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he jarrah forest, more typical of the
south, and the drier country that

characterises the northern areas meet
in the Avon Valley National Park. The
park's upland is about 200 metres above
river level and is forested with jarrah,
marri and powderbark, while white-
barked wandoo trees grow in the valleys.
The Avon River itself, narned Golguler
by the Nyoongar people of the Darling
Plateau, is fringed with flooded gum
and swamp paperbark. It runs through
the centre of the park and becomes a
turbulent flood in winter. During
summer, the river diminishes to a series
of pools in a bed of granite boulders
and melaleuca thickets. A place of
transitional vegetation, such as the Avon
Valley National Park, creates diverse
habitats for many plants and animals.

T
It was here that Joseph Johns, a

former convict deported aI Lhe age of 22
in 1853 to the Swan River Colony for
stealing some food and a kettle, chose to
settle. The son of a blacksmith, convict
Johns knew how to use a forge and tools
and enjoyed carpentry. He also had
Welsh coal-pit experience. After two
years of hard labour on roads, bridges
and buildings, the ticket-ofleave man
had earned a conditional pardon for his
hard work and good behaviour.

Not wanting to stay in the fledgling
city, Joe headed north-east to look
for work in the agriculturally-rich
Chittering Valley. After passing the
established orchards and farms along
the upper Swan, Joe headed for the
high country to the east. Somewhere
between the Helena and the Swan
rivers, in the Avon Valley, he scaled the
Darling Scarp and established a
beautiful but lonely retreat.

Since the first settlers arrived rn
1829, naval retirees and well-to-do
entrepreneurs from Britain had taken
the best land grants along the wide
alluvial valleys of the coastal plain and
Darling Range. This left the steep, rocky
and wooded river valleys of the range as
a secluded refuge, a place too difficult to
dev€lop for agriculture.

HOME FROM HOME
Joe decided that, with surrounding

settlers' properties providing opportunities
for work. this was the place for him.
He set up a crude camp within a group
of granite boulders near Moondyne
Spring. His camp was on a steep slope
overlooking a picturesque creek, which
flowed east into the Avon River. The
locals of the Moondyne Hills country
started to call this friendly and cheerful
man Moondyne Joe,

Moondyne Joe learned a lot about
the landscape, and became an excellent
bushman. Like others in the area, he
caught possums, kangaroos, emus, water
fowl, crustaceans and the occasional
'stray' sheep. Over time, his hair and
beard grew long and matted, and his
tattered clothes were augmented with a
kangaroo skin vest and hat. To supplement
his existence, Joe earned a little extra
money catching stray horses for the
rewards offered, and doing odd jobs in the
district. According to some detractors, he
actually encouraged some animals to

I Preaious page
I A new day on the horizon as sunrise
I portrays soft colours through an
autumn mist in the Avon Valley National
Park.

I lefr Solitude among the hawk. where
I a convicl. might have sung'Down in the
I valley, the valley so low. hang your head
over here the wind blow...'.
/rueL' Joseph Johns in his late forties.
Photo courtesy of Toodyay Tourist Bureau.
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cell within Fremantle l 'r ison. The cerr
uras l ined u,ith large jarrah railu'ay
sleepers. High on one wall u'as a tiny
multi-barred rvindou. A ringbolt, f ixed
to the centre floor, further restricted a
prisoner in irons. The door t 'as simply a
sheet of f lat heavy iron. During the
construction of this cell, Joe was
dressed in canvas prison clothes daubed
with the government broad arrow and
chained by the neck to a yard post. I{r
l l rmpton  assembled  th (  rnn la les  in
front of this sorry sight and threatened
them with similar punishment.

HERO OR VILLAIN
After a time, ihe prison surgeon and

superintendent recommended that for
the maintenance of good lrealth, Joe be
given a daily job of breaking rocks in a
corner of the prison yard. Before long,
his ingenuity and planning came to the
fore once again. Joe staried a rock pile

between himself and the sentDr and, at
tlre same time, worked on a hole at tbe
foo l  o f  the  nearbv  w i l l .  \ t  ins t )ec l ion
times and at the end of each day, a
carefully shaped stone uras replaced to
camouflage the hole. On March 7. 1867,
Joe made a scarecro\{-l ike structure our
of wire and sledgehammers. Using his
shirt and hat, he propped the apparatus,
urhich resembled his upper body, into
the rock pile and hasti ly escaped
through the hole. He fled into the
ad jo in ing  backyard  o f  the  pr ison

superintendent, oui through his side
gate and disappeared.

When told of the escape, the
Governor fairly choked on his porridge,

called in the military and the police,

and offered (for the first t ime ever) a
920 re\{ard from his ou'n purse for the
capture of Moondyne Joe, either dead
or alive'. Joe had become a hero. The
hotel bars and back allel,s of the Colony
echoed to many a rhyme and song. The
press and the people believed he had
earned his freedom and the knee-jerk

lAbooe left: ̂ t loo,lyiry, th,: olLI
I  New. rs t le  C lu l  w l r<re  v i i i l o rs  c ln  nuw
I sit r rvhile irnJ f, icl the snirit of
Moondyne Joe.
I 'hoto Jir i  Lochman

I Left: F.toded rock riverbed, a

I 
'moonsci.pe' . t i  rncicnt granite oler

I whirh l  wi ld wintrr r ivcr crashes lo l l r(
plains below.
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