A short historical
l.50 years
of the

of Tahlee,

Port

narrative
fascinating

Stephens.

covering
history

This booklet

is printed

to

commemorate the 150th anniversary
of the settlement
of Tahlee.
Its information is drawn from
a \ ariety of different sources.
Because of the brief nature
of the work, many fascinating details
have been regrettably
omitted.
It is hoped, however,
that the sequence of historical events
becomes clear to the reader,
and that through it he will
understand
more about that
place called ''Tahlee".
I would like to extend
my warm thanks to all who helped
in the research and com piling
of this booklet.
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"Only one earth-life,
soon it is passed,
Only ,vhat's done
for Jesus will last ... "
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lntrodnetion

In J anua1y 1826, a decision was made by a leader of
a party wbo had been exploring the North Western
shores of Port Stephens. That decision-to
settle the
site of the headquarters of the Australian
Agricultural Company "on the left hand hank of
the (Karuah) ri"''er close to the harbour", marked
the beginning of the history of Tahlee.
1976 marks the sesqui-centenary of the settlement
of that site. Throughout those 150 years, the
countryside and the nature of the buildings have
changed according to tl1c role Tahlee bas assumed.
There have been three different distinct phases in
its history, each phase has been unique in its
purpose and function and has involved different sets
of people, yet it is significant that throughout, there
has been one continuing emphasis. From early in its
history, there have been people al Tahlee who have
sought to meet both the physical and the spirihial
needs of others through outreach and hospitality.
Tahlee House, being built in the first year of
settlement, has witnessed the changing phases and
has been an integral part of this hospitality and
outreach.
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Inhabitants

The earliest inhabitants of the Port Stephens area
were the Gringai tribes of Aborigines. They were
fairly typical of tribes in Australia generally, living
in mia-mias and living a subsistence type of life.
William Scott, who was born at Carrington and has
w1itten of many associations with them, recalls they
had a great sense of fun and sharing. They ,vere a
peaceful people and apparent1y lived quite
harmoniously with the whites in the early years.
However, otl1cr tribes further up the Ka mah and
Gloucester riven; did nnt react so peaceably to the
white man's intrusion. Early records cite inddeuts
concerning bloodshed on both sides, but arnund
Tahlee and Carrington there was a measure of good
will.
Captain Cook's log book contains the first histuriclil
reference to Port St.ephem;. He sighted il on May 11.
1777 and named it himself, after Philip Stephens,
then secretary to the Admi.ralty. White contact with
the area was scarce between then and 1826
A number of vessds sought shelter during hem,y
seas, and Mr. Charles Grim.es, then Surveyor
General of the Culouy. explored the area in 1795. It
was concluded from his unfavourable report that it
would never "be necessary to send a second time
to it". However, as one historian bai; suggested:
"one might be pardoned for doubting the ability
of Mr. Grimes as an observer when it is noted
that on his voyage to and from Port Stephens
he caught no glimpse of the harbour that
afterwards became Port Hunter." (Xcwcastle)

The Australian

Agricultural

Co.

The coming of the white man to Port Stephens, to
settle in a systematic wa~. began with the
formation of the Australian .\.gricultural Company
in England in 1824. This ,-..:asa ..:bart.:rcrl ..:nmpany
with a capital of one million pounds. It was formed
"for the purpose ·of producing articles of
export r. .... raised in any other English

settlement', and other objects of a
colonisation
character".
It was agreed by the Imperial Government that a
grant of a million acres of land in the colony of
New South Wales be made to the Company, under
ceiiain conditions. The Sydney committee of the
Company, Messrs. James and H.H. Macarthur and
James Bowman, received a letter from the

Company Directors requesting assistance in the
seleclion of the million acres when their agent
arrived in Sydney. The following extract from
EARLY DAYS OF PORT STEPHENS sheds some
interesting light on their rather less than
enthusiastic response Lo this letter. "It does not
appear that these gentlemen put themselves to
any great trouble to choose the most suitable
locality. Beyond interviewing
Mr. Oxley, the
Sunteyor General, and rejecting his
suggestions
regarding the Liverpool Plains, the
Lachlan, and the head of the Macquarie River
they did nothing.
As the Company had indicated that it
preferred a place on the coast, where shippini;i
facilities were a·vailable, Mr. Oxley suggested
Port Stephens and inferred that suitable
country thereabout might be found for
settlement purposes. Nothing definite was
done by the three Sydney men until Mr.
Dawson arrh•ed, with stock, plant and
equipment for the new settlement, on
December 23. 1825."

Robert

Dawson

Although he had no experience in Australian
conditions, Dawson then set out with a local party
on January 1st, 1826, to explore Port Stephens and
the surroundjng districts. He explored the Hunter
Ri\·er, then, after returning to Newcastle, he went
to Soldiers Point on Port Stephens. Crossing the
harbour here, he explored the Northern shores on
horseback and foot, and· finally decided on the
present site of Tahlee and Canington, as a suitable
place for his headquarters. While Dawson and his
party had been exploring, the schooner carrying
the main bulk of their supplies had arrived in the
harbour, and they were able to go ahead in
establishing a settlement.
In the very earliest days conditions were rough.
Dawson in a report to the Sydney committee at the
end of his term of office, desci·ibes the way things
were: "Our issuing store was a tent and our
warehouse the open air. All our provisions and
stores were kept covered with blady grass and
we had no storekeeper ... save a mechanic
who could scarcely write his name."
This same report, which was a defence in answer
to accusations resulting in an enquiry into the
efficiency of the Australian Agricultmal Company's
affairs, states that Dawson was very short staffed,
and that progress was slow, and was plagued by
setbacks. According to the book EARLY DAYS
OF PORT STEPHENS, "Under Mr. Dawson's
superintendency,
the settlement did not
prosper. Those of the Sydney committee who
visited it in 1827 found it overmanned with
officers bearing high sounding titles, entirely
lacking in discipline and the convict servants,

of ,vhom there were said to be far too many,
with nothing useful to do. This condition of
affairs brought the Com.pany tnto a great deal
of unpopularity-and
Mr. Dawson was
superseded early in 1828, Mr.James Ebsworth
being appointed to carry on until another
Commissioner was sent out from England,"
However, Dawson strongly felt that the Sydney
committee lacked interest in the Australian
Agricultural Company's progress at Port Stephens
and complained that they bad left him without
help in the midst of llis difficulties in a land
foreign to him.

Despite these criticisms, during the first two years
of settlement, many things were accomplished.
Dawson and John Oxley (the famous explorer, and
at that time Surveyor General) explored and
defined the boundary for the million acre grant for
the A.A. Co. in Australia. The following is a
description of the boundaries of the grant received
in London on September 13th, 1828. It was
accompanied by a letter from Dawson and Oxley
dated January 9th, 1828: "Bounded on the South
by a line by compass bearing west 8 statute
miles or 640 chains commencing on the west
bank of the river Karuab at a mark there set
up a few yards below a reef of rocks stretching
across the river. On the west by a line bearing
north by compass to the river Manning. On the
east by the sea coast to high-water mark to the
north head of Port Stephens. On the north by
the South bank of the river Manning to the
sea. On the south and west by the waters of
the harbour of Port Stephens and the river
Karuah to the mark set up on the west bank of
that river. Comprising 1,048,968 acres of land
whereof 35,840 acres consist of barren sandy
sea coast rendered necessary to be included
for the more complete definition of the
Company's eastern boundary, with a
reservation to the crown of 320 acres of land
surrounding the north head of Port Stephens."
During November 1826 Dawson, and the Company
surveyor, Mr. Armstrong, explored the country
"from the head of navigation of the river
Karttah to the rivers Gloucester and Manning".
During this journey, Dawson decided upon a site
upon the river Karuah for cultivation and
settlement. That site is now the township of
Stroud.
At Port Stephens, a site on flat ground near the
water's edge had been chosen, and a township
planned and deve1oped. The native name for the
area was "Carribean" or "Carribeen" but it was
later named Carrington after the first chairman of
the Australian Agricultural Co. It is interesting to
note that tbe suburb of Newcastle called
Carrington was later named after his grandson who
became Governor of New South Wales.
It became the business centre of the district.
containing storehouses, residences of officials, and
cottages of the men of the military guard. During
the first year of settlement about half a mile west
of this township, Dawson began work on "Tahlee
House" which was to become the home of the first
four Commissioners of the A.A.Co.

He was soundly criticised for his choice of the site,
and accused of "building it upon a rock which
required more expense of labour and powder
to blast for a foundation
than the whole
cottage was worth."
Further criticisms were made to the effect that
Dawson "had placed the establishment
in a
swamp and opposite a mud flat in the sea."

Sir William

Edward

Parry

In 1829, the London directors of the A.A. Co.
offered the post of Australian Commissioner to Sir
William Edward Parry, who replaced Robert
Dawson. Up until this time, Sir Edward had been a
hydrographer with the Admiralty and a sailor and
explorer of renown.
Sir Edward's fame, both during his lifetime and
historically, resulted from bis extensive
explorations in the Arctic regions. Parry undertook
several expeditions between 1818 and 1829, in
attempts to discover the North-West Passage. In
1827, he set out on an expedition for the purpose
of attempting to reach the :-forth Pole. Although he
did not actually accomplish this, he and his party
did reach the highest latitude ever before recorded.
On his return from this expedition, he continued in
his position as hydrographer to the Admiralty,
until requested by the A.A. Co. to take on the
position in Australia in 1829.
Parry and his wife, Isabella, sailed from England on
July 18th, 1829, arriving in Sydney on December
23rd of the same year. On their arrival, they stayed
at Government House with Sir Ralph and Lady
Darling, to whom they had letters of introduction.
During January and February of 1830 Parry made
preliminary trips to Tahlee to prepare for his
family. At the end of nine days on his first trip he
had to urgently return to Sydney on the news of
the birth of a twin son and daughter. Both Lady
Parry and the two children had been in a critical
condition, but due to Lady Darling's care, had
survived and were doing well.

In March 1830, Parry and his family arrived at
Port Stephens lo settle. An account of the kind of
welcome they were given is recorded by Parry's
son in his book MEMOIRS OF REAR-ADMIRAL
SIR W. E. PARRY: "As soon as the vessel hove
in sight, signal guns were fired on shore and

shortly afterwards a boat put off manned by
the officers of the Company who were desirous
of testifying their respect for the new
Commissioner
by rowing him and his famUy to
land. At the moment of landing, a salute was
fired in honour of their arrival and the Union
Jack hoisted on the flag staff. Such was the
welcome to their Australian home."

Parry

The F!lnit Store

as Commissioner

Before even taking up residence, Parry had become
aware of some of the problems 11e would have to
face as Commissioner. In his journal he has
recorded problems which came to meet him, even
before he set foot on Land, on one of hls
preliminary visits: :-Ionday, February 22nd, 1830"While running down the harbour, Lieutenant
Donelan and M:r. Stacey (surgeon) came on
board, being in a boat fishing, and I was very
much shocked to find from )'.Ir. Donelan that a
female servant of Mr. Barton's had hung
herself in the wash-house a few nights ago ...
Presently, ~Ir. Ebswortb came on board and
informed me there was a great deal of sickness
in the settlement, but Mr. Stacey the surgeon,
laughed at this and said he was not aware of
this." He found, on landing, that there were
several who were very ill, and later, after referring
to various untreated cases of sickness, says: "The
medic.al department is disgraceful to the
establishment
and must be remedied."
At that time the settlement at Carrington consisted
of a row of cottages, a mill ("a miserable affair
... and frequently out of order"), a watch-house
(or gaol), barracks, a couple of handsome cottages,
brick-fields and tan yards and a hospital ("a most
wretched shed").
Parry was not at all happy with the hospital shed,
complaining that it had a stagnant pool in the
middle of it. This, he claimed, was a result of the
method of building undertaken by his predecessors
who had, "instead of raising the front ...
always let down the back by digging and
blasting at an enormous expense."
Ilis Journals and other records indicate that he was
very strict in matters relating lo health. Parry's
influence extended t.o the Company's other
sett.lemenls at Booral and Stroud.
It was under bis direction that Booral House,
Stroud IIousc and Teleghen-y House were built.
He also instigated the construction nf the ciam. nn
the Karuah River which is now known as the
Washpool. It was used for washing sheep. A
nourmill at Stroud was built under his direction in
1831 as was Lhe first steam ship to be built in the
area. It. was named the "Karuah" and was launched
in November, 1831.
Other monuments to Sir William Edward Parry are
Parish House and St. John's Church in Stroud. The
foundation stone of St. John's was laid by Parry in

1833. The follo"·ing entry from his journal notes
the occasion: ")fonday, 29th April - I allowed a
holiday this day at Stroud, on the occasion of
laying the corner stone of the Church. The
religious part of the ceremony was performed
by the Rev. Mr. Wilton and the stone laid by
myself in the presence of about 200 persons,
serva1tts of the Compat1y bei.tlg arranged by
the Rev. Mr. Wilton and also the seats of the
various important
personages.
The people
assembled in the burying ground at half past
ten by previous appointment,
and at eleven
o'clock Mr. Wilton, accompa'Dled by the
officers of the Company, Lady Parry and
myself, proceeded to the spot and the
ceremony was immediately
commenced."

Parry,

the Man

Later in the same ent1-y, Parry wrote: "I cannot
attempt to express what the interest was to
Lady Parry and myself and we fervently pray
that this may indeed be a House dedicated to
God and His Service."
This entry is interesting in that it is indicative of
the kind of people Sir Edward and Lady Parry
were. Other journal entries and numerous letters
reflect the Parrys' deep Christian interest and their
keen concern for the spiritual welfare of those
around them. Parry's son, in compiling bis father's
memoirs, wrote of their concern over the "moral
wilderness" they encountered on arriving at Port
Stephens. "The first step taken towards the
introduction
of a better state of things was the
establishment
of a regular service on Sundays.
There was no church nearer than Sydney, 90
miles distant (by sea), nor any chaplain
belonging to the settlement. Under these
circumstances,
Sir Edward fitted up a
carpenter's shop in the village as a place of
worship, and decided on conducting the
service himself. 'His manner', says Mr.
Ebswort.h, his friend and assistant in the
colony, 'in conducting the services of the
Church, was remarkable, and those who never
heard him lost a rich treat. I scarcely ever
heard the Liturgy read with so much
reverence, feeling and apparent delight."
This Church in the carpenter's shop at Carrington
had continued to grow, and it was,;_ result of this
that Parry decided to establish a church building to
house his congregation. Stroud was chosen as the
site, rather than Carrington, as it was by now the
principal settlement of tbe colony and more
central. Much of the fundings of the church came
from Parry's own pockets and a plaque on the wall
of the church remains even now, as a memorial to
Lady Parry.
It would be interesting today to be able to gauge
Sir Edward's and Lady Parry's re-actions to the
present Tahlee as a Bible College Campus and
Youth Camp site, to tell others about the Good
News of the Lord Jesus Christ. The following letter
written by Parry to a friend in England indicates
that over 100 years before Tahlee became officially
a Bible College and Camp centre, it was a place
where the importance of God's Word was
understood and shared:

Port Stephens, May 13th, 1830
"I trust we are, by God's assistance,
making
some religious impression.
The Bible was sadly
neglec.ted, I may say almost unknown,
before
we came. By the liberality
of our excellent
Naval and Military Dible Society, we have
distributed upwards of a hundred Bibles, and
as many prayer books from ''The Society for
Promoting
Christian
Knowledge", and the more
we distribute,
especially .among the convicts,
the greater seems to be the demand. It has
been a great happiness
to be able to say
hitherto to all around us, 'Whosoever
will. let
him take of the Water of Life freely!' ... I can
only add at present, send 01.t more Bibles:
I never before so fully felt the truth of its
being indeed 'the Sword of the Spirit'. Indeed,
in this country, more than in any other,
whatever truth is broup;ht forth. God shows
that the praise and Glory are. as they ought to
be, His alone; for to all human appearance,
and by all merely human means, reformation
is impossible."
Parry's reference here LU the Bible Society is of
great significance, when il is realised that on the
occasion of the 150th anniversary of the
settlement of Tahke, the Commomveallh Secretary
of the Bible Society in Australia, Lhe Rev. James
Payne, is to give the address!
Before the Parrys' arriYa], there had been no school
or organised recreation of any kind. Pa.rry wrote
that the population had been ",vbo1ly without
instruction
... for more than four years".
Lady Parry took matters in lo her hands, and opened
a school for the 50 or so children wl10 were,
according to PaiTy, "running wild". An adult school
,vas also set up for prisoners, many of whom wished
to learn Lo read, and a lending libra1y was
established.
Cricket matches were introduced and played each
Saturday afternoon; and special days, such as
C1u-istmas Day or Lady Parry's birthday, were used
as excuses for introducing light-hearted festivities.
The following extracts frnm lctteri,; describe these
kinds of activities. The first one refers to Lady
Parry's birthday celebrations.
"We had a large dinner and ball of all the
Company's servants resident here, heini:i: the
first time anything of this kind has been given.
Isabella and I danced a.-way with them first, to
set then1 going, and then. I believe, they would
have danced the whole night if we had allowed

them. Our great object is to make them all
happy and sociable among themselves,
has not hitherto been the case."

which

The following extract from a letter describes the
Christ mas festivities in the first year of their
residence at Tahlee.
December 23rd, 1833
"Yesterday was the breaking up of our school.
To celebrate the day, and reward the little
people for their good behaviour, we gave them a
dinner, after distributing
the prizes. We had a
kind e,; 1cnt rigged up for the occasion, on the

middle of the flat at Carribeen,
which is a place
something like an English Common, in the
middle of the settlement.
The people were aU
delighted with the idea, having had no fetes of
any ldnd since they came to the country; and
the head carpenter
entered into it with great
spirit, decorating
the place with bowers and
bunches of wild flowers, which, to an English
eye, ,vei-e green house plants, and some of the
rarest kind. There were flags flying at each end,
and an ensign upon a flagstaff a little way off.
It had a beautiful effect altogether,
with the
woody scenery around. Fifty-two children sat
down to dinner, and no Cheshire children could
have done greater justice to the beef and plwn
pudding. The parents were all invited to be
present, and looked as pleased as the children.
After dinner, we set them to playing at different
games. They ha,,e never, as yet, bad any among
themselves,
therefore
we had to teach them; but
they are lively children, and soon entered into
everything
with great spirit. Races for
sixpences afforded much amusement,
and
football, at which games blacks and whites
joined, both old and young. Mr. Ebsworth is an
excellent assistant,
and was quite delighted,
himself, to see anything like an English fete.
This was, I think, the general feeling. They all
said it reminded them of England, and was the
first thing of its kfod Port Stephens had ever
witnessed ... "

Bu:-;hfirc:-;hun, always been a threat to Tahlee in its
bushland setting. One of the first records of such a
threat was made by Lady Parry in a letter to her
mother, Lady M. Stanley ...
December 19th, 1831
"We have lately experienced
another
disadYantage
of a newly cultivated country, and
witnessed what I have only heard of before and
read in Cooper's novels. I mean the burning of
the woods, and it is, indeed, a fearful and
extraordinary
sight. For the last fortnight
the
whole country around has been in a blaze, and
het·ween this place a.nd the Gloucester,
a
distance of more than 70 miles, there is scarcely
a blade of grass left: it is one continued black
plain, and the stems of the trees are all
scorched and blackened.
We were in hopes we
should haYc escaped, near the house, but after
two or three clays, we saw there was but little
prospect of us avoiding the general destruction,.
Just as we were coming home from Church, last
Sunday, a man came running to say the fire had
reached his house, and was rapidly approaching

our garden. Immediately

all hands were sent off

to sa,•e the poor garden, and I am happy to say,
succeeded, though it was only by a few minutes.
Edward made them set fire to a broad space all
around, and this was only just completed when
the fire reached the place we had burnt, and,
finding no food to supply its flames, turned off
in another direction. It was fearful to hear the
crackling sound, as it came on through the
bushes, and the volumes of smoke nearly
blinded us all. While the fir,ts were raging in the

h1lls around, it was a most curious sight at
11-ight. The shores of the harbour were brightly
illuminated, while the large masses of fire upon
the horizon lighted up the sky all round. We
shall have plenty of occupation, for some time
to come, in cutting down the burnt trunks of
trees, and the beauty of our domain is quite
spoilt for the present."
In another letter to her mother, Lady Stanley,
Lady Parry tells of her meeting with an elderly man
who had been transported for poaching. The Parrys
had gone to Boora1 by boat:
"At Booral we remained two hours and I met
there an old Alderly acquaintance,
Daniel B-,
who had been transported for poaching; and
when I asked whose pheasants he had been
taking, he said 'Sir John Stanleys!'" (Her own
father!)
Story has it, thal quite a kinship was estab1isbed
between these two people, so far from their homes.
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In March 1834, the Pan-y family left Tahlee, and in
the following May they sailed for England, arrhing
in November. The time spent at Port Stephens had
been hard, and yet they looked back on it as one of
the happiest periods of their lives, because of what
they had been able to accomplish.

D11marasq
Lieutenant Colone1 Dumarasq, who had served
with distinction under the Duke of Wellington,

<luring the Battle of Waterloo, became the next
Commissioner. He took up residence at Tahlee
House until his death in 1838.
Dumarasq was faced with many problems during
his time as Commissioner, not the least being
friction between the A.A. Co. and the colonial
authorities. Tah1ee and Carrington were becoming
1ess and less important in the Company's affairs,
with the rise of Stroud as the main township.
Although Dumarasq lived at Tahlee, and added a
couple of rooms to the house, much of his business
was conducted on other areas of the Company's
estates, at Stroud and on the Peel river.

King
Co1onel Dumarasq died in 1838 and was followed
in 1839 by Captain Phi1ip Parker King, R.N.
Between Dumarasq's death and the appointment
of King, Mr. Ebsworth, who had been part of the

A.A. Co. since Dawson's commissionership, and was
thorough1y aware of the Company's activities, took
charge. He had also taken temporary charge of the
Company for the time between the end of Dawson's
term of off;-~ and the arriva1 of Sir Edward Parry.

While :-Ir. Ebsworth was in office, after
Dumarasq's death, the directors in England put
forward a proposal that could have totally changed
the history of Tahlee, and indeed the whole of Port
Stephens. At the time, community attention was
focused on the area, and land values were increasing
throughout the colony. The English directors
suggested that the areas along the foreshores be
subdivided into small blocks, and offered for sale. It
seems that these blocks would have sold readily to
investors. However, Mr. Ebsworth opposed the idea,
and as he was on the spot, the directors in England
bowed to his judgement and abandoned the proposal.
Perhaps Port Stephens would today have been a
well developed city had Mr. Ebsworth not opposed
that suggestion.
It was during King's period as Commissioner that
the shift away from the settlement at Tahlee and
Carrington to the Company's other centres,
especially Strnud, was virtually completed.
King was responsible for the building of the silos at
Stroud and the homestead on the Company's Warrah
Station. The small stone church at Carrington,
about half a mile from Tahlee, was completed during
his tenn of office. He laid its foundation stone in
December, 1846, and it was officially opened in
November, 1847. King was the last Commissioner of
the Australian Agricultural Company to live in
Tahlee House; and that chapter of Tahlee's history
was closed with the end of King's apJX)intment in

1849.

Dean Cowper

It is of interest to note that many street and place
names, familiar to Newcastle residents, have been
named after people connected with Tahlee and the
Australian Agricultural Company. At least the first
four Commissioners' names are remembered in
street names: Dawson Street; Parry Street;
Dumarasq Street and King Street. Layman Street
is named after Thomas Layman, who was originally
the Company's overseer, and who had the
responsibility of the construction of Booral House,
Stroud House, St. John's Church, Carrington
Church, Telegherry House, the flour mill and the
'\VashJX)ol. Cowper Streets, in both .Xewcastle and
Stroud, are named after Rev. Cowper, who was the
Chaplain of the A.A. Co. from 1836 to 1856. (The
chaplaincy was instigated by Sir Edward Parry so
that the work he had begun would continue.)
The Re,·. Cow-per was the first ordained minister in
the district. and his connections with Tahlee
continued for many years. Another familiar street
name to ~ewcastle people is that of Barton.
Australia's first Prime Minister in 1901, Edmond
Barton. was the son of the Mr. Barton who had Leen
the Accountant of the A.A. Co. during both

Dawson's and Parry's times as Commissioners.
With the end of Captain King's appointment in
1849, Tah1ee ceased to be used as the home of the
A.A. Co.'s commissioners. Records indicate that a
parcel of land, including the acreage on which
Tahlee House and the Bible College stand, was sold
for two thousand five hundred pounds by the A.A.
Co. in 1856, to Mr. Frederick Manton, of Sydney. It
seems that he, and other members of his family,
lived at Tahlee intermittently,
until the house and
property were acquired by Rev. James Cameron and

Mr. Andrew Robertson Cameron in 1871. The
property again changed hands in 1880, when it was
bought for six hundred and fifty pounds by the Hon.
Robert Hoddle Driberg 'iiVhite. He lat-er expanded his
Port Stephens estate with Lhe purchase of adjoining
land, from the A.A. Co. jn 1881, and 1888.
Unfortunately, little record is aYailable of Tahlee
whilst owned by Lhe Mantons and the Camerons.
However, R.H.D. "\"\'bite had a colourful history, and
during his lifetime, Tahlee became quite widely
known.
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In Volume 1, of 2 books published during his lifetime called A l'STRALIA;'-\ '.\IE~ OF ~lARK, Robert
Iloddle Driberg \\'hite is included as a man whose
name is "well known to the public of ~ew South
Wales". He was the eldest son of James Charles
Wb.ite (who was stock master to the A.A. Co. at Port
Stephens during the 1830's), and Sarah Elizabeth,
the only child of Robert Hoddle, surveyor general of
Victoria, who laid out Melbourne in 1837. He was
born at Stroud on the 19th May, 1838, and later
went into the employment of the Bank of New
South Wa1es.
His encounters with bushrangers whilst working in
the bank, made him known as a formidable force to
be contended with. The book AUSTRALIAN MEN
OF .MARK continues the story:
"While in the employ of the bank at Deniliquin,
the office was attacked
by armed bushrangers,
amongst who!Il was William Lee of Bargo Brush
and Cockatoo Point notoriety.
Both be and the
manager were surprised
at dinner, and bound
with ropes by the bushrangers,
who robbed the
bank of eight thousand
pounds, and made good
their escape. On being released, young White at
once started in pursuit, armed with a double
barrelled
gun and revolver, and accompanied
by
a black tracker.
He spent the night in the
search, and succeeded in recovering
some of the
gold and notes from two places of concealment,
and in obtaining
information
on which the
culprits were captured in a fortnight after the
robbery took place. Ou a second occasion, Mr.
White was fated to have an adventure
with
bushrangers.
On 19th April, 1868, he was "stuck
up" at Currie's Hotel on the Gympie Road, in
Queensland,
by five armed men. Shots were
exchanged,
and one of the robbers was
wounded by Mr. White, who himself escaped
unscathed.
For his courage and bravery on that
occasion, the bank presented
him with a tea
sen·ice of silver plate, the government
adding a
handsome rifle and an official letter of thanks,
while the residents of Gym pie gave a diamond
ring."

From his early years, R.H.D. White would have
known of the existence of Tahlee. In 1880 he came
into a fortune that not only allowed him to buy
Tahlee, but also caused a great public stir. In 1880
he-"accidentally
learned that his grandmother,
Mary, wife of Robert Hoddle, before referred to,
had left him considerable property in
Melbourne on her death, which had taken place
many years previously. The case was
surrounded by extraordinary
difficulties,
inasmuch as the transaction had been kept
secret for thirteen years. The Deed had been lost,
or destroyed, without having,been
registered,
and the lawyer who had drawn it up was a
lunatic in Waggeroo asylum, in Queensland.
There was thus no evidence to go upon beyond
the statements on oath of some three or four
respectable people, who testified to having
handled and read the missing Deed. With
praiseworthy
courage and pertinacity,
which in
this instance ensured its own reward, Mr. "'bite
commenced legal proceedings against his
grandfather, then an old man, who was acting
1.mder the advice of his second wife. After
considerable
litigation, by which the· attention
of the five colonies was aroused, on account of
the lar~e interest involved, Mr. White consented
to settle the action by a compromise. Under the
agreement arrived at, he received nearly fifty
thousand pounds as arrears of rent, and one
half of a valuable property in Elizabeth Street,
Melbourne."
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R.II.D. White came back to Port Stephens district
not long after this. He had been invited to stand for
Parliament and was subsequently elected and look
his seat for Gloucester. It was during this period
that he bought Tahlee.
Muny improvements and extensium, were made to
1he pruperty during his time. It seems he built the
large lounge room on Tahlee House and the section
of lhe College buildings which now house the
Lecture Room, Kitchen and Dining Room. When
White built it, the Lectme Room was a billiard
room. and the dining mom was a ballroom. The
ballroom flc.x1rwas secretly nailed; in other words, it
was nailed from beneath so that nu nail heads were
ill evidence. :\u nail heads cun be seen even today.
Other rooms in the building nuw used for dining,
' kitc.:hen, storage and communication purposes were
bcdruoms fnr guests. The marble for the fireplaces
in the ballroom, hilliard roorn and Tahlee House
lounge rnom, was im1x1rled especially from Jtaly.
The bnok AlJSTRALIAI'\ MEX OF MARK says that:
"Io private life his (R.H.D. White's) hospitality is
prove1•bia1, and whether at his home in Port
Stephens or on board his steam yacht,
"Kingfisher", in Sydney Harbour, his visitors
never failed of a warm welcome."
Visitors were brought to Tal1lee from Sydney in 1.he
"Kingfisher", disembarking at the wharf, which
existed until fairly recently at the end of the boat
harbour below Tahlee !louse. They were brought by
a small horse-drawn tram to their accommodation,
and were able to enjoy, not only the entertainment
laid on for their benefit, but also the beauty of
~ardens cared for at that time by twelve full time

gardeners.

Terraces were stepped dowu to the wate1,

sum mer houses, bird a\'iaries and trellises, were
built during this period. Plants from many different
countries were planted then and most of them, such
as lbe bambo0s, the Japanese elms, and the tnwering
New Zealaud Kami, are flourishing ~till.
Robert Hoddle Uriberg \Vhite arranged for the
restorati< ,n of the Carrington Church in 1888; and
, accordi11g to a newspaper article published in 1934,
''to ensure attendance, Mr. White arranged for a
steamer to bring people from surrounding
districts".
It is interesting to note here that R.II.D. Wbite's
daughter, Eliza Jane, later married Sir William
Cullen in this Church. The ceremony was performed
by her grandfather, Dean Cowper, wbu had been
Chaplain to the A.A. Company. Another wedding
performed at this Htt1e Church was bet ween Mr.
Cyrill 'Nhite, one of R.II.D. White's sons, and Mary
Kemmis, daughter of Canon Kemmis.
• The ballroom had also been used as a Chapel by
R.H.D. White. Old photographs show it set up as
such, with Louis A7Vchairs. Olher Louis XV
furniture included a settee and card table. The
ballroom also contained fine old oil paintings, and a

pipe organ, (the first three-manual pipe organ in
Australia), whicb was bought in 1931 by St.

Mr. A.B.S. White

Phillip's Church, Eastwood, where it has recently
been renovated.
Reference to Rev. Cowper, Dean of Sydney at that
t imc, provides another interesting sidelight to
Tahlee's history. Robert Hoddle Driberg Wl1ite had
married his daughter, Elizabeth Jane Cowper, thus
linking him closely to Tahlee. His father, \rcnerable
Archdeacon Cowper, had spoken at the inaugural
meeting of the Bible Society, (the British and
Foreign Bible Society), in Australia in 1817.
This recurring link with the Bible Society through
Sir Edward Parry and the White family continues to
this present 150th year. It again seems apt that the
Commonwealth Secretary of tbe Bible Society
should address the opening of the Tah1ee
Auditorium at these 150th anniversary celebrations.
With the death of the Ilon. R.II.D. White, the
Tab lee estate was held in tmst for his widow until
her death, when it passed into the hands of their
son, Alfrey Beecher Stewart \1/hite. DUJ·ing his
lifetime, A.B.S. White lived chiefly in Sydney, and
Tah1ee bc-,ame a quiet haven for him and members
of his family.

THE THIRD PHASE OF THE

1r111s1r()RY(
()F l~llr11Lfcfc
The Coming of the Gospel
Fishermen
Mission

~Ir. Frank Briggs

About eight kilometres from Tahlee, almost directly
opposite, across Port Stephens, is another historic
homestead: Tanilba House. In 1943, this homestead
was being leased as lhe headquarters of the Gospel
Fishermen Mission, now known as the Gospel
Service Mis5ion. In the following few years about
nineteen staff workers from many different
denominations were involved under the
Directorship of Mr. G. Theobald, in the organisation
of the three pronged outreach of this inter-church
~fission
G0spel vans were sent out into the outlying isolated
country areas, so that the good news of the Lord
Jesus Christ could be shared with people who l1ad
little opportunity to visit any Church. Missions were
held in Churches of various denominations,
throughout Newcastle, the Hunter Valley, and an
ever-wirlening surrounding area. These two aspects
of the work of the Gospel Fishermen Mission,
instigated the third prong of its outreach. Many of
the children and yol)..llgpeople contacted through
Gospel van and Mission work had little knowledge
of Gori or Christian training. Tanilba was a place
ideally situated to bring such children, not only for
times of teaching, but also for times of recreation.
These Camps were an exciting new experience for
some children who had rarely, if ever, seen the sea.
Tanilba had been operating as the headquarters of
the Mission, and as a camp, house party and
convention centre for sL'{ years, when, in the spring
of 1948, some Tanilba perso011el, Mr. and Mrs.
Colin Denner, his visiting parents and the
Theobalds, hired a launch to picnic on the opposite
shore of the Bay. With that unremarkable event,
Tahlee entered the current phase of its history; for
on that day, when the picnickers saw the historic
home, lhe silent shell of the billiard and ballrooms,
and the exter1sive and beautiful grounds, they were
confronted by the strange conviction that this
Tahlee was to hold a significant place in their
future. The letter written. soon after, to Mr. A.B.S.
\\11ite, the owner, received a prompt reply-he had
no intention of selling, renting, or leasing any part
nf his country home. So that was that-except
that
six weel<s later a further letter arrh·ed from Mr.
\,11ite, requesting an interview.
;,.rr. and :'-lrs. Theobald, the Mission secretary Mr.
Fred Wilson, and Mr. Frank Briggs, came to Tahlee
-this time by car-a journey that tested their
enthusiasm about the property. The roads were
mostly unsealed, two punts had to be negotiated,
and the route leading from the rough Tea Gardens
road to Tahlee was a sandy, two wheeled bush
track. However, the interview with Mr. \Vhite over
lunch at Tab.lee House confirmed the original
con\'iction. Ylr. White was impressed by the nature
of the work amongst young people in which the
Gospel Fishermen Mission was involved, and had
decided to offer for leasing, a section of the property.

The followngJune (1949), l\fr. and Mrs. Theobald
and one small daughter moved from Tanilba to a
small cottage on the waterfront at Tahlee. (That
cottage has been renovated ewer the years, and is
now the Principal's residence.) Mr. and Mrs. Colin
Denner remained in charge of the work at Tanilba,
until they later commenced, and continue to
supervise, the outreach of the Mission at Warwick,
Queensland.
Besides the cottage on the waterfront, the buildings
leased included the billiard room and ballroom
complex (nm,v the C{)l!ege lecture and dining rooms),
and the use of an old barn that stood where the
Auditorium now stands. Two tanks, one at the
Cottage and one at the billiard and balJroom
complex, comprised the entire water supply. Until
further tanks were acquired, these two t.an]~s were
constantly replenished from a well, which had been
built during Sir Edward Parry's time.
There were no stoves in the main building at first,
and a great deal of work was undertaken to enable
the outreach of Gospel vans, youth camps, church
conventions, and missions to operate from the new
headquarters.
When not in Sydney, Mr. White often stayed at
Tahlee House, and the new aITivals found him to be
a valued friend. The old township of Carrington had
been bought years before from the A.A. Co. by
James Agnew Smith. His son, Samuel, had worked
for many years as the caretaker of Tahlee, his
daughter, Inez, assisting. In later years, Inez became
lhe second Mrs. While and cared for him until his
death in 1963. The Smith family also proved to be
valued and loyal friends during those early years.
Whilst still at Tanilba, before Tahlee was known to
the Mission, discussions with leaders of Mission
Societies had revealed a certain need. Although
excelJent Bible, Theological and Missionary training
was currently available, there was no provision for
Missionary candidates to gain proficiency in the
rudiments of carpentry, mechanics, bushcraft,
agriculture, electricaJ ,vork, and other related ski1ls.
Tanilba had been suggested as a possible venue for a
concentrated course providing training in these
areas. However, this was only a growing concept,
and it was not until Tahlee had been operating as a
camp and convention centre for two years that the
concept became a reality.
A committee of Mission Society leaders, with
extensive YHssionary experience, had been formed
to inaugurate this course, and Tahlee \Vas eventually
chosen as the most suitable venue. And so another
facet of Tahlee's history came into being.
Mr. Frank Briggs, who for some years had been a
Missionary in what was then Papua, New Guinea,
became the first superintendent of this Pioneer
Missionary Training Camp. He brought his wife and
four children from Melbourne, and took up
residence at Tahlee.
Over the next fe-,v years Tahlee House continued to
be Mr. White's cow1try home, and a portion of the
rest of the property operated as the Gospel
Fishermen Mission's headquarters, witl1 a coutinuing
minislry in camps, com entions, Gospel van and
mission outreach, as well as the Missionary Training
Camp.
0

During these years, another point of need in the area
of Missionary training was becoming increasingly
obvious. Although there was no shortage of Bible,
Theological and Missionary training for single
people, there was virtually no opportunity in this
field for married people, particularly with families.
The staff of the Gospel Fishermen Mission felt
increasing concern and conviction over this.
A further milestone in the history of Tahlee came
when Mr. A.B.S. White offered the property to the
G.F.M. for sale. This offer was unexpected, and with
it came the realisati.on that Tahlee could be the
venue for a fu11 interdenominational
Bible College
with one of its main aims being the accommodation
of married couples and families. Under the sure
guidance, din:ction and provision of God, the
property was purchased in 1959. In October of the
same year, a' service attended by several hundred
people, celebrated two important events in the
history of Tah1ee-the dedication of the property to
be used to the glory of God; aud the official opening
of the Tahlee Bible College.
Camps, house parties and conventions continued to
operate during vacations, and occasionally at
weekends-and
have continued to do so. Because
the Missionary Training Camp had proved to be of
such great value, it was absorbed as one aspect of
the total Bible College curriculum.
Rev. Eric Potter became the first Principal of the
College, along with.Mr. George Sharpe, as the Vice
Principal, and Registrar. After Rev. Potter's
retirement, he was followed by the present
Principal, Rev. Ron Farquhar. Mr. Godfrey
Theobald, Director of the Mission, became the
College President. Mr. Frank Briggs, having
supervised the ~lissionary Training Camp,
continued to supervise this area of the course, and
also took on the responsibility of Men's
Superintendent. He continued in this position until
his death at Tahlee on October 21st, 1962.
Concnrrently, the lease at Tanilba terminated, and
:Mr. and Mrs. Brian MacPherson, who had taken the
place of Mr. and :Mrs. Denner at Tanilba, joined the
staff at Tahlee. Miss Lillian Willoughby, who had
recently joined the staff of the Gospel Fishermen
.Mission, became the first College Housekeeper.
Since its opening in 1959, the Tahlee Bible College
has continued to grow as has the work of the Gospel
Sen-ice :-.fission. The face ofTab1ee has changed to
accommodate the developing needs of the work, and
from 1949, when there were only three buildings
and a few small oulhom~es, a small township has
grown with over forty buildings, including the
Auditorium. From a population of two Mission staff,
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and Mr. ·white and his housekeeper, in 1949, Tahlee
has now a permanent population of thirty staff aml
helpers, plus students and children.
It is unfortunate that in a brief history such as this,
it is impossible to record the many dedicated men
and women who have contributed to Tahlee's
development and outreach. Through their dedicated
service, many thousands of people, both young and
older, have heard the Christian message at Tahlee as
well as thousands more through its out rea<.:h.
Since the inception of the College, nearly four
hundred men and women have been students there.
Many of the men and women who have been
students there are now in Christian service in
countries all over the world, as well as in Australia.
The settlement, begtm one hundred an(! fifty years
ago, by the Australian Agricultural Company, and
known only in Australia and by a few people in
England, is now becoming widely known in many
parts of the world.
The occasion of the 150th anni versat)' of this
settlement of Tahlee, is to be marked by the
dedication and official opening of the Auditorium.
This building was originally a theatre at the Greta
:Military Camp. It was dismantled, transported 100
kilometres to Tahlee, "stored", and eventually
rebuilt with changes in structure to allow a light
and airy interior. The Auditorium is being officially
opened by Mr. Edward White, in honour of his
father, A.B.S. White, whose friendship to the Gospel
Service Mission was valued so highly.
The testimony and outreach begun by Sir Edward
Parry in the first phase of Tahlee's history;
continued by members of the White family through
the next phase of its history; and expanded by the
Gospel Service Mission in this phase; reflect a
continuing answer to the following prayer offered by
Sir Edward and Lady Pan-y prior to leaving
Australia in 1834:
"Earnestly indeed did we pray that God would
... bring forth the fruits of true holiness so
that peace and the 'Gospel of Peace' may reign
throughout this settlement when we arc far
away."

SIGNIFICANT

DATES

l.826

Settled by Australian Agricultural
Company. Mr. Dawson first Commissioner.

l.829

Sir \Villiam Edward Parry came. Arctic
explorer later became Lord of the
Admiralty.

!:::-

Began headquarters

1854

l.880
1927

l.949
l.951.

l.959
l.959

l.964
l.972
1976
l.976

move to Stroud.

A.A. Co. exchange land for Peel Valley.
Tahlce changed hands three times in
interYening years.
Bought by Robert Hoddle Driberg White.
Inherited by A.B.S. White.
(1943 Gospe.1 Fishermen Mission move
to Tahlee)
G .F.1\1. lease portion

of buildings.
G.F.1YI. and committee commence
Missionary Training Camp.
(1952 G.F.M. acquire Kingswood,
\Yarwick)
Tahlec bought by G.F.M.
G.F.l\I. commence Tahlee Bible College to
cater for families as well as single
students.
Auditorium
bought and transported
from
Greta ~Iilitary Camp to Tahlee.
(G.F.~I. buys Tumut Youth Camp, Tumut)
~fission name changed to Gospel Service
~lission.

16th October: Auditorium
150th anniversary

opened to mark

of Tahlee.

Tahlee

House

Robert Dawson, the first Commissioner of the
Australian Agricultural Company, began work on
Tahlee House in the first year of settlement 1826. Apparently he ran into some difficulties, as
he was later criticised for having built the house
"upon a rock which required more expense of
labour and powder to blast for a foundation
than lhe whole cottage was worth". The labour
he used was that of assigned servants - convicts.
Early plans of the house. though interesting, do not
seem to accord with t11e layout of the existing
house. It seems that the next two Cmnmissioners,
Parry and DumaraS<J both added rooms, though
which ones it is hard to guess.
In his diary, Sir William Edward Parry described
the hom-lCas "a long low building with a
ve:randah in front . .. on the side of a steep,
grassy slope wit.h lemon and orange trees
interspersed,
reaching down to the water's
edge. The front windows commanded u.
beautiful view of the harhour. and of se,•eral
thtcklv wooded islets with wl;icb its i.urface
wa.i; st.udded."
Lady Frnnklin, wife uf the Governor of Tu:,mania,
Sir Juh11 Franklin. visited Tllhlec f-10\1seon Friday,
:-[ay 31st, 1839. Captain King had mily just taken
up his posit.ion as Comrnissiuner at the time. In her
diary she noted down her arrival and subsequent
,·isil:
" ... Came to Sawyers Point (Karuah), where
they were to take boat after a dark and
difficult drive lit by torches of bark at 7 p.m.,
and then had to go three miJes to Carrington,
or Tablee as they call the house. An tslarnd or
two lie on arm o·f bay near us, kept near left
near bank, or north bank covered with trees
behind which moon rose like broken, artificial
fireworks. We landed at a small jetty and were
met on the outskirts of garden by Captain King
who conducted us to house built on steep,
precipitous bank. Building built with three
front windows under ,•erandah, a chimney at
each end on a frame, with painted fn.1nt built
by Parry with two rooms; in one I slept, one
window In front one side.
Dumarasq added three rooms somewbere ...
commands fine view of capacious harbour.
:N'ative name of Carrington River is 'Carroa'.
'Tahlee' is the native name of the point on
which the residence Is built.
Slept in Lady Parry's room. House not yet In
order or furnished.
Garden on steep bank to water was formed by

her; on its slope is a rnJ.sedhillock, a.ad black
painted headboa1·d, on which is painted: 'Poor
Fido,July 27, 1833'. It was one of the dogs
which went with Parrv to North Pole and died
here ju.st before they l~ft. A dog of Colonel
Dumarasq dled just before she left, and she
had him buried by side."

Servants'

Quarters

Behind Tahlee House: there are buildings which
wen: originally 1,crvants' quarters and kitchens.
Th<'y were huilt by convict lahour with hand made
bricks. They ha,-c been plastered in recent years to
prescn·e and strengthen them.
TToweYer. sections of lhe hand made bricks have
be..".nleft u11covered so that tbcv can be seen. These
buildings have been used for manv vears as
ni i ssi01; tlffkes. l t is planned that· t l;ey will
cvcntuall> h<,usc a small historical 11111::;L--itm.

Boat

Harbour

and Well

Both of these were again built by convict labour.
The boat harl>om lie~ below Tahlcc Ifom;e. R.H.D.
White had a smull horsc--dtaw11 Lramwav installed
fmm th~ boot harbour lo bring l!is visitors and
,•argo \tp th..: hill from his yachts, the "Kingfisher"
and the ..White Star".
(fl is interest in~ t\J note here ,hat the G1Jspel
SernCl. !'-lissim1 acquired a forty-foot luunch in
S,· '.,..:\" that wa._ used for manv n:urs in missim1
·,, , ·,mund Port Sicph.:n~. It. ~ccmcd ti

remarkable coincidence that the name of this
laund1 was also the "White Star.")
net ween Tahlee and Carringlon lies an old well
that was built during the time of Sir William
Eclwarn Parry. When the Gospel Service Mission
fir.;;t moved to Tahlee, it proYided excellent. fresh
water to replenisl1 tanks. Tt is still in very good
condition.

Cemetery
:'xot far from I he well lies an old cemetery that was
cstahlishl'.d by the A.A. Co. The oldest grave in the
ccmetcrv dates to 1837 and is that of Captai11
Terry of the Whaling Brig "Tigress".
The most recent grave is that of Mr. Samuel Smith,
who died in 1949, not long after Mr. and Mrs.
Theobald first took up residence at Tahlee.

Carrington

Chureh

This Church, now used as a youth hostel, was built
i11 1846 and 1847 by Captain King. It was
officially ooened in November, 1847. In 1851
Bishop Tyrrell consecrated it as the Church of the
Holy Trinity. When a new Church was built. al
Dulahdelah in 1862, all the furniture was shifted
from Carrington Church, and it was closed until
restored and rededicated as the Chu.rch of St.
Andrew, in 1888, by the Honourable R.ll.D.
\Vl1ile. ll was use11as a Church until ahoul 1949,
and in the late 1960's was leased by the Youth
Hostel Association of Australia,
The following e...._tractfrom a newspaper article
published on December 29, 1934, provides
fasci11ati11gbackground to the little Church:
"In 1847, the A.A. Company erected a. Cb urch
at Carrington, Port Stephens built by convict
la.hour of rubble stone, cemented together with
lime obtained from oyster shells, the only
binding medium they had ln those days. Thls
Church, known as St. Andrew's, is in a. good
state of preservation, an<I is furnished with
beautiful cedar fittings. lt ts still used for
monthly services. An interesting relic of early
days is attached to the Cburch; this consists of
a bell made in Engle. nd ln 1839, and brought
out by the Company, and used for the purpose
of sounding an alarm, when a convict escaped:
with the departure of the convicts, the bell was
no lon~er required for this purpose, and 1t was
attached to the Church by means of a wooden
belfry. Unfortunately, the woodwork rotted,
and the bell fell; being cracked in the fall, and
c.ould not of course be rung.
It is now to he seen outside the entrance porch
of the Church, securely cemented to a plinth."
Althottgh the Church is not currently used for
servlt:cs. the bell still remains.

Tablee

Observatory

On a hill behind Tablee House, commanding a wide
,•iew of Port Stephens, is an old set of steps
communly know11 as "the lookout". Duri11g the time
of the A.A. Co., a watch was kept here for runaway
convicts and incoming ships.
That insignificant pile of stonei:; was not placed in
that posil ion haphazardly. It stands on the same
longitude (meridian) as Bennelong Point, Sydney,
and was used as a fixed pnint for trigonometrical
aml ai.tronomical calculations.
"The L1x1kmit" played a helpful parl when King
mapped the depths of Port Stephens. Smmdings
were taken from a boat, and the results were
signalled back to another person on ''the lookout",
who then recorded them.

The Cannon
There were originally two large cannons, called
'·fiel<l pieces", like the one still at TaJ1lee today, and
fonr smaller ones. These were v.ppa.rently used to
sound a wan1i11g to soldiers stationed at Soldiers
Point. that convicts had escaped from the
settlement. Convicts wonld make their way to the
narrow portion of the harbour near Soldiers Point,
and try to swim across The CtlllJJon has recently
hccn rcmonntcr1

"Earnestly indeed
did we pray that God
would ... bring forth
the fruits of
true holiness
so that peace and
the 'Gospel of Peace'
may reign
throughout this
settlement when
we are far away."
-Sir

Edward

Parry,

1834

Thls booklet has been ·written to mark the 150th Anniversary
of
the settlement
of "Tahlce", Port Stephens, N.S.W. Proceeds of its
sale will be channelled
into Christian work at "Tahlec" and
elsewhere.
Designer! by The Pol tcr's Clay Studi<>.

A PLACE
CALLED

TAHLEE

A short historical narrative covering 150 years of the
fascinating history of Tahlee, Port Stephens.

This booklet is printed to
commemorate the 150th Anniversary
of the settlement of Tahlee.
Its information is drawn from
a variety of different sources.
Because of the brief nature
of the work, many fascinating details
have been regrettably omitted.
It is hoped, however,
that the sequence of historical events
becomes clear to the reader,
and that through it he will
understand more about that
place called "Tahlee".
I would like to extend
my warm thanks to all who helped
in the research and compiling
of this booklet.

A PLACE
CALLED

TAHLEE
"Only one earth-life,
soon it is passed,
Only what's done
for Jesus will last..."

TAHLEE HISTORY
Introduction

In January 1826, a decision was made by a leader of a party who had been
exploring the North Western shores of Port Stephens. That decision – to settle the
site of the headquarters of the Australian Agricultural Company "on the left hand
bank of the (Karuah) river close to the harbour", marked the beginning of the
history of Tahlee.
1976 marks the sesqui-centenary of the settlement of that site. Throughout those
150 years, the countryside and the nature of the buildings have changed
according to the role Tahlee has assumed. There have been three different distinct
phases in its history, each phase has been unique in its purpose and function and
has involved different sets of people, yet it is significant that throughout, there has
been one continuing emphasis. From early in its history, there have been people at
Tahlee who have sought to meet both the physical and the spiritual needs of
others through outreach and hospitality. Tahlee House, being built in the first year
of settlement, has witnessed the changing phases and has been an integral part of
this hospitality and outreach.

Earliest Inhabitants
The earliest inhabitants of the Port Stephens area were the Gringai tribes of
Aborigines. They were fairly typical of tribes in Australia generally, living in miamias and living a subsistence type of life. William Scott, who was born at
Carrington and has written of many associations with them, recalls they had a
great sense of fun and sharing. They were a peaceful people and apparently lived
quite harmoniously with the whites in the early years. However, other tribes
further up the Karuah and Gloucester Rivers did not react so peaceably to the
white man's intrusion. Early records cite incidents concerning bloodshed on
both sides, but around Tahlee and Carrington there was a measure of good will.
Captain Cook's log book contains the first historical reference to Port Stephens.
He sighted it on May 11, 1777 and named it himself, after Philip Stephens, then
secretary to the Admiralty. White contact with the area was scarce between then
and 1826. A number of vessels sought shelter during heavy seas, and Mr. Charles
Grimes, then Surveyor General of the Colony, explored the area in 1795. It was
concluded from his unfavourable report that it would never "be necessary to
send a second time to it". However, as one historian has suggested:
"one might be pardoned for doubting the ability of Mr. Grimes as an
observer when it is noted that on his voyage to and from Port Stephens he
caught no glimpse of the harbour that afterwards became Port Hunter."
(Newcastle)

The Australian Agricultural Co.
The coming of the white man to Port Stephens, to settle in a systematic way,
began with the formation of the Australian Agricultural Company in England in
1824. This was a chartered company with a capital of one million pounds. It was
formed "for the purpose 'of producing articles of export not raised in any
other English settlement', and other objects of a colonisation character".

It was agreed by the Imperial Government that a grant of a million acres of land in
the colony of New South Wales be made to the Company, under certain conditions.
The Sydney committee of the Company, Messrs. James and H.H. Macarthur and
James Bowman, received a letter from the Company Directors requesting
assistance in the selection of the million acres when their agent arrived in Sydney.
The following extract from EARLY DAYS OF PORT STEPHENS sheds some
interesting light on their rather less than enthusiastic response to this letter. "It
does not appear that these gentlemen put themselves to any great trouble to
choose the most suitable locality. Beyond interviewing Mr. Oxley, the
Surveyor General, and rejecting his suggestions regarding the Liverpool
Plains, the Lachlan, and the head of the Macquarie River they did nothing.
As the Company had indicated that it preferred a place on the coast,
where shipping facilities were available, Mr. Oxley suggested Port
Stephens and inferred that suitable country thereabout might be found for
settlement purposes. Nothing definite was done by the three Sydney men
until Mr. Dawson arrived, with stock, plant and equipment for the new
settlement, on December 23, 1825."

Robert Dawson
Although he had no experience in Australian conditions, Dawson then set out with a
local party on January 1st, 1826, to explore Port Stephens and the surrounding
districts. He explored the Hunter River, then, after returning to Newcastle, he went to
Soldiers Point on Port Stephens. Crossing the harbour here, he explored the Northern
shores on horseback and foot, and finally decided on the present site of Tahlee and
Carrington, as a suitable place for his headquarters. While Dawson and his party had
been exploring, the schooner carrying the main bulk of their supplies had arrived in
the harbour, and they were able to go ahead in establishing a settlement.
In the very earliest days conditions were rough. Dawson in a report to the Sydney
committee at the end of his term of office, describes the way things were: "Our
issuing store was a tent and our warehouse the open air. All our provisions
and stores were kept covered with blady grass and we had no storekeeper . . .
save a mechanic who could scarcely write his name."
This same report, which was a defence in answer to accusations resulting in an
enquiry into the efficiency of the Australian Agricultural Company's affairs, states
that Dawson was very short staffed, and that progress was slow, and was plagued
by setbacks. According to the book EARLY DAYS OF PORT STEPHENS, "Under
Mr. Dawson's superintendency, the settlement did not prosper. Those of the
Sydney committee who visited it in 1827 found it overmanned with officers
bearing high sounding titles, entirely lacking in discipline and the convict
servants, of whom there were said to be far too many, with nothing useful to
do. This condition of affairs brought the Company into a great deal of
unpopularity and Mr. Dawson was superseded early in 1828, Mr. James
Ebsworth being appointed to carry on until another Commissioner was sent
out from England." However, Dawson strongly felt that the Sydney committee
lacked interest in the Australian Agricultural Company's progress at Port Stephens
and complained that they had left him without help in the midst of his difficulties
in a land foreign to him.
Despite these criticisms, during the first two years of settlement, many things
were accomplished. Dawson and John Oxley (the famous explorer, and at that time

Surveyor General) explored and defined the boundary for the million acre grant for
the A.A. Co. in Australia. The following is a description of the boundaries of the
grant received in London on September 13th, 1828. It was accompanied by a letter
from Dawson and Oxley dated January 9th, 1828: "Bounded on the South by a
line by compass bearing west 8 statute miles or 640 chains commencing on
the west bank of the river Karuah at a mark there set up a few yards below a
reef of rocks stretching across the river. On the west by a line bearing north by
compass to the river Manning. On the east by the sea coast to high-water mark
to the north head of Port Stephens. On the north by the South bank of the
river Manning to the sea. On the south and west by the waters of the harbour
of Port Stephens and the river Karuah to the mark set up on the west bank of
that river. Comprising 1,048,968 acres of land whereof 35,840 acres consist of
barren sandy sea coast rendered necessary to be included for the more
complete definition of the Company's eastern boundary, with a reservation to
the crown of 320 acres of land surrounding the north head of Port. Stephens."
During November 1826 Dawson, and the Company surveyor, Mr. Armstrong,
explored the country "from the head of navigation of the river Karuah to the
rivers Gloucester and Manning". During this journey, Dawson decided upon a
site upon the river Karuah for cultivation and settlement. That site is now the
township of Stroud.
At Port Stephens, a site on flat ground near the water's edge had been chosen, and a
township planned and developed. The native name for the area was "Carribean" or
"Carribeen" but it was later named Carrington after the first chairman of the
Australian Agricultural Co. It is interesting to note that the suburb of Newcastle
called Carrington was later named after his grandson who became Governor of New
South Wales.
It became the business centre of the district, containing storehouses, residences of
officials, and cottages of the men of the military guard. During the first year of
settlement about half a mile west of this township, Dawson began work on "Tahlee
House" which was to become the home of the first four Commissioners of the
A.A.Co.
He was soundly criticised for his choice of the site, and accused of "building it
upon a rock which required more expense of labour and powder to blast for a
foundation than the whole cottage was worth."
Further criticisms were made to the effect that Dawson "had placed the
establishment in a swamp and opposite a mud flat in the sea."

Sir William Edward Parry
In 1829, the London directors of the A.A. Co. offered the post of Australian
Commissioner to Sir William Edward Parry, who replaced Robert Dawson. Up until
this time, Sir Edward had been a hydrographer with the Admiralty and a sailor
and explorer of renown.
Sir Edward's fame, both during his lifetime and historically, resulted from his
extensive explorations in the Arctic regions. Parry undertook several expeditions
between 1818 and 1829, in attempts to discover the North-West Passage. In 1827, he
set out on an expedition for the purpose of attempting to reach the North Pole.

Although he did not actually accomplish this, he and his party did reach the highest
latitude ever before recorded. On his return from this expedition, he continued in his
position as hydrographer to the Admiralty, until requested by the A.A. Co. to take on
the position in Australia in 1829.
Pant' and his wife, Isabella, sailed from England on July 18th, 1829, arriving in
Sydney on December 23rd of the same year. On their arrival, they stayed at
Government House with Sir Ralph and Lady Darling, to whom they had letters of
introduction. During January and February of 1830 Parry made preliminary trips to
Tahlee to prepare for his family. At the end of nine days on his first trip he had to
urgently return to Sydney on the news of the birth of a twin son and daughter. Both
Lady Parry and the two children had been in a critical condition, but due to Lady
Darling's care, had survived and were doing well.
In March 1830, Parry and his family arrived at Port Stephens to settle. An account
of the kind of welcome they were given is recorded by Parry's son in his book
MEMOIRS OF REAR-ADMIRAL SIR W. E. PARRY: "As soon as the vessel hove in
sight, signal guns were fired on shore and shortly afterwards a boat put off
manned by the officers of the Company who were desirous of testifying their
respect for the new Commissioner by rowing him and his family to land. At
the moment of landing, a salute was fired in honour of their arrival and the
Union Jack hoisted on the flag staff. Such was the welcome to their
Australian home."

Parry as Commissioner
Before even taking up residence, Parry had become aware of some of the problems
he would have to face as Commissioner. In his journal he has recorded problems
which came to meet him, even before he set foot on land, on one of his preliminary
visits: Monday, February 22nd, 1830—"While running down the harbour,
Lieutenant Donelan and Mr. Stacey (surgeon) came on board, being in a boat
fishing, and I was very much shocked to find from Mr. Donelan that a female
servant of Mr. Barton's had hung herself in the wash-house a few nights ago .
. . Presently, Mr. Ebsworth came on board and informed me there was a great
deal of sickness in the settlement, but Mr. Stacey the surgeon, laughed at
this and said he was not aware of this." He found, on landing, that there were
several who were very ill, and later, after referring to various untreated cases of
sickness, says: "The medical department is disgraceful to the establishment
and must be remedied."
At that time the settlement at Carrington consisted of a row of cottages, a mill ("a
miserable affair . . and frequently out of order"), a watch-house (or gaol),
barracks, a couple of handsome cottages, brick-fields and tan yards and a hospital
("a most wretched shed").
Parry was not at all happy with the hospital shed, complaining that it had a
stagnant pool in the middle of it. This, he claimed, was a result of the method of
building undertaken by his predecessors who had, "instead of raising the front .
. . always let down the back by digging and blasting at an enormous expense."
His Journals and other records indicate that he was very strict in matters relating
to health. Parry's influence extended to the Company's other settlements at Booral
and Stroud.

It was under his direction that Booral House, Stroud House and Telegherry House
were built. He also instigated the construction of the darn on the Karuah River
which is now known as the Washpool. It was used for washing sheep. A flourmill at
Stroud was built under his direction in 1831 as was the first steam ship to be built
in the area. It was named the "Karuah" and was launched in November, 1831.
Other monuments to Sir William Edward Parry are Parish House and St. John's
Church in Stroud. The foundation stone of St. John's was laid by Parry in 1833. The
following entry from his journal notes the occasion: "Monday, 29th April — I
allowed a holiday this day at Stroud, on the occasion of laying the corner
stone of the Church. The religious part of the ceremony was performed by
the Rev. Mr. Wilton and the stone laid by myself in the presence of about
200 persons, servants of the Company being arranged by the Rev. Mr.
Wilton and also the seats of the various important personages. The people
assembled in the burying ground at half past ten by previous appointment,
and at eleven o'clock Mr. Wilton, accompanied by the officers of the
Company, Lady Parry and myself, proceeded to the spot and the ceremony
was immediately commenced."

Parry, the Man
Later in the same entry, Parry wrote: "I cannot attempt to express what the
interest was to Lady Parry and myself and we fervently pray that this may
indeed be a House dedicated to God and His Service."
This entry is interesting in that it is indicative of the kind of people Sir Edward
and Lady Parry were. Other journal entries and numerous letters reflect the
Parrys' deep Christian interest and their keen concern for the spiritual welfare of
those around them. Parry's son, in compiling his father's memoirs, wrote of their
concern over the "moral wilderness" they encountered on arriving at Port
Stephens. "The first step taken towards the introduction of a better state of
things was the establishment of a regular service on Sundays. There was no
church nearer than Sydney, 90 miles distant (by sea), nor any chaplain
belonging to the settlement. Under these circumstances, Sir Edward fitted
up a carpenter's shop in the village as a place of worship, and decided on
conducting the service himself. 'His manner', says Mr. Ebsworth, his friend
and assistant in the colony, 'in conducting the services of the Church, was
remarkable, and those who never heard him lost a rich treat. I scarcely ever
heard the Liturgy read with so much reverence, feeling and apparent
delight."
This Church in the carpenter's shop at Carrington had continued to grow, and it
was a result of this that Parry decided to establish a church building to house his
congregation. Stroud was chosen as the site, rather than Carrington, as it was by
now the principal settlement of the colony and more central. Much of the fundings
of the church came from Parry's own pockets and a plaque on the wall of the
church remains even now, as a memorial to Lady Parry.
It would be interesting today to be able to gauge Sir Edward's and Lady Parry's
reactions to the present Tahlee as a Bible College Campus and Youth Camp site, to
tell others about the Good News of the Lord Jesus Christ. The following letter
written by Parry to a friend in England indicates that over 100 years before Tahlee

became officially a Bible College and Camp centre, it was a place where the
importance of God's Word was understood and shared:

Port Stephens, May 13th, 1830
"I trust we are, by God's assistance, making some religious
impression. The Bible was sadly neglected, I may say almost
unknown, before we came. By the liberality of our excellent Naval
and Military Bible Society, we have distributed upwards of a
hundred Bibles, and as many prayer books from "The Society for
Promoting Christian Knowledge", and the more we distribute,
especially among the convicts, the greater seems to be the demand.
It has been a great happiness to be able to say hitherto to all
around us, 'Whosoever will, let him take of the Water of Life freely!'
. . . I can only add at present, send out more Bibles: I never before
so fully felt the truth of its being indeed 'the Sword of the Spirit'.
Indeed, in this country, more than in any other, whatever truth is
brought forth, God shows that the praise and Glory are, as they
ought to be, His alone; for to all human appearance, and by all
merely human means, reformation is impossible."
Parry's reference here to the Bible Society is of great significance, when it is
realised that on the occasion of the 150th Anniversary of the settlement of
Tahlee, the Commonwealth Secretary of the Bible Society in Australia, the Rev.
James Payne, is to give the address!
Before the Parrys' arrival, there had been no school or organised recreation of any
kind. Parry wrote that the population had been "wholly without instruction . . .
for more than four years".
Lady Parry took matters into her hands, and opened a school for the 50 or so
children who were, according to Parry, "running wild". An adult school was also set
up for prisoners, many of whom wished to learn to read, and a lending library was
established.
Cricket matches were introduced and played each Saturday afternoon; and special
days, such as Christmas Day or Lady Parry's birthday, were used as excuses for
introducing light-hearted festivities. The following extracts from letters describe these
kinds of activities. The first one refers to Lady Parry's birthday celebrations.

"We had a large dinner and ball of all the Company's servants
resident here, being the first time anything of this kind has been
given. Isabella and I danced away with them first, to set them going,
and then, I believe, they would have danced the whole night if we
had allowed them. Our great object is to make them all happy and
sociable among themselves, which has not hitherto been the case."
The following extract from a letter describes the Christmas festivities in the first
year of their residence at Tahlee.

December 23rd, 1833

"Yesterday was the breaking up of our school. To celebrate the day,
and reward the little people for their good behaviour, we gave them a
dinner, after distributing the prizes. We had a kind of tent rigged up
for the occasion, on the middle of the flat at Carribeen, which is a
place something like an English Common, in the middle of the
settlement. The people were all delighted with the idea, having had
no fetes of any kind since they came to the country; and the head
carpenter entered into it with great spirit, decorating the place
with bowers and bunches of wild flowers, which, to an English eye,
were green house plants, and some of the rarest kind. There were
flags flying at each end, and an ensign upon a flagstaff a little way
off. It had a beautiful effect altogether, with the woody scenery
around. Fifty-two children sat down to dinner, and no Cheshire
children could have done greater justice to the beef and plum
pudding. The parents were all invited to be present, and looked as
pleased as the children. After dinner, we set them to playing at
different games. They have never, as yet, had any among
themselves, therefore we had to teach them; but they are lively
children, and soon entered into everything with great spirit. Races
for sixpences afforded much amusement, and football, at which
games blacks and whites joined, both old and young. Mr. Ebsworth
is an excellent assistant, and was quite delighted, himself, to see
anything like an English fete. This was, I think, the general feeling.
They all said it reminded them of England, and was the first thing
of its kind Port Stephens had ever witnessed . . ."
Bushfires have always been a threat to Tahlee in its bushland setting. One of the
first records of such a threat was made by Lady Parry in a letter to her mother,
Lady M. Stanley . . .

December 19th, 1831
"We have lately experienced another disadvantage of a newly
cultivated country, and witnessed what I have only heard of before
and read in Cooper's novels. I mean the burning of the woods, and it
is, indeed, a fearful and extraordinary sight. For the last fortnight
the whole country around has been in a blaze, and between this
place and the Gloucester, a distance of more than 70 miles, there is
scarcely a blade of grass left: it is one continued black plain, and
the stems of the trees are all scorched and blackened. We were in
hopes we should have escaped, near the house, but after two or
three days, we saw there was but little prospect of us avoiding the
general destruction•. Just as we were coming home from Church,
last Sunday, a man came running to say the fire had reached his
house, and was rapidly approaching our garden. Immediately all
hands were sent off to save the poor garden, and I am happy to say,
succeeded, though it was only by a few minutes. Edward made them
set fire to a broad space all around, and this was only just
completed when the fire reached the place we had burnt, and,
finding no food to supply its flames, turned off in another direction.

It was fearful to hear the crackling sound, as it came on through the
bushes, and the volumes of smoke nearly blinded us all. While the
fires were raging in the hills around, it was a most curious sight at
night. The shores of the harbour were brightly illuminated, while the
large masses of fire upon the horizon lighted up the sky all round. We
shall have plenty of occupation, for some time to come, in cutting
down the burnt trunks of trees, and the beauty of our domain is quite
spoilt for the present."
In another letter to her mother, Lady Stanley, Lady Parry tells of her meeting with
an elderly man who had been transported for poaching. The Parrys had gone to
Booral by boat:

"At Booral we remained two hours and I met there an old Alderly
acquaintance, Daniel B—, who had been transported for poaching;
and when I asked whose pheasants he had been taking, he said 'Sir
John Stanleysr " (Her own father!)
Story has it, that quite a kinship was established between these two people, so far
from their homes.

TAHLEE & THE AUSTRALIAN AGRICULTURAL CO.
AFTER Sir Edward Parry

In March 1834, the Parry family left Tahlee, and in the following May they sailed for
England, arriving in November. The time spent at Port Stephens had been hard, and yet
they looked back on it as one of the happiest periods of their lives, because of what they
had been able to accomplish.

Dumarasq
Lieutenant Colonel Dumarasq, who had served with distinction under the Duke of
Wellington, during the Battle of Waterloo, became the next Commissioner. He
took up residence at Tahlee House until his death in 1838.
Dumarasq was faced with many problems during his time as Commissioner, not the
least being friction between the A.A. Co. and the colonial authorities. Tahlee and
Carrington were becoming less and less important in the Company's affairs, with the
rise of Stroud as the main township. Although Dumarasq lived at Tahlee, and added a
couple of rooms to the house, much of his business was conducted on other areas of
the Company's estates, at Stroud and on the Peel River.

King
Colonel Dumarasq died in 1838 and was followed in 1839 by Captain Philip Parker
King, R.N. Between Dumarasq's death and the appointment of King, Mr. Ebsworth,
who had been part of the A.A. Co. since Dawson's commissionership, and was
thoroughly aware of the Company's activities, took charge. He had also taken
temporary charge of the Company for the time between the end of Dawson's term of
office and the arrival of Sir Edward Parry.

While Mr. Ebsworth was in office, after Dumarasq's death, the directors in England
put forward a proposal that could have totally changed the history of Tahlee, and
indeed the whole of Port Stephens. At the time, community attention was focused on
the area, and land values were increasing throughout the colony. The English directors
suggested that the areas along the foreshores be subdivided into small blocks, and
offered for sale. It seems that these blocks would have sold readily to investors.
However, Mr. Ebsworth opposed the idea, and as he was on the spot, the directors in
England bowed to his judgement and abandoned the proposal. Perhaps Port Stephens
would today have been a well developed city had Mr. Ebsworth not opposed that
suggestion.
It was during King's period as Commissioner that the shift away from the settlement
at Tahlee and Carrington to the Company's other centres, especially Stroud, was
virtually completed.
King was responsible for the building of the silos at Stroud and the homestead on the
Company's Warrah Station. The small stone church at Carrington, about half a mile
from Tahlee, was completed during his term of office. He laid its foundation stone in
December, 1846, and it was officially opened in November, 1847. King was the last
Commissioner of the Australian Agricultural Company to live in Tahlee House; and
that chapter of Tahlee's history was closed with the end of King's appointment in
1849.
It is of interest to note that many street and place names, familiar to Newcastle
residents, have been named after people connected with Tahlee and the Australian
Agricultural Company. At least the first four Commissioners' names are remembered
in street names: Dawson Street; Parry Street; Dumarasq Street and King Street.
Layman Street is named after Thomas Layman, who was originally the Company's
overseer, and who had the responsibility of the construction of Booral House, Stroud
House, St. John's Church, Carrington Church, Telegherry House, the flour mill and
the Washpool. Cowper Streets, in both Newcastle and Stroud, are named after Rev.
Cowper, who was the Chaplain of the A.A. Co. from 1836 to 1856. (The chaplaincy
was instigated by Sir Edward Parry so that the work he had begun would continue.)
The Rev. Cowper was the first ordained minister in the district, and his
connections with Tahlee continued for many years. Another familiar street name to
Newcastle people is that of Barton. Australia's first Prime Minister in 1901,
Edmond Barton, was the son of the Mr. Barton who had been the Accountant of
the A.A. Co. during both Dawson's and Parry's times as Commissioners.
With the end of Captain King's appointment in 1849, Tahlee ceased to be used as the
home of the A.A. Co.'s commissioners. Records indicate that a parcel of land,
including the acreage on which Tahlee House and the Bible College stand, was sold
for two thousand five hundred pounds by the A.A. Co. in 1856, to Mr. Frederick
Manton, of Sydney. It seems that he, and other members of his family, lived at Tahlee
intermittently, until the house and property were acquired by Rev. James Cameron
and Mr. Andrew Robertson Cameron in 1871. The property again changed hands in
1880, when it was bought for six hundred and fifty pounds by the Hon. Robert Hoddle
Driberg White. He later expanded his Port Stephens estate with the purchase of
adjoining land, from the A.A. Co. in 1881, and 1888. Unfortunately, little record is
available of Tahlee whilst owned by the Mantons and the Camerons. However, R.H.D.

White had a colourful history, and during his lifetime, Tahlee became quite widely
known.

TAHLEE

after the Australian Agricultural Company
In Volume 1, of 2 books published during his lifetime called AUSTRALIAN MEN OF
MARK, Robert Hoddle Driberg White is included as a man whose name is "well
known to the public of New South Wales". He was the eldest son of James Charles
White (who was stock master to the A.A. Co. at Port Stephens during the 1830s),
and Sarah Elizabeth, the only child of Robert Hoddle, surveyor general of Victoria,
who laid out Melbourne in 1837. He was born at Stroud on the 19th May, 1838,
and later went into the employment of the Bank of New South Wales.
His encounters with bushrangers whilst working in the bank, made him known as
a formidable force to be contended with. The book AUSTRALIAN MEN OF MARK
continues the story:
"While in the employ of the bank at Deniliquin, the office was attacked by
armed bushrangers, amongst whom was William Lee of Bargo Brush and
Cockatoo Point notoriety. Both he and the manager were surprised at
dinner, and bound with ropes by the bushrangers, who robbed the bank of
eight thousand pounds, and made good their escape. On being released,
young White at once started in pursuit, armed with a double barrelled gun
and revolver, and accompanied by a black tracker. He spent the night in the
search, and succeeded in recovering some of the gold and notes from two
places of concealment, and in obtaining information on which the culprits
were captured in a fortnight after the robbery took place. On a second
occasion, Mr. White was fated to have an adventure with bushrangers. On
19th April, 1868, he was "stuck up" at Currie's Hotel on the Gympie Road, in
Queensland, by five armed men. Shots were exchanged, and one of the
robbers was wounded by Mr. White, who himself escaped unscathed. For his
courage and bravery on that occasion, the bank presented him with a tea
service of silver plate, the government adding a handsome rifle and an official
letter of thanks, while the residents of Gympie gave a diamond ring."
From his early years, R.H.D. White would have known of the existence of Tahlee. In
1880 he came into a fortune that not only allowed him to buy Tahlee, but also caused
a great public stir. In 1880 he—"accidentally learned that his grandmother, Mary,
wife of Robert Hoddle, before referred to, had left him considerable property in
Melbourne on her death, which had taken place many years previously. The
case was surrounded by extraordinary difficulties, inasmuch as the
transaction had been kept secret for thirteen years. The Deed had been
lost or destroyed, without having been registered, and the lawyer who had
drawn it up was a lunatic in Waggeroo asylum, in Queensland. There was
thus no evidence to go upon beyond the statements on oath of some three
or four respectable people, who testified to having handled and read the
missing Deed. With praiseworthy courage and pertinacity, which in this
instance ensured its own reward, Mr. White commenced legal proceedings
against his grandfather, then an old man, who was acting under the advice
of his second wife. After considerable litigation, by which the attention of

the five colonies was aroused, on account of the large interest involved,
Mr. White consented to settle the action by a compromise. Under the
agreement arrived at, he received nearly fifty thousand pounds as arrears
of rent, and one half of a valuable property in Elizabeth Street,
Melbourne."
R.H.D. White came back to Port Stephens district not long after this. He had been
invited to stand for Parliament and was subsequently elected and took his seat for
Gloucester. It was during this period that he bought Tahlee.
Many improvements and extensions were made to the property during his time. It
seems he built the large lounge room on Tahlee House and the section of the College
buildings which now house the Lecture Room, Kitchen and Dining Room. When
White built it, the Lecture Room was a billiard room, and the dining room was a
ballroom. The ballroom floor was secretly nailed; in other words, it was nailed from
beneath so that no nail heads were in evidence. No nail heads can be seen even
today. Other rooms in the building now used for dining, kitchen, storage and
communication purposes were bedrooms for guests. The marble for the fireplaces in
the ballroom, billiard room and Tahlee House to room, was imported especially from
Italy. The book AUSTRALIAN MEN OF MARK says that: "In private life his
(R.H.D. White's) hospitality is proverbial, and whether at his home in Port
Stephens or on board his steam yacht, "Kingfisher", in Sydney Harbour, his
visitors never failed of a warm welcome."
Visitors were brought to Tahlee from Sydney in the "Kingfisher", disembarking at the
wharf, which existed until fairly recently at the end of the boat harbour below Tahlee
House. They were brought by a small horse-drawn tram to their accommodation, and
were able to enjoy, not only the entertainment laid on for their benefit, but also the
beauty of gardens cared for at that time by twelve full time gardeners. Terraces were
stepped down to the water, summer houses, bird aviaries and trellises, were built
during this period. Plants from many different countries were planted then and most of
them, such as the bamboos, the Japanese elms, and the towering New Zealand Kauri,
are flourishing still.
Robert Hoddle Driberg White arranged for the restoration of the Carrington Church
in 1888; and according to a newspaper article published in 1934, "to ensure
attendance, Mr. White arranged for a steamer to bring people from
surrounding districts".
It is interesting to note here that R.H.D. White's daughter, Eliza Jane, later married Sir
William Cullen in this Church. The ceremony was performed by her grandfather, Dean
Cowper, who had been Chaplain to the A.A. Company. Another wedding performed at
this little Church was between Mr. Cyril! White, one of R.H.D. White's sons, and Mary
Kemmis, daughter of Canon Kemmis.
The ballroom had also been used as a Chapel by R.H.D. White. Old photographs
show it set up as such, with Louis XV chairs. Other Louis XV furniture included a
settee and card table. The ballroom also contained fine old oil paintings, and a
pipe organ, (the first three-manual pipe organ in Australia), which was bought in
1931 by St. Phillip's Church, Eastwood, where it has recently been renovated.

Reference to Rev. Cowper, Dean of Sydney at that time, provides another interesting
sidelight to Tahlee's history. Robert Hoddle Driberg White had married his daughter,
Elizabeth Jane Cowper, thus linking him closely to Tahlee. His father, Venerable
Archdeacon Cowper, had spoken at the inaugural meeting of the Bible Society, (the
British and Foreign Bible Society), in Australia in 1817. This recurring link with the
Bible Society through Sir Edward Parry and the White family continues to this
present 150th year. It again seems apt that the Commonwealth Secretary of the Bible
Society should address the opening of the Tahlee Auditorium at these 150th
Anniversary celebrations. With the death of the Hon. R.H.D. White, the Tahlee estate
was held in trust for his widow until her death, when it passed into the hands of
their son, Alfrey Beecher Stewart White. During his lifetime, A.B.S. White lived
chiefly in Sydney, and Tahlee became a quiet haven for him and members of his
family.

THE THIRD PHASE OF THE

HISTORY OF TAHLEE
The Coming of the Gospel Fishermen Mission
About eight kilometres from Tahlee, almost directly opposite, across Port Stephens,
is another historic homestead: Tanilba House. In 1943, this homestead was being
leased as the headquarters of the Gospel Fishermen Mission, now known as the
Gospel Service Mission. In the following few years about nineteen staff workers from
many different denominations were involved under the Directorship of Mr. G.
Theobald, in the organisation of the three pronged outreach of this inter-church
Mission.
Gospel vans were sent out into the outlying isolated country areas, so that the good
news of the Lord Jesus Christ could be shared with people who had little opportunity
to visit any Church. Missions were held in Churches of various denominations,
throughout Newcastle, the Hunter Valley, and an ever-widening surrounding area.
These two aspects of the work of the Gospel Fishermen Mission, instigated the third
prong of its outreach. Many of the children and young people contacted through
Gospel van and Mission work had little knowledge of God or Christian training.
Tanilba was a place ideally situated to bring such children, not only for times of
teaching, but also for tunes of recreation. These Camps were an exciting new
experience for some children who had rarely, if ever, seen the sea. Tanilba had been
operating as the headquarters of the Mission, and as a camp, house party and
convention centre for six years, when, in the spring of 1948, some Tanilba personnel,
Mr. and Mrs. Colin Denner, his visiting parents and the Theobalds, hired a launch to
picnic on the opposite shore of the Bay. With that unremarkable event, Tahlee
entered the current phase of its history; for on that day, when the picnickers saw the
historic home, the silent shell of the billiard and ballrooms, and the extensive and
beautiful grounds, they were confronted by the strange conviction that this Tahlee
was to hold a significant place in their future. The letter written soon after, to Mr.
A.B.S. White, the owner, received a prompt reply – he had no intention of selling,
renting, or leasing any part of his country home. So that was that – except that six
weeks later a further letter arrived from Mr. White, requesting an interview.

Mr. and Mrs. Theobald, the Mission secretary Mr. Fred Wilson, and Mr. Frank Briggs,
came to Tahlee – this time by car – a journey that tested their enthusiasm about the
property. The roads were mostly unsealed, two punts had to be negotiated, and the
route leading from the rough Tea Gardens road to Tahlee was a sandy, two wheeled
bush track. However, the interview with Mr. White over lunch at Tahlee House
confirmed the original conviction. Mr. White was impressed by the nature of the work
amongst young people in which the Gospel Fishermen Mission was involved, and had
decided to offer for leasing, a section of the property.
The following June (1949), Mr. and Mrs. Theobald and one small daughter moved from
Tanilba to a small cottage on the waterfront at Tahlee. (That cottage has been
renovated over the years, and is now the Principal's residence.) Mr. and Mrs. Colin
Denner remained in charge of the work at Tanilba, until they later commenced, and
continue to supervise, the outreach of the Mission at Warwick, Queensland,
Besides the cottage on the waterfront, the buildings leased included the billiard room
and ballroom complex (now the College lecture and dining rooms), and the use of an
old barn that stood where the Auditorium now stands. Two tanks, one at the Cottage
and one at the billiard and ballroom complex, comprised the entire water supply.
Until further tanks were acquired, these two tanks were constantly replenished from a
well, which had been built during Sir Edward Parry's time.
There were no stoves in the main building at first, and a great deal of work was
undertaken to enable the outreach of Gospel vans, youth camps, church conventions,
and missions to operate from the new headquarters.
When not in Sydney, Mr. White often stayed at Tahlee House, and the new arrivals
found him to be a valued friend. The old township of Carrington had been bought
years before from the A.A. Co. by James Agnew Smith. His son, Samuel, had worked
for many years as the caretaker of Tahlee, his daughter, Inez, assisting. In later years,
Inez became the second Mrs. White and cared for him until his death in 1963. The
Smith family also proved to be valued and loyal friends during those early years.
Whilst still at Tanilba, before Tahlee was known to the Mission, discussions with
leaders of Mission Societies had revealed a certain need. Although excellent Bible,
Theological and Missionary training was currently available, there was no provision
for Missionary candidates to gain proficiency in the rudiments of carpentry,
mechanics, bushcraft, agriculture, electrical work, and other related skills. Tanilba
had been suggested as a possible venue for a concentrated course providing training
in these areas. However, this was only a growing concept, and it was not until Tahlee
had been operating as a camp and convention centre fur two years that the concept
became a reality.
A committee of Mission Society leaders, with extensive Missionary experience, had
been formed to inaugurate this course, and Tahlee Vas eventually chosen as the most
suitable venue. And so another facet of Tahlee's history came into being.

Mr. Frank Briggs, who for some years had been a Missionary in what was then
Papua, New Guinea, became the first superintendent of this Pioneer Missionary
Training Camp. He brought his wife and four children from Melbourne, and took
up
residence at Tahlee.
Over the next few years Tahlee House continued to be Mr. White's country home, and
a portion of the rest of the property operated as the Gospel Fishermen Mission's
headquarters, with a continuing ministry in camps, conventions, Gospel van and
mission outreach, as well as the Missionary Training Camp.
During these years, another point of need in the area of Missionary training was
becoming increasingly obvious. Although there was no shortage of Bible, Theological
and Missionary training for single people, there was virtually no opportunity in this
field for married people, particularly with families. The staff of the Gospel Fishermen
Mission felt increasing concern and conviction over this. A further milestone in the
history of Tahlee came when Mr. A.B.S. White offered the property to the G.F.M. for
sale. This offer was unexpected, and with it came the realisation that Tahlee could be
the venue for a full interdenominational Bible College with one of its main aims being
the accommodation of married couples and families. Under the sure guidance,
direction and provision of God, the property was purchased in 1959. In October of the
same year, a service attended by several hundred people, celebrated two important
events in the history of Tahlee – the dedication of the property to be used to the glory of
God; and the official opening of the Tahlee Bible College.
Camps, house parties and conventions continued to operate during vacations,
and occasionally at weekends – and have continued to do so. Because the
Missionary Training Camp had proved to be of such great value, it was absorbed
as one aspect of the total Bible College curriculum.
Rev. Eric Potter became the first Principal of the College, along with Mr. George
Sharpe, as the Vice Principal, and Registrar. After Rev. Potter's retirement, he was
followed by the present Principal, Rev. Ron Farquhar. Mr. Godfrey Theobald,
Director of the Mission, became the College President. Mr. Frank Briggs, having
supervised the Missionary Training Camp, continued to supervise this area of the
course, and also took on the responsibility of Men's Superintendent. He continued in
this position until his death at Tahlee on October 21st, 1962.
Concurrently, the lease at Tanilba terminated, and Mr. and Mrs. Brian MacPherson,
who had taken the place of Mr. and Mrs. Denner at Tanilba, joined the staff at
Tahlee. Miss Lillian Willoughby, who had recently joined the staff of the Gospel
Fishermen Mission, became the first College Housekeeper. Since its opening in
1959, the Tahlee Bible College has continued to grow as has the work of the Gospel
Service Mission. The face of Tahlee has changed to accommodate the developing
needs of the work, and from 1949, when there were only three buildings and a few
small outhouses, a small township has grown with over forty buildings, including
the Auditorium. From a population of two Mission staff, and Mr. White and his
housekeeper, in 1949, Tahlee has now a permanent population of thirty staff and
helpers, plus students and children.

It is unfortunate that in a brief history such as this, it is impossible to record the
many dedicated men and women who have contributed to Tahlee's development
and outreach. Through their dedicated service, many thousands of people, both
young and older, have heard the Christian message at Tahlee as well as
thousands more through its outreach.

Since the inception of the College, nearly four hundred men and women have
been students there. Many of the men and women who have been students there
are now in Christian service in countries all over the world, as well as in
Australia. The settlement, begun one hundred and fifty years ago, by the
Australian Agricultural Company, and known only in Australia and by a few
people in England, is now becoming widely known in many parts of the world.
The occasion of the 150th Anniversary of this settlement of Tahlee, is to be marked
by the dedication and official opening of the Auditorium. This building was
originally a theatre at the Greta Military Camp. It was dismantled, transported 100
kilometres to Tahlee, "stored", and eventually rebuilt with changes in structure to
allow a light and airy interior. The Auditorium is being officially opened by Mr.
Edward White, in honour of his father, A.B.S. White, whose friendship to the
Gospel Service Mission was valued so highly.
The testimony and outreach begun by Sir Edward Parry in the first phase of
Tahlee's history; continued by members of the White family through the next
phase of its history; and expanded by the Gospel Service Mission in this phase;
reflect a continuing answer to the following prayer offered by Sir Edward and
Lady Parry prior to leaving Australia in 1834:
"Earnestly indeed did we pray that God would . . . bring forth the fruits of
true holiness so that peace and the 'Gospel of Peace' may reign throughout
this settlement when we are far away."

SIGNIFICANT DATES
1826
1829

Settled by Australian Agricultural Company. Mr. Dawson first
Commissioner.
Sir William Edward Parry came. Arctic explorer later became
Lord of the Admiralty.

1830-34 Began headquarters move to Stroud.
1854
A.A. Co. exchange land for Peel Valley. Tahlee changed hands
three times in intervening years.
1880
Bought by Robert Hoddle Driberg White.
1927
Inherited by A.B.S. White.
(1943 Gospel Fishermen Mission move to Tahlee)
1949
1951

G.F.M. lease portion of buildings.
G.F.M. and committee commence Missionary Training Camp.
(1952 G.F.M. acquire Kingswood, Warwick)
1959
Tahlee bought by G.F.M.
1959
G.F.M. commence Tahlee Bible College to cater for families as
well as single students.
1964
Auditorium bought and transported from Greta Military Camp to
Tahlee.
1972
(G.F.M. buys Tumut Youth Camp, Tumut)
1976
Mission name changed to Gospel Service Mission.
1976
16th October: Auditorium opened to mark 150th Anniversary of
Tahlee.

I'

POINTS OF INTEREST
Tahlee House
Robert Dawson, the first Commissioner of the Australian Agricultural Company,
began work on Tahlee House in the first year of settlement - 1826. Apparently he
ran into some difficulties, as he was later criticised for having built the. house
"upon a rock which required more expense of labour and powder to blast for
a foundation than the whole cottage was worth". The labour he used was that
of assigned servants – convicts. Early plans of the house, though interesting, do
not seem to accord with the layout of the existing house. It seems that the next
two Commissioners, Parry and Dumarasq both added rooms, though which ones
it is hard to guess.
In his diary, Sir William Edward Parry described the house as "a long low
building with a verandah in front . . . on the side of a steep, grassy slope
with lemon and orange trees interspersed, reaching down to the water's
edge. The front windows commanded a beautiful view of the harbour, and
of several thickly wooded islets with which its surface was studded."
Lady Franklin, wife of the Governor of Tasmania, Sir John Franklin, visited
Tahlee House on Friday, May 31st, 1839. Captain King had only just taken up
his position as Commissioner at the time. In her diary she noted down her
arrival and subsequent visit:
". . . Came to Sawyers Point (Karuah), where they were to take boat after
a dark and difficult drive lit by torches of bark at 7 p.m., and then had to
go three miles to Carrington, or Tahlee as they call the house. An island
or two lie on arm of bay near us, kept near left near bank, or north bank
covered with trees behind which moon rose like broken, artificial
fireworks. We landed at a small jetty and were met on the outskirts of
garden by Captain King who conducted us to house built on steep,
precipitous bank. Building built with three front windows under
verandah, a chimney at each end on a frame, with painted front built by
Parry with two rooms; in one I slept, one window in front one side.
Dumarasq added three rooms somewhere . . . commands fine view of
capacious harbour. Native name of Carrington River is `Carroa'. `Tahlee' is
the native name of the point on which the residence is built.
Slept in Lady Parry's room. House not yet in order or furnished.
Garden on steep bank to water was formed by her; on its slope is a raised
hillock, and black painted headboard, on which is painted: 'Poor Fido,
July 27, 1833'. It was one of the dogs which went with Parry to North
Pole and died here just before they left. A dog of Colonel Dumarasq died
just before she left, and she had him buried by side."

Servants' Quarters

Behind Tahlee House there are buildings which were originally servants' quarters
and kitchens. They were built by convict labour with hand-made bricks. They have
been plastered in recent years to preserve and strengthen them.
However, sections of the hand-made bricks have been left uncovered so that they
can be seen. These buildings have been used for many years as mission offices. It
is planned that they will eventually house a small historical museum.

Boat Harbour and Well

Both of these were again built by convict labour. The boat harbour lies below
Tahlee House. R.H.D. White had a small horse-drawn tramway installed from the
boat harbour to bring his visitors and cargo up the hill from his yachts, the
"Kingfisher" and the "White Star".
(It is interesting to note here that the Gospel Service Mission acquired a forty-foot
launch in Sydney that was used for many years in mission work around Port
Stephens. It seemed a remarkable coincidence that the name of this launch was
also the "White Star.")
Between Tahlee and Carrington lies an old well that was built during the time of
Sir William Edward Parry. When the Gospel Service Mission first moved to Tahlee,
it provided excellent fresh water to replenish tanks. It is still in very good
condition.

Cemetery
Not far from the well lies an old cemetery that was established by the A.A. Co. The
oldest grave in the cemetery dates to 1837 and is that of Captain Terry of the
Whaling Brig "Tigress".
The. most recent grave is that of Mr. Samuel Smith, who died in .1949, not long
after Mr. and Mrs. Theobald first took up residence at Tahlee.

Carrington Church
This Church, now used as a youth hostel, was built in 1846 and 1847 by
Captain King. It was officially opened in November, 1847. In 1851 Bishop Tyrrell
consecrated it as the Church of the Holy Trinity. When a new Church was built
at Bulahdelah in 1862, all the furniture was shifted from Carrington Church,
and it was closed until restored and rededicated as the Church of St. Andrew, in
1888, by the Honourable R.H.D. White. It was used as a Church until about
1949, and in the late 1960s was leased by the Youth Hostel Association of
Australia.
The following extract from a newspaper article published on December 29,
1934, provides fascinating background to the little Church:
"In 1847, the A.A. Company erected a Church at Carrington, Port
Stephens built by convict labour of rubble stone, cemented together
with lime obtained from oyster shells, the only binding medium they
had in those days. This Church, known as St. Andrew's, is in a good
state of preservation, and is furnished with beautiful cedar fittings. It is
still used for monthly services. An interesting relic of early days is
attached to the Church; this consists of a bell made in England in 1839,
and brought out by the Company, and used for the purpose of sounding

an alarm, when a convict escaped: with the departure of the convicts,
the bell was no longer required for this purpose, and it was attached to
the Church by means of a wooden belfry. Unfortunately, the woodwork
rotted, and the bell fell; being cracked in the fall, and could not of
course be rung.
It is now to be seen outside the entrance porch of the Church, securely
cemented to a plinth."
Although the Church is not currently used for services. the bell still remains.

Tahlee Observatory
On a hill behind Tahlee House, commanding a wide view of Port Stephens, is an old
set of steps commonly known as "the lookout". During the time of the A.A. Co., a
watch was kept here for runaway convicts and incoming ships.
That insignificant pile of stones was not placed in that position haphazardly. It
stands on the same longitude (meridian) as Bennelong Point, Sydney, and was
used as a fixed point for trigonometrical and astronomical calculations.
"The Lookout" played a helpful part when King mapped the depths of Port
Stephens. Soundings were taken from a boat, and the results were signalled back
to another person on "the lookout", who then recorded them.

The Cannon
There were originally two large cannons, called "field pieces", like the one still at
Tahlee today, and four smaller ones. These were apparently used to sound a
warning to soldiers stationed at. Soldiers Point, that convicts had escaped from
the settlement. Convicts would make their way to the narrow portion of the
harbour near Soldiers Point, and try to swim across. The cannon has recently
been remounted.

"Earnestly indeed
did we pray that God
would . . . bring forth
the fruits of
true holiness
so that peace and
the 'Gospel of Peace'
may reign
throughout this
settlement when
we are far away."
—Sir Edward Parry, 1834

This booklet has been written to mark the 150 th Anniversary of the settlement of "Tahlee",
Port Stephens, N.S.W. Proceeds of its sale will be channelled into Christian work at
"Tahlee" and elsewhere.
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