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daughter, the author is well-
positioned to explore them and 
to weigh carefully their longer-
term consequences for herself 
and for others. 

The other layer of history, the 
story of Broken Hill in the war 
and beyond, is similarly told 
with skill and appropriate pace. 
In large part this is the biography 
of a town through a period 
which is just as tumultuous 
as that covered in Silver Lies, 
Golden Truths. Broken Hill 
serves as a microcosm of the 
Australian home-front, suffering 
under the strains of a war which 
dragged on for almost six years. 
The re-emergence of anti-
German prejudice places into 
question any notion of collective 
solidarity in Broken Hill, as do 
accounts of the opening up of 
divisions along class lines. The 
technique employed here is to 
take elements of the Schusters’ 
family history and attach them 
to events in the world around 
them. In part those connections 
are made on the basis of the 
author’s advanced knowledge 
of Broken Hill’s history, and 
in part they are facilitated 
through reference to newspaper 
articles of the time. As the list 
of References at the back of the 
book reveals, this is a work of 
significant historical inquiry, yet 
it does not get lost in detail and 
never loses sight of the personal 
stories which provide its focus 
and narrative drive. 

Understandably much of the 
book is devoted to the period of 
the war and to the strains which 
emerged in Broken Hill during 
it, and largely because of it. 
Those strains largely evaporate 
in the post-war period, when the 
causes of the family’s tribulations 
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are found elsewhere. Of course, 
the history of every family is 
distinctive; the combination of 
personalities and relationships is 
unique. As Tolstoy put it, each 
unhappy family is unhappy in 
its own way. Yet there is enough 
in the history of this family 
that will provide readers with 
enough which is familiar – in 
both senses of the word – to 
relate to their own lives. Here, 
too, the pairing of the personal 
and the historical makes this a 
highly accessible work which 
will speak to many. 
Peter Monteath 
Flinders University
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Hotel: the journal of William 
Baker Ashton, first governor of 
the Adelaide Gaol, Wakefield 
Press, Adelaide, 2017, pp x + 
378, rrp $39.95

Some of the best historical 
work has more than a hint of 
serendipity about it. That was 
the case for Ashton’s Hotel, 
which in large part comprises 
the journal kept by William 
Baker Ashton, the first governor 
of the Adelaide Gaol. The book’s 
author, retired archaeologist 
Rhondda Harris, stumbled 
across the journal and identified 

it as a document worth sharing 
widely. For historians of early 
colonial Adelaide, it’s good that 
she did.

While the centrepiece is a 
written document, a journal, it 
is hard to overlook the instincts 
of the archaeologist at work in 
engaging with sources. One 
of them is the written source, 
the journal, while another is 
the physical site of the gaol. 
Before the Adelaide Gaol was 
established on the location with 
which we are familiar, there was 
a temporary and very makeshift 
kind of gaol located on territory 
adjacent to Government 
House and Kintore Avenue. It 
consisted of a series of wooden 
structures and a single stone 
cell. The inadequacy of that 
facility soon became evident, 
so that under the tenure of 
the gaol’s first governor the 
larger, imposing structure was 
built at great expense, and a 
gradual transfer of personnel 
carried out. The main element 
of continuity, however, was 
the figure of Ashton, a former 
Scotland Yard police officer who 
had emigrated with his family 
to Adelaide in November 1838, 
and soon found himself in the 
role of governor of the gaol, 
inhabiting with his wife and 
three children a hut adjacent to 
the original gaol. So intimate 
was his connection with the 
early years of that institution 
that it became commonly 
known as ‘Ashton’s Hotel’.

As Harris points out, in 
advance of his voyage to 
Adelaide, Ashton may not 
have known that there was a 
gaol in Adelaide, and indeed 
Colonel Light had received no 
instructions to establish one. 
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Though he was familiar with the 
awful conditions that prevailed 
in London’s prisons at the time, 
Ashton may have conceived 
of his future home as a model 
colony, free of the convict stain. 
To a large extent, the value of 
this book is as a corrective to any 
vision, then or now, that South 
Australian exceptionalism was 
built on the moral high ground. 
As early as 1837 the first convicts 
from the eastern colonies 
arrived in Adelaide, and while it 
is true that convicted criminals 
were commonly transported to 
the east from South Australia 
– most often to Van Diemen’s 
Land – Adelaide had no 
problem in producing its own 
stream of felons, debtors and 
other unfortunates who had to 
be accommodated somewhere.

There is enough in Ashton’s 
journal to indicate that neither 
in its provisional nor more 
permanent iteration was the 
gaol a pleasant place. It shows 
that life in the early years of the 
colony was commonly brutish 
and short. Over-represented 
among the inmates were debtors 
and Indigenous people; the 
latter came to feel the full weight 
of a system of law which will 
have made little sense to them. 
The journal gestures also to the 
widespread problem of mental 
illness in the early colony, as the 
insane, both men and women, 
figure prominently among those 
considered fair game for the 
gaol’s brief to exclude, discipline 
and punish. On the one hand, 
then, the journal presents a 
picture of a world that challenges 
more comforting images of early 
South Australian history. At the 
same time, it implicitly invites 
its readers to identify ways in 
which those earliest trends in 

incarceration – above all the 
vexed questions relating to the 
treatment of Indigenous people 
and the mentally ill – may be 
followed through to the present.

While a reading of the journal 
offers a sober portrait of early 
Adelaide, there is enough in it to 
find in Ashton himself a figure 
who preserved some level of 
humanity in an otherwise brutal 
system. Working within the 
narrow parameters of his role, 
he appears to have been able to 
bring a spirit of charity to his 
dealings with those generally 
regarded as the dregs of colonial 
society. This book is not a 
detailed and nuanced portrait 
of the man, but in the text and 
in a couple of images there is at 
least a sketch of a governor who 
brought a modicum of empathy 
to his post.

Not all of the entries in the 
journal were written by Ashton, 
and there is much in the entries 
that is mundane and repetitive. 
Perhaps there was a case for 
not reproducing the entire 
journal here. It is certainly the 
case that a great strength of 
the book is the editorial work 
of Rhondda Harris, who has 
added to the journal some 
insightful background on both 
the document and its times, 
and moreover inserts linking 
narratives between sections 
of entries and perceptive 
commentaries on the gaol, its 
governor, and its interesting 
times.

Peter Monteath 
Flinders University

Skye Krichauff, Memory, 
Place and Aboriginal-Settler 
History: understanding 
Australians’ consciousness of 
the colonial past, London: 
Anthem Press, pp 248, rrp 
(hb) $115.00

This is a significant and highly 
impressive publication which 
explores why settler descendants 
of rural pioneers living in the 
North-East Highland and 
Wirrabarra districts of mid-
northern South Australia express 
little empathy for Aboriginal 
people adversely affected by 
the colonial past. Why are the 
Aboriginal traditional owners of 
the region, the Ngadjuri and the 
Nukunu, absent in the historical 
consciousness of these settler 
descendants? The author refers to 
this lack of empathy, and settler 
descendant’s perception of their 
histories as being separate from 
Aboriginal peoples’ histories as a 
‘disconnect’, and ponders why 
is this so in an era where there 
is a devoted Reconciliation 
movement, and a plethora of 
information and literature about 
Aboriginal people available in 
the last half century. The author 
herself is a descendant of early 
settlers whose childhood was 
spent in the mid-north of the 
state. She had little awareness 
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