HISTORY HOUSE

INCENDIARISM IN
MACQUARIE STREET

CHRISTINE YEATS
HISTORY MAGAZLINLE,
DECEMBER 2016




INCENDIARISM IN MACQUARIE STREET
Christine Yeats, RAHS Senior-Vice President

Had it not been for the vigilance and quick action by a
police constable back in 1899 the building, once described
as “a first class residence in Macquarie Street”, may have
gone up in flames."! At 2.00am on Tuesday 24 October
1899, Police Constable Yates was patrolling the area near
Macquarie Street, when he noticed that a fire had broken
out in a four story building opposite the Botanic Garden.
Immediately alerting Constable McCarthy, who telephoned
the Metropolitan Fire Brigade, Constable Yates rushed off
to rouse the building’s occupants. The address of the four
story building was 133 Macquarie Street. Today we know it
as History House.

The house was built around 1872 for George Oakes MLA,
the member for Parramatta. By 1899 it had seen many
changes. It was used as a private residence until 1879. Then
it became the premises of the Reform Club until Oakes’
death in 1881. The Warrigal Club used it between 1887 and
1889. At the time of the fire Mrs Jane Ware was running a
boarding house on the premises.

The Metropolitan Fire Brigade responded quickly to the
telephone call.

“District officer Watson having checked the flames at
the windows, took a line of hose upstairs, and attacked
them from the interior. Then, leaving an officer in
charge of the operations at the back, he went round to
the front, and having burst open the door, proceeded to
investigate the extent of the fire. Inside he met Alfred
Ware, the son of Mrs. Ware, who is the landlady of the
establishment. Ware was, the officer states, almost fully
dressed, with the exception of coat and hat. Just then also
Mr. Superintendent Webb arrived with a detachment of
men from the head station.””
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Once the building was secured Superintendant Webb began
his inspection. He discovered that fire had broken out in
37 different places. According to the report in the Sydney
Morning Herald he noticed a strong smell of kerosene on
the floor, in the wardrobes, dressing tables and in the bedding
of the bedrooms. In other places there were charred and
burned remains of newspapers. The report pointed out
that the contents of the building were insured for £2,000
while the building, which was owned by Mr A.W. Oakes of
Toongabbie, was insured for £5,000.°

Alfred Ware was subsequently arrested on suspicion of
having set fire to the premises. The inquest into the cause
of the fire before the City Coroner Mr J C Woods and a
jury opened on 24 October 1899 and continued until 9
November 1899. In her evidence on 1 November Mrs Ware
admitted that she had been somewhat naive in her dealings
with Mrs Waugh, the former proprietor of the boarding
house. Despite never having inspected the books she had
agreed to pay Mrs Waugh £2,000 for the goodwill of the
business. After taking possession of the premises from Mrs
Waugh, she had purchased several hundred pounds worth
of furniture. Mrs Ware also testified that she had insured the
contents for £2,000.

Although according to her evidence she was doing good
business, Mrs Ware had asked all the lodgers to leave on
the Monday before the fire and only two servants (the cook
Mrs Sarah Clarke and the housemaid Miss Alma Sandery)
were in the house. She said she had been advised by her
doctor to leave the house because her health was bad and
she intended to get things settled and then let the rooms
to doctors and leave the house in the management of a
housekeeper. She added that she had put the business in the
hands of the agent and was trying to sell it. Asked whether
she had received any offers Mrs Ware said “yes, several, but
they could not pay sufficient cash.” Asked whether any of
the offers came anywhere near £2000, she again answered
“yes”.t

The jury’s verdict was that the building at 133 Macquarie
Street had been “feloniously & wilfully set on fire by Alfred
Ware”.> The Coroner then committed Alfred Ware for
trial at the Central Criminal Court at Darlinghurst on 20
November 1899. The Evening News noted that Alfred
Ware “well knew that, at the time Alma Sandery and Sarah
Clarke were asleep therein”. The jury was not agreed about
Mrs Ware although she too was committed for trial at the
Central Criminal Court. Bail was refused for Alfred Ware as
it was a capital offence.’

On 10 February 1900 Mrs Jane Ware and her son Alfred
Ware appeared in the Central Criminal Court charged
with having on 24 October 1899 maliciously set fire to the
dwelling house in Macquarie Street, knowing that Alma
Sandery was in the house. A second count charged them
with setting fire to the house. Both entered a plea of not
guilty. The Crown contended that the receipt of insurance
money would have enabled Mrs Ware to settle her liabilities,
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leaving some money left over. Mrs Ware was acquitted.
There was nothing to connect her directly with the crime
and on the night of the fire she was visiting her daughter in
Manly. The jury was unable to agree on Alfred Ware’s guilt
and he was remanded for trial.” Mrs Ware died not long
after the trial.

On 1 March 1900 Alfred Ware was arraigned at the Quarter
Sessions for maliciously setting fire to the dwelling-house
of Jane Ware, with Alma Sandery and Sarah Clarke
inside. Much of the evidence rested on a pocket knife in
his possession. Found on it were fragments of candle wax
similar to those found on the scene in 133 Macquarie Street.
He was defended by Mr W P (Paddy) Crick and continued
to protest his innocence. Alfred Ware was found guilty and
on 14 March 1900 sentenced to seven years penal servitude.®
He was released from gaol on 4 July 1905, having served five
of his seven year sentence. He died on 5 October 1941.
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