JAMES RUSE — FROM CONVICT TO FARMER
Transcript
James Ruse was born in Cornwall, England, in 1759.
He grew up near the town of Launceston and learned how to farm.
Years later, James described himself simply as a “husbandman” — an old word for a farmer.
As a young man, James married a woman named Susannah Norcott.
They had two children, Elizabeth and Richard.
But James was about to make a decision that would separate him from his family — and change his life forever.

In 1782, James was convicted of breaking into a house and stealing two silver watches and other goods.
He was sentenced to death.
But his sentence was changed to seven years' transportation, which meant being sent away from Britain as punishment.
But James spent years in prison until, in 1787, he was placed aboard a ship called the Scarborough.
It was one of eleven ships that became known as the First Fleet.
Their destination was New South Wales.

After a voyage lasting more than eight months, the First Fleet arrived at Port Jackson in January 1788.
The British began establishing a colony at Sydney Cove.
For the newcomers, one problem quickly became clear.
They needed food.
The colonists had brought seeds, tools and livestock, but growing crops in unfamiliar Australian soils was much harder than expected.
The soil around Sydney Cove was poor for farming.
And many of the tools were unsuitable for clearing Australia's tough trees.
The colony needed people who understood farming.
James Ruse was one such person.
Interestingly, the Australian Museum records James as the first colonist to set foot in Australia, having carried Lieutenant George Johnston to shore on his back.
Better farming land was found farther west at Rose Hill, which became Parramatta.
A government farm was established there.
James was among the convicts sent to work in the settlement.
By 1789, his seven-year sentence had ended.
James wanted to become a free settler.
Governor Arthur Phillip had an idea.
Could one experienced farmer grow enough food to support himself?
If he could, other former convicts might be able to do the same.
It was an experiment.
And James Ruse was chosen to try it.

Late in 1789, James was given a small piece of ground near Parramatta.
A hut was built for him and some land was cleared.
He received seed, tools and government rations while he established the farm.
If he succeeded, Governor Phillip promised him more land.
But this wasn't ready-made farmland.
James had to work with ground covered by trees, roots, grasses and weeds.
And he didn't have a plough.
So he developed his own careful way of preparing the soil.
 We know quite a lot about James's methods because, in 1790, Marine officer Watkin Tench visited his farm and recorded what James told him.
James burned fallen timber and dug the ashes into the soil.
Then he carefully worked the ground with a hoe.
He dug grass and weeds back into the earth and planned to bury straw and other rotting material to make compost.
He planted wheat, maize and a small vegetable garden.
It was slow, exhausting work.
But his crops grew.
In 1790, another convict arrived in New South Wales.
Her name was Elizabeth Perry.
She had been transported from England aboard the Lady Juliana after being convicted of stealing.
James and Elizabeth met at Rose Hill.
They married on 5 September 1790.
James told Watkin Tench that Elizabeth worked beside him on the farm.
He described her as “industrious” — meaning hardworking.
Together they continued the experiment.

By early 1791, something important had happened.
James believed his farm could produce enough food to support his household.
Until then, he and Elizabeth had still received food from the government store.
Now James asked for those rations to stop.
David Collins, an officer in the colony, recorded what happened.
James had been farming his ground for about fifteen months and said that he could now support himself from its produce.
Governor Phillip agreed.
The experiment had worked.
A former convict had shown that he could become a self-supporting farmer.

Governor Phillip rewarded James's work with 30 acres at Parramatta.
The formal land grant followed in 1792.
It is generally recognised as the first land grant made to a former convict in New South Wales.
The property became known as Experiment Farm.
James expanded his crops.
By the end of 1791, Watkin Tench reported that he had more than eleven acres under cultivation, mostly growing maize.
He also had pigs and chickens.
For a time, the experiment looked like a great success.

But farming could be unpredictable.
In 1793, after problems with his crops and the land, James sold Experiment Farm.
And started again.
In 1794, he received land beside the Hawkesbury River.
The soil there was rich.
But the region could also be dangerous.
The Hawkesbury was not empty land.
It was Aboriginal Country, cared for and lived on for countless generations.
As British farms spread along the river, Aboriginal people were increasingly pushed from Country and important food sources.
Conflict followed as colonial settlement expanded.

For farmers such as James Ruse another danger came from the river itself.
Floods.
Again and again, the Hawkesbury overflowed.
Crops were destroyed.
Animals were lost.
Farms disappeared beneath the water.

But the couple recovered.
A government record from 1806 lists Elizabeth Ruse as a landholder in her own right.
She had 15 acres, crops of wheat and maize, seven pigs, three workers and four children.
She continued producing food, and later records show her supplying grain to the government stores in her own name.
The story of James Ruse’s farming achievements was also the story of Elizabeth’s work. She was an important part of their success.

James served for a time as a constable.
But farming remained an important part of his life.
In 1809, he received another large grant — 100 acres near Salt Pan Creek, in the Bankstown area.
Later he held or worked land in several other parts of the colony.
His fortunes rose and fell.
Sometimes he owned considerable land and livestock.
At other times he had very little.
James Ruse's life wasn't a simple story of becoming rich.
It was a story of repeatedly starting again.

James had wanted a plough since his early days at Experiment Farm.
A wooden plough kept today in a museum has traditionally been linked with James Ruse.
Some later stories even say that he built it himself.
What we do know is that James's first successful crops at Experiment Farm were grown largely through hard work with hand tools such as the hoe.
That makes his achievement even more remarkable.

Eventually James and Elizabeth lived in the Macquarie Fields and Campbelltown areas.
Elizabeth died in 1836.
James had shared almost 46 years of his life with her.
He died the following year, on 5 September 1837.
He was 78 years old.

James’s gravestone tells part of his story.
That he came from Cornwall, arrived with the First Fleet and that he "sewd the first grain.”
There is evidence that James himself may have helped sow some of the colony's earliest grain while working for the government.
But his most important achievement was something different.
He was the colony’s first successful, independent settler-farmer and the first former convict to receive a land grant in New South Wales.
His little farm at Parramatta began as an experiment, and that experiment not only provided vital food supplies for the growing colony, but helped shape the way the new British colony developed.
ENDS

