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Frances Reed, pioneer of Bourke 
Croker Prize entry 2022 – Theme: Where did I come from? 

Frances Reed 1812-1895 
 

Frances Reed was the matriarch of a large pioneer family that played a significant part in 

founding the town of Bourke in far-western NSW. 

 

During her childhood in England, her Irish father Benjamin Heazle (a sergeant in the British 

Army) fought against Napoleon’s forces at Merxham, the siege of Antwerp and the subsequent 

storming of Bergen op Zoom in March 18141. After he returned, the family lived an itinerant 

lifestyle in England (8 postings), Scotland (5), Ireland (3), Gibraltar and Malta2. Nevertheless, 

Frances knew exactly where she had come from and passed on to her children and 

grandchildren that she had been born at Canterbury in 1812 and that her mother was Elizabeth 

Wilson3. 

 

Margaret Ann Wilson (possibly an aunt or cousin) witnessed Frances’ marriage to James Reed 

(a private in her father’s regiment) at Monkwearmouth (Sunderland) on 28 June 18304. The 

young couple was immediately posted to Kephalonia in the Ionian Sea2. Upon their return to 

England, their first child was baptised William at Portsmouth on 24 April 18315. 

 

During the next five years the regiment had three postings each in England and Ireland2. By 

the time the family embarked with the regiment for Australia aboard the Earl Grey in 18366, 

two more sons had been born (John Benjamin6 and James7) but their brother William had died. 

 

The Reeds served for seven years at Linden8, Windsor9, Illawarra9 and finally Sydney10 before 

the regiment was posted to India in 18439, but Frances and James elected to settle permanently 

in Australia.  

 

For the next two decades Frances raised their children in central Sydney while James worked 

as a grocer11, a constable12 and a labourer13. The family grew with the birth of Alexander 

(1837)8, Sarah (1839)14, Eliza Emily (1841)15, Sarah Ann (1844)16, Prudence (1846)12, Frances 

(1848)13, George Charles (1851)3, Mary Ann (1852)17 and Jane (1856)3. Unfortunately, the first 

Sarah died in childhood. Frances and James may have eventually run a hotel or boarding 

house18. 

 

By 1856 their son James had moved to Wellington in central NSW19 at the western edge of the 

nineteen counties that comprised the “limits of location.” Permanent settlement outside these 

limits was not permitted until 1861 when government policy changed to allow selection and 

purchase of land in non-settled areas. Frances and her family decided to take advantage of the 

opportunities that this offered. After initially joining their son at Wellington, Frances and her 

husband journeyed by bullock wagon to Bourke, a further 420 kilometres north-west. 

 

Bourke comprised just a few cabins, a goods depot and two pubs20. Supplies came by wagon 

from Maitland (720 kilometres away) or by unreliable paddle-steamer from Adelaide (about 

3,000 kilometres by river). Immediately on arrival, Frances had to call on her life experience 

and resourcefulness in assisting at the birth of William Wright in November 1862, just the 

eighth birth recorded in the district21. 
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Despite her worldly background Frances faced significant new tribulations in this hot, dry, 

dusty and very isolated fledgling town. There were very few women22 but plenty of wild men. 

Even the newly arrived policemen were erratic, with Constable Elliott having shot and killed 

Sergeant Webb a year earlier23. 

 

She had wisely left her younger children in the care of their older siblings in Sydney and 

Wellington. Nevertheless, soon after 19-year-old Sarah Ann married Michel Brennan in 

Sydney on 8 January 1863, she and her husband brought the rest of the family to Bourke17. 

 

Frances purchased land on the corner of Darling and Glen Streets on 18 December 186324 and 

her husband bought three adjacent blocks a year later25. They also selected eighty acres of land 

at Oxley’s Tableland (40 kilometres from Bourke)26 where they built a successful hotel called 

the Mountain House27. Frances soon earned a reputation as a good hostess and was lauded for 

her clever technique of preserving butter (by burying it)28 while James earned plaudits for his 

ability to source fodder for guests’ horses and bullocks during times of drought29. 

 

She was a member of the Anglican Church and provided supper for the congregation after the 

opening of the new church on 26 August 187430. 

 

Nevertheless, the challenges of the frontier lifestyle continued for many years. In 1871 

bushrangers took refreshment at the Reed’s Mountain House hotel unaware that they were 

being surrounded by a party of police who had tracked them from the Murrumbidgee District. 

Frances Reed with John Benjamin and Eliza Reed, circa 1879. 
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They were captured when they emerged31. Seven years later, constable James Murphy 

(Frances’ son-in-law) was severely bashed with a stirrup iron by bushranger Captain 

Midnight32, who later died from wounds received in a gunfight with Bourke police while trying 

to again elude capture33. 

 

There were also the regular difficulties posed by droughts, dust storms, heat waves, floods and 

economic recessions. The 1890 flood was a particular trial for Frances, now 78 years old. The 

town was inundated and she and hundreds of others had to live in tents on higher land at North 

Bourke for months before returning to a town now coated with stinking, disease-ridden mud34. 

 

Frances died five years later3. She had endured much tragedy during her lifetime. Her younger 

brother James died during an epidemic in Malta in 182435; she buried two of her own infant 

children; and seventeen grandchildren pre-deceased her. Perhaps the bitterest blows were the 

drowning of her 7-year-old grandson William John Reed in the Darling River at Bourke on 7 

October 186536 and the death of his only sibling, 15-year-old Frances Eliza Reed, when her 

clothes caught alight at Bourke on 8 July 187537. Their broken-hearted parents (John Benjamin 

Reed and Eliza nee Green) both died within five years38. 

 

Despite these sorrows, Frances’ life story is one of a resilient and resourceful woman whose 

initiative and enterprise helped to forge a better life for her ten adult children and ninety-one 

grandchildren. She was one of a few strong, brave women who helped found the town of 

Bourke. Her descendants (including the Brennan, Farrell, Gibb, Johnson, Maxwell, Murphy 

and Whye families) honoured her with a prominent memorial stone in Bourke cemetery. 
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