JOHN ROBERT BUBB
(1832-1900)
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By the time John Robert Watts Bubb took over the Bubb foundry in July 1867 he was a married man with five
children. On 5 May 1857, at the age of 26, he had married 18 year old Mary Illidge, third child and first daughter of
Josiah Mason Illidge and his wife Mary Jaques. The ceremony, conducted according to the rites of the Baptist
Church, was held at the bride’s family home in Crown Street, Surry Hills, and conducted by the Reverend James
Voller, who had ‘married’ John’s father Robert and step-mother, Amelia Jane Old, only five months earlier. The
groom’s brother, Joshua Tinson Bubb, was one of the witnesses.1. Josiah and Mary Illidge, who were married at
Newington, Surrey, in January 1836, emigrated to Australia the following year arriving at Sydney in May on board
the Persian. Their daughter Mary Illidge had been born in Bathurst Street, Sydney, on 6 August 1839.2
John and Mary’s first child was Mary Helah Bubb, born on 15 February 1858, when her parents were living at 299
Sussex Street, Sydney. She was followed by Emily Eliza (8 December 1859, 116 Campbell Street, Surry Hills),
Frederick Charles (6 May 1862, Goulburn Street East), and Alfred Ernest (10 March 1864, 278 George Street) –
the different residential addresses indicating how mobile the family was at this time. But by the time Elsie May (29
September 1865) arrived the family had moved to a substantial two storey house named ‘Willumumina’, at
Burwood.3
Next in line was James Voller Bubb. He was born on 6 January 1868, and his birth was registered at Concord.4 On
the day he was born, what was described as ‘the most disastrous accident that has occurred on our railways’
occurred at Newtown station, when a goods train from Picton collided with the 8.30am passenger train from
Newtown. Fortunately there was only one fatality, but a number of people sustained serious injuries. Coincidentally,
John Robert Bubb and the Reverend James Voller were passengers on the train, but luckily were not injured. To
‘celebrate’ his lucky escape, John named his new baby son after his fellow traveller.5
Six more children followed – Ada Beatrice (31 October 1869, ‘Willumumina’), Clara Illidge (31 August 1871,
Liverpool Street, Sydney), Edith Ruth (25 August 1873, Burwood), Winifred Amy (4 August 1875, ‘Willumumina’),
Walter Cecil (14 October 1877, ‘Willumumina’), and Leonard Illidge (26 September 1880, Stanmore).6
In 1868 The Sydney Morning Herald ran a series of articles on the manufacturing industry of New South Wales. A
report on the Victoria Foundry was included in the section dealing with the Iron Trade.
Mr. J.R. Bubb’s Victoria foundry is situated in a lane off Liverpool-street, and between George and Sussex streets.
From year to year the premises have been
gradually extended as opportunities have
offered for leasing adjacent land. But,
notwithstanding the additions which have been
made, the premises are much too confined for
the extensive work now carried on. And yet, the
area now occupied is more than four times the
extent of that on which the business was
conducted at its initiation by the father of the
present proprietor. Business has so rapidly
extended, and the iron trade is so fast
expanding, that it is only with great nicety of
management the numerous orders received can
be executed.
The business of this foundry chiefly lies in
casting for the engineering trade, into which they
do not personally enter. The line they have taken
up on their own account is the casting for house
work generally, executing orders for builders or large contractors. In this they do a very large amount of business,
manufacturing pilasters, ornamental columns, balcony railing, wrought and cast iron palisading, and every
description of iron work used in house building. Their moulding shop is seventy feet by fifty feet, and, though only
recently extended to that size, is already too small for the demands made on them. On the floor above the moulding
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shop is the pattern loft, in which the patterns for the different moulds are made. From this floor also the two cupolas
or metal furnaces are fed. These are capable together of running a casting from 10 to 12 tons.
One of the most important works executed by this firm was casting a number of large iron drain pipes, 6 feet lengths,
3 feet 8 inches in diameter and weighing 22 cwt. each. They were used on the property of Mr. William McQuade of
the Paterson, for carrying off the back water left by the floods, and emptying it into the river. The pipes were cast
under the superintendence of Mr. Bell, the City Engineer, the designer of the plan upon which they are used. They
will act as a sewer to carry the water from the back lands down to the river. The mouth is secured by a valve, which
closes upon the pressure of the river water from without, and that pressure, being removed on the fall of the river
water, the valve opens by the force of the flood water pent up within, and allows of its free egress. They have
admirably answered their purposes, the plan for draining the ground having been successful.
Here was cast the flywheel for the City Iron Works at Pyrmont. It weighed fully 3 tons; and the sole plate for the
rolling train of the same works weighed 3½ tons. Many of the rollers for the train of the same works were also cast
here. Recently they cast four large stills for the Hartley Kerosene Works. They were capable of containing 3000
gallons each, and each weighed rather over 3 tons. They were cast in one piece, with the exception of the bottom,
where most exposed to the heat of the furnace, so that, in the event of burning after long use, this part may be
replaced. They are now employed upon the castings for the approaches to the West Maitland bridge, which are
being executed for the contractor, Mr. Mather of Bathurst-street. The cylinders for the piers of these approaches
are 6 feet long and 2 feet in diameter.
In the smithy, they keep three forges going, and there is a small engineering plant for use in fitting up their own
work. The business, however, is essentially that of a foundry, and no engineering work is undertaken. The smithy
and engineering tools are necessary, however, inasmuch as they take from contractors the execution of all iron
work, whether wrought or cast, that may be included in the specification, thus saving the necessity for going to one
establishment for the cast and to another for the wrought iron. A small 6h.p. horizontal engine works the fan for the
smithy or cupolas, turns the mills for the grinding loom, and sets the machinery at work when required.
The number of hands employed on the establishment is 58 men and 7 boys, including fitters, smiths, moulders,
pattern makers, &c., to whom are paid the wages fixed by the trade as mentioned in other establishments.
About 12 tons is considered to be the average quantity of pig iron weekly run out into castings.7

From this account it is evident that when John Bubb assumed control in 1867 he took over a going concern, and it
was business as usual. He continued to win government tenders, for example, iron railings for the dwarf wall,
Macquarie Street, and wrought iron gates and cell doors for the Darlinghurst gaol.8 In 1869, one Joseph Andrews,
sugar planter of the Manning River, had decided to update his sugar works to bring it into line with ‘modern’
processing principles.
The chief popularity of the new sugar apparatus is a vacuum pan of novel construction, capable of holding 250
gallons of juice. It differs from the ordinary vacuum pan in the vacuum being produced by means of steam. There
are of course many open pans in which the process of defectation is carried on prior to the juice being placed in the
vacuum pan. The whole of those vessel[s] have been constructed at Mr. Bubb’s Victoria Foundry. 9

Over the years 1872-1874 John Bubb was embroiled in a complicated and protracted legal case involving the
purchase of pig iron, and an argument about who was the rightful owner of the iron when the purchase was made.
The first round of this legal tussle took place in the Supreme Court on Monday 27 May 1872.
The plaintiff in this action was Mr. John Robert Bubb, of Bubb’s Foundry, George-street, and Messrs. Charles Moore
and Company, of Pitt-street, auctioneers were the defendants. This was action for the wrongful conversion by the
defendants of a large quantity of pig, belonging to the plaintiff, whereby the plaintiff was deprived of the use and
possession of the same, in the exercise of his trade, and compelled to buy other iron at an increased value. The
defendants pleaded not guilty. That the iron was not the plaintiff’s. And also that before plaintiff had acquired any
interest in the said iron, the defendant, by an agreement between them and one John Vann, then owner of the iron,
had a lien thereon in respect of advances to him by the defendants upon the security of the iron; and that while the
said lien existed the said John Vann sold the iron to the plaintiff, who demanded the same from the defendants, and
they refused to deliver the same, which was the alleged conversion. The plaintiff claimed £500. 10
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The following day the verdict handed down in favour of the plaintiff - £245 and damages to the amount of £24 10s,
making a total of £296 10s.11
Round two was the action of ‘Vann v Bubb – Demurrer’, heard on 28 November 1872.
The plaintiff, on the 27th of October, 1871, through the agency of a broker sold to the defendant 50 tons of pig iron,
to be paid by bills at four or five months bearing date from the delivery of the iron. The plaintiff herein, as a senior
member of the firm Messrs. Chas. Moore and Company, executed the contract, which was only partially carried out,
for the transaction should have been in cash instead of bills. Bubb then instituted an action of trover against Messrs.
Moore and Co, which resulted some months ago in a verdict for Bubb for the contract price of the iron and damages
for the rise in the price of iron. Vann now sues for the amount of the two bills. The defendant, Bubb, therefore says
that Messrs. Moore and Co. were the actual owners of the iron, and that Vann has no power to sue defendant for
wrongful conversion. Defendant also avers that before the present proceedings were taken, the iron was their
property. It was now contended that the declaration alleges no breach of contract or of part. Also, that the plaintiff
does not admit that he ever delivered the iron, and consequently, cannot recover damages. And also that there was
no property, as alleged, in the facts set forth. And, further, that if the money was recovered from Messrs. Moore and
Co., Vann has no title to the iron, and cannot take same. The material contest was that the defendant maintained
that Vann must sue Messrs. Moore and Company, and not defendant.
Their Honors unanimously gave judgement in favour of plaintiff. They considered that there had been a valid
contract of sale, and that damages having been awarded to Bubb for the breach of contract by the vendors, the
Court then held that Bubb was possessed of the iron. The defendant is there estopped from saying he had not got
the iron.12

At its sitting on 30 June 1873 the Supreme Court, in the ongoing matter of Vann v Bubb, considered an application
on rule nisi to set aside the demurrer on the ground that the action had been settled by a written release given by
Vann to Bubb in March 1873. The ‘business’ had been done at John Bubb’s office by the signing of a release
document, and with Bubb giving Vann a cheque for £35, and a promissory note for £100, and with Vann annotating
in the margin of the document that he would undertake to pay the costs of Bubb’s solicitors. However, Vann was
now claiming that he was not in his right senses when he signed the release, inasmuch as he signed it under the
influence of drink. Vann’s wife also swore that he was, for several days prior and subsequent to the date of the
release, in a state of intoxication, and he could not have been in a fit state to have known what he was doing when
he executed the release. Mrs Vann’s statement was endorsed by one George Grosvenor Bunster. On the other
hand, it was averred by affidavits of Bubb, William McDonald, and one Cooper, that they firmly believed Vann was
perfectly sober when he settled the action. Their Honors granted the motion. They believed that the release was
given in bona fide.
But this was apparently not the end of the affair as the matter of Vann v Bubb was listed for business, under ‘New
Trial Motions, Demurrers, &c.’ for the Second Term, commencing 8 June 1874.13 I have not discovered the outcome
but by this time John Robert Bubb had been embroiled in another legal matter – Bubb v The Mayor of Sydney and
others – in which the plaintiff sued for payment of a considerable amount of outstanding money. As far as John
Bubb was concerned, the outcome was far from satisfactory.
It appeared, from counsels’ addresses, that in the year 1871 the Sydney Corporation, by advertisements, called for
tenders for the supply or ironwork during the year 1872 to the orders of the Municipal Council. Bubb forwarded
tenders, which were accepted. A contract was drawn up, and executed. In June 1872, Bubb received an order to
provide twelve four-inch water pipes, to be used at the Botany dams. The peculiar kind of pipes as required were
made according to contract, and plaintiff received £111 3s 5d on account of his claim for £576 5s 7d, but failing to
get the balance of £465 5s 7d, he now brought this action. Defendants paid into court £12 7s 1d in full satisfaction,
but plaintiff says he is entitled to recover £452 8s 6d in addition thereto. There was no evidence given, as the
defendants’ counsel raised a small point of law in support of a nonsuit, to the effect that plaintiff, in accordance with
the terms of the contract, should have obtained a certificate from the city engineer, certifying that the accounts
submitted for payment were correct. This not having been done, it was urged that the plaintiff could not sue. His
Honor nonsuited the plaintiff on the point of law raised.14
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In its 20 May 1879 issue the Evening News carried a short item entitled ‘Peculiar Action’ - John Bubb was back in
court, and this time the verdict was in his favour.
The ironfounder, Mr. Bubb, yesterday, in the District Court, claimed £45 for bonuses, from Mr. Meares, owner of
Trickett’s Hotel, Pitt and King streets. There had been an agreement between the parties that Mr. Bubb should
receive £5 per day for every day certain iron girders, required in the building of the hotel, should be delivered before
the contract time. One girder was delivered six days in advance of the contract time, and another girder three days,
making up £45. The girders were to be perfectly sound, and be inspected by the architect, who was to give a
certificate. Plaintiff procured the architect’s certificate, and received £35 for bonuses, but, as defendant had disputed
the claim, and applied the £35 in reduction of the contract money, plaintiff now sought its recovery. Several
witnesses were called for defendant to show that the girders were badly made, inasmuch as the architect had to
place “fish plates” over the defective parts. His Honor, Judge Josephson, after hearing Mr. Simpson for defendant
and Mr. Pilcher for plaintiff, found a verdict for plaintiff for £10, with costs on a lower scale. 15

In the following year, in March 1880, the Evening News published a long article on the then current state of the iron
trade.
This, the greatest industry of Port Jackson, is considered by those engaged in it as indigenous to the soil, inasmuch
as both coal and iron abound in the colony in many cases in the closest juxtaposition, affording almost unrivalled
facilities for converting the ore into marketable metal at a minimum of cost. It would seem, however, that hitherto
this great industry has chiefly flourished or at least has been greatly stimulated, by Government work. A great part
of this work is not now done in the colony, the natural consequence being that large numbers of men have been
thrown out of employment. There does not seem to be the slightest prospect of a revival, unless – as stated by one
of the leading foundry proprietors – the Queensland system of keeping all Government work in the country is
adopted …
It is admitted on all hands that there is the skilled labour in the market to perform any work required to be done in a
manner fully equal to what can be done in England. Indeed, it has been broadly stated, and not denied, that the
later importations from the old country are not equal to the artisans in the iron trade who were already amongst us.
It is estimated by authorities competent to judge that two-fifths of the workmen in the iron trades are at present out
of employment, and there does not appear to be any prospect of improvement, at least in the near future …
At the Atlas Company’s works a large placard, bearing the words “No workmen required” is to be affixed to save
the loss of time caused by the number of men seeking employment. Several firms said that if they advertised for a
man they would have from 30 to 40 good tradesmen at once applying …
Appended is a statement of the men actually employed and the men for whom there is plant to supply employment
in several of the leading foundries.

Mort and Co
A.S.N. Co
Atlas Co
Vale and Co
Phoenix Foundry (H. Lutton and Sons)
Victoria Foundry (J.R. Bubb)

Men
employed
400
200
250
60
10
80

Capable of
employing
1000
400
300
100
25
120

Only the principal establishments, it will be noticed, are mentioned. The same result would be shown by
quoting the smaller firms.16

Notwithstanding this gloomy outlook, and having run the business solo for thirteen years, on 1 June 1880 John
Bubb took on Alfred Thomas Rees as a partner
NOTICE – I have this day admitted into Partnership with me in my business, Victoria Foundry, 575 George-street,
Sydney, Mr. ALFRED THOMAS REES, and the business will from this date be carried on in the name of BUBB and
REES.17
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Based on the fact that Alfred Thomas Rees was a twice-declared bankrupt, John Bubb’s choice of partner was
questionable. Added to this was Alfred’s apparent lack of experience in the iron foundry business, given that he
was as a general storekeeper of Toowoomba when he was first declared bankrupt in November 1867, and a
storekeeper of Dalby for the second time in 1870. It was not until March 1871 that he received his certificate for the
second insolvency.18 If he was the Alfred T. Rees, listed in the 1875 Sands Directory, he was by then a draper of
Piper Street, Woollahra.19 There was one event in Alfred’s life that might explain the connection between him and
John Robert Bubb. On the 28 February 1866 Alfred Thomas Rees of Toowoomba, Queensland, married Lucy Jane
Robinson, daughter of Congregational minister, Reverend Edwin Robinson, at the family home in Surry Hills,
Sydney. Those officiating were the Reverend Thomas Johnson, Congregational minister, assisted by the ubiquitous
Baptist minister Reverend James Voller.20
Within a month the newly named company, Bubb and Rees, had successfully tendered to provide cast iron chairs
for Government Tramways, and in November 1880, on a grander scale, their tender for the supply of wrought iron
girders for the approach to Nowra Bridge was accepted.21 At its 9 December 1880 meeting, the Burwood Council,
which had written to one H.T. Fox explaining that ‘an iron roller could not be procured in the colony’, under
correspondence received noted Mr. Fox’s response stating that Messrs. Bubb and Rees could supply a street
roller.22 To keep pace with the expanding population and the consequent increasing consumption of gas, in 1882
the Australian Gaslight Company built ‘a gigantic gasholder capable of holding 1,200,000 cubic feet of gas’, an
undertaking which also necessitated a general enlargement of the company’s works. Thus, when the gas retort
house was extended by 110 feet the wrought iron roof and supporting cast-iron columns were put up under contract
by Messrs. Bubb and Rees.23
It was during the term of the Bubb/Rees partnership that the business suffered a set-back in September 1881 which
fortunately was not as serious as it might have been.
Shortly before 12 o’clock, last night, a fire broke out on the premises of Messrs. Bubb and Rees, proprietors of the
Victoria Iron Foundry, George-street. It seems that a fire had been left banked up in the boilermakers’ shop, and
that the hot ashes had ignited a fence alongside of the forge. The flames were observed by the neighbours, who
gave the alarm. The fire was extinguished by the neighbours and the members of the Insurance Companies’
Brigade. Two other brigades were present.24

The business suffered a more serious setback later that same year with the dissolution of the partnership. Although
the public were not formally notified until March 1882, John Bubb and Alfred Rees had parted company effective
from 30 December 1881. The notification also stated that ‘J.R. Bubb will pay all liabilities due to the Firm, and
continue the business in his own name’.25 It must have been somewhat galling when, in June 1882, Alfred Rees
announced that he had purchased the Camdenville Foundry, Newtown, which he intended to carry on under his
own account as A.T. Rees and Company, commended by the previous owners who had no doubt that the new
owners ‘by their carefulness and promptitude in executing all orders entrusted to them, will give entire satisfaction’.26
It may have given John Bubb some satisfaction to learn that by February 1886 A.T. Rees and Co had disposed of
their interest in the Camdenville Foundry to Messrs. Vann and Barrington and that by January 1889, and again in
1893, Alfred Rees, a tailor, was declared bankrupt.27
Even more seriously, the year 1882 ended a with a legal case arising from the 1851 will of John Taylor, as recounted
in the ‘Law Report’ columns of The Sydney Morning Herald.
In Equity – (Before His Honor the PRIMARY JUDGE)
TAYLOR V. HOWITT

Mr. Knox, instructed by Mr. G.M. Dunn, for the plaintiff. The defendant did not appear.
The plaintiff sued the defendant as trustee under his grandfather’s will, in order that the trust might be fulfilled, the
property sold, and an account taken as to rents, &c. The testator died in 1852, leaving a property known as the
Victoria Foundry, Sussex-street, which according to his will was to be sold, and the proceeds distributed amongst
the three grandsons upon the attainment of the youngest of 24 years. The property had been leased to J.R. Bubb
- 5-

Persons of Interest

John Robert Bubb

and Erasmus Temperley for a term of years, and J.R. Bubb had purchased the interests of the beneficiaries other
than plaintiff, who is at present a foreman of public works at Auckland, N.Z. The statement of claims set forth that
plaintiff had not received any moneys out of the estate with the exception of some small amounts out of the estate
paid to his mother under his instructions.
His Honor said he would make a decree at once so far as the defendant was concerned, viz., that the trusts of the
will be carried out by the sale of the property under the directions of the Court. Counsel might mention the matter
again as to the mode of procedure to be adopted with reference to the service of notice upon Mr. Bubb
Mr. Knox drew attention to the fact that under the rules there was provision made for service of the decree made
on the previous day upon J.R. Bubb, who claimed to be the sole trustee in Taylor’s estate, and that an appearance
must be entered within 30 days.
His Honor made an order for the service of the decree upon J.R. Bubb.28

The case for the plaintiff was incorrect in stating that the Victoria Foundry was leased to J.R. Bubb and Erasmus
Temperley – it was in fact Robert Bubb who took over the lease with his partner Temperley. As already noted, John
Robert Bubb did not become a partner until 1856. Interestingly Howitt was named as the defendant and, as we
have seen, it was Adam Howitt alone who claimed probate on John Taylor’s estate. It was also Adam Howitt who
was listed as the Owner/Landlord of the Foundry for the rateable years 1863 and 1867.29
Year

No

Situation

Person Rated

Owner/Landlord

Purpose

Ann/V £

1855

8

Victoria Place

Bubb & Temperley

Exrs Taylors decd

Iron Foundry & Concerns

200

1856

8

Victoria Place

Bubb & Temperley

Exrs Taylors decd

Iron Foundry & Concerns

200

1861

off

Victoria Place

Bubb & Son

Bubb & Son

Foundry

125

Victoria Place

Robert Bubb

Adam Howitt

Foundry

100

Victoria Place

Robert Bubb

Adam Howitt

Foundry

150

Victoria Place

John Rt Bubb

John Rt Bubb

Warehouse

286

1863
1867

24

1871
1877

off

George Street

John R Bubb

John R Bubb

Factory

200

1880

575

George Street

J R Bubb

J R Bubb

Foundry

200

1882

575 off

George Street

J R Bubb

J R Bubb

Foundry

260

But it was not Howitt upon whom the decree was to be served, but J.R. Bubb, who claimed to be the sole trustee
and, according to the above table, was recorded as the owner from 1871. It is possible that by 1882 Adam Howitt
was no longer capable of carrying out his role as executor. A notice of his death on 8 July 1884 mentions that his
health over the past six years had been failing and that his brain had been affected.30
Assuming that the three grandsons have been correctly identified, the youngest – William Taylor – would have
celebrated his twenty-fourth birthday sometime in 1867/68, at which time also the older grandsons – John Taylor
and William Roger Taylor – would have become eligible for their share of the proceeds of the trust. But according
to John Bubb, he had bought out the interests of William Taylor and his cousin William Roger Taylor, but apparently
nothing had been done to ensure that John Taylor received his share. Nor, until now, had John Taylor done anything
to claim it. He presumably was aware of the contents of his father’s will? It was not until about 1863 that he had
moved to New Zealand where, on 28 September 1865, he had married Charlotte Wright, and where he earned his
living as an engineer, initially in private practice and later for the Auckland Harbour Board.31
In accordance with the decree, Mills and Pile advertised the sale by auction of a third share of the Victoria Foundry.32
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I have not found anything to indicate whether or not John Taylor received his due portion. However, in July 1885
the suit of two other members of the late John Taylor’s family was considered in the Equity Court under the heading
‘Fox v Bubb and Other’.
This suit was brought to have the trusts of the will of the late John Taylor administered by the Court, but the parties
having agreed as to terms, the sanction of the Court was asked in order that a settlement might be arrive at. It
appeared that the plaintiff, Mrs. Mary Fox, and one Edward Adolphus Smith, a lunatic at present confined in Callan
Park, were jointly entitled to certain property under the will of the testator, including a farm of five acres near Five
Dock. The defendant, J.R. Bubb, who was one of the trustees, had absolutely acquired the interest of the residuary
legatees, but by some mistake had believed himself entitled to the farm and had sold it. A valuation of the property
at £600 had been made, apart from the improvements effected by J.R. Bubb, and it was proposed that the suit
should be settled by the payment by J.R. Bubb of £200 to the plaintiff, £200 to the Master in Lunacy as the
representative of E.A. Smith, and £100 for the plaintiff’s costs. His Honor approved of the compromise, and ordered
that Mrs. Fox and the Master execute conveyances, which should be headed in Lunacy and in Equity.33

Mrs Mary Fox was a daughter of the late John Taylor and the mother of William Roger Taylor; Edward Adolphus
Smith was the widower of Ellen Caroline Smith, another Taylor daughter. Although £500 poorer, no doubt John
Robert Bubb would have been relieved that his executive responsibilities to the Taylor family had now been
finalised.
In 1885 John Robert Bubb ventured into another partnership, this time with family members. His son Alfred had
just turned 21. Joshua, son of John’s brother, Joshua Tinson Bubb who had died in 1883, was in his early 30s. But
this arrangement lasted just under one year, leaving John again the sole proprietor.34

A small item under the heading ‘Petition and Affidavit’, as reported in the Australian Town and Country Journal of
7 May 1887, foreshadowed John Bubb’s financial downfall.

- 7-

Persons of Interest

John Robert Bubb

No. 21,997. John Robert Bubb, of 375 George-street, Sydney, ironfounder. Schedule and statement to be filed on
or before May 16. A. Morris official assignee.35

One week later the same newspaper, under the heading ‘Schedules Filed’, revealed John Bubb’s stated financial
position, which surprisingly suggests that he was, in fact, solvent – at least until all creditors had put in their bids
against the estate – ‘Liabilities, £13,828 8s 4d; assets, £15,484 1s 8d’.36
The processing of the insolvent estate of John Robert Bubb can be charted through the New South Wales
Government Gazette. A notice dated 25 May 1887 advised that the First Meeting was scheduled for 3 June for the
proof of debts against the estate, and that the Second Meeting was scheduled for 10 June, for further proof of
debts, for the election of a Creditors’ Assignee if required, and for the insolvent to account for his insolvency. A
subsequent notice, dated 27 July 1887, advised that the Third Meeting was scheduled for 9 September.37

It was also in September that John Robert Bubb gave notice of his intention to apply for a Certificate of Conformity.38
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A Notice to Creditors, signed on 14 November by the Official Assignee, Augustus Morris, advised that the accounts
with plan of distribution in respect to the insolvent estate of John Robert Bubb were now filed in the Office of
Insolvency for inspection by interested persons and, if not objected to, would be submitted to the Court for
confirmation on 1 December. In accordance with the First Plan, a dividend of 7½d per £ would be paid out on
proved concurrent debts, and payment in full of one proved preferent debt. The accounts and plans in respect of
John Robert Bubb were confirmed, and the certificate was duly issued.39 Meanwhile, as ordered by the Official
Assignee (and with the consent of the mortgagee), Bubbs’ Foundry had been put up for public auction.40
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The above map, extracted from Dove’s 1880 Plan of Sydney, provides a detailed description of building plans
showing street numbers, business names, ground floor plans, outhouses and rights of way. The number of storeys
of each building is indicated by a circled number. ‘SH’ indicates a shingle roof, otherwise the roof is of slate or
metal. Pink denotes brick or stone, blue is for iron and yellow for wood.41 With reference to the advertisement, I
cannot identify any 4-storeyed stores, but from the Assessment Books we know that John Bubb was the landlord
of the eight two-storied buildings in Victoria Terrace fronting the right of way off Liverpool Street, all of which were
rented out in 1880.
Year

No

Situation

1880

1 off

Liverpool Street

1880

2 off

1880

Person Rated

Owner/Landlord

Purpose

Ann/V £

Ambrose P Dunn

J R Bubb

House

39

Liverpool Street

Francis Gertsman

J R Bubb

House

39

3 off

Liverpool Street

Mrs M Jarvis

J R Bubb

House

39

1880

4 off

Liverpool Street

Susan Alford

J R Bubb

House

39

1880

5 off

Liverpool Street

Henry Jones

J R Bubb

House

39

1880

6 off

Liverpool Street

Thos Kelly

J R Bubb

House

39

1880

7 off

Liverpool Street

John Chard

J R Bubb

House

39

1880

8 off

Liverpool Street

Mathew Kavanagh

J R Bubb

House

39

In a listing of property sales published in the Evening News of 9 July 1887, we find that:
Messrs. Batt, Rodd, and Purves report having sold by public auction and private contract at the[ir] rooms the
following properties: - City property: Bubb’s foundry, situate in Victoria-place, between George and Sussex streets,
for the sum of £8800 – C.J. Royle, as agent, purchaser.42

Some outstanding matters relating to the Bubb insolvent estate appeared in the newspapers and the Gazette in
1888. In February, Augustus Morris, Official Assignee of Norwich-chambers, Hunter Street, placed a ‘Notice to
Creditors’ in the Public Notices column of The Sydney Morning Herald. Included in the list were the following entries.
Bubb, J.R.
Ditto
Ditto
Ditto
Ditto
Ditto

B. Byrnes
T.H. Langwell
Hogg, Robinson, and Co
Thos. Dean
G. Everitt
E. Greville

These people were requested to make immediate application for their unclaimed share of the dividend from the
insolvent Bubb Estate.43
Three months later, under instruction from Augustus Morris, B.R. Harris and Co placed the following notice in the
paper.44
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For the record, the City of Sydney Assessment Books show Batt Rodd & Purves as the Owner/Landlord of the
Foundry in 1891, the persons rated as D. & R. Bradford, and the annual rateable value of the property as £208.45 It
was ‘D. and R. Bradford (late J.R. Bubb) of 575 George Street’ who, in March 1890, were seeking a plumber for
roof repairs.46 It is somewhat surprising to find that by late October 1892 the Foundry was back on the market.47

Once more, the reason for the forced sale was that the operators, David Bradford and his brother Robert Bradford,
of George Street, engineers, had been declared bankrupt, on their own petition, on 25 March 1891.48 At the public
examination held on 4 May, attended by both brothers, David Bradford stated that he attributed their bankruptcy to
losses in contracts.49 The fact that in November 1886 David Bradford, a contractor and supplier of ironwork had,
with Charles William Forbes, a clerk to D. & R. Bradford, been found guilty of conspiracy to defraud the Municipal
Council of Sydney to the tune of about £9000, would not have helped their cause.50
Referring again to the Assessment Books, in 1896 J.M. (John Mitchell) Purves was recorded as the
Owner/Landlord, John Nason as the person rated, and the property now only valued at £130.51 And whoever was
running the Victoria Foundry in February 1898 sought a buyer for various items, including a large bullion safe, Avery
ton scales, bricks, galvanised iron, a portable forge and splendid office fittings, on account of ‘Giving up business”.52
Even before John Bubb’s bankruptcy, and perhaps
partly due to his increasing financial difficulties, by
the late 1880s all was not well on the domestic
front.
Shortly before Robert Bubb retired from the Victoria
Foundry his son John Bubb, with wife and children,
moved to Burwood, some seven miles west of the
city of Sydney. Burwood derived its name from a
grant of land made in 1799 to Captain Thomas
Rowley who called his property Burwood Farm
after his boyhood home of Burwood Farm in
Cornwall, England. In 1833 some of the grant
holders subdivided their land and thus originated
first the village, and later the suburb of Burwood.
The opening of the railway from Sydney to
Parramatta in 1855, along which initially Burwood
was one of four stations, was critical to the
development of Burwood. By 1860 trains ran six
times daily to and from Sydney. In 1874 the area
became a municipality.53
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Original Burwood Station54

As required, under the Torrens Title System, introduced in New South Wales on 1 January 1863, in September
1865 John Robert Bubb made application to have Lot 635 at Burwood ‘brought under the Real Property Act’.55

It was on this block that he built the family’s
grand two-storey villa, ‘Willumumina’, which
occupied the whole block bounded by
Gloucester Avenue (formerly Winnie
Street), Park Road (formerly Riverview
Street), Victoria Street, and George Street.
The main entrance faced Winnie Street and
was accessed via the semi-circular drive
which was ‘guarded’ by two Norfolk Island
pines.56
Along with neighbouring prosperous middleclass merchants and industrialists, John
Bubb could now enjoy a country lifestyle,
combined with the convenience of easy
access to Burwood railway station where he
could catch a steam train into the city. John
also had the time to take an interest in local
affairs.
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In 1864 he, together with his father-in-law Josiah Illidge, householders of Burwood, were 2 of 150 signatories to a
petition to the Governor praying :
That your Excellency will be pleased to declare the portion of the said Parish of Concord, before set forth and
described, a Municipality, to be designated the Municipality of Burwood.57

This petition was opposed by a second petition signed by 142 householders who declared that the institution of a
Municipality would not only be premature but also that :
… a number of the signatures attached to the said Petition were attached in consequence of misrepresentations,
and under an erroneous impression …58

A further petition, signed by J.R. Bubb and 64 other householders, was forwarded to the Governor for his
consideration in April 1869, which was again opposed by a counter petition signed by 76 people who did not think
it ‘necessary or expedient that the proposed Municipality should be created’.59 A third attempt signed by 150
persons, including J.R. Bubb, freeholder, was made in 1873, and again an attempt was made to thwart the petition.
But as the counter petition was only signed by 130 people the pro-Municipality petition held sway.60 By the 27 March
1874 proclamation of Governor Hercules Robinson, the Borough of Burwood came into being.61
The first election of aldermen was held in June 1874, and John Bubb was one of the candidates, but he was not
successful. However he was elected in 1876 election and served as an alderman on the Burwood Borough Council
until 8 May 1879 when, on the resignation of Mr. Alderman Thompson, he was elected Mayor of the Borough for
the remainder of the Municipal year.62 However, Mayor Bubb, along with some of his Aldermen, did not last out till
the end of the term. On 3 July 1879 the full Council resigned, an inevitable outcome of ongoing and acrimonious
debate on the management of a recreational park, and on the alleged deviousness in which a petition was drawn
up and presented to the Minister for Land, seeking to vest responsibility for the park in the Burwood Borough
Council.
The aldermen constituting the Burwood Municipal Council resigned in a body last night. The difficulty has arisen
owing to the action of the Government in the matter of the appointment of trustees for the local park. The following
resolution, which was unanimously adopted, first in the committee and then in a full ordinary meeting last night, is
explanatory of the difficulty: - “Having learned that the petition to the Government, condemnatory of the action of
the majority of the council in recommending the appointment of the corporate body as trustees of the park, was
signed by over 250 persons, and assuming that these signatures represent a majority of the ratepayers, coupled
with the fact that the speakers at the public meetings have spoken of the council in insulting terms, it is the opinion
of the council that the proper course to adopt is for the aldermen to resign, in order to allow the ratepayers an
opportunity to elect others, in whom they may have more confidence, to represent them.” The whole of the works
in the borough were this morning stopped, and several workmen have been thrown out of employment; the
contractors likewise being requested to discontinue. 63

A Gazette notice of 1 July may have served to endorse Council’s position in the matter, but would have done
nothing to calm the tempers of the opposition.64
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Mayor John Bubb was but one of the interested parties who sought to publicly justify his position. His letter to the
Editor of the Evening News appeared in the 11 July 1879.
Sir – Being personally mentioned in Alderman Archer’s letter in your issue of to-night, I feel compelled, though
reluctantly, to answer a few of his statements.
The first four paragraphs of his letter I will pass over but in the fifth I find he refers to the correspondence which has
passed between the Secretary for Lands and myself, relative to the “Public Park, Burwood”. In that paragraph he
states that he asked by whose authority these letters were written, and that my answer was, “by the majority of the
council”. And I would now wish him to understand why the majority of the council, acting in concert, did not make
public their actions to the minority; one strong reason being the fear of a similar result to that which Alderman Archer
gave publicity to on May 1 last, through your columns, wherein he states, “It is true that Alderman Walters and
myself attended the deputation. My object in doing so was to ascertain what the deputation wanted, and what might
be the prayer of the petition, because at the last meeting of the council a resolution was passed to the effect that a
petition should be presented to the Minister for Lands, and yet myself and other aldermen were not allowed to see
the petition, so that we could judge of its merits or demerits. That opportunity was not afforded to us, and the only
chance we had of knowing the subject of the petition was by attending the mayor’s deputation.” We have been
accustomed to hear Alderman Archer make rash and untruthful statements in the council, but that he should sit
down and write what he must have known was a deliberate falsehood certainly surprises me, for I handed him in
the council-chamber the petition which he read and re-read. This can be proved by the whole of the council, and as
we, the majority, knew that the said Alderman Archer was capable of carrying out the motto of a certain class, “that
the end justifies the means,” we were not so foolish as to let him know what we were doing until the matter was
settled.
The sixth paragraph states the ex-mayor, Mr. Thompson, made use of strong language, and very uncomplimentary
remarks regarding the Hon. The Minister for Lands ad Attorney-General. This I most emphatically deny, for Mr.
Thompson was most guarded in his expressions, and if anybody spoke strongly about the Council in its corporate
body being ignored by the Minister, as the trustee for the park, it was I; and to the Burwood public I say that the
Council, particularly the late mayor, Mr. Thompson, was the means of getting for them this recreation ground – that
the petition prayed that it might be vested in them, the Council, for their public use, and that as a Council they, or
rather the majority, have fought that battle – that it should be in their power to elect trustees from time to time, and
not that a few gentlemen should be elected trustees for life. That has been the principle for which we have fought,
and as a number of the rate-payers have been able to bring sufficient influence to bear on the Minister to decide
him to appoint life trustees, we, or speaking for myself, I think the only course left for us to adopt is to resign as
aldermen.
Alderman Archer’s thought about overweening vanity, &c., I can afford to pass over, as also the seventh paragraph;
but in the eighth, or concluding one, he is personal, and infers that I am actuated by such silly motives as would
influence himself, whereas he knows that I have been most determined in my efforts to have the Council appointed
the trustee, and that individually I would not accept the position. I may, however, state that several persons have
remarked on the bad taste of the Minister in placing the Mayor’s name last on the list, and that the dignity of the
office should have been respected by one who is so familiar with official etiquette.
To conclude this (my first and last letter on the subject), I would advise the ratepayers of Burwood to look well to
the election of our successors, unless they are satisfied to be ruled by mobocracy, headed by Alderman Archer, or
they will find when too late that their apathy has been fatal to the interests of the borough. Actions speak louder
than words, and while admitting that Alderman Archer is much more fluent than myself, or the majority of the
aldermen, especially in the use of insulting language of which he has repeatedly given evidence in the Council, I
can confidently say that for every useful action he has done in the borough, each of the retiring aldermen have done
a dozen. – I am Sir, yours &c
Burwood, July 9

J.R. BUBB, Mayor65

John Bubb’s testy ‘niggle’ about etiquette perhaps reveals something about his character!
No less than twenty candidates were nominated to fill the five extraordinary vacancies in the Burwood Borough
Council. Of the retiring aldermen only three stood for re-election, one of whom was John Bubb. The election was
held on 12 August, and ‘owing to recent complications great interest was taken in the contest’. Altogether 1658
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votes were polled, an exceptionally large number. J.R. Bubb received 134 votes, placing him in ninth place, and so
ended his time on the Council.66 Interestingly, in light of the concluding comments of his letter to the Evening News,
at the first meeting of the reconstituted Council, held in August, Mr. W. Archer was unanimously elected to fill the
vacant position of mayor.67 Another civic association John Robert Bubb had with Burwood was, at least for 1877,
his appointment as an additional member of the Board of the Burwood public school. The role of the Board was ‘in
order to its more efficient maintenance regularly visit inspect and report upon the School placed under [its]
supervision.68
For reasons not stated, in 1871 John Bubb decided to let out the family home.
To Let WILLUMUMINA, a comfortable Family Residence within 3 minutes’ walk of the Station. Apply on the
premises, or J.R. Bubb 564 George Street.69

Given that daughters Clara and Edith were not shown as being born at ‘Willumumina’ suggests that John found a
tenant and certainly, according to the 1873 and 1875 Sands Directory, his private residence was Cheltenham Road,
Burwood and Railway Road, Burwood respectively.70 However by August 1875 the family was back at ‘Willumumina’
for the birth of Winifred Amy.
Three years later, the family home was on the market, the reason for the given as J.R. Bubb’s intended removal
from Burwood.
The claim that the property was ‘The Cream of Burwood’ would seem to be fully justified from the detailed
description of the house and land, its position and surroundings and, as pointed out by the auctioneers, this was a
rare opportunity to purchase such commanding a property in One Lot in Burwood – this ‘favourite and populous
suburb’. Furthermore Its position to the RAILWAY STATION, and its LARGE FRONTAGES to THREE MAIN and MADE STREETS, make
it at once attractive to SPECULATORS; whilst the character of the improved surroundings make it MOST
VALUABLE TO BONA-FIDE INVESTORS.71

It appears that no-one took up the opportunity to purchase the ‘Cream of Burwood’. In fact, the 1877 to 1880 issues
of Sands Directory shows John Robert Bubb as residing Riverview Terrace, Burwood.72 And the Bubb family was
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definitely living at ‘Willumumina’ in November 1879 where, sadly, their youngest daughter Winifred Amy died age
4 years and 3 months on 8 November as a result of a spider bite.73 One month after the loss of his daughter, and
again in January 1880, John Bubb advertised that ‘Willumumina’ was available to let, and this time there was no
reference to applying ‘on the premises’. Interested parties were to direct their enquiries to ‘J.R. Bubb, Victoria
Foundry George Street.74 On 30 June 1880 Hardie and Gorman, Auctioneers, placed a notice in The Sydney
Morning Herald, advising that ‘Willumumina House and Grounds’ was currently being sub-divided by Mr. Surveyor
Reuss, Jun, and on Saturday 10 July would be submitted ‘to public competition for BONA FIDE UNRESERVED SALE’.

The house and grounds were not sold at the July auction but, together with 39 allotments, were again put up for
auction on 16 October 1880.75
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One Edward Tebbatt, Boot and Saddlery Manufacturer, purchased ‘Willumumina’.76 But John Bubb was still seeking
buyers for the balance of the unsold allotments in March 1881. For the record, and based on the published Property
Sales, in October 1880 of one of his allotments in Winnie Street fetched £120, and allotments 3-10, sold in April
1881, went in total for £1600.77 It was in connection with these sales that John Bubb was obliged to attend to another
legal matter. He appeared before the Metropolitan District Court in March 1881 as the plaintiff in the matter of ‘Bubb
v Reuss’, the defendant having carried out the survey for the sub-division.
Plaintiff claimed £110 damages sustained by defendant’s negligence. It appeared from evidence that plaintiff
employed defendant to survey certain lands and plot them, and subsequently ascertained that the work done was
not correct. He had in the meantime sold some allotments, and owing to the errors in the survey was put to certain
loss. The question in dispute was referred to arbitration, and the arbitrator’s award amounted to £100. The plaintiff
now sought to recover this amount, together with £10 the arbitrator’s charges. A verdict for the amount claimed was
given.78

Significantly, the auction sale notice of 30 June 1880 stated that the property was the ‘late residence of J.R. Bubb,
Esq’. So where was the Bubb family living at that time? The following August 1880 family notice provides the
answer. At the age of 22, Mary Helah Bubb became Mrs. Walter Whitley Webb.79
WEBB-BUBB – July 28, at Clifton, Stanmore, by the Rev. G.G. Howden, Walter Whitley second son of R.W. Webb,
of Burwood, to Mary Helah, eldest daughter of J.R. Bubb, Stanmore.80

Another family event was shortly to be celebrated as the mother of the bride was pregnant with her last child who
was born on Boxing Day 1880 and who was named Leonard Illidge Bubb. Sadly, just before his first birthday,
Leonard died.81 Both events were notified in The Sydney Morning Herald.
BUBB – December 26, at Clifton, Stanmore, the wife of J.R. Bubb, of a son.82
BUBB – November 6, at Clifton, Stanmore, Leonard Illidge, aged 10 months, infant son of J.R. and M. Bubb. 83

So, by the end of 1881 we find the Bubb family at Stanmore. During the previous ten years they had moved in and
out of the family home ‘Willumumina’, finding accommodation elsewhere while it had been let, and finally putting it
on the market for sale and leaving Burwood. The need to let, and ultimately to sell, not only the home and grounds,
but also the sub-divided allotments of the Bubb Estate, indicate that the family was facing financial difficulties.
The upheaval of the various moves, plus
the loss of two of their children would have
put considerable strain on both John and
his wife Mary. To compound the situation,
in September 1881 there had been the fire
at the factory, two months later, in
December, John’s partner Alfred Rees
had left the Foundry, and in late
1882/early 1883 John was distracted by
the decree served upon him in respect of
John Taylor’s claim on the foundry.
Furthermore, according to the 1880 article
referred to earlier, there had been a
downturn in the iron industry.
But yet another move for the Bubb family
was in the offing. In June 1882 Watkin and
Watkin gave notice of a sale by auction on
4 July of a house in Stanmore – the
residence occupied by Mr. Bubb.84
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Laverack and Co were appointed to arrange a second auction for 12 July 1882. Lock, stock and barrel - everything
in the house was up for sale. 85
From the ‘Elegant’ to the ‘Useful’, the list of items reflects a household which enjoyed a comfortable standard of
living. The ‘valuable Library of Books’, and especially the ‘Pianoforte and Harmonium’, indicate that this was also a
family for which cultural pursuits were an important aspect of their leisure time. The reason for this sale was that
after nearly 25 years of marriage John and Mary Bubb had separated some six months earlier. In December 1881
Mary Bubb had sued for maintenance.
A painful maintenance case was dealt with by the Water Police bench today. Mrs. Bubb sued her husband, Mr.
John Bubb, for maintenance. The prosecutrix and defendant hold a respectable position in society, and have been
married since 1857. They separated on the 17th December in consequence, it was averred, of the infirmity of
defendant’s temper. Mr. Dean, who presided on the bench, made an earnest effort to cause the husband and wife
to settle their difference out of court, but he failed. An order for the payment of £2 per week for 12 months for the
support of the wife was made against the defendant.86

As noted above, the eldest Bubb daughter, Mary Helah, was no longer at home, having married Walter Webb in
1880. Emily Eliza, the second daughter, may well have moved to Queensland, perhaps living with her paternal
uncle Josiah Mason Illidge in Maryborough. Regardless, it was there, on 9 August 1882, that she married Charles
Grafton Ross, who had been born in Sydney in 1853 but who, as a young man, had moved to Queensland.87
ROSS-BUBB – August 9, at Maryborough, by the Rev. J.I. Knipe, Charles Grafton Ross, of Doongal station,
Queensland, to Emily second daughter of J.R. Bubb, of Sydney. 88

Even with these two daughters married off, there were still seven children for whom the Bubb parents were
responsible, who were - with ages as at December 1881 - Frederick (18), Alfred (16), James (13), Ada (11), Clara
(9), Edith (7), and Walter (3). We know that Alfred became (briefly) a partner in the Bubb Foundry in 1886, and also
that around the age of 15 his brother James had left school to work at the now failing foundry for a short time.89 No
doubt if he was not already employed in 1881, Frederick would also have sought gainful employment.
Mary Bubb’s position was made more difficult when, in June 1883, her estranged husband successfully appealed
against the maintenance he had been ordered to pay.
John Robert Bubb appealed against an order of Mr. Buchanan, S.M., directing in the case of Bubb v. Bubb, the
appellant to pay weekly the sum of £2 for the support of his wife. Mr. W. Roberts, sen. appeared in support of the
appeal, and Mr. Shorter appeared on behalf of the respondent. The order was quashed, principally on the ground
that the magistrate had no power to make the order under the 6th section of the Deserted Wives Act. 90

Mary, and those children still at home, lived at various addresses in the Burwood area, including Gordon Street,
and from 1900 to 1906 at Nicholson Street.91 She also stayed for a time in Mosman with her daughter Mary and
son-in-law Walter Webb. Her father, Josiah Illidge, had died in 1879, but perhaps Mary Bubb and/or some of the
children visited her mother and other family members in Queensland. It was with her youngest son (Walter) Cecil
Bubb and his wife Mary (known as Mamie), at their home in Strathfield, that Mary Bubb spent her final years, and
it was there that she died from pneumonia in July 1913. She was buried at Rookwood.92 She had outlived her
husband by just over thirteen years.
BUBB – on July 20, 1913, at her late residence, Carisbrooke, Albert-road, Strathfield, Mary Bubb, eldest daughter
of the late Josiah Mason Illidge.93
BUBB – The Friends of the late Mrs. MARY BUBB are kindly invited to attend her Funeral; to leave her late
residence, Carisbrook, Albert-road, Strathfield, THIS MONDAY, at 2p.m., for Independent Cemetery, Rookwood,
via Strathfield Station.94

Following the bankruptcy and sale of the Victoria Foundry in 1887, John Robert Bubb retained a connection with
the Foundry but in what capacity is uncertain. Unfortunately there are no entries between 1882 and 1891 in the
online Sydney City Rates Assessments, so I have not been able to clarify his status. In September 1887 he put a
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notice in the paper in the ‘Lost and Found’ column for – ‘a dark Bay Mare PONY, aged, lame on near hind leg.
Reward’. The contact details were J.R. Bubb, Victoria Foundry; or Iron Cove, Five Dock.95 Throughout 1888 and up
to July 1889, as J.R. Bubb, Victoria Foundry, he advertised for various foundry workers - balcony fitters, strong
boys and core maker boys, an iron turner, a lad to work a drilling machine, and iron moulders.96
At a meeting in late May 1889 the executive committee of the Ironmoulders’ Society resolved to ‘close Bubbs’
Victoria Foundry, George-street, against all society moulders in consequence of the non-payment of the wages and
overtime in accordance with the union rules’.97 The Society met again in December 1889 when it was agreed that
the Victoria Foundry should be reopened to members as Mr. Donnelly, the proprietor, had given an assurance that
he would conform to the rules of the Society at his establishment.98
If anyone had found John Bubb’s lost mare in 1887 they could have contacted him either at the Foundry or at Five
Dock. According to the Sands Directories for 1886 to 1890 he was living at ‘Cecilson’ South Street (later Sister’s
Crescent), Bourketown [sic], Five Dock.99 The occupant of ‘Cecilson’ placed the following advertisement in the
Evening News in October 1887. From the moniker, we see that the occupant counted himself among the
Freethinkers – who held that truth should only be formed on the basis of logic, reason and empiricism as opposed
to authority, tradition or dogma.100
WANTED, Lady HOUSEKEEPER, domesticated, musical, small family. Apply, by letter, “Freethought,” Cecilson,
Fivedock.101

Map of Bourke Town

It was early in his time at Bourke Town that John Bubb applied for and was granted a Special Purpose five year
lease (1 January 1886 - 31 December 1890), for a piece of Crown Land described as follows and measuring 4
perches in area. The purpose of the lease was for a bathing-place and the annual rent was set at £5.
Country of Cumberland, parish of Concord: Commencing on the high-water mark of the Parramatta River, at the
south-east corner of J.R. Bubb’s property; and bounded on the north-east by the prolongation of Sisters Crescent
Road, bearing south-easterly 25 feet; thence on the south-east by a line at right angles bearing south-westerly 60
feet; thence on the south-west by a line parallel to the first-mentioned boundary bearing north-westerly to the
aforesaid high-water mark; and thence on the north-west by that high-water mark north-easterly, to the point of
commencement.102

Whether the bathing place project ever got off the ground is uncertain and, if it did, it was only for a very short time
because the Gazette of 17 April 1888 notified the public that the lease for the bathing-place at Sisters Bay was
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cancelled owing to non-payment of rent.103 Just before Christmas 1889 Charles Cowper, Sheriff, was obliged to
notify the reading public in the matter of ‘Batt and Another v. Bubb, J.R.’ I have not found any further reference to
the warrant, but seemingly John Bubb was again financially embarrassed.104

Messrs. Batt, Rodd, and Purves reported that on Tuesday 21 January, 1890, by order of the mortgagee, they had
sold for £780 ‘a piece of land situated close to the Thomson-street ferry, Iron Cove Bay, Bourketown [sic]’ containing
189ft frontage to the water and a depth of 400ft’, on which was erected an 8-room weatherboard cottage, together
with a ‘bankrupt’s interest in various properties’ for £800.105 The bankrupt is not named, but could it have been John
Robert Bubb, soon to be late of Five Dock?
John Bubb turned his mind to another business venture in 1890. At its meeting on 16 December of that year the
Transit Committee received an application from Mr. J.R. Bubb ‘to ply a penny line of two-horse omnibuses between
George and Market streets, Sydney, and Harris street, Pyrmont’. The request was granted subject to the approval
of the board as to the number of passengers to be carried in each vehicle.106 Whether or not John Bubb actually
went ahead with the scheme is not known.
No residential address is given for John Robert Bubb in the 1891 Sands Directory, but he was listed as ‘Secretary,
N.S. Wales Cremation Society, 4 Victoria Arcade, 44 Castlereagh Street’.107 The Arcade, a grand glass-domed fourstorey building, had only been completed a few years earlier. The Cremation Society occupied one of the small
offices on the ground floor.108
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John had in fact been appointed to the position of Secretary in early 1890, and it was he who placed the following
notices publicising the inaugural public meeting of the Society and one of a number of public lectures.109

On behalf of the Society, on 18 February, Robert Bubb had applied to the Town Clerk for permission to hold the
lecture at the Town Hall.110 Only twenty gentlemen attended the meeting and their evangelising campaign, based
on the grounds of public health, economic and aesthetics, failed to gain wide acceptance.111 One observer ruefully
commented That the process should not have received more popular acceptation is due solely to the prevailing deep-grooved
prejudice against departing from a custom many centuries old. 112

However, from its inception, the Association had gained one influential supporter, the Honorable D. Buchanan,
MLC, who, very shortly after he wrote to the Secretary, availed himself of a cremation.113
- 21-

Persons of Interest

John Robert Bubb

A few weeks later John Bubb followed up with another letter to the Editor. He hoped that by explaining the cremation
process, he could allay the misgivings of any readers ‘who imagine that the incineration of the dead is repulsive to
the refinement of the nineteenth century’. I am not sure that they would have been comforted or converted by the
very detailed and graphic description he provided. He concluded, even more graphically, with the following
comments.
Surely, none who venerate their dead can be reconciled to the idea of thrusting their bodies into a gloomy grave to
become a fermenting mass of putrefaction, corrupting in all its emanations, withersoever they ramify through earth
and air.114

One firm non-believer, a James Waters of Maitland, in expressing his views through the pages of his local
newspaper, made specific reference to Mr. Bubb (and also had a dig at freethinkers).
Please allow me space in your valuable columns with reference to cremation. I have been perusing a paragraph in
a newspaper, and I find that a certain Mr Bubb holds with the system of cremation. Now I ask the most learned men
in the civilised land can they point out either in the Old or New Testament, did God make man to be burned to
ashes? I have perused both, and cannot find it in either … [then follows numerous Biblical references to burials] …
And I finally ask was the body of our Saviour cremated or was it buried in the earth? Now, gentlemen, I challenge
the highest authorities in the land to burn the bodies of their fellow-creatures, not lunatics, nor heretics, nor
freethinkers, nor heathens, nor yet people who wear the cloak of Christianity and pretend to be what they are not
by trying to deceive our Maker and cheating the devil of his rights. 115

Number 4 Victoria Arcade was also the venue for a meeting, presumably arranged by J.R. Bubb and to be held in
April 1890, to which anyone interested in reviving the Funeral Reform Association was warmly invited.116
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Once again, John Bubb advanced his cause through the press.

In support of his case he cited and calculated that the average cost involved in a typical New York lower middleclass funeral and burial was 300 dollars ‘to be paid in advance by the poor, to raise which they alone know what
sacrifice must be made’. In comparison, he calculated that the cost of ‘cremation decorously performed’ should not
exceed 40 dollars, a terra-cotta urn of ‘classic pattern, the most tasteful and appropriate possible’ no more than 5
dollars, a niche in the columbarium 10 dollars, plus 5 dollars for an inscribed tablet – totalling 60 dollars. 117
Perhaps his secretariat duties were such that John required assistance because in February 1890 he advertised
for a ‘Youth fresh from school, for Office. Apply own handwriting, J.R. Bubb, 4, Victoria Arc.’118
From other sources we know that in 1891 and 1892 John Bubb was residing at 230 Pyrmont Street, Pyrmont, and
he was, according to Sands, still listed as living there in 1893.119
The Evening News of 16 June 1891 reported on a serious accident that occurred when the flooring of a poll booth,
set up in the Town Hall, collapsed under the weight of ‘a great assemblage of people’ thus ‘precipitating many of
the occupants upon the stone pavement below, a distance of some 12 or 14 feet’. Among the list of the injured, and
fortunately not as seriously as some, was ‘Mr. Bubb, foundryman, slight injuries’. Nonetheless, as reported in the
Evening News of 25 September 1891 :
In the District Court on Thursday before, before his Honor Judge Gibson, J.R. Bubb, a retired iron-founder, sued
W.H. Simpson returning officer for the West Sydney electorate, for the recovery of £10 damages for injuries received
by the collapse of the West Sydney hustings at the Town Hall during the recent general election … The plaintiff
gave evidence as to his presence at the hustings at the time of the accident and the nature of the injuries sustained
… His head was cut, right leg skinned in several places, hat destroyed, clothes torn, and a general shock inflicted
on the system. In cross examination he stated that he was not a candidate, nor the proposer or seconder of one,
neither was he there by invitation, nor was he even an elector for that constituency. He was one of Mr. Abigail’s
committee, numbering about 200.120

The case was also picked up by a Maitland newspaper, in which Mr. J.R. Bubb was described as a builder and
contractor, residing at Pyrmont, and that the ground of the action was that the returning officer, ‘in pursuance of the
provisions of the Act had ‘caused a certain booth or hustings to be erected,’ and was thus, it was alleged,
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responsible for the injuries sustained by the plaintiff’. Evidence was called as to the defective construction of the
polling booth. The plaintiff was represented by Mr. Noble, instructed by Mr. S.J. Bull; the defendant, W.H. Simpson
by Mr. Owen, for Mr. Scholes, instructed by the Crown Solicitor. The defence applied for non-suit on three grounds
– (1) there was no evidence of negligence on the part of the defendant; (2) that the plaintiff was not lawfully on the
platform – he was there voluntarily, i.e. there was no contract between the parties; (3) that the plaintiff had sued
the wrong person – it was the Government rather than the returning officer that should have been sued. Thus His
Honor dismissed the first and third points. And, while His Honor acknowledged that the plaintiff had undoubtedly
received some injuries for which £10 was quite inadequate, he ruled that, on the second point, the plaintiff was nonsuited as he had no legitimate reason to be on the hustings. The plaintiff’s case was effectively quashed on all
counts, with no costs awarded. 121 The Australian Town and Country Journal published the following photograph of
the collapse.122

1892 finds John Robert Bubb still living in Pyrmont and the plaintiff in the case Bubb v. Bull, which arose from an
earlier legal matter, Bubb v. Bubb which had been dealt with in the Metropolitan District Court in August 1891, and
in which John Bubb was again found to be non-suited.
Plaintiff, J.R. Bubb, sought to obtain from E. Bubb, of Glenmore-road, Paddington, the sum of £21 15s 10d, due as
money lent and advance by the plaintiff. Plaintiff was nonsuited.123

The other party was in fact John’s son Alfred Edward Bubb and the later action indicates that the insolvency matters
related to John Robert Bubb had not yet been finalised. In this case John Bubb is suing his own solicitor, who had
represented him in the Bubb v. Simpson case.
BUBB v. BULL
This was an action brought by John Robert Bubb, of 203 Pyrmont-street, Pyrmont, against Sydney John Bull, of
King-street, Sydney, solicitor, for the recovery of damages for alleged negligence. The damages were laid at £200.
The plaintiff’s case was that he retained the defendant to bring and conduct an action in the Metropolitan District
Court for the recovery of £21 15s 10d, and interest due, by Alfred Ernest Bubb to the plaintiff. The defendant
accepted the plaintiff’s retainer, yet the defendant negligently and unskilfully conducted the action, whereby the
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plaintiff was nonsuited and the amount of the claim became lost against the plaintiff. Alfred Ernest Bubb recovered
costs against the plaintiff.
The defence was that the plaintiff did not inform the defendant that he (the plaintiff) was insolvent, and Mr. Bull
commenced the action in Mr. Bubb’s name instead of the name of the official assignee.
His honor gave a verdict for the plaintiff for 40s nominal damages.124

And indeed, insolvent John Robert Bubb of Sydney (No 21,997) was in a list of ‘Accounts current only – second
account’ published in the Government Gazette in April 1891.125 However, it is another account of the Bubb v Bull
case that reveals that John Bubb had in fact ‘reclaimed’ some of his own estate.
The case of Bubb v. Bull came before his Honor Judge Wilkinson in the District Court to-day. Some years ago the
plaintiff become [sic] insolvent, and at a later date he bought back the assets and debts in his own estate, at public
auction. Among the debts due was one from the plaintiff’s son, and in an action for the recovery of this money, the
defendant (Mr. S.J. Bull, solicitor) through the error of one of his clerks, omitted to sue in the name of the official
assignee, and the case was lost in consequence. Plaintiff therefore took the present action against his solicitor, and
to-day appeared to conduct his case in person.126

What were the ‘assets and debts’ referred to? When, in May 1888, B.R. Harris and Co auctioned the Book Debts
etc of the insolvent Bubb Estate, was it John Bubb himself who successfully bid for them? What were the debts,
and what was included in the catch-all word ‘etc’?
In 1893 John Bubb again ‘teamed up’ with Dr, Creed, MLC, in another cause that excited considerable public
interest - the Village Settlement Scheme – mooted as one means of alleviating the mass unemployment, poverty
and misery resulting from the 1890 economic crash and its aftermath.127 A meeting held at the Sydney Town Hall
on 22 May, attended by many notable persons including Sir Frederick Darley, was chaired by the LieutenantGovernor. Noting that the resolution would commend itself to all present, to some because they were unable to
obtain work and to others because of their sympathy and wish to do all they could to benefit the colony and assist
their fellow-citizens, Dr. Creed moved :
That in the opinion of the meeting it is desirable, in view of the large and rapidly increasing number of unemployed
persons in our midst, to initiate, design and establish village settlements and other means of employment, on cooperative principles.128

It was agreed at the meeting that a committee be formed, one role of which would be to open a public subscription
to advance the movement by underwriting the preliminary establishment of settlements. J.R. Bubb was appointed
as a collector to receive contributions towards the funds of the movement, and he was a member of the deputation
that waited upon the Premier and Minister for Lands on 31 May to lay before them a scheme of village settlement
that had been drawn up by the committee. However the scheme was not warmly received. The Minister held that it
would not be practicable to place people on land at Government expense without any regard as to their capabilities
or inclinations that would only result in ruin. Nor could they allow Government money to be controlled by
irresponsible persons, and altogether he did not think the scheme would work.129
John Bubb also had other things on his mind in 1893. In August, as J.R. Bubb, Iron Broker of 121 Bathurst Street,
he advertised his services as ‘Commissions of any description executed promptly’.130 It is to be wondered, therefore,
how he became mixed up in an action against Hugh Taylor, MLA, Member for Parramatta, referred to in the local
paper in June 1893.
The Member For Parramatta
The Lost Likenesses. And the Same Old Bluff
At the Parramatta Small Debts Court on Wednesday, before Messrs. Edwards and Harper, Hugh Taylor, member
of the Legislative Assembly for Parramatta, and Alderman of the Borough, was sued by J.R. Bubb, who claimed
one guinea alleged to be due for a photographic group of 79 members of the New South Wales Parliament of 1859.
Defendant pleaded never indebted and that he had not ordered the picture as stated. Plaintiff stated that in
September last he issued 79 photographs of members of Parliament of the year 1859. He left the picture at the
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Town Hall in charge of Mr. Wickham, Town Clerk. At Christmas time he came to Parramatta with the object of
removing the picture when he saw defendant and he said “do not remove the picture. I’ll see that you are paid.”
Saw defendant one day in Hunter-street and he told him that he would send him a cheque that night. Defendant:
Did you not sue Mr. Allen, M.P. for Paddington, on the same lines as you are sueing me? Plaintiff: That has nothing
whatever to do with this case. Isn’t this a second Picturesque Atlas Company? No it is not. Did you ask me in the
train to do what I could for you as you were hard up? Yes I did and then you told me you would pay me yourself.
Did I tell you that when I got the guinea from the council I would see that you were paid? No. You said you would
pay me yourself and on one occasion in Hunter-street Sydney, when I asked you for the cheque you promised
faithfully to send me down the guinea. Sydney Wickham, Council Clerk for the Borough of Parramatta, stated that
plaintiff left a picture at the Town Hall in September last and asked witness to try and sell it for him for one guinea.
He thought it was a picture of 79 members of Parliament 1859. Mr. Taylor never promised to buy the picture, though
witness tried to sell it to him or the Mayor. The likenesses were at present in his office at the Town Hall. Defendant
denied that he had ever promised to purchase the picture - he had a much better one at home. He told plaintiff that
he would try and get the council to buy it and see that the cheque was sent. The whole thing was a Picturesque
Atlas affair. Verdict for defendant.131

The whole Bubb family would have been shocked to hear of the sudden, and unexpected death in April 1894 of
Clara Bubb, fifth daughter and eighth child of John and Mary Bubb.132

At the time she was staying with her eldest sister Mary, wife of bank manager Walter Whitley Webb, and the
following report explains the circumstances.133

The movements of John Bubb between 1894 and his death in 1900 can be tracked by newspaper advertisements
and Sands Directories. 142 Sussex Street was one contact address in 1894.134

He was back in Bathurst Street in 1895.135

The 1896 and 1897 Sands Directories list John R. Bubb as an Ironbroker, of 2 Washington Street, and the 18981900 editions simply list him as John R. Bubb, but still living at 2 Washington Street.136
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Probably the last letter John Bubb submitted to the press concerned Old Age Pensions, a matter that ‘had been
agitating the public mind for a considerable time’ and no doubt also his own as he was now in his mid-60s. The
letter, addressed to the Editor of the Herald, was published in February 1897.
Sir, - The question of providing a better system of relief for the aged than that now in operation has been exercising
the public mind for some considerable time.
During the last session of Parliament a committee was appointed to inquire into and report upon old age pensions;
also to devise a plan to encourage thrift and self-help amongst the people. Well, they sat, and took evidence,
reported the same, and submitted a scheme which fell far short of what was needed.137
I have given the matter much thought, and having had considerable experience in accounts, and finance, and
organising, have formed a scheme to provide the necessary funds, and framed a table to distribute the same, which
will, I think, be found a good, practical, common-sense, plain English mode of dealing with the question.
I find the population of the colony is 1,280,774 … [he then split this figure across males/females and age cohorts]
… Those under 20, and between 50 and 60, I would exempt, thus leaving 304,208 males and 236,565 females to
contribute the funds necessary (or the greater part) to pay annuities (I object to the term pension; a pension is a
gift, charity; an annuity is a payment previously arranged for) to those over 60. It stands thus:- There are 33,151
males and 22,847 females now entitled (according to their age and length of residence in the colony) to claim the
amount so provided by the table. Males over 60 should receive, if 10 years in the colony, 10s per week; 20 ditto
11s; 30 ditto, 12s; 40 ditto 13s; 50 ditto, 14s … [this model was repeated for men over 65 and over 70] … In all
cases females are to received 1s per week less than males, and seeing that they will only be required to pay half
the sum males do they will have no cause to complain, for although they may want as much food, there are other
accounts[?] that come cheaper to them. For instance, a man cannot purchase materials and make his clothes, a
woman can. Nor can the ordinary man do his washing, &c., which a woman can. Hence a man requires a larger
sum for his support. I also increase the amount to be paid as both sexes grow older, for as age increases so does
helplessness, and a larger sum is naturally required to pay for help from others …[he then detailed how the scheme
would be funded]
The horny-handed son of toil will have to be contented with three long sleevers instead of four, and the 3d per day
thus saved will make up his £4 yearly, and the much-oppressed factory girl, seamstress, or domestic drudge will
have to deprive herself of some now permitted luxury to the value of 9d per week to make up her yearly £2 … Then
the State at present grants yearly to the various charitable institutions £196, 934. The value of the various property
now occupied but which would be vacant, is say, £500,000. These, if sold, and the money invested at 4 per cent,
would give £20,000 more …[and finally, and hopefully] … It is almost certain that at least one in ten of those entitled
to the annuity would be wealthy people, and who would not take the trouble to apply weekly for the few shillings
coming to them …[and in conclusion]
I have not been a talker nor writer but a worker all my life, so am sure I have I have worked up my figures correctly.
I hope, however, abler pens than mine will take up the subject.
In conclusion, I sincerely trust that the Government, although busy with federation, will not neglect this important
matter, but be prepared on the meeting of Parliament to submit a comprehensive scheme, which will at once settle
the question and satisfy everyone that they recognise the claims of the aged by their prompt action. I am, &c,
J.R. BUBB138

Washington Street, off Sussex Street and leading down to the wharf area, was a far cry from salubrious Burwood.
In 1892 a meeting of the City Improvement Board was convened to consider the city building surveyor’s report as
to ‘the alleged ruinous and dangerous conditions of premises situated in Washington-street, and known as Nos. 1,
3, 5, 7, 9, and 11’. The board ordered that the outbuildings be immediately temporarily repaired, and that the whole
of the premises be taken down within three months.139 This block of houses was directly opposite No. 2. The
Assessment Books show that in 1896 one C. Jeanneret owned Numbers 2-18 Washington Street, a block of ‘2-up
and 2-down’ semi-detached of houses, and that the tenant of No.2 was J.B. Bubb.140 The annual rateable value of
each of these nine houses was £14, the lowest valued of all the houses in the street, and nearly half their rateable
value in 1891 (£26).141
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No 2

Extract of City of Sydney Map, 1903 142

It was in 1896 that Alderman Jeanneret, landlord, successfully applied to the Water and Sewerage Board for an
exemption from paying sewerage rates ‘on certain premises belonging to him in Washington-street, City’ on the
grounds that if he connected to the sewer the premises would be liable to be flooded during high tides.143 Under the
heading “Where the Poor Live”, the Evening News reported on an inspection, undertaken by the Mayor (Alderman
Matthew Harris) and senior Council officers (and a representative of the newspaper), of ‘certain notorious
uninhabitable buildings in various parts of the city, most of them answering to the description of “Fulwood’s Rents”,
so vividly portrayed by the great author of “Bleak House”’. Their itinerary included Washington Street.
Away to Washington Street, and there the party sampled three or four houses in a terrace of about twenty-four,
where the rents range from about 9[?]s to 7s. Here stinking drains, stuffy low rooms, and dirt – always dirt –
abounded, and a verdict of “thorough repairs” for the whole lot was entered.144

By 1902 Alderman Harris had been replaced by Alderman Thomas Hughes, who in his capacity as Mayor of Sydney
presented a report describing the sewerage system of Sydney to a Parliamentary committee. He made particular
reference to the low-lying portion of the city, situated about 40 feet above the harbour level, where the sewerage
discharged directly into the harbour. Alderman Harris also stated that much of the difficulty experienced by the
Council in fighting the bubonic plague was due to ‘the absence of a complete sewering of a very populous and
important portion of the business area of the city. Over the past four years work had been undertaken to overcome
the pollution but the work had been, and continued to be great, and the costs heavy. To illustrate the difficulties
encountered, he cited Washington Street.
Delving into the bowels of the treacherous earth on the foreshore of Darling Harbour in Washington-street, the
engineers unearthed, at a distance of 40ft below the surface, a rowing boat which was lying in the sand, mud and
water in which the men had to work. These men pursued their task wearing boots up to their thighs, and they never
saw the bottom of the excavation owing to the continued presence of slime. At the head of Darling Harbour, 30ft.
below the surface, the workmen unearthed old abattoirs, with scores of skulls and horns of cattle. 145

The photograph below is one of a series taken throughout the quarantine area following the outbreak of bubonic
plague in 1900. They provide a visual report of the conditions in the area at the turn of the century. The plague was
epidemic from 19 January to 9 August 1900 during which time 303 people were stricken and 103 died.146
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John Robert Bubb lived just long enough to witness the outbreak of the plague. He died in February 1900.
BUBB – February 4, 1900, at his residence, 2 Washington Street-, Sydney, John Robert Bubb, formerly of
Willumumina Burwood, and Victoria Foundry, Sydney, who passed peacefully away in his 69th year. Inserted by his
ever loving and affectionate friend, Nellie (Dollie) Collins, also Mrs. Annie Bubb, and his friend, E. Tucker. Deeply
regretted.147

It was son Alfred Ernest Bubb of Archer Street, Chatswood, rather than any of the three people mentioned in the
death notice, who was the informant recorded on John Bubb’s death certificate. Apart from stating that his father
had been born in Kent, and listing his unmarried sister as Edith M, the biographical information supplied by Alfred
was correct. His father had died of throat cancer, diagnosed a year previous to his death, and he had been seen
by his doctor, Sydney Jamieson, the day before he died. 148
John Bubb’s parents, Robert and Helah, his two siblings, Joshua and Eliza, and step sister, Eliza Jane, had all
predeceased him. He was survived by his wife and nine of his twelve children, his step-mother, Amelia Jane Bubb
who died very shortly after Robert on 21 July 1900, and step-sister, Annie Bubb.149.
The Sands Directories from 1901 to 1903 record Mrs. N. Collins as living at 2 Washington Street. I have not been
able to locate any subsequent record for her.150 I am not sure who E. Tucker was, but he may have been the
Reverend Edwin Tucker, Baptist Minister.151
John Robert Bubb can be described as a complicated man. His entrepreneurial flair was offset by financial
difficulties and his involvement in numerous legal cases. When he ‘retired’ from the iron foundry he tried his hand
at various undertakings, but not with any apparent success – for instance the ideas for a bathing place and an
omnibus service came to nothing. After nearly 25 years and numerous children his marriage to his wife Mary broke
down. The fact that he challenged having to pay her any support strongly suggests that the parting was far from
amicable. In later life he espoused a number of causes. He became a free thinker, supported cremation over burial,
and championed schemes for housing the poor and pensions for the elderly.
There was nothing in the papers to advise John Bubb’s funeral arrangements but he was in fact buried on 5
February at the Rookwood Cemetery in the Independent Section, Old Ground Extension in the same grave as two
of his deceased children – Winifred Amy Bubb and Leonard Illidge Bubb.152 The grave is marked by a distinctive
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and fitting monument - a cast iron column with an iron railing surround, although at some stage part of the ‘chimney’
has broken off.

Bubb Monument - Rookwood153
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