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1. Introduction  

A couple of years ago, a cousin reminded me that among our 32 great great great great 

grandfathers and 32 great great great great grandmothers were William Eckford and Mary 

Horrell. When I heard of their adventurous lives, I thought a song would be appropriate.  

I concentrated on William. His life provides the lyrics for the song and I have chosen a 

‘tone’. I wanted to use a tune that William might have known.  

2. William Eckford 1757-1833 
ii
 

 

William was born at Kilwinning near Irvine, now the shire town of North Ayrshire. Ayrshire 

is in the South West of Scotland, on the Firth of Clyde, about 25 miles from Glasgow. It is 

opposite the northern tip of Ireland and Arran Island. Kilwinning has the ‘mother lodge’ of 

Scottish Freemasonry but I have no knowledge of a family connection there. 
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The late eighteenth century was a time of high levels of emigration from Scotland. Political, 

social and economic problems created ‘push’ factors. The Stuarts had been ousted by the 

Hanovers as Kings of England and Scotland. Some years after the decisive battle of Culloden 

Dr Johnson said that the Scots had nothing left but their language and their poverty. The 

highland ‘clearances’ were in full swing consolidating small farms into pastures to supply the 

textile industry. English industrialisation and imperialism tripled the population of London 

between 1820 and 1860. Forty percent of Londoners were born elsewhere. Unemployment 

was rife. Later the Pitt government introduced legislation restricting free speech because of a 

fear that French radicalism and republicanism could infect the local population.  

William had four brothers. Two stayed in Scotland: one became a Paisley textile miller and 

the other a farmer. Another became a ship’s surgeon and later master. The most famous 

Henry went to North America where he became a naval architect in the War of 1812. 
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William became a gunner in the British Navy. So, three of five brothers joined the diaspora. 

Not much is known about William’s naval career. Apparently gunners could not become 

commissioned officers. He was however, aboard the Earl Cornwallis for its only trip to New 

South Wales, departing Portsmouth in late 1800 and arriving in mid1801. 
v
 It is unsure 

whether he was among the crew or a free traveller. What is certain is that on the voyage the 

43 year old William met the 16 year old Mary Horrell. Mary (1784-1864) was a convict from 



Devon. She had stolen clothing in 1798 when 14 and received a sentence of seven years’ 

transportation. 
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Mary bore nine children. Two died in childhood. Six married and produced 54 grandchildren. 

Perhaps William and Mary married earlier but they may have married at Christ Church 

Newcastle when the new vicar performed mass baptisms and weddings in 1818. 

The family lived through the difficult years of the Rum Corps. They were possibly farming at 

prospect during the 1804 Vinegar Hill rebellion. By 1813 they were farming around Epping-

Pennant Hills, probably on Marsden Land near Thompsons Corner. In that year they lost a 

daughter 
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 and their affairs took a further dramatic turn. Eldest son John had the job of 

running the sheep in each night. 
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 On one occasion he mustered three sheep belonging to a 

neighbour. William had a convict overseer John Johnson who was afraid he would be blamed 

and attempted to hide the evidence by butchering and pickling the sheep. This ploy was 

unsuccessful and William and Johnson were convicted by magistrate Ellis Bent and 

sentenced to death. Bent did however recommend clemency based partly on a character 

reference by the Reverend Samuel Marsden. Governor Lachlan Macquarie commuted the 

sentence and sent them into exile at Coal River as Newcastle was then known. 

In 1813 Coal River had fewer than 100 townsfolk but there were many convicts. Newcastle 

was a place of secondary punishment like Norfolk Island. Convicts were engaged in lime 

burning and cedar gathering. When the first school opened the Eckfords supplied about a 

quarter of the pupils.  

The land journey from Sydney was lengthy, taking some days along the ‘Parson’s Track’. So 

the harbour was important and vessels called ‘Sixty Milers’ brought goods and passengers. 

William worked for the harbour pilot and was appointed to manage that service in 1818. He 

held the post until 1828. He had various adventures, including the recovery of the 

government vessel William Cossar which had been stolen by absconding convicts. In 1821 

William received his freedom. He and Mary and several children received land grants along 

the Hunter River, mainly at Wallis Plains (East Maitland). He died in 1833 and was buried at 

Christ Church Cathedral. 

Some of William Eckford’s words survive, but the language is brief and dry. It is in the form 

of evidence at his trial (legal), testimony at the Bigge Inquiry (bureaucratic) 
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 and the log of a 

ship, the Nancy (technical). A description of William says that he was five feet eight inches 

tall and green eyed with sandy hair and a fair complexion. I see a twinkle in his eye and a wry 

grin. Perhaps he had a dry sense of humour and appreciated the irony of his situation. 

 



3. Three musical traditions  

Initially I looked at some tunes used for Australian songs today and tried working back in 

time until I found one William might have known. The task proved very difficult partly 

because of the way that provenance is lost when tunes are described as ‘traditional’, as is 

common practice among folk musicians. So I decided to research tunes from William’s 

period. These fell into three areas: Ayrshire and the Royal Navy in the late 18
th

 century and 

the colony of New South Wales in the early 19
th

 century. 

Ayrshire:  

This was the time of Robbie Burns 1759-96) and the Scots Musical Museum 
x
 and the 

‘Golden Age’ of Scottish fiddlers especially Niel Gow (1727-1807). Several Burns songs had 

immediate appeal because they touched on themes that arose in William Eckford’s life.  

Parting – Frae the friends, Ae fond kiss, Sae far awa’, Banks o’ Doon, Many farewells 

Seafaring – I love my jovial sailor, The sailor’s wife, Caller Herrin’ (Gow tune)  

Sheep – Ca’ the yowes, Over the muir among the heather, The sheep head in the pat  

Older husbands – The auld man, What can a young lass do wi’ an old man. 

Danny Spooner gave us the flavour of the Burns classic ‘Ca’ the yowes to the knowes’. 

 

 

Navy: 

Burns adapted old tunes and old sets of lyrics for the Scots Musical Museum. It is difficult to 

know which versions of his songs were most popular. The same uncertainty applies to sea 

songs. Dave Johnson’s book on William Litten’s tunes, 1800-1802 notes that fiddles were 

used on British naval vessels while merchant ships were likely to have a chanteyman. Danny 

in sleeve notes to a CD notes that the Navy allowed very few songs.  

William was in the navy three decades. While he might not have heard chanteys as such, no 

doubt shipmates sang below decks. He would have heard tunes on shore leave, possibly in or 

around Wapping.  

Charles Dibdin was a prolific composer of songs with nautical themes such as ‘Jolly Young 

Waterman’, ‘Meg of Wapping’, ‘Poll of Wapping Stairs’, ‘Jack at Greenwich’ and ‘Then 

Farewell My Trim-built Wherry’, Dibdin was commissioned by the government to write 

patriotic ditties during the Napoleonic wars. His most famous is probably ‘Tom Bowling’ 

which features in the nautical medley in the Last Night of the Proms. The song is supposedly 

based on his brother who was lost at sea. Eckford’s brother who was ship’s surgeon rose to 

command and was also lost at sea. But despite the songs, Dibdin was not a seafaring man. 

Like Burns, Dibdin aborted plans to travel overseas. 
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Dibdin obviously had the knack of knowing which lyrics and tunes would succeed, so like 

Burns, he probably had a good ear for the popular. Dibdin’s cheeky style is less romantic 

wistful than Burns’. 

Danny Spooner sang ‘The Sailor’s Consolation’. 
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I also explored the possibility of using a song from Mary’s youth in Devon and came across 

the collection of Sabine Baring-Gould, and found the people at Wren Music very helpful. 
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Colony:  

If these branches of research were fascinating and informative, tracing songs that William 

might have heard in the colony is challenging and interesting. Both English sea songs and 

Scottish fiddle tunes migrated to the colony. 
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Peter McFie and Steve and Marjorie Gadd’s book on Alexander Laing, ‘On the Fiddle’ 

painstakingly verified 60 tunes in a manuscript of 250 as being originals. Laing’s repertoire 

included tunes by Niel Gow and the ‘College Hornpipe’ commonly known as the Sailor’s 

Hornpipe. The authors relate an anecdote about bushranger Mike Howe during a house 

invasion at Pittwater Tasmania telling Laing that he should play ‘Jack Tar’ and then they 

would move on. The authors also raise the important distinction between ‘folk’ and ‘art’ 

music and suggest that Laing’s main audience was in high society. 
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A fortuitous discovery was a 1796 playbill in a National Library of Australia ‘Treasures’ 

Exhibition in 2013. The playbill is the first sheet printed in the colony. Convict George 

Hughes produced a program of evening entertainment which included ‘Jane Shore’, ‘The 

Wapping Landlady’ or ‘Jack in Distress’ and ‘The Miraculous Cure’. ‘The Wapping 

Landlady’ was described as a humorous hornpipe. Parody succeeds only when the original 

movements are well known so the steps danced in the typical hornpipe based on actions 

performed by sailors at sea were clichés.  
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A supper box lid by artist Francis Hayman, 1743 titled ‘The Humours of a Wapping 

Landlady’ depicts a sailor dancing in a tavern. A traditional song ‘Flash Gals of the Town’ 

(or ‘Jack Tar Ashore’) has the line ‘Now the first thing he demands is a fiddler to his hand’. 

Perhaps dancing helped the sailor to regain a land gait after adapting to the rolling of the ship 

for months at sea. 
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Frederick Horatio Dixon from Rotherhithe opposite Wapping on the Thames arrived free on 

The Larkins in 1817. He married William’s daughter Jane in 1821 when she was under 15 

years old. It is possible that when my great great great grandparents were courting, William 

and Frederick discussed old haunts around Wapping. 
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The following table attempts to compare William’s lifespan with the lives and working 

periods of some of the contemporary composers mentioned above. While Laing emerged 

later, his repertoire owes much to earlier composers including Burns and the Gows. 

                                                     1750                      1800                                 1850 

 

William Eckford 1757-1833               -------------------------------------- 

Niel Gow 1727-1807              ----------------------------------- 

Nathaniel Gow 1763-1831                     ---------------------------------- 

Robbie Burns 1759-1798                     ----------------- 

 

Sandy Laing                                                                               ----------------------- 

William Litten                                                     ------------------ 

Charles Dibdin                                                ---------------------- 

 

As well as dozens of Burns songs on CD, vinyl and internet and dozens of Dibdin’s, I heard a 

large range of ‘Australian’ material, the melodies of which often draw upon ‘traditional’ 

tunes from Scotland, Ireland, England and Wales. The composers mentioned here have been 

 



privileged by being able to write music. They are the tip of an iceberg because folk music is 

transmitted orally and aurally rather than through printed music. 

4. Conclusions   

The folk process involves the borrowing of tunes, not always with acknowledgement. It is a 

very difficult process to begin with tunes known today and work back. Not all players can 

read music and others who can might prefer to learn tunes by ear anyway and never sight a 

sheet with a composer’s name. Those who can read music might never write notation.  

In the case of oral transmission of songs, variations are common. Tunes merge. Titles vary. 

Tunes can be used for more than one set of words and words can be set to more than one 

tune. The term ‘traditional’ can be used as a blanket term to cover tunes when we are unsure 

of the provenance. Tunes are modified by player style, diligence in attribution, specific needs 

and local increment. Songs are altered to suit the singer’s voice. Dance tunes and airs are 

adapted to the limitations of the player’s instrument. 

There are obvious parallels with ancestry research. The expression ‘believed to be’ is 

common in both genealogy and folk musicology. An apt analogy might be streams, creeks, 

rivers running to an estuary. It might be theoretically possible to scientifically discover where 

the water originated, but it is generally not discoverable using everyday observation. 

5. Coal River Pilot  

 

 

I conducted an open search for a suitable tune that William might have heard. Finally 

however, I decided that the tune had to suit the lyrics. The tune that I used seemed to arise 

naturally from those lyrics.  

One player told me that when he was young, he often thought he had hit upon an original 

tune. A senior member in his band however, would listen to the tune and then identify the 

melody as a variant of a ‘traditional’ tune. I think that this is what I have done here. I think 

that the tune to which I have set ‘Coal River Pilot’ is original, but hear echoes of other songs. 

I am prepared for the possibility that someone will identify the tune as a variant of another 

that might have subliminally set itself to my words! 

The song is dedicated to the many descendants of William Eckford and Mary Horrell. 
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Coal River Pilot (Conference) 
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‘Tis a lang way from Kilwinning Tae this land ae New South Wales 

Sae I maun make a beginning If you’re tae hear my tale 

Life is muckle pleasant now but it wasn’t always so 



Sometimes I feared I would not live to see my bairns grow 

 

My name is William Eckford and my story I shall tell 

Many parts are bonny but others seem like hell 

I took the groat o’ the English king And wore his jacket blue 

I primed his guns against the French And served him loyal and true 

 

But when I heard of a land that was new Where men could yet be free 

I bid my sorry past ‘adieu’ Tae gang far o’er the sea 

It was a leap into the dark But I knew it could not fail 

With the dawning century from Portsmouth we set sail 

 

The passengers were most in chains And many we buried at sea 

But a convict lass not half my age Found protection in me 

I poured my hopes into her ear She clung like a limpet to me 

And not lang after we came ashore Our family it was three 

 

My lass was Mary Horrell, in Devon she was tried 

For taking just a scrap of lace Was seven years exiled 

To farm at Prospect we did try But the soil it was clay 

Sae north tae Epping we did fly And hoped for a better day 

 

Old Sam Marsden owned the land I rented a block to clear 

At first we were a happy band But it didnae last - no fear 

Our Jock was just a wean At night he’d bring the flack hame 

But when the count was over by three He feared he’d get the blame 

 



 

I had a shepherd on Ticket o’ Leave He killed and salted ‘em down 

‘Tis we were pickled though not in brine And brought before the crown 

We were condemned to die For theft was a serious thing 

But then were sent away for life When another Scot intervened 

 

Lachlan Macquarie said I maun go To the Coal River mouth to stay 

Guiding vessels safely in Was how I got my pay 

The town was small it had no school But it was starting to grow 

And many a Sixty Miler brought goods from Sydney town 

 

The shifting sands around the Nob Made navigation a trick 

And Stockton Beach was littered with the bones of many a ship 

But I knew every channel No matter the weather or tide  

And canny would I steer them Till they were safe inside 

 

 

I was the harbour pilot then And our family mainly thrived 

I’d do it almost all again For my shame I had survived 

My children grew and married And westward they did go  

To Wollombi and Maitland Where’er the Hunter flowed 

 

Tony Smith (a great great great great grandson of William and Mary) 2014 

smithty@ix.net.au 
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i
I thank the Australian Folklore Network for allowing me to address this topic which is a personal indulgence, 

but which I hope has some general interest. Many people have generously answered my questions. Please accept 

my thanks.  I especially thank Danny Spooner, Roger Hargraves, Bruce Cameron and Gavin Holmes for 

assistance during the presentation. 

  
ii
 Portraits of William and Mary by unknown artist. Originals and digital copies held in Newcastle Library.  

 

iii
 A note about sources: Much of the information used here is from two printed sources. Ian P. Eckford and 

Doug Huxley The Eckford Family in Australia – the Early Years 1988 and James W. Fletcher, Trustworthiness 

Personified: A History of the Newcastle Pilot Service 1801-1884, edited by Dr Pamela B.Harrison for Newcastle 

Maritime Museum Society 2008. Websites mentioning these forebears include: Free Settler or Felon? 

www.jenwilletts.com; Australian Royalty, http://easystreetretreat.com.au/australianroyalty; The 1788-1820 

Pioneer Association, http://www.the1788-1820pioneerassociation.org.au; and Hunter River Genealogy, 

http://www.hunterrivergenealogy.com. 

Caveats: In her Preface to ‘Trustworthiness Personified’ (p.iv) which she edited and updated, Dr Pamela B. 

Harrison noted that she was not able to check Fletcher’s notes on sources or to guard against transcription errors 

because the building housing the ms was damaged and the papers were contaminated by asbestos. Similarly, 

family memories do not have perfect reliability. Joseph Eckford was interviewed upon his mother Mary’s death 

in 1864 and suggested that his father was in the navy over 40 years. Joseph was himself an exile and MLA for 

Wollombi 1860-82. Possible confusion arises over names. William has been called Eckford, Hickford, Heckford 

and Ackford. Mary could have been confused with Harrall, Hornell or Howell. I have assumed that both were 

literate, but this may be an error. 
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 Henry Eckford (Shipbuilder), http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry_Eckford_(shipbuilder). 

 
v
 The Cornwallis brought an ancestor of Kevin Rudd who would become Labor Prime Minister in 2007. 

vi
 Family historians assume that William and Mary began their relationship on the voyage as their first child was 

born some months after their arrival in the colony. Such liaisons were common enough and might have been one 

factor in the greater survival rate among female convicts. The Cornwallis lost 27 of its 193 male convicts (14%) 

but only 8 of 93 females (8.6%). In 1798 the Hillsborough lost some 30% of its male passengers.  

vii
 Their youngest daughter would also perish. See ‘Explosion at Newcastle’, 

http://www.jenwilletts.com/21_october_1826.htm.  Jane, the only surviving daughter was my great great great 

grandmother. 
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 John would later become district constable at Wallis Plains and give evidence to an inquiry into the way a 

magistrate handled a case in which members of the military summarily executed an Aboriginal man shackled to 

a tree. 
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 See 

http://www.newcastlensw.gov.au/_data/assets/pdf_file/0011/116030/Oral_evidence_from_William_Eckford.pdf 

 
x
 I am grateful to Sheena Wellington for directing me to the Scots Musical Museum Online. 

See https://archive.org./details/scotsmusicalmuse05john; also 

http://www.burnsmuseum.org.uk/collections/object_detail/3.3009.a-d 
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 The Songs, Charles Dibdin, Chronologically Arranged, with Notes, Historical, Biographical and Critical, and 

the Music of the Best and Most Popular Melodies, with New Pianoforte Accompaniments, to Which Is Prefixed 

A memoir of the Author by George Hogarth, Esq. Vols. 1 and 2, London: G.H. Davidson. Peter’s Hill, Doctors’ 

http://www.jenwilletts.com/
http://easystreetretreat.com.au/australianroyalty
http://www.the1788-1820pioneerassociation.org.au/
http://www.hunterrivergenealogy.com/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry_Eckford_(shipbuilder)
http://www.jenwilletts.com/21_october_1826.htm
http://www.newcastlensw.gov.au/_data/assets/pdf_file/0011/116030/Oral_evidence_from_William_Eckford.pdf
https://archive.org./details/scotsmusicalmuse05john
http://www.burnsmuseum.org.uk/collections/object_detail/3.3009.a-d


                                                                                                                                                        
Commons on the South Side of St Paul’s, 1842. See also Songs by Charles Dibdin, with Illustrations by George 

Cruikshank, Admiralty Edition, London: George Bell and Sons, York St, Covent Garden, 1875. 
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 Danny did not use his concertina because the first of these instruments did not appear until c.1830. 

 
xiii

 The Village Music Project is at  www.village-music-project.org.uk. Wren Music, based in Devon, is at 

www.wrenmusic.co.uk. Devon musicians directed me to the site of the English Folk Dance and Song Society 

http://library.efdss.org/archives/cgi-bin/search.cgi. Its ‘Take 6’ has tunes that were collected by the Reverend 

Sabine Baring-Gould in the nineteenth century. Of particular local relevance to my ancestor Mary Horrell from 

Shoebrooke are William Andrews’ fiddle tunes. 
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 In The Founding of New Societies (1964) Louis Hartz described colonies as ‘fragments’ spun off the mother 

state. These colonial splinters often remain frozen in time. The British Raj was a museum of Victorian cultural 

values. Folksinger Alistair Hulett did a version of the ‘Wife of Ushers Well’ which had disappeared from 

Britain but which was found in a backwoods area of the USA, and in the movie Songcatcher a musicologist 

discovers old English tunes preserved in Appalachians. Musically, it is likely that Scots tunes migrated to 

Australia and survived here while in Scotland the tradition evolved. 
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 On the Fiddle: From Scotland to Tasmania, The Life and Music of Alexander Laing (1792-1868) Convict, 

Constable, Fiddler and Composer. 2009 
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 Treasures Exhibition NLA Trove, First printed sheet in colony 1796 George Hughes, Program of evening 

entertainment, http://trove.nla.gov.au/version/32607367.  

 
xvii

 British Museum – Image Gallery: The Humours of a Wapping Landlady, 

http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details/collection_image_gallery.as

px?...  

 
xviii

 Frederick had a famous seafaring brother, John Poore Dixon, who was skipper of the Argo. The vessel 

disappeared from Hobart in 1814. In one version of events, absconding convicts stole the vessel. See The Argo, 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Argo_(ship).In another, the skipper was caught smuggling arrack by the ‘landing 

waiters’. Frederick was sentenced to two years imprisonment for perjury in 1819 when he claimed that John 

Poore was deceased in order to claim land held by John Poore in Richmond. Apparently it was common 

knowledge that John Poore had fled to France. Frederick later held responsible government posts and bought the 

‘Crooked Billet Inn’ in Newcastle in 1828. 

xix
 At time of writing and at seven generations remove, an Eckford descendant skippered the launch taking the 

pilots out to waiting vessels. 
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 I was joined for the playing of this song by Roger Hargraves (fiddle), Bruce Cameron (mandolin) and Gavin 

Holmes (bodhran). The audience repeated the last line of each verse as a refrain.  

http://www.village-music-project.org.uk/
http://www.wrenmusic.co.uk/
http://library.efdss.org/archives/cgi-bin/search.cgi
http://trove.nla.gov.au/version/32607367
http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details/collection_image_gallery.aspx
http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details/collection_image_gallery.aspx
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Argo_(ship)


                                                                                                                                                        

 


