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The paddle-steamer Murrumbidgee during the 1890s, when it was owned by John Egge

JOHN EGGE:

A Champion of the Rivers

|N Wentworth cemetery, not far from the junction
of the Murray and Darling Rivers, stands the grave
of John Egge, simply inscribed with his name, his
ifespan and two lines of verse. The visitor has no
Means of knowing that the man whose remains lie
Deneath the unpretentious headstone WwWas |p aqy
Way unusual. Yet John Egge was a legend in his
lifetime and a remarkable pioneer — of a town and
of an industry. One of the early residents of Went;
Worth, he was a key figure in the dgvelopment 'o_
Murray-Darling-Murrumbidgee navigation and tge r'tvh
er trade, which opened up the west of New Sou
Wales to non-Aboriginal settlement.

5 d
Egge was born in Shanghai In 182240 1383voesasnel
left his native land as a crew member on

Morag Loh

under the command of Captain Francis Cadell, a
Scot who had been in China during the Opium War
and was at the siege of Canton and the capture of
Ningpo not far from Shanghai, where he may first
have met Egge. Egge may have been present when
Cadell visited Australia in 1849 in command of the
Royal Sovereign. When the Scot returned in 1852,
Egge was certainly with him and served on the two
boats, Cleopatra and Queen of Sheba, with which
Cadell traded between Port Adelaide and Melbourne.

Cadell’s major interest at this stage was in the
navigation of the Murray. William Randall had been
the first to sail up the river by steamer late in 1853
and Cadell was quick to follow. Egge began working
on Cadell’s river-boats in 1854. He was a cook on
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the Albury in 1855 when it reached the town after
Which it was named, the highest point on the river
navigable by steamer: in 1856 he was cook on the
Gundagai, the first iron steamer on the Murray; and
he was both a COOk and a steward on the Lady
Augusta, a vessel Cadell had built in Sydney spe-
cially for the river trade.

During his first two years on the river Egge was
Known to passengers as John Bull and is registered
In the wages books of the vessels in which he
Seérved under that name. We do not know how he
came 1o be so called but it is possible that this name
was imposed on him during a period in our history
when colonised and conquered people, from Abo-
rigines and Asians through at times to working class
Irishmen, were denied full humanity and so their
own or their full names. Certainly Egge’s compatriot
on the Albury and Lady Augusta, John Ling, was
registered in the books merely as Sam Chinaman.
We have not yet been able to discover Egge’s
Chinese name but in 1856 he chose a name for
himself by deed poll, selecting the Scandinavian

surname meaning ‘harrow’. The reasons for his
choice are still not Known.

he would later become 2 legend — generosity and
enterprise. Sarah and May Kerridge recounted in

John Egge in middle age |

. they were youngsters tra,..
r diary that when . )
Lhneltrhde riyver in 1856 they considered themse,\:

ucky because the two COOKS, Egge and Ling,

S Bonney conditions we

tination at Lake , . re
gﬁ‘?icmt and Egge, learning of this, visited the fa
bringing gifts of patent leather shoe§ and SWeets
tor the children. They remembered him g

; ffmy as
‘ old friend’.

o:;nr 1856 Egge bought land at Goplwa and et
bought or leased a prqperty on Hindmarsh ISlang
and took up pig farming In petween spells of Workip
on the riverboats. On Hindmarsh he met
Perring, an immigrant from. De\./on.. Not having
boat, he courted her by swimming in the eVening
across the Goolwa Arm from the Mainlang, s
clothes piled high on his head. Once on the ISlang
he would dress, visit Mary and her family anqg When
it was late, return to Goolwa in the same way that
he had come. His determination paid off, for pe and
Mary were married at St Jude’s Church of Englang
Port Elliot, on 8 April 1857.

In 1859 Wentworth was proclaimed a town ang tha
first sales of crown allotments took place in March
1860. In that year John and Mary went to settle af
Wentworth, working their passage up the river, John
as a Ccook and Mary as a stewardess. Their first
child, Richard, was among the seventeen children
born in Wentworth in 1860.

In Wentworth Egge became a businessman, begin-
ning in a very small way. He baked little pies and
pasties in a camp oven and sold them in the streets
and door to door from a basket he carried over his
arm. In 1861, when he could afford 3 proper oven
and a shop to house it, he opened a bakery. In 1863
he operated as a general dealer in partnership with
an Elizabeth Botten and opened a butcher shop. He
also had a boarding house constructed, a sound
Inveéstment in an area wijth many single working
ghout this period he retained his land at

mily,

Mary

Endeavour, an

en}erprise, Iits top ang sides being constructed of

. It was one of the first boats to run regulafly
| a and Albury and an American sKip-
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yentworth Federal Standard regularly carried adyer-
isements for his enterprises.

n 1891 Egg.e complned the styles of both onshore
and river trading. His S.S. Murrumbidgee, originally
puilt to transport wool and later adapted to take
passengers, was gra'ndly reconstructed as a floating
dJepartment store with mahogany show cases ang
polished counters and both retail and Wholesale
sections. The groce.ry and hardware departments
offered ‘every conceivable article in these lines’ byt
what was hailed as a new venture was the sale Of
oots and shoes, drapery and fancy goods. The
Federal Standard, In a special article lauded the
eally magnificent stock . . . at prices so low as to
he hitherto unheard o’ and concluded ‘The firm of
john Egge and Co. are so well known that any
rurther comment on the probability of the success
of their scheme would be a task of Supererogation’.
The riverboats, by carrying goods more cheaply
than the overland bullock teams, were crucial to the
opening up of the west of New South Wales for non-
Aboriginal settlement. Household supplies went into
the hinterland (as the primary products went out to
their markets) for at least two-thirds, and sometimes
a much smaller fraction, of the cost of overland
transport. By offering household goods at regular
intervals and reasonable prices the boats made life
more tolerable for women. Indeed, they made pos-
sible the conditions under which women and chil-

dren could be brought from the coastal cities. By
Stocking almost every item of household use Egge
catered particularly for the needs of families and
extended the dimensions of the river trade.

Egge was in Australia three years before the gold
rushes brought thousands of his compatriots here
and was well established as a small landowner and
river identity by the middle fifties. He was building
Up and expanding his considerable business inter-
€sts at the very time when discriminatory legislation
against Chinese had been passed. He suffered for
a while from the poll tax laws which required him to
pay £10 every time he crossed state boundaries but
was eventually granted an exemption when the
governments of Victoria, New South Wales and
South Australia consented to recognise him as ‘an
Australian merchant’. Nor did he escape the preju-
dice often directed at Chinese. His obituary in the
Adelaide Observer noted that he ‘stoutly repudiated
any effort to place him in the alien class’.

Egge was, however, hugely popular and highly
respected all along the rivers. Contemporary news-
paper reports describe him in glowing terms —
‘highly reputable’, ‘Wentworth’s most popular resi-
dent’, ‘without a single enemy’, ‘an old friend".
When he left Wentworth in 1888 to live for a period
in Adelaide, Wentworth’s citizens, led by the town
council, presented him with a valedictory address,
signed not only by the mayor and aldermen but.

The captain, John Egge, with the crew of the Murrumbidgee in the 1890s. Alongside him is the supercargo, K. Anderson; back row, Ted
Egge (mate), H. Massey (fireman), a deckhand and engineer whose names are unknown, and Billie Long (co0k)
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' Tt ce,
other town notables, including justices of the pigms
solicitors, the doctor, postmaster, and CUS
officer. It read:

Dear Sir, |

On this eve of your departure from the Townshlﬂ C\>Nf
Wentworth, We, the undersigned, on behalf of our fg’ t(;le
townsmen desire to place upon permanent recor g
fact that the severance of your connection with t‘tlh
District is viewed by all classes of the community Wi
feelings of deep and sincere regret.

After a residence amongst us extending over a quarter
of a century, We can truly say, without fear of bestowIng
undue adulation, that a genial kindly disposition, @
character noted for its integrity of purpose and a hand
ever ready to be stretched out in aid of the needy and
suffering have earned for you an amount of popular
esteem which falls to the lot of few men and of which
you may justly feel proud.

In reluctantly bidding you farewell it is a pleasure to
us 1o assure you that you carry with you the respect
and esteem of all with whom you have come in contact
coupled with their heartfelt wishes that a well merited
period of prosperity may await you in the new sphere
of life upon which you are about to enter.

We are Dear Sir

Yours Faithfully

The testimonial was accompanied by a gold ring in
which was set a large diamond surrounded by twelve
smaller ones.

While Egge’s integrity, generosity and business
acumen inspired admiration, there were probably
other factors which explain public esteem for him
at a time of anti-Chinese feeling. Certainly Egge,
unlike most of his compatriots, was not a sojourner.
He decided very early to settle here and put his
Chinese background aside in order to succeed. His
early acquisition of land, his change of and choice
of name and his total adoption of European clothes

. . 0

all pol o could have forgotten his Motheg

. S kit 50 little that the C)bservc-zrc()u,d
tongue,

. hing of the Chj
.knew little or not > Chingg
write that he KN ade every effort to asSSimilate. 2

a e’. Egge m - 141
IalrI]r?l’;ldgéiition, he fitted well into the tradition of the

: U h’ |
rlvelfj'asdrgftgn did work as hard as their men, Coulg
cou

+urn their hands to many tasks and where the ma;

ically and mentally
tough, both physica » Was
Whohwaadsmireg. Egge was a match for anyone, Naving
. /arth as alabourer, farmeMeoo Stewarg

man before becoming a sKipper, ang
as capable as any of the occasional spectagyja,

' high flood, he sj;j
ade, as when, during a , lied
Eisscab[())at the Prince Alfred, down the main street of

and busin€ss

ntworth.
Wliard-headed and shrewd, as an employer pe

commanded respect. Water to wash down th.e decks
was obtained by lowering buckets into the river ang
on one occasion a careless crew sen.t SO many
huckets to the river bottom that Egge, in exasper-
ation, told them they would have to pay for the loss.
The crew disputed this, arguing that as they knew
exactly where the buckets were, several feet below
on the river bed, that they could not be considered
lost. Egge said nothing more and the crew congrat-
ulated themselves on their wit. But when pay day
arrived Egge told them that he had no money for
them. Not that they should worry, for it wasn’t lost:
he knew exactly where it was. They could have it as
soon as they replaced the missing buckets.

There is evidence that Egge drove a hard business
deal and tradition has it that customs officers regard-
ed him as a wily trader, who had all Kind of tricks
to avoid paying duty. Not all his business ventures

g
SEOLIEEH : S
S
Aierm $ NEW SOUTE WALES

,Wentworth %f,@, MU”Umbidgee
i /9/2,@
: RiVer
' Echuca Albiry S
. VG OID | A

200 km

38




of bills. Pgrhaps th.is litiga.tion explains t
one of his favourite sayings —
SOrry.- How SOfry are you?’

one tradition of the rivers in which John
excelled was ‘the treat’, when crews and sk
gave their time for community causes. E
orosity was legendary and well recorded In the
sewspapers throughout the area. All religious
denorr‘nations, sporting clubs and Social groups
used his boats for fun and fund-raising, with dances
on board, €vening cruises, picnics, and weekend
outings. His reputation for giving free rides to
stranded Or penmless. bush workers earned him
gratitude that was repaid during the shearers’ strike
of 1894. Strikers camped on the riverbank attacked
poats suspected of aiding station owners or carrying
scab labour and one, the Rodney, was burnt. Egge’s
boats not only passed unchecked but were cheered
mightily from the time they came into view until they
disappeared from sight around the next bend.
Egge’s obituary in the Federal Standard noted that
he ‘... earned and retained the utmost respect and
goodwill on all sides and the working men, in
particular, thought much of their old friend’. Egge,
with his resourcefulness and generosity, his sense
of ‘fair go’, exemplified many of the characteristics
of outback manhood idealised in much Australian
history and literature.

When he died in September 1901 Egge was
mourned by the whole of Wentworth, who remem-
bered him as a popular identity and as a pioneer.
The Adelaide Observer wrote that ‘His industry
contributed largely to the development of the river
trade’. Despite the downturn in trade during the
hard times of the 1890s and the encroachment of
competition from the railways, Egge continued to
believe in a bright future for the rivers and supported
Federation, which would put an end to the duties
that bedevilled the traders.

| wonder how Egge would have regarded that
Other aspect of Federation — the Immigration
Restriction Act, which effectively excluded Chinese
as settlers in Australia and resulted in a drastic
decline in the population of Chinese and part
Chinese from around thirty thousand In 1901 to
about nine thousand in 1946, only three thousand,
S€ven hundred of whom were Australian born. The
lifty years after Egge’s death were a time of isolation
for Mmany Chinese and their descendants. .

.EQQ’S four sons and three daughters who surv!ved
im melted into the communities in which they lived
a”fj as the railways replaced the river-boats the
SKills some of his sons had acquired as rivermen
had to pe discarded, though all of them shO\{ved
adaptability and turned their hands to a wide variety
ot OCCupations. With the decline of the industry
S0ge himself was no longer remembered SO muqh
S a pioneer but as a river ‘character.. One.of his
?reat-grandsons, a blue-eyed six-yeal’-0|d. Iﬂl thse-
920, could not understand why some of his clas
Mates called him ‘Chow’ from time to time. He was
af‘ adolescent before he learnt about John Egge a”,d
IS relationship to him. Thirty years after Egge’s

‘ he origin of
I'm ten pounds

The great-great-grandson of John Egge, Geoffrey, setting off with
a friend on one of his many canoe trips along the Murray River to
find out more about his ancestor

death Chinese ancestry was a disadvantage in a
country town on the very river whose navigation and
commercial development a Chinese had helped to
pioneer.

It was Egge’s great-great-grandson, Geoffrey Egge
who, in 1970, at the age of twenty and in more
tolerant times, began the laborious task of tracing
John Egge’s history. Taken to visit the family burial
plot in Wentworth cemetery when he was a child of
ten, his imagination had been roused by what his
mother told him of his interesting ancestor. For
seven years he spent his leisure time searching for
information about John Egge with a tenacity and
enterprise not unlike Egge’s own, even undertaking
two long canoe trips, each of roughly two thousand,
four hundred kilometres, along the Murray, inter-
viewing people whose families may have known or
remembered Egge. On his untimely death in 1978
Geoffrey Egge’s family placed his ashes in John
Egge’s grave, finding some comfort in the fact that
he shared a resting place with the man of whom he
had become so proud and with whom he wished,
increasingly, to identity.

The material Geoffrey Egge gathered has been
the basis for most of this article and family and
friends have added to it information Geoffrey did
not have time to collect. Copies of it will be placed
in the State Library of Victoria. In this way we hope
to ensure that the contribution made by John Egge
to Australia’s development will be remembered with
respect and that this man, held in such wide esteem
and affection during his lifetime, will not be forgot-

ten.

The author is an oral historian, who has written several books,
one of which, Children in Australia (in association with Sue Fabian),
was reviewed in Hemisphere, July/August 1981.
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