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Such Sweet Sorrow: The Darker Side of Our Chocolatiers & Confectioners 
 

To celebrate Bendigo's newly conferred status as a UNESCO Creative City of Gastronomy, BRAC is 

proud to present Such Sweet Sorrow in July - just in time for International Chocolate Day. 

 

From Percy Smith, who returned from war with his French bride to open a chocolate shop in Pall Mall 

but was followed by tragedy, to the remarkable Mrs Rees of Chewton who lost her husband and then 

her confectionery factory, from the suspicious death of MacRobertson’s foreman in the Lockwood 

bush, to the businessman who flew too close to the Sunraysia sun – Such Sweet Sorrow uses BRAC’s 

collection to explore the bitter with the sweet in the world of chocolate and confectionery in the north 

west across the centuries. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CONTENT WARNING 
Graphic descriptions of violent acts and death, including children 

Contextual racist terminology and views 
References to suicide and self-harm 

Support is available if you wish to discuss any of the issues raised in the 
catalogue via both Lifeline 13 11 14 and Beyond Blue 1300 22 46 36 
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The earliest entry of a Sandhurst resident defining their occupation as ‘confectioner’ to the rate 
collector occurs in 1864, with five men – Alexander McDonald, John Grant, Thomas Jackman and Lewis 
Levy – operating as sweets makers in the district, with Grant paying rates on two properties, one in 
Pall Mall and another in Forest Street. In Trove, we find the first newspaper reference to confectioners 
in the wider district at Forest Creek near Castlemaine a decade earlier – in 1854, Robertson & Lloyd 
operated from Wesley Hill in Forest Creek, supplying stores with ‘all kinds of boiled sugar, biscuits and 
gingerbread on the shortest notice’i. 
 
In the latter part of the 1850s, a spattering of confectioners – often also operating as general caterers, 
pastrycooks or bakers – appear across 
the goldfields, and purveyors of 
confectionery often also stocked 
roasted coffee and treacle. In the later 
part of the century and into the 1900s, 
confectionery was often offered as 
part of a ‘fruiterer & confectioner’ 
operation, or general grocers. As an 
example, in 1855, Smith & Williams at 
Market Square in Bendigo advertised 
themselves as Fancy Biscuit Bakers & 
Confectioners; in the period of the 
Great War and beyond, the Favoloro 
family were referred to as that ‘well-
known firm of fruiterers and 
confectioners’, despite also running 
cafes and offering cateringii.  
 
However, a long list of businesses 
functioned purely as manufacturers of 
chocolate and lolly lines, as well as dedicated sweets shops. Brands unique to the north west of 
Victoria included the Good Little Normey (see Desperation), Kiss-Me-Quicksiii, Ball’s Everton Toffee, 
Tryambro, Toffee Jumbos (see Family Tragedy), Cupidas and Whispers, while local factories produced 
their own ‘fresh, pure’ varieties of chocolate novelties, caramels, jubes, wrapped coconut ice, 
eucalyptus drops, almond rock and sherbet.  
 
While ties to Britain remained, with some businesses using these links as a promotional tool – as with 
Brown’s Confectionery in Pall Mall, who included reference in their 1856 advertisements that head 
confectioner, Joseph Brown, had come from the well-known Birch’s Confectionery in London – local 
product was promoted as superior, advertised as ‘purest’ and ‘fresh’. 
 
The industry looks to have been a lucrative one for those of a business mind – when Brown’s was 
offered for sale in 1857, it was described thus: 
 
“Any person wishing to make a respectable livelihood to say nothing of realising a rapid fortune, which 
a person of good business habits is certain to do, this is not a chance to be thrown away”iv 
 
The business was ultimately taken over by James Thatcher, whose brother was operating the 
successful Shamrock Hotel. Indeed confectionery was regularly used as an example of regional 
industrial opportunity particularly when expenses in external procurement were rising, for example, 

1 Bendigo Advertiser, 14 Nov 1874 
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railway freighting and sugar. Groups of local business met in 1885 to discuss establishing lolly factories 
locally, and again in 1910v. 
 
This latter movement saw Nixon’s Confectionery Works established, James Nixon having dabbled 
earlier in the century, adding to major names in the industry that had operated in the north such as 
MacRobertson’s, Bendigo Confectionery Company, the Australian Dried Fruit Association, Bendigo 
Cooperative Confectionery Branch, Virgil Boys & Co, Cravens Boiled Lollies, Tom Ball’s Everton Toffee, 
and Barrass’.  
 

 
2 Nixon's Confectionery Works, Bendigo & District in 1902 

 
Chocolate was a regular feature of care packages sent overseas to AIF troops during the first World 
War. Reporting from the Mena Camp in Egypt in 1915, Charles Bean wrote ‘There are photographers, 
post card sellers, barbers; but it is the tea shop that prevails. I believe the Australian can go without 
almost anything rather than his lolly shop and tea shop. The English chemist opposite the gates of 
Mena House, who has just hastily ordered consignments of chocolates from Switzerland, said, “I never 
realised that an army could eat so many sweets’.vi” 
 
Such was the sweet tooth of many Australians, not just soldiers, by 1925, the confectionery industry 
was reported to have ‘triumphed over imported products’, requiring over 10,000 tonnes of locally-
grown sugar along with thousands of tonnes of fresh fruit, almonds, raisins, figs and vegetable fats. 
Not just the ingredients made confectionery a significant industry – timber, glass, tin and cardboard, 
coal, machinery for particular designs were in demand by confectioners, as were artists who were 
required to develop the packagingvii. In Victoria alone more than 8,000 retailers were in operation, 
and nationally the industry directly employed over 7,000 people, producing turnover of £6,000,000. 
 
Using the collection of the Bendigo Regional Archives and the broader Public Record Office Victoria 
series, Such Sweet Sorrow explores the lives of those who were involved in the confectionery and 
chocolate industry across the centuries. While rate books are incredibly useful for tracking the boom 
and bust of different industries over time, and locating popular areas for production, the collection 
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largely lent itself to more tragic stories through courts 
registers, inquests, council correspondence, probates 
and more. Using seven key themes, the lens of 
chocolate and confectionery has been used to look at 
the lives, loves and losses of people in regional Victoria. 
We hope you enjoy them and they inspire you to further 
research using the BRAC collection. 
 
 
 
 

Toxic Tales from Sandhurst 
 
While our minds immediately go to sugar and fruit 
flavourings when thinking of confectionery and 
chocolate, some ingredients were less appealing… 
 
 
A Bitter End 
 
The sweet flavour of almonds, key in the unique taste of 
marzipan but also many varieties of hard confectionery, 
fudges and chocolate liquid centres, has been popular 
across centuries, particularly in Europe and the Middle 
East. Sandhurst confectioner, Alexander Henderson, 
used it to make ratafia, a macaroon-like confection 
flavoured with the essence. 
 
To this day, confectioners use an essence of bitter 
almonds in their craft but unlike their domesticated 
counterpart, the amara variety of the almond prunus 
dulcis plant produces the toxic amygdalin – hydrogen 
cyanide, or prussic acid – even when the kernel is 
crushed and distilled. The oil remaining from the cold 
press and distilling process is generally resuspended in a 
substance like ethyl alcohol but some of the acid 
remains and even contemporarily, it’s estimated that as 
little as 7.5mL of almond oil can be lethal.  
 
A small amount of the toxic essence can lead to difficulty 
in breathing, dizziness and kidney failure. In the case of 
Grace Henderson, 41, of Hargreaves Street Bendigo, it 
was the shock of ingesting a full tablespoon – 14mL – 
which caused her death on Monday 21 August in 1876. 
 
Alexander and Grace Henderson, a Scottish couple, had 
first established a confectionery store in Hargreaves 
Street in 1873; the site is now the vicinity of The Reject 
Shop and Council multi storey carpark next to Chancery 
Laneviii. In 1874 a large sink hole opened up in the 
footpaths outside the shop, with Alexander writing to 

BACHELOR’S BALL 
 
A most clever and ingenious 
triumph of the confectionery 
art was displayed at the head 
of the table, viz a temple with 
a kind of latticed cupola at its 
summit, on which were an 
array of diggers’ tools, pick 
and shovel, tin dish, cradle 
etc. Beneath this was the 
model of a full rigged ship 
with ropes, tackle etc named 
The Criterion and according 
to the inscription, classed A1 
at Lloyds. The temple, tools, 
ship etc were made entirely 
and wholly of sugar, and the 
classification was 
exceedingly appropriate as 
Mr Lloyd the confectioner of 
Castlemaine was the 
manufacturer. 
 
Mount Alexander Mail,  
29 August 1856 
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the council to describe the ‘perfect man and woman trap’ and asking that the ‘newly-elected mayor 
or any of his brother councillors’ remedy the dangerous problem, as if he filled it himself, he would be 
‘transgressing municipal bye-laws’ix. 
 
As well as the confectionery shop, Alex and Grace operated a restaurant in the two shops next door 
and employed a sizable staff. On Christmas Day in 1875, they gave a picnic for their employees and a 
group of friends, and in return, on New Year’s Day, Alex was presented with a pair of field glasses, and 
Grace, a diamond ringx.  
 
While 1876 started in a positive and collegial manner, by August it had come to light that Grace 
appeared to have a drinking problem, and was experiencing regular bouts of ‘low spirits’ and 
despondencyxi. Indeed on one occasion, she told cab driver, Robert Newbold, who operated next door 
to the shop in Hargreaves Street, that she would ‘do away with herself’: 
 
“Some four or five weeks ago, as I was locking the door, she was standing there; she seemed the worse 
for liquor and I said, ‘What’s the matter, Mrs Henderson?’ and she asked me if I saw Mr Henderson. I 
said ‘No,’ and she replied that he was next door and she wished for me to get him. I said that I had not 
time as he was going to the 11:15AM train. She then said, ‘I will do away with myself,’, and I replied 
‘Don’t be so foolish’, and went into my place to get my horse and cab. xii” 
 
On a Monday afternoon, she asked one of their staff, James Anderson, to fetch for her a bottle of 
almond oil while he was in the storeroom. He indicated that there was none, but she replied, “There 
is some in the corner”. Despite having no label, Anderson located the bottle and took it up to her, 
which she then tasted from, remarking, “How it burns”xiii. They spoke for fifteen minutes before he 
left, locking up the shop and leaving the keys in their usual place. Annie Lovelace, a waitress in the 
dining room part of the business, arrived at 4PM and was asked by Grace to bring up the keys to the 
storeroom. She left soon after, just as Grace was about to enter the pantry.  
 
At 4:45PM, Alexander went upstairs to their parlour and found Grace on the floor by the sofa, 
breathing heavily and near insensible. He asked one of his shop girls if she had given his wife anything 
to drink and she said that she had not. Alexander explained to the jury that they did not sell spirits in 
either shop, but a couple of Grace’s friends would bring her drink. He had even mentioned to one that 
Grace may be in need of a stay at Yarra Bend (asylum). 
 
Grace had been sick, and upon tasting the remnants, Alexander determined that his wife had taken 
either ratafia (an almond-flavoured liqueur) or bitter almond essence oil, and immediately called for 
Dr Penfold. When he arrived less than ten minutes later, Grace had been moved to a bedroom and 
was, according to the doctor, ‘in the act of death’xiv.  
 
Alexander had found a uncorked bottle of almond essence on the edge of a bench in the storeroom, 
away from where it normally stood, with an estimated tablespoon, or ‘half an inch’, of the contents 
missingxv. By this time, Dr Penfold could not find Grace’s pulse, her face ‘florid but natural looking’ and 
her pupils dilated and fixed. He applied cold water and CPR while waiting for a stomach pump to be 
brought inxvi.  
 
He injected a drachm (approx. 3g) of a strong ammonia solution into her arm in an attempt to 
stimulate the heart but finding no improvement, and she was declared deceased. The liquid flushed 
from her stomach at the house was Alexander showed the bottle to Dr Penfold, who found the culinary 
essence to contain four times as much pure prussic acid as the preparation that was used in medical 
preparations.  
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Dr Penfold also conducted the examination on Grace’s body for the inquest which was held on the 
following day at the Crown Hotel (still 238 Hargreaves Street) – after the jury had viewed her body, 
still in the bedroom of their house just a few doors up from the Hotel. In his deposition to the jury, he 
described finding ‘half a pint of dark green grumous fluid, also smelling of the same oil’, and significant 
crystallisation of her major organsxvii. In his summary to the foreman, he noted that her liver was ‘of a 
yellow colour, hard and gristly… drawn and puckered in many places’.  
 
Dr Penfold was of the opinion that the state of her liver suggested she ‘must have largely indulged in 
spirit and other stimulants for some time’xviii. Alexander had recognised that his wife had been very 
despondent in recent times but thought that her actions were through a need to drink rather than to 
‘destroy herself’, and denied a suggestion that she had thrown herself into the creek on the Christmas 
Day of their grand picnicxix. 
 
The jury, which included the Henderson’s neighbour, draper Robert Whiteside, unable to determine 
if the act was one of suicide or accidentally drinking too much essence for the effect of the stimulant, 
returned a verdict ‘that the deceased met her death by taking a large dose of the essential oil of bitter 
almonds”.  
 
 
An Inspector Calls 
 
Frederic Dunn had been an analyst for Victorian municipalities since the 1870s, tasked with reviewing 
the ingredients of a wide variety of foodstuffs, from tea to cheese, milk to flour, butter to meat, and 
of course confectionery. Locally made and imported lollies, chocolates and liquorices were examined 
regularly for additives – often used to enhance colour – which included lead, chromate of lead, clay, 
gypsum, sulphate of baryta, double silicate of alumina and soda, and sulphuret of sodium. The 
constitution of products was also reviewed – in 1876, several Melbourne liquorice manufacturers 
submitted samples to Dunn who found that only one third were actually liquorice – other samples 
were primarily potato starch with a little cane sugar, mineral ash and liquorice extractxx.  
 
In 1896, Patrick Fahey was the City of Bendigo’s Health Inspector; a former sergeant of police at 
Maryborough, Fahey had been appointed to the role in 1883 as well as holding the positions of Cab 
Inspector and Inspector of Nuisances. Under the Public Health Act (1890), foodstuffs were required to 
meet very particular standards, and the role of the Public Health Board was to approve which analysts 
municipal Health Inspectors were permitted to use. 
 
So it was that Fahey engaged Dunn to undertake a number of examinations in the Spring of that year, 
focusing on bread and flour but also including confectionery, two brands of which were locally made. 
Dunn’s report to Council indicated that of the three varieties he examined  (hokey pokey lollies, 
rainbow lollies and raspberry drops) all were free of mineral poisons and colouring matter, but did 
contain small percentages of ‘mineral matter’xxi. 
 

https://c2f6f8ca-7893-4424-9f06-f410829ca26c.filesusr.com/ugd/cdba08_22a1fe7e86794f288c3a3bf66180b0f1.pdf
https://c2f6f8ca-7893-4424-9f06-f410829ca26c.filesusr.com/ugd/cdba08_22a1fe7e86794f288c3a3bf66180b0f1.pdf
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Excerpt from Dunn’s report to council, Public Record Office Victoria, VA 4862 City of Sandhurst, VPRS 16936 Inward 
Correspondence, P01 Unit 44, Item 17-30 September 1896 

 
 
The following year, his analysis of Bendigo distributors found all confectionery samples were free from 
minerals, colours or adulterants. In 1898, Fahey tendered his resignation from the role and John Reid 
was appointed as municipal health inspector. Reid engaged Dunn to a series of ‘raids’ on lolly shops, 
after having investigated milk sellers in the district and by November, the analyst had a report for 
Council. It showed that that the samples were again all free from ‘mineral adulterations or metallic 
impurity’xxii.  
 
At the sitting of council that month, Councillor Harry Marks suggested that the Turkey lolly (fairy floss) 
vendors should be his next target, having known ‘children to be ill after eating the stuff’. Past Mayor, 
MLA and hotelier, Councillor Alfred Bailes ‘quietly hinted’ that perhaps Cr Marks’ opinion may have 
been coloured by an over indulgence in his younger daysxxiii. 
 
Dunn was based in Melbourne, working for various companies including the Industrial & Technological 
Museum, and this caused some consternation to councillors from the 1890s and right through to war 
time in the 20th century.  
 
Several times across the late 19th and early 20th century, various councillors proposed that Dunn’s 
contract be terminated in favour of a local analyst through the School of Mines, and additionally offer 
those services to neighbouring municipalities. Ballaarat had been successful in decentralising analyst 
services and councillors thought this reflected poorly on Bendigo.   
 
In 1904 Councillor Semmens proposed to terminate the agreement and appoint Boydell of the School 
of Mines, seconded by Councillor Carolin though Abbott felt that their laboratory’s facilities were not 
sufficient for the job, nor would the cost difference be favourable. The motion was carried regardless 
but not carried through. The discussion arose again the following year, with the Council going as far 
as notifying Dunn that his engagement would be terminated in December. This did not occur and Dunn 
continued as the City’s analyst but again in 1916, the Council were again keen to dispense of his 
services, citing his distance making inspections and testimonials difficult and expensive. Dunn disputed 
this but by March, James Anderson, director of the School of Mines had been approved by the Public 
Health Department to be appointed to the role of City Analyst.  
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Family Tragedy 
 
There were several dynasties of confectioners in the north west of Victoria across the centuries, and 
they were not immune from tragedy with loss, accident and devastation central to the story of several 
of them… 
 
 
The Resilient Mary Rees 
 
Mary Jeffreys had arrived in Victoria in 1856 with her family from Neath in South Wales. Her father, 
Thomas, was a successful baker in their home country, and the family were affluent enough to keep 
several servants. On arriving in Australia, Thomas set up a confectioner’s store on the Chewton 
goldfields while Mary’s brother opened a grocer’s in the same locale. Nearly a decade after 
emigration, Mary met David Rees, a Glamorgan native, and the pair married in the summer of 1865 in 
Chewton. The following year, Mary’s mother died at the age of 55. By this time the couple had already 
welcomed the first of their eleven children, and while childhood mortality was high in the 19th century, 
this was one type of tragedy the Rees family were directly spared, with all of them surviving to 
adulthood.  
 
While lucky with their own children, Mary’s brother 
was not so blessed. Steven Jeffreys, Mary’s six-
year-old nephew, went to bathe in a water hole 
belonging to a neighbour on new year’s day of 1877 
but did not return. The boy was found drowned 
some hours later by his mother, aided by 
neighbour, Mr Williamson who dragged the small 
dam with a stick.  
 
David and his father-in-law came into their own 
trouble when in 1880, Thomas was proceeded 
against in the Kyneton Police Court for having 
unstamped and unjust weights in his possession. 
David had been setting up their confectionery 
booth at the Kyneton Racecourse’s autumn 
meeting when the weights were seized and 
confiscated. He claimed that he was intending to 
bring the equipment to the inspector as soon as the 
stall was set up but the Inspector had seized them 
before he was able. Regardless, the bench imposed 
a penalty on Thomas of over £3. 
 
The blessing of a healthy family of eleven may have added to the challenge created in 1883 when 
David himself was killed prematurely. He was running errands to Fadzen’s store at Allendale, around 
70km from Chewton, when he met his fate. While driving his usually quiet horse over the bridge at 
Birch’s Creek at Smeaton, the animal suddenly became restive, plunging and rearing. David tied the 
reins to the cart, and was stepping out to settle his horse when it reared violently, breaking the shafts 
of the gig and fall back onto him.  
 
A little girl saw this accident and ran to Mrs McLoughlin’s store, finding customer James Ward and 
John McLoughlin who were able to come to the scene. They were able to move the horse, but David 

3 Mary Rees (nee Jeffreys), Ancestry.com.au 
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underneath was insensible with a ‘frightful gash’ to his forehead and took one final gasp before he 
expiredxxiv. David’s body was brought back to Chewton by train after an inquest was held at Smeaton, 
and a large funeral with a Welsh choir was held. ‘Rarely, if ever has public grief, been so universally 
expressed in that borough,’ reported the Mount Alexander Mail, which described the hearse followed 
by 50 members of the Forester’s Lodge, 26 vehicles of mourners, and other local church choirs to a 
‘solemn and impressive funeral’xxv. 
 
Of the eleven children, the eldest was William, 20 years of age and not regularly in good health, and 
the youngest Gwendoline was an infant of no older than seven months old. As a result, Mary was left 
to employ men to carry on her business, but David’s life insurance of £300 enable her to grow the 
Rees’ confectionery and biscuit making outfit. She continued to offer her business as the races, as her 
father Thomas had, and was in charge of the luncheon room at Newstead Racecourse. 
 
After failing to sell the premises, plant and stock-in-trade in 1885, Mary orchestrated the expansion 
of the business in 1886 by purchasing a machine for £150 that stamped and cut biscuits by automation 
In February the next year, a ferocious fire ripped through the factory where the biscuits and 
confectionery boiling works were housed. The fire was noted in the roof of an upper story of the 
building, sited opposite the Mount Alexander Hotel on the Main Street (now 209 Main Road), and the 
flames grew so intense that it melted a thick pane of glass at the front of the pub.  
 
The water supply had been turned off at the mains while staff were scouring pipes and so the fire was 
able to quickly spread to the front and back of the building and after midday, despite neighbours 
applying buckets of water, the whole of the establishment was ablaze. Mary had been in the kitchens 
of the front store, and thought that the fire may have been started by an overheated oven. Thankfully, 
the business was insured for around £500. 
 
Later that year, she had opened a confectionery and bakery business on a much smaller scale in 
Mostyn Street in Castlemaine, but by September was so successful that she opened a second shop in 
the Market Square. It seems possible that Mary’s family helped her, at least with raising her large 
family, and so when her father moved to the Numurkah district, in the 1890s, the Rees family followed. 
There, she opened the Star Bakery in the main street, while her sons William, Thomas and Oliver all 
became bakers, and by 1904, the eldest had been elected mayor of the Rutherglen Shire. 
 
Mary Rees died in 1906, still a baker in Numurkah at the age of 62; her probate papers indicate that 
she owned the stop and several other properties, which along with her share portfolio and life 
insurance, left an estate valued at over £1,000. Her real estate and shop goods – including £12 worth 
of confectionery glasses and confectionery stock – were to be carried on for a further five years before 
it could be sold. In her will, she directed money to be bequeathed to her daughters, property to Arthur 
but considered William, Oliver and Thomas, that ‘in a way of doing for themselves are not in need of 
any assistance from me’xxvi. 
 
 
The Downhearted Blennerhassetts 
 
Richard Blennerhassett first appears in the Sandhurst rate books in 1880, a confectioner working from 
Gould’s Buildings on the corner of Pall Mall and Bull Street, which Richard later purchased from the 
executors when Gould passed away in 1885. Richard (ca1843 to 1923), who originally hailed from 
Kerry in Ireland, ran the business originally established by his brother-in-law John Parker in 1874 – the 
Pall Mall Lolly Shop.xxvii Parker called for tender offers on his stock-in-trade, goodwill, tenant’s rights, 
fixtures and fittings in April of 1886 in favour of retirement. Two years later, and quite late in life, 

https://c2f6f8ca-7893-4424-9f06-f410829ca26c.filesusr.com/ugd/cdba08_0549f63f2e254f2281d2727e76133b1c.pdf
https://c2f6f8ca-7893-4424-9f06-f410829ca26c.filesusr.com/ugd/cdba08_dd116322141c4aa8a177ed0a6e9c88cb.pdf
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Richard married Annie Paull, daughter of James Paull (of Tarilta near Castlemaine) and a confectioner 
in her own right, having until 1888 run a confectionery shop in High Street with her sister Louisa.   
 
In addition to confectionery, Richard was also a fruiterer and in 1895 was one of four fruiterers of 
Bendigo who disputed claims that Chinese fruit dealers were placing green bananas ‘under their beds 
and in other places where dirt and vermin accumulate, so as to ripen them’ and this practice was 
contributing to the incidence of typhoid fever in the cityxxviii. The year before, Richard himself was 
prosecuted in the Bendigo city police court for trading on a Sunday evening.xxix Annie had been seen 
by a plain-clothes police constable selling lollies to two young men at 7:20PM on a Sunday. While their 
legal representative argued both that the wording of the law was ambiguous, and that the front door 
was permitted to be open since it was the only entrance to the buildings, the magistrates decided to 
fine Richard twenty shillings.  

 
Richard and Annie were lucky in that all four of their 
children survived to adulthood but they did not follow into 
the confectionery trade; Richard Paull (1888) entered the 
clergy after taking holy orders at St Aiden’s in Ballarat, as 
did John Ponsonby (1894) upon his return from the war, 
deciding on clerical work of a different kind than his earlier 
bank clerk employment. Arthur William (1892) passed 
accountancy exams at the Bendigo Business College and 
James Rowland (1890) became a pharmaceutical 
chemistxxx. Arthur took work in Cohn’s brewery and was an 
associate member of the Incorporated Institute of 
Accountants as well as treasurer of the Sandhurst Rowing 
Club.  
 
In August 1915, aged 23 and 21 respectively, Arthur and 
John enlisted with the AIF; a year later, Richard and Annie 
received a letter from John, who was serving with the Field 
Ambulance Corps in France, and describing his trip 
through Egypt and on to France.xxxi He safely returned to 
Australia in 1919, have spent some time in France with a 
few spells of illness but no injuries. Arthur was not so 
lucky.  
 

While with the Field Ambulance in France, Arthur also wrote home – about his travels around the 
Middle East and Europe, and particularly, a train journey to Marseilles – “…not an acre of barren 
ground visible; the scenery was absolutely beyond description – trees, vines, crops of different hues 
of green, with red tiled houses amidst them. We travelled along the valleys of several rivers and on 
the stops overlooking the valley were terraces of vines right to the top of hills steeper and higher than 
Big Hill in Bendigo. Among the corn and along the railway track were vivid red poppies, marguerites 
and other wild flowers, whilst we passed fields of sweet lavender. In the morning on putting one’s 
head out of the window a lovely perfumed air was inhaled, it was a treat in itself”xxxii. 
 
Both John and Arthur had been disembarked at Marseilles from Egypt from the Oriana on June 13. 
Only a few weeks later, and barely a month after they had received his letter about the beautiful 
landscapes, Richard and Annie received a telegram from John informing them that Arthur had been 
killed in action at Pozieres in France on 3rd Septemberxxxiii.  
 

4 Arthur Blennerhassett, Weekly Times, 18 Nov 
1916, p27 
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Richard Jnr was a Church of England minister at Murtoa at this time, hurried back to Bendigo the 
following day. Several servicemen wrote the family with their condolences: 
 
“It was my painful duty to tell your other son, Private J Blennerhassett, of the death of his brother. 
Words are very cold and inadequate to express all one feels or to give healing to a broken heart, but 
they are the only means of giving some little expression of the sorrow we feel when we hear of young 
life being laid down in this way. May the thought that your dear boy died the death of a hero in the 
defence of King and country be a consolation to your wounded heart” – Chaplain J Condon 
 
“I am so sorry to have to tell you that your fine son, Arthur, was taken to his rest on 3rd September, 
the day of the great action of our brigade. He was doing his duty manfully and nobly stretcher bearing 
under great shell fire. He felt no pain, his death was almost instantaneous. You will be glad to know 
he was buried and a little service read over him on the battlefield. His pal, Lance-Corporal JA Williams, 
late of the Beehive, was with him when he fell, also Private Robertson. Your son was a general 
favourite” – Chaplain DB Blackwood 
 
“I happened to be next to Private Arthur Blennerhassett when the shell burst and a piece struck him 
in the neck, severing an artery and he died in a few minutes and felt absolutely no pain whatever. I 
was with him and can assure you that nothing could be done for him. It was right on the front line of 
trenches that Arthur was killed. I carried him down and buried him decently, and had the Church of 
England service read over him. He was a favourite of mine and was working in my stretcher squad at 
the time. All our boys wish me to convey to you their deepest sympathy” – Private RJ Lelleck, Field 
Ambulance Corps. 
 
“I always looked on Arthur and Jack as personal friends, having come from Bendigo, and we all came 
over in the same boat. We went into the firing line on Monday 28th August and up to the time of his 
death, which occurred on a Sunday morning, Arthur worked strenuously and although he had a sore 
hand, refused to go out and rest as he was too keen on duty. On Sunday morning he was walking 
toward the front line when a shell burst nearby and a fragment struck him under the chin, and he died 
within minutes without saying a word. He was buried at Pozieres village, and the service was read by 
one of his comrades, Private Percy.” – Private James T Taylor, formerly of the Gravel Hill School. 
 

All quotes from ‘Private A Blennerhassett, Bendigonian, 16 Nov 1916, p31 
 
His service record shows that he was buried ‘about 30 yards east of rifle dump … close to a large cross, 
to a soldier of the CFAA cross with name to be placed on grave’xxxiv. An oak honour roll erected in St 
Paul’s Church in Bendigo in October 1917, bears Arthur’s name.xxxv James was still living at home at 
that time and a month after news of Arthur’s death came through, he applied for an exemption from 
service on the grounds that he was one of just four brothers, two at the front of whom one had already 
been killed, and further in the clergy who was on the list of chaplains; the exception was granted. A 
year later, Annie’s nephew, Lance Corporal HG Spencer was also killed in action. 
 
Richard Blennerhassett, by then a retired confectioner, died at his residence in Havelock Street, 
Bendigo in the September of 1923 aged 80xxxvi. At the time of his death, Richard (Ballarat) and John 
(Landsborough) were both ministers of the Anglican church, and James was living in Benalla where he 
was practising as a chemistxxxvii. Perhaps John’s war experience changed his view on life and prompted 
the change in career. Leaving most of his estate to his widow Annie, Richard’s probate file shows that 
he owned the building that had been operated as a lolly shop by various members of the Parker-
Blennerhassett family for nearly 50 years, being part of Allotment 5 in Section 11C in Pall Mall, 
Bendigoxxxviii. It was valued at £1,200 and was being leased to P Smith; the shop at this location still 
stands today, just south of the Bull Street corner. 
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The Benevolent Barrass Businesswomen 
 
The Barrass siblings – Margaret, Isabella, Hannah, William, Lizzy, Emily and Arthur – were prominent 
in Bendigo and over the decades, opened sweets shops (some also sold fruit) across the town. View 
Place, Hargreaves Street, Mitchell Street and Pall Mall were all home to the confectioners from the 
late 1890s when eldest Margaret, with sister Lizzy, kept their store next to the Army Barracks, 
advertising their stock of Tom Ball’s superior lollies and Everton toffees. The sisters were also involved 
in the Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) and the family active in the Forest Street 
Methodist Church, singing in the choir and teaching Sunday School. 
 
By 1908, they had taken up a building in Mitchell Street – where confectionery giant MacRobertson’s 
had been based in the late part of the past century – and also where youngest brother Arthur started 
manufacturing his own varieties of sweets and lollies. Promoted as the ‘purest sweets’, the line was 
popular and a second store was opened on Pall Mall, opposite the conservatoryxxxix. As with many of 
the more successful confectioners around the country, the gave great attention to their promotions 
which included the ‘Toffee Jumbo’ – a large elephant modelled in the window of the Mitchell Street 
store, invitations to inspect first hand Arthur’s sweets, and a ‘Made In Bendigo’ display of his linesxl.  
 
Their shop was one of several targeted in a spate of burglaries across Bendigo in the winter of 1908, 
along with a neighbouring boot shop, Vallance & Harman building contractors, the South Bendigo 
Bowling Club, Lansell’s Sheepshead Mine, and the Golden Square Fire Station. The thieves got away 
with ‘three fancy chocolate boxes’, chewing gum, and ‘other sweets valued in all at £2’, but they did 
not get away from the lawxli. Detectives Cahill and Commons were able to apprehend Alexander Byron 
and Thomas Phillips, finding empty chocolate boxes and other items at the home of the former, and 
who were soon brought up before Judge Johnson at the City Court. 
 
Eighteen-year-old Phillips was given a twelve-month suspended sentence in light of his age and the 
fact that he had been an industrious worker and husband until recently losing his job at the mine. In 
fact, most of Phillips’ haul from the robberies comprised of baby items and food; of the valuable items 
he received – or refused, it isn’t clear – none, and his role had been more of a ‘looker-on and 
watcher’xlii. Byron, 30 and a coachbuilder, had moved from Heathcote only four or five months but 
was already known to the court having been previously convicted, and Judge Johnson handed a 
sentence of two years’ hard labour for each of the four charges, to be served concurrently. 
 

A natural disaster precluded a far greater 
mechanical one when in 1914 a 
‘unprecedented’ storm hit Bendigo, causing 
£50,000-60,000 worth of damage to businesses. 
Many businesses had to close temporarily but 
the store in Pall Mall run by William with his 
sisters was set up so that the confectionery 
stock was not close to the walls, which had 
leaked and become drenched; along with music 
seller Brady nearby, they were one of the luckier 
businesses. 
 
Just two years later, the greatest tragedy would 
strike the Barrass family. Margaret and Lizzie, 
with several other Bendigo ladies, travelled to 
Hobart to attend a YWCA conference. On the 
express train back to Launceston, at a point 

 

5Public Record Office Victoria, VA 1464 Penal & Gaols Branch 
Chief Secretary’s Department, VPRS 515 Central Register of 
Male Prisoners, P1 Item 53, Page 368, #29100 Norman 
Alexander Byron 1899 



14 
 

named Horseshoe Bend, the train with 40 delegates on board left the rails at speed. The crash left five 
people, including the driver, were killed and a dozen others seriously injured. 
 
“I was talking to the Reverend [Harold] Baker,” Lizzie recalled, “when like a flash the carriage was 
smashed to pieces, splintered timber was hurled in all directions and the scene was rendered more 
terrible by the hissing of steam and cries of the injured. My sister Maggie cried, ‘Lizzie, Lizzie’ and that 
was all I heard from her, I was pinned down in the wreckage. Putting my hand out I could feel my sister 
who gave no sign of life. I felt the sting of the scalding steam for a moment, and then no more of it”.  
 
It was only for the actions of the engine driver, Lewis Goodchild who, though injured himself, was 
heard to cry, “My poor passengers”, before crawling back into his cab to turn off the steam just as it 
was reaching the bulk of the injured peoplexliii. He soon expired himself, so badly had he been scalded 
by the steam, but Lizzie and many others were saved from the same fate by his actions. 
 

 
6 Scene of the railway smash, Examiner, 17 February 1916, p7 

 
The 100-tonne train jumped the rails on a bend at Campania and crashed down an embankment, 
turning a somersault with almost every carriage suffering serious damage. As well as the YWCA 
conference delegates, around 50 soldiers returning to the Claremont camp after final leave were on 
board. Two from each group were among the dead. 
 
Hedley Leggo, of the well-known Bendigo company Leggo & Co, was in Tasmania on business and had 
been on board the express train but escaped any injury. A friend of the Barrass family, he was able to 
start making arrangements on their behalf from Tasmania. William drove to Melbourne to collect his 
sister Lizzie from Queen’s Wharf when the steamer SS Loongana docked, and arranged for Margaret 
to be conveyed back to Bendigo on the train, but not before Lizzie was subjected to the further 
indignity of having several possessions stolen while on the ship. 
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A mortuary cart was drawn up to the wharf, awaiting Margaret’s heavy backed casket to be brought 
ashore to be taken to Le Pine’s Richmond facility; it was later brought to Spencer Street station where 
it was placed in a special van next to the engine. Then Lizzie disembarked to Hedley and William, 
suffering bruises and shock – and the loss of her purse and Margaret’s wristlet watch from her cabin. 
Another passenger, John Ramsay, had wired ahead to Detective Grieve that he was missing a bank 
draft for £500, taken from his coat while hung up in the smoking room. Grieve and Constable 
McPherson boarded upon docking and after a search, arrested sailor Albert Handy, who had the wallet 
and watch in his possession. He claimed that he was holding them in hope of a reward being offered, 
and while he appeared in Melbourne City Court on the Ramsay theft, Lizzie’s  rather Christian response 
was that in the circumstances, ‘it could have been worse’ and the watch theft charge was droppedxliv. 
 

As the reports were published locally, the Barrass 
family were in receipt of ‘an almost endless stream of 
callers and messages of condolence’; similarly ‘great 
grief’ was felt at the rooms of the YWCA and the ‘old 
folk’ who were entertained every Sunday afternoon by 
her choir at the Benevolent Asylum were distressed 
upon hearing the newsxlv. “One could not speak in too 
high terms of Miss Barrass,” said assistant YWCA 
secretary Miss Sinclair, “It seems terrible that the life 
of such a fine woman should be cut short”xlvi. While 
giving an interview to the Bendigo Advertiser, close 
personal friend Miss Bradbury became deeply 
affected. A large group assembled on the Bendigo 
station platform as the casket arrived, continuing to 
extend their sympathies to the family members; it was 
then removed to their Carpenter Street house to 
prepare for the funeral at the Bendigo Cemetery the 
following day. 
 
A significant number of people joined the funeral, and 
hundreds were gathered at the graveside, including 
members of the Methodist Choir and the YWCA. A year 

later, as part of the Sunday School Leader conference, 
the YWCA unveiled a photograph of Margaret, to be 
displayed in their rooms. 

 
Lizzie, William and Arthur continued in joint trade of their confectionery business and also in 
contributing to the community, donating sweets to local fundraising events. Lizzie passed away in the 
family home in Carpenter Street in 1947, her estate comprising a rather substantial property portfolio, 
including land and houses on Hargreaves, Carpenter, Don and Queen Street, some in co-ownership 
with her spinster sister, Hannah. 
 
 
Sandhurst Sweets Sisterhoods 
 
Lizzie and Margaret Barrass weren’t the only set of sisters in the confectionery trade in the north west 
of Victoria across the centuries; Lily & Elizabeth Cox, Louise & Emma Paull, Ruby & Ethel Dodds, Maud 
& Rose Whitting, and in the mid-20th century, Mary and Elizabeth Gardiner.  
 

7 Margaret Barrass, Bendigo Advertiser, 17 
February 1916 
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The spinster sisters ran a confectionery shop in High Street, Golden Square which had living quarters 
behind the storefront. Mary Jane Love Gardner had been born in Hampshire, England and was just a 
toddler when her parents John, an inspector of police, and Ann immigrated to Australia, Elizabeth 
Hannah being born a few years after their arrival in the 1850s.  
 
John built a shopfront in Hight Street – the first one in that locality – and there established a grocer 
and draper’s business. He continued in this line until he had a stroke in 1886. After his death in the 
new year, Mary and Elizabeth took over the business and started renting the neighbouring properties 
to other businesses over the years – baker William Robertson, dressmaker Ellen Burland, tobacconist 
Eliza Best and bootmaker John Sidebottom among others.  
 
Gardner boys Samuel, Matthew, George and Albert all predeceased their sisters by many decades, 
indeed they nursed Samuel at the High Street property in the last weeks of his illness in 1900. Neither 
Mary or Elizabeth were ever married and continued to operate the shop into their old age. 

 
On a Saturday evening in the summer of 1937, Mary, known to local children as ‘Miss Jenny’, 90, and 
Elizabeth, 80, had retired for the night and chatted for some time with her sister before falling asleep. 
It seems Mary ahd forgotten to extinguish a candle next to the bed and Elizabeth awoke at 2AM to 
find a wall of flames in the room that she shared with Mary, who had been more of less bed ridden 
due to recent ill health. Finding her sister on the floor, her clothes and hair alight, she desperately 
tried to extinguish the flames and carry her Mary from the room but unable to bear the weight, rushed 
through the burning building to raise the alarm with neighbours.  

8 Excerpt from Mary Gardner inquest, Public Record Office Victoria, VA 2807 State Coroner’s Office, 

VPRS 24 Inquest Deposition Files, P0 Unit 1325, Item 1937/228 Mary Jane Love Gardner 
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“Come get Jennie out,” cried Elizabeth at her neighbour’s door, “For God’s sake get Jennie out”xlvii. 
Violet Jenkinson went back into the building with her, but was unable to find any other person until 
Elizabeth told her to look down at her feet. At this point, Violet pulled away some parts of clothing 
that were on fire before her husband joined her and they were able to carry her into the street. 
Remarkably, she was still conscious at this stage, her clothes almost entirely burnt off. she was taken 
to the Gray household when the smoke became too dense and then to the Hospital as soon as the 
ambulance arrived. Elizabeth stayed with the Jenkinson’s until a nephew Vincent was able to come 
and collect her.  
 
A few minutes afterward, eleven men from the Bendigo Fire Brigade had run out two hoses and took 
to work on the blaze, joined directly by members of the Golden Square firemen. While they were able 
to stop the spread to neighbouring buildings, they were unable to save the 1850s building, or the stock 
and family heirlooms within. 
 
The next morning, at 6:20AM on Valentine’s Day, Mary succumbed to her injuries and was removed 
to the Bendigo Hospital Mortuary. A private funeral was held for her the following day, interred in the 
family plot at the Bendigo Cemetery, and an inquest conducted at the Hospital by deputy-coroner, G 
Moore. Dr Eric Claridge performed an examination and found ‘Miss Jenny’ had suffered second degree 
burns across the whole of her body and profound shock as a result.  
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Desperation 
 
Opportunity did not always bear out for those seeking gain from the chocolate and confectionery 
trade… 
 
 
The Fruits of One’s Labours 
 
Why did a confident man employed in 1919 to market dried fruits from Mildura become so desperate 
that he used a gas oven to end his life seven years later? In the same way that in opening a box of 
chocolates it is hard to take ‘just one’, Clement John De Garis’s initial business successes led him to 
keep going ‘back for more’, until there was just nothing left. 
 
Born in Melbourne in 1885 to a Wesleyan minister and his wife, Clement, or ‘Jack’ as he was known, 
spent some time as a child in Mildura where his father took an interest in irrigation schemes and 
became a local Councillor.xlviii An intelligent young man, Jack was dux of his class in 1899 and in 1906 
he took over the auctioneering licenses of his father’s business, E. DeGaris & Co., who were 
auctioneers and agents, including the distribution of packaged dried fruit from the district.xlix 
 
Marrying in 1907 to Rene Corbould, Jack also established a 
motor-garage and furniture store both of which prospered. 
He believed in the power of publicity, which came in handy 
when he became managing director of the dried fruit 
packing house his father had established, a partner and 
manager of the Sarnia Packing Company at Mildura and 
created a trade journal with an Australia-wide distribution.l 
Yet for Jack this was not enough. In 1913 he became 
involved in the 10,000 acre subdivision venture of the Pyap 
estate at Mildura. Supplying tinned fruit for the war effort, 
and a post-war dried fruits boom further advanced Sarnia 
and De Garis and in 1918 he was appointed Director of 
Publicity for the Australian Dried Fruits Association.li His 
starting salary was £1,500 (based on a levy on growers) and 
increased to £2,000 the following year, but he did manage 
to stimulate the consumption of dried fruit in Australia by 
5,000 tons over 3 years. He ran a press tour of 55 
representatives through Victoria, News South Wales and 
South Australia in 1920, the original tour in 1919 was 
cancelled, ironically, due to the influenza epidemic.lii 
Following a competition, dried fruit from the Murray was 
promoted under the trade name Sun-Raysed and De Garis 
ran competitions which offered prizes based on orders and 
consumption of dried fruit and their confectionery brand 
“Good Little Normey”. 
 
“Normeys”, as they were known were promoted as ‘the best “lolly” ever invented’ and consisted of 
equal quantities of currants, sultanas and seeded lexias [raisins] put through a mincing machine, 
formed into little balls and coated with desiccated coconut.liii An earlier attempt by Ambro Ltd in 
Mildura in 1908, to market a confectionery based on dried fruit, the Tryambro, was initially 
successful.liv Made from a mixture of dried uncooked fruits and ground almonds and other nuts, no 
preservative or colouring added, but natural sugar extracted from dried grapes was used as a 

9 Monarch of the Murray, Sunday Herald, 
11 September 1949, p7 
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preserving agent, sales later plummeted due to grubs growing in the packaged product.lv By promoting 
the “Normey” recipe, rather than focussing on a pre-made product, De Garis worked around the grub 
problem and still raised the consumption of dried fruits and as a consequence the value of fruit-
growing land in Mildura rose dramatically.lvi Still not content, De Garis created recipe books, wrote 
books, published a music score named a Sun-raysed Waltz, bought an aeroplane, distributed a film of 
the Murray and after purchasing two Mildura newspapers he replaced them with The Sunraysia Daily. 
 

A land venture in Western Australia, the 
47325 acre Kendenup development, was 
the beginning of his demise. His Mildura-
based financial backers were 
uncomfortable with his expansion into 
W.A. and public confidence in his schemes 
weakened. A Royal Commission into 
Kendenup may have exonerated De Garis 
of fraud, but he was unable to pay his 
debts and his company went into 
liquidation in 1923.lvii The same year ‘one 
time Emperor of Mildura, now King of 
Kendenup’ divorced his wife and soon 
afterwards remarried to his private 
secretary Violet Austin.lviii  
 
Now in a downwards spiral, in January 
1925 Jack De Garis went missing, having 
left suicide notes with suggestions he had 
drowned himself.lix A week later he was 
taken from a ship when it docked in 
Auckland, New Zealand, and extradited to 
Melbourne to face the courts.lx Ever the 
optimist and believing an oil drilling 
scheme would restore his finances and 
reputation, the reality finally sunk in on 17 
August 1926 that life’s box of chocolates 
was finally empty.lxi He gassed himself with 
a stove in his home in Mornington, and 
was found by a plumber he had 
deliberately engaged to visit the premises 
that afternoon.lxii 

 
"Dear Mr Scott (key of front door herewith), 
 
Sorry to drag you into this but you are a plumber, and a plumber is needed. There might be a danger 
to anyone else. The gas must be cut off outside the house. The kitchen is closed and is full of gas and 
you'll find me there but you must be cut off and doors opened carefully before entering. No matches 
must be used. Better ring police. Also my wife. Hawthorn 2859.  
 
Forgive, she has no idea. All down on a big job yesterday and paying the penalty today. Please see 
parcels and letters under mat reach their destination. 
  
CJ Le Garis" 

10 Good Little Normey Lolly, The Triad : a journal devoted to literacy, 
pictorial, musical and dramatic art. Vol 4 No 8 May 1919 

https://c2f6f8ca-7893-4424-9f06-f410829ca26c.filesusr.com/ugd/cdba08_2b580353fc0e47a081bb5bef7b23ea05.pdf
https://c2f6f8ca-7893-4424-9f06-f410829ca26c.filesusr.com/ugd/cdba08_2b580353fc0e47a081bb5bef7b23ea05.pdf
https://c2f6f8ca-7893-4424-9f06-f410829ca26c.filesusr.com/ugd/cdba08_2b580353fc0e47a081bb5bef7b23ea05.pdf


20 
 

 
 
Formed in 1907, the Australian Dried Fruits Association (now known as Dried Fruits Australia) has well 
and truly been a success and a survivor.lxiii Like De Garis, though, the name “Normeys” is no longer 
associated with Mildura’s sweet, dried fruits, but hints of their past can be found in modern versions 
of the recipe books that De Garis used to promote them.lxiv 
 
 
 
Thefts, burglaries & robberies – oh my! 
 
The pull of the sweet seemed too great for both young and old but often with very different motives, 
and varying methods of access. Here are just a small sample of the heists executed over the year with 
some perpetrators coming to a sticky end… 
 
    * * * * * 
 
Orphan Frederick Mitchell was known in Court as a companion of the Cordingley boys who were 
frequent visitors of the bench and in 1892, was remanded on attempted larceny charges. The boy had 
visited Ann Peat’s confectionery shop in View Street and tried to rob the till; upon hearing the bell 
attached to the till, Mrs Peat returned to the shop and found Frederick behind the counter. He pleaded 
with Constable Garland that we would not do it again but as he had been implicated in other thefts 
previously, Frederick was taken in. 
 
“How long have you been at this game?”, asked Inspector O’Flaherty, to which Mitchell replied that 
he only took ‘one and fivepence’ from Johnson’s till (at the nearby Masonic Hall), and nothing from 
Peat’s, presumably having been caught before he had the opportunitylxv. He claimed to have 
perpetrated these jobs himself and not in association with the ‘out of control’ Cordingleys. Police 
Magistrate Patterson questioned Frederick’s guardian, John Holman, about his care of the boy and 
warned that he was out of control, likely to go ‘from bad to worse’, and for his own safety, should be 
sent to the reformer. Holman instead entered into an arrangement to pay the bond should Frederick 
transgress his suspended prison sentence within twelve months.  
 
    * * * * * 
 
“I came to see you about a bottle of black jujube lollies” 
“I know nothing of it” 
“What’s the use in your talking, I can smell them” 
“I bought three pennorth of jubes but cannot name the shop” 
“I’d like to see your kitchen” 
“No man in this world will search my house without a warrant” 
 
So went the exchange between Eaglehawk’s Constable Thomson and a seemingly intoxicated Edward 
Barnes at the kitchen door of his house in Sailor’s Gully. An elderly widow, Martha Hunter, ran a lolly 
shop in High Street and while at the rear of her store, Barnes entered the door and secreted a glass 
bottle of the aniseed jubes in his shirt before leaving past the Camp Hotel. Martha found William Lobb 
in the doorway of the pub, along with John Clymo and Stanley Cook, who all later attested in court 
that they had seen Barnes at the shop, indeed Lobb heard the clinking of glass as Barnes passed them.  
 
Constable Thompson was informed, and the above conversation took place. Eventually the arrest was 
made and after hearing evidence, including from Martha who was so feeble that she had to be assisted 
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into the witness box, the bench issued a fine of £2 with four weeks to pay despite objections from 
Luke Murphy, Barnes’ counsel, that the case was based only on suspicious circumstanceslxvi. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
The confectionery shop owned by Misses Rees and Kelly on High Street in Eaglehawk was broken into 
through a back window, with 15 shilling worth of lollies and cigarettes stolen, purportedly by ‘boys’ 
(1902)lxvii. The Weisheit sisters’ lolly shop in Bridge Street was forced, with Constable Cuffe 
investigating the theft of 30 shillings worth of lollies and cigarettes (1904). The regions weren’t 
immune either; former Favaloro Brother’s staffer, V Lopez ran a confectionery shop in Gillies Street, 
Rochester which was broken into by forcing a window, and two pounds of chocolate, including two 
expensive boxes of fancies valued at over £2 were stolen as well as a section of pound cake (1917). 
One of Hoadley’s flagship Bendigo stores in Queen Street was raided overnight by unknown thieves 
who got away with a ten pound (4.5kg) tin of wafer biscuits, a box of Hoadley’s Chocolate Sticks, a box 
of cream dates and a box of coconut jellies (1903). 
 
By cutting a hole in the wicket door of Walter Kentish’s confectionery store, thieves were able to gain 
entry overnight to the middle of three buildings on Queen Street (between Mitchell Street and 
Lyttleton Terrace) with long rooms, brick walls, galvanised rooves and large wooden double doors. 
Constable Kennedy found that while the safe and a cheque for £41 had not been touched, an amount 
of lollies had been stolen. Mr Kentish subsequently had the wicket door plated and the thieves were 
not apprehended (1902).  
 
Miss Eliza Prideaux had a particularly bad yuletide in 1905 with over £7 worth of goods eaten or stolen 
– cordial, lemonade, ginger ale, and ample lolly tins and glasses – from her booth at the Charing Cross 
tramway shelter on Rosalind Park. The burglary was effected early on Christmas morning after the 
tramways staff clocked off at 1:00AM, the thieves first trying to remove a window by chipping out the 
putty, then boring holes around the lock mechanism with a brace and bit, then chisels, and failing that, 
battered a panel from the door. Two days into the new year, the Christmas decorations were yet to 
come down and when the shop window gas lighting was lit, they caught fire, the flames quickly 
spreading through the store. While the fire was quickly extinguished, the chocolates and lollies in the 
window, just replenished from the break in and valued at £15, were ruined. In response to the shock, 
Eliza took a ‘violent fit’, having to be held down by four firemen before being taken to her brother-in-
law’s property, exhaustedlxviii. She sold the business to T Fowler the following year. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
Prominent confectioner, James Nixon of Nixon’s Confectionery Steam Works in Vine Street, was the 
target of several burglars for more than a decade. In 1903, his operations were based in High Street; 
after he had left the premises (securely locked) on a Thursday evening a thief or thieves, “evidently 
believing in variety” undertook a raid using a skeleton keylxix. As well as taking a few copper coins, they 
had opened a wide range of different lolly tins and taken some of the contents of each. 
 
Taking advantage of a concerted push by the council and businessmen of Bendigo in the second 
decade of the century to target resources on particular manufacturing, Nixon had established the 
Nixon’s Confectionery Steam Works by 1914, and operated a factory in Vine Street (in front of the 
Girton complex) which also produced biscuits. A mine manger by the name of James Arthur lived on 
the same street as Nixon’s and was taking an evening walk when he noticed two men loitering nearby. 
He turned at the Golden Gate Hotel and took a look around the corner. By the electric light on the 
corner of Vine and McKenzie streets, he could see an outline of the men, one of ‘fair height’ standing 
near the factorylxx.   
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Becoming suspicious, Arthur called a friend and together they walked back past the factory, this time 
sighting only one man before a second emerged from the lane on the south side of the factory and 
crossed the street to the Foundry. When neither had moved after some time, Arthur whistled loudly 
upon which the man at the Foundry bolted, and the second walked quickly toward the Hotel before 
following suit. The landlord of the Hotel informed the police; a constable was sent, who interviewed 
Arthur, before changing into civilian clothes and setting up a stakeout. He stayed until 4:00AM but 
concluded the suspects were not likely to reappear after the earlier scare and determined the factory 
was safe.  
 
The assumption was wrong. One of the Bendigo Advertiser staff, Richards, disturbed the thieves 
shortly after on his way home from the presses. A window had been smashed, with £2 in cash taken 
from the till along with an amount of lollies. Somewhat surprisingly, the Advertiser didn’t report the 
incident. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
Sometimes the incursions were more serious. In 1929, sisters Maria McIlwraith, 70, and Kate Peterson, 
68, were at home in the rooms that attached to the rear of their sweets shop in Olinda Street. Upon 
hearing a noise outside the kitchen at around 11:00PM, Maria went to open the door and upon being 
shown up in a torch beam, she screamed and was subsequently struck on the head. The would-be 
thief, with a handkerchief over his mouth, carried a pistol, and it was likely with this that he struck 
Maria and then Kate after rising to help her sister, before fleeing.  
 
A senior constable who lived in the same street passed the property shortly before midnight but did 
not notice anything astray; it was the milkman, Gray, who heard one of the women call out at 4:30AM 
whilst on his rounds. He reported the attack to the police and saw that they were admitted to the 
Bendigo Hospital. Senior Constable John Bremner with Senior Plainclothes Constable Murdoch 
McMillan investigated and found an automatic revolver with a bloodstained barrel in Garsed Street. 
The case appears not to have been solved. 
 
Half a century earlier, in 1875, police had a much better result with the apprehension of two thieves 
for the violent robbery of Ellen ‘Nelly’ Sistrom in which she was struck with a ‘neddy’ [a type of cudgel]. 
As her husband Charles stabled their horses in livery after a night out, Nelly returned to the house 
which soon had the back door kicked in by two men who hit her over the head, causing a gush of 
blood. She yelled, ‘murder’, and the assailant fled, with her purse. Shortly after, a raid was made on 
James McLeod’s confectionery shop in Mitchell street, with bags of lollies, jellies and part of a wedding 
cake were stolen. Charles Sistrom heard in gossip at Smith’s wheelwright shop that the likely offenders 
were at a merry go round tent; he took Nelly there and she identified one of the men as the one who’d 
attacked her. 
 
Sistrom then took the man, by the name of Wilson, to the lock up and handed him over to the 
Constable, who proceeded to the tent and searching it, found cakes, lollies, ‘a shape of jelly’, and a 
purse, leading him to arrest a second man, Stephen Fennelllxxi. The Constable searched further and 
discovered the neddy. Fennel and the other man, whose name was actually James Walsh, were 
remanded to stand before the City Police Court the next week. In that time, police discovered a little 
more about Fennell and Walsh.   
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A Sandhurst boy, Walsh had been employed by McLeod 
but had been recently fired ‘for dishonesty’lxxii. Fennell 
had been eventually traced as one of three young men 
who had been responsible for a number of arsons 
across the city, seemingly motivated by the ten shilling 
reward given by the Council for any person ringing the 
fire bell in the event of a fire. The six fires lit by the 
group over the previous year had resulted in property 
valued at over £2,000 going up in smoke, including a 
cottage in Honeysuckle Street, a patent plate factory in 
Forest Street which was razed, a machine house 
belonging to the Alliance Company, the Tribute 
Company’s machinery building and contents, and a 
cottage in High Street. 
 
Walsh was found guilty of burglary and wounding while 
Fennell was found guilty of aiding and abetting in the 
incident involving Ellen Sistrom; and of housebreaking 
and larceny connected to McLeod’s shop. In total, 
Walsh was ordered to be imprisoned for four years on 
the first charge, and three on the second, to be served 
cumulatively; and Fennell for three years for each 
crime, to be serviced cumulatively. By comparison, the 
Assize Court on the same day, sentences were also 
passed on William Newman (bestiality against a cow) 
who received six years’ hard labour and three floggings, 
and Adolph Enrencho (child abuse) who received five 
years’ labour on the roads and three floggings. 
 

Walsh’s time at Sandhurst Gaol was brief; within the month he had been moved to Pentridge where 
he proceeded to rack up a sizable list of offences inside, including insolence, quarrelling, leaving place 
of work, having a pipe, and ‘writing a threatening letter’lxxiii. 
 
Fennell’s charge of arson was heard in July, with a guilty verdict handed down yet again, adding two 
years to his sentence. Like Walsh, he was sent to Pentridge following the arson hearing and also logged 
a long list of misdemeanours – idleness, having bread and sugar, repairing boots improperly, having 
tea improperly, having tobacco, quarrelling, disobedience, writing on the regulations board, and 
entering the superintendent’s officelxxiv. Released much earlier than his proscribed six years, Fennell 
was again in front of the bench in 1881 on charges of receiving. Again the jury found him guilty and 
this time was sentenced to seven years’ imprisonment with hard labour. Again, the penalties 
continued to mount up while inside – attempting to abscond, insolence, laughing in ranks, making tea, 
having a newspaper improperly and bedding not made up. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Public Record Office Victoria, VA 1464 Penal & 
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Lovelorn 
 
Several of our local confectioners and chocolatiers experienced heartbreak in many forms, Percy Smith 
and Thomas Goodman seemingly struck more than most… 
 
 
Lovelorn at La Mimosa 
 
Many Bendigonians were familiar with Percy Smith, being a journalist with the Bendigo Independent 
and taking part in pigeon racing with his father, James, an engine driver living in Golden Square. He 
was the eldest of James and Sarah’s children and had been in the local cadet unit since he was twelve.  
 

In September of 1914, aged 18 years and eight 
months, Percy enlisted in the AIF first 
reinforcements and a send-off was held at the 
Metropolitan Hotel, with many of his 
Independent colleagues present. Toasts were 
given to his health, successful efforts at the front, 
and a safe return, and heads of the paper’s 
departments spoke in high terms of Percy, 
particularly his ‘practical patriotism’lxxv. Before 
leaving the training camp, he had been 
promoted to the rank of corporal, and later, 
staff-sergeant.  
 
“With a pair of clippers, I cut one of my chum’s 
hair as would resemble a hot cross bun,” related 
Percy of the sailing part of the voyage to the 
other side of the world – perhaps the sign of a 
frustrated baker? – “I cut a narrow strip from one 
ear to the other, and another strip from the front 
to the back. This began to create a joke and had 
it not been for the crowd congregating around I 

would have been able to leave it as it waslxxvi”. Percy’s first recorded interaction with genuine sweet 
stuffs seems to be in a letter he sent home from Gallipoli in 1915 which was published in the Bendigo 
Independent: 
 
“Even soldiers have a desire for something palatable to eat… I presume everyone knows the kind of 
biscuit issued. If they don’t, it is a biscuit that is almost indigestible unless they are soaked in one’s 
tea. Well, my ‘dug out’ mate [‘dug outs’ were men situated away from the front lines] was affected 
with the same desire as myself, desirous of having some desert. So we resolved to make ‘something’. 
Then came the difficulty. What could we make? We had biscuits, we had sugar, and we had some 
bacon fat and some jam. We eventually decided upon making ‘platoons’. Possibly the recipe is worthy 
to be published by Violet under ‘According to Eve’ [the women’s column in the Independent]. 
Nevertheless, this is how we made the platoons – firstly we broke the biscuits to a fine powder, and I 
can assure you it took some doing. Then we mixed the biscuits with sweetened water until it was a 
stiff paste. The paste was made into pates and fried with bacon fat until a nice brown colour. The 
pates, when cold and served with jam, made a delicious palatable dish (for active service, of 
course).”lxxvii 
 



25 
 

Just after departing for training, Percy’s mother Sarah delivered a daughter – Ivy Olive – but in 1916, 
Percy received news that the little sister he had never met had died; this came on the back of several 
other Smith siblings being laid up with illness, and seven-year-old Albert severing a tendon in his arm 
in a fall. Barely a month later, his grandfather John Smith passed away. Shortly after that, following 
eight months on the Gallipoli peninsula including the bloody April campaign of 1915, Percy along with 
his fellow soldiers was evacuated to Europe. 
 
Percy’s father James got word in December 1918 that his son was in Rouen (France), preparing for 
furlough in England and it seemed likely he would be back in Australia by the end of the year. However 
his London furlough extended to July the following year, where he had taken non-military employment 
and was attending George Williams College and evening classes at Pitman’s Secretarial School, where 
shorthand and other such skills were taught. 
 
Early in the campaign, Percy related back to the Independent a number of stories and tales from the 
front, including a ‘Plan of Campaign’ that had been circulating among the men, which included ‘climb 
the pyramids’, ‘drink beer’, ‘boot the Kaiser’, ‘drink more beer’, ‘return home covered with medals’, 
and one he seemed particularly to take to heart, ‘flirt with French girls’lxxviii. 
 
Before departing London early in the new year of 1920, Percy was married by the registrar at St George 
Hanover Square to Germaine Cleypoint, a 20-year-old French woman from Rouen. The couple 
returned to Australia and made their home in Bendigo, purchasing a shop in Pall Mall they named La 
Mimosa, where they both worked as confectioners with a 16-year-old shop girl, Ena Stephens. Mimosa 
is the French name for silver wattle, a species imported to the country from Australia in the early 19th 
century. By this time, Percy’s parents and siblings had been relocated to Fitzroy through his father’s 
work on the railways. 
 
Barely four years later, Mdlle Germaine suddenly became ill and quickly deteriorated, passing away in 
April and being buried at the Bendigo cemetery on ANZAC Day, 1924. ‘His petite partner endeared 
herself to all who came in contact with her and was highly respected’lxxix, reported the Bendigo 
Advertiser, who later would recount how the event caused him to ‘fret considerably’ and show 
diminished interest in La Mimosalxxx. Percy ran a classified advert in the Bendigo Advertiser the 
following week, thanking friends and relatives for their telegrams, letters, cards, floral tributes, visits 
and expressions of sympathy, and particularly Dr Little, Dr Jacobs, Dr Long, Sister Bramley and Sister 
Jackman and the hospital staff for their care of his wife. After her death, Percy’s 18-year-old brother 
George came to live at 43 Pall Mall, working as a salesman for the business.  

The loss of Germaine seemed to hit Percy very hard, and perhaps suffering ongoing affects from his 
active service, barely two months after her death, he made a fateful visit to the Law Courts Hotel, next 
door to the confectionery shop. After sending George to Raywood on an errand, Percy was on the 

11 Public Record Office Victoria, VA2389 City of Bendigo,  VPRS 16936 Inward Correspondence, Unit uncatalogued, Percy 
Smith 1922 
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hunt for a pen, and unable to garner one from his shop girl, Ena Stephens, walked next door to ask 
landlord John Blencowe for onelxxxi. To all appearances, he was perfectly calm and sober. 
 
Blencowe indicated that there was one in the pub’s writing desk and Percy seated himself there, 
engrossed in writing for around ten minutes. He then got up, and brought his papers to Blencowe, 
asking him to witness his signature, and to be served a pot of beer. Producing the ale for Percy, 
Blencowe turned his attention to the papers, and was surprised to see that the document was a will. 
“What is the meaning of this?”, asked the barman, and Percy responded by yelling, “Sign this, sign 
this” before taking a bottle from his pocket and pouring the contents into his beer. 
 
He then downed the concoction, despite Blencowe’s best efforts to stop him, calling for another 
patron, James Duggan, to assist. Duggan took Percy by the arm and walked him back to the 
confectionery shop, where Ena put him into a chair in a room off the main shop. “They would not sign 
it,” Percy told his shop girl, and when she asked him what was wrong, he replied that he was finished 
with life, “I have poisoned myself”lxxxii. He repeated this when Constable George Hogben was brought 
into the store, handing him a bottle of Lysol [a disinfectant widely used during the Spanish influenza 
pandemic]; the Constable immediately commandeered a vehicle and conveyed Percy to the Bendigo 
Hospital. Dr Ross washed out his stomach, finding evidence of Lysol, and administered stimulants but 
by the time George had arrived from Raywood, after being told his brother had taken ill, Percy had 
died.  
 
A Dunstan JP led an inquest the following day at the Warden’s Court, the jury recording a verdict of 
poisoning by Lysol, self-administered, but that there was no evidence to Percy’s state of mind at the 
time; indeed Dunstan remarked that it was hard to understand that a young man would do such a 
thing deliberately. This despite the fact that George indicated that Lysol was not kept on the premises 
and Ena had seen ‘will papers’ in the shop recently.  
 
Draped in a Union Jack, Percy’s casket was taken to the grave in the Bendigo Cemetery by six returned 
servicemen with Reverend R Graham conducting the burial service, followed by a Masonic Sandhurst 
Lodge service read by Worshipful Master J Broughton. As one of the original ANZACs, ‘even though he 
be asleep’, wrote the Bendigo Advertiser, ‘he will be remembered as those others who sleep on foreign 
shores’. He had had a headstone erected for Germaine but to date, Percy’s particulars have not been 
added to it despite resting in the same plot. 
 
He is recorded in the probate and administration papers as being intestate; though the will he 
hurriedly made at the Law Courts Hotel writing desk was not witnessed and therefore invalid, it’s 
curious that as a soldier he did not create a will during his active servicelxxxiii. He did, however, have 
over £400 in life insurance policies, and owned a block of land on Alcock Street in Reservoir, part of 
the Merrilands Estate, as well as his business.  Curnow & Son undertook a clearing sale of all the stock 
and plant in La Mimosa, including the complete stock of confectionery, show cases and mirrors, in 
August, having already sold his Ford car for the trustees; the car, business, stock and plant fetched 
£373 in total. 
 
 
The Crestfallen Confectioner 
 
When the shutters were still down on Thomas Goodman’s lolly shop in High Street at his usual opening 
time, his neighbour and landlord, bootmaker John Cahill thought it odd and unable to raise Thomas, 
went in via the back door to assess the situation. Seeing no signs of a struggle or disturbance, he 
entered the man’s bedroom to find him dead. A rumour of the death soon circulated around Sandhurst 
but was widely disbelieved, so temperate and steady was Goodman in his conduct.  

https://c2f6f8ca-7893-4424-9f06-f410829ca26c.filesusr.com/ugd/cdba08_2b580353fc0e47a081bb5bef7b23ea05.pdf
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Goodman, 53, had been a confectioner in Launceston and then a hotelier in Longford but in 1871, 
after the Queen’s Arms Hotel started to fail, came to Victoria. Having lived and run a successful 
business for a year or two in Melbourne, his wife left him – supposedly to live ‘a fast life in St Kilda’lxxxiv 
– and he removed to Eaglehawk where he bought the pastrycook and confectioner’s business of 
‘Tommy the Pieman’ upon the baker’s departure to England, for £2,800. Finding the business 
unprofitable, in 1876 he took up one of Cahill’s buildings to offer confectionery in Sandhurst.  
 
Thomas had written several letters, outlining that at one time he could have put his hand to a cheque 
for £500 if required but misfortune had fell upon him and reduced him to dire financial circumstances. 
“Being as low as I can well be, I have come to the determination of ending my days”, wrote Thomas, 
“It cuts me to the heart not to be able to pay all demands that is made upon me, which is not very 
great, but I hope my little creditors will forgive me for not paying in full”lxxxv. 
 
Evidently it was not just financial woes that led 
Thomas to his demise, described by the 
Bendigo Advertiser in early reports of the 
death as confirming that ‘the suicidal mania 
has again set in’lxxxvi after such other incidents 
had been recorded in Geelong and Majorca in 
the days previous. Pinned to his shirt, over his 
heart, was a cabinet card of a woman and a 
further letter: 
 
“This is the likeness of my lawful wife, who still 
is dear to me. I cannot see her to say goodbye 
so I place her likeness close upon my heart, 
with the intention to die. For many years 
together we have been, in number 29, and 
since I have become reduced, she has forsaken 
me; but, should this catch the eye of my dear 
Bell, and cause her to reflect upon days gone 
by, and now to hear of my most unhappy 
death; but, should she hear of my sad fate, I 
suppose she will only laugh and say to William 
Humphries (alias Henry Gray), ‘come let us 
rejoice, dance and play upon Tom Goodman’s 
grave’. My grave she will not know where to 
find. Expense to her it will be none, and, as for 
black, she need not wear when Tom Goodman 
is dead and gone. Dear Bell, I’ll soon be laid low 
in my grave. Pray let me lay at rest. God forgive 
my sins, and receive my soul, and let me be at 
piece. Adieu to the world, I am quite tired of 
my life. Please advertise this, so that it may 
come under the eye of my wife.”lxxxvii 
 
Thomas’ friend of 25 years, John Perry – a wood merchant in Melbourne – knew of the situation ahead 
of time, having received a letter from Thomas outlining his intention to commit suicide. He had also 
received by train a box containing a small accordion, a gold watch and chain, a possum skin rug and 

12 Excerpt from inquest, Public Record Office Victoria, VA 2807 
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£10. Perry contacted detectives in Melbourne to pass the information on to their Bendigo colleague 
in Detective Alexander, but by the time the telegraph arrived, the discovery had already occurred.  
 
An inquest was held at the City Family Hotel by James Pounds, and heard evidence from Constable 
James Bradley who managed the scene, Cahill, Perry, and Dr Harry Atkinson who made a post mortem. 
He found the heart to be healthy and there were no marks of violence, but the lungs were congested 
and a few ounces of what he took to be strychnine in the stomach, though Constable Bradley was 
unable to find any local chemists who had sold Thomas the liquid. The jury recording a verdict of 
suicide by his hand by taking strychnine, and the unadvertised burial took place at Bendigo Cemetery. 
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Depravity That Disturbed the District 
 
While some stories involving sweet makers in the north east were sad, tragic, or mysterious, some 
were genuinely depraved. While our first scenario deals with a young thug taking advantage of a 
disadvantaged family, others look at the advantage taken by truly dark individuals in the appeal of 
lollies to children… 
 
 
Police Court Swings and Roundabouts 
 
A street accordion player, often accompanied by his daughters who sang, Robert Kidd was well known 
in Bendigo; it was also widely understood he was blind and so it was his wife Jessie who ran their 
confectionery shop in Bridge Street. By the turn of the century they had had eight children, but only 
four had survived beyond infancy – Margaret, Emma, Nellie and Robert.  
 
On a Saturday afternoon in the summer of 1900, Jessie was keeping shop when two young blokes, 
Dwyer and Jacobs, came into the shop to purchase cigarettes. Dwyer left after getting his smokes but 
the other, John Jacobs, told Jessie to send her children out of the shop with some lollies as he wished 
to talk to her privately.  
 
When she refused, he made ‘inappropriate overtures’ to her and tried to drag her into a back room. 
She broke free but was caught again and it was only when young Emma, 8, threatened to tell her 
father, that Jacobs left. Robert reported the matter first thing on Monday morning and Jacobs was 
arrested later that day. 
 

Plainclothes constable Taylor had seen 
Jacobs, identifiable by an anchor tattoo 
between his thumb and first finger, near the 
Gasworks where he was approached and was 
read the warrant and caution. Jacobs told the 
constable he was not afraid of the charge. At 
the City Court, before Mayor McGowan and 
JPs John Hoskins, Anderson, Gibson and 
Harkness, the case was presented, with 
Jacobs defended by Roberts and pleading not 
guilty. Sub inspector Hehir put the case for 
the Crown and after making arguments, 
Jacobs was committed for trial at the sitting 
of the Supreme Court the following week, 
with bail set at £150. 
 

Before Justice A’Beckett and a jury of twelve, the charge of indecent assault against John Jacobs was 
heard. Emma was brought in to corroborate her mother’s statement, being allowed to sit on the bench 
right next to the judge to give her evidence. Jacobs denied the assault as described, and the jury retired 
to deliberate. After some time, they asked if the judge would accept a verdict on the minor count of 
unlawful assault; he responded in the affirmative and the jury returned their guilty decision. As a 
result, A’Beckett stated that this meant Jacobs had also committed perjury and thought the practice 
of allowing prisoners to give evidence on their own behalf was being greatly abused. To make a case 
in point, he said he would bear the matter in mind when passing sentence. 
 

13 Public Record Office Victoria, VA 1464 Penal & Gaols Branch 
Chief Secretary's Department, VPRS 515 Central Register of Male 
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On February 23, Justice A’Beckett sentenced Jacobs to twelve months’ imprisonment with hard 
labour, remarking that on top of the assault, he had committed gross perjury and that without the 
latter, the sentence would have been lighter. After being first admitted to Bendigo Gaol, Jacobs was 
transferred to Pentridge until his release in January 1901. 
 
It was Robert though who was in facing court in 1903, summoned for non-compliance with the 
compulsory clause of the Education Act, with his daughter Margaret not having attended school 
recently. Jessie, 34, was struck with consumption in that same year and was nursed through the 
disease for six months before succumbing, leaving the blind Robert with their four children, the 
youngest just three years old. He had been unable to send his children to school consistently 
throughout this time and so was found guilty – and even though Jessie had died just the day before 
the summons was heard, the court imposed a fine of one shilling. 
 
The community showed greater compassion, with the Bendigo Advertiser running a charitable appeal 
to cover the cost of Jessie’s burial.  
 
 
Bees to Pollen 
 
George Wilson, 76, fronted the Bendigo assizes in August of 1901 on a charge of assaulting – on several 
occasions the previous November – two young girls, one under 16 and the other under 10 years of 
age. Wilson kept a lolly shop in the township of Boort and the children, frequent visitors to the store, 
told their parents that they had been taken to Wilson’s bedroom where he assaulted both of them. 
Justice A’Beckett heard the evidence of the girls – described by the Bendigo Independent as ‘of a 
disgusting character’ – on a Wednesday and the sitting adjourned to the following day when a jury 
returned a guilty verdict, Wilson being then remanded for sentencelxxxviii. On the charges of indecent 
assault, Wilson was given six months’ for each of the three counts to be taken cumulatively, his 
defence having argued that due to his age and failing health, he would need proper medical 
attendance. Shortly after, he was transferred by Constables Power and Young to Pentridge and within 
a matter of weeks, had been taken to the Geelong Gaol, and was discharged from there in early 
January 1902. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
On a Spring afternoon in 1904, Plainclothes constable Taylor was doing his rounds in the Upper 
Reserve precinct when he noted a teenage girl entering a Chinese lolly shop opposite the Park View 
Hotel. When the girl failed to emerge for some time, Taylor – having heard suspicious whispers about 
the shop – entered, finding the girl, Myrtle Shields, who immediately fled out the back door. Upon 
catching her, she made incoherent responses to his questions before eventually admitting that there 
had been ‘misconduct’ between her friend, Ellen Scott, and the proprietor, James Tong (also known 
as James Ah Tong)lxxxix.  
 
The 42-year-old Tong was immediately arrested by Taylor on charges of ‘carnally knowing’ both girls 
and set to face Webb and Sommerville at the next City Court sitting. Tong was described by the 
Bendigo Independent as ‘a slim-built, sunken featured, youngish-looking Chinaman’ who spoke English 
with great fluency and whose business was very popular with locals. The case was heard behind closed 
doors but information was still published in the local media.  
 
Elizabeth Scott lived in Ironbark with her seven children, a widow after her miner husband died six 
years previous. Her daughter, Ellen – known as Nellie – was friends with Myrtle and for several months 
the girls had been visiting the lolly shop. The popular water chute in Upper Reserve – a small version 
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of Splash Mountain, built by the Bendigo Progress Association – had opened in April and was a 
significant attraction, and it was here that James Tong first crossed paths with the girls.  
 
They later visited the lolly shop to buy sweets, where Tong remarked that Nellie was ‘a little peach’xc. 
Sometime later, they visited the shop again, but on this occasion, both girls were taken to a bedroom 
behind the shop and Myrtle was assaulted; she claimed she tried to struggle free but was unable; 
afterward Tong told them not to say anything about what had happened, and gave each of them six 
shillings’ worth of lollies. They returned to visit the shop a week later when they bought lollies, and 
were again assaulted, and again, given lollies. 

 
Under cross examination before the City Court though, Nellie admitted that they had told Tong they 
were both over sixteen, and Myrtle stated that they had not gone to the shop to buy lollies, rather 
that they suggested to him that if he gave them lollies, they would allow him to use them in the 
bedroom; at no time had Tong enticed them into the bedroom from the shop. Nellie also confirmed 
that other boys by the name of Ernie and Jack ‘interfered with her pretty often’, and that the girls 
were known for regularly being on the streets. A teenager named Lorna Umrich knew of the girls’ 
habits and warned Tong not to have anything to do with them or he might get into trouble.  
 
Upon presentation of the evidence, Tong was committed to trial, and offered bail of £300 in private 
and other sureties which were met by Tong’s own money and that of ‘a fellow countryman’xci. He was 
again represented by Adam Dunlop who argued that Tong had an excellent character and did not think 
that, ‘as a Chinaman’, he had the same ideas of morality as an Englishmanxcii. He also pleaded that 
Tong had been tempted and that the girls had misrepresented their age. 
 
His Honour Justice Hodges pointed out that Tong appeared to know it was a crime, and that if he had 
been the same age as the girls, it would have made ‘a great deal of difference’. As it was, Tong was 
older and should have protected the girls. Hodges noted that the case was one of the ‘most filthy that 
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had come under his notice’, but also commented on the ‘depravity’ of the girls, and impressed upon 
the parents, present in court, the necessity of ‘endeavouring to reform them’ and take better care of 
them in future. Tong was sentenced to three months’ imprisonment on each charge, to be served 
cumulatively.  
 
A socialist newspaper, The Toscin, ran several pieces criticising the decision, comparing the Tong case 
sentencing – seemingly ignoring the mitigations the judge had noted – with that of a Caucasian man 
who had assaulted his niece and recently received a sentence of death recorded: 
 
“Of course, neither parliament nor the daily press has thought it necessary to question the wisdom of 
practically encouraging pollution by Chinamen. A sentence of three months for an offence is a public 
scandal and unless the authorities desire to force the public to resort to lynch law, some action should 
be taken. The Bendigo case demands consideration. If the public sense of decency is to be thus flouted, 
we shall yet see Chinese roasted at the stake as surely as negro offenders are tortured in America”xciii. 
 
The Toscin had argued against federation, and folded two years after this incident, succeeded by 
Labour Call. They had suggested that several judges of recent cases of assault were of ‘lob-sided 
intelligence’ and were encouraging independency, and treating the Chinese ‘tenderly’xciv. Tong served 
his whole sentence in the Bendigo Gaol and was released in the March of 1905. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
“A man who could not be well trusted”, Inspector O’Flaherty told the City Police Court bench of 
confectioner, Lazarus (or Lazaro) Rima, “His conduct shows he is dangerous”xcv. Rima appeared before 
the bench in July 1892 on two charges of indecent assault and one of common assault, with one child 
– three-year-old Pearl Truscott – being admitted to hospital, hurt so badly it was feared she would 
bleed to death. This resulted in the hearing being delayed by several days. Presented on remand, 
Inspector O’Flaherty described the charges and the case was then heard before closed doors, though 
the Bendigo Advertiser reported that from the Inspector’s evidence and that of the girls’ parents, the 
details were ‘of a most revolting nature’xcvi. The paper’s reported came under the notice of the vice-
consul for Italy in Melbourne, James Wighton, who wrote to them correcting their incorrect 
identification of Rima as an Italian; he was in fact Swissxcvii.  
 
Dr James Eadie Jnr had examined Pearl and determined that, there being marks of violence, the 
toddler had been ‘tampered with’ and was still in such a state in court that she was unable to make 
any response to questions put to her. Four-year-old Nellie Smith, the second victim, was able to 
related what happened on her visit to Rima’s house with Pearl; seemingly his assault on the smaller 
girl was substantively worse. Plainclothes constable Davidson arrested Rima at his High Street home, 
when the man admitted that Pearl had been at the property to buy toffee but denied the charges 
through interpreter, Italian wine hall owner Fortunato Sciallero, saying they were trumped up to drive 
him from High Street.  
 
The girls were unable to be sworn but corroborated each other’s statements and while the Crown 
prosecuted believed this was sufficient, His Honour Justice Williams noted he would state a case for 
the prisoner for the Supreme Court on that point. The jury returned a guilty verdict on both charges 
of indecent assault, ‘a most abominable offence,’ stated the judge, ‘One which must be punished with 
much severity for the protection of the little things who are utterly unable to protect themselves and 
whom such as you may injure, not only physically, mentally and morally but for the remainder of their 
lives by polluting their minds’xcviii. 
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Only his age saved Rima from a flogging, with the judge stating it was ‘useless’ to waste words 
expressing his abhorrence of the crime and sentenced him to ‘a long term of imprisonment’xcix. This 
turned out to be two years at Bendigo Gaol with hard labour on each charge and that he was to pass 
the first two days of each month during the last twelve months of each term in solitary confinement, 
the sentences to be served cumulatively.  
 
Justice Williams addressed the jury, indicating that he agreed with their verdict but there was some 
doubt over the legal standing of the primary evidence and that it would need to be referred to the Full 
Court, with the possibility that Rima would be released should the point of law be proved wrong. He 
was remanded to Bendigo Gaol until the case was heard at Full Court in October, which found that the 
children’s statements weren’t sufficient to bear out the charge, the girls not being old enough to 
understand the obligations of an oath and corroboration being insufficient. The conviction was 
quashed and on October 12, Rima was released. A spate of similar cases of child molestation were 
thrown out following this ruling, including one in Eaglehawk later that month.  
 
Little Pearl had been left an only child after her little brother Eric died earlier that year; her father 
Thomas was working as a miner in Tasmania. By the turn of the century, her mother Elizabeth had 
petitioned for divorce on the grounds of desertion, adultery and cruelty which was so degraded that 
Counsel asked that the evidence should not be published. After receiving the evidence, which proved 
Elizabeth’s claim, the court agreed and granted her a decree nisi as well as custody of Pearl.  
 

Rima soon moved to 
the Castlemaine 
district, where he took 
up business hawking 
ice cream, pies and 
saveloys under the 
pseudonym ‘Pom 
Pom’. It wasn’t long 
before he proved 
Inspector O’Flaherty’s 
initial assessment true. 
In 1896, Rima and an 
associate, John Penhall, 
were arrested by 
Constable John Luke 
with Rima brought up 
before the Castlemaine 
Police Court on a charge 
of carnally knowing a 
child, ten-year-old 
Elizabeth Allen. 

 
The Constable had been suspicious of Rima for some time and was aware that the girl was vulnerable, 
having charged the family previously for neglect. As a result, he had watched the girl and Rima’s 
Mostyn Street address as much as possible. Upon their arrest, Rima was taken to the local watchhouse 
while Penhall was put up at the Chewton lock up.  
 
A lengthy statement was made by Elizabeth who indicated that Rima had had ‘improper relations’ 
with her since she was eight years of age, when she lived with her parents in Castlemainec. This was 
confirmed by Dr George Woolley, who upon the Constable’s request, examined the girl and identified 

15 Public Record Office Victoria, VA 1464 Penal & Gaols Branch Chief Secretary's 
Department, VPRS 515 Central Register of Male Prisoners, P1 Unit 50, page 402 Lazarus 
Rima #27674 
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evidence of frequent tampering. Rima’s neighbour, Elizabeth Horrocks of the Exchange Hotel, also 
stated that she had seen the girl being taken into his home on several occasions. Evidence was given 
by the girl that Rima had given her ice cream and pennies, and threatened to cut her throat should 
she tell her parents what was happening at the house. Police magistrate William Anderson remanded 
Rima and committed him to trial at Maryborough Supreme Court in November. 
 
Represented this time by Samuel Cornish, Rima submitted a not guilty plea, and his counsel outlined 
to the jury how Elizabeth had lived ‘a particularly vagrant sort of life’ for a few years, regularly staying 
away from her parent’s home in Chewton. He denied every aspect of the girl’s statement, and stated 
he was willing to submit himself to medical examination to prove he was physically incapable of 
committing the offence. The Chief Justice John TT Smith thought ‘in the interests of justice’ Dr Wooley 
should undertake such an examination, and the doctor returned evidence that there was not the 
slightest indication to support Rima’s statementci.   
 
Chief Justice Smith summarised, noting that Elizabeth seemed to be particularly intelligent though she 
had been deplorably neglected. The jury deliberated for nearly ninety minutes before returning a 
guilty verdict. The judge concurred and passed a sentence of five years’ imprisonment with hard 
labour, to which Rima replied, ‘It’s not the girl who put me away, the Chewton police put me away’cii. 
Penhall, who was also charged with assaulting Elizabeth and another 11 year old girl, was tried on the 
same day; the jury were unable to come to an agreement but a further trail in December saw him 
sentenced to two year’s prison. 
 
Finally imprisoned for his crimes, Rima was moved from Maryborough Gaol to Pentridge days after his 
admission, and five months later was taken to Geelong, before being returned to Melbourne just 
before his release in July 1900. The year after the trial, Elizabeth was made a ward of the state, her 
case notes including reference to the poor circumstances of the family but also that her parents were 
unable to control the girl ‘who is very fond of being out at night and keeping low company’ciii. She 
spent time in service at several places, including St Peter’s parsonage in Leongatha, and McMillan’s in 
Toorak but by 1906 she was in Benalla and became pregnant. 
 
 
By 1900, Rima was back in Bendigo where he ran an amusements and shooting gallery in Market 
Square, another business which put him in direct contact with children. In July 1901, he was again 
charged, this time with shooting – with intent to grievously injure – a boy named Charles Housden, 
but he was discharged. His defence – Cornish again – argued that the boys had been annoying Rima 
and he fired, striking the boy in the neck. The jury accepted the justification and Rima was discharged. 
 
A few years later, in November 1905, Rima was admitted to the Bendigo Benevolent Asylum suffering 
hemiplegia (a type of paralysis) and it was as an inmate here in 1906 when he died of apoplexy 
(sometimes used to refer to stroke or cerebral haemorrhage)civ. William Webb JP was appraised via a 
report from Constable Killury, and held a closed inquest to make the determination. Rima had been 
found collapsed near the stables in the Asylum grounds at 8 o’clock on August 20 by John Downie, a 
blind patient in the habit of walking in that area. John Oldham, the night warden, deposed that Rima 
was brought in and placed in a chair before being encouraged to his bed where he said something that 
Oldham could not interpret before leaving him, checking soon after to find him deceased. 
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MYSTERY 
 
Some of the district’s sweets makers lived lives shrouded in mystery – or experienced deaths equally 
surrounded by conjecture.  
  
 
The Suspicious Shooting Party 
 
A powerhouse in the chocolate and confectionery, MacRobertson’s, had a presence in Bendigo as 
early as the 1880s and the death of the local factory manager, Frank Robinson, raised many questions 
– and much gossip – in 1890. 
 
MacRobertson’s were a household name nationally throughout the late 19th and through to the mid-
20th century, with iconic lines like Old Gold, Freddo Frog, Cherry Ripe and Columbines but the company 
had its origins in boiled sugar sweets, made in the kitchen of the Robertson’s Fitzroy household in 
1880cv. The company, headed by the ostentatious Macpherson Robertson (later knighted for his vast 
philanthropic enterprises), grew and prospered, with techniques introduced from overseas and the 
use of attractive packaging to add value to the brand.  
 

MacRobertson’s – or more fully, 
MacRobertson’s Steam Confectionery 
Works, had a factory in Fitzroy – later 
known as the White City – and one at 
Ballarat which made engineering parts for 
the Fitzroy plant. While there were many 
shopfronts and depots across the 20th 
century in Bendigo, including Pall Mall, 
Williamson Street and the top end of 
Mitchell Street, in 1887 they established a 
factory in Mitchell Street (near to the 
current day Bendigo Smartphones store); it 
is unclear if the output was chocolate 
products or machinery but it looks likely 
that it was the former.  
 
The manager of the factory in 1890 was 25-
year-old Yorkshireman, Frank Hopkinson, 
who had been employed by 
MacRobertson’s for six years; he boarded at 
the Limerick Castle Hotel (now Bicknell’s 
Sports) in Williamson Street, within a block 
of his workplace. He was a sporting man, 
connected to the polo club and skating rink, 

as well as being a member of the Ancient Order of Foresters and a follower of racing in the Marong 
district. It was not out of character then for Frank to ask his friend Thomas Hutchinson, a jeweller in 
Mitchell Street, to join him in a spot of rabbit shooting early in February of that year.  
 
Hutchinson agreed and arranged to get cartridges but when he reached the Station on Tuesday, there 
was no sign of Frank. Returning home, he encountered his friend who procured a horse and cart and 
they headed to Ravenswood. Part way there, they changed their minds and instead stopped at 
Lennon’s Queen’s Head Hotel in Lockwood. There they met two strangers – Joseph Gardiner, a 

16 Public Record Office Victoria, VA 3972 Department of Natural 
Resources & Environment, VPRS 16171 Regional Land Office Parish & 
Township Plans Digitised Reference Set, P1, S-Ti record Sandhurst 
Bendigo 18 
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labourer staying in Lockwood, and Edwards – who asked to join them; Gardiner borrowed a breach 
load gun from the landlord and they all left the pub, turning into the bush at Boyd’s.  
 
The party then split up, with Gardiner and Frank heading one way, Hutchinson another. Within 
minutes, Hutchinson shot a hare and called to his friend, who replied but soon after the two parties 
were out of earshot from each other. Gardiner soon found a hare, but being too far away, Frank moved 
away to his left in order to turn the hare back toward their position – the last time anyone saw him 
alive, or so they deposed.  
 
On returning to the horse, Hutchinson found 
Edwards there but no sign of Frank or 
Gardiner. They waited for some time before 
deciding that the other pair had returned to 
the Queen’s and so went back there 
themselves. When Frank was nowhere to be 
seen, Hutchinson went to the Crown & 
Anchor Hotel, where he discovered that 
Gardiner had been there earlier but no sign of 
Frank. He went back to the Queen’s, where 
Gardiner had since arrived, in a ‘muddled 
state’cvi.. 
 
Although uneasy about the situation, 
Hutchinson believed that Frank must have 
stayed in the district with a view to attending 
the Marong races the next day, and at nine 
o’clock, returned to Sandhurst. When Frank 
still had not appeared after the last race at 
Marong, Hutchinson reported the incident to 
Sergeant Fahey and a search party was raised 
for the Thursday morning. The group 
departed from the Queen’s Head, searching 
the area between the Newbridge Main Road 
and the South Lockwood Road, but were 
unsuccessful in finding any trace of their 
friend. It was not until Friday that James 
Marwick found Frank’s remains, about 200m 
north west of the South Lockwood Road and 
around a mile and a half from where he 
parted with Thomas.  
 
Frank was lying on his side, his hat and pipe 
some way from the body, a large stick 
clutched in hand and his gun, with one barrel 
discharged, three feet away, the stock 
nearest to the body. Constable Lysaght, who 
had headed the party from the Queen’s Head, 
then took charge of the scene. He searched 
Frank’s clothes, finding only a few 
‘discoloured coins’, a pocket book, some 
letters, and a watch and chain. 

17 Australian Women's Weekly, 23 Oct 1957, p57 
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The body was taken to the Crusoe Inn where the next morning, Dr Charles Gaffney undertook a post 
mortem; the result was not surprising – death resulting from a gunshot wound on the right side of the 
neck, below the jaw, though the outline of the original entry was obscured by decomposition and 
animal activity. The wound, said Dr Gaffney, would be ‘highly improbable to be inflicted by any other 
person’ and that had it been a result of suicide, the clothes would have been scorched. It was more 
likely, as he had seen in other similar cases, that the trigger of the gun was caught on a bush while 
walking. 
 
An inquest was subsequently held at the Inn, by Edward Yeates, where Dr Gaffney revealed his 
findings, and Frank’s friends gave testimony along with Constable Lysaght, and David Robertson who 
had been brought up from Melbourne. David was the brother of Macpherson and co-director of 
MacRobertson’s; he gave evidence that Frank had had sole charge of the business in Sandhurst and 
last saw him on the Monday before the shooting excursion as part of a regular quarterly visit from 
management. Robertson assured jurors that Frank had been a trusted servant, their exchange had 
been pleasant and Frank was in his ‘usual spirits’, adding that he had no reason to believe that there 
was ‘anything wrong in his accounts’. 
 
His friends deposed that Frank had been in good spirits; Marwick stated “I never heard him make any 
remark about doing away with himself” but the Bendigo Advertiser reported the incident clearly as 
‘suspected suicide’ and it arose that he had recently come into money problems. His accounts at 
MacRobertson’s may have been in order but Frank’s personal financial position had recently become 
very precarious as the result of a poorly managed event.  
 
In his capacity as secretary of the Centennial Polo Club, Frank  had arranged a banquet and gave the 
order for it on the understanding that each attending member would pay three shilling and six pence 
for their attendance. ‘To the discredit of the Club,’ reported the Bendigo Advertiser, ‘only a few of 
those who had regaled themselves with the good things met their liabilities’cvii. As Secretary, Frank 
was liable for the debt of £9 for which Frank was sued for in the police court, the verdict given in the 
caterer’s favour. The journalist made sure to highlight Frank’s death in their reporting of the meeting.  
 
The day following Frank’s funeral, a meeting of the Polo Club’s members was called at Straughair’s 
hairdressing salon with the view to collecting the fateful £9 arrears – but only two members 
appearedcviii. No further meetings of the Club were advertised in Bendigo Advertiser after February 
1890. 
 
By the end of the year, the confectionery business at Mitchell Street was put on the market by 
MacRobertson’s but it continued for a further two years under Anthony Toms. By the end of 1892, 
Toms had been presented with a silver butter cooler and the factory closed down. 
 
The situation suggested there were certainly financial reasons that may have led Frank to take his own 
life, yet the doctor was of the opinion given the state of his clothes, that this was not probable, nor 
was it likely another person inflicted the wound. Given the strange set up with the stick, was he just 
lacking in imagination? Or was Frank, alone in the bush with an armed, inebriated stranger, using the 
stick for another reason? Could Frank have already been on the ground when he was shot? Why did 
Gardiner return to the Hotel alone, and why did he not mention leaving Frank on his own? Where had 
Edwards been when Thomas found him at the horse and cart? The jurors seemed satisfied that these 
matters were settled however – their verdict was that Frank ‘met with his death at Lockwood by a 
gunshot wound in the head accidently received while out rabbit shooting’. 
 
You can do you own interrogation of the depositions – and practice reading 19th century cursive – by 
downloading the full inquest HERE. 

https://c2f6f8ca-7893-4424-9f06-f410829ca26c.filesusr.com/ugd/cdba08_209a986042bc4004a22009a6cfd2f2a7.pdf
https://c2f6f8ca-7893-4424-9f06-f410829ca26c.filesusr.com/ugd/cdba08_209a986042bc4004a22009a6cfd2f2a7.pdf
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The Woeful Widow 
 
Bessie Wright’s confectionery shop was located on McCrae Street, one of a strip of buildings owned 
by well-known Chinese herbalist, James Lamsey. It seems that she also resided here with her three 
youngest children, Elizabeth, 16, Alice, 14, and Harry, 6 after arriving in the district in the early 1890s; 
her eldest sons Charles and William were working the mines in WA. As well as her lolly shop, Bessie 
continued in her teaching, offering music tuition and also selling books. 
 
Bessie had been born in Geelong where her father Dr Charles Strutt worked as an immigration agent; 
the family later moved to Bendigo where he took up the role of Police Magistrate for Echuca and later 
Bendigo so Bessie was familiar with the district. Well educated, it seems likely that it was her work as 
a governess which took her to Macalister’s Booligal Station near Hay in NSW and it was here, in 1878, 
that she married Edward Wright, a manager on that station, and where their children were born. 
 
By the 1890s, Bessie, with the children had returned to Victoria and on September 10, 1895, 
announced that she had taken out the licence for the Oriental Hotel in Queen Street, with ‘the best 
brands of wines, spirits and cigars’cix. Just five days after this announcement was made in the Bendigo 
Advertiser, Edward was found dead in his bed at a Coffee Palace in Sydney. Apparently there on 
business for Booligal, Edward Wright’s friend James Black called on him at the Grand Central Coffee 
Palace in the afternoon to find him deceased, at the age of 58; a Dr Purcell was called in to examine 
the body and finding that he had died of ‘natural causes’ – no inquest was held.  
 
Unfortunately the City of Bendigo Rate Book collection is not complete for that decade and so the first 
confirmed proof of Bessie in the district is in 1897 but she may have arrived earlier – there is an 
Elizabeth Wright at Queen Street in 1892, describing herself as a widowcx. Could this have been Bessie, 
presuming the role several years before the fact? With false names and secrecy surrounding the 
enigmatic Bessie across the 1890s, it is a distinct possibility… 
 
In 1897, the Council advertised the role of City accountant and 140 applications were received by town 
clerk Honeybone; of those there were many from interstate and Melbourne, but only one woman – 
Bessie, then living in King Street. Her application outlined that she was a 36-year-old widow with six 
children, who taught music, shorthand and languages. “Perhaps a female may be ineligible,” she 
wrote, “but of that I am not aware”, adding that she was prepared to undertake the duty as a much 
lesser salary than the £200 minimum advertisedcxi. She was not successful, and shortly after, opened 
her confectionery business in McCrae Street. 
 
Not a completely straight trader, Bessie – as with many sweets vendors in Bendigo – was summoned 
in 1897 for Sunday trading, in contravention of laws at the time. Inspector Murphy had been instructed 
to prosecute traders for this offence and Bessie was the first to be brought after Plainclothes constable 
Taylor had found her shop open at 8PM the previous Sunday, and that she had sold some lollies during 
prohibited hours. She pleaded guilty and was issued with a fine of five shillings and the promise of a 
harsher penalty should she be found trading on a Sunday again. 
 
Nine-year-old Herbert, or Sam, Wright died suddenly in the winter of 1898, leaving Bessie at McCrae 
Street with her three remaining children, Elizabeth, Alice and Harry. As the century came to a close, 
police – and death – would cross paths with the Wright family yet again but in far more tragic 
circumstances, in a case which the Elmore Standard described as ‘illustrating the wages of sin’cxii.  
 
In early November of 1899, an unknown man approached Sarah Jones, a nurse registered under the 
Infant Life Protection Act and operator of private midwifery rooms in Rodney Street. He inquired about 
her terms and prices but did not make any arrangements, Sarah did not know who he was or who he 
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was enquiring for. Some days following this encounter, a woman named Elizabeth Hammond 
contacted Sarah by letter, with the return address of simply ‘Post Office Bendigo’, wishing to make 
arrangements for her confinement and the pair agreed on terms of 17 shillings and six pence for the 
event with £2 per week board followingcxiii. 
 

On November 8, at six in the morning, Elizabeth Hammond and her 15-year-old daughter arrived at 
Rodney Street with Dr Hinchcliffe, who had also been engaged, arriving soon after. The woman was in 
labour and by early afternoon had given birth to twin girls, after which she fainted. The girls were 
named Sarah Myrtle and Ivy Bessie, and though both were premature, Sarah was the weaker of the 
pair and very delicate. No father was recorded for either child on their birth certificate. 
 
Dr Hinchcliffe and Dr Peebles continued to monitor the trio, with Elizabeth’s health never quite 
stabilising, with bouts of dropsy and further coughing fits though she told Sarah that she’d been 
subject to asthma and had had a cough for many years. On the morning of November 20, Elizabeth 
took a violent seizure of coughing, exclaiming ‘Oh, this coughing’, and by the time Dr Hinchliffe arrived, 
she had died.  
 

18 Public Record Office Victoria, VA 2807 State Coroner’s Office, VPRS 24 Inquest Deposition Files, P0 Unit 711 
Item 1899/1360 Elizabeth Sarah Hammond Wright 
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Constable John Kelly was called to the property due to the unexpected and unexplained nature of the 
death, where he took notes before an inquest was called with William Webb JP presiding. Just as 
quickly though, he adjourned the inquiry – with strict instructions to police, witnesses, medical men 
and empanelled jurors not to release the name of the woman; “There is still something in the case to 
be cleared up,” he told the Bendigo Advertisercxiv.  
 
Sarah Jones was unable to provide any details about Elizabeth Hammond, other than that her teenage 
daughter had visited twice while at Rodney Street, and that she believed the woman’s husband was 
in Western Australia. On investigation by Plainclothes constable Taylor – who had summoned Bessie 
for Sunday trading two years earlier – it was discovered that Elizabeth Hammond was, in fact, the 
widow Elizabeth Wright.  
 
The inquest took place at the Rodney Street property, Dr Gaffney having performed a post mortem 
and, with detectives till making ‘exhaustive enquiries’ into the identity of the father and Sarah Jones 
being engaged to care for the infant twins until adoption arrangements could be made. 
 
Having taken evidence from young Elizabeth Wright, Sarah Jones and the two doctors, the jury 
returned a verdict of death caused by sudden clotting of blood within the main artery of the lung and 
a fatal syncope, despite ‘every attention paid to the deceased’cxv. While they discovered through the 
deposition of Elizabeth that Bessie had been a widow for four years and it was her sons in Western 
Australia, no further could be discovered on the identity of the father of the twins or who the mystery 
man who first visited Sarah in early November might have been – or even if the two instances were 
connected.  
 
While the Elmore Standard reported the ‘sad case’ as one ‘illustrating the wages of sin’, the Bendigo 
Advertiser described Bessie as ‘a good woman of much intelligence and of good education’cxvi. She was 
buried with her son Sam at the Bendigo cemetery just days later. Barely a month after her interment, 
the more fragile of the twins, now referred to as Myrtle Bertha Strutt Wright (rather than the recorded 
Sarah Myrtle), died while in the care of Sarah Jones. When Dr Hugh Boyd, who had been attending the 
infant, refused to issue a death certificate, William Webb found himself hearing evidence from Sarah 
and Dr Hinchcliffe yet again. 
 
At that time, no member of family or other person had made inquiry about the girls and Sarah Jones 
had been paid a weekly stipend of ten shillings per child by solicitors, Macoboy & Crowley. She noted 
that the ‘child has been delicate since its birth’; she also made it clear – perhaps in response to a 
specific question – that she had not been promised any further sum of money other than that 
disbursed by the solicitor’s office. On the evidence of Dr Hinchcliffe, the cause of death was recorded 
as ‘starvation resulting from inability to assimilate the food given’, with no suspicious circumstances 
recordedcxvii.  
 
There are no records of the younger orphaned children going into care in Victoria and so several 
mysteries remain – why was Bessie recording herself as a widower before the fact? Was her new 
business and her seemingly estranged husband’s death a coincidence? Did Bessie believe the lengths 
she took to remain anonymous in confinement would be effective? Who was the father of the twins, 
and what happened to Ivy and her half-siblings after Myrtle had died? 
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The Lighter Side 
 
Not Just Dark Chocolate 
 
Some mirth can be found even in stories of near misses, 
accidents and incidents; here we explore some of the 
more unusual and amusing stories from across the 
district involving confectioners and chocolatiers… 
 
 
What’s Worse Than a Bull In a China Shop? 
 
The Wirth Bros’ World-Famed Circus & Menagerie was 
arguably the greatest travelling show in the country in 
1908, and in October of that year, their renown, eight-
car special train arrived at Bendigo Station for a week of 
performances in the Upper Reserve. Their set in Sydney 
the previous month had endured bad luck, with the big 
top coming down on top of a full house, leaving some 
patrons with head injuries. This didn’t deter 
Bendigonians who turned out in large crowds to see ‘the 
only living giraffe ever seen in Australia’, zebras, camels, 
a leopard, wolves, and an Arctic polar bear, along with 
new international acts in acrobatics, equestrian and 
stuntscxviii. The advertisement claimed to have ‘the 
greatest collection of wild animals since the Ark’cxix. 
 
Due to the belief that giraffes were liable to take fright 
or cause an accident, no company would insure it, 
despite the animal having been purchased by Wirth’s 
from Hamburg Zoo for £1,100. As it transpired, the 
giraffe did not compare to the elephants for trouble that 
year in Bendigo. Wirth’s had collected their first 
elephant of what would become a famous herd on their 
way home from a seven-year world tour, which included 
the UK, India and South Africa, in 1900. They formed 
part of the ‘Durbar of Delhi’ pageant in the 
performance, carrying significant decorations along 
with camels, cattle, buffaloes, horses and performerscxx.  
 
They were also rather useful when it came to 
transporting the great amounts of infrastructure 
required by the circus, pulling drays with animal 
enclosures, tent segments and other equipment to and 
from the train station. One of the larger elephants was 
pulling a shaftless jinker with tent tarps and other 
baggage down View Street but when he reached the 
ANA Hall – where the current Art Gallery gardens sit – 
the decline gave the cart enough momentum to bump 
into the back of the animal.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FOR AFTERNOON TEA 
 
Chocolate sandwiches are 
delicious for afternoon tea. 
To make, grate some best 
chocolate finely and make it 
into a stiff paste with 
whipped cream. Add a few 
drops of vanilla and when 
this is well mixed in, spread 
on thin brown bread and 
butter, and cut into fancy 
shapes. 
 
Bendigo Advertiser,  
18 April 1903 
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The attending mahout tried to pull the elephant up but it refused to stop, becoming irritated by the 
bumping of the cart and eventually taking off ‘at a gallop’cxxi. The attendant lost all control and the 
elephant veered onto the other side of the road, trumpeting all the way, and eventually mounted the 
footpath in front of Randall’s lolly shop, collecting the guttering and sending the cart through the front 
window of one of Atkinson’s buildings next door.  
 

Confectioner, Henry Randall, heard the crash and came running out, quite amazed to see his doorway 
occupied by an elephant, which had somehow escaped any injury. It was quickly unhitched from the 
runaway cart while circus staff tried to pull the vehicle from the building but due to a snapped axel, it 
was still blocking the footpath at the time the Bendigo Independent went to press that evening. The 
damage was estimated to have been around £9 but was thought the costs would have been far greater 
if Randall’s shop, with its ‘fine show of all the best lollies, mirror and plate glass door’, hadn’t been 
avoidedcxxii.  
 
 
A Beastly Sweet Tooth 
 
“Women must not be terrorised by men in this beastly state,” declared Arthur Barlow, police 
magistrate at Castlemaine, to Robert Baker in June 1912. The cause of Baker’s woes, so the Mount 
Alexander Mail reported, was ‘a fondness for lollies, stimulated beyond control by two glasses of 
gin’cxxiii. 
 
Baker was a blacksmith who lived alone at Sutton Grange and had recently announced he was leaving 
the district, and had reason to visit Castlemaine on business. Before returning, he stopped for a drink 
and unlike ‘most married men, who have a liking for peppermint lollies after a liquor’, the Mail 
reported that Baker ‘wanted a confectioner’s shop’cxxiv. He sent the three women working in the 
nearby lolly shop scrambling after Baker burst into the store, leaving him to inspect and eat the sweets 
inside.  
 
A local policeman arrived, and after receiving a mouthful of abuse from Baker, threw the man down 
and then out of the shop before taking him down to the lock up, eventually going quietly. “I am very 
sorry such a thing happened, your worship,’ said a flushed Baker to the bench, “It is my first 
offence”cxxv.  The Court heard that Baker was a very respectable man who had never been in trouble 
before.  
 
Barlow PM declared that Barker was a very dangerous man when in that state and that he had gone 
beyond the bounds of decency, handing down a five shilling fine (in lieu of twelve hours 
imprisonment). Baker looks to have stayed in the district, only selling up his smithy two years later. 
 

19 Entry for View Street,  Public Record Office Victoria, VA 2389 City of Bendigo, VPRS 16267 Rate Books, P1, Unit 53 1907-
1908 
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Toddling Down For Sweets 
 
Mechanic Lionel Maddick lived in Francis Street Echuca with his wife Jane and sons David and John, 
the boys having an interest in their dad’s work. One evening in 1947, the Maddick family were about 
to sit for dinner, when they noticed young John, or Jack as they called him, was missing. They had 
barely had the chance to start looking when a neighbour drove Lionel’s truck into the driveway, the 
boy in the passenger seat. 
 
The man had clocked Lionel’s vehicle travelling slowly down High Street – without a driver – and so 
pulled over himself to try and arrest its journey. He was very surprised to find, when opening the door 
to apply the brakes, that the ute was being piloted by three-year-old Jack Maddick. The toddler 
explained that he had taken the truck to ‘go down the street for lollies’cxxvi.  
 
The truck had been reversed into the driveway, and Lionel explained that the boy was almost always 
with him in the vehicle so must have watched his movements very carefully and been able to start it 
and move off into the road without any trouble.  
 
 
 
The Reverend’s Solution 
 
In early summer of 1908, the Anglican Diocese of Bendigo – formed just a few years earlier in 1902 – 
met at All Saint’s Cathedral on the corner of Mackenzie and Forest streets for their annual synod.  
Along with the topic of cigarettes, the American prohibition movement came up. While discussing a 
teetotal-style pledge for smoking, the Reverend Francis Vanston presented his solution for heavy 
drinkers, inspired by observations shared with him by an army surgeon: 
 
“Those men who drank… did not usually like sweets, and those who ate lollies freely, did not usually 
drink. Therefore, if the committee knew anyone who drank too freely, they should advise him to eat 
lollies”. His caveat, though, was that they be ‘good lollies’cxxvii.  
 
 
 
Common Knowledge 
 
“When a woman is in a certain condition, there is an impulse for certain things and that impulse could 
not be resisted,” stated Police Magistrate [FIND NAME IN COURT RECORD] in stating the facts of the 
theft case before him, “Any medical authority knows that”cxxviii. The condition of which [NAME] was 
referring to in July of 1902 was pregnancy, and the impulse, cravings – in this case for sugar at two 
o’clock on a Saturday morning.  
 
George Webb, 21, and Annie Wade, 19, were married in February that year, and were expecting their 
first child. They lived in Bridge Street, next door to Catherine Musgrove’s store and in the middle of a 
winter’s night, Annie had a desperate craving for sugar. She crept out of the house while George was 
asleep, and removing a brick from the Musgrove’s garden, smashed the window of their store and 
stole three jars of lollies, two boxes of chocolates and two dozen oranges, valued at ten shillings.  
 
When Mrs Musgrove arrived at her shop early Saturday morning, she noted the broken window and 
missing goods, and went next door to ask her neighbours, the Webbs, if they had noticed anything. 
Seeing a piece of broken brick in their yard however, she instead contacted Constable Killury. Killury, 
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along with Detective Wilson and Plainclothes constable Taylor, attended the Webb house but were 
initially refused entry.  
 
Eventually, the police were admitted and at first, the young couple denied any knowledge of the 
events; however once confronted with the brick fragment, Annie confessed to the theft and handed 
over the goods remaining from her binge. As she had told George about the incident, both were 
charged with robbery and removed to the watchhouse but admitted to bail shortly after.  
 
Once in court, Inspector Hehir requested consent from the bench to submit a lesser charge of simply 
larceny which they gave. Luke Murphy, in their defence, asked the bench to also refrain from a prison 
sentence, on account of Annie being ‘enciente’ which had caused her to ‘act peculiarly of late’ and 
experience great cravings, though in not returning the goods or admitting to the drama, they had been 
foolishcxxix. Both, he argued, had always borne good character, and George’s uncle Charles, attended 
to give a character reference and offered to pay for the repair of the Musgrove’s window. 
 
Mrs Webb was identified as the primary perpetrator, with her husband an accessory after the fact, 
but the judge believed that it was a case of ‘extraordinary character and a painful nature’ and so didn’t 
call for imprisonment, instead insisting on a £20 bond after which they were allowed to leave the 
court. Later that year, the couple’s first child, George Hector Webb, was born.  
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