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Welcome to the NDHS monthly bulletin which will keep you 
posted on what’s happening during the month.  

GENERAL MONTHLY MEETING 
on SATURDAY 24TH JULY 2021 AT 1PM

has been cancelled

The sun has set on the Arms of Australia Inn Museum 
for a while, but it will rise again ...
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In this article we examine the place of the gallows in early Sydney’s grim heritage. 

The Gallows
The gallows was the most prominent and enduring form of public execution for capital crimes. Its appeal 

as a ‘deterrent’ to crime was its very nature as a macabre shaming spectacle. The condemned faced the 
humiliation of being exposed in their most intimate of moments - the death throe - the multi-modal vividness of 
which is captured in the many 18th century euphemisms for being ‘hanged by the neck’: ‘to cry cockles; ‘to 
piss when you can’t whistle’ and ‘to dance upon nothing’.

The epicentre for hangings in early Sydney was Sydney Gaol, on the junction of Essex and Harrington Streets 
(before its relocation to Darlinghurst Gaol in 1841). Public executions drew huge, unruly and drunken crowds. 
This threat to public order resulted in executions being shifted to within the gaol walls in 1820. Nonetheless, 
the mob still stole a look by locating to higher ground - atop of ‘Gallows Hill’ (the pinnacle of The Rocks - now 
marked by the Argyle Cut). However, there were other sites for hangings in Sydney as evidenced by the Plan 
de la ville de Sydney: Capitale des colonies Anglaises, aux terres Australes 1802 which shows gallows at both 
Brickfield and the Sydney Common, the latter renamed Hyde Park in 1810.

The earliest executions were makeshift affairs. The condemned criminal would be hanged from a tree (as 
was the case of Sydney’s first hanging - that of master forger Thomas Barrett). The doomed convict would 
alight a ladder which, thereafter, was kicked away to deliver the death drop. At other times the fated felon 
would be brought to the execution spot in a cart, which was parked under the gallows; the noose would then 
be applied and the drop effected by the cart being driven off apace. 

Another factor contributing to the quick-and-dirty nature of early hangings was the inexperience of the 
early hangmen.  Thomas Barrett’s execution on the 27th February, 1788 is a case in point. There had been an 
oversight on the day of his execution – the fledgling colony had no hangman. The Marines refused to carry out 
the execution orders and the situation was saved only by offering one of Barrington’s co-condemned  - James 

Grim Sydney: The Gallows 
by

Alexander & John Staats

Sites of Punishment mapped onto Plan De la Ville de Sydney 1802 , a map of Sydney made by the French 
during the Baudin Expedition SLNSW Dixson Map Collection]
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Freeman - the opportunity of a free-pardon in return for his services as the colony’s hangman for the duration 
of his time in the country. Freeman reluctantly agreed - and even so, it was at the threat of gunpoint that 
he completed the task. Eyewitness accounts of Barrett’s death indicated that he “launched into eternity 
… without a groan”. Barrett was lucky; ‘dying hard’ was the term used for a bungled hanging where the 

miscalculation of the applied mathematics 
of noose-placement, body-weight, rope 
length and drop would result in death by slow 
strangulation as opposed to a quick ‘turn-off’ 
by the breaking of the neck.

Freeman served as public executioner until 
1791. The role of colonial Hangman was filled 
by a number of individuals over the next two 
decades - but the role was detested and few 
remained long in the position; to be a hangman 
was to be a social pariah - a fate shared by 
your family. The names of notable public 
hangmen - with some longevity in the position 
- have come down to us: Thomas Hughes 
(1811-24), Harry Stain (1824-28), and Alexander 
Green (1828-1855) - the latter whose sheer 
volume of executions has won him the title of 
Sydney’s ‘Master Hangman’ and a place in a 
forthcoming article on ‘Grim Sydney’.

‘The Bloody Code’
As if the impact of the gallows needed any 

further enhancement, its horror was further 
embellished by working in tandem with a piece 
of legislation colloquially known as ‘The Murder 
Act’ or ‘The Bloody Code’. This English statute 
allowed for the bodies of hanged criminals to be 
directed to surgical colleges for dissection and 
‘anatomisation’. Whereas today the notion of 
organ donation or ‘leaving your body to science’ 
is commonplace, in the Christian thinking of the 
18th and 19th century, the denial of burial of 
your mortal remains was to deny one the hope 
of resurrection on Judgment Day. Thus hanging 
and the anatomisation of executed criminals was 
punishment in perpetuity.

Whilst in England the families of the executed 
criminals might physically fight the surgeons 
for possession of the corpse, in Sydney (where 
the condemned felons were apart from their 
relatives) the transfer of corpses was less 
contested. Indeed, during the hanging boom 
era of the colony (1830 -1850) there was such 
a surplus of hanged men that in October 1823 
colonial surgeons refused to take the corpse of a 
felon called Gorman because they had run out
of room in their grizzly collection. 

The ‘Bloody Code’ was as much a part of the 

The Reward of Cruelty, engraving by William Hogarth, 
1751

The Hanging Tree (left foreground) c.1792 where Sydney’s 
first execution (that of forger Thomas Barrett) took place in 
1788. Painting by Thomas Watling ‘An east view of Port-
Jackson and Sydney Cove, taken from behind the New 
Barracks’ The First Fleet Collection, Natural History Museum 
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‘theatre’ of public execution as the hanging itself. This is strikingly captured in William Hogarth’s 1751 engraving, 
The Reward of Cruelty. The deceased is stripped and systematically laid bare of all its humanity. Anatomisations 
were, in themselves, hugely popular public spectacles. Indeed so much so that, in England, the public viewing 
of dissections and anatomisations forced the Royal College of Surgeons to make it a ‘ticketed event’ so as to 
regulate the numbers attending the ‘viewings’.

Equally, in Sydney, anatomisation of executed felons was the cause of unedifying rushes by all classes and 
genders, including children, from the gallows to the Old Sydney (Rum) Hospital. Here, the public would jostle for 
prime viewing (and lurid leering) positions for the anatomisation(s).

Whereas the use of the gibbet, pillory and anatomisations fell out of favour and ceased to be practised 
across the British Empire by the 1850’s (the last public hanging in Sydney being that of Francis Green on 21st 
September 1852), non-public hangings remained a feature of Sydney life well into the 20th century (the last 
hanging in Sydney was at Long Bay Gaol in 1939). It would seem then that the ‘grimness’ of Sydney is well 
within living memory.

Due to the current NSW Government Health Orders because of COVID 19, the Speaker 
Sessions that Craig Werner, Beth Moore, Lorraine Stacker and Jim Mason were going to be 
part of have been unfortunately cancelled.

Penrith City Council is acknowledging the contribution of Women in the Council.
One of the women they are recognising the importance of is Eileen Cammack OBE.

Eileen Cammack was an outstanding citizen, 
active in local government, health and 
community organisations.  She was a Liberal 
Party candidate in the Penrith elections of 1973 
and 1976, and was appointed Alderman to 
the Penrith City Council in 1972 (to 1991) and 
Mayor from 1975 to 1978.

Eileen Cammack was born in Sydney on 
the 3 May 1914, the daughter of Reginald 
and Mary Scott-Young.  She was educated 
at Monte Sant'Angelo Mercy College, North 
Sydney and the University of Sydney, from 
which she graduated in Science (BSc, 1936) and in Medicine (BS, MB,1940).  She was a Resident Medical 
Officer and Senior Resident Medical Officer at St George Hospital 1940-41, and was a Captain in the Australian 
Army Medical Corps (AIF) 1941-46.  She married Dr, William Cammack in 1944 and they had two sons and a 
daughter.

Eileen Cammack established the first pathology service in Penrith and the first pathology laboratory at 
Nepean District Hospital in 1948. She was Honorary Pathologist at Nepean Hospital from 1948 and was 
Government Medical Officer for the Nepean District from 1961.  She was elected to the Penrith City Council in 
1972 and became the first woman Mayor of Penrith for three terms, 1975-78.

She was the Patron of many local organisations, including the Nepean District Historical Society, the Girl 
Guides Association, and the St Marys and Penrith Associations.  She was Commodore of the Nepean Canoe 
Club, Foundation President of the Business and Professional Women's Club, Penrith and President (1981) and 
Life Member of the Penrith and District Chamber of Commerce.

She was awarded the Queen's Jubilee Silver Medal in 1977, made an OBE. 1978 and made a Paul Harris 
Fellow (Rotary's highest award) in 1980.  The Eileen Cammack Sports Fields, Penrith, are named in her honour.

Eileen passed away on the 8 May 2000

Reference:http://www.womenaustralia.info/biogs/AWE1391b.htm       Reference: https://www.facebook.com/penrith.city.council

Eileen Cammack
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This article was given to me by Jim Mason OAM who was great friends with the writer Don Thompson, both 
personally and through Jim's employment tenure at Penrith City Council.

Don was a local plumber and drainer and had a passionate interest in racehorses and was a collector of old 
objects which he shared with his friend Jim.

Born in Penrith Jim described him as "a bit of a character".

Reminiscences of the Mudgee Shale Oil Pty Ltd
Emu Plains

by
Mr Don Thompson

In late 1941, I became an employee of the Mudgee Shale Oil Pty Ltd at Smith Street, Emu Plains.
At the time there were three retorts completed and one under construction.  The site was next to the Prison 

Farm in Bill McGrath's old wool wash at Emu Plains.  The builder was Jack Sheppard and his brother, Alan, who 
was the bricklayer.  Harold Clarke was Alan's labourer.  I was still working there up to February 1944 when I went 
into the Army.

When I resigned in 1944, there were around thirty people working full time and two more retorts had been 
constructed, which more a total of six retorts.  There were three gangs working retorts, twenty four hours a day.  
It took twenty four hours to extract the oil from a retort, which was fired by coal.  The oil from the retort was in 
gas form, and was taken by pipe to a vat, where it was condensed into oil.  The Defence force (Army) came 
and removed all the oil.  I do not know what quantity of oil came from a retort, but it took around twenty 
wheelbarrows of shale to fill one.  That would be close to two yards, approximately two tons.  When a retort 
was dropped, you would get a skip full of dross.  So each retort used around two tons of shale every 24 hours.  
The shale came from Glen Davis and Berrima and arrived at a siding at Emu Plains.  The day shift would then 
load it into a truck and bring it back to our yard.  Our truck driver was Jack 'Pepper' Beadman.

At first we used to load the retorts by barrow.  We would load up barrows and send it up by the gantry, where 
a man would take it and wheel it to a retort.  Later they built a ramp up to the top and sent it by skip which 
made it a lot easier.  Sometimes all retorts would get dropped by the day shift and the night shift would have 
an easy night.

My shift boss was Bert (Dougie) Pellat, who would have been close to sixty years old.  Bert was a pastry 
cook by trade, and his number two was Peter Howell, who once owned Princess Farm (now Bart Cummins' 
place).  Peter would have been in his sixties and I was a boy.  Most young men went into the armed forces 
and the home front was left to young and old to meet the manpower demand.  Bert and Peter were both 
great fellows, maybe they were not as old as I thought.  On top of the retorts it was very dangerous - they were 
25 feet high and on one side had no rail to stop you falling.  Sometimes there were plenty of flames shooting 
around you.  When the top of the retorts was removed, you then went under a tunnel to drop a retort.  First you 
put the steel skip (on rails) under, and then proceeded to undo the bottom of the trap door by removing bolts 
(dogs).  When you got to the last one, you are ready to run for your life.  All burnt shale dross (white hot) would 
drop in ten seconds or less, then you would wind it about one hundred yards to a dross heap which would rise 
about five feet above ground level.  I suppose the skip would weigh (when it was full of dross) about one ton.  
This was done by hand winch and then you had to tip it.

One day Bert Pellat said to me, "The Union is coming today.  The other shifts want one more man per shift to 
empty the skip, so for goodness sake, don’t tell them you take it out on your own".  Yes, the boy could have 
told the Union about a lot more things like that !

I remember one night in May 1942, on the night shift, Bert Pellat or Peter Howell said "Gee, the search lights 
are working overtime tonight".  The next morning we read about a Japanese submarine attack in Sydney 
Harbour.  Most nights you could see search lights towards Sydney, as all the towns were blacked out (no lights 
on).
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Ned Kelly is one of our most iconic murderers, cutting a swathe through 
19th-century colonial Australia with style, bravado and most importantly, a 
funny hat.

He is legendary for his bushranging exploits, but less well-known are his 
tangles with the law before he took to the bush.

These include the occasion on which young Ned, on being accosted by 
a police constable who had noticed him riding a stolen horse, beat up the 
copper and rode around on his back — quite a social faux pas in those days.

The pre-bushranging Ned Kelly committed numerous crimes of varying 
seriousness and strangeness, but one of the most strange — if not most 
serious — was his defence of a friend, Ben Gould, who had been accused 
of horse stealing by one Jeremiah McCormack (horse stealing was common 

in those days as there was no internet and youths 
were starved for entertainment).

Kelly and Gould resolved to teach McCormack a lesson 
and, to that end, sent McCormack's wife a rude letter, accompanied by a box of 
calves' testicles.

While it's not exactly "Luca Brasi sleeps with the fishes" (from the movie The 
Godfather), you've got to admit that getting a couple of cow balls in the mail would 
shake a person up, and it showed that even then, at the tender age of 15, Ned 
displayed a keen instinct for psychological warfare and a taste for the nauseating 
that would serve him well in his future career.

These days, nobody even writes letters any more, let alone takes the time to 
package up a bundle of bovine gonads to hammer home the message to an enemy, 
and in a way that's a shame.

Say what you like about the days of colonial Australia, but back then men were men, women were women, 
and calves' testicles were hand-delivered, and that's a piece of traditional Aussie culture we've lost.
Reference: https://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-08-07/the-5-funniest-moments-in-australian- history/7532020?nw=0
Reference: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ned_Kelly
Reference:  Victorian Collections
https://victoriancollections.net.au/items/529e9e9b2162ef12802679a0

Reference:  Error Australis by Ben Pobjie

Ben Gould

Ned Kelly

Ned Kelly’s Pen Pal

Mr Stanley Taylor
Mr John Taylor
Mr Jack Sheppard
Miss Maureen Roach
Mr Hugh Roberts (welder)
Mr Ross Roberts
Mr Jim Finagane (carpenter)
Mr Alan Sheppard (bricklayer)
Mr Jack Beadman (truck driver)
Mr Jack McFarlane
Mr Mick Riddings
Mr Charlie Riddings
Mr Arthur Weyman
Mr Horrie Darlington
Mr Dick Ford
Mr Jack Pennay

Mr Harold Clarke
Mr Eddie Thompson
Mr Ron Thompson
(truck driver)
RETORT GANGS
Mr Bert Pellat
Mr Peter Howell
Mr Don Thompson
Mr Harry Howlett
Mr Jim Quigly
Mr Frank Clarke
Mr Bill Riddings
Mr Chris Sheans
Mr Alex Moore
Mr Jack Weyman

Very few of the men  and women are alive 
today.  There is no trace of Mudgee Shale Oil Pty 
Ltd left on the site.  Maybe this story will enlighten 
the curious and also help to place it on the map, 
which I believe it deserves.

[Written by Mr Donald Joseph Thompson of 
Londonderry for the Penrith City Library Local 
Studies Collection, 1996]

Printed with the kind permission of Jim Mason 
OAM



Museum Opening Hours 
Monday, Wednesday & Thursday 9am to 2pm
Sunday by Appointment.

Meetings
The NDHS meets on the 4th Saturday of each month 
with a guest speaker at 1pm on the premises, Cnr. of 
Great Western Highway & Gardenia St, Emu Plains.

Please note that the inn alarm is 
now on.
If you can’t make your duty day, 
please change with somebody 
who can.
Please remember to sign in the 
diary in the meeting room, and 
write any information in the diary. 
pertinent to your time on duty.

Raffle Prizes
The society always needs raffle 
prizes, so if you can help in 
providing some, please take them 
to the inn.

Birthday Wishes to the following 
members
Rachel, Jim Mason
 

Contributions for the next Bulletin to - trishmontgomery1970@gmail.com

  Email     info@armsofaustraliainn.org.au
  Phone    During opening hours  02 4735 4394
  President     Craig Werner   0417 271 328
  Vice President    Ken Wright   0407 473 530
  Secretary/Editor                 Trish Montgomery 0402 086 088
  Treasurer/Public Officer   Harry May   02 4732 1520
  Museum Manager   Ted Nowak   0451 035 185
  Business Manager   Jenny Hotop  02 4735 1654 
  Site Manager    Anthony Grainge  02 4731 2303
  Ordinary Committee Member  Richard Nutt   0407 014 157
   Lantern Tours    Craig Werner   0417 271 328
     or email:      craigj10@bigpond.com
  Heritage Advisory Rep.                  Beth Moore              02 4735 1734
  Speakers     Richard Nutt                  0407 014 157
  Books, Photography  Anthony Grainge  02 4731 2303

  

Contacts

On a lighter note

Disclaimer: Views and opinions expressed in articles in this Bulletin are those of the contributor and not the 
views of the Nepean District Historical Society.

Quote
I always like to look on the optimistic side of life, 
but I am realistic enough to know that life is 
a complex matter. 
    Walt Disney

Riddle
You walk into a room with a rabbit eating a carrot,   
a pig eating slop and a monkey eating a banana. 
Which is the smartest animal in the room?

Answer to last Month’s Riddle  
The President of the United States

It feels like 2007 all over again ....
Kevin Rudd is in the headlines
England hasn’t won a major tournament in 

decades
And Scott Morrison is the Head of a Marketing 

Organisation.


