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  1
 Wisemans Ferry

 In the puritan Australia of my childhood, you could only get a drink on a Sunday if you were a bona fide traveller. That meant you had to have travelled fifty miles or more. Around Sydney a ring of townships at exactly the fifty-mile mark filled with cheerful people every Sunday. One of them was a little place called Wisemans Ferry.
 It was called that because its cluster of houses and shops stood on the south bank of the Hawkesbury River, at a point too wide to be easily spanned by a bridge. For the last two hundred years, anyone wanting to cross had taken a ferry. The original ferryman was a man named Solomon Wiseman.
 He was my great-great-great grandfather.
 It was Mums idea to go and look at the place, one autumn day when I was about tenit would have been around 1960not because it was Sunday and she wanted a drink, but because of her feeling about family history. Shed heard a few stories about Solomon Wiseman from her mother, whod got them from her mother, and so on back for five generations. Some families hand down christening mugs or silver teapots. We inherited stories.
 She was proud of them: not of the stories themselves so much as the fact of having them. She enjoyed knowing the exact ways she was connected to the past along the family tree, and being able to tell a few anecdotes about some of those forebears.
 All four generations had been rough country peopleright up to her parents, whod run a succession of pubs in country towns. There were several convicts in the family tree. She was proud of them. Theyd shown a bit of spirit, she thought, in trying to get something for themselves and their families. They were survivors.
 Remarkably for her time and backgroundboth her parents had left school at fourteenMum had scrambled into an education. Shed trained as a pharmacist and married our father, then a young solicitor with political leanings.
 Now we lived in a big old house with a glimpse of Sydney Harbour. The roof leaked, the bathroom was a lean-to out the back, and the house was earmarked for demolition by the Department of Main Roads, but it was built on a generous scale. Mum had a dressmaker who made her copies of stylisheven outlandishclothes from pictures in French magazines (the green brocade evening-coat made in panels so it hung like a piece of sculpture, the organza cocktail dress with the oversized collar that stood up around the back of her head). But her thrifty country childhood was never far away. She kept every piece of string and rag, she darned the elbows of her jumpers and she scraped the last speck off the butter-paper, using it later to line the cake-tin. She was a vigorous, intelligent, original, plain-speaking woman with a clear sense of what mattered and what didnt.
 One of the things that mattered was keeping those family stories alive.
 Solomon Wiseman had worked on the Thames, but ran foul of the law in some way and was transported to Australia. Once in Sydney, he quickly won his freedom and, the story went, took up land on the Hawkesbury River. Hed done well for himself and died a rich man.
 The best bit of the story, as far as I was concerned, was the part about his wife Jane. Wiseman was supposed to have killed her by throwing her down the stairs of the house hed built on the Hawkesbury. Her ghost was rumoured to haunt it.
 So, when Mum suggested a day at Wisemans Ferry to see the land Solomon had settled on and the house hed built, I was keen. I pictured something Gothic and spooky. Creaking doors. Faded bloodstains. Maybe even the ghost herself.
  

 I was short-sighted, but nobody knew. I was a teenager before anyonemyself includedrealised that I badly needed glasses. Anything further away than a metre was a blur. As a result, my memory of the day at Wisemans Ferry is a series of close-ups and details. Nothing hangs together.
 I remember a long dull drive through fuzzy bush, Mum exclaiming at a view that I couldnt see (I thought that being able to appreciate views was something that happened when you got old, like enjoying oysters and olives). An alarming series of hairpin bends zigzagged down the side of a valley, the river swimming greasily at the bottom. The little townshipa dozen houses, a shop or two, and the pubwas terribly quiet, steaming under a sultry sun, and with that humming silence you get in the country.
 The house that Wiseman had built was now the pub, a sprawling two-storey stone place, with verandahs all around, top and bottom. From the bar I could hear a murmur of male voices and the races on the radio. Being so young, I wasnt supposed to be in a pub, so it felt as if we were breaking the rules when Mum took me by the hand and led me inside.
 There were the stairs. They must be the ones down which Jane Wiseman had fallen. Mum pointed and marvelled, and I peered. To my short-sighted eyes the flight of steep and narrow steps seemed to stretch up forever into darkness. It was easy to imagine the argument, the angry shove, and the woman tumbling down step after step, head over heels, skirts tangling.
 Mum made a tsk tsk noise and shook her head, the way she did when she disapproved. You can see how it happened, cant you, she whispered. Poor thing wouldnt have had a chance.
 Id never been clear whether the story implied that Wiseman killed her accidentally or on purpose. Mums tsk tsk could have meant either. I remember squinting up at the stairs and choosing not to ask.
 I didnt ask, partly because Id heard the story so often that I should have known. If I asked now, it would be obvious that I hadnt ever been paying attention. And partly I didnt want to know. The idea of a dramatic death in the family was all right, the idea of a ghost even better. But I wasnt sure I wanted a murderer for a great-great-great grandfather.
 Plus I wanted to get outside. The bar was right beside us. Any moment the publican would come out and thered be a scene. Hed go, Now what do you think youre doing, and Mum would say, Look were not doing any harm, and Id stand there trying to be invisible.
  

 Outside, Mum showed me the stone lions on the tall gateposts. He brought them specially from England, they cost him a hundred guineas.
 The lions were invisible to me, but I nodded. I may not have been able to make the lions out, but I was close enough to the stone gateposts to see the way each block was pecked and pocked with grooves.
 Thats where they worked it with the picks, Mum said. The convicts he had, assigned servants.
 That was real to me: that close-up detail. Each block of stone had a hundred pick-marks, two hundred, five hundred. I could picture it: a man standing in the steamy sun, swinging the pick again and again to square off the lump of sandstone. And, when hed got it right, hed have to start straight away on the next one.
 I remember running my fingers into the grooves, wondering how anyone could have put up with it.
 Later we went off in search of the graveyard. The story included something about Wiseman having been buried with a box of sovereigns at his feet. That sounded interesting, but finding the graveyard was a matter of driving along dusty yellow roads through dusty grey bush. Every time Mum saw a person, shed pull over. Were looking for Solomon Wisemans grave, shed say. He was my great-great grandfather.
 Id see their faces open out in surprise, theyd stare extra hard at her, theyd peer into the car to have a look at me, and point away up another road.
 What was it I could detect in their faces as they examined us a bit more closely than they needed to?
 Cows wandered along the verges of those roads, and Mum stopped every time we drove past a cow-pat that didnt look too wet. Shed get out and pick it up and put it in the sugar-bag that was always in the back of the car. I slid further down in the seat. Dont be silly, lovey, she said. Its not dirty, only grass, wonderful for the garden.
 At last we found the graveyard. In my memory its a blur of trees and grey headstones until I got up close. Then I could see where the stonemason had ruled guide-lines in the stone: exactly like the lines I drew myself, when I had to do a heading in my Social Studies exercise book, except that I rubbed them out when Id done the words. But these chiselled lines were still sharp. The letters themselves were a mixture of little and big, the way Id written when I was in Infants. Some of the words were spelled oddly: did Henery mean Henry? Now and then the stonemason had left out a letter by mistake and had to put it in above the word, with an upside-down v to show where it should go.
 They probably couldnt read or write, Mum said. Copying it off a bit of paper. Youd get it wrong, you wouldnt know.
  

 From that day at Wisemans Ferry, thats all I remember. The steepness of the stairs, the labour of the picks, and the misspelled names of the dead. The past: another country. Nothing to do with me. A day that was too hot and steamy, the smell of cow manure ripening in the car.
 It was forty years before I went back.
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 			Walking for Reconciliation

May in Sydney is a cold windy month, and the morning of 28 May 2000 was colder and windier than usual. On that day, the Sydney Harbour Bridge was closed to traffic and, along with 200,000 other people in beanies and scarves, I walked across it to show that I supported the idea of reconciliation between black and white Australians.
Id have been hard pressed to say exactly what I thought reconciliation meant. It had something to do with what had gone on in Australia over the last 200 years: the violence, the taking-away of Aboriginal children from their parents, the fact that we descendants of Europeans lived on land that had once belonged to other people. Beyond that it was all uncertain: should we feel guilty, should we be talking compensation, what about treaties and land rights?
The Bridge straddles Sydney Harbour, its northern foot a short walk from the house where Id grown up, its southern foot beside Sydney Cove where the city itself had begun. In 1788, Captain Arthur Phillip, in charge of a fleet of ships full of convicts, had dropped anchor in that cove, run the Union Jack up a flagpole, and declared Britain the owner of the whole lot.
The Bridge had come to stand for Australia, the icon that identified us around the world. Traditionally much of what mattered in Australia had come from Britain. We were proud of the fact that the engineer in charge of building the Bridgea great technical featwas an Australian. We knew the history of its opening day in 1932. The premier was lifting the scissors to cut the ribbon when a man called de Groot, who disapproved of the premiers politics, galloped up and slashed the ribbon with his sword. It was a swashbuckling story that gave the Bridge a personality.
So the idea of having the Reconciliation Walk across the Bridgewith all its affectionate associationswas a potent one. The walk itself promised to be another big symbolic thing. Its aims were large and vague enough to make us feel cosy in spite of the bitter westerly wind. Everyone was smiling. We were all pretty pleased with ourselves.
Wemyself and a friend and our childrenstrolled along the roadway with the crowd. I was thinking more about Mum than about reconciliation. Shed often told me her own story about the Bridge. She was a young pharmacist when it was to be opened, and had been given the afternoon offa rare treatto join the crowd walking across it. She claimed to have seen de Groot ride up on his horse with his sword held aloft.
Shed always said, though, that she might just have seen the picture in the paper the next day.
Almost at the end of the walk, on the southern end of the Bridge, I noticed a group of Aboriginal people leaning against the railings watching us. A couple of men with hats and spreading beards, two or three women with their skirts pressed against their legs in the wind. At the end of the row, a tall handsome woman frankly staring, as if to memorise each face. Our eyes met and we shared one of those moments of intensitya pulse of connectedness. We smiled, held each others gaze, I think perhaps we gestured with our hands, the beginning of a wave.
It should have made me feel even better about what I was doing, but it sent a sudden blade of cold into my warm inner glow.
This womans ancestors had been in Australia for a long time. Sixty thousand years was the current figure. Her ancestors might have been living on the shores of Sydney Harbour when the First Fleet sailed in.
The blade I was feeling was the knowledge that my ancestor had been here too. Solomon Wiseman hadnt arrived on that first convoy, but hed arrived within twenty years of it. His ship would have anchored in this bay. Hed have come ashore right underneath where an Aboriginal woman and I were exchanging smiles.
And what if my great-great-great grandfather had glanced up, and seen her great-great-great grandfather standing on a rock watching the new arrivals? I didnt know much about what had gone on between the Aboriginal people and the settlers in those early days. And yet I was sure that Solomon Wiseman wouldnt have smiled and waved at any Aboriginal man watching him come ashore.
I hadnt thought for years about that out-of-focus visit in my childhood to Wisemans Ferry. Now, for the first time, I wondered what had happened when Wiseman had arrived there and started the business of settling. Until this moment it had never occurred to me to wonder who might have been living on that land, and how hed persuaded them to leave it.
In that instant of putting my own ancestor together with this womans ancestor, everything swivelled: the country, the place, my sense of myself in it.
The wind had got stronger and colder as wed walked. It was ruffling the harbour the wrong way, making the water a hard dull metal. I wanted to get away from it all now: the smiles, the benign feeling of doing the right thing, the shuffling crowd of people whose pleasure in the moment hadnt been sliced open.
I urgently needed to find out about that great-great-great grandfather of mine. I needed to know what he was like, and what he might have done when he crossed paths with Aboriginal people.
Until I knew that, it felt like nothing but wilful blindnesseven hypocrisyto go through the symbolic motions. The imagery of our walk, across a bridge, suddenly seemed all too easy. We were strolling towards reconciliationwhat I had to do was cross the hard way, through the deep water of our history.
This is the story of what happened when I took the plunge and went looking for my own sliver of that history.
 		   

When the Reconciliation Walk took place, Id just published my fifth novel, The Idea of Perfection. I hadnt yet started another.
This was unusual for me. In the past, the end of one book had always overlapped with the beginning of another. I had a horror of a gap, as if fearing that if I stopped writing I might never start again.
But this time there was no new novel on the horizon. I wondered if Id written all that I had in me to write.
When I decided to look for Solomon Wiseman and his dealings with the Aboriginal people, I thought there might be a non-fiction book of some kind in the materialperhaps something like a biography of Wiseman and a portrait of his times. I didnt know what, if anything, Id find, or whether there would be enough of interest for a book. This would be something I would do just for myself, because I needed to know.
 		   

Whenever Mum had told me the family stories about Solomon Wiseman and his descendants, Id hardly listened, could never get the generations straight in my head, forgot the details.
But something of her passion to keep those stories alive must have conveyed itself to me, because a few years before the Bridge walk Id sat down with her and recorded the stories into my cassette player.
When our two children were babies, Mum minded them a couple of days a week so that their father, Bruce, and I could work. They loved going to her place because she truly believed in children playing, in them finding their own play. One day either Tom or Alice got hold of a roll of toilet paper and when I came to pick them up it was everywhere, looped around the backs of the chairs, winding in and out of the stair-rails, out the window and back again. Mrs Next-Door had visited, apparently, and was scandalised.
But, Mum told me, I said to her, what toy could you ever buy that would keep a child so interested?
Id arrive at her house in the morning, and shed have made me sandwiches and a thermos, as she did when I was at school. Id drive off, park in a quiet spot overlooking the harbour, and get into the back seat with one of the childrens kickboards across my lap by way of desk. It was a fine way to work: the children happy with their Granny, the thermos and sandwiches a comfort, and that stunning view. I did some good work there.
The children were unpredictable sleepers, and when I got back theyd sometimes be napping in the pram that Mum called The Magic Box. Mum and I would have a cup of tea while we took it in turns to wiggle the pram and keep the baby asleep. Now and then Id get out the little cassette recorder and ask her to tell me the family stories again.
She was unafraid of the machine, unself-conscious about being taped. She spoke easily, telling those well-worn stories one more time. I got her to tell me about Solomon Wiseman, and then about the generations between him and us. For each generation there were a few vivid stories: the newly arrived Cockney boy who had to drive three rams from one end of Goonoo Goonoo Station to the otherwithout a dog! Granny Davis, who always had a gun loaded in the corner of the hut on account of the blacks: not to use it, just to show them she had it. Auntie Rose, who had shared one pair of boots with her four sisters so they could never all go into town at the same time.
About her own life she was less comfortable. There were regrets, mistakes, loneliness; deaths and divorces. Her voice lost its confidence, the words grew dull. I had to prompt her with questions, but she didnt always want to answer. I dont really remember, shed say, and wed move on.
Id never played those tapes back, but a few days after the walk I got them out and began to listen. Mum was older and frailer now: the tapes reminded me how strong shed once been. In the background a child would grizzle from time to time and I could be heard going shhh, shhhhh. It was good to hear Mum laugh as she told the story about herself as a girl, putting castor oil on her eyelashes to make them grow.
You could hear in her voice the pleasure she took in telling the Wiseman story once more, knowing that this time it was being recorded. Hearing it again, I realised that, although I thought Id forgotten every detail, at some level I knew it by heart:
 		 			Solomon Wiseman was born in London and worked on the docks. He married, and for some offence we dont know of, he was transported to Sydney, arriving in 1806 on the Alexander. Ive heard that he was a smuggler, but I dont know for sure. His wife accompanied him, which suggests money. He was not only freed but given a grant of land at what is now called Wisemans Ferry. He started the ferry, made money, built the hotel thats still therethe two lions at the gate were brought especially for the house from England. His first wife died and he married a local girl and had a number of children, one of whom was called Sarah Catherine, my great-grandmother. Strong rumour was that he killed this first wife by throwing her down some stairs. Her ghost is supposed to haunt the place.
Solomon Wiseman was said to be an extremely cruel man. He had a number of assigned convicts to work for him. It is said he had a big rock on his property, which was called Judgment Rock and he used to sit there in judgment on offenders. Even in a harsh and cruel age perhaps he was cruelthe fact remains he was hated and feared. Not that that prevented a rather flowery obituary from being published.
Sol had a number of children by his second wife and by this time he would have been well off, sufficiently so to give his daughters a riding master. My Auntie Roseand I think my mother tootold the story of one of these girls being seduced by the riding master, becoming pregnant and being thrown out of the house. They thought both she and the baby died and you could hardly marvel at itwhat would a girl do in those terrible days?

 		This story had been passed down the family from Granny Davis, through Granny Maunder and Auntie Rose and at last to my mother. Mum always used exactly the same phrases each time she told it. The story was like a little sealed capsule that couldnt be jarred open with questions.
 	I was glad it was there, though. It was like Grandmas sideboard that had sat out in the hall in our house throughout my childhood. Its drawers smelt of mothballs, the top was marked with a blue stain in the shape of Tasmania, its wooden handles were cracked. But when I looked at it I saw a penumbra of associations, memories, stories. That was what made it precious. Mums version of Solomon was solid like that sideboard, even though its details could seem foggy and unreal. It gave me a sense that my ship was anchored to the past by ropes of story.
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 			The Mitchell Library

The Mitchell Library stands just up the hill from where the convicts were put ashore. It was built in an age when Ancient Greece was the pinnacle of civilisation and Ionic columns announced Culture. Its main Reading Room is a vast lighted box, radiance pouring down from the ceiling.
A week after the walk across the Bridge I climbed its steps and pushed through its big bronze doors. The Mitchell contains most of the documents relating to early settlement in New South Wales. If there were any information about Solomon Wiseman that might start to fill the void that had opened up in me, thats where Id find it.
From trips to the library as a student years before, I knew it housed a Family History Centre. Id glanced in and seen how busy it was. Most of the people there seemed to be middle-aged women, their eyes shining, the thrill of the chase upon them as they went looking for ancestors.
I didnt go in. Id always thought they were a bit of a joke, those ladies in their cardigans tracking down every twig of their family tree. Now that I was one of them, I wanted even less to go there.
My mothers story was full of gaps. That offence we dont know of, for exampleI assumed that finding out more would involve expert delving into arcane catalogues and long-forgotten documents. So, instead of the Family History Centre, I went to the area within the Mitchell Reading Room where original material was accessed, a silent place behind its own set of glass doors, sealed off from the main part of the library.
The librarian heard me out politely, then pointed to some shelves behind me lined with small white boxes of microfilm. See over there? Old Bailey Session Papers. The transcripts. Just start at 1806 and work backwards.
There they were, on the open shelves. You didnt even have to fill out a Request Slip.
I realised that, like Lord Nelson, the family story had been holding the telescope up to its blind eye. It pretended it didnt know why Solomon Wiseman was sent to Australia. But it made sure that it contained the two details that made it easy to find out: the date of his arrival and the name of the ship he came on.
If it was so easy to discover, why had no one tried before? The first thing on the microfilm for 180406 was an index of the trials, arranged by date, everything in solid old type. The whole proceedings were Taken down in shorthand by Blanchard and Blanchard.
I skimmed the list. I wasnt really expecting to find Solomon. Something about these tidy boxes, these alphabetical lists, sat awkwardly with the family story. It was as if Grandmas sideboard, blue stain and all, was put on display in a museum.
There was something else, too. I wasnt sure that I wanted to find him. My hand on the creaking handle of the microfilm reader, the soft sounds of the library around me, I realised that my comfortable ignorance was about to be undone. If I found Wisemans trial, I could never tell my children that for some offence that we dont know of, he was transported to Sydney.
And what else might there be for me to know? What about that other question, the one about the Aboriginal people? Id bowled in to the library lightly enough. But my quest was a bit like wanting the doctor to be entirely frank. You only wanted her to be entirely frank if she had good news.
The trouble with knowing was that it wouldnt end there. What did you do with what you knew? You could hide it away again, but youd know youd done that. You couldnt ever go back to not-knowing.
I was starting to see that, if I went on with this, Id come up not only with Solomon Wisemans place in the scheme of things, but my own. When you were a white Australian, investigating your own history could lead you into some murky territory.
No wonder my hand was turning more and more slowly. When Wiseman, Solomon leaped off the page at me, I felt a pulse of fright. Relief, too, as I read: Crime: Stealing on board a Ship or Barge on the navigable River Thames.
Wisemans was quite a long trial. It was complicated in its details, but the outline was simple enough. He was thirty years old, a lighterman on the Thames, in the employ of one Matthias Prime Lucas. On April 10, 1804, Wiseman took Lucass lightersome kind of small boat, I assumeddown to a ship at Horseleydown and loaded it with valuable Brazil wood. He was supposed to take it up-river to Three Cranes Wharf and unload it there.
Around midnight my great-great-great grandfather rowed to Three Cranes Wharf with the wood. It was a very dark night and he didnt know that Lucas, along with some other men, was following him in another boat. Lucas had obviously been tipped off.
At Three Cranes Wharf, Wiseman tied the lighter up and climbed onto the wharf. Lucas heard him call out Ned! and say, Damn your eyes, Ned, why did not you come down to lend a hand with the lighter?, and someone answered that he could not come any sooner, he come as soon as he could.
Wiseman and Ned started to unload the Brazil woodbut instead of putting it up on the wharf, they were moving it into another boat.
Lucas and his friends heard it all: The next sound I heard was, apparently to me, as though a log of wood was scraping over the gunnel of the lighter, as if a person was easing it down, we then heard a hollow sound as if it was set down on the floor at the bottom of the barge.
They waited until a few pieces of wood had been moved, then they rushed out of their hiding-place. Lucas described what happened next: I struck at Wiseman with a small hanger; he retreated back from me, and said, pray do not, for Gods sake, or words to that effect; I did not attempt to pursue the blow, but thought of closing with him, and taking him by the collar; I sprang towards him, the oars of the barge were then lying sloping from the fore-beam, andI did not observe the oars; I fell over the oars, and he jumped into a little boat.
But Lucas had laid his plans well, and had an employee, Richard Rowey, waiting in a small boat nearby. Rowey recalled: I heard Mr Lucass voice calling out, Rowey; after which I discovered a boat coming from where the lighter lay I followed them, and when they came to Crawshays wharfI got on board of theirs; one man jumped overboard; I told him I would shoot him, if he attempted to make his escape. Not hearing any more of him, I supposed he was drowned.
I laughed aloud at this matter-of-fact tone. In the hushed air of the library it seemed a loud noise, rupturing the calm of books and papers with rude life. At his desk the librarian lifted his head and looked at me, and the woman at the next table gave a little cough.
Rowey was still talking. I turned my attention to the prisoner at the bar; he exclaimed, for Gods sake, Mr Rowey, have mercy, you know the consequence, or something to that effect; he then stepped on the aft athwart of the boat, and made a spring into the river; he got hold of my boat, which I had left, and made his escape.
Like everyone else, Wiseman got his moment to speak in his own defence. After I brought that lighter up, I left her, I did not see her afterwards; I meant to come to her at high water; I left her whenI heard there was such a piece of work about her, I was afraid to come back; Mr Lucas knows no lighter upon the river could come to her.
My great-great-great grandfathers voice, speaking directly across nearly two centuries! The actual phrases he used! And all those others: Lucas with his pompous rehearsed account, Rowey rattling off something as if learned off by heart, Ned whining his excuses. They leaped off the page, these peopletheir words, their tone! They crowded around me, their voices singing out clearly into my ear, indignant or strident or pleading.
It was as if Id opened the bronze doors under the classical pediment and released a crowd of people into the demure Mitchell Library: shouting and sweating, galloping along the floors, insisting on having their say.
The prisoner called seven witnesses who gave him a good character, but the verdict was Guilty and the sentence was Death.
 		   

 When Id finished reading Solomons trial, I sat for a long time in front of the machine. The yellow light poured down onto the screen, an island of light in the darkened microfilm corner. I felt as if Id just seen a snake or narrowly avoided being run over: in shock.
He was so alive, a person frightened of death, flustered by the court so that his Prisoners Defence came out in a muddle. I could hear him breathe, feel the heat of his body as he stood in the dock of the Old Bailey.
In an hour Id learned more about him than Mum had ever known. Id burst out of the sealed capsule of the story shed so carefully transmitted. I was on my own now: on my own, with this man I hardly knew.
I had a huge hunger to know more. What sort of life did he have in London? Why did he steal when he knew the consequence? Was he desperate, or greedy?
I decided to spend some time on the internet. The Mormonsfor whom genealogy is importanthave a massive database of births, deaths and marriages. Its all online: you type in a name and a date and, bingo, theres your ancestor.
The name was easy. The date wasnt quite so certain: at the trial his age was given as thirty, but I thought this might have been approximate, so I searched a few years either side.
It was a shock to find twenty-nine Solomon Wisemans. I decided to ignore the ones not born in London (although my Solomon Wiseman might not have been born there) and weeded out the repetitions. Even when Id done that, there were still seven.
I printed out the search results and began to study them.
Several Soloman Wisemans were bornin different yearsin Bermondsey. Several had parents called William and Elizabeth, one had parents called William and Catherine. One had parents called Richard and Jane. Two were bornin different yearsin Bermondsey and had a spouse called Jane. One was born in Essex and had a spouse called Jane. One was christened at St Mary Mounthaw, wherever that was, another at St Mary Somerset. One record asserted that Solomon Wiseman had married Jane Middleton at Spitalfields Christ Church in 1799. Another gave him an addressButlers Buildings, Bermondseyand a son baptised at St Mary Magdalene, Southwark.
I already had two Solomon Wisemans: my mothers and my own. From this search I now had nine. But somewhere behind my sourcesthe family story, the Old Bailey records, and these terse and perhaps unreliable entries on the Family Search sitewas the real man. He had lived and died not as a story or a set of entries on a website, but an individual as precisely himself as anyone I knew. I hungered to find out who he was.
The search for him pointed towards London and, by a stroke of extraordinary luck, at just that time I had the opportunity to go there.
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