QUEENSLAND FAMILY HISTORIAN

LOOKING FOR JAMES CHANT, AND HOW WE FOUND HIM

By Jan Swift

My three-times great-grandfather James
Chant, was baptised on 13 August 1809 at
St Marys church in Bradford Abbas in
Dorset, England. Today, tall hedgerows grow
along the outskirts of the village, mimicking
the twists and turns of the approach roads
which all of a sudden reduce in height to
reveal neat rows of thatched-roofed cottages
and a 15th century church; a vista
reminiscent of what you would find painted
on the lid of an expensive box of chocolates.

Of course, it didn’t look quite like that when
James was growing up. The village had only
eight streets back then and aside from one
cobbled pavement, they were just dirt tracks.
The only grand house was the vicarage, and
the cottages the villagers called home were
no more than hovels.

The Bradford Abbas estate had been greatly
subdivided into leased agricultural holdings
that ranged from cottage allotments to one-
acre farms and farms as large as 40 or 50
acres; and as long as the rents were paid, the
owner paid little attention to the day-to-day
village activities. Outdated farming practices
prevailed and there was little education,
investment or guidance provided by the
landlord.

With most of the villagers spending their
leisure time in the four village beer shops,
Bradford Abbas became known as a place
where gross immorality, drinking, rick
burning and sheep stealing prevailed. It had
the reputation of having the worst, degraded,
and vicious peasants in the county; and
Dorchester Gaol was rarely without a
Bradford man.

Coming from a family with a strong Baptist
background, it was heartening to see in
church and census records, that James had
found work as an agricultural labourer. At
Christmas in 1834, he married Rhoda
Moore in the village church and their first
child, Edward, was baptised there three
months later.

Another five children were born to the
couple, one every two years, and despite the
influences that surrounded him, everything

e: wayneswift6 4@bigpond.com

seemed to be going well for the family. Then
in 1851 everything changed.

James was not listed with the family in the
census and it was Rhoda who was listed as
the married head of the household. She was
taking in work as a glove sewer and is also
noted as being a pauper. Where was James?
The children were growing up to become
solid citizens and their eldest boy Edward,
was already apprenticed to a local stone
mason. In 1861 Edward married and he
noted that his father was James Chant, a
labourer — present tense.

The 1861 census is even more revealing. The
younger boys are also working as masons or
as apprentices in this trade and even their
youngest child — Lydia — is working as a
glove sewer... all upstanding and respectable.
But Rhoda is now noted as being a widow!

When their second son Walter married in
1863, he listed James as his father but that he
was deceased. So, James did die after all.
But where? When? How?

Let us now travel back to those days of family
history research that took place before the
internet and Ancestry changed our
methodology forever. There were letters
written to local historical societies and
libraries, and professional researchers were
engaged at great expense. Plus, there was the
agonising wait for any response to arrive in the
letterbox.

But no one could find James despite having a
fairly narrow window of when his death
supposedly occurred. This is the roadblock I
inherited when older cousins had given up on
ever finding him. The main family researcher
chuckled when he heard I had taken up the
task, as he felt nothing more could be
uncovered. But then, I had a different
approach to research. I also had access to the
internet and all the new online repositories
and it wasn’t long before clues started to
surface... but not where you might think.

My office job had moments of intense
urgency interspersed with quiet time and
luckily came with the need to search the
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internet for products and services. This
allowed me to keep an Ancestry and Google
screen available to pop in variations of the
same inquiry until a match was found. It was
a Google search result which took me to an
Ancestry chat room called Roots Chat that I
never knew existed.

It was here that a U.S. Chant descendant
commented that her mother (who was a great-
granddaughter of James) had told her that he
had come to Australia to search for gold or
opals. Well, we in Australia all know what
that really means! Typing James Chant into
Ancestry and this time looking at criminal
records opened up a whole new world.
Combining this with records held by
Findmypast and their vast newspaper
collection, I teamed up with our reinvigorated
family history researcher, and we were able to
prove that our good Baptist history did not
start with James, but with the next generation.

James, it seems, had fallen in with the
behaviour seen in the rest of the village. He
was first arrested and gaoled for larceny in
1840 and had been released in time to appear
in the 1841 census. In February 1848, not
long after the birth of his youngest child, he
was again arrested for larceny. As this was a
second offence, his sentence was
transportation.

But James was not the only Bradford man to
appear before the court that day and
newspaper reports leave you with the
impression that this merry gang of thieves
were what we would refer to today as “the
usual suspects.”

This turn of events would account for
Rhoda using the term “widow” in 1861, as
seven years had passed since James had
gone to prison. James was then shuffled
between English prisons wuntil the
authorities figured out what to do with him.
With different records found on Ancestry,
Find My Past, and from snippets in the
local English newspapers, a picture was
built of his time in the English prison
system which included proof that Rhoda
and the children were listed as dependants
to enhance any petition for parish relief.

At the end of May 1849, James walked down
the steps of Millbank Prison and onto the
waiting exile ship the Mount Stuart
Elphinstone bound for Moreton Bay,
Australia.

Now turning to the State Libraries of New
South Wales, Queensland and the digitised
newspapers of the National Library
(TROVE), we can visualise his voyage
through the diaries of the on-board surgeon,
reverend and an Irish state prisoner.

With four other exiles, James was hired as a
shepherd by squatter James Ewer to work
on his large property on the Darling Downs.
An Intestate Estates list published in the
Sydney Morning Herald in July 1857 led to
the discovery that James Chant drowned in
the Condamine River on or around 5 January
1856 at a well-known river crossing point at
Tieryboo (near Condamine).

I'm glad James was finally found. It was a
merry chase that took multiple sources,
established facts, family folklore, a team
effort, fresh eyes and luck to achieve. It is
also a lesson that even a family of good
Baptists might descend from someone who
was a little dodgy and had a reputation with
the local constabulary as being one of their
usual suspects.

Original Chant family researcher Maurice Wells
(L), his wife Beverly (R), and author (middle)
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