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Chapter 1.

1THEN2

There was nowhere more cold, nor bleak, in the autumn of 1952 
than the flatlands of South Gippsland, Victoria, at the bottom of 

Australia, where Antarctic gales turned the waters of Venus Bay black 
and tore branches from the Mulga bush and ti-tree. And in that sodden, 
windswept landscape, no place was more joyless than the decayed house 
standing on a small rise in the middle of a swamp. No-one, then, was 
more wretched than the old woman who sat inside, hunched against the 
cold at the kitchen table, her mind full of addled memories.

The shabby, fur-collared black coat in which she was wrapped had seen 
better days and a wood stove was one of her few means of comfort. The 
other, a hurricane lamp, was already lit and it deepened the brown in 
her thick, greying hair. For all that she had been through, her skin, too, 
was still clear. She had aged surprisingly well. Yet these were the only 
attributes that hinted that Margaret Clement had once been a beauty.

A dog’s bark brought her to her feet.
Her dog.
Dingo.
Unusual. No-one braved the swamp at this hour and in this weather.
Making her way down the hall and onto the front verandah, she called: 
‘Dingo! Dingo! Here boy!’
Peering around and across the water that stretched like a vast lake ahead 

and encircled the house, she called the dog again and he came running 
to her, soaked. 

On each side tangled blackberry thickets threatened to swallow the 
homestead, having over-run the original garden long ago.
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Two faces in one life. 
Above: Margaret and her loyal dog 
Dingo, whose throat was cut.  
Left:  Margaret, the belle of 
Melbourne society.
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‘Who were you barking at, Dingo?’ she said, patting him. Then looking 
up, she called: ‘Who’s out there? Anybody there?’ 

But the only response was a distant roll of thunder.
It was in this light and in this weather and perhaps even at this hour 

that the men had come for her sister Jeanie nearly two years earlier. She 
remembered it as if it were yesterday.

s

It was the Lord’s day at a time when several of them would have been 
making ready to go to church, but all that fell from their lips were 

profanities as they pushed through water that was chest deep in places. 
Dingo had barked and growled then as they approached, but a word from 
her silenced him.

‘My God, it’s a witch,’ whispered one of the farm hands as her figure 
materialised through a veil of rain. 

Unkempt hair framed the skeletal features of a bloodless face and a 
bony hand clutched at a hurricane lamp that signalled them towards her. 

‘And you would be Miss Margaret?’ Constable Bert Fry asked, although, 
of course, he knew the answer.

She greeted them formally in her cultured tones. ‘Good afternoon. 
You’ve come for my sister.’ 

She raised the lamp and they followed a muddy and slippery rising path 
to the verandah. There were seven men, including the police officer, from 
the district; four who would need to carry the stretcher later and three 
with poles to prod the murky water for hidden obstacles. Two neighbours 
had volunteered to help the policeman; Paddy Brennocks and Bernie 
Buckley, both of whom lived several miles away across the swamp. Goff 
Jongebloed, licensee of the local pub, the River View Hotel, also gave his 
services. The undertaker, John Keady, and two farm workers made up 
the rest of the team. 

The property’s drainage channels should have been cleared decades ago, 
Goff had informed the group while they had picked their way through the 
water. This is what you got when you didn’t sort out a little problem at the time. 

‘Be careful of these steps—they can be quite treacherous in this weather,’ 
the old lady warned, then stood aside for them as they gathered on the 
verandah. ‘My sister is in the back room down there, the one with the 

door open,’ she gestured. Her knuckles were swollen with callouses. ‘She 
has been quite ill and has not been able to leave her room for some time.’

With no regard for the mud on their boots, Margaret Clement led them 
into the hall. The house was dingy, oppressive and stank of the sickly sweet 
smell of age, death and urine. There were cats everywhere, asleep or sitting 
in every nook and cranny. On every side, window panes were cracked or 
broken but the chilly draught that swept through the house had no effect 
on the fetid odour that hit each man. Even the experienced policeman 
wanted to be out of there as soon as was respectfully possible. Somewhere 
at the rear, a door continuously banged in the wind. Only three of the 
men, Goff Jongebloed, Bernie Buckley and Paddy Brennocks had been to 
Tullaree before and knew the run-down state the old homestead was in. 
For the others it was a house of isolation and dark secrets…uninviting…a 
place that made you shudder.

‘Mind out for the floor,’ said Margaret, pointing to a gaping hole in the 
passageway where the boards had rotted away. Water from the torrent 
outside poured down stained walls as they followed her to the room where 
the body of her sister lay. Here, the smell that had engulfed them as they 
entered the house was even worse. The youngest man, a farm hand, had 
never seen a dead body before and was so shocked he was almost sick. The 
old lady’s face, frozen in death, was covered by matted hair that looked as 
though it had never seen a brush or a comb. Jeanie Clement was lying on 
her left side, knees drawn up to her stomach, covered with just a single, 
dirty sheet. Her bloated, overweight body hung over the side of the bed, 
almost rolling off the stained mattress on which she had lain for so long.

‘I lost her yesterday,’ said Margaret. ‘Perhaps last night,’ she added. ‘She 
was all I had, you know.’

The undertaker immediately set about preparing the body for its journey 
out of that rotted old mansion and through the swamp to civilisation. 
As he went about his work, the policeman took notes while the others 
tried to make conversation with the surviving sister. However, Margaret 
appeared too numb to venture little more than say that her sister had 
become progressively more and more ill. Jeanie knew her time had come, 
said Margaret, and she wanted to die in the home where she had spent so 
many long and happy years. Margaret had stayed close to Jeanie until the 
end. A crumpled blanket lay on a sagging couch near the window and that 
was where she had slept near her dying sister.

Constable Fry knew of the two old ladies of the swamp, as the community 
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had referred to them, and he asked himself how they had managed to 
remain so cut off that no-one had been aware that Jeanie Clement was ill. 
He shook his head slightly as he considered with dismay that it was not 
until Margaret had waded through the water and passed on the news to 
her neighbours that anyone knew of Jeanie’s sickness and death.

The men lifted Jeanie Clement’s body onto the stretcher, covering 
her with the same sheet she had been lying in. Unlike Margaret, Jeanie, 
bedridden for so long, was heavy and they grunted as they hauled the 
litter onto their shoulders.

‘You’ll need this,’ said Margaret, handing the hurricane light to 
Constable Fry. ‘I have others.’

He thanked her, although they had brought torches. Even though 
Margaret’s nearest neighbours knew the extent of the swamp, they had 
not expected the journey in from the road to have taken three hours and 
the return was going to be even longer with their extra burden. The more 
light they could have for the trip, the better.

‘And which is the best route to take?’ the policeman asked, reflecting on 
the horrors of the walk in as they had waded through almost a kilometre of 
water to reach Tullaree, even getting lost. 

‘There is no best way,’ Margaret replied in her refined, clipped voice. 
‘Things are always shifting about underneath. It’s flat land, as you can see, 
but there’s debris everywhere. The trick is to prod the water with a stick 
and go slowly.’

Constable Fry said he would be back in a day or so to help her with 
the arrangements for a burial and explained to her the process of what 
would take place. The doctor at Wonthaggi would first have to ascertain 
the precise cause of how Jeanie had died and issue a death certificate, 
following which there would then have to be a short inquest. Was there 
anything more he could do for her...arrange for someone to be with her…
bring supplies…perhaps there was someone she could go and stay with…?

‘Thank you,’ she replied. ‘But I have Dingo here with me’—and her eyes 
turned to the hallway where her beloved cattledog-cross lay—‘and I have 
enough now for our needs.’

So proud, the Constable thought. 
It was still raining when the men stepped back into the swamp with 

Jeanie Clement’s body. Margaret stood on the verandah, watching, until 
they moved out of sight and deeper into the marsh, the group struggling 
to keep the stretcher balanced and out of the water. They had switched on 

their torches and beams of light randomly stabbed the rapidly descending 
darkness as they headed towards the road, far away, where the hearse waited.

The witching hour, thought Fry, shuddering from the cold and the ghosts 
of Tullaree that trailed them, this must be what they call the witching hour. 
And if it isn’t, it damn well ought to be…

 s

In that flash of memory, Margaret saw it all as if it were yesterday. The 
white veins of lightning streaking over Venus Bay were reminiscent of 

that sad time 22 months earlier when they had taken her sister away. She 
turned from the verandah and went back inside, still wondering what had 
made Dingo bark. 

Whatever had disturbed the dog, he was now calm as he followed her 
to the kitchen table, where she had been perusing a bundle of papers 
documenting the tortured years. She opened some tins and, lining up some 
fine bone china saucers, scraped out food for several cats, before tossing the 
cans out of the window, as was her habit. Seeing the dog sitting there, she 
opened another tin and gave him some food, too. 

She moved to the wood stove and put on a blackened kettle to make some 
tea. While waiting for the kettle to boil, she turned on a small transistor 
radio that someone had once given her. It needed new batteries, so she 
turned it up to its full volume. The programme was about charismatic 
detective Raymond Kelly, who a little over two years earlier, in February 
1950, had arrested armed robbers Darcy Dugan and William Mears for 
shooting a bank manager after they broke out of jail. Jeannie would have 
loved that, she thought, if she were alive today—they both shared a love of 
detective stories.

Pulling the lamp closer, she settled back at the table with her tea to thumb 
through the paperwork, oblivious to the house creaking and groaning under 
the weight of the storm that raged around and over it, doors banging off 
their hinges, the rank air surrounding her and the rotted glory of yesteryear. 
Tullaree had been falling into ruin for decades.

In a room to the side of the hall an iron bed remained neatly made up: 
Margaret’s old bedroom, which she had abandoned long ago. When Jeanie had 
first become ill, Margaret had made her bed on a couch in her sister’s room, 
remaining there until she died and then moving to another couch in a front room.
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A single dining chair occupied a corner of the old lady’s former bedroom 
and from it stretched spiders’ webs, speckled with flies and small white 
moths, the tiny insects, trapped for years, turning to dust. Along one wall 
stood a Victorian dressing table with an oval mirror, slightly angled and 
locked in its tipped position by the grime that had gathered around its 
brass hinges. Caps on the jumbled collection of jars of cosmetic creams 
had seized and the congealed spillages had lost their greens and golds and 
taken on the colour of the leak stains on the walls. Among the jars, face 
down, lay a hand mirror with an ornate, tarnished, silver back, unused for 
years. Hair clogged a cheap plastic comb.

Once, the room had been decorated with lace curtains, crocheted doilies 
and antimacassars. The embroidered quilt that lay across Irish cotton sheets 
had been bright and clean and the dressing table had been polished by one 
of the many servants who glided skilfully and authoritatively throughout 
the mansion. A painting of the family patriarch, Peter Clement, hung by the 
door, still as vibrant as it had always been; likewise, the tinted photo of the 
Clement sisters’ mother, gazing from a silver frame on the dressing table, 
was as perfect as the day it had been placed there. 

The dining table, set with gleaming silver cutlery, was capable of seating 
a minimum of twelve guests. They had sat on high-backed chairs, the 
young ladies in lace-embroidered evening dresses, the men in wing 
collars, their eyes flashing admiringly at the women who peeped coyly 
back under fluttering lashes. The two Clement sisters presided over each 
end of the table, sophisticated Edwardian society hostesses in long Paris 
gowns. Specially ordered velvet drapes shut out the night beyond the 
long windows and oil lamps cast soft, wavering shadows, creating an 
atmosphere of ease and wealth. Wine flowed freely from Italian cut-glass 
decanters as the guests conversed with each other. 

Remnants of Japanese embroidered wall hangings had somehow 
survived theft and the water that poured in under the rotting eaves, but 
the images of Samurai warriors were now fading behind a tapestry of 
mildew. A filigreed hallstand with delicate fretwork leaned against the 
wall for support, two of its legs collapsed inwards.

The drawing room was a forgotten museum of Victoriana and specimens 
of natural history. A scruffy stuffed owl with dusty startled eyes still 
perched on a shelf. In a corner the hands of a carved grandfather clock 
had stopped, freezing time, and a cluster of bulrushes in a large alabaster 
jar had shed seeds onto the satin ottoman beside it. All the books on 

the shelves, Wordsworth, Keats, Longfellow, Tennyson, were thick with 
dust, stained and ragged from the onslaught of bookworms. A brass tiger 
Margaret and Jeanie had brought back from Asia many years previously 
had lost its brilliant shine and now wore a tainted coat of green.

The floor was covered by a huge Persian carpet that had been laid down 
during that carefree extravagant period leading up to World War I. Now it 
was filthy with the excreta of nature, but it served to cover the loose rotting 
floorboards. In that room, also, was the Lipp grand piano, untouched and 
out of tune for years. And there was the armchair that Margaret had once 
posed in, straight-backed, for a formal portrait, with Jeanie and her other 
sisters gathered around. Now its floral covers were torn and faded, the 
springs rusted through and broken. 

Tullaree, like Margaret Clement, was in the final stages of decline. 
Its corrugated roof had rusted, split and lifted. Cracks divided the walls 
allowing the rain to gush in. The attic, awash from the rains that swept in 
from Venus Bay, was a reservoir for the water that dripped through the 
ceilings and streaked down into every room. The mansion was weeping, 
shedding tears for its lost glory; for long-gone ladies in their finery and 
men in their evening jackets who stepped out the Pride of Erin and 
waltzed at fashionable gatherings hosted by the Clement sisters and who 
by day had played croquet in the sunshine on the green lawn. The house 
was grieving for its decayed treasures, for the elite who had lived and 
laughed there, for the parties the magnificence of which compared only 
with those of the Governor in far-away Melbourne… 

Sometime in the night the old lady thought she heard Dingo barking 
outside again, but then he stopped so she decided against calling him in. 
She rose early as usual. Curiously, the dog was not beside the couch where 
he was always to be found when she woke. She went to the verandah to 
bring in wood, at the same time calling him.

Dingo was on his side, his body rising and falling in quick bursts. His 
glazed eyes stared back at her helplessly. A dark stain had spread around 
his head.

‘Oh Dingo, dear Dingo, what has happened to you?’
His throat had been cut. 
She took his head in her lap. It was hopeless, she knew, to walk through 

the swamp to seek help. What could anyone do? She cradled him tenderly 
for the remainder of that day until his life ebbed away. Then, before 
nightfall, she went to the shed and found a spade and dug a shallow grave 
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near the house, out of reach of the water.
She carried the dog to the place she had dug for him, laid him down 

gently and showered the earth over him. 
‘So you have gone, too, Dingo,’ she said and, turning, eyes blinded with 

tears, made her way back to the homestead. Her heart was breaking. 
For the first time in all the years that she had fought to hold on to 

Tullaree, throughout the attempted inducements, despite the harassment, 
her kidnapping and the sinister threats, Margaret Clement felt truly 
alone—and afraid. 

s

Not long after Dingo’s death the heavy autumn rains began to fall on 
the Gippsland plains, stirring up the swamp water and flattening the 

mound that marked his grave.
Margaret always loved to watch the turn of the season from the verandah. 

She took comfort in the icy blasts that accompanied the storms—it made 
the homestead seem warm and inviting whenever she stepped back inside.

This time, as the wild weather battered Tullaree, the Lady of the Swamp 
was not on the verandah. Neither was she in the house.

Margaret Clement had vanished.

Chapter 2. 

1NOW2

This is where she had stood, under the archway, supported by its 
two square brick pillars. Above the front entranceway is the shield, 

bearing the name Tullaree, untouched through the decades. You look out 
towards the route she had so often taken—across that crumbling old 
wooden bridge spanning the irrigation ditch running from Fish Creek. 
Even after the cut had become silted up and the water had spilled up over 
the banks and spread towards the house she continued to use the bridge 
rail as a marker, a place to leave her prodding stick. 

Tullaree as it is today, drained of water and renovated to its former glory. 

Chapter 1
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It is winter again now and Margaret has been gone for more than 
half a century but the bite of the wind has not changed, of course. It 
roars in under a black sky from Venus Bay, eight kilometres to the south, 
sweeping across the first of the land, the dune brush, then gusting through 
the streets of weatherboard holiday homes that have sprung up over the 
decades, bending back the pale grasses lining the edges of the Tarwin 
River and blowing across the wide open paddocks. 

There are cattle, big red-brown Herefords and black and white Friesians, 
grazing on the lush green plains of Tullaree where once stretched miles of 
swamp, the animals oblivious to the chill on the wind which is destined 
to hit the homestead, for there are no hills or enough trees to protect it 
from the wintry blast. Two dogs chase one another around the verandah, 
the boards strong and firm. The family who live here have pulled the long 
windows shut and there is a modern gas fire with fake coals burning in the 
living room. The fireplace that Margaret, in those terrible years, was unable 
to burn wood in because the chimney was blocked is no match for today’s 
modern heating, yet its carved wooden surround remains the centrepiece 
of the room. There is a big wide-screen LCD television beaming in 
pictures from Hollywood and news from around a world that Margaret 
would never have dreamed of, but in stark contrast, on the opposite wall, 
hangs a framed montage of faded newspaper cuttings showing the face of 
the woman who had laughed and then suffered so much in this very room.

It is a tortured, wrinkled face with no hint of the belle she once was, for 
that soft-featured countenance, along with her trappings of her wealth, 
had eroded long before the photographs had been taken. 

Where are you now, Margaret?
It was my own whisper as I stared at the pictures and I wondered for a 

moment, a little embarrassed, if my host had heard me but he was busy in 
the kitchen, now fitted out with all the mod cons, so very different to the 
lifeless, cold, quarters the old lady had known in those final years.

A new driveway has been carved through the paddocks, coming in at 
right angles to the route that the carriages had followed in the halcyon 
days. But you can still stand there and turn around 100 degrees and hardly 
see an elevation anywhere. It is long, flat land, over which a flock of ibis 
now fly south, fighting the wind which brings another rain squall and 
spreads a sheen on the paddocks. It is easy to imagine, not a thin veneer of 
dampness, but a vast lake stretching to the horizon. How had she endured 
the journeys she had made through it in weather like this? For in these 

wintry mornings there is a blanket of frost but when the deeper water 
covered the land its surface was coated with ice. It would have cut into her 
bare legs like sheets of glass.

I look back across the paddocks and there’s a hint of the mansion 
through the stand of trees; a corner of new corrugated roof, a wall, a shed. 
By today’s standards, compared to the huge country homes of England, it 
is hardly a mansion, but the title was apt for the Victorian period in which 
it was built. It dwarfed every building in the region.

Here now is the road she took for the next stage of her seemingly 
impossible trek for supplies. It is still unmade, wet and muddy, falling away 
at the edges to a ditch in places or lined with fences and hedges erected 
by farmers who milk their cows with sophisticated machinery and drive 
powerful tractors across their paddocks. Did she really walk so far—seven 
miles (a little over 11 kilometres) to the store and seven back? A day’s 
journey for the best of us. 

The question I had asked the family earlier—and the answer—is still in 
my mind as I stare out across the pastures.

‘Is it a happy place now?’
‘Happy? Oh no,’ the wife had said. ‘Not happy at all. What is the word I 

want…? Spooky. That’s what I’d say about it. Spooky.’ She had her reasons. 
Deeply private family reasons, which she shared. But said again, with 
justification, that Tullaree was spooky and no more so than when you are 
alone in there and the winter winds are howling.

She had no notion of what I had been told earlier that day: the account 
of two schoolboys—now men - who had once seen the tiny, bent figure 
of Margaret Clement on this same road on which I now stood. They were 
adamant it was her; an old woman in her familiar and faded black coat 
shuffling along, yet moving so efficiently that it seemed her feet were 
hardly touching the ground. They had heard about her from their parents, 
a story that had been passed down through the decades by families all 
around the district, but when they saw her now, gliding away from them 
through the mist towards her home, they felt a chill run up their spines.

For Margaret Clement had been dead for 35 years.
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Chapter 3. 

1BEFORE2

There was still some stiffness in his leg as he leaned on the rail, but 
he hardly noticed it now as he stared out at the massive harbour 

called Port Phillip. Thirty-five miles wide! He had never seen anything 
like it, nor, indeed, the armada of sailing ships coming and going from the 
docks. Vessels from Liverpool, his own port of departure, from London, 
Europe—America! He had heard his companions talk of the trees that 
could be found in the new country and now he could see the wattles and 
gums clearly as the Ocean Chief headed towards land, its sails lively with 
the wind that followed it through the harbour heads. How he was looking 
forward to seeing his first kangaroo, although that probably wouldn’t 
happen until he reached the goldfields.

Peter Clement, the son of spirit merchant William Clement and his 
wife Jamima from Crieff, Scotland, was 20 years old and he had travelled 
to Australia, at his wealthy father’s expense, to seek his own fortune—
and recover from the accident that had broken his leg when a keg of 
fine whisky had fallen from a cart and landed on him. That had been six 
months earlier and it had healed well, although the chill from the sea as 
the 182 foot wooden ship sailed into the southern hemisphere’s winter 
in that August of 1854 had brought some discomfort. But he’d soon be 
working up a sweat in the colony that was known as Victoria following its 
separation from New South Wales three years earlier.

He’d been told before he set out from the old country that there were 
literally thousands of young men just like him who had sailed to Australia 
since a Californian, James Esmond, had turned up a nugget at Clunes, 
north of Ballarat in June 1851. By December, fabulously rich goldfields 
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had opened throughout central Victoria and the cities lost their men to 
the rush. Flocks of sheep and herds of cattle were abandoned by farmers, 
doctors left their patients and ministers of religion walked out on the 
scatterings of congregations they had been left with. In many towns there 
was not an able-bodied man to be found as with picks, shovels and swags 
on their backs they had headed out of town on foot or horse and cart 
following a golden dream.

Peter so accustomed to the cold of wintry Scotland, grinned into the 
wind that made others shiver as he walked down the gangplank with his 
fellow passengers, the word gold on every lip. He was not a tall man, but 
he was muscle-bound, a physique developed from carting casks of spirits 
around his father’s storeroom and he was ready to apply that strength to 
hours of solid digging in the region where others were striking it rich. 
Or so it was said.

He booked a seat—£500!—on a stagecoach to take him to the north-
west of the colony but first there were several days to wait and with 
scores of other hopefuls he settled into a crowded tent in ‘Canvas Town’, 
a suburb of tents erected near the docks by the government to cope with 
the thousands who were coming and going from the goldfields with hearts 
filled with hope or despair. There were six men to a tent, each taking their 
turn to cook—and often badly burn—meat on an open fire. Opportunistic 
butchers and grocers had set up canvas stores to cater for the needs of the 
temporary residents.

Finally the young red-haired Scotsman was clambering into a Cobb and 
Co coach at the start of his journey to the goldfields in Ballarat, to the 
north-west of Melbourne, a town of 24,000 citizens that was swelling by 
hundreds each week. Just seven months earlier the first of the Cobb and 
Co coaches had set out from the Criterion Hotel in Melbourne for Forest 
Creek, a gold diggings close to the town of Bendigo, which lay beyond 
Ballarat. Now, Peter’s carriage rumbled along the wide avenue that was 
Great Collins Street, where pedestrians dodged the horse traffic passing 
along the dirt road. Peter glanced at the signs on the boarded-up shop 
fronts declaring: ‘Gone to the Diggings’. On the stony tracks closer to the 
goldfields, he passed men who had crossed mountains and rivers, some by 
horse, other pushing barrows, all of them, man and horse, coated in the 
grey-brown dust that blew in their faces.

At Ballarat, Peter stared in amazement at the city that greeted him—a 
city of canvas, far greater than the cluster of tents that had been erected 

at the Melbourne port. There were tents on the hills and in the valleys, 
occupying every inch of space. The ground was full of holes where men had 
dug frantically for the precious metal. A man-made landscape of mullock 
heaps hid the true horizon. The prospectors worked like ants and often 
slept where they fell. Peter, with money to spare from his father despite 
the high cost of his coach fare, found a room for a few nights in a lodging 
house, little more than a primitive hut. 

He soon fell into a routine. He bought a shovel and started digging into 
the winter-hard ground in an area taken over by other Scots, just as other 
gullies had been claimed by Devonians, Cornishmen, Irishmen, Germans, 
Americans and Chinese. In places, national flags fluttered over the plots. 
Every man had a vision—the new life that a big strike would bring…a 
plot of land, a home, a bride, a family. Through rain or shine, Peter and his 
companions dug, sifted, searched and washed soil, promising to share their 
finds with others, agreeing it was better to divide the takings of a big strike 
with ten men than to work alone and miss out on a lucky find by a man 
in a nearby hole. 

At the end of each day, many diggers fired guns into the air to warn 
would-be thieves that their weapons were in good working order. Robbers 
were dealt with harshly—they were flogged, tarred and feathered, toasted 
over a fire or chained to a tree for several days without food or water. But 
harsher punishment was also handed out at times. 

As Peter sat around a camp fire one night, Charlie McLaren, one of 
his new pals, from Glasgow, recalled an incident that had occurred a 
few months earlier.

‘Two of the men were having an argument while dividing their share of 
gold,’ said McLaren. ‘One of them suddenly produced a pistol and shot 
the other dead straight between the eyes. Before the killer could escape 
he was caught and begged to be taken before the Commissioner where he 
said he would get a fair hearing. The men wouldn’t hear of it: he’d have the 
same mercy at their hands that he showed to his messmate. They threw 
a rope over a branch and soon he was dangling between the heavens and 
earth. The body of the poor fellow who’d been murdered was then decently 
interred. The Bible was read out over his remains as four thousand of us 
bowed our heads. Then we cut down the killer’s body, threw the bastard 
into a hole and covered it up. He deserved nothing less than instant 
dismissal from this life.’
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The tent city was already badly overcrowded, but still the migrants 
poured in from England, Scotland, Wales and Ireland. But the young 
men began to find, just as Peter himself had learned, that striking gold 
was a lottery. Men a few yards away might haul up a nugget worth 
hundreds of pounds after just a week or so at the diggings, while others 
who had been at it for months remained broke. If there was no agreement 
to share, those who had worked nearby were heartbroken. Peter wrote 
home to his father telling him that while hundreds of men continued to 
arrive, just as many were leaving:

‘Father, I know that gold fever is running wild all over Scotland, but to 
all those young men in your employ who are talking of coming, I would tell 
them to stay where they are. I am contemplating a return myself because 
good fortune has escaped me. My savings are running out and there is 
sickness everywhere. The flies drive you mad in these early months of 
summer and recently there was an outbreak of dysentery. This is not a 
place for the faint-hearted.’

In Crieff, William Clement greeted his son’s news with sadness. He 
was struggling with ill health—quite simply his body was slowing down 
and he could hardly walk these days—and he had hoped Peter could 
have done well for himself in the new country. But he had a proposition. 
He had read how, in that year of 1856, the ships continued to carry yet 
more hopefuls from Scotland to Australia, boosting the population of the 
colony of Victoria to a quarter of a million, English and Irish migrants 
helping to make up the majority of the remaining numbers. Germans, 
Americans and Welsh prospectors poured in, too, and there would have 
been a large Chinese community had a new Act not been introduced 
to regulate their population. Those who had given up in the goldfields, 
or had been deterred by the tales of woe, were able to find plenty of 
work in and around Melbourne, where new roads needed to be cut—
and a new railroad, carrying a steam-powered passenger train, the first in 
Australia, running from South Melbourne to Flinders Street, needed to 
be maintained.

William Clement believed there could be opportunities for his son 
in the trade that he knew best—alcoholic spirits—for he had proved 
himself in the family business in Crieff. Peter collected his father’s 
letter from the post office in Ballarat and read the proposition: don’t 
come back to Scotland. Try something new. A Clement never gives up.  

Right: Peter Clement’s will bequeathed the Clement sisters a legacy of gold mining. 
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If Peter agreed, his father would arrange for a shipment of spirits to be sent 
out to Australia and he could set himself up as purveyor. 

Two years later, Peter Clement was running a grocery and spirit store 
in Sale, just over 200 kilometres south-east of Melbourne. Casks of his 
father’s whisky had been sent across from Liverpool and then carted by 
Peter on the rough 80 kilometres from Port Albert to Sale, where he bottled 
it. He had initially travelled to Sale with his friend from the diggings, 
Charlie McLaren, who was going to try his prospecting luck in the Bald 
Hill region several miles further east. Peter had been tempted to travel on 
with him to Bald Hill and another goldfield at Stringer’s Creek but he did 
not want to pass up the opportunity his father had created for him. So he 
opened his small store where he soon found that not only was there a great 
demand for flour and vegetables, but there was a need for it to be delivered. 
Peter, then, took on the added tasks of storekeeper, bullock keeper and 
grocery delivery merchant.

Once a fortnight he would make the arduous journey to the newly opened 
goldfields that had taken on the appearance of Ballarat when he had first 
viewed that tent city in the north-west of Melbourne. He became such a 
familiar figure on the roads, trundling along with his sacks of flour on his 
bullock cart, that he became known in the district as Peter the Packer. To 
some, it was a lowly job, but Peter was working the long hours not only 
for himself but for his father, who had put so much faith in him making 
good in Australia.

He was viewed by all who met him as a decent, reliable young man now 
approaching his thirties. For him, though, marriage remained elusive—
there was just too much work to be done. In fact the goldfields, east and 
west, were full of eligible bachelors who were determined to set themselves 
up financially before they started thinking about finding themselves a wife, 
although, inevitably, there were wild, bawdy scenes in the pubs that sprang 
up in the goldfield towns. Young women, hoping to find themselves a 
wealthy prospector—or have a good time trying—made their way from 
Melbourne but in many cases the only way they could earn their board 
and lodgings was by selling sex. Fights, sometimes to the death, broke out 
among desperate men over theft, jealousy and women. Peter considered 
he was well out of it, although he was constantly aware that he could be 
robbed at any time as he drove his bullocks up through the tree-lined 
tracks to the goldfields. But he remained confident that if there were any 
hold-ups, it would be by bushrangers after the more valuable hauls of gold 

being carried under escort for mining co-operatives from the diggings to 
Melbourne.

Even so, traders like him believed that there needed to be a better road 
to the diggings than the narrow, treacherous tracks through the gum trees 
and at a meeting of townspeople and merchants in 1862 it was agreed 
they would sponsor the exploration of a road from the town to the newly 
emerged community of Stringer’s Creek, where rich deposits had been 
found. In that year, Sale was entering a new phase of its development. 
Log homes and stores were being transformed into brick properties as the 
population doubled and trebled.

Peter wrote to his father describing how the district was now bursting 
with activity—miners, prospectors, criminals, storekeepers, graziers. With 
his jovial, open nature, he was rubbing shoulders with them all.

But what a year 1862 was in other respects. The Ocean Chief on which 
Peter had sailed to his new adventures in Australia had become the focus 
of a drama in New Zealand in January. Early one morning dense smoke 
was seen pouring from the ship in Bluff Harbour. It had been set on fire by 
a mutinous crew who believed they could find their fortune in the nearby 
South Island goldfields more easily than toiling on the vessel. Just to make 
sure she would never sail again, they also destroyed the fire hoses. The Ocean 
Chief was towed, still burning, further out to sea, where she sank.

‘Well, Father,’ Peter wrote upon hearing of the fate of the vessel that had 
carried him to the other side of the world, ‘it looks like there’s a message in 
that incident for me—I’m here to stay!’

Peter continued correspondence with his family every month or so, but 
in 1863 the news from Crieff was bad. His father had died of a stroke at 
the age of 68 after suffering high blood pressure for four years. His mother, 
who penned the news on behalf of herself and Peter’s brother James, 
reminded him that time was marching on—and had he found a wife for 
himself yet? She would die happy, she wrote, if she knew that Peter had 
started a family of his own.

But the demands of Peter’s work in a town that was buzzing prevented 
any fraternising. There were frequent trips up to Stringer’s Creek and back 
to Sale, fighting his way through the crowds of others walking, travelling 
by horse and cart, bullock trap and stagecoach. New gold strikes were 
being reported all around, the name of one new township summing up 
the mood of the prospectors—Happy-Go-Lucky. Stringer’s Creek itself 
was now bursting at the seams, so the locals liked to joke. The first hotel, 
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the Reefer’s Arms, was opened in September 1863 and soon more than a 
dozen others had thrown open their doors. Such was the prosperity of the 
hilly region that in 1866 Stringer’s Creek was renamed Walhalla after one 
of the more successful gold mines in the area. The first crushing from the 
mine had begun a year earlier and in the ensuing years 144,000 ounces of 
gold were extracted, paying some £286 a share to investors. 

In 1870, Peter was driving his cart up to Walhalla on one of his regular 
runs when he pulled over to make way for a group of miners walking down 
the hill. As they passed, one of them cried out, ‘Well I’ll be damned!’

At first Peter did not recognise the haggard face of the man who had 
spoken. Then the fellow whipped off his hat and there was no mistaking 
that shock of red hair, so much like his own. 

‘Charlie McLaren!’ declared Peter at the sight of his friend from the 
Ballarat days. ‘My God, I thought you were dead! I haven’t heard anything 
of you for years.’

‘Been down the mine, I have, day and night,’ said Charlie. ‘But I’m doing 
well. We’re all doing well. Except there’s a big demand on liquor and flour 
up there so we’re heading down to get some and maybe scrounge a lift back 
up again with it all.’

Peter looked at his old friend; at his ragged clothes, the wear and tear on 
his face and hands. Why were they walking, if they were doing so well? The 
truth was, he suspected, that they were heading away from the mining area to 
look for cheaper food and accommodation before returning to the daily toil. 

‘Don’t bother going any further,’ said Peter. ‘You can have my load. And 
I’ll take you back up the hill.’

The four miners jumped onto the cart and Peter took them back to 
Walhalla. He helped carry his sacks of flour into a lodging house room the 
men shared, knowing they would be able to sell it on to one of the stores. 
He threw in half a dozen bottles of whisky.

‘You’re a good friend, Peter,’ said Charlie. ‘And if you want a good word 
in return and you can afford it, listen to this: take out shares in the Long 
Tunnel Mine. It’s looking good.’ 

As he drove his cart back down the winding track Peter considered his 
friend’s words. Perhaps…

In the weeks that followed he spoke to graziers and well-to-do families 
in the Sale district who had not settled their accounts. He struck deals. 
He would be happy to take shares they held in the Long Tunnel Mine at 
their current market value instead of cash. In many cases his customers, 

particularly those who were not confident that the mine would continue 
its high yield, were happy with the arrangement. But the mine flourished. 
Peter’s shares soared. He cashed some of them in, then bought more. He 
sold his business for a fine profit. He was becoming a wealthy man, almost 
overnight, it seemed.

One of his first tasks on realising that he would never need to work again 
was to return to Walhalla and seek out his friend Charlie. Into his hand he 
thrust £5,000 in crisp notes. His compatriot nearly fainted. ‘Now I can find 
my feet,’ said Charlie. ‘I can even buy a home! Melbourne, here I come!’ 

During his many excursions to the bustling township of Walhalla, Peter 
made deliveries to the Yarras Hotel, where he would often have a beer with 
another merchant, Arthur Thomson, who had made his way there from 
Beechworth in northern Victoria. With him was his wife Jane and their 
young daughter, also named Jane, who was to be among the first group of 
children to attend the newly opened school. There had been a gold rush in 
Beechworth, but by 1866 it was virtually over and Arthur took his family 
to the south-east where, rather than digging for gold, he decided to earn 
his living by catering for those who were looking for it—just like Peter. 
The two men got on well together and Arthur often needled Peter about 
his advancing years and how, if he wasn’t careful, he’d end up living alone 
in some old folks’ hostel. 

Young Jane had left school by 1874, when she was 14, and had begun 
helping her father in his grocery store. Just as she had moved on, so had 
Peter. No longer was he Peter the Packer. He was now a rich man. But a 
lonely one. Arthur Thomson would joke that if only his daughter was old 
enough, she’d make Peter a fine wife. Peter couldn’t have agreed more. 
She was a pretty young thing, he told Arthur, quick of mind, and didn’t 
mind getting her hands dirty when there was work to be done. But the age 
difference… Jane was still only 15; Peter was 41! Yet, the two men agreed, 
child brides were hardly unusual in the goldfields. If young women were 
not snapped up as soon as they came of age, they were gone. 

‘She likes you, Peter,’ said Arthur. ‘And you do, of course, have the means 
to care for her.’

Peter and Jane’s courtship ran for a blissful year. No-one took any notice 
of the powerfully built Scotsman and the slip of a girl at his side. They 
weren’t the only father-and-daughter look-alikes who made up engaged 
couples in town. After all, most young women were mothers two and three 
times over before they reached the age of 20.
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The wedding, before Wesleyan Church Minister Arthur Powell at the 
Yarras Hotel on 24 October 1876, was a boisterous affair, with friends 
of the groom, more so than the bride, filling the saloon bar, where beer 
for the adults and lemonade for the bride and her former school friends 
flowed. On the marriage certificate Peter declared his ‘condition’ as a 
bachelor, adding—perhaps with some pride—that his ‘rank or profession’ 
was ‘Gentleman’. The bride was described as ‘spinster’, a title that to those 
unaware of her tender years, might have suggested a much older woman. 
Peter was now 42. His wife was 16.

s

They started married life in a house near Sale, where Peter sat back 
in comfort and watched his shareholdings continue to soar. Sitting 

down for dinner, prepared by a housekeeper-cook—such luxury for a man 
who had once been a humble merchant with a bullock cart—or enjoying 
balmy summer evenings on the verandah, Peter told his bride what he had 
learned about the district. 

Gippsland, he related, had been the home of the Boonurrong Aboriginal 
tribe before the arrival of European explorers and in recent years, as new 
homes were being built and paddocks cleared, the bones of Aborigines 
killed in long-past battles had been unearthed.  

‘It sounds terrible,’ said Jane as she learned of the early struggles by 
European explorers, fighting through the swamps and the bush. ‘I’m 
surprised that my father even managed to get us to Walhalla when he did.’

‘Oh, you have to thank the prospectors for that,’ said Peter, omitting to 
mention that he had also been partly responsible for ensuring that tracks 
were opened up in the region. ‘There’s a river south-west of here called the 
Tarwin and that was a target for many of the explorers. Get to the river and 
you had a means of getting to the sea.’

One explorer wrote: ‘In the trees we heard the croak of the crows, the 
scream of cockatoos, the doleful cry of the mopoke, the chatter of parrots, 
the ridiculous hooting of the laughing jackass and at night the howl of 
the wild dog.’

‘How wonderfully descriptive,’ said Jane. ‘We’re so lucky to live in these 
modern times. Such a wonderful time and place to raise our children.’

For she had found after two months into their marriage that she was 

pregnant. Peter was thrilled and gave no thought to how old he would be 
when even that first child would be Jane’s present age of 17. 

They called the baby girl Flora, her parents content that Peter’s 
shareholdings assured her of a future without struggle. Many who saw 
him in the district and remembered his days as a merchant remarked on 
his incredible change of fortune, for he was now the most wealthy man 
for miles around. But there were also wild rumours that he had somehow 
benefited from the theft of 5,000 sovereigns from the P&O liner Avoca that 
had been sailing from Sydney to Melbourne, along the Victorian coast. 

What was known was that Martin Wyberg, the ship’s carpenter, had 
made an imprint of the strongroom key in a bar of soap, removed the 
sovereigns, replaced them with lead to make up the weight and made good 
his escape into the bush near the Tarwin River. 

It was there that he set up a simple wooden house on land that was, years 
later—and the reason for the unfounded rumours—to become part of the 
land acquired by the Clement family. 

Wyberg was arrested, served time in jail—then recovered the sovereigns 
he had hidden. Observed by his wife, he set out in a small boat to sail to 
one of the Glennies Islands, off Wilson’s Promontory, with his bounty. But 
as his wife watched, she lost sight of him in the heavy swell and he was 
never seen again. It was assumed he had gone to the bottom with his haul, 
but rumours abounded for years that he had managed to make good his 
escape. Others believed there was a chance the sovereigns had been washed 
ashore in the current and for years afterwards large numbers of people 
could be seen hunting through the sand dunes around Venus Bay. 

On another occasion a ship carrying crates of liquor broke up in a storm 
and its cargo was washed up onto the beach at Venus Bay. How curious, 
local people were to remark later, that this area where gold sovereigns 
and crates of liquor were possibly still hidden in the dunes was where the 
Clement family should buy land. Although he was never to reside there 
himself, was there something that Peter Clement knew and had passed 
down to his growing family? It was only rumour, but it stuck. 

However, a generation later it was not the discovery of sovereigns in the 
dunes that turned the attention of the country to the Tarwin region. It was 
the unearthing of a skeleton.


