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My name is Suzanne Heffernan and I am 
interviewin~ Helen Taylor at Tanilba House on 
13th Au~st 1989. 

SH : Just !or the record would you please state 
your name and when and where you were born? 

HT: My na..n:e is Helen Tayl or and I am what was in 
the 40's and 50's called a new Australian . I 
am born in Europe in Czechoslovakia and I _ 
nave been here since 1949 · 

SH : What age were you when you came to Australia? 

HT: Thirteen. 

SH: Do you remembe~ much about your homeland? 

HT: O! course I do. Yes. 

SH: Would you like to describe some o! it, 
please? 

HT : Uh, very old cities, beautiful rivers, a 
di!!erent way o! life all together; but I 
must say I have been back to Europe so it's 
not di!!icult reall y to describe. 

SH : #hen did Tanilba House come into your 
! amily? 

HT : Um, my !amily leased Tanilba House in the 
1950's and when a demolition order uh came 
onto it in 1968 I think, '68 yea my !amily 
bought it. 

SH: Was it for hist-0rical reasons or ••• ? 

HT: Oh , probab~y sentimental reasons. 

SH : Uh. Can you please tell me who and when ~ilba 
House was bui lt '? 

HT: Uh, Tanilba House, Tanilba House itself dates 
to the early 1830's. Lieutenant Caswell came 
here in 1831, but this i s the third Tanilba 
House. So the !irst one would have been built 
in 1830 which was a slab hut .• The second one 
was a basic cottage and this particular 
property probe.bily dates to 1834 to 1836. But 
the dates are always given as 1831 because 
that was the first Tanilba House, but this is 
number three Tanilba House. 
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SH: Do you know why Caswell came to Australia? 

HT: Uh . Possibly because no dole existed and once 
he retired !'rem the Navy he didn't know what 
to do with himself and um, um alss a decree 
came out if a retired officer would ilD:nligrate 
he would be given certain amount o! la.nd under 
what was then called a "ueu-peroorn rental'' 
and this was jud~ed by how much money he had 
saved, how much he also made during his career. 
So Caswell felt that ~em.ans this was a new 
life for hiiii, a new · future,. He was on•ly forty 
when he arrived, s o he would have retired at 
the age of thirty eight, t hirty nine and his 
wife Susan was sixteen years his ~unior so 
she would have been about twenty !our when 
she arrived . here. 

SH: Um. Was Caswel l from a well to do f~mily or 
did he see Australia as giving him more money, 
more prestige? 

HT: Uh, I don 't think so . I think he was a very, 
he was a gentleman who was busy all his life. 
Um, and he liked to keen active , he was not 
!rom a 'Particularly wealthy family. His parents 
owned a inn, so -possib.ly it would be called 
what was what would be looked a~, at that 
time as um, middle class lower middle class, 
but all of his sisters or brothers ,had _· some 
form of education. Uh , he also had two brothers, 
who were naval com.manners, the same title as 
he had and they also emigrated to Australia. 
So there must have been many reasons why they 
came. I !elt one o! them was because his 
brother- in-law who was a Robert Raddle and 
um, Robert Hoddle was resuonsible for ~lanning 
the city of Melbourne. Robert Raddle was here 
since the mid 1820's . He had been here for 
some time. So possibly he wrote back glowing 
letters and some members of the familv followed . 

SH: Om. Did convicts actually build all or Tanilba 
Rouse? 

HT: Uh, Probab1ly yee. Yes, they did . 1 may have to 
answer the telephone. (She lau~hs). Stop that. 
Sorry. 

SH : Would you please describe Tanilba House? 

HT: Tanilba Bouse is a !airly basic building but 
uh, it is very well designed in manv ways 
and that is that uh Caswell who would have 
probably had a lot of s ay in the original 
plana, even though he was not an architect 
or builder. Caswell was known as an excellent 



SH: 

HT: 

SH: 

HT: 

navigator and he planned the building in a 
manner that it seems t o face um the correct 
kind of sun and whatever and t hat also he 
has taken into consideration the winds, the 
different winds that come from t he sea~ So 
the setting it sel~ which ~robably is of g reat 
imuortance and i t was the first house on the 
penin.sula. , the setting is wonderful, it is 
excellent, I t's also the only hill en this side 
of the Tilligerry .Peninsula . He chose the 
only hill , nossibly because uh, the early 
English settlers were i nterested in summer 
breezes. They were , was very much affected 
by the heat, particularly the women as they 
wore corsets and l ong dresses and whatever; 
and they wanted breezes from the sea, the summer 
winds. So, uh the setting is per!ect. The house 
is simple but spaoy but it seems to work well. 
I t is convict built. Wa s that what I was asked . 
(She J:aughs). Yea, 

The house itself . What about ~he i nterior? 

Yes. Interior, well there have been some 
slight changes in int the interior and that 
is we now seem to have one room less than 
we uh originally had and t hat was only 
discovered a faitly short time ago, We had 
one extra room, o~e extra, extra fire'Olaoe 
which possibly fell i n t o disuse or someth ing 
haupened anyway. Um, one room has been enlarged 
and the interio r is again as I sa id before 
simple. There are not as many bedrooms as one 
would tbink but t hen again in Wiotorian days 
uh you would have possibly had four children 
per one room and two children uer bed. So it 
was not necessary to have so many bedrooms 
and actually the two bedrooms uh towards the 
gaol a.re rooms for servants. They were not 
even for the family . They are servant rooms . 

Can you describe the significance of the heights 
of the doorways in the house? 

Well, it 's 'Orobabile . that um the wing where the 
kitchen stands and the two adjoining bedrooms 
were meant :for servants, therefore you have 
doorways which are a foot lower. You al s o 
have WLndows which are smaller. Um, the Caswell 
family would have saved on glass and on ~abour,_ 
~osaibly it means some sort of a class distinction, 
Yes. 
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I understand that there is a resident gho st. 
Who is the ghost? 

Yea. Well we have to have a ghost. It is an old 
house. (She laughs). And since the only person 
bes ides two Caswell children who died here, the 
only other person who is buried in the grounds 
is uh the governess that ca.me here to teach 
and uh so we ~resume it's her. 

Was she old or young? 

I have no idea bow old she was but ooss i bly 
the mid thirties. 

Have you seen the ghost .voursel!? 

I have seen something here twice. 

Uh. As you said there were graves on the 
pro-perty. 

Yes. 

' I 

Nho are the .v·· o"t?, 
The graves w·e·F.~ ..... .O.t .. _ two children, um one child 
named George ~ho was ·four and a halt or five 
and anothe.z:._ infant that died of 'l\tiynhoid. 
George diej(i \ in an accident and the infant 

~fe~h~f ~~1~~1-~~ii:~,dt~tt~fie~gvi~eHg _ 
mor! neaa.s'ton,,·s, the .neadstones were removed 
in the 1920'8. So these gravres have ended up 
in somebody elses backyard. 

How many children did the Caswell's ha~e? 
Uh We !trst thought ten then it grew to eleven 
an~ now 1t seems twelve. Uh; there was one child 
who was ver-y seldom spoken of and this particular 
daughter· whose name was Elizabeth was an invalid 
and uh I don't know whether she caused some 
embarassment to the family but she is very 
seldom mentioned but it seems that there were 
twelve children. Only two died in infancy. 

And were they born in Australia or in England? 

Ah, two in England, ten in Australia. 
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SH: Under the house there's dungeons. Were they 
for the convicts? 

HT: No. There are no dungeons. Uh, what was 
thought to be a dungeon was a wine cellar 
and the wine ce l lar was here of course for 
storage of wi nes because there were ten acres 
of vines here and wine which was made at 
Tanilba House was sent bv sea to Sydney or 
Newcastle. So you had to have cellars and a 
lot of people think that they were for stora~e 
of convicts but they were not, they were ! or 
storage of wine. 

SH: There is a gaol on the property. 

HT: Yes there's a small gaol and the gaol here 
was to reorimand convicts but again ~eople 
misinform them they think that convicts 
normally slept there. Well they couldn't 
have fitted in there because it is very 
small and they were only put in when they 
misbehaved. Convicts had their own housing 
which would have been fairly basic, it would 
have been built of wood and uh I believe 
that by the end of the century there was no 
trace o! that house at all, it had disa~ueared. 

SH: And was it common to have convicts on prouerties? 

HT: O! course! Uh, it was very di!!icult gettin~ 
free labour. Um , convi cts were assi gned · 
depending on how much land and how much 
uh a person applying for the convicts would 
have, so originally Caswell had sixteen but 
this number by the early 1840 's had dwindled 
to two. Convicts were being recalled to work 
on government pro jects in Sydney so 
eventually there were only two convicts and 
Caswell brought in men !rom Germany to work 
in the vineyards and these men came from 
Germany strangely enough but these were not 
convicts these were people who were paid 
barter. 

SH: Hmm. He also had a vineyard. Was it profitable? 

HT : Be had the vineyard here. He also had a 
vineyard at Balickerra near Seaham. I am not 
quite sure how urofitable that was because 
Caswell was bankrupt in the early 1840•s 
so, obviously it was not profitable. Um, 
but he did remain in the colony !or thirty 
years, all the children were well educated. 
Um, they did not have an easy life, but um, 
I thinik :trhat the · p:bopert.y at Balickerra 1 t 
seem probably was the money maker and this 
was always called by him "his beaut i ful 
white elephantu, so uh I don't think muah 
profit came from Tanilba. 
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SH: You're restoring Tanilba House , uh, how much 
have you accom~lished? 

HT: I'm not really restoring it. I am just trving 
to repair it. (She laughs). But uh, so !ar 
the major contribution o! the last three or 
tour years has been a new roof. Um, we are 
doinig continual re pairs because the minute 
one repairs one side the other side !alls 
down and people have no idea what it's l ike 
to try and pre serwe and maintain an old 
property because you' re looking after not at 
all three rooms, you are looking a!ter eleven 
rooms and extensive verandahs and large grounds. 
Um, not much money is forthcoming from the 
Goveinment, actually the only government 
money invested in the ~roperty is in the form 
of a new roof which came l ast year and the 
rest has been !unded by me and um I am just 
doing my best. 

SH: While you've been repairing it, have you 
had any discoveries that have come about? 

HT: Not really. The only one was the one that I 
mentioned earlier that there had been one 
extra room, one extra !ire-place whio·h for 
some strange reason disappeared, possibly 
that was changed turn o! the century because 
a lot of um repairs were made here at the 
turn of the century. The house was in bad 
order. It was left~deserted between 1870 and 
uh the early 1890's. So you can imagine when 
a house is left totally unoccupied for 
twenty years, a lot of damage happens so um 
I don't know what it looked like in the early 
1900's but um, a l ot of the change s that 
happened were Victorian and they were 1900 
Victori ans. So you see some pieces that date 
t o the 1830 's, others t o turn of the century 
and then again when Henry Halloran bought the 
property in 1920, he had probably UP to hal! 
a dozen pe ople living here for ten years and 
uh they created all the fantastic stonework 
which a lot of people think ie convict built 
but it's not and this stonework is gates and 
temples etcetera . Um, I've missed the question 
haven't I. ( She laughs) . I am close to it. 

SH: Halloran subdivided Tanilba. 

HT: Yes . 

(6) 



SH: Was he successful with that eubdivi sion? 

HT: I think !inancially no, because he was fifty 
years before his time but the subdivision 
i t self is quite interesting and uh we are 
rather fortunate to have Tanilba correctly 
subdivided and streets laid out in some sort 
of a formal manner. So it hasn't just ha~pened 
a certain pattern has been fo l lowed but um, 
Halloran on both Tanilba Bay and Mallabulla 
um, one of his drawbacks was the fact when he 
first bought the house there was no road 
and the road to the turn off was built in 1920. 
But he possibly thought that something 
momentous was going to happen here but l ike 
Caswell it didn't. It um, really became um a 
satellite suburb of Newcastle only in t he 
1970's, only fairly recently. I s t hat enough? 

SH: (The telephone rings). Um. 

SH: I understand there's an olive tree on the 
property, is it. the oldest olive tree in 
Australia? 

HT: No. Uh, it's the second oldest olive tree. 
The most uh, now· what, am I saying. The 
oldest olive tree is at Elizabeth Farm in 
Sydney and these olive trees at Tanilba Bay 
were the second lot of olive trees planted 
in the country so, it's not the oldest olive 
tree. I think it was always written up as 
the oldest olive tree but it's incorrect, 

SH: Then did Susan Caswell plant the tree? 

HT: Yes. The one that's surviving , we l l it's 
always written in hietorical books that she 
planted it so I just like to believe it, 
possibly it's correct. Alright. 

SH.t: What do you see in the future for your self 
and the house? 

HT: Uh, I don't know. ( She laughs). I feel lots 
of things but whether I can accomplish them 
or nst is another questiom so, I really have 
a lot of dif~iculty in commenting on that 
because uh things are Rot progressing as 
quickly as I would like them to be um, I 
really don't know. 
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SH : Do you think it will always be in your 
family or it would go out? 

HT : That again I don't know because my children 
are too young to be interested so possibly 
after I can't hold the r eins any longe r 
it may pass onto somebody else. 

SH : I would just like to thank you fo r this 
interview, it's been really great actually , 
there 's a lot of information there I 
didn't know about. ~ 

HT : Ok. Thank you very much. Thank you. Ok . 
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Helen Taylor was born in Czechoslovakia and 
emigrated to Australia at the age of thirteen 
in 1949. Her memories of Czechoslovakia are 
of old cities and beaut iful rivers. Life there 
was dif ferent to Aus tralia. 

Helen Taylor's family leased Tanilba House 
in the 1950's. In 1968 Tani lba House came 
under a demolition order, so her family 
purchased it. 

Lieutenant Caswell came to Austral ia when 
he retired from the Navy . Under a decree 
known as a "pepµe rcorn renta.l 11 a. retired 
offioer who emigrated was given an amount 
of land. The amount of land granted depended 
on the offieer's savings and the money he 
earned during his career. Caswell waa forty 
when he arrived in Auatralia in 1831 and 
his wife, Susan, was sixteen years his junior. 
Caswell was from a middle or lower middle 
class. He had two brothers who were naval 
officers who emigrated here. CTCaawel l's 
brother-in-law was Robert Hoddle, who 
planned the city a.£ Melbourne. Caswell had 
twelve children. Two were born in England 
anid ten in Australia. 

Tan~lba. Rouse today is the third Tanilba 
House. The first Tanilba House was a slab 
hut and was built in 1830 . The second was a 
basic cottage and the present house dates 

~•Git\ 1834 to 1836. Tanilba House is convict 
built and is a basio cottage. Caswell designed 
it so that it received the correct amount 
of sun and the breezes that came from the sea. 
There have been alight changes in the interior 
with oni.e room disa~pearing. The doorways 
are of different heights, possibly as a class 
distinc~ion a~ the kitchen and servants' 
quarters doorways an~ windows are smaller. 

A small gaol is on the property and this was 
to reprimand convicts. Convicts had their 
own housing. It was probably made of wood. 
By the end of the 19th century this housing 
had disappeared. Convicts were assigned to 
landowners de~ending on how much land and 
money they had. Ca~well originally had sixteen 
but by the 1840's he had only two. 

Tanilba House had a vineyard. Caswell also 
had a vineyard at Balickerra. Caswell went 
bankrupt in the early l840'a, He remained 
in the colony .for thirty ye a.rs and his 
children were we l l educated. Bal i ckerra was 
possibl y t he money maker; it is doubtful 
Tanilba House was. Caswell referred to it 
as "hie beaut i ful white elephant". Tanilba 
House has the second oldest olive tree in 
Australia. It was possibly planted by Susan 
Caswell. 



A man named Henry Halloran subdivided Tanilba 
Bay in the 1920's. It was not a financial 
success mainly because there was no road 
from the turn off' until Halloran put it in 
in 1920. Halloran had extensive stonework 
constructed around Tanilba Bay which 
imudtated the convicts' stonework, 

Helen Taylor does not know what future Tanilba 
House may have as her children are too young 
to have anv interest in the house . As lomg 
as she can continue the house will stay in 
her family but if her f amily do not become 
interested then it may pass out of the 
Taylor family . 



SUE HEFFERN AH 

~HlRDi TERM A~SI,GNIVJEliT 

fillQIONAL His.T.ORY 

II TANI~l2A fil:!U SE " 

fAST TO PRF4_SjN'.;U; 

AUSTRALIAN HISTORY 

LiQTURERi _MAR'lA~~ fil.iNRY 

WEDNESDAY NIGHl; J' . QOfM TQ 9.QQ£M 



Tanilba House is situated in Caswell Crescent, 
Tanilb~ Bay. ~he house that stands today is 
the third Tanilba House. ''The first house was 
a slab hut built in 1830. The second one was 
a basic cottage and the present house dat es 
to 1834 to 1836. 111 

Tanilba House was built by Lieutenant Wi l liam 
Caswell , who emigrated to Austral ia at t he -
age of forty in 1829, when he retired from 
the Navy. lie arrived in Australia with hie 
wife, Susan; sixteen years his ~unior and 
their two children, Emily, aged three and 
William Stewart , aged two. Susan Caswell was 
t .he sister of Robert Hoddle , who planned the 
city of Melbourne . William Caswell was from 
a lower middle to middle cl ass . His parents 
owned an inn, Caawell'e naval experience 
helped him to design Tanilba House so that 
it capjured the right amount of sun and the 
breezes that came from the sea that helped 
to cool the house in summer. Th.is was 
particularly important for the women because 
of the clothing the women had to wear in the 
1800's. 

The· house ie o.onvict built and made of quartz 
po rphyry stone quarr-ied on the pro-pert.y. A 
vineyard was estab:lished by Caswell at Tanilba 
Bay 8.nd in 1850 "was producing 1000 gallons 
of wine annually11 • 2 The wine that was produced 
was stored in the wine cellar whie:h was 
situated beneath the house. The house bears 
the mark of class distinction. The doorways 
and windows in the section of the house where 
the kitchen and servants' quarters stand are 
smaller than the rest of the house. A small 
gaol also exists on the property and this 
was used to reprimand the convicts who were 
assigned to Caswell. Originally Caswell was 
assigned sixt~\~&convicts but by. the 1840's 
the majority -...e recalled to Sydney by the 
Government and he was left with only two. 

The Caswell family had ten more ~hildren in 
Australia. T~o of these children died in 
infancy. One child, George died in .an accident 
at the age of four and a half or f1ve. The 
other child , a baby, died of Ty~hoid~ 

1 Transcript of interview with Helen Taylor, 
1989, Page l. . 

2 Newcastle Morning Herald , .. Saturday Magazine' 
3rd January, 1987, Page 11. 



By 1840 William Caswell was bankrupt and 
"he considered selling ' Tanilba House ' but 
received relief under the Insolvency Act in 
1842 •.• "· 3 The Caswell f amily left '.ranilba 
House and took up residence at the pro~erty 
known as ."Ba.liokerra" which was nea.:t Seaham. 
In 1859 Caswell was returning to England 
with his daughter Emily when -he died at sea. 

Ta.nilba House was leased from 1861 to 1871 
by a Mre. Catherine Linz , of Stockton, and 
her parents. The houee then stood deserted 
until 1897 when Mrs. Elizabeth Holmes bought 
the estate from the executors of the Caswell 
family. The house had fallen into disrepair 
after standing VIacant for more than twenty 
years. The Holmes family resided at Tanilba 
House for some years. Whilst Mr. Holmes was 
ploughing a portion of land for an orchard, 
an Aboriginal breast plate bearing the name 
"Tanilba1

' wae u:rnearthed. This breast plate 
belonged to the King of the Tanilba tribe. 
The house was partially restored by Mrs. 
Holmes and it is during this restorat.ion it 
is believed that "one room disappee.red 11 .4 
Tanilba House was then sold in 1905 to Mr. 
w. J. Ebh~ok who converted the house to a 
holiday house for fishing~ parties from 
Newcastle and Maitlemd, In 1913 ~he house 
changed owners again and it became the 
residence of Walter W. Clift. He sold the 
property in 1920 to Henry Halloran. 

Henry Halloran was an estate agent and 
develo~er. At one time he was the Chief 
Surveyor for New South Wales. ~he original 
Crown gra.nt o! the land to William Caswell 
bears Ralloran'e grandfather's signature 
as naving been ente~d by him in the regiater 
of the county in the Surveyor General 's Office. 
Halloran emyloyed two Italian stone:maeons 
in the 1920 s to create psued~conviot 
stonework around Tanilba Bay. This stonework 
included the ''Temple 11

, winding stone wall!, 
the wishing chair, the pillars of the pagoda 
and the entrance gates to Tanilba Bay. On 
top of the entranoe gates are two bollard! 
from H.M.A.S. Sydney. This aton~work was 
completed on 31st March, 1931. rhe entrance 

3 Je--an~-0-a-sw_e_l~l~B~e-n~so-n~,-A~· ~w~i~d~~ e-. -S~u-e-~-~~r~u~m=-,~'llU~ mut 
New 8outh Wales , 1987 , p.135, 

4 Transcript of interview •• .•• , n.6. 



gates are known as "the Centenary p;atewav 
t o Tani lba. Bay".5 Henry Hal loran subdivided 
Tanilba Bay and Mall abulla to sell the land 
to make a profit and the stonework was to 
be used as an attraction to the area. T.his 
subdivision was not financially successful. 
For twent y years holiday makers en~oyed 
Tanilba House . 

I n 194D Tanilba House was leased t o the Gospel 
.Fishermen Mission which was a religi ous sect. 
They leased the house for seventeen years as 
their headquarters and as a home for sailors. 
They in turn left Tanilba House to establish 
their headquarters at Tahlee. 

The lease on the house was taken over by 
the Oberland family in the mid 1950 's. They 
operated Tanilba House as a holiday farm 
and riding school. In 1968 Tanilba House 
came under a demolition order and to preven~ 
the destruction of the historical house the 
Oberland family purchased i t. I n the early 
1970 's, Squadron Leader Douglas Edwards , 
who was an R.A.A.F. pilot stationed at 
R.A.A.F. Base , Williamtown with the Mirages 
and his wife Suzanne, formerly Miss Suzanne 
Oberland, and their two children occu~ied 
Tanilba House. 

The New South Wales Government in 1980 
placed a permanent conservation order on 
Tanilba Houee and on the stone gazebo known 
as "':Che Temple '', This order means that the 
stru0turee "must be preserved in t heir present 
form". 6 

The present owner of Tanilba Houae is Helen 
Taylor and she is of the Oberland family. 
Tanilba House is now a touri st attraction. 
Mrs. Taylor conducts tours through the house 
whi~h displays furniture and clothing from 
the -past. The house is under constant repa i r 
because as one side of the house is repaired 
the other side falls down, because of its' 
age. In November 1987 the ornate glass 
panelled cedar door was restored to its' 
former glory by having the centre door ~anel 
re~laeed which had been missing since t he 
1930's. Even though the glass is not as old 
as the house, it comes from the 1880's , so 
it is at leaat one hundred years old. 

5 Raymond ·l'erraoe Examiner , 20th May, 1970 • 
6 Newcastle Morning Heral d, 7th March, igso. 



A new roof was put onto Tanilba House in 
1988. This was made noasible by a grant 
from the Government. Mrs. Taylor hopes to 
keep the house in her family~ . .tt"'will 
continue to do so while she is capable of 
looking after it. 
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