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Exposure!

| grew up believing that my Bellenger ancestors were intrepid explorers. Explorers who gave
their name to the Bellinger River and town of Bellingen, NSW. That my great-grandfather
Richard Bellenger was a folk hero, the archetypal Aussie battler who prevailed in a David
and Goliath-like battle with Attorney General and later Prime Minister, Billy Hughes. This
incredible story, written to discredit ‘Little Billy’ as a bully and a disgrace to the Labor
movement, was recorded in a battered monograph® in our family archives.

Monograph cover. The 'old man' refers to Richard Bellenger.?
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The first myth was easy to dispel. Bellingen derived from the Aboriginal word ‘billingen’,
meaning ‘clear water’. The river’s name resulted from a cartographer’s spelling error.> Our
Bellengers came from England and settled in Tasmania,* having nothing to do with
Bellingen.

The truth about Richard was more complicated. Something didn’t stack up. If he was such a
hero, why did my grandfather never mention him? Why did my mother not know until
recently that her grandfather was buried in a small churchyard near her childhood home?*

Richard Bellenger
1850-1919
Gone but not forgotten

“Poor man, he was forgotten”, said my mother as she laid a posy upon his grave.

It turned out that Tasmanian-born Richard,6 tenth child of Thomas Bellenger, Chief District
Constable of Marlborough,7 was an enigma who invited both admiration and trouble
wherever he went. A family photograph portrays him as a dapper fellow with a surly
expression.

Richard’s wife Isabella was from the well-to-do Fergusson family of Tinderbox Bay.8 With
their four children, the couple made a curious move to the remote town of Wairio in New
Zealand’s Southland. Perhaps because Isabella’s sister had just borne a son to Richard?®

10,11 12,13
b,

In Wairio, Richard was acclaimed as president of the local cricket clu raconteur,
and a founder of the new school*> and the Farmers’ Progress Association.'® Meanwhile,
he dishonestly obtained land grants from the Wairio Waste Land Board in the names of
Isabella and the children.”” He lllegally built upon the land, failed to pay creditors,*® and
went bankrupt.19 A magistrate described Richard’s actions as ‘an unmitigated swindle’.?°
Richard left behind friends and enemies when the family left Wairio in 1886.% They now had

seven children.

For several years, the family lived in inner Sydney where Richard was a sub-water
inspector.22 Two more sons, including my grandfather,23 were born there.

Next stop Wagga Wagga. Here Richard did some farming and embarked on his litigious
career, instigating a legal stoush following a petty dispute over a broken wagon wheel. 2%

In 1900, leaving Isabella on her death bed in Wagga Wagga,”® Richard took his two youngest
sons to Bucca Bucca in Northern NSW.?” As self-appointed founder, treasurer and secretary
of the Bucca Bucca Progress Association,?® Richard campaigned for improved mail services®
and construction of the North Coast Railway.30 He organised sporting events,* attempted to
establish a dairy cooperative,32 supervised a 21-gun salute to celebrate the opening of the
first Federal Parliament,® and stood unsuccessfully for election in the state seat of
Raleigh.>*

Richard was involved in further petty and vexatious court cases over such matters as

‘detained blacksmiths tools’> and slander.?® He made a bitter enemy of Chas Julius, his arch-
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rival counterpart of the Bucca Creek Progress Association,*”*#3° put somehow garnered
effusive praise at his valedictory dinner when he left Bucca Bucca in 1904.%°

In 1905, aged fifty-five and a farmer in Richmond,41 Richard married thirty-year-old
Charlotte Oxby, known as Lottie.*? As the new family grew, a series of short-lived farming
arrangements led some to believe that Richard had developed a methodology to profit from
deals gone awry.43

In one shady deal with a gullible man named Hough at the local pub, Richard attempted to
sell some timber cut from the grounds of Hawkesbury Agricultural College.44 He intended to
settle a debt with another man. The college principal rightfully intervened to prevent the
timber from being collected, but somehow Richard managed to sue Hough for dishonouring
the deal.

Richard’s next ambiguous arrangement was something he described as a ‘share farm’ in
Windsor with politician Billy Hughes. But as far as Hughes was concerned, Richard was an
employed farmer, and an incompetent one at that. When asked to vacate, Richard defiantly
refused, threatening to sabotage Hughes’ political ambitions. An angry Hughes brought a
pack of henchmen to evict Richard and his family, including Isabella’s two youngest sons. A
nasty scuffle broke out with fists and clubs. Richard, the sons, and Hughes were battered
and bloodied.

Richard was forced to leave by night with his pregnant wife and children. A subsequent
claim for £1000 against Hughes for assault and wrongful eviction found a verdict of £255 in
Richard’s favour. The affair was widely reported by journalists with varying perspectives
regarding then Attorney General Hughes and the innocence or otherwise of Richard
Bellenger. 45/46,47,48,49,50,51,52,53,54 My guess is that there was thuggery on both sides.

Spurred on by his ‘success’, Richard took his family to Bourke.?> As ‘Inspector of Nuisances’,
he prosecuted residents who dumped nightsoil on their properties.56 As Acting Town Clerk,
Richard gave himself ‘official’ permission to do the same on his own land.>’ After several
court battles with various associates, %% Alderman Bellenger harassed and slandered
the Town Clerk, eventually being sued £200 for defamation.®*®* Lottie had to surrender her
self-funded grocery business and sell her land to bail out her unemployed husband.®>®®

Richard and Lottie returned to Sydney and separated. Lottie and her five children had to live
in a burnt-out house owned by a son-in-law of Isabella. They had just a kitchen and a
veranda.®”®® My Gallipoli-veteran grandfather would have been horrified when he returned
from his second tour of duty to find his beloved step-mother in this terrible predicament.

Lottie worked hard as a school cleaner® and eventually acquired property. She was always
much loved by her family. That was never a myth.

Richard died in 1919 of heart failure.”® Was he really a folk hero? Well, my mother said, “I'm
sorry | left those flowers. He didn’t deserve them.”
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