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Finding William 

August. It was a miserable winter’s afternoon. To top it off, I’d forgotten my 
umbrella. I dashed across the street to get myself a real coffee. Flat white. Double 
shot, splash of honey. Huddled under the awning with the other take-away patrons 
to watch the typical Sydney deluge pour down. Lowly pedestrians thoughtlessly 
sprayed by the BMWs and SUVs roaring past.  

The café sat in Queens Square, an enclave for those who plied their trade in the legal 
profession. Its modern architecture once highlighted in Vogue Living, giving it media 
weight among the neighbouring 19th century buildings, icons of Sydney’s colonial 
past.  

The rain eased, I decided to make a run for it. Darted my way between the red-
lighted, windscreen wiper traffic. Hurried through the twelve-foot wrought iron 
gates, across the vast pebbled courtyard and opened the solid wooden doors to enter 
into my workplace - Hyde Park Barracks - a cathedral-windowed, golden hued, 
sandstone monument.  

The day before had left me feeling unsettled... 

The Museum Curator had asked for volunteers to help dust and clean the 
locked cases displayed in the Archaeology room on the second floor*. A room kept 
shadowy, dark; the blinds pulled shut to keep out the beams of ruinous sunlight. 
Pride of place were three large glass casings housing a plethora of found objects; 
from ancient oyster shells to half torn bibles, along with small rat skeletons buried 
among their hoardings. Skeins of forgotten lives. Reflections of the decades the 
building itself had endured. 

My favourite was the middle case, the one containing the exquisite 
handmade clay pipes so I was pleased when asked to help with these. The Curator 
put on a pair of white gloves and handed me a pair to wear. Together we started to 
empty the case, piece by fragile piece. I took each pipe and carefully laid it on the 
black velvet makeshift holding-tray. Up close, I examined each pipe’s unique design, 
a tribute made by a convict to the country they came from. I recognised this 
unspoken longing of return, to not just place, but to a time of belonging. A longing I 
had often felt for my place of birth.  

The job almost done. I touched the final pipe. Its bone white clay gleamed and 
my arm instantly went cold. Snapped frozen, as if I’d plunged it into a river of ice. I 
didn’t have time to take in what had happened because the Chief Guide nudged me, 
‘Better get a move on. We have to start opening up the Museum in five minutes.’ And 
then I got caught up in the day. 

The Barracks’ clock chimed four-thirty. Another wave of rain shattered the 
bleakness of the skies reflected in the courtyard puddles. A departing visitor just 
missing a puddle as his umbrella got blown about in the wind.  



2 
Finding The Story © Sienna Brown 

The Chief Guide said we should begin to close up the museum and suggested I 
start by checking the third floor. See how many visitors were left.  

After climbing the stairs, I made my way down the old wooden corridor to 
check the ‘Routine and Surveillance’ room*. A stark room with a cube-like glass 
cabinet displaying the 1828 census, along with a row of computers containing a 
treasure trove of convict data records.  

Standing in a room saturated with the remnants of identification, I wondered 
about the clay pipe from the day before and whom it might have belonged to. How 
when I touched it, how strange it made me feel. How much it seemed to gleam, even 
in the shadowy light. Could there have been some kind of connection?  

A connection to me?  

Fifteen minutes before closing time was of the essence. I quickly typed ‘West 
Indies’ into the Convict database.  

Almost not breathing, I waited.  

Outside, a flash of lightning struck the pebbled courtyard. The wind rose and 
the thunder boomed, each explosion a roll-call as the names of men spooled across 
the screen. English, Scottish, Irish sounding names, but there under the heading 
Native Place, I saw a word so familiar; it made me catch my breath.  

Jamaica!  

I was standing in the very room my fellow countrymen had stood in. Lived in, 
breathed in. Memories flooded to the surface and I had returned. Returned to those 
idyllic tropical days of my childhood. Back to the blue, cloudless skies, riotous colour 
and searing heat of Kingston, Jamaica. The loud, ever present rhythms blasting from 
every street corner down in the city. Back to Sunday morning breakfasts, plates piled 
high with salt fish, ackee, callaloo and boiled bananas. Lazy afternoons, after school, 
the tinny sound of the day’s cricket drifting across the lawn from the gardener’s little 
handheld radio. Stuck inside the house, Winifred the maid trying to get us to ‘stop 
fooling round and du yu homework’.  

The weekend trips to the local beach or occasionally across the island to Ohio 
Rios. The trunk packed up with the laden down pots and pans filled with jerk pork, 
roast chicken, curry goat, fried plantain and roast breadfruit accompanied by Red 
stripe beer, Appleton Rum and a good dose of rowdy laughter.  

Summer holidays, a few weeks spent away from the heat of Kingston up in 
the coolness of the Blue Mountains. Driving up the twisting, winding, narrowing 
roads bordered by trees that dripped in overhanging vines. Noticing the moss and 
maidenhair ferns huddled along the sides of gushing streams that flowed into scary, 
deep gullies far below. Until finally, coming around a bend, a hillside splattered with 
vivid purple and blue blooms that meant, we were on the last lap of ‘are we there 
yet?’.  

My best memories though, were the parties, blazing late into the night as 
adults, some fuelled by rum and gingerale talked politics, while us gaggle of children 
slept, unperturbed, bundled up together, in rooms familiar to each of us as if they 
were our own. A surety, a belonging, to one large extended family. A community, 



3 
Finding The Story © Sienna Brown 

built on friendship. Then in the wee hours, lifted by loving arms and carried out to 
various cars. Where through half asleep, windowed eyes, we looked up at the black-
knighted sky carpeted in stars, following us along the well-worn routes home.  

Now here I was standing in a room, in Sydney, Australia, in a country, far 
away from those rediscovered memories. Ten thousand miles from an island and its 
people that sat at the back of my heart, yearning to be reaffirmed and recognised, 
even after all the years of separation and countries I’d lived in. Knowing those days of 
belonging that I longed for were fuelled by the illusive shadow of youth.  

The rain had eased; everything seemed shrouded in stillness except for the 
loud pounding of my heart. I looked at the screen again. Checked the date. My heart 
beat faster. I couldn’t quite believe it. I had discovered my countrymen on the very 
day of their arrival, a hundred and seventy-five years later.  

The excitement of discovery was suddenly interrupted when the Chief Guide 
called me on the walkie-talkie. ‘When you’ve finished closing up, we need you down 
here to help restock the book shelves.’  

‘Okay, I’m on my way,’ I said trying to shake myself out of the journey back in 
time.  

I headed for the door, turned out the lights, when I thought I heard a sigh. A 
moan, the cries of men’s voices. Then a single voice, clear, deep and resonant, 
whispered to me in the darkness.  

‘Hurry up, little Missy! I, William Buchanan is waiting.’  

 

* Hyde Park Barracks - pre its major renewal  

 


