
	 1	

 
	
																																								

PO	Box	39,	Mosman	NSW	2088	
mosmanhistoricalsociety@gmail.com	

Ph.9960	4286	
	

Patron:	Gavin	Souter	AO	
	

Affiliate	Member:		Royal	Australian	Historical	Society	

MOSMAN	HISTORICAL	SOCIETY	NEWSLETTER		-		August	2020	
 
NEXT SPEAKER MEETING  - via Zoom 
Wednesday 9th September, 7pm 
 
Speaker Ron Besdansky is an engineer and database 
developer with a special interest in the history of public 
transport.  His talk is entitled Tramways of the North 
Shore. 
   
For a century from 1861, trams provided public transport 
for many parts of Sydney.  When the last Balmoral tram 
left on 29th June 1958, it was the end of one of Sydney’s 
most scenic rides but only one of several Mosman tram 
routes offering stunning views. The talk will cover a brief 
history of trams in Sydney generally before discussing 
the North Sydney system specifically, one that stretched 
as far as Narrabeen.  
 
As COVID-19 restrictions have not been sufficiently 
lifted, we must again hold the September speaker 
meeting as a Zoom conference.   
If you would like to attend, please advise David before 
7th September on dcarment@bigpond.net.au            
See attached flyer. 
 
MHS Annual General Meeting 
Invitation to join the committee 
 
Mosman Historical Society’s AGM is normally held in 
September at 6.45pm, just before the speaker meeting at 
7pm.  This year, the COVID-19 restrictions prevent this 
as attendance in person is a requirement.  We must be 
prepared for this situation to continue.   
 
In keeping with regulations, we will be holding a Special 
General Meeting specifically to pass a resolution to 
change the constitution to allow us to hold the AGM via 
Zoom.  The date for the AGM will then be 11th 
November, just prior to the November speaker meeting at 
7pm.  The SGM resolution requires only 5 votes from 
members in attendance, which can therefore be covered 
by committee members. 
 
It is important this year to hold the AGM, not only for 
the presentation of reports and annual summaries of 
financial affairs, but it is also the time for nomination of 
committee membership. 
 
Several current committee members have been acting in 
their role for more than a decade, or serving on the 
committee for almost 2 decades, and feel it is time for 
them to stand back and allow others to become involved.  
Best practice for societies recommends more frequent 

change of roles and the introduction of fresh approaches 
and ideas.  The roles include those of: 

Honorary Secretary  
Honorary Treasurer  
Newsletter Editor 
Speaker Co-ordinator  

Involvement on the MHS committee is rewarding and 
always interesting.  Your enquiries will be warmly 
welcomed on  mosmanhistoricalsociety@gmail.com       
 
Local Studies at BARRY O’KEEFE LIBRARY 
Mosman on Nitrate: unknown faces and places  
An online exhibition celebrating History Week 2020. 
  
The Mosman Local Studies Collection of 290 nitrate 
negatives is now digitised.  However, some of the images 
cannot be identified and you are invited to help. To this 
end, an online exhibition has been created ‘Mosman on 
Nitrate: unknown faces and places’ in the hope the 
historic collection will continue to be of value. This will 
be found on the Library’s web page during History 
Week, 5–13th September 2020. 
 
‘Pathfinders:  a history of Aboriginal trackers in NSW’ 
by Dr Michael Bennett  
Book published March 2020 
 
The recent publication of this book followed the 
establishment of an interesting web site designed to fill a 
gap in Australia’s recorded history. 
 
The NSW Police Force employed Aboriginal trackers 
from 1862, when the current NSW Police Force was 
established, through to 1973 when the last tracker, 
Norman Walford, retired. 
  
Police Commissioner Scipione commissioned a web site 
in 2017, featuring a timeline and information on the lives 
of individual trackers, including details about the police 
stations where they worked and the traditional language 
groups to which the trackers belonged. 
 
The developer was Dr Michael Bennett who worked as a 
historian conducting research for native title claims from 
2002 to 2017.  In the process of this work, he learned 
how a good tracker could pick up the smallest change in 
the landscape and quickly work out in which direction a 
person or animal was moving.   The trackers became the 
saviours of lost children and disoriented adults, and the 
locaters of missing livestock.  They were also cursed by 
many robbers on the run.  
                                                                  pathfindersnsw.org.au 
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LAST SPEAKER MEETING 
Noel Phelan  -  The Halvorsen Story 
 
The July meeting was held via Zoom, so this review is 
more detailed than usual for interested members who 
could not attend or are unable to access our web site.   
 
Noel Phelan first acknowledged a book by Randi 
Svenson entitled Wooden Boats, Iron Men, from which 
he derived a lot of the content of his talk.  His story 
began with the family patriarch, Norwegian Halvor 
Anderson who had 10 children and learned boat building 
at age 58.  His oldest son Lars (1887-1936) married 
Bergithe (1889-1973) in 1909 and had 7 children.  Their 
boat building business suffered major financial loss after 
a fire in 1919.  In 1923 Lars took the family to South 
Africa to start anew.  Then in 1924 he travelled to 
Sydney, leaving his family living in a tent in South 
Africa (with a servant) before they were able to join him. 
 
The Halvorsen boat building business was one of quality 
wooden boats, all designed and built in their own yard, 
sturdy and indestructible.  They built about 1300 in total 
in Australia, including 250 for the war effort and 63 for 
rental purposes.  The 7th Day Adventist Church was a 
long time customer of vessels for missions to the islands. 
 
In 1927 they established a boat-building yard on the 
waterfront at Neutral Bay employing 24 men.  It was 
here that two of Lars’ sons, Harold and Carl aged 16 and 
18, designed and built their own boat in which they won 
a gold medal at the SASC in 1929. 
 
Noel related an anecdote from the Neutral Bay days 
about building a boat named Sirocca for Professor Flynn 
of the University of Tasmania.  It was for his son Errol 
Flynn who enjoyed boating to New Guinea with female 
companions.  One of the Halvorsen family favourite 
souvenirs is a bounced cheque from Errol. 
 
Lars died in 1936 and son Harold took over at age 26.  It 
was the Great Depression and although church orders 
continued for new mission boats, more income was 
required hence the introduction of rides for a 1/- fare. 
  
The Neutral Bay site was restricted and there was some 
friction with residents so they moved to a large 
waterfrontage at Ryde.  Here, 5 tugs were built, also 
several police rescue vehicles and fishing trawlers.  In 
1939-45 they produced vessels for the war effort, one of 
which was involved in the Japanese submarine sinking.  
The number of employees climbed to 350.  The Ryde site 
was sold to the RAN in 1980 and is now derelict. 
 
One interesting design challenge at Ryde was an order 
for a collapsible boat for easy storage.  They invented 
and produced one with canvas sides, which could be 
collapsed and flattened. 
 
From 1945, they established a fleet of hire cruisers based 
at Bobbin Head.  When US film crews were on location 
in Australia, Carl invited Alfred Hitchcock and Burl Ives 
as guests for his publicity.  The boats were hugely  

 
popular until the business had to be shut down in 2003 
because of the introduction of waste holding tank 
regulations on hire vessels.  The marina is still in use. 
 
In 1949 they tested the possibility of selling in USA, land 
of extreme personal wealth.  Although they received 5 
orders in total, the ‘Made in America’ syndrome was too 
strong.  They did however provide boats for many 
famous Australian personalities such as Bob Dyer, Jack 
Davey, John Laws and several big corporations.  The 
family is still designing, but construction is now carried 
out in China.  
 
The challenge to race Halvorsens was met at the Sydney 
to Hobart Yacht Race with several Halvorsen handicap 
wins including Freya, which took out first handicap 
honours 3 years running, 1963-5.  They also built Gretel 
for Kerry Packer.  It was the first Australian America’s 
Cup challenger and shocked the Americans by winning 
one of the 5 America’s Cup races in 1962 under skipper 
Jock Sturrock. 
 
Noel’s admiration for the Halvorsen family was 
expressed in a couple of recent anecdotes.  One was of 
Carl, who at age 89, won first place in the RPAYC 
2001/2, 5-metre class race on Pittwater.  He did so in 
Skagerak, which was 30 years old at the time.  The other 
anecdote was about Harold - on his 90th birthday, 90 
Halvorsens formed a parade and Harold took the salute 
as they passed. 
 
GEARY, the Bushranger’s Cave at Pearl Bay 
 
In 1868 there was an advertisement for Geary’s Cave at 
Pearl Bay in the Empire (Sydney, NSW: 1850 - 1875) 
Saturday 11 April 1868 p 1. 

EASTER MONDAY –  
Annual GUILD PICNIC to Middle Harbour. 

GEARY, the Bushranger's Cave, at Pearl Bay; without 
doubt, the most romantic and beautiful spot in the 

colony. 
 
Who was Geary?  Extensive research of old newspapers 
and government publications to answer that question for 
an enquirer, resulted in the article on the following page. 
 

 
Cave entrance at Pearl Bay (A.Fernandez July 2020) 

Possibly ‘The Bushranger’s Cave’ 
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WILLIAM GEARY   -   NORTH SHORE BUSHRANGER 
By Anne Fernandez,  Honorary Secretary of MHS 

 
 
William Geary, a native of Limerick, and an artillery 
gunner, was sentenced to life transportation to NSW by 
court martial in Lisbon in 1812. He was on the list of 
convicts who disembarked from the Surrey on 18th 
August 1814, aged twenty-five, and was sent to Windsor 
for distribution. 
 
Three years later (August 1817), he was captured, tried 
and found guilty of the stabbing murder of two men. A 
violent man, he was thought to be insane, and was sent to 
prison in Newcastle. For some reason he was sent to 
Sydney November 1817 and then returned to Newcastle 
on the Lady Nelson October 1818. He escaped from 
Newcastle early March 1819, but was recaptured 19th 
March 1819. In July 1819 he planned a murder with 
Gough, a fellow prisoner, so that they would be sent to 
Sydney.  
 
Geary was ‘5 ft 8 1/2 ins, pale complexion, sandy hair, 
grey eyes,’ and ‘very treacherous’. ‘I have a prisoner 
now confined in a cell for stabbing two men with an 
intention to murder them,’ wrote the Commandant at 
Newcastle, ‘their lives providentially was [sic] saved by 
the knife taking a slanting direction. He has some 
appearance of being insane and I have been unable to 
manage him … I would recommend he should either be 
tried for his life or confined to a madhouse in a straight 
waistcoat, as he is too dangerous to be at large’. [Gavin 
Souter, (2004) Times & tides: a Middle Harbour memoir] 
 
August 1819 Geary was sent to Sydney and September 
1819 he was given a life sentence.  Geary broke out of 
the gaol with some accomplices in January 1821. Near 
Baulkham Hills, they robbed houses and held up carts 
returning from the markets, and rifled the carts of all 
valuables, such as rum, calico and nankeens. They 
robbed several remote houses, including one belonging to 
James and Matilda Fish at present-day Killara on the 
western heights of Middle Harbour. 
 
In February 1821 Robert Allen was charged with 
harbouring, aiding and abetting a gang of bushrangers led 
by William Geary.  Geary had been the convict worker of 
a close neighbour of Allen and evidence was given that 
Allen had provided shelter to the gang in return for a 
share of stolen property. A free man, John Hathaway 
who worked for Allen and lived in his household testified 
that the bushrangers were welcomed into the house, and 
the stolen goods (calicoes, prints, nankeens, dungarees, a 
large bag of tea, crockery and some tobacco) were 
divided up amongst the outlaws and Robert Allen. 
 
The bushrangers were soon captured, however they 
managed to escape whilst being transported to Sydney to 
face trial. On 3 March Geary and four of his men were 
being taken under guard on the passage-boat from 
Parramatta to Sydney. They freed themselves from irons 
and manacles, disarmed the single constable on board, 

and vanished into the bush at Bradley’s Wharf, Lane 
Cove. They continued widespread looting and plundering 
in the Lane Cove and Pennant Hills area. Following the 
Lane Cove valley, they left a trail of what the Sydney 
Gazette called ‘plunder and alarm’. Food and firearms 
were stolen from the homes of orchardists and farmers, 
including that of Matilda Fish, a second time, from which 
they stole two watches, a gun, sextant and some other 
property. They also raided the property of William 
Bellamy and Ann Fay and stole a musket, bayonet, 
cutlass and a powder horn. They were again 
apprehended. An attempted escape from Sydney goal 
was foiled May 1821 but they did escape on 7 July 1821. 
Later that month, Geary and accomplices were sprung by 
James Zadok Bellamy, son of William Bellamy, while 
raiding settler Hall’s house in the Pennant Hills area. 
Geary got away but his accomplice Butler was shot and 
killed by Bellamy. 
 
Geary and his nebulous gang of 4, 5, 6, 8, 9 or even 12 
men often sheltered in caves in the area. For some time in 
1821 William Geary’s gang of five, lived in a gibber 
gunyah or “house of rock”, an overhang or cave, in the 
bush on Shot Machine Creek, a tributary of Middle 
Harbour Creek, now known as Gordon Creek. “Geary’s 
Cave” is the supported/braced cave in what is now 
known as Seven Little Australians Park, East Lindfield. 
 
A reward was offered and Geary and his gang were 
finally captured back at the cave in East Lindfield. In 
August 1821 William Geary, Thomas Smith, Charles 
Young, William Whiteman, John Cochrane, Samuel 
Becket, Peter Hilson, William Baker, John Mills, and 
John Lloyd were charged with “having perpetrated 
various highway robberies and felonious entries of 
dwelling houses” and were tried in the Criminal Court. 
Charles Franklin and Robert Allen were also indicted for 
“receiving the proceeds of the said felonies, knowing 
them to be stolen; they were also charged with 
harbouring the above-named prisoners”. They pleaded 
Not Guilty, with the exception of William Geary, who 
declared himself Guilty of the charges. Samuel Becket, 
Peter Hilson, William Baker, John Lloyd, and Charles 
Franklin, were acquitted. William Geary, Thomas Smith, 
Charles Young, William Whiteman, John Cochrane, and 
John Mills were found Guilty of all the various counts, 
sentenced to be executed and were hanged on the 24th 
August 1821. 
 
In 2016 there was a play by Wendy Blaxland, Matilda 
Fish and the Bushranger, that was being performed 
exclusively in historic houses in the Blue Mountains. 
Brigid O’Sullivan played Matilda Fish and Andy 
Simpson played Geary. It was also performed at the 
Sydney inaugural bushranger festival hosted by Ku-ring-
gai Council. The play tells of Matilda Fish’s struggles to 
survive with her four small children in a North Shore that 
was not always the desirable locale it is today. 
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THOMAS O’NEIL (O’Neill, O’Neal) and MOSMAN 
By Dr Perry McIntyre, historian and committee member of MHS 

 
The first convict ships carrying political prisoners from 
Ireland, following the 1798 Rebellion, arrived in New South 
Wales in 1800. Between 1800 and 1806 over 1000 convicts 
arrived on six ships from Ireland carrying at least 400 political 
prisoners. One such man was Thomas O’Neil [variously 
O’Neill, O’Neal] a tailor and farmer convicted in Dublin in 
March 1799 for being a United Irishman.  He arrived on the 
convict ship Friendship in February 1800 with a seven year 
sentence.  He was 47, his wife had died before he was 
transported and he had three daughters, two of whom joined 
him in the colony 23 years later.  They came on the Woodman 
in 1823 after he applied for a passage for them in 1820. 

 
Initially, Thomas was employed by Governor King. On 1 
January 1806 Thomas O’Neill [O’Neil and O’Neal], was 
granted about a quarter of an acre and a shop in Upper Pitts 
Row where he ran a tailor’s shop with the help of several 
convict servants including fellow Friendship convict, Darby 
Carbury.  In January 1809 he also had a female servant, Anne 
Kennedy.  They had a daughter Anastasia, born late 1809, and 
remained together until Anne’s death in 1813. 

 
In 1811 O’Neil was granted 40 acres at Middle Harbour, 
specifically the southern end of Balmoral Beach [Hunters Bay] 
where Balmoral Oval is today. There he began to fell trees, 
burn off, build a farm house and plant an orchard.  Bungaree’s 
Aboriginal community was located above that area at Georges 
Head from at least 1815 when Governor Macquarie conferred 
that land to him.  
 
By 1819 O’Neil had planted 6 acres of maize, ½ acre garden 
and orchard and 25 cleared acres with 8 cattle and 8 hogs. One 
of his indentured labourers was Barney Kearnes who later ran 
a ferry service across Middle Harbour [more of him another 
time, perhaps]. The image below from the NSW Land Titles 
Office shows the area granted to Thomas O’Neil. 
 
 

 

 
In 1826 a great fire burned from Lane Cove to the sea at 
Georges Heights destroying O’Neil’s house and fences. He 
rebuilt a small wooden house and stockyards. The 1828 Census 
notes he lived at Hunters Hill. This is an error and should have 
been Hunters Bay at Balmoral, clearly noted on the map.  

 
Aged 75 in 1829, O’Neil divided his land between his two 
daughters: Elizabeth, married to Nicholas Nerney and Mary 
Ann Bridget, wife of Thomas Brown. The land passed out of 
family hands when it was sold to Charles Beilby in 1837. Note 
on the map that Beilby owned the land surrounding O’Neill.  

 
Thomas died on 11 April 1840 and was buried in Devonshire 
Street Cemetery, then reinterred at Rookwood in 1900 when 
Central Railway was extended and the graveyard removed.  
The images below show the memorial plaque to Thomas 
O’Neil situated at the roundabout in the carpark entrance to 
Balmoral Oval. The other image is of Bernice Martin [RIP] 
who, as a descendant of O’Neil, undertook early research.  She 
is standing in Botanic Road at the bottom of the O’Neil Walk, 
another commemoration of Thomas O’Neil in Mosman. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

	
	
	
	


