully.” (Mundy 1852, pp.158-160).

It is evident from official correspondence that
the food for the convicts was carefully
monitored from Sydney even to the extent of
both a “scale of rations” (Deputy Com.
General 1849a) and “a Schedule of Rations”
(Auditor General 1849a) being established.

Unsurprisingly there were runaways from the
harshness of the Blackheath Stockade, even
after the dismissal of the scourger (Architect
1847). The behaviour of the prisoners that
was allowed to continue at Blackheath
Stockade caused some concern as it included
not only intoxication but also

“… an unnatural crime, perpetrated on
another prisoner in irons at the same
stockade, …” (Anonymous 1849c).

Convict Artefacts
When land was being cleared on the corner of
Clanwilliam and Prince George Streets,
subsequently occupied by the Blackheath
Bowling Club and now by the Blackheath
Fitness Centre, a convict leg iron was found
in a tree (photo - Yeaman 1976, p.38).

Contemporary versions of that discovery
were that on 11 June 1914, a



“complete leg-iron and chain a few days
ago found embedded in gum tree, situated
about 400 yards (366 m) from the Public
School, Blackheath. ... hanging down
either side of the tree, about 7ft (2.1 m)
from the ground.” (Anonymous 1914a -
photo; also see Yeaman (1976, p.38 on the
left).

and a relic
“was discovered in a tree about seven feet
(2.1 m) from the ground, and consisted of
a complete leg iron and chain, ...”
(Anonymous 1914b).

A decade later that description became:
“The sapling, .. grew at the north-east
corner of the Recreation Reserve fronting
Leichhardt-street, at a distance of about
350 yards easterly from the public school”
(Campbell 1924, p.215),

which places the discovery at the intersection
of Clanwilliam and Leichhardt Streets.
“A section of the tree containing the old-
time leg-iron, discovered last week , has
been placed ... in the School of Arts.”
(Anonymous 1914c)

and, more correctly,
“This tree was transplanted to “The
Gardens” opposite the Railway Station
but later someone stole the relic.”
(Yeaman, 1976, p.176).

Some known photographs of the relocated
tree are P1070 & P1549 in the collection of
the Blue Mountains Historical Society Inc.
and others were published anonymously
(1972 & 1985) and by Yeaman (1976, p.38 on
the right & p.324).

In 1894 Mr. McFedries
“...stated that not a stone’s throw from this
street (i.e. Leichhardt Street) he one time
picked up dozens of the handcuffs that had
been used on the convicts in the old days,
and also strings of buttons bearing the
40th. Regiment stamp.” (Anonymous
1894)

On another occasion,
“John Wilson, an employee of Mr. Evans,
while digging a trench, unearthed a pair of
leg irons, as worn by the convicts in the
early days of N.S.W. The irons were

clamped and locked, and were found about
a mile from Blackheath, and a quarter of a
mile from the Main Western Road.”
(Anonymous 1934).

The former site of the Superintendent’s
Quarters is now occupied by Blackheath
Public School and a long time resident wrote:

“... my father was engaged in the building
of the school ... whilst father was digging
to start the foundation, he dug up a boot or
the remains of one, with a leg iron still
attached to it and in fairly good
condition.” (Bowmaker 1940).

But according to local historian Arthur Hillier
(1946, p.6, col.3 - quoting Bowmaker) it was
Jack Pike, Bowmaker’s

“step-father, who dug out the foundations
of the older part of the existing school in
1895, dug up an old boot with part of a leg-
iron still on it.” (gist repeated by Chad,
1951, p.10)

Then
“some of the children in digging to make
gardens unearthed buttons and badges of
the 99th Regiment and also coins that
were current at that period” (Hillier,
1976 p.175).

Professional assessments of these and other
discoveries were given by Lavelle (1994)
and Lavelle & Rosen (1993).

Cemetery
Captain

“Bull instituted proper burial for the
convicts ... and other citizens” (BMFS
1989, p.281)

in ground that is now.
“ ... about the area occupied by the four
cottages on the northern side of Railway
Avenue, and extending across the present
roadway. ... In the upper end of the
paddock at the northern corner of
Railway Avenue and Station Street are
the stumps of five old pine trees; these
were part of the outer north east corner
boundary of the old cemetery.” (Hillier
1976, p.175).
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That small patch of land was declared a
Reserve (R12591) and was Notified on 10
September 1890 being

“Reserve from Sale for the Preservation of
Graves.” (Brunker 1890)

Then it was reported that
“ ‘The Old Cemetery’. ... has been closed
for twelve years” (Anonymous 1901)

i.e. from 1889, and rather than being a
cemetery solely for convicts

“..it is evident that the use of coffins was
not in vogue amongst the soldiers, for
none were used. Officers and privates
were treated alike, being buried in their
clothes with a shell of bark under them.”
“... people ... expecting to see something
out of the common turn up, but not a relic
of any description was to be found.” “All
the large stone slabs which capped the
soldiers’ graves were found to be in
splendid order.” (Anonymous 1904a; also
see 1904b).

Moreover that cemetery was used after the
formal closure as evidenced by the burial of
Annie McCall, aged 2 years and 4 months, in
1890 (Anonymous 1890) and Oliver Biles,
aged 15 months, in 1894 (see below), and
other burials are thought to have occurred
without being recorded.

In 1904 part of the Stockade cemetery area
was declared a road reserve (R15245.1603)
(Wearne 1923, p.3626) and later was named
Railway Avenue. As land titles cannot be
assigned for consecrated ground the rest of
the land was presumably de-consecrated in
1904 and became Portion 154 after 35 bodies
had been removed (Anonymous 1904b) to
the new cemetery on the eastern side of the
Great Western Highway. The names on the
headstones relocated at that time are/were
(BMFS 1989, pp.281-282):

John Carroll - 6 March 1845 aged 51
years at Blackheath Stockade

Samuel Jones - 16 June 1845 aged 27
years at Blackheath Stockade

Thomas Head - 19 November 1846 aged
25 years at Blackheath Stockade
Robert Crawford – 1849 Blackheath
Stockade (now the most illegible)

William Evans - 12 December 1883 aged
36 years (coal miner)

Oliver Biles - 19 November 1894 aged
15 months.

A survey plan was drawn for Portion 154
with the intention of sale (Chapman 1904),
but there were no purchasers at auctions held
at Lithgow in February 1905 and March
1906. Eventually it was sold to Thomas
Henry Vaughan in November 1910 (on the
plan in faint lettering “Land for Deed 10-11-
10”), and a deed was issue to him in 1911
(CoT 1911).

APPENDIX - Baptisms in birth order (all
in the Roman Catholic faith)

Sources: Baptism Book of St. Bernard’s
Church, Hartley & Baker (1990, pp.162-
163).

Father James Dunphy baptised the
following who were listed as being from
Blackheath

Anne born 20 June 1844 to Margaret
McBride – father : John McBride
Blackheath Stockade (baptised 30
June 1844)

[N.B. The father was probably a member
of the construction crew of the Stockade
which opened on 16 July 1844.]

Mary born 9 September 1844 to Bridget
McMahon – father : James Farrell
(baptised 27 Sept. 1844)

Ellen born 9 December 1844 to Bridget
Gore – father : John Norton 99th Rgt.
(baptised 29 Dec. 1844)

Catherine born 22 March 1845 to Jane
Fitzgerald – father : John Burns
(baptised 25 May 1845)

Baptisms performed by Father Thomas
Slattery in Blackheath (Baker 1990, p.162)
were:

James born 1 November 1845 to Ellen
Murphy – father : Edward McCarrol
99th Rgt. (baptised 8 Nov. 1845)

Mary Ann born 10 March 1846 to Murn?
Murn – father John Happy, Blackheath
Stockade (baptised 13 Oct. 1847)



William born 1 July 1846 or 8 July 1846
to Bridget Gore– father : John Norton
99th Rgt. (baptised 13 July 1846)

James William born 4 August 1846 to
Bridget McMahon – father : James
Farrell (baptised 12 Aug. 1846)

Francis George born 15 September 1846 to
Margaret McBride – father : John
McBride (baptised 5 Oct. 1846).

Thomas born 5 October 1846 to Emelia
Hawkes – father : Thomas McNaught
99th Rgt. (baptised 5 Oct. 1846)

Mary born 17 August 1847 to Honora
Sullivan – father : John Ashton
Blackheath Stockade (baptised 21 Aug.
1847)

Bridget born 26 May 1848 to Margaret
Stephenson – father : Michael Wallace
(baptised 29 May 1848).

Melvina born 9 August 1848 to Mary Ann
Byrnes – father : Archibald McKeane
(baptised 2 Oct. 1849).

Robert born 1849 to Christian Bell –
father : John Rodgers (baptised 25 Jan.
1849)- the last baptism performed by
Father Slattery during his appointment.

It was Rev. McCarthy who would have
baptised:

Mary born 1 November 1849 to Bridget
Barnett or Barnet – father Michael
Pidgeon (baptised 1 Sept. 1850).

[N.B. by this time the Stockade had closed so
either the father was one of the few remaining
soldiers or he was a Blackheath resident of
unknown occupation.]
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Abstract
This paper sets out to explain the why and
where of precarious wire ladders which were
constructed by coal miners at two places at
Katoomba on the Upper Blue Mountains and
were used to traverse from the top of the es-
carpment to the base of the cliffs. One site
was on the northern side of Cahills Lookout,
and the other on the northern side of Narrow
Neck where the installation was replaced by
the so-called Water Board Ladders. These
ladders played an important part in early
Blue Mountains mining history, however the
nature of their construction, and the height of
the cliff face to ascend and descend, limited their
usefulness.

Key Words: ladders, Jacobs, Dicksons, Water
Board, Narrow Neck, Peckmans Plateau, Blue
Mountains

INTRODUCTION
Across the Blue Mountains with its cliff
lined escarpments, access from the valleys to
higher ground and return has brought some
challenges. Our road system from the east
up Lapstone Hill and exiting via Victoria
Pass to the west was an engineering feat, the
single lane at Victoria Pass is no different in
2020 than when constructed and opened in
1832.

There are several locations on the mountains
which were known as Blackfellows Ladder
or Blacks Ladder that were used by earlier
aboriginal communities at such places as Ra-
diata Plateau, Devils Hole and Nellies Glen.
A nineteenth Century bushwalker, Fred
Eden, recorded in his diary on 27 January
1892,

"These ladders were trunks of trees,
notched and arranged in a cleft in the
cliff." (Barrett 1996, p.80)

Our early reserves trustees resorted to letting
contracts for the construction of numerous

wooden ladders, such as at Govetts Leap and
Wentworth Falls and bushwalkers used
chains, wire and spikes such as at Tarros
Ladders, Carlon Head, Narrow Neck, and
Radiata Plateau (Keats & Fox 2008). In a
few instances steel steps were used, mostly
to replace the wooden ladders at Coxs Cave,
Govetts Leap, Pulpit Rock and Valley of the
Waters. There were also instances of the use
of a flying fox, for example at Blackheath
one was constructed by the Wallace Brothers
to extract timber, one at Medlow Bath was
used to convey provisions to the Hydro Ma-
jestic from Valley Farm, and another at Leura
was constructed in 1933 to transport materi-
als down to the sewerage treatment works
site in the valley below.

The authors of The Blue Mountains Geo-
graphical Encyclopaedia (Fox et al. 2018)
only knew of two locations in which wire ca-
ble was used to construct substantial ladders
down the side of a cliff face; Jacobs Ladders
and Dicksons Ladder, both at Katoomba.

Jacobs Ladders, Katoomba
A pair of so named cable ladders are located
on the western side of Peckmans Plateau and
on the southern side of a gully; it is north of
Cahills Lookout, Katoomba at GR 248385E;
6265670N (Figure 1).

In April 1919 coal miner Robert Allison and
his colleague Edward Barrett, tested a seam
of coal at the foot of the cliff line and found
it to be four feet (1.2 m) in thickness of ‘clean
coal’ i.e. free from shale or another adulter-
ant (Anonymous 1919). The two men then
erected a poppet head on the cliff above and
installed a plaited steel wire cable to haul the
excavated coal to the top. They concurrently
constructed a steel cable ladder down the
face of the cliff, to obviate walking

Cable Ladders in the Blue Mountains.
Brian K. Fox
32 Keane Drive,

Kelso, NSW 2795
brianandelaine@aapt.net.au



around by Nellies Glen when desirous of
reaching the base (Figure 2).

The poppet head would have consisted of a
simple wooden frame to support pulleys for
the wire cable to hoist the buckets or skips
from the coal face to the top of the cliff line.
Most likely one was above the main cliff line
and another was further up the slope, for the
least amount of man handling and efficiency
required.

An aerial photograph taken in 1943 of this
area shows a dirt track where the current
Cliff Drive is located north of Cahills Look-
out (Figure 3). A small white square directly
in line with the top of the ladder towards the
road may have indicated where the top pop-
pet head and winding gear was located. The
1943 photo superimposed with the current
aerial photo places the possible winding gear
in the centre of Cliff Drive, 130m north of
Cahills Lookout carpark. .

In 1919 a newspaper article stated:
“Wanton Vandalism

Hauling Gear Destroyed
Damage Estimated at £50.

On Sunday afternoon last some mali-
cious individuals, or thoughtless hood-
lums, wantonly destroyed some valuable
hauling gear, and, incidentally, risked

1943 AUSIMAGE © Jacobs Group (Australia) Pty. Ltd.
Figure 3. Section of the 1943 Aerial Photo

marked with the inferred route of
the cable.

Figure 2. Plan of the northern part of Por-
tion Mineral Lease 20. Parish of
Megalong County of Cook. M.L.
Appn. (Application) No. 6 at Pen-
rith possn. (possession) 27.2.19 by
R Allison, to mine for Coal. Trans-
mitted to the Chief Mining Sur-
veyor 29 March 1919. Survey Plan
M16817.

Department of Lands. Overlay compiled by John Cooper
Figure 1. Katoomba Topographical Map

8930-1S.
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murdering two innocent workmen in the
process.

Messrs Robert Allison and E. Barrett,
two experienced coal-miners from the
Old Country, have been making ready all
preliminaries, of late, in readiness to start
active coal-mining near the Boar's Head
Rock, Katoomba. They tested the seam at
the foot of the cliff, and found it to be 4ft.
(1.2 m) in thickness of "clean" coal, i.e.,
free from shale or other adulterant. The
two men then erected a "poppet-head" on
the cliff above, and installed a steel-wire
cable to haul the excavated coal to the ser-
vice. The next step was to construct a lad-
der down the face of the cliff, to obviate
walking round by Nellie's Glen when de-
sirous of reaching the base. The ladder
had been partially constructed, and, as
time was pressing, the industrious owners
decided to spend their Sunday erecting
another section. They were hard, at it all
day, and about 4 p.m. noticed a curious
whistling sound, followed by a crashing
of undergrowth. Having been frequently
deceived by strange sounds, the pair
merely commented on this new phenome-
non, and proceeded with their labors.
When approaching darkness warned them
to desist, they mounted the cliff wall, and
were astounded to find their new poppet-
head in ruins. Rushing to its site, they dis-
covered that the heavy steel cable was ly-
ing inextricably tangled in the tree-tops
beneath, where it had been hurled by wan-
ton or malicious hands. A quantity of
heavy timbering and scantlings had also
been projected over the verge of the cliff
in the wake of the wire rope.

The unfortunate men spent the whole
of the earlier part of the week salvaging
their property, and the task of elevating it
to the cliff-top is yet before them. The ca-
ble is almost irretrievably ruined, and but
for the fact that it cannot be replaced, the
cheapest plan would be to purchase an-
other. As it is, it has to be cut at every
kink, and spliced up, a task that will oc-
cupy many weary days. Apart from the
actual damage done, which is estimated at
£50, no light sum for two struggling men,
and, the loss of valuable time occasioned,
a casualty might easily have resulted.
Had they been working at the foot of the
cliff, instead of upon the ladder, it is al-

most certain, that one, or both, would
have been killed, or seriously injured.

The police should make assiduous ef-
forts to trace this wicked and wanton act.
Katoomba is not so rich in primary indus-
tries that it can idly witness the spectacle
of honest men penalised in this fashion. It
is to be trusted that the malefactors will be
brought to justice, and given a salutary
lesson” (Anonymous 1919).

A year later a safety warning was published.
“Danger Spots,
.... There is another matter which requires
looking into, viz; that death lure known as
Jacob’s Ladder. It is true that it is some-
what hidden from the paths usually fre-
quented by tourists, but it is nevertheless
used to a considerable extent by persons
wishing to make a short cut into or out of
the Glen. This “ladder” should either be
removed or made safe, before the Coroner
adds a rider to that effect in a future in-
quiry.” (Anonymous 1920a).

Another article compared the dangers of the
track along the cliff line at Narrow Neck as
perilous as Jacobs Ladder (Anonymous
1920b).

The remains of the cable ladders are still on
Portion 135, Parish of Megalong, County of
Cook. This is a 50 acre MCP (Mining Con-
ditional Purchase 9 September 1880. MCP
80/78) originally taken out by John Britty
North. It is not known how much coal was
extracted and hauled to the surface but
Robert Allison held the lease for ML 20 until
it was cancelled on 23 November 1923.
However, he had by this time already moved
on to his next employment.

Small pieces of coal can still be found along
the track between Cahill Lookout and Peck-
mans Plateau (pers. comm. Philip Hammon
to BKF 22 May 2020).

Philip Hammon has commented (pers.
comm. 29 September 2019).

“One has to wonder what power did they
use for haulage? Certainly, no electricity
was available there in 1919 so steam or
horse drawn windlass or similar were the
only options. To get a clean lift they
would have needed a cliff line that goes
unbroken to the bottom, and they would



have had to get a horse and cart to the
poppet head. A guide rope would have
been required so that the wind didn’t
swing their bucket against the cliff, and
also needed was a means of getting the
bucket back over the cliff once raised to
the lip. They could have used a swinging
gibbet or a slewing davit. But all of this
would necessitate a large flat area right on
the edge of an unbroken cliff line.”

In all there were three levels that Robert Alli-
son and Edward Barrett had to climb down to
access their coal workings and it is only the
middle (second) section which still has the
cable ladders intact (Figure 4).

The location in the Twenty-first Century
Cable ladders were first noticed on a bush-
walk to the base of the cliff line on 1 July
2011. A looped cable was found around a
boulder above the first cliff line (2nd ledge).
It is surmised this is how a section of the ca-
ble fell as opposed to the boulder being a
support / anchor (Figure 5).

Looking up the cliff face to a height of 40m
we could see a cable ladder hanging down.

The top of this section of ladder was on a
substantial ledge and there is a wooden rung.

“It occurs to me that the "wooden rung" is
not exactly a rung but a spacer to keep the
top of the stringers apart, otherwise the
stringers would collapse together. They
may have had one top and bottom”. (pers.
comm. Philip Hammon 26 August 2019)

[Note: - The stringer is a structural piece of wood to
keep the longitudinal cables apart.]
After a subsequent bushwalk on 16 August
2019, Alan Jones recalled seeing the cable
ladder hanging over an overhang and that
section had wooden rungs, but nothing re-
mains of that today.

At the top of the vertical cliff line is a hand
forged hook near and below the northern side
of Cahills Lookout (GR 248393E;
6265653N). It is 25mm diameter and is set

Photo: Brian Fox.
Figure 4. Cliff line showing the locations

of what were the three sections of
the cable ladder.

Photo: Brian Fox, 23 August 2019.
Figure 6. Anchor point at the top of the cliff

line. The Garmin Foretrex 401 is
used for location and scale; it is
72mm wide.

Photo: Brian Fox, 1 July 2011.
Figure 5. Cable at the base of the cliff line.
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in concrete and would have been an anchor
point for the ladder (Figure 6). The 15-18m
section of the cable ladder still remaining
(Figure 7) hangs over the middle cliff face
and the rungs are made of cable. Further
down was more loose cable, but in subse-
quent walks despite all best efforts of criss-
crossing the area below it could not be relo-
cated. With 100 years of vegetation changes
and washaways no evidence of further cable,
tunnel or adit was found. However, plenty of
loose pieces of coal were seen in the area

While the section of cable ladder hanging
down the cliff face looks to be in very good
condition, the section which has fallen is
rusted and brittle. Philip Hammond’s com-
ment is:

“The killer for old wire rope is water, you
can see where it has rusted where the wa-
ter has been let in by penetrating the
strands for the rungs.” (Figure 8).

Why the use of wire cable for ladders?
One of the main considerations for choosing
wire rope as opposed to fibre rope is that it is
less likely to chafe against the rock face due
to wind and the motion of climbers. More-
over wire rope is preferable for outdoor con-

ditions as its strength and length is not un-
duly compromised by weather conditions.

A section of cable was shown to Philip Ham-
mon, who described it as,

“Wire diameter 18mm, Top strand to top
strand 14cm, 6 strands each containing 7
wires”.

The central core was sisal rope, 3 strands and
9 strings. Along the cable at 300mm inter-
vals was either a rivet through the cable or a
single strand tied around and through the ca-
ble to support the smaller cable rungs (Figure
9).
[Note: - A ‘strand’ is when two or more wires are
wound concentrically in a helix. These strands are
typically wound around a centre wire and then around
the core. The ‘lay’ of the strand is the direction that
the wires orbit the core.]

In the last week of January 2020 Alan Jones
and Chris Jackson abseiled down 30m to the
first ledge. This relatively level ledge, with
healthy trees and heavy under-growth, still
revealed enough cable on the ground for
them to realise that the cable ladder had orig-
inally extended down the overhang over
which they had just abseiled. Alan Jones,
and another person, also recalled seeing this
top section of cable ladder intact in the 1990s
(pers. comm. Alan Jones, 15 February 2010).
On this first ledge was a hand forged anchor
hook similar to the one on the top ledge.
This second hook was the anchor point for
the next section of the cable ladder. The sec-
ond drop of 15-18m is where the cable lad-
ders are still in situ but they are only seen
from this ledge or from the base of the cliff
line. At the base of this second drop another

Photo:Brian Fox, 23 August 2019
Figure 7. Remaining section of cable ladder.

Photo: Brian Fox, 23 August 2019
Figure 8. Close up of a section of frayed

remains of rung.



hand forged hook there is the anchor point
for the final third section of the cable ladders
(Figure 10).

Robert Allison
Robert was born in c.1884 in the town of
Crook, a historic market town in County
Durham in the north of England (NAA 1918)
and came to Australia c.1910. He moved to

Pipers Flat, near Wallerawang, and held the
position of mine manager of Main Range
Colliery between the years c.1910-1919
(Anonymous 1918).

Robert Allison’s coal mining activities at Ka-
toomba spaned the years between 1919 and
1922. From Katoomba he moved to
Lambton, Newcastle and took up the position
of mine manager of the Old Lambton Col-
liery in Newcastle (Anonymous 1933) and
held this position until the colliery closed in
1936 (Anonymous (1936). Robert Allison
“of Hamilton, Newcastle” died on 6 Septem-
ber 1962 (Anonymous 1962).

Dicksons Ladders, Katoomba
[Note: The majority of published accounts have the
incorrect spelling of ‘Dickson’ as ‘Dixon’]

Dicksons Ladders were located on the west-
ern side of Narrow Neck Plateau, below the
present water pumping station off Glen-
raphael Drive, Katoomba GR 248610E;
6264560N. In 1964 they were replaced in
the same location by what is known as the
Water Board Ladders (Figure 11).

Department of Lands. Overlay compiled by John Cooper.
Figure 11. Katoomba Topographical Map

8930-1S.

Photo: Brian Fox, 23 August 2019.
Figure 10. Close up of the second section of

the cable ladder.

Photo: Brian Fox, 1 July 2011
Figure 9. Within the loose cable is a wooden

stringer which kept the cables
apart.
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William Dickson would have constructed
those ladders for John Britty North in c.1889
to provide a quicker means of accessing Ka-
toomba township from the Glen Shale Mines
in the Megalong Valley than the longer route
via Nellies Glen or what was then the dan-
gerous pass via Devils Hole (Fox et al. 2018,
p.363).

They were constructed using wire cables and
wooden rungs, and larger timbers were posi-
tioned behind the cable to keep it away from
the rock face.

“The great length of cable which stretched
considerably during hot weather called
for the services of a man who was experi-
enced in the cutting and splicing of such
heavy steel rope. The man engaged for
this work was a carpenter named William
Dixon. Dixon had served a number of
years on a Man-o-War ship and had be-
come well acquainted with the correct
tensions used with steel cables.” (Ben-
nett, 1972, p.4.) (Figure 12).

“And what a descent it was! To look down
over those awful perpendicular rocks
made one feel sickly, and a sudden feeling
of vertigo took possession of us, but wore
off slightly as we became more confident.
The journey to the base of the rocks is
made partly by the aid of roughly impro-
vised ladders constructed from the
branches of trees. These are fastened by
means of rope to abutting portions of the
rock, or overhanging trees, and it is down
here we had to wend our steps – and slow
steps they were too. Before we were, half
way down our faces were a little sea of
perspiration; ……. But we all escaped
und ultimately reached what in our hearts
we wished we were miles away from, the
Megalong Coal and Co.'s property…The
homeward journey…and ultimately
reached the last ladder, up which we clam-
bered.” (Anonymous 1889, col.5).

In 1908 the bottom section was cut away to
discourage it’s use (Anonymous 1908), but
that did not work for long as bushwalkers
added logs and makeshift rungs to reach the
first rung. In 1923 the Blue Mountains Shire
Council removed the ladder, by letting it fall
to the valley floor (Anonymous 1923). How-
ever,

“Alderman Soper brought forward an-
other list of signs to be placed in position
as follows: Three tapered signs – To
Dixon’s Ladder.” (Anonymous 1932b).

so Council seemed to believe that it was still
viable (Figure 13).

In the early 1930s Council realised what a
valuable asset the ladder was to bushwalkers
(Anonymous 1932a) and enquiries were
made to have it replaced with three new steel
ladders, 41ft, 20ft and 18ft (12.5m, 6.1m &
5.5m) (Anonymous 1933). But the tender
process and the disinterest by most in the
Council eventually meant that by the late
1930s nothing had happened (Anonymous
1937).

William (Bill) John Dickson (1854-1935)
Dickson was born 25 July 1854 in Belfast,
Ireland, on his parents Samuel and Mar-
jorie’s estate, Ballymore (Duncan, 2003,
pp.7-11) and prior to his arrival in Australia.

“He had worked on sailing boats and was
an expert rigger, with some years’ service
with the British Navy. He was a very ca-

Photo: Philip Hammon collection
Figure 12. A section of Dicksons Ladders.



pable worker and enjoyed his tot of rum at
the end of the day.” (Duncan, 2003, p.7).

Dickson immigrated to Australia in 1886
(NSW Death 1935) and was employed by
John Britty North during the years c.1889 to
c.1895. He was responsible for a large wire
rope system used to haul skips of shale from
Megalong Valley to the engine bank at
North’s Siding, Katoomba.

During his time of employment Dickson pur-
chased four portions of land in the Megalong
Valley totalling an area of 526 acres
(212.8ha) (Chapman 1891a,b; 1893a,b).

When Dickson’s employment with John
Britty North ceased c.1895 his next venture
was with a timber company harvesting cedar
logs in the outer areas of Burragorang and
the Kowmung River (Duncan 2003, p.11).

“felling trees in numbers with no other
idea than of floating the timber down the
Kowmung, Cox’s, Warragamba and Ne-
pean Rivers.” (Anonymous 1909).

Dickson lived in the Municipality of Liver-
pool for the later part of his life, and died on
21 February 1935; aged 82. He was buried
in an unknown grave within the Liverpool
Cemetery (NSW BDM 1935; Liverpool
Cemetery 2020).

Post script - the Water Board Ladders
These ladders were constructed in exactly
the same location as Dicksons Ladders, i.e.
about 40m south west of the pumping station
off Glenraphael Drive, Narrow Neck, Ka-
toomba.

Known as the Water Board Ladders they
were constructed as part of the Fish River
Water Supply Scheme for which a steel pipe-
line from Oberon Dam (via Megalong Valley
and Narrow Neck) was connected to the Blue
Mountains water supply scheme at Leura. It
was completed mid-1964.

“In order to facilitate construction of the
vertical section of pipeline at Narrow
Neck, a steel ladder was fixed to the rock

Photo: Blue Mountains Historical Society collection, P54.
Figure 13. Rose Series Post Card, P.5458.

Labelled as “Dixon’s Ladder,
Narrow Neck, Katoomba”.

Photo: Brian Fox, 25 February 2020.
Figure 14. Base of Water Board Ladders.
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face. This ladder subsequently became a
well-used means of access to and from
Megalong Valley by bush walkers. In the
early eighties, because of concerns for
public safety, FRWS proposed removing
it, but the proposal was met by consider-
able opposition from the ladder’s many
users. Instead of being removed, the lad-
der was transferred to ownership of Blue
Mountains City Council, a more appropri-
ate body to manage what had become,
quite unintentionally, a useful public fa-
cility.” (McLachlan 1997, p.77).

Transfer of responsibility to the Blue Moun-
tains City Council occurred in the early
1980s and in July 1999 access to the ladders
was closed off and they were partly disman-
tled. A search of land titles in 1999 revealed
no records to substantiate this transfer of

ownership, so the easement or land which
used to be on Philip Hammon's property (Di-
rector of the Scenic World complex) is still
controlled by Fish River Water Supply
(Phone call to FRWS, October 1999; Fox et
al., 2018, p.508). In 1999 a rope hanging
down from the remaining sections was
enough to enable a strong fit persons to pull
themselves up onto the bottom rung of the re-
maining section of ladder (Figure 14).
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Abstract.
The crossing of the Blue Mountains by the
railway in the late 1860s enabled tourists
heading for the Jenolan Caves to reach the
accommodation centres on and west of the
mountains, from which they could travel the
rest of the way by horse-drawn coach. The
construction of the road through the Grand
Arch at Jenolan in 1896, the arrival of the first
motor cars in New South Wales, and the
entrepreneurial zeal of hotel operators on the
mountains meant that day trips to the caves
became possible. In the 1920s, car ownership
increased considerably and New South Wales
Government Railways introduced the Caves
Express to bolster its declining share of the
booming tourism industry to Jenolan. This
article provides an introduction to the history
of motorised road and rail travel to the caves.

KeyWords: Jenolan Caves, Blue Mountains,
Motor transport, Railway, Katoomba, Mount
Victoria.

INTRODUCTION
The Jenolan Caves in the Greater Blue
Mountains World Heritage Area are located in
a deeply dissected limestone karst landscape
and a vast nature conservation reserve
relatively remote from population centres.
The caves are in the traditional country of the
Gundungurra Aboriginal people who used to
access the area on foot. Early European
visitors to the caves arrived either on foot or
on horseback. Once the wonders of the
caverns and their spectacular formations
became more widely known, and Jenolan
became a highly desirable tourist destination,
the push was on to improve access. When the
main western railway line from Sydney
reached Mount Victoria in 1868 (Anonymous
1868) and Tarana in 1872, tourists could
travel by train to those two hubs, then by
horse-drawn coach to the caves. From the late

1880s, the Six Foot Track offered foot or
bridle access to Jenolan Caves from
Katoomba, but the track was not an easy
route. When the road from Mt. Victoria via
Lowther and Hampton was extended through
the Grand Arch at Jenolan in 1896, the
combination of faster train access and a direct
coach route made travel from Mount Victoria
the most popular way of getting to the caves
(Smith 1984, p.14).

John Low (2019) has chronicled the history of
horse-drawn travel to Jenolan, after which the
railway became a major means of travel - at
least part of the way - until well into the
middle of the twentieth century. Once the
motor car made its appearance in New South
Wales, it was not long before enterprising
operators at the tourist hot spots on the Upper
Blue Mountains realised the potential of this
new mode of transport as a way of delivering
their customers to the caves quickly and
safely. Retail merchant, entrepreneur, and car
enthusiast Mark Foy was an early adopter of
motor transport and offered the patrons of his
Hydro Majestic Hotel at Medlow Bath motor
trips to Jenolan from as early as 1904. Other
tour operators offering transport to the caves
included James Joynton-Smith, Tomas
Ramon Rodriguez, John Rice and Robert
Rolfe. Some of their cars were modified by
extending the chassis and adding extra rows
of seats to create char-à-bancs, which were an
early form of the ‘stretched limo’, enabling
more passengers to be carried than in a normal
car. This process was continued with the fully
enclosed ‘parlour coaches’ of the 1930s, some
of which remained in use until the 1960s
when they were replaced by larger buses as
the roads improved. Today, even large
motorised tourist coaches make the trip to
Jenolan and thousands of visitors also arrive
in private vehicles.

By Motor and Train to the Caves:
A brief history of motorised road and rail travel to the Jenolan Caves,

New South Wales.

Chris Betteridge.
42 Botany Street,.

Kingsford, NSW 2032\.
musecape@accsoft.com.au



Breaching the Blue Mountains by road was
by no means easy but a rudimentary crossing
was achieved as early as 1815, and the road
has been improved in stages to the present
day. Constructing a railway line over such
steep grades was quite another enterprise,
involving massive cuttings, bridges, zig-zags
and tunnels. It is amazing that by September
1869 a passenger could travel the 77 miles
(124 km) by steam train from Sydney to
Mount Victoria in as short a time as four and
a half hours (Anonymous 1869). To counter
the growing popularity of the motor car and
vast improvements in road conditions, the
NSW Railways introduced the Caves Express
in 1929 (Anonymous 1995), offering few
stops between Sydney and Mount Victoria,
and then a coach to Jenolan Caves.

1. The roads to the Jenolan Caves.
Getting to the Jenolan Caves is still a
somewhat daunting experience for many
present-day travellers. The caves are located
deep in a valley with precipitous sides and
long drops beside the narrow road. The road
conditions in the early days were worse and
horse-drawn vehicles did not have the
sophisticated brake systems of today’s cars.
In 1886 the road from Mount Victoria via
Hartley, Lowther and Hampton had been
constructed to a point half a mile (0.8 km)
from the caves, with visitors having to make
the last steep descent on foot. In 1889, a
coach overturned at Binda Pinch on the road
from Mount Victoria to Jenolan Caves, with
Mr. Wilson the coach driver being “a good
deal shaken” (Anonymous 1889).

The last part of the journey to the caves by the
main alternative road route was no less
intimidating. Samuel Cook described the
journey from the railway centre of Tarana to
Jenolan Caves via Oberon and the sense of
relief that inexperienced travellers felt when
they were finally set down at Caves House.
He argued, though, that on the journey:

“Any feeling of nervousness, however, is
superseded by a sense of the grandeur of
the view. If an occasional glance is given
at the steep declivity, and a thought occurs
as to what would be the consequence of a
mishap, the attention is immediately
diverted to some new magnificence in the
wildly beautiful panorama, the sight of

which alone would almost compensate for
so long a journey.” (Cook 1889, p.19).

In that same year, 1889, Robert Rolfe
established a business, transporting tourists
by horse-drawn coaches to scenic attractions
in the Blue Mountains and he operated a 2-
day trip to Jenolan Caves on a regular
timetable, it being the usual custom for
passengers to walk up the steep grades to ease
the strain on the horses (Leary 2012, p.4).
Irish-born Peter Mulheran (1852-1936) was
responsible for “laying out the road to Jenolan
Caves” (Smith 2012, p.43) from Hampton
and it was extended in 1895-96 through the
Grand Arch, so linking it with Oberon Road.
Just before the Grand Arch, the river was
crossed by a fine limestone arch bridge
designed by Irish-born civil engineer Ernest
Macartney de Burgh (1863-1929) who at the
time was supervising bridge engineer with the
NSW Department of Public Works (Antill
1981).

2. The first cars to Jenolan Caves.
At the beginning of the twentieth century
travel was still by horseback or horse-drawn
conveyance but in 1903 the first motor cars
drove through the Grand Arch, commencing
an era of greatly enhanced access to the caves.
On behalf of Mr. Mark Foy, Mr. Bert
Beckman, driving a De Dion 8HP car with a
canopy and side curtains, but no windscreen,
conveyed Dr Fox, Dr Cox (lady), Mr. and
Mrs. Mansfield and Mr. Rodriguez of
Blackheath from Medlow Bath to Caves
House, a journey of 77 km that took a
staggering 8 hours (Anonymous 1938), which
today can be driven in about 1 ½ hours! Mr.
Foy left Medlow Bath at the same time,
driving a 6HP Libéria, with Mr. Hall, the
photographer, and arrived at Caves House a
half hour later.

“The arrival at all of the two cars was an
achievement in those days.” (Anonymous
1938).

Foy’s Libéria was, and still is, a very rare car
as the marque was only made in Paris in 1901
and 1902 (Boldiston 2020); and one of only
two believed to have survived to the present
day sold at auction in 2018 for AU$207,433
(Bonhams 2018) !

Go to Index 42



Go to Index43

3. Pre-WWII motor tours to Jenolan
Caves.
Jim Smith (2020) has recently published a
comprehensive account of Mark Foy (1865-
1950) who is thought to have been the first
person to import a motor car into New South
Wales (Manson 2016, p.94) and in March
1903 became a founding member of the
Automobile Club of Australia (Winser 1955,
p.88). In April 1900, Foy’s 3HP De Dion
Bouton Voiturette oil car arrived in Sydney
(Manson 2016, pp.64-65, 94); it had been
purchased from the De Dion Bouton British
& Colonial Syndicate Limited in London
with the help of his friend W.J.C. Elliott and
later it was sold to Dr Magill of Moree
(Winser 1955 p.89).

In the early days of motor transport, the trip to
Jenolan Caves must have required passengers
to have strong stomachs, tightly secured hats
and great trust in the driver’s skill. The road
was narrow and unsealed, there was a
precipitous drop to the valley below in the
final descent to the Caves and most vehicles
until the mid-1930s only had mechanical
brakes! Many motor cars were unreliable and
motorists had to carry maps, fuel and
equipment such as puncture repair kits with
them. In 1905, Cooper’s Grand Hotel at
Mount Victoria was advertising the only daily
service to Jenolan Caves, recommending their
horse-drawn coaches as:

“Cheaper, Safer, and More Reliable than
the Motor Cars” (Trickett 1905, p.4).

A 5-day tour from Sydney, including all
travelling and hotel accommodation, cost £3 /
17 / 3, with two nights at the Grand Hotel and
two nights at Jenolan Caves.

Once motor cars became available, Mt.
Victoria lost its place as the principal point of
departure for road trips to Jenolan.
Blackheath had been being geared up for
tourism as early as 1889 when James J. Daly
opened The Ivanhoe Hotel on the southern
side of Govetts Leap Road. Foy’s motor
service to Jenolan Caves was officially
opened at the Ivanhoe on 2 October 1903 by
the Hon. J. Kidd, Minister for Mines at a
ceremony attended by local dignitaries and
many visitors from Sydney and the Blue
Mountains (Anonymous 1903). The Minister
wished the venture well, stating that in doing

so, he wished no ill will towards the operators
who used coaches and horses, but he felt that
motor cars had become more reliable, safer
and time-efficient. Mark Foy responded that
success was likely to be due to his
enthusiastic managing director Mr. T.
Rodriguez (Anonymous 1903), and
Rodriguez and Mark Foy had imported De
Dion Bouton cars (Figure 1) for the purpose.
The flamboyant and much respected
Rodriguez ran the flourishing car business,
but he eventually “became despondent at the
economic failure of his hotel project” and
sold up in December 1907 (Rickwood 2005,
pp.214-215). He became a successful real
estate agent in the town and promoted its
many sights, including Rodriguez Pass,
which was named in his honour.

John Rice, known locally as Jack, circa 1905
advertised (Figure 2) the cost and comfort
benefits of coach or motor tours to the caves
from the Hydro Majestic Hotel at Medlow
Bath.

Rice operated the motor tours business for
Mark Foy out of a building which had been
the Megalong Valley Hall, associated with the
mining venture in the valley. When the mine
closed Foy purchased the building (Figure 3)

ex Yeaman (1976, p.45).
Figure 1. A group of cars outside the

‘Ivanhoe Family Hotel’,
Blackheath when T.R.
Rodriguez was Manager. The
cars include Foy’s tiller-steered
De Dion Bouton ‘vis-à-vis’
Voiturette, his 10HP Panhard
Levassor and Rodriguez’ new
De Dion Bouton. The two cars
with canopies are fitted with
‘wagonette’ bodies.



and had it re-erected beside Medlow Bath
Railway Station. Rice was a well-known
local handyman: he had no qualifications as a
motor mechanic but then neither did anyone
else at that time (Boldiston 2020).

Jack Rice also operated his Mountain Motor
Service from Blackheath and Mt. Victoria
(Anonymous 1913c).

It was reported in the press in March 1905
(Anonymous 1905b) that Mark Foy had
written to the Premier of Victoria offering to
send some of his cars to a trial in Melbourne.
Those vehicles (Figure 4) were used on daily
trips between the Hydro Majestic and Jenolan
Caves; each carried 11 passengers and were
described as 'noiseless', having had solid
rubber tyres on the back wheels and very
strong pneumatic tyres on the front wheels
(Anonymous 1905a). They also had canopies
and rain curtains (Anonymous 1905b). The
condition of the road which Foy described as
’45 miles of the heaviest roads in Australia’
may be judged by the fact that the journey
took 3 hours! (Anonymous 1905a, p.8;
Anonymous 1905b, p.4(6)). However, this
was a major improvement on the time the first
car had taken in 1903.

Another make of car owned by Mark Foy was
the German Stoewer and the circa 1910 car in
Figure 5 may be one of these.

As the standard of accommodation at Jenolan
Caves improved after the construction of the

Mary Shaw Collection PF827, Blue Mountains City Library,
Local Studies.

Figure 4. Outside the Hydro Majestic Hotel
at Medlow Bath in 1906 is one of
Mark Foy’s two 1902 Milnes
Daimler 22HP vehicles, imported
from England as chassis and fitted
with wagonette bodies. Bert
Beckman is at the wheel of the
Daimler and Mark Foy stands
between the two cars, The vehicle
in the background has been
identified as a 1904 Darracq 12HP
model, a type made famous in the
much-loved 1953 British comedy
film ‘Genevieve’ about the London
- Brighton Veteran Car Run.

photo courtesy of Bill Boldiston
Figure 3. Jack Rice’s Medlow Bath Stables.

The building was extended in 1910
with a new masonry façade and
had a multitude of uses, including
the Medlow Bath Post and
Telegraph Office.

ex Trickett (1905, p.5).
Figure 2. The left photograph in this

advertisement shows John Rice
in one of Mark Foy’s Milnes
Daimlers about to drive his
guests from Belgravia to the
Caves. Belgravia was used as a
guest house whilst Hargravia
was being expanded as part of a
high-class resort that became the
Hydro Majestic.
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first wing of the new Caves House in 1896,
and the addition of three more wings between
1907 and 1924, Jenolan Caves became an
increasingly fashionable destination, with
groups travelling from Katoomba, Medlow
Bath, Blackheath and Mount Victoria by car,
char-à-banc (Figure 6) or coach.

Cars were expensive in the early days of
Australian motoring so only wealthy
individuals or companies could afford them.
In 1905 a Panhard 15HP cost £800,
equivalent to more than 5 years’ wages for a
well-paid skilled tradesman. Even a much
cheaper one-cylinder Oldsmobile cost £215,
equivalent to 1 1/3 years’ wages (Winser

1955, p.260). Notwithstanding the cost, the
motor vehicle soon arrived in increasing
numbers in New South Wales such that in
1910-1911 there were at least 54 different
makes of car available for sale in Sydney
(Anonymous 1910a; 1911), even more than
the 49 brands available in 2018 (Jeffs 2019).

When the NSW Government invited tenders
for the lease of Caves House at Jenolan in
1910 (Immigration and Tourist Bureau 1910),
the tender documents specified that the
maximum price to be charged for garaging of
cars was to be ‘2 shillings per diem per car’.
Stable accommodation for horses still had to
be provided, at a maximum cost of ‘6
shillings per diem per horse, with hay or chaff
and oats for feed, or 8 shillings per diem per
horse, with hay or chaff and corn for feed’.
By contrast, human guests were to be
accommodated at a maximum cost of 2
shillings 6 pence per bed and the same cost
per meal at a public table or 3 shillings and 6
pence at a private table (Immigration and
Tourist Bureau 1910).

Robert Rolfe was one of the entrepreneurs
who realised that taking a trip in a motor car
was a great adventure for tourists. He had
bought his first car in 1908 (Campbell 1976,
p.360; Low 2019, p.11) and by 1911 the Rolfe
family had replaced all their horse-drawn
coaches with motor vehicles (Campbell
2005).

“From our advertising columns, it will be
seen that Mr. R. Rolfe, motor car
proprietor, Haveland [sic] Avenue,
Blackheath, is making ample provision for
visitors during the coming season. He has
several very beautiful cars, and will run
trips to Jenolan Caves, Lithgow, Mount
Wilson, Mount York and Govett's Leap, as
well as to the Leura and Katoomba
pleasure resorts” (Anonymous 1910b).

Judging by that statement, the Rolfes were
already established in the town by November
1910 and in 1913 their premises were at Te
Whare, Station Street (opposite the Railway
Tennis Court), Blackheath (Anonymous
1913b).

4. Road conditions
It didn’t take much time for the media to start
criticising the Government for the state of the

photo: H. Phillips ex Trickett (1915, p.4)
Figure 6. Cars on the road outside Caves

House circa 1910. The char-à-
banc at front appears to be a
Brasier, a marque that was
available in NSW at the time.

photo: Wiburd Collection, JCHAPS
Figure 5. Superintendent of the Caves,

‘Voss’ Wiburd (centre row, this
side) with a group in a car on
Jenolan Caves Road, with the
limestone arch bridge and the
Grand Arch in the background.



road to Jenolan Caves. The author of a biting
article stated that the antique roads were not
adequate for modern cars, with only five of
the forty miles between Katoomba and
Jenolan considered up to scratch and the
remaining thirty-five miles were.

“rutted, rocky, badly graded marks on the
landscape only differing from bush
country because vegetation refuses to
grow upon it.” (Anonymous 1912).

It was argued that if the NSW Government
spent more on improving the road, the
increased revenue from tourism would make
the expenditure well worthwhile.

By 1913, Mark Foy’s mechanic Jack Rice still
had livery stables at Medlow Bath, offering

“FIRST-CLASS TURNOUT in both
Horses and Carriages” (Anonymous
1913c),

possibly for local sightseeing trips, but he was
also promoting the “Shortest and Cheapest
Route to Jenolan Caves” in First-Class
Motors’ with “Competent and Careful
Chaffeurs (sic)” from his garage at Mt.
Victoria (Anonymous 1913c). By this time,
Foy was importing Italian Fiat cars and took
Rice, his agent Bill Elliott and his friend, the
photographer A.J. ‘Mons’ Perrier on a
publicity run to Jenolan Caves in his new
Tipo Zero Fiat. He had Perrier photograph
the car on the limestone bridge near the Grand
Arch at Jenolan and also on the Victoria Pass,
which at the time was believed to be the
steepest public road in NSW.

“Any car that could pull away with a full
load of passengers from there had to be
good.” (Manson 2016, p.98)

This is in stark contrast to the cartoon image
(Figure 7) of an early car being pulled up
Victoria Pass by a horse !

Pre-WWI the road was so narrow and
winding between Caves House and the flatter
areas around Hampton that it was one-way
down in the mornings and one-way up in the
afternoon; at times there were significant
queues of vehicles waiting to leave the Caves
(Figure 8).

Whalan Collection, Caves House.
Figure 8. Cars lined up soon after 1914

waiting to leave Jenolan Caves
for the drive back to the Blue
Mountains towns.

Sketch courtesy of the family of J Booker, artist, from
Williams (1982, p.10).

Figure 7. A 1904 model Renault on an
assisted passage up the Victoria
Pass.
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5. Tourist Services
(1.) Katoomba
In 1913 competition was heating up, with
Tabrett’s of Katoomba offering a daily motor
service to Jenolan Caves by The Automobile
Touring Co. of Australia Ltd ‘Line of Motors’
or the Mountain Coaching and Motoring Co.
‘Line of Coaches’. They also advertised
special and reserved cars for hire
(Anonymous 1913b).

London-born James (later Sir James)
Joynton-Smith (1858-1943) was a successful
hotelier and entrepreneur who saw the tourist
potential of the Blue Mountains. He had a
fleet of Itala cars (Figure 9) operated under
The Itala Motor Company Ltd. (Anonymous
1914) in which guests from his Carrington
Hotel in Katoomba, the Hydro Majestic Hotel
in Medlow Bath, and his Imperial Hotel in
Mt. Victoria, were conveyed to Jenolan
Caves. These 24HP Italas were described as
“safe and reliable cars” with “expert drivers”
(Anonymous 1913d) and in 1914, The Itala
Motor Company Ltd, operating its ‘Jenolan
Caves Motor Service’ by special arrangement
with the Government Tourist Bureau and
Thos. Cook & Sons, advertised itself as

“The Service for Speed and Comfort”,
“Superior to all Others” (Anonymous
1914a).

photo by J.J. Rodgers, Blue Mountains City Library, Local
Studies Collection.

Figure 11. A touring car photographed
outside the Hartley Court
House circa 1920.

Anonymous (1915), courtesy of JCHAPS.
Figure 10. A 24/30HP Wolseley car owned

by Mr. F.G. Geddes of
Darlinghurst, NSW on Jenolan
Caves Road with the Grand
Arch in the background. Where
the horsepower of a car model is
represented by two numbers as
with this Wolseley, the first
number is the Royal Automobile
Club (RAC) horsepower for
motor tax purposes and the
second number is the measured
horsepower.

photo by J.J. McCarthy
Blue Mountains City Library. Local Studies collection.

Figure 9. An Itala car at Jenolan Caves with
the Grand Arch in the background.
A handwritten note on the back of
the photograph identifies the
couple in the back seat as Ruby
and Rod Whyte who were at
Jenolan Caves on their
honeymoon in March 1913.



The journalist who used Figure 10 likened the
Grand Arch to the quarries of the Aisne which
had become familiar to readers of the
Illustrated London News in early 1915 from
recently published war photographs
(Anonymous 1915). Rock had been dug from
quarries at Aisne in the Picardy region of
northern France for centuries, creating a large
and winding artificial cave.

J.J. Rogers of Caves Road, Hartley held a
photography licence to produce souvenir
snapshots of tourists on their way to Jenolan
Caves. The photographs, as in Figure 11,
were invariably taken in the early morning
light with the vehicles facing down the road,
towards Jenolan.

Char-à-bancs

In March 1916 the Katoomba Tourist
Information Bureau Ltd was incorporated,
with Hector Benassai as sole director and
manager of the company and in 1925
'Benassai's Cadillac Service' to Jenolan Caves
was advertised (Anonymous 1925b);
Benassai was photographed in 1922 at the
front of his Cadillac (Figure 12). In the 1930s
he was in a partnership with Percy Galwey
and George Lee running motor trips from
Katoomba for tourists and boarding house
guests. Those three names appeared again in
1938, this time in the formation of 'Katoomba
Scenic Tours Ltd', a company which acquired
their respective licences and rights and each is
shown as a shareholder and director of the
newly formed company. Hector's occupation

is shown as a 'booking agent' but he does not
appear in the 1939 list of directors of that
company (Indyka n.d.).

Katoomba’s Central Tourist Bureau (Figure
13), opened in 1920 in a prominent location
on the corner of Katoomba Street and Gang
Gang Street, and had quite a fleet of touring
cars including Hudson Super Six models.
After operating successfully for nearly twenty
years, it was taken over in October 1937 by
Searl’s Motor Service Ltd (Anonymous
1937a).

Bartlett’s Mountain Touring Service operated
motor bus services in the Katoomba area
(Figure 14) but had renewal of their licence
refused by Katoomba Municipal Council in
1922 (Anonymous 1922). So they offered
tours to Jenolan Caves and other sights in the
Blue Mountains in a fleet of Cadillacs (Figure
15). Bartlett is listed by Sands as providing
motor car services in Katoomba from 1920 to
1924 inclusive (Sands Directory 1920-1924)
but by 1928 the Great Western Garage was
listed as being managed by an S. Simmons

Blue Mountains Historical Society P396.
Figure 13. Touring cars and char-à-bancs

lined up at Katoomba circa
1920s in front of the Central
Tourist Bureau where many
tours to Jenolan Caves
departed. The two vehicles at
far right are 1927 Hudsons, with
two slightly earlier Hudsons,
possibly 1925 or 1926 models,
at far left. The three vehicles in
the centre appear to be mid-
1920s Studebaker Big Six
commercial chassis-based
touring cars.

Photographer unknown, Blue Mountains City Council
Library,.

Local Studies Collection PF484 accessed at
www.bmcc.nsw.gov.au/library/.

Provenance: Donation Miss Fawcett).
Figure 12. Hartley Court House, Jenolan

Caves Tour Souvenir 1922.
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(Sands Directory 1928, p.198A) and by 1930
Bartlett was operating a bus line in Nowra
(Sands Directory 1930, p.287A).

Katoomba in the 1920s and 1930s boasted
approximately seventeen tourist companies,
each with its own fleet of cars or parlour
coaches manned by their driver-guides (Croft
& Associates Pty Ltd 1982, pp.59-60). In
1925 guest houses at Katoomba such as Mrs.
Walter Rumble’s ‘Sans Souci’, George
Adams’ ‘Balmoral House’ and Mrs. F.
Wallen’s ‘Homesdale’ were all offering their
guests trips to Jenolan Caves (Anonymous
1925b).

When the author’s parents, Bob and Roberta
Betteridge, honeymooned at the Carrington

Hotel, Katoomba in September 1931, they
made the almost obligatory day trip to
Jenolan Caves, with Campbell’s Motor
Touring Service, who ran a fleet of ‘Pierce
Arrow, Hudson and Nash latest model cars’
from the hotel. The company’s motto was
‘Comfort and Facility’. A 9.30am departure
from Katoomba allowed for lunch at Caves
House and dinner back at the Carrington. The
fare was ten shillings each. From letters the
author’s parents wrote to their respective
families (Betteridge Family Letters 1931) it is
obvious they managed to fit in tours of the
Lucas and Orient Caves and a walk to the
Blue Lake, the ‘Reckitt’s Blue’ colour of
which impressed them greatly. They
expressed disappointment at the lunch which
was apparently described on the menu as
‘veal and ham’ but was determined to be
actually minced mutton. After all, it was at
the height of the Great Depression!

(2.) Blackheath
Another early operator who saw the potential
in touring cars was Stefan (‘Sid’) Josef
Siedlecky who set up business in Blackheath
in 1919 and had a Cadillac and a more
powerful 10 seater, 8 cylinder Cole
(Siedlecky 2005); he was still listed as a
motor car proprietor in the town in 1929
(Sands Directory 1929, p.42A).

In the mid-1920s, returned soldier E.E.C.
(Ted) Hatswell established a tourist vehicle
business in Blackheath, firstly from his
residence in Hat Hill Road then from a shop
that he purchased on the Bathurst Road
(Hatswell 1976). His business combined
sales of petrol and electrical goods with a tour
booking office. His first motor vehicle was a
Chandler car, followed by a larger version, a
‘Pikes Peak’ Chandler (referring to the
extensive testing of the model on the
treacherous roads of Colorado’s 14,000 feet
(4267 metres) Pikes Peak (McCourt 2009)),
then a Hudson, successive Vauxhalls and
finally a 1939 Chrysler Royal (Hatswell
1976). Ted died in 1940 but his wife carried
on the business until 1955 and one of their
sons (Ross) ran a garage on the Great Western
Highway for many years.

As late as 1923, a typical tourist car used by
Frank Rolfe on the run from Blackheath to
Jenolan Caves was a 1912 Cadillac with a V8

photo: Blue Mountains Library, Local
Studies Collection PF1096.

Figure 14. Bartlett’s Great Western Garage,
Katoomba circa 1920s, with
owner Hope Bartlett (far right)
standing outside.

BMHS P912
Figure 15. Bartlett’s fleet of 8 cylinder

Cadillac tour cars about to
depart for Jenolan Caves.



engine and a pressurised fuel tank which was
activated by a manual pump on the
dashboard.

“While passengers criticised it for being
old-fashioned, it could leave the rest for
dead coming up the Jenolan Hill. Ray
Rolfe Peters bought the car for £12.10.0
($25) and turned it into a utility.” (Smith
1996, p.31).

If the car in Figure 16 is anything to go by,
Rolfe’s were still using relatively old vehicles

in 1930. The notes on the back of this
souvenir photograph show the date as 1930
and the car has been identified on the BMCC
Library record as a 1918 Belgian Fabrique
Nationale (FN). Founded in 1889, FN went
on to become one of the major arms
manufacturers in the Eastern Hemisphere but
made cars only until the 1930s.

The Rolfes were still operating their business
from Blackheath in 1937 when Mr. Bruce
(sic) Rolfe leased premises on the Great
Western Highway previously occupied by
Mrs. W. Siedlecky. The shop was
modernised, with a new front installed to
enhance the appearance of their motor tourist
office (Anonymous 1937b). The last two of
Robert Rolfe’s five sons retired in 1956 and
the business closed (Campbell 1976, p.361).

A growing list of hotels, guesthouses and bed
and breakfast establishments in the Upper
Blue Mountains catered to the needs of

weekend trippers, honeymooners and holiday
makers. Man magazine, to be found in many
barbers’ shops of the day, satirised this new
demand for travel with a cartoon poster
advertising Jenolan Caves:

“Honeymoon special: children half price”!
(Spearritt 2005, p.25)

6. Road accidents
Even after WWI road travel to Jenolan Caves
was not without its risks. In April 1920,
seven young men from Katoomba, returning
from a valedictory at Caves House, had a
miraculous escape from death when the Itala
car in which they were returning failed to take
a bend and plunged through the safety fence,
down a cliff and overturned on hitting a log.
The car, which had survived a fire at Bell’s
Garage the previous year, was understandably
written off, its wreckage scattered in all
directions some 600 feet (c.183 m) from
where it left the highway. Thanks to early
triage by a military doctor staying at Jenolan,
all the men survived although some had
serious injuries requiring hospitalisation
(Anonymous 1920). Not so lucky was
returned serviceman Thomas Joseph
O’Rourke who died on 10 January 1925 when
his car hit a log and overturned on the Caves
Road about two miles from Hampton. At the
Coroner’s inquest into the accident, the dead
man’s family were consoled by the possibility
that he may have suffered a medical episode
resulting from war wounds and may have
died prior to the crash (Anonymous 1925a).

7. By air to Jenolan?
In 1927 there was an inquiry into the
tendering process by which the NSW
Government Tourist Bureau engaged one
company, Day’s Tourist Services, operated by
N.L. Day of Coogee, as its exclusive operator
of tours to Jenolan Caves. In what the Blue
Mountain Echo described as an ‘artistic
sidestep’, Mr. L.J. Lamble, the director of the
Bureau and previously manager at both
Jenolan Caves and Kosciuszko Chalet,
responded to a question about his relationship
to Day’s, by foreshadowing:

‘that at a very early date a regular air
service direct to the Caves House would
be inaugurated’. (Anonymous 1927d)

While a bright future for air travel in Australia
had been forecast since the end of World War

Photographer unknown, Blue Mountains City Library,
Local Studies Collection.

Figure 16. Souvenir photograph of a Rolfe’s
Touring Service car outside
Hartley Court House.
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I, the prospect of air travel to Jenolan Caves
was more than a little optimistic, especially in
1927, for quite where a plane might land in
that rugged terraine is a mystery. As with
many inquiries, even today, the outcome of
this one was inconclusive, with the
newspaper declaring that unless direct
testimony or defence were produced, the
inquiry would end in a

‘medley of words vainly employed in
enunciating contra-ideals’ (Anonymous
1927a).

In early 1930, a Miss M.A. Evans of Mt.
Gambier, South Australia, wrote to the
Bureau about travel opportunities for her
forthcoming trip to Sydney. She was offered

tours only by Day’s Motor Tourist Service
Ltd to NSW Government owned natural sites,
including accommodation in the guest houses
at Jenolan Caves and Wombeyan Caves
(Davidson & Spearritt 2000, p.85).

Day’s obviously survived the 1927 inquiry
and retained the Bureau’s lucrative contract
for tours to Jenolan Caves. The very smart
15-passenger char-à-banc in Figure 17, built
circa 1922 by Sydney coach-building firm
Smith and Waddington on an American White
chassis took Day’s tours to Jenolan Caves and
the Royal National Park in the 1920s (Tugnett
and Simpson 2020).

The Government Tourist Bureau advertised
for sale to the highest bidder.

‘the Hudson touring car which carried
happy holiday-makers from the Mount
[Victoria] to Jenolan Caves’ (Anonymous
1928).

The advertisement stated that the car was
‘resting’, with ‘all its virtues, all its faults’ in
the Bureau’s premises at Challis House,
Sydney and that offers had to be made by
letter to the Director (Anonymous 1928). The
American Hudson car, particularly the Super
Six models seem to have been popular for the
Jenolan run and a Hudson char-à-banc with
four rows of seats (Figure 18) was

photo by Fred Bann: Blue Mountains City Library
1013865/0

Figure 19. Honeymoon snap by her husband
of Clara May Bann, sitting on the
running board of a 1930 Packard
Straight Eight tour car outside
Kelly’s Imperial Half Way House
at Hampton in October 1937.

SRA collection ex Spearritt 2005, p.18
Figure 17. A Day’s Motor Tourist Service

char-à-banc photographed
circa 1925 near Martin Place,
Sydney.

Hartley Court House, photographer unknown.
Blue Mountains Library Local Studies Collection

LS001\001436.
Figure 18. A Hudson Char-à-banc from

Chandlers of Katoomba en
route to Jenolan Caves, with
Charlie Edwards as the driver
and a full load of passengers.



photographed outside the Hartley Court
House in 1922.

8. The need for a comfort stop
In the days of horse-drawn transport from the
Upper Blue Mountains towns to the Jenolan
Caves, Hampton was a convenient location
for a comfort stop and an opportunity for
refreshment. In circa 1863 Michael Kelly
had built a house about two km closer to the
Caves from the spot where the building now
known as the Half Way House is located. In
1888 Percy George Whittall, proprietor of the
Imperial Hotel at Mt. Victoria, built Whittall’s
Halfway House on the current site but he had
to rebuild it the following year after the
original was destroyed by fire; his second
building was later re-named the Imperial
Halfway House (Figure 19).

From 1888, and throughout the later years of
the nineteenth century, the Kelly and Whittall
establishments operated in competition with
each other. In about 1903, Michael Kelly’s
son Joseph took over the Imperial Halfway
House which then became known as Kelly’s
Imperial Halfway House (Figure 19) and his
parents appear to have sold their original
establishment (which had become a general
store by 1905) and moved in with their son at
the Imperial. A two-storeyed extension was
added during 1924-25 and Joseph Kelly ran
the Imperial until the 1930s (he died in 1939).
After the original Kelly house was sold, a
third Halfway House was opened (by 1908)
by James and Mary Wilson across the road
from it, in buildings possibly also erected by
Michael Kelly. This became the Federal
Halfway House and was popular in the early
years of motor tourism. The current building
is 20.4 km from the caves, and it now offers
motel style accommodation, a bunk house,
bistro and lounge (Hampton Halfway Hotel
Motel 2020).

9. Rivalry heats up
In the 1930s, rivalry between the Upper Blue
Mountains towns for the motor tours business
was intense and a meeting was held between
the various proprietors, Katoomba Council
and representatives of the Transport
Coordination Board, with a view to
minimising price-cutting between towns. A
new scale of fees, including a suggested rise

from 10/- to £1 for the Jenolan Caves trip,
was adopted by the participants for
consideration by the Board’s Commissioner.
Mr. Walsh from the Board advised that other
towns such as Blackheath could make similar
representations to the Board but that the
Commissioner would:

“be guided to a large extent by equitable
rates for the public” (Anonymous 1933b).

The NSW Government Tourist Bureau in
November 1932 was offering two-day tours
to Jenolan Caves by the Caves Express train
including travel and accommodation for 39
shillings, with a pictorial folder posted free
(Anonymous 1932). In 1934 the Australian
Women’s Weekly and Sydney radio station
2UW in conjunction with the Government
Tourist Bureau were offering a special
weekend trip to Jenolan Caves for £2/7/-. The
tour, conducted by 2UW morning announcer
Miss Kay Russell, included rail travel with all
meals to Mt. Victoria, motor transport to
Jenolan Caves with one night’s
accommodation and two cave inspections
(Anonymous 1934a).

10. The parlour coach
Prior to1926almost all buseshadperimeter seating
but in that year a NSW Government Regulation
required seats to be placed in a transverse position.
Parlour coaches, built for the tourist trade, were
similar to buses in that they were multi-passenger
vehicles but they had no room for standing
passengers. They were more luxuriously equipped

©MuseumofAppliedArts&Sciences, https://ma.as/141972
<accessed19June2020>,

Figure 20. Technical drawing of a parlour
coach body on a Dodge chassis
designed by W.S. Grice of
Summer Hill for A. Dind of
Katoomba.
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than buses, had more comfortable seating and were
specially designed for long-distance tourist travel,
and they featured a separate door for the driver and
a row of 3 to 5 doors on the passenger or ‘near’side
(Simpson 1993).

In the 1940s W.S. Grice (of 73 Carlton Crescent,
Summer Hill) designed a parlour coach (Figure 20)
on a Dodge chassis with a 210 inch (5.33 metres)
wheelbase for the tour operator A. Dind of
Katoomba. Ithadsixdoors,oneon thedriver’s side
and five on the passenger side, with a rear
emergency window.

The parlour coach in Figure 21 is similar to
the one designed for Dind’s of Katoomba by
W.S. Grice but appears to have had one less
side window and a different door
configuration than the one in the drawing
(Figure 20).

When interviewed in 1980, George Mitchell
an ex-driver for Dind’s ‘Comfortours’ of
Katoomba, said that his morning routine
involved going around the various
guesthouses and announcing through a metal
megaphone that he would be calling by at
9.00am and conveying passengers to this or
that sight (John Grahame, pers. comm,,

2020). Mitchell’s run to Jenolan Caves
involved the usual photo shoot at Hartley
where the negatives were processed so that
the tourists could pick up their holiday
souvenir snaps on their return journey. He
said the char-à-bancs and parlour coaches
were horrible things to drive on the tortuous
bends because the brake drums were more
suited to cars instead of the stretched
vehicles, and the ‘welded-in’ chassis
extensions played havoc with
manoeuvrability and power-to-weight ratios.
He said the passengers didn’t realise that the
driver was desperately trying to slow the
mechanical monsters by pumping the ‘white
hot’ brakes (John Grahame, pers. comm,
2020).

11. Motor tours from other centres
Motorised tours to Jenolan Caves were not
only provided from the Upper Blue
Mountains towns but also from centres
including Bathurst, Lithgow and Sydney.
(a.) Bathurst
The Donnelly Brothers, from a family which
had settled in the Fish River district in the
1830s, had set up a successful horse-drawn
coach business in Bathurst circa late 1890s
(Donnelly 1979). The Donnelly Brothers

photo courtesy of JCHAPS
Figure 21. A Dind’s of Katoomba parlour coach outside Hartley Courthouse circa 1962/63

with a group including JCHAPS member Kath Bellamy and her family.



finally made the decision to sell off most of
their horses and horse-drawn vehicles and
embrace the new technology. Their first car
appears to have been a large chain-driven Fiat
tourer capable of carrying about eight
passengers. This loud monster became
known locally as ‘Donnelly’s Traction
Engine’ and in spite of creating havoc among
those still reliant on horses for transport, it
was a tremendous success. Journeys which
previously took days, now took hours
(Donnelly 1979). Understandably, the
Donnelly Brothers were not skilled motor
mechanics and they hired an expert, a Mr.
Frank Flood from the Sydney Fiat agents; he
remained with the Donnellys as mechanic,
adviser and friend until his death many years
later. Promoting themselves as ‘the big motor
car runners of Bathurst’, the Donnellys used
poetry to advertise one of their new cars
(Anonymous 1913a).

“If you want a car, ring up five nine,
And Donnelly Brothers will be on time.
They will call at your house, wherever you are,
With their latest purchase, the “Rambler” car.
You take your seat and away you go
Like an arrow shot from a mighty bow.
O’er hill and vale and winding road
The big car moves with its precious load,
And the engines purr as you fly along,
And they sing the motor’s pleasant song,
Whilst the joy that follows a perfect drive,
Just makes you glad to be alive,
And when you stop at your own front door,
You long to ride in that car once more.”

In 1934, Attuel’s luxury sedan cars departed
daily from the Bathurst Post Office for the
caves (Anonymous 1934a).

(b.) Lithgow
Lithgow estate agent and insurance agent
A.S. Luchetti also operated a travel agency
and tourist information service, running tours
to Jenolan Caves in the late 1940s
(Anonymous 1946) and early 1950s
(Anonymous 1951).

(c.) Sydney
By the early 1930s motor tours to Jenolan
Caves could be booked from at least seven
centres in the Sydney CBD (Sands 1932-3,
p.2913) including Allen’s Motor Hire and
Tourist Service (offices at 161 Castlereagh
Street and in Martin Place); an office for The

Carrington Hotel, Katoomba and the Imperial
Hotel, Mt. Victoria at 170 Pitt Street; NSW
Government Tourist Bureau, Challis House,
Martin Place; NRMA, 26 Grosvenor Street;
Thomas Cook & Sons, Challis House;
Country Booking Bureau, 46 Martin Place;
and Day’s Motor Tourist Service, 19
Hargrave Street.

12. An embellished memory?
Famous Australian photographer Frank
Hurley (1885-1962) fondly remembered the
excited anticipation generated by his first trip
as a child to Jenolan Caves:

“I had never been able to forget that crisp
early morning back in the mid 1920s when
we children were roused and bundled into
the back seat of the family’s new roadster.
The Western Highway through the
mountain town of Blackheath was still
damp, and the sunlight was just breaking
over the eastern rim of the Grose Valley,
bathing the cottage roofs and treetops in a
brilliance of pale gold. There was a
delicious sense of expectancy in the air.
This was the beginning of our long-
awaited one-day trip to the “Caves”.”
(Hurley 1952, p.97).

Hurley went on to describe the magnificent
five-mile descent into the Jenolan Valley, the
first glimpse of the willow-fringed Blue Lake
(Figure 22), the entry into ‘the yawning
mouth of the Grand Arch’ and the sudden
emergence of the roadway through the
western end of the cavern and out into the
dazzling sunshine flooding the narrow valley
of the Caves House. He continued:

‘Surely there can be no stretch of highway
anywhere that surpasses this in all that is
grand and spectacular’.

Hurley’s description still holds true (apart
from the willows, which have been removed
for environmental conservation reasons). But
his memory must have been playing tricks on
him in regard to the date of that trip to Jenolan
– in the 1920s Hurley was in his thirties and
had already accompanied Douglas Mawson
and Ernest Shackleton on their famous
Antarctic expeditions (Pike 1983). Perhaps
his romantic account of the earlier visit to
Jenolan with his parents was just an imagined
embellishment to his 1952 camera study of
Jenolan, based on a week he spent there in
1950 (Hurley 1952, p.81). In fact, as a
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teenager of 13, Hurley had run away from
Glebe Public School and worked in the steel
mill at Lithgow, returning home two years
later (Pike 1983). So, perhaps he had first
visited Jenolan during that period.

13. WWII and later
In startling similarity to the impact on Blue
Mountains tourism posed by the COVID-19
pandemic restrictions of 2020, tourist bus
operators at Katoomba and other mountain
towns were ordered during 1942 to stop their
tourist coach operations as a measure to
conserve fuel. An exemption was granted to
the coach operator who had the government
contract to take workers from mountain
towns to and from the Small Arms Factory at
Lithgow (Anonymous 1942a). It was hoped
that operators who could run their vehicles on
charcoal or privately-produced shale oil
would receive an exemption from the ban.
Just as today, emergency restrictions were not
applied evenly. Mr. A.C. Dind, operating
Katoomba's largest tourist service, said to a
reporter:

"To-day I sat down and watched private
motorists tearing round the town enjoying
themselves. The Government forced me to
lock up my cars and coaches. It smashed
my business. It seems hard that people can
go pleasure motoring while people like
myself see their business crumble in a
day." (Anonymous 1942b).

14 Buses take over
Not all the early vehicles on the tourist route
to Jenolan Caves were cars or char-à-bancs.

An early bus on the run was a Fageol (Figure
23) which, despite its French name was made
in Oakland, California. Fageol made tractors,
trucks and buses from 1916 and the company
existed in various forms until 1953
(Wikipedia 2020).

By the late 1940s, buses like the one in Figure
24, which appears to be based on a circa 1942
Ford, were enabling more and more
passengers to be carried at one time but
perhaps not in quite as exciting a way as the
open tour cars and char-à-bancs. Coach lines
such as Pioneer were offering twice-weekly,
three day tours to the Blue Mountains
including a full day at Jenolan Caves where
their passengers could

“explore these subterranean marvels” and
see the “unique and world famous” Grand
Arch (Anonymous 1948).

Wiburd Collection, courtesy of JCHAPS.
Figure 23. A group outside Caves House,

circa early 1920s, including
Voss Wiburd and Tant Bradley
(at front, second and first from
right) with a Fageol bus then
being used on the Sydney –
Jenolan Caves run.

ex Hurley (1952, p.87).
Figure 22. “The Grand Arch across the Blue

Lake. The Arch is the entrance
to an enormous cavern 470 feet
in length, 227 feet wide, and of a
maximum height of 80 feet”.



Bus Incidents.
On 5 January 1962 a Pioneer Tours Royal
Leyland Tiger Flxible (sic) Clipper Coach
‘Bingara’, on a one day tour from Sydney to
Jenolan Caves with 32 passengers on board,
left the road on the Five Mile hill when the
driver swerved to avoid a head-on collision
with a speeding Holden car approaching on
the wrong side of the road. The soft edge of
the road gave way and the coach went over
the side, overturning at least four or five times
before the driver was thrown out and pinned
under a tree. The coach (Figure 25) ended up
272 feet (82.9 metres) from the edge of the

road. Tragically, four women passengers
were killed and many injured, including the
driver who was later cleared of any fault in
the subsequent coronial inquest into the
deaths (Anonymous 2017). Readers could be
forgiven for thinking that the bus in Figure 25
would have been a total write-off but
amazingly it was repaired, rebodied and
continued to operate, under six different
owners in Victoria and NSW until finally
withdrawn in 1989 (Bus Australia 2012).

While ever improving roads, high rates of car
ownership and larger tourist coaches mean
that many more tourists can now get to
Jenolan Caves, inclement weather and
mechanical breakdowns can still cause
problems. During a heavy snowstorm in
August 2016, more than 80 visitors had to be
rescued from their cars and a large bus was
one of seven that became bogged (Figure 26)
and had to be towed out (Beers 2016).

In 2018 the electrical system failed on a large
tour coach, with a full load of schoolchildren,
leaving the vehicle with its brakes locked on
and stuck on the limestone arch bridge near
the Grand Arch. It took many hours for
service personnel to reach Jenolan and get the
bus moving again.

In 2020, tours to Jenolan Caves were offered
by at least seven major coach companies

photo courtesy of JCHAPS
Figure 25. The Pioneer coach in which four

passengers were tragically killed
in a 1962 accident on the Jenolan
Caves Road.

Whitby Collection courtesy of JCHAPS
Figure 24. Tour group outside Hartley Court House en route to Jenolan Caves circa late

1940s - early 1950s.
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operating out of Sydney, one coach company
out of Katoomba and a variety of companies
offering specialty tours including guided
4WD tours, foreign language tours and
adventure tours (Jenolan Caves 2020b).

15. BY TRAIN TO JENOLAN.
It has been argued that the railways were
crucial to the creation of almost all of
Australia’s tourist resorts in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
(Davidson & Spearritt 2000, p.154). As far as
the Blue Mountains were concerned,

“the railway brought the tourist and gave
the ordinary Sydney-sider for the first time
the chance of cheap and healthy outings in
an age [of] discovering recreation” (Jack
2000, p.13).

Initially, the NSW Railway Commissioners
promoted Katoomba, the Blue Mountains and
the Jenolan Caves, even though tourists had
to make the final part of the journey from the
Upper Blue Mountains towns to the Caves by
horse-drawn carriage. By 7 May 1905 the
NSWGR Timetable showed that passengers
could travel on the evening Express (the
forerunner of The Fish) from Central Station
in Sydney to Mt. Victoria in exactly 3 hours
(Anonymous 1905c) and by the 1920s one-
day rail and motor tours to Jenolan Caves
were available (Spearritt 2000, p.5).

Jenolan Caves were visited in 1927 by the
Duke and Duchess of York who on 31 March
travelled to Katoomba by train (Figure 27)
and then by road to Jenolan Caves. The
Royal party’s road transport was a fleet of
Crossley Six 18/50 cars (Anonymous 1927c,
p.viii), comprising two landaulettes, four
limousines and six tourers. The Royal couple
visited the Left Imperial Cave (now the

Chifley Cave) before attending a sumptuous
15-course dinner in the Caves House dining
room. The Royal couple returned from the
Caves on 1 April 1927, lunching at the
Imperial Hotel in Mt. Victoria before joining
their train at 1.45pm for the trip back to
Sydney, after a busy visit which involved a
succession of receptions (Anonymous
1927b).

By 1929, the NSW Government Railways
had been running a limited-stops, fast
commuter train known as The Fish from
Central Station to the Blue Mountains for
more than forty years but the growing
popularity of the motor car and vast
improvements to road conditions were
challenging the supremacy of train travel to
the Blue Mountains. An indication of this
increasing competition from the motor car
can be gauged from the vehicle registration
figures for NSW. In 1924, 62,471 motor cars
were registered in the state but by 1929 this
had grown to 170,039 (Hovenden 1981,
p.183).

The Railways experimented with locomotive
3307 (a member of the old P6 class 4-6-0s,
reclassified as C32 class in 1924) to assess whether
it could handle a revised schedule that would
cut a whopping 55 minutes from the existing
time between Central Station and Mt.
Victoria. This route included Australia's
steepest mainline grades, meaning the odds
were never going to be easy (Belbin & Burke
1981, p.127). On the lower mountain slopes

photo: NSWGR photo, ARHSnsw Archives Collection image
no.855266.

Figure 27. Crowds at Sydney Central Station
farewell the Royal Train for the
visit of the Duke and Duchess of
York, hauled by two C36 class
locomotives on 31 March 1927.

photo: Top Notch Video (2016)
Figure 26. A large tour coach bogged in the

snow near Jenolan Caves in 2016.



the engines faced almost twelve miles (19.2
km) of 1-in-60 grade and then the steady slog
of twenty miles (32 km) over l-in-31 to l-in-50
from Valley Heights to Katoomba. In those
thirty-two miles (51.2 km), with very few
straight stretches, the engine would climb
3245 ft (989 m) (Belbin & Burke 1981,
p.127). This was to be the Caves Express, a
completely new train, with coach connection
to Jenolan Caves.

With its inaugural run on 11 November 1929,
the Caves Express offered much faster
schedules by the use of limited-stop running
and a lightweight train of only five modified
American suburban carriages, which were
adapted for tourist use by enclosing the end
platforms, grouping seats in settings of four
either side of an aisle and adding toilets and

buffet facilities. The train was hauled at first
by specially assigned superheated C32 class
locomotives (Figure 28) which were only
used between November 1929 and November
1931 (Living Histories 2020).

In November 1931, the Caves Express was
assigned C35 class (Figure 29) (previously
known as NN Class) locos and engine 3535
commenced the accelerated schedule,
keeping good the boast of reaching Katoomba
from Sydney "in under two hours" (Belbin &
Burke 1981, p.128). When in July 1933
engine 3506 (Figure 30) emerged from
Eveleigh Railway Workshops it had a striking
livery of Caledonian blue with a large silver
star adorning the smokebox door. Sister locos

3535 and 3526 soon received the same
treatment, and to match was the six-car CUB
tourist-set which, complete with buffet, was
in a livery of blue and cream and was built
specifically for the Caves Express. This train

excelled on the climb up the mountains, and
on the straight speeds of "up to 71 mph" were
timed (Belbin & Burke 1981, p.128).

The larger, new and more powerful 36 class
engine (Figure 31) took over both the Caves
Express (and The Fish) in November 1935.

“The conical boilers of the new 4-6-0’s
earned them the nickname of the "pig",
but the undistinguished appellation
proved no impediment to handling a
nine-car train with ease while average
speeds on the mountains rose to about 40
mph. Many fast runs were witnessed and
the success of the service required the
Caves Express to run in two divisions,
Sunday having been added to the
schedule.” (Belbin & Burke 1981,
p.128).

photo from a display in Caves House
Figure 30. Locomotive 3506 hauls the Caves

Express past Parramatta Park in
1933.

photo from a display in Caves House
Figure 29. The Caves Express at Central

Railway Station circa 1930s
hauled by C35 class locomotive
3506 with CUB carriages.

photo: ARHSnsw Archives Winney I K Collection
No.103997

Figure 28. The inaugural Caves Express
hauled by C32 class locomotive
3307 at Mt Victoria on 11
November 1929.
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The first regular stop on the Blue Mountains
for the Caves Express was Hazelbrook until
1937 when it became Springwood.
Sometimes at holiday periods the first stop
would be Katoomba, with a second division
relief train serving stations from Springwood.

In December 1936, a new car set, number
108, was assigned to the Caves Express and
was painted blue and gold (Figure 32). It was
the same design as that introduced on The
Fish in 1932. The Caves Express continued
in operation during the first years of World
War II, taking 1 hour 55 minutes from Sydney
to Katoomba and 2 hours 20 minutes from
Sydney to Mt. Victoria. But on 4 October
1942, the Caves Express in its original form
whistled out of Mt. Victoria for the last time
(Belbin & Burke 1981, p.128). The service
had a mediocre revival between 1953 and
1956 when it re-appeared in the timetables for
Fridays and Saturdays only, running to a
semi-fast schedule in the westbound direction
only (Wikipedia 2019b).

ex Belpin & Burke (1981, p.92).
Figure 33. Caves Express timetable and services circa 1930s.

photo: Valley Heights Locomotive Depot Heritage Museum.
Figure 32. A restored first class / buffet car

from the Caves Express at the
Valley Heights Locomotive
Depot Heritage Museum.https://www.records.nsw.gov.au/image/

17420_a014_a014001371
Figure 31. The Caves Express crossing the

Knapsack Viaduct, hauled by
C36 class locomotive 3673,
featuring smoke deflectors and
the round-topped boiler with
which all the class were
originally equipped before
many were refitted with
Belpaire fireboxes.



16. Refreshments & Timetable
After the 2 hours 25 minutes journey from
Central Station to Mount Victoria,
passengers, if they hadn’t already obtained
food from the train’s buffet car (Figure 33)
(Bayley 1980, p.71), could enjoy a meal at the
Railway Refreshment Room (RRR) in the Mt.
Victoria Railway Station prior to the, at times,
perilous journey by motor car or coach down
to the Caves. The heritage-listed station
buildings now house the extensive and
eclectic Mount Victoria and District
Historical Society’s collection, including a
display of the RRR tableware (Mount
Victoria and District Historical Society
Museum 2020).

In its heyday, the Caves Express was claimed
to be the fastest steam mountain express train
in the world (Figure 34), reaching speeds of
up to 69.25 miles per hour (Anonymous
1933a). This service ushered in a new era of
travel and proved to be a vital link to the

future success of Caves House and two-day
tours by Caves Express and motor were
cheaper (Figure 35) than travelling all the
way by motor.

Long-time Bullaburra resident John Grahame
recalls some of the lightweight carriages
formerly used on the Caves Express serving
on the ‘School Train’ in which he travelled up
and down the mountains between 1969 and
1983 (John Grahame, pers.comm., 2020).

17. Important accoutrements for
travellers to Jenolan Caves.
Illustrated advertisements in The Guide to
the Jenolan Caves (pp. 2, ii, 87 & i in
Trickett 1915) convey that it is appropriate
for visitors to
• be outfitted in a check tweed suit and a

gabardine overcoat, topped off with a cloth
cap, straw boater or bowler hat from
Gowing Bros of George Street, Sydney
(Figure 36).

Advertisement in Trickett (1915, p.2).
Fiigure 36. Gowing Bros’ advertisement

showing the appropriate attire
suggested for male clients on a
visit to the Jenolan Caves.

Canberra Times, 27 May 1933, p.1, col.5.
http://www.jenolancaves.org.au/blog/toot-toot-all-aboard-

for-jenolan-caves/
Figure 34. Newspaper article about Caves

Express record run in 1933;

Figure 35. NSW Government Tourist Bureau
fares for daily tours to Jenolan
Caves.
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• travel with an “Australian pure wool rug”
of the “highest quality” from Vicars of
Marrickville

• use a portmanteau or suit case from
“Anthony Hordern’s New Palace
Emporium” on Brickfield Hill, Sydney

and
• maintain their energy levels by eating the

“The Travellers’ Vade-Mecum – Cadbury’s
Chocolate”.

18. Postscript.
At the time of writing, Jenolan Caves Road
between Five Mile and Jenolan Caves had
reopened after being closed in both directions
due to damage caused by the 2019-2020
summer bushfires and by heavy rain in
February 2020 which led to hundreds of
dangerous trees, minor and major rock falls
and damage to retaining walls and safety
barriers (Transport for NSW 2020). The road
between the Duckmaloi Road turnoff and the
Grand Arch was closed again for various
periods in July-August 2020 to allow
sediment to be removed from the Blue Lake
which is an important platypus habitat. While
Caves House was open and the annual
‘Christmas in July’ festivities were held, the
caves themselves were still closed due to
inability in meeting COVID-19 pandemic
social distancing restrictions. On the
weekend of 22-23 August 2020 Jenolan
Caves Road was closed for a time due to
heavy snow and ice. The Jenolan Caves
Reserve Trust and other agencies had taken
advantage of the earlier lock-down to carry
out repairs to damaged infrastructure.
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Abstract
During the centennial of the 1813 trek across
the Blue Mountains, the explorers Blaxland,
Wentworth and Lawson were lauded as na-
tional heroes, and their deeds were commem-
orated by building a grand new pavilion on
Mount York. In 2013 the bicentenary of the
Mountains crossing was marked by events
that reflected a different set of communal val-
ues that down-played the previous chauvin-
ism and recognised issues, such as Aboriginal
dispossession. This paper explores how a
confluence of these ideas, and the proximity
of western Blue Mountains communities to
the 1813 crossing route, resulted in the stag-

ing of the centenary as a milestone of national
achievement and examines the on-going value
of Mount York as a repository of historical
artefacts.

Key words: Mount York, pavilion, Mount
Victoria, explorers, pioneer legend, Blue
Mountains.

INTRODUCTION
Blaxland, Wentworth and Lawson’s famous
crossing of the Blue Mountains in 1813, and
the subsequent construction of a road to the
slopes beyond the Great Dividing Range, trig-
gered the first significant extension of settler

Blue Mountains Library Local Studies Collection 000183
Figure 2 (inset) in 1913.
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Figure 1. The Mount York pavilion as it was
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agriculture on the mainland outside the Syd-
ney convict colony. A century later the cross-
ings had become emblems of perceived suc-
cess in conquering the bush to establish farm-
ing, grazing, mining and settled towns in the
inland. In a society enamoured of its own
progress, the pioneers who led the way to-
wards this victory were officially praised as
heroes in a concerted effort to promote edify-
ing views about the history of the new Com-
monwealth that was founded in 1901. The
facts of exploration came to be overlayed
with a narrative of national achievement that
in 1913 found monumental expression with
the construction of a pavilion at Mount York
(Figures 1 & 2), a key campsite on the explor-
ers’ original route. Resulting from a Federa-
tion-era sense of Australian identity, and local
enthusiasm to partake in that identity, the
grandiose opening of the pavilion marked a
high point in promotion of the crossings as a
pivotal event in national history. That tri-
umphal view of settler achievement has faded
over time in both academic discourse and
popular consciousness; as a consequence of
which the monument at Mount York has lost
much of its original symbolic weight and ac-
quired new connotations as a relic of attitudes
from an important formative period in Aus-
tralia’s history.

Centenary Celebrations 1913
The bright late-autumn sky formed a glorious
blue canopy high above as an occasion of un-
precedented magnitude played out in the usu-
ally quiet hamlet of Mount Victoria in the up-
per Blue Mountains of New South Wales. It
was Wednesday, 28 May 1913, 100 years
since a party of explorers had passed this way
through what was then harsh bushland previ-
ously unseen by Europeans. Now on this sun-
drenched morning a series of locomotives
chugged into the train station, pulling car-
riages that disgorged passengers who
streamed in their hundreds along a street fes-
tooned with decorations, towards the Imperial
Hotel and a new park nearby. Many others
rolled in along the Great Western Road, trav-
elling on foot, astride horses, bumping along
in carts or impressively seated in new-fangled
automobiles. From far and near had they
come, some from settlements in the east that
hugged the main road running over the moun-
tains; some from towns and farms along the
same road which thrust westwards towards

the fabled plains of the inland, and others
from the metropolis that had formed around
Port Jackson during the previous 125 years.
Among the latter group were civic and busi-
ness luminaries, whose presence lent gravitas
to an event marking the centennial of that tri-
umphal first passage to the west by settlers.

The little village of Mount Victoria, c.79
miles (127 km by train; NSWrail.net (2021))
west of the great harbour and more than 3200
ft (1000 m) aloft at the misty western edge of
the Blue Mountains, was on that day a centre
of interest for the city, the State, perhaps the
whole Commonwealth of Australia and, with
a dash of hyperbole, the mighty British Em-
pire itself. The village was an offspring of the
railway line that had arrived from the east in
1868 and during the 1890s the village was the
premier tourist resort from which horse-
drawn coach excursions to Jenolan Caves de-
parted. While this eminent role was fading in
the new automobile age, in 1913 the heritage
of that era lived on in an array of guest
houses, hotels and elegant homes of city mag-
nates (Low 2019). That day the town was on
formal display, as were many mountain cen-
tres along the rail and road corridor in the east
that were gaily decorated for the occasion.
Railway buildings at Blackheath and Medlow
Bath, among others, were tastefully trimmed
with green foliage and bunting, while
premises around Katoomba station wore
colourful displays of Union Jacks and other
flags. Hundreds of mountain locals were
among the incoming throng, as were the
many young pupils and their teachers, spe-
cially transported for this great occasion from
schools as far away as Parramatta in Sydney’s
west, and Portland and Wallerawang, out past
Lithgow on the way to the inland centre of
Bathurst.

By late morning a milling assemblage of up to
10,000 (Anonymous 1913a, col.4), the like of
which had never previously gathered in the
Blue Mountains, was ready for the gala cere-
mony recalling the great moment of a century
previously when the exertions of the ‘famous
three’ – Gregory Blaxland, William Went-
worth and William Lawson – had been re-
warded with a view of grassy swatches in the
Hartley Valley as they gazed down from a
nearby plateau (Figures 3 & 4). A century
hence, on 28 May 1913, this vision of pastoral



promise beyond the Blue Mountains’ sand-
stone ramparts was being celebrated as a
milestone in the history of the young nation
that had emerged just over a decade ago with
the melding of its six component colonies un-
der a federated government. Gregory Blax-
land’s matter-of-fact, third-person journal be-
lies the symbolic status that was later imposed
on this sighting of grass on 28 May 1813.

“Not being able to find water, they did not
halt till five o'clock, when they took up
their station on the edge of the precipice.
To their great satisfaction, they discovered
that what they had supposed to be sandy
barren land below the mountain, was forest
land, covered with good grass and with
timber of an inferior quality.” (Blaxland
1870, p.13).

Afterwards the party descended into the val-
ley and further on climbed a sugarloaf-shaped
hill (Figure 5), from the summit of which – as
Blaxland (1870, p.14) noted in a much-
quoted overstatement –

“they descried all around, forest or grass-
land, sufficient in extent in their opinion,
to support the stock of the colony for the
next thirty years”.

Having achieved their goal of finding a prac-
tical route to the west, they turned and re-
traced their journey back to Sydney. In the
annals of Australian exploration this was not
a comparatively long or epic journey, but as
the first officially recognized penetration of
the inland from Sydney it eventually acquired
the mythic status honoured a century later at
Mount Victoria. Blaxland, Wentworth and
Lawson were not the first non-Aborigines to
make it beyond the Blue Mountains – depend-
ing on definitions, that honour rightfully be-
longed to convicts (McHugh 2009, pp.1-13) –
and the explorers, with their three convict off-
siders, probably received help from Aborig-
ines that was unacknowledged at the time
(Olsen & Russell 2019, Introduction). Their
main achievement was in wisely ascending
the main east-west ridge and doggedly fol-
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Figure 3. The view from Mount York as it

was in 2019.
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Figure 4. and (inset) about a century ago.
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lowing it to the west; the main challenge lay
not in negotiating the terrain, but rather in
clearing a route amenable to the horses carry-
ing their supplies. As respectable men of sub-
stance with interests in the grazing sector,
their discovery of a practical route for the pas-
sage to good land beyond the sandstone bar-
rier was a boon to the colony’s landholders.
Their blazing of this trail also curtailed any
lingering doubts about the future viability of
settlement in this still largely-unknown conti-
nent. Thus the journey was well cast for its
later role as an heroic episode in the saga of
British imperial triumph.

Mountain Crossers honoured in retrospect
The three explorers’ reputation was enhanced
in later decades, as were those of the other
key men associated with forging a permanent
way across the Blue Mountains in the period
1813-15. The exalted group included George
William Evans, who in late 1813 surveyed the
explorers’ route and extended it across the
Great Dividing Range to the Bathurst area
and beyond; William Cox, who in 1814 su-
pervised a convict work crew that pushed the
first road across the mountains to Bathurst,
and Lachlan Macquarie, the Governor who
approved the whole enterprise and journeyed
to Bathurst accompanied by the colony’s no-
tables in April-May 1815.

While focusing mainly on the explorers, the
latter three mountain-crossing luminaries of
1813-15 were also honoured in the cere-

monies of 28 May 1913, which began with
the arrival of the State Governor, Sir Gerald
Strickland, who stepped impressively onto
the Mount Victoria platform from a special
train. He was greeted by an array of men in
uniforms and some local ‘worthies’ (Figure 6)
including two enthusiastic promoters of the
centenary event, the Australian Historical So-
ciety’s Frank Walker, and a past President of
the local Blaxland Shire, John Berghofer. As
a military band struck up the national anthem,
the vice-regal party inspected a guard of hon-
our and then was motored along the short
route to the Imperial Hotel (Figure 7) . An of-
ficial reception, during which the Governor
met explorers’ descendants, preceded a move
to the park, where invited guests occupied a
podium adjacent to a 1500-strong children’s
choir, a military brass ensemble, and squads
of army and naval cadets – an altogether daz-
zling array (Figure 8).

Blaxland (1870)
Figure 5. Photograph of Mount Blaxland in

a version of Gregory Blaxland’s
diary that was annotated by histo-
rian Frank Walker (Blaxland
1870).

Blue Mountains Library Local Studies Collection
6212412359

Figure 7. The Viceroy’s car on the way to
an official reception.

Blue Mountains Library Local Studies Collection
6212928458

Figure 6. The State Governor arrives at
Mount Victoria for the 1913
centenary.



After introductions and a choral piece (Figure
8), Sir Gerald addressed the youngsters, re-
minding them

“of those who had done honor to them-
selves, their country and the British race
from which they had all sprung”,

and urging them to follow the explorers’ ex-
ample in order to

“meet with the same success and rewards”
(Anonymous 1913b, p.4, col.6).

Campbell Carmichael, the Minister for Public
Instruction, spoke of the discovery of a pas-
sage over the mountains as one of the finest
exploratory feats in Australasian history, car-
ried out by men of

“indomitable courage, resourcefulness and
obstinacy” (Anonymous 1913b, p.5,
col.1).

He urged the boys and girls to contemplate
the road later forged along the explorers’
route – an engineering marvel – as well as the
progress since then that had transformed the
old ordeal of mountain crossing to a comfort-
able few hours aboard a train. Though the in-
tervening achievements had been many, he
assured the youngsters, none outranked that
of these explorers.

“He hoped they would always bear in mind
the fundamental principle underlying all
the great work done in the past, which was
the determination to do their duty at any
cost with a grim tenacity of purpose, which
would not be driven back – like those men
who crossed Emu Plains and travelled on
to Mount York. (Loud cheers)” (Anony-
mous 1913b, p.5, col.1).

Crowd gathers on Mount York
Afterwards the Viceroy, assorted dignitaries
and scores of other invitees dined beneath a
marquee in the park where toasts were drunk
and speeches flowed loquaciously. His Ex-
cellency was praised as His Majesty’s worthy
ambassador, Sir Gerald graciously respond-
ing that the centenary celebration was a na-
tionally important tribute to men who had ex-
emplified the

“energetic British people who founded
Australia’s prosperity” (Anonymous
1913c, p.5, col.3).

As the feasting rolled on, praises flowed for
the nation’s constitution and parliaments; the
British and Australian armed forces, and the
organisers of this splendid occasion. Their
appetites sated, the official party along with
thousands of onlookers traversed six kilome-
tres of road to the plateau above the escarp-
ment at Mount York (Figure 9), where the ex-
plorers had camped on that great day in 1813.
Here they gathered around the base of a par-
tially completed concrete monument that
would have had an eight-pillared canopy as
its central feature, had not bad weather stalled
the work crew’s efforts to erect it in time for
the ceremonial opening (Figure 10). Unde-
terred, the Governor dutifully unveiled the
memorial tablet with verbal nods to imperial-
ism, Australian progress and the greats of
1813-15.

“In honour of the exploring spirit of the
British race, of what Australians have done
and will do, I dedicate this monument –
and in honour of the memory of Blaxland,
Wentworth and Lawson, and of Governor
Macquarie, and Surveyor General Evans,

Blue Mountains Library Local Studies Collection 6212833596
Figure 8. The children’s choir and crowd at Mount Victoria.
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and in recollection of their having reached
Mount Blaxland across the barrier, giving
to Sydney command of the vast resources
(sic) of New South Wales.” (Anonymous
1913b, p.5, cols.4-5).

Official acts now finalised, the crowd dis-
persed but festivities – including an official
ball – continued at various locations. That
night hundreds of lanterns glowed outside
homes, and bonfires blazed at scores of loca-
tions along a chain of high points ranging
from Prospect Hill in the east to Mount
Canobolas above Orange. There at the west-
ern end of the chain hundreds gathered
around a pyre in the glow of which they per-
haps reflected on that episode 100 years ear-
lier …

“when the intrepid explorers … with their
little company essayed the journey across
what at that time was deemed an impossi-
ble barrier.” (Anonymous, 1913e).

Mount Victoria offered a fiery tribute at Apex
Hill, Medlow at Reservoir Hill (Anonymous

1913d, col.6) and at Katoomba rockets as-
cended over a blazing pile but …

“the Maid of the Mists threw her mantle
over the hills, effectively dimming the
glory of the fire king.” (Anonymous
1913f).

So concluded the big event, which scores of
newspapers around the country subsequently
covered in detail.

In following months, the pavilion’s columns
and canopy were completed and the monu-
ment in final form, with its dedicatory tablets,
today stands in the same location, a solid edi-
fice at the end of a road in a cleared reserve
surrounded by eucalypts. The pavilion’s
bulky form, as described in official heritage
reports, is an assertion of civilized European
order with neoclassical motifs then popular in
Britain.

“A domed canopy carried on eight Doric
columns rests on a base 6 ft (1.8m) high on
which stands a memorial tablet made of
Bowral trachyte. The pavilion or canopy
is placed in the centre of a courtyard 25 ft
(7.5m) square surrounded by a panelled
parapet 4 ft (1.2m) high. The height of the
top of the finial on the canopy is 19 ft 6 in
(nearly 6m).” (State Heritage Inventory,
2009).

Incongruous against the bush backdrop, the
pavilion (Figures 11 & 12) bears inscriptions
recalling the 1813-15 crossings (Figure 13),
while the structure itself signifies the ad-
vancement of European civilization in a land
that was seen as primitive and savage in the
pioneers’ time.

Blue Mountains Library Local Studies Collection 6212833596
Figure 10. The ceremony at the Mount York pavilion site.

Blue Mountains Library Local Studies Collection
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Figure 9. The Governor arrives by car at
Mount York.
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Figure 11. (Main Photo) Figure 12. (Inset left) Figure 13. (Inset right)
The 1913 pavilion’s formality contrasts sharply with the surrounding bush.
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Visions of victory
Despite the persistent challenges that settler
society had faced as it expanded throughout
the nineteenth century, by 1913 the advances
were widely acknowledged as a victory over
the harsh outback environment that inspired
confidence in future continued success. Al-
though known to be a place of drought, fire
and flood, Australia had yielded agricultural
and mining riches that boded well for the fu-
ture. Viewed retrospectively from 1913, this
narrative of progress could be traced as a se-
quence starting with the 1788 foundation of
the colony, an expansion inland after 1813-
1815 and thenceforward changes towards the
prosperous society of the early twentieth cen-
tury. The mountain crossings were allotted a
conspicuous place in this narrative, as key
links in a chain of events leading from strug-
gling colony to modern nation.

This positioning was enhanced by interpret-
ing the crossings as a breakthrough that en-
abled the subsequent immense progress that
seemed be evident in the early twentieth cen-
tury. The story acquired a dramatic edge
through an emphasis on the heroic men who
breached the previously ‘impenetrable’ range
to find fresh pasture for a hungry colony that
was destined for a great future. Thus it was
not the crossings themselves but their per-
ceived causative role in the nation-building
that followed which caused them to be sin-
gled out as important events. As Cunningham
(1996, p.14) pointed out in a work that sought
to demythologize the crossings, Mount York’s
acquired association with lands of the golden
west where fortunes accrued made it one of
the most significant sites of public remem-
brance in Australia.

“Here … was won the first major battle
against the mighty bush. Here was the
land first subdued and conquered. The
names of the gods who subdued it are, lit-
erally, inscribed here in stone.”

The Mount York obelisk
While the pavilion is the major memorial to
the 1813 crossing in the mountains, it was not
the first. Just a short stroll away in the Mount
York reserve stands an obelisk completed in
1900 for the same heroes’ achievements (Fig-
ure 14). Rising tall above the Hartley Valley,
the obelisk overlooks the escarpment and in-
vites current visitors to gaze westwards to-

wards the Great Dividing Range, the vista
seen by the men of May 1813 (Figure 15).

Built and opened amidst low-key publicity,
the obelisk (Figure 16) was inspired by the
memorializing urge that re-emerged later to
inspire the pavilion but, unlike the latter, the
obelisk was mainly a local project that cost
just £30 to build. The obelisk inscriptions
emphasize the civic pride and promotional
goals underpinning its installation.

“The Mount York obelisk … stands to-
wards the extremity of the mountain spur,
just before the cliff line. The base of the
obelisk has inscriptions on all four sides.
These commemorate the Explorers, Blax-
land, Lawson and Wentworth; the Sur-
veyor, Evans; the Road-builder, Cox; and
the Governor, Macquarie. The names of

Blue Mountains Library Local Studies Collection
6212950758

Figure 14. The completed pavilion in 1913
with the memorial obelisk in the
background.

photo Harry Dillon 2019
Figure 15. Vista from Mount York near the

obelisk.



the Reserve Trustees at the time:
Berghofer, Howell and Rienits, are also
recorded on the monument.” (State Her-
itage Inventory, 2009).

While the pavilion project also originated lo-
cally, it was decidedly broad-based from the
outset, with its promoters being inspired by
the impending 1913 centenary to devise a
memorial fit for national heroes. Their con-
scious intention to construct an edifice that
would remind future generations about the
debt owed to the men of 1813-15 made the
Mount York plateau a landscape of memory
encapsulating mainstream values of 1913.
Thus the pavilion is a physical and visual
manifestation of an officially sanctioned view
of Australia’s non-Aboriginal history as a
march towards success.

Monuments foster ‘purposeful remem-
brance’
While somewhat unusual in their placement
outside of an urban centre, the Mount York ar-
ray of monuments is at one with most monu-
mental structures elsewhere, embodying an
outlook that contemporary elites favoured
and wanted to promote among the populace.

In her analysis of commemorative monu-
ments in South Africa, Sabine Marschall de-
fined these institutional edifices as the most
deliberately designed and emblematic of any
cultural products that codify public memory.

“Their role is to induce purposeful remem-
brance in the interest of forging a particu-
lar historical consciousness and shaping
collective memory upon which group
identity can be based. … Monuments are
public ‘institutions’ through which se-
lected narratives and associated groups can
gain visibility, authority and legitimacy,
but they are also sites of contestation
where perhaps previously invisible differ-
ences can become evident.” (Marschall
2010, p.2),

The Mount York monuments were designed
to embed the 1813-1815 crossings in public
memory linked with a favoured historical
view of settler success in the coming-of-age
story that culminated in Federation. The his-
torical narrative that inspired the monuments
was especially favoured by elite members of
society who sponsored their construction and
wished to impress their triumphal interpreta-
tion of the past on the contemporary collec-
tive memory. Any ideological opposition to
this outlook that existed at that time was not
significantly reflected in contemporary politi-
cal and media discourse. This contrasts with
twenty-first century public discourse on Aus-
tralia’s past, which does not exclude narra-
tives of historical progress but also encom-
passes revisionist paradigms challenging both
the factual basis of the dominant crossings
narrative and, more emphatically, the encom-
passing ideology that excludes indigenous,
ecological, working class and other perspec-
tives (Karskens 2013).

The inception of two Mount York monuments
in the afterglow of Australia’s transformative
Federation period represents a regional re-
sponse to a national quest for celebratory sto-
ries to validate the newly-minted nation. This
period manifests a collective public desire for
a uniquely Australian history based on cohe-
sive national identity and a pantheon of exem-
plary heroes. This quest was inherent to a re-
cently-transplanted society that was founded
as a solution to Britain’s law-and-order quan-
daries and therefore seemed an ‘accidental’
nation. Initially fully dependent on the

photo Harry Dillon 2019
Figure 16. The commemorative obelisk of

1900 as it was in 2019.
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mother country – with its rich trove of histor-
ical heroes – but gradually coming to terms
with its new locale, Australia’s settler society
was by the late nineteenth century in need of
its own ideology. The socio-cultural links
that bind people and places together were suf-
ficiently evident to inspire some people – po-
ets, writers, artists, thinkers, politicians, ora-
tors – to undertake conscious mythologizing.
As a result, the years between 1880 and the
1914 outbreak of World War One saw the
emergence of a germinal national identity that
was connected with, but not encompassed by,
the Federation movement. While not easily
defined, ‘national identity’ is a useful term re-
lating to the mutual allegiance of people to-
wards a shared country and culture. Smith
(1991, pp.1-9) claimed that this form of iden-
tity is among every individual’s personal alle-
giances, along with other aspects including
gender, class, religion and politics. In his re-
search on nationalism in the modern state,
Smith also found that a sense of connection
with a well-defined territorial entity contrib-
uted to identity.

“People and territory, as it were, must be-
long to each other … But the earth in ques-
tion cannot be just anywhere; it is not any
stretch of land. It is, and must be, the ‘his-
toric’ land, the ‘homeland’, the ‘cradle’ of
our people even where … it is not the land
of ultimate origin.” (Smith 1991, p.9),

To its fledgling society of immigrants and
their first- or second-generation locally-born
descendants, Britain still eclipsed Australia as
a fully-fledged homeland, and allegiance to
the mother country remained solid during the
push towards Federation. Nonetheless, the
sense of a distinctive Australian identity was
growing, as is evidenced by the life and career
of William Charles Wentworth (Figure 17),
whose participation in the 1813 Blue Moun-
tains expedition was but one of many per-
sonal achievements. To his contemporaries,
Wentworth was less the brave explorer of
later legend, and more a landowner, lawyer,
writer, politician, orator and statesman.
While the Blue Mountains crossing was taken
largely for granted in the mid-1800s, Went-
worth had several decades earlier set the tone
for its future romanticisation with reflections
on conquering the “mighty ridge” in his poem
Australasia.

“And as a meteor shoots athwart the night,
The boundless champaign burst upon our sight,
Till nearer seen the beauteous landscape grew,
Op'ning like Canaan on rapt Israel's view.”
(Wentworth 1823, stanza 13)

Heroism and the ‘altar of public good’
Born to a convict mother in 1790, Wentworth
identified himself as one of the first non-Abo-
riginal native Australians when campaigning
for liberal government in the colony during
the 1820s. Initially opposing the exclusives
who saw themselves as a superior colonial
caste, over time Wentworth shifted towards
conservatism but, despite periods of absence
in England, retained a patriotic allegiance to
Australia as his homeland. He came to be
widely recognized as the first great man of
Australian origin and was accorded the
colony’s earliest full state funeral when he
died at age 82 in 1872. This celebration of the

Blue Mountains Library Local Studies Collection HSO237
Figure 17. William Charles Wentworth,

whose participation in the
1813 expedition preceded an
illustrious public life.



life of a significant, locally-born figure indi-
cated that Australian identity was developing,
but Wentworth himself had drawn attention to
a key constraint. In a parliamentary debate,
he expressed the view that true heroism be-
longed to those who had risked life and limb
in armed conflict to quell treason, repel inva-
sion or fight for their homeland on foreign
shores.

“This is a privilege which has been denied
to us. It is a privilege that can only belong
to our posterity. We cannot, if we would,
sacrifice our lives upon the altar of public
good.” (Rusden 2011, p.88),

Wentworth’s observation that personal sacri-
fice for the sake of communal benefit equates
with public perceptions of heroism goes to the
heart of Australia’s quest for identity. Lack-
ing a distant past in which legendary figures
fought and died for the territorial homeland,
post-1915 Australia embraced ANZAC as its
most exulted and enduring heroic myth. At a
lower level of reverence, explorers who died
on a mission tend to be better known in popu-
lar culture than others who survived their
treks. The latter nonetheless faced risks and
are thereby accorded recognition for under-
taking arduous missions that helped to found
the nation. Among these are Wentworth and
his two companions of 1813, whose elevation
in perceived status as pioneer founders of the
nation came long after their actual mission.
The tale of their exploits grew with the telling
over time as it acquired the symbolism later
imposed on the landscape at Mount York
(Lavelle 2013, p.14). During the final
decades of the nineteenth century mytholo-
gizing of this type helped to alleviate the na-
tional identity deficit by shaping inspiring na-
tional foundation stories. As Inglis (1974,
pp.270-274) pointed out, the quest for such
stories was hampered by early decades of
convictism, the brevity of Australia’s non-
Aboriginal history, the hardships of life in the
bush and Australia’s relatively tranquil social
setting.

“For the time being, Australians who
wanted heroes had to choose between
Cook the remote discoverer, Wentworth
the flawed patriot, the grim explorers of
the interior, the disreputable outlaws of the
bush, the makers of the Eureka stockade
and the eight-hour day, and other men of
such reputation as could be nurtured

within the bounds of colonial settlement
and experience.” (Inglis 1974, p.273).

Despite past limitations, Australia’s future
seemed to be promising, especially from the
early 1850s as the gold rush boosted popula-
tion and the colonies were becoming self-
governing. That the country was ripe with
potential for future national greatness became
a theme for poets and authors, including
Henry Kendall, whose verse The Far Future
envisages Australia advancing “with rapid,
winged stride” to plant her banner proudly
among the nations.

“The yoke of dependence aside she will cast,
And build on the ruins and wrecks of the Past.”
(Kendall 1859, stanza 1).

Drawing on classical traditions, Kendall’s ini-
tial heroes were statesmen such as Went-
worth, whose careers were mostly urban.
Moving on to those who fostered settlement
of the land, Kendall’s poetic light shone on
explorers such as James Cook, Ludwig Leich-
hardt, Robert Burke and William Wills,
whose bravery and tragic deaths approxi-
mated the heroism of Wentworth’s warrior
shedding blood for the common good. Al-
though they didn’t die, the Blue Mountains
explorers were rendered heroic in Kendall’s
(1880) poem Blue Mountain Pioneers, pub-
lished in the supplement of a newspaper along
with a striking Emile Ulm lithograph drama-
tizing the breakthrough to the west. The verse
and illustration portray three warriors battling
against nature in the form of cliffs, gorges and
thick scrub until they emerge victorious and
face the “great unknown” on the other side.

“Behind them were the conquered hills — they faced
The vast green West, with glad, strange beauty graced;
And every tone of every cave and tree
Was as a voice of splendid prophecy.”
(Kendall 1880).

The pioneer legend emerges
The poem Blue Mountain Pioneers is an ex-
pression of the pioneer legend that developed
during the 1880s-1890s as the quest of
mythologizing the Australian experience de-
volved on the taming of the environment as
its central preoccupation. Historian John
Hirst (1978) described this legend as a nation-
alist myth celebrating the noble qualities –
courage, enterprise, perseverance – of the
peole who first settled the land, mainly as pas-
toralists or farmers.
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“Their enemies are drought, flood, fire,
sometimes Aborigines”

and the legend insists the settlers
“were not working merely for themselves
or their families, but for us” (Hirst 1978,
p.316).

Identifying the legend in literary works of
Henry Lawson and Banjo Paterson, and paint-
ings by artists such as Frederick McCubbin,
Hirst contended that it gained wide popular
recognition. The pioneer label could also en-
compass explorers, especially those – like
Blaxland and company – whose expeditions
facilitated inland settlement. Citing Inglis’
thesis about the quest for national heroes,
Hirst wrote that Kendall’s Blue Mountains Pi-
oneers was influential in casting the 1813
mountain crossing as an heroic mission of
colonisation.

“This was a short expedition and it didn’t
end in death, but it could be linked much
more closely than other expeditions to the
settlement of the land.” (Hirst 1978,
p.319).

Subsequently Paterson’s (1889) Song of the
Future celebrated the pioneers’

“honest toil and valiant life”
of achievement as worthy substitutes for the
lack

“of bloodshed reddening the land”
in Australia’s history (Paterson 1889 stanza

11). He wrote
“For years the fertile western plains”

were hiding behind rocky walls, crags and
waterfalls of the Blue Mountains as settlers
on the coast waited

“Like Israelites with staff in hand,”
for the chance to head inland. He did not
name the explorers but rather portrayed the
mountain crossings as a saga of the people
that opened up the rolling western plains (Pa-
terson 1889 stanzas 13, 14). After the way
was won, settlers marched over the mountains
like an army heading ever westward

“Along the pathway of the sun”.
.................
“Their faces ever westward bent
Beyond the farthest settlement,
Responding to the challenge cry
Of ‘better country further out.’” (Pater-
son 1889, stanza 18)

Emphasizing the roles of the Blue Mountains,
first as a barrier to expansion and later as a
passageway to the agricultural mecca of the
west, Paterson linked the high country with
the bush productivity of which Australians
were highly conscious around the Federation
era. The mountain crossings of 1813-1815
were thus connected with the pioneer myth as
it grew in popular consciousness and found
expression in works such as McCubbin’s
(1904) The Pioneer, which visually depicts
the hard scrabble of settler life described in
Lawson’s Freedom on the Wallaby.

“Our parents toiled to make a home,
Hard grubbin’ ‘twas and clearin’,
They wasn’t troubled much with lords
When they was pioneerin’.”
(Lawson 1891, stanza 4).

Encompassing the pioneer legend in full, Mc-
Cubbin’s 1904 three-panel work shows a gal-
lant settler couple tackling the virgin bush,
then raising a family, and finally deceased as
a new generation reaps the benefits of their
toil and a city rises in the background. As a
staff member of the National Gallery of Vic-
toria (NGV) commented, this work sums up
the artist’s work on pioneers and is …

“McCubbin’s greatest statement on the
origins and aspirations of the new coun-
try. Considered a national icon, The pio-
neer also tells a universal human story of
the journey through life.” (NGV web
site).

The pioneer legend was thus associated with
the notion of progress towards a grand future
that was evidenced by progressive develop-
ment of the countryside during the latter half
of the nineteenth century. With the conti-
nent’s fertile south-eastern crescent of good,
fairly well-watered land fully occupied by
this time, wool that was mainly grown for ex-
port underpinned Australia’s growing pros-
perity. Expansion of railway networks during
the 1870s-1880s and land reform acts favour-
ing small selectors fostered development of
the wheat belt, giving the nation another big
export industry. During these decades ongo-
ing population growth, fuelled by immigra-
tion, was accompanied by expanding demo-
cratic enfranchisement and sustained national
economic expansion of 4.8 per cent a year
along with steadily rising per capita income



(McLean 2013, pp.79-83). During the 1890s
economic depression, industrial unrest and
severe drought dented optimism, but agricul-
tural and mining productivity retained suffi-
cient strength to command an outsized image
of success and importance in the popular cul-
ture of Australia’s highly urbanized society.

Federation and Australia’s national iden-
tity
The overriding political achievement in the
early twentieth century was the British Act of
Parliament granting permission for the six
Australian colonies to form their own Com-
monwealth as a constitutional monarchy un-
der the British Crown on 1 January 1901. In
addition to resolving trade, defence and im-
migration issues, Federation ratified a grow-
ing sense of national sentiment, common cul-
ture and shared heritage in a land where three-
quarters of the population was born in Aus-
tralia. As a dominion of the British Empire,
Australia’s foreign policy was decided in
London and this situation enjoyed popular ap-
proval among Australian citizens who were
largely content to regard themselves as proud
British Australians. This outcome realized
the vision of the ‘Father of Federation’,
Henry Parkes, whose Tenterfield Oration had
foreshadowed a national government that
maintained allegiance to Britain. Stating that
the time was close at hand for the setting up
of a national government for Australians,
Parkes asserted:
“... surely what the Americans had done by
war, the Australians can bring about in
peace without breaking the ties that hold
them to the mother country.” (Founda-
tion1901 2014, p.4).

The confluence of factors outlined above
drove national events in Australia, including
the opening of the pavilion on Mount York in
1913. However, that particular event also re-
sulted from firming local awareness of the
crossings story during the final decades of the
nineteenth century, when train travel made
Blue Mountains settlements more viable
places to visit or reside in. Historical aware-
ness amidst a growing population, and the de-
sire to offer tourists an impressive heritage
landmark, led to the identifying of the so-
called Explorers Tree (Figure 18), just west of
Katoomba, that was supposed to have been
marked with the initials of one or all of the

explorers. Although no direct validation of its
links with the 1813 expedition exists, the
eucalypt, located on the western side of the
current highway, came to be associated with
tales of a marked tree that date back to at least
1867 (Blue Mountains Library Flickr).

By the early 1880s the tree had gained public
recognition as an historical site and, possibly
on instruction from the NSW Minister of
Lands, workmen built a protective wall and
fence around it (Figure 18). .Confusion about
the tree led to inaccurate official signage on

the wall, which caused a visiting observer to
write, erroneously, that the tree marked the
point where the three explorers in their first
attempt to breach the mountain barrier had to
turn back for fresh supplies (Anonymous
1884, col.3). The misleading sign stayed in
place despite attempts to have it amended,
such as the well-informed letter to the Ka-
toomba Times (Suttor 1891) stating emphati-
cally that the explorers went on past the tree
and into the valley below Mount York during
their one-off expedition. Controversy contin-
ued until 1905 when a concerted effort by pi-
oneer family descendants prompted the NSW
Lands Department to review and finally
amend the sign in 1908. This curious tale of
confused signage reflects a rising recognition
of the explorers’ historical significance, but
also patchy knowledge of historical factuality
along with official lethargy about setting the
record straight. Despite all this, along with

Blue Mountains Library Local Studies Collection
24260459113

Figure 18. The Marked Tree at Katoomba in
the 1880s.
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ongoing uncertainties about its provenance,
the marked tree appealed to the rising sense of
national identity during the 1880s-1890s and,
as Lavelle (2013, p.128) pointed out, it be-
came incorporated

“in a central explanatory narrative of na-
tional achievement”.

Similar factual muddles surrounded the erec-
tion of the memorial obelisk that preceded the
pavilion at Mount York, with an Evening
News item of 1892 reporting that the monu-
ment was planned for

“Mount York, where the explorers turned
back on their second journey” (Anony-
mous 1892).

An initiative of a Mount Victoria-based com-
mittee chaired by local boarding school
owner-principal and civic notable, Henry
Guenther Rienits, the obelisk project won
praise in correspondence to The Mountaineer
newspaper in Katoomba that described it as

“the object, which is of national impor-
tance,” (Boss 1895).

Money was raised for the project and the
monument was erected but a few years hence
a writer in the Sydney-based Evening News
noted the existence of

“a bare, brick pedestal, a cement-covered
column”

obelisk on Mount York that was visible for
miles around but unfinished and surrounded
by debris.
“Never was hard-won honor so grudgingly
bestowed, so clumsily neglected. I under-
stand the tablets have been donated, and
the completion of this monument to in-
domitable will and tireless energy is actu-
ally waiting for a little money to engrave
the tablets, set them in their places, and put
up a surrounding and iron railing.” (Sol-
dene 1899, col.3).

Although constrained by tight funding, the
obelisk was completed in 1900 and, accord-
ing to Lavelle (2013, p.136), its presence en-
couraged the siting of the 1913 centennial
monument on Mount York, with other factors
including the spectacular views and

“the presence of historic relics of the old
Bathurst Road”.

Frank Walker promotes the explorers’ leg-
end
Completion of the obelisk seems to have been
a slow, low-key affair that gave the Blue
Mountains a new feature of interest without
drawing major news media or public atten-
tion. That would come thirteen years later, af-
ter a more concerted campaign led to con-
struction of the memorial pavilion. The cen-
tenary pavilion campaign originated locally
and entered public discussion by early 1911
after the publishing of a letter from a Lithgow
man, James Padley, who advocated the setting
up of committees to devise centenary events
(Anonymous 1911, p.2, col.2). The move-
ment gained ground and led to the launch of
an organising committee, of which Padley be-
came a member. Importantly, the campaign
gained support from influential folk further
afield, one of whom was Frank Walker, (Fig-
ure 19) an inaugural member of the Royal
Australian Historical Society and enthusiast
for local history with a particular passion for
Blue Mountains history. Walker was well
primed to push for the centenary celebration,
as evidenced by a speech (Anonymous 1909,
p.11, col.6) to the RAHS in March 1909 that
stressed the Mountains’ connection to later
development of the inland. The high country,

RAHS Walker Glass Slide Collection, slide U0131
Figure 19. Frank Walker, who tirelessly

promoted the 1913 centenary.



he said in a Sydney Morning Herald report,
had defied persistent efforts to surmount it,
reach the unknown inland and ease constric-
tion on the colony. Then came the crossing by
Blaxland and co. (“heroic and splendid”), the
Evans survey (“magnificent country beyond
the mountains”) and Cox’s road (“a wonder-
ful performance”). This “splendid work” had
finally unlocked the country’s untapped po-
tential.

“The fertile western slopes, with millions
of acres of wheat lands, the western plains
with millions of merinos, was only a
prophetic vision conceived by some
farseeing colonist. The history of Aus-
tralia contains no more interesting and ro-
mantic story than that connected with the
conquest of the west.”
.............
“Mr. Walker trusted that the day was not
far distant when Australians would suit-
ably recognise the work of these heroes by
the erection of fitting memorials.” (Anony-
mous 1909, p.11, col.6).

Walker’s call for memorialization was in-
spired by his conviction that modern Aus-
tralia should thereby express its gratitude to
those who had put the country on the path to
agricultural greatness. His inland is a cornu-
copia of pastoral and cropping productivity
made feasible by men who had bravely chal-
lenged the unknown for selfless ends. This
version of the pioneer legend suggests a
cause-and-effect relationship between the
mountain crossings and subsequent farming
developments, implying that the latter were
directly dependent on the former. Further-
more, the motives of the men involved in the
crossings are sublimated – as per the pioneer
legend – to the notion that they were acting
for the benefit of those who came later.
Walker’s vision implicitly asserted the public
need for a pantheon of heroes drawn from his-
tory and honoured as part of a shared national
narrative. It also assumed the validity of Aus-
tralia’s history, which at that time was not
considered a proper academic pursuit – a
deficit partly countered by the RAHS, which
had formed in 1901 and from 1906 regularly
published a journal. As a promoter of com-
munity engagement with history, Walker
wrote regular historical pieces for newspa-
pers, many of which pushed the cause of a
memorial for the mountain crossers. Lavelle

(2012, p.34) asserted that RAHS support was
crucial to the realisation of plans for the 1913
centenary event, with Walker being particu-
larly influential in writing much of the exten-
sive publicity output that preceded it.

Pavilion concept takes shape
Walker’s influence added weight to local Blue
Mountains efforts to devise a grand occasion
for the crossing centenary through appeals to
government and other public and private bod-
ies at regional, state and national levels. Also
prominent in the movement was the Mount
Victoria notable, John William Berghofer
(born Johannes Wilhelm Berghöfer) (Figure
20), who in March 1907 had become the first
elected President of Blaxland Shire and had
previously been a supporter of the Mount
York obelisk project. By mid-1912 Berghofer
had swung the local progress association be-
hind the proposed celebration, and moves
were under way to gain the Royal Australian
Historical Society’s “sanction and support”
(Anonymous 1912a). A flurry of meetings,
correspondence and other manoeuvres
yielded an ambitious plan designed to make
the big day singularly memorable. Press re-
ports (e.g. Anonymous 1912b) later foreshad-
owed construction of a centenary pavilion
and an event to include orations, choirs,
bands, defence force squadrons, schoolchild-
ren from far afield, street and building decora-
tions, processions, banquets and balls – most
of which came to pass. Finance would, of
course, be limited and citizens were called on
to subscribe voluntarily to assist the project
and encourage support from the government.

“Few Australian events in the first years of
the nineteenth century are more worthy of
commemoration than this achievement of
Blaxland, Wentworth and Lawson, and ev-
ery Australian who realises its significance
will be disposed to assist in promoting the
success of the centenary celebrations.”
(Anonymous 1912b).

The intention was clearly to highlight the
Blue Mountains as the scene of a dramatic
historical saga of national significance.

Effective organisation and publicity under the
Centenary Committee (Figure 21) led to the
successful event, which elevated the moun-
tain crossings of 1813-1815, and the men as-
sociated with them, as icons of popular cul-
ture. Frank Walker helped to set the tone with
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a range of public offerings, including a timely
piece in The Sun hyperbolizing the saga to the

limits of credibility (Walker 1913). Quoting
from Kendall’s The Blue Mountain Pioneers,
Walker portrays a “patriotic endeavour” car-
ried out with a military-style “plan of attack”
on the barrier, which had “resisted every as-
sault” and “attempted conquest”. Dangers
lurked at every turn with ravines, thick bush,
lurking savages and venomous reptiles slow-
ing the men’s dogged progress through “aw-
ful solitude” so threatening that every night
the explorers closed their eyes

“never knowing whether they would open
them again”.
“What magnificent courage was theirs, and
all with no hope of material gain, but with
the simple desire that that the community
at large might be benefitted by their exer-
tions.
On May 28, exactly seventeen days after

their ascent of the first range, the party
emerged upon the summit of Mount York,
and feasted their eyes upon the vision of
fresh grass, and pure water, which they
could distinctly see in the valley beneath
them.” (Walker 1913, p.10, col.4) (Figures
3 & 4).

Through such derring-do exertions by the
faithful servants of Empire, the reader was
meant to conclude, Great Britain had spread
the benefits of its superior civilisation through
wild regions of the world, taming the primi-
tive peoples and turning the wastelands to-
wards productive use. Bringing home the
point for the reader, Walker concluded that

“we” reap the benefits of
the magnificent enter-
prise of explorers whom
we should honour.
“This glorious country,
with all its wealth and
possibilities, with its
magnificent climate and
boundless resources,
was first moulded for
our use by the sturdy
and faithful pioneers
whose sterling worth
and integrity of purpose,
and whose unselfish
labors in the days of the
“long ago” gave us the
heritage that is ours to-
day.” (Walker 1913,
p.10, col.5)

Blue Mountains City Library collection 6212927490
Figure 21. The committee which oversaw the 1913 crossings

centenary, with an inset of the committee members
from Lithgow.

Blue Mountains Library Local Studies Collection 004090
Figure 20. John William Berghofer, a prime

instigator of the Mount York
memorial pavilion.



Walker’s tale of adventure in the menacing
hills is a proverbial noble quest by valiant he-
roes who undergo great perils to beat the odds
and achieve their goal. Like Wentworth’s ar-
chetypal warrior who lays down his life on
the altar of public good, Walker’s pioneers
risk all for the sake of those who will come
later. In keeping with the pioneer legend, his
heroes challenge and conquer the wilderness
so that others can establish an empire of sheep
walks and wheat fields. This vision appealed
to the Australia of 1913, where narratives of
greatness were sorely needed to unite and in-
spire the new Commonwealth. Tales of much
greater and lasting resonance would soon
emerge as warriors from the Australian bush
made blood sacrifices on a grand scale in far-
off Turkey. Nonetheless, the Blue Mountains
pioneers and other flag bearers of the pioneer
legend had been planted in the national mem-
ory and would find their way into history
books and school rooms in years to come.

Conclusion: the crossings vision fades
The relationships between a society and its
public monuments change over time like the
shifting shadows cast by the sun’s arc through
the sky, as the experiences and attitudes of
generations supersede those of their fore-
bears. The Mount York Reserve is more than
a century old and the post-Federation world-
view that inspired it has lost much of its for-
mer hold on popular consciousness in multi-
cultural, globalised, twentyfirst century Aus-
tralia. As highlighted by recent populist cam-
paigns against racism past and present, under
the general banner of Black Lives Matter,
monuments representing past attitudes may
come to be regarded as regrettable celebra-
tions of unethical behaviour that should no
longer be dignified by public exposure.

While the Mount York edifices have not
drawn significant public criticism, they are
characteristic products of an era of imperial-
ism, racial distinctions and jingoistic nation-
alism that is generally out of favour in current
mainstream public discourse. While the sub-
tleties of the issue are beyond this paper, the
point is made here that monuments are valu-
able repositories of previously dominant
mindsets that influenced people in their time
and are inherently still a part of the world we
have inherited. As the University of West-
minster history academic Pippa Catterall has

asserted, monuments are not sacrosanct as ob-
jective history but, rather, mediate a dialogue
between past and present.

“Monuments, by their emphases and ab-
sences, distort history as much as they in-
form it. The narratives they intrude into the
present about power structures, values, and
(too often) violence need to be challenged”
(Catterall 2020).

The ongoing dialogue between past and
present, mediated by the Mount York monu-
ments, influenced the 2013 bicentenary of the
explorers’ Blue Mountains expedition, in the
process revealing communal desires to recon-
cile commemoration of this historic event
with modern social values well removed from
those of 1913. Among the main events was
an invitation-only gathering of 500 (space
constraints limited attendance) at Mount
York, hosted by the Blue Mountains City
Council, and involving dignitaries, descen-
dants of the explorers and various community
representatives. While speakers recalled – in
the past-tense – connections with exploration
and nation building, the rhetoric also cited the
impacts of settlers on Aborigines, the ecology
of the Blue Mountains UNESCO World Her-
itage area and the “many layers of historical
significance” at Mount York (Anonymous
2013).

A similar spirit of acknowledging the past,
without direct endorsement, inspired verses
from a prominent bush poet and Blue Moun-
tains resident, Gregory North. Commis-
sioned by local tourism authorities to write a
poem for the bicentenary, North came up with
the ambivalently-titled How Far We’ve
Come, a self-described “fair dinkum Aussie
yarn” that pokes gentle fun at the traditional
crossings legend in depicting the explorers’
journey as …

“A well-planned business venture by three
men who wanted more” (North 2013,
stanza 2).

The poem goes on to suggest that much was
lost as well as gained through white settler ex-
pansion and that the balance between the two
is not settled.

“The Three Explorers’ journey caused a
freedom of the mind
for Sydney Europeans who no longer felt
confined.

Go to Index 83



Go to Index84

And now I wonder have we made our-
selves another trap –
locked-in to sap resources and ignore the
looming slap.

So let’s reflect on what’s been lost – both
beautiful and strange
but like the Three Explorers, have a vision
things can change.
Our vision, like an ancient culture, never
should succumb.
Let’s ask ourselves the question: really,
how far have we come?”
(North 2013, p.9 stanzas 20,21).

This is a long way removed from the self-con-
fident visions of 1913, when the prevailing
opinion was that Australia had come a long
way indeed! North’s equivocal verses under-
score current uncertainty about history,
progress and national identity. In tune with
Cunningham (1996, pp.155-158) and other
deflaters of settler legends, the poem implies
that the conventional attribution of civic-
minded, unselfish motives to explorer-pi-
oneers now seems naïve, while the former vil-
ification of convicts, Aborigines and environ-
mental consequences is no longer credible. In
this light, we are likely to call the gods down
from their pedestal at Mount York and exam-
ine them as real people, without the “veneer
of pomp”.

“We cannot change the past, but we can
look at it with new eyes. If the explorers
were not gods, nor were they monsters.
They were simply people … Their
achievements, such as they were, could
hardly qualify as great deeds, and they
were in any case assisted by many others,
particularly Aborigines, convicts and
emancipists, who have been written out of
history.” (Cunningham, 1996, p.158).

The 2013 commemorations were the most re-
cent in a series over the years after 1913 that
rekindled the centenary gala on smaller scales
via performances, ceremonies and other var-
ied events, usually coinciding with significant
dates. Among these was a 1951 re-enactment
of the 1813 crossing (Figure 22) that followed
the explorers’ route and drew appreciative
crowds along the way.

Conceding that the ideology that underpinned
these celebrations had largely lapsed in public

consciousness, Lavelle commented that its
strength relied on a consensus that no longer
exists.

“In the case of the first crossing, the story
essentially formed an Australian element
within a meta-narrative of Imperial British
progress. Unquestioning acceptance of the
story and its modern consequences only
remained possible while a monocultural
memory, rather than competing group
memories, formed the dominant consen-
sus, especially for public memorializing
through celebrations and permanent mon-
uments.” (Lavelle 2012, p.47).

That monocultural memory has not only lost
much of its heft but now draws outright deri-
sion from various quarters in our purportedly
more enlightened era. Prominent public stat-
ues of the British navigator James Cook and
Governor Lachlan Macquarie, who presided
over construction of the road across the Blue
Mountains, have in recent years been criti-
cised and attacked for their associations with
racist imperialism (Maddison, 2020). Re-
cently, controversy arose over an online peti-
tion (Anonymous 2020) against three sepa-
rate bronze busts of Blaxland, Wentworth and
Lawson that were created by a local artist,
Terrance Plowright (Anonymous 2016), and
installed in their namesake Blue Mountains
towns. Interestingly, statues seem to attract
more enmity than monuments of other types,
possibly because the former are recognisable
likenesses of the person depicted.

In any case, it’s plausible to maintain that ar-
guments over the relative merits of a monu-

Blue Mountains Library Local Studies Collection 000848
Figure 22. A re-enactment of the 1813

crossing that drew public interest.



ment are less interesting than pondering its
meanings within the social context from
which it derived. One key aspect of this ap-
proach is that, as the art critic John McDonald
points out, the urge to erect monuments high-
lighting the nobility of historical figures is it-
self an anachronism. He argues that people
are no longer impressed by

“a great man standing on a pedestal in a
park”,

which is no longer a powerful way to tell sto-
ries about the past.

“Nowadays, the public attitude towards
politicians and monarchs is too cynical to
encourage their immortalisation in bronze
or stone. This style of commemoration has
come to seem antiquated and stodgy.”
(McDonald, 2020, p.5, col.1).

Partly because it embodies an old-world way
of recognising perceived nobility and hero-
ism, the Mount York monument site offers

valuable insights into attitudes we may not
share, but which were crucially important to
many contemporary people. The obelisk and
pavilion are an assertion of Australians’ heart-
felt notions of national identity in the after-
math of Federation and at the threshold of a
war that would rattle their world. While sagas
of adventurers conquering the wilderness
might not inspire as they once did, the obelisk
and the ideals that inspired it are a bridge into
the past that aids contemporary understanding
of a heritage – with all of its virtues and vices
– that everyone shares.
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Mary Boswell Reynolds, OAM (1929-2021)
It was on a glorious sunny and
crisp Sunday afternoon in 2002,
when the autumn colours were
making their first appearance,
that I walked across the front
paddock of the Turkish
Bathhouse on the Wynstay estate
in Mt. Wilson, that I met Mary.

I had come to Mt. Wilson to look
at the Turkish Bathhouse
building and, within its walls, the
museum of local history for Mt.
Wilson and Mt. Irvine. There
were no other visitors when I
arrived, and by the time I left,
two hours later, I remained the
only visitor to the Bathhouse.
Nevertheless, that time was well

spent and I came away captivated by the place and the stories told by and exchanged with
the woman who, on my arrival, was dusting a display cabinet.

Mary was quick, earnest, and courteous, in delivering her thoughts on the history of The
Mounts, its people, the Turkish Bathhouse, and the Blue Mountains in general – in other
words history was in her blood and she was only too happy to share it with those folk who
were prepared to engage with her.

The conversation between Mary and I began when I was looking at a picture that was
displayed in the Museum. The picture showed a young Patrick White (1912-1990), then
about 10, clowning around with his parents and sister in the walled garden atWynstay. The
Whites owned a house in Mt. Wilson, known original as Beowang, now Withycombe,
between 1921 and 1937. Mary was aware that Patrick, as a young lad, had composed and
had published his thoughts on Mt. Wilson, and as it turned out, our initial conversation was
resurrected in 2012 when we were, with others, putting together an exhibition that was held
in Mt. Wilson, to commemorate the centenary of White’s birth.

So that is how it all began for me and before I left, Mary asked me would I like to become
a member of the Mt. Wilson and Mt. Irvine Historical Society. I couldn’t and didn’t refuse.

Mary Reynolds and Governor Bashir.
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Between then and her passing on 25th January 2021, I was, on several occasions, a guest
with her and her husband Ellis in their Mt. Wilson home Donna Buang, which became their
permanent residence in 1986. They had been coming to Mt. Wilson since 1966. Mary and
Ellis finished teaching in 1984 at Leeton High School. Mary was a secondary school History
and English teacher nad had been subject mistress (head) at Northmead from 1972 to 1980.
Ellis was a secondary mathematics and general studies teacher and an examiner for the
School Certificate and Level 3 mathematics paper during the early years of the NSW Higher
School Certificate. On such occasions, our discussions would range across diverse topics,
such as the changes to The Mounts, some of which were, for them, unsettling, that they had
experienced over many years and the formation, development and maintenance of the Mt.
Wilson and Mt. Irvine Historical Society in the mid 1990s, with Mary as its founder.

She worked hard at establishing and organising the Society during its formative years. The
tasks, she told me, never seemed to end and piled up relentlessly which, in some instances,
took years to complete, for example travelling to the City to the Lands Department to
search for and copy the first allotment survey’s of Mt. Wilson and Mt. Irvine, conducting
oral histories, establishing committees, publishing, dealing with public enquiries, giving
lectures, taking tours of the Museum, collecting archival material and artefacts and much
more. All of this work, over many years, gained for her a reputation of being a helpful,
knowledgeable, respected and pragmatic local historian.

Mary’s contributions to local history were acknowledged at a national level. In 2011, she
was awarded an Order of Australia Medal in the General Division for
“service to the community through a range of historical, environmental, and charitable
organisations”.
It was presented to her by Governor Marie Bashir (photograph).

When Ellis died in 2014, Mary left Mt. Wilson moving first to Wentworth Falls and then in
2015 into the Retirement Village near The Blue Mountains Hospital at Katoomba She
moved to Coffs Harbour in December 2020 to be with her daughter Jane.

The Blue Mountains local history community has lost a great patron and practitioner of
local history.

Mary is survived by her four children: Susan, John, Jane and Malcolm.

Des Barrett
Mt. Wilson and Mt. Irvine Historical Society
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