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Amy Cail (née Williams) 

 
Amy was born on 29 March 1833 at Monmouth Wales, to William and Mary (née 

James) Williams.  They also had a son William.  Mary and her children went to New 
Zealand but we do not know when these events took place.  Mary married a Robert 
Rose in New Zealand and a child was born to them but died. 
 

A family story says that en route to New Zealand Mary did washing for the 
sailors. 
 

Amy met John Cail from Winchester, England and they were married in 
Wellington, New Zealand on 13 August 1851 when she was 18 and he was 27.  Agnes, 
their first child was born in September 1852, the first of their 11 children (including one 
who died as a baby).  When Agnes was only ten months old, John sailed for the 
Victorian gold fields and found prospects very worthwhile, went straight back to New 
Zealand, they packed up and arrived in Melbourne on the Arion on August 25th --- a 
month and three days from the day John first left for Victoria. 
 

In Melbourne, this young mother and her husband bought provisions, a horse 
and covered wagon, arriving in Ballarat mid-September 1852.  No doubt it was exciting 
in some respects but also, full of the unknown future and thus scary during those early 
days of Ballarat’s mining story. 
 

Life was hard on the diggings, especially so if the gold wasn’t as plentiful as all 
hoped and Amy, young as she was, soon realised the real need of accessible food for 
everyone so she set up a grocery tent while John continued his search for gold --- “Amy 
it seems was the more successful and practical!” 
 

With miners unable to pay their gold licenses and the police pressures which 
ensued, the resulting unrest and revolt we know of as the Eureka Rebellion took place 
in December 1854, and their leader Peter Lalor became a haunted man.  Obviously Amy 
was aware of all the possibilities of this event --- was John actually involved? --- it’s 
never been part of family talk but he was a miner and this year 2003 we have obtained 
a list of involved miners which includes a John Cahill! --- wrong spelling of course but 
Cail and Cahill sound the same at least! 
 

In any case Amy was involved --- Peter Lalor ran into her grocery tent and she 
quickly went outside and started to undo the tent pegs --- as if she was about to leave, 
thus throwing his pursuers off the scent, till he could leave safely. 
 

This event --- all happening so quickly and lasting such a short time was told and 
retold in family circles for many years, especially by Amy’s youngest daughter Alice --- a 
task she loved to share in --- Alice had written it down and planned to put her family 
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stories into print but hadn’t done it before her death and her family didn’t keep her 
scribbles --- which would have been a family history! 
 

Fortunately, one avid listener, a great grandson, Arthur Williams has become the 
story teller and me the writer! a great granddaughter. 
 

As food in the goldfields was still a need John decided to give mining away and 
bought 22 acres at nearby Mount Rowan where he and his growing family grew 
produce which found ready market in the growing goldfield town of Ballarat.  Over 20 
years nine more family were added to Amy’s responsibilities --- plus the loss of one 
other child.  Never a quiet moment I think for Amy. 
 

By 1873 new land opening up near Bendigo beckoned --- it meant 300 more 
acres and a new start, very different to growing vegetables and other small crops --- a 
new challenge and new opportunities for Amy --- but further away from a town centre. 
 

Here the family stayed (an eleventh child was born) and became an integral part 
of the Drummartin and Kamarooka community, even up till 2003 some descendants still 
farm there. 
 

The Cail home was a mecca for other settlers, many of whom started their 
pioneering life with little else but their willingness to work and wait for harvests which 
often didn’t come; nor the cash with which to buy their needs.  Amy had a small hand 
turned sewing machine and women came to Amy for sewing bees, to learn how to sew, 
for others, Amy provided their clothing herself and to go there for a meal was “just like 
Christmas,” many said. 
 

They also had a butter churn and people brought their cream along in order to 
make their butter. 
 

Amy and John celebrated 50 years of marriage in 1901 and in 1905, she became 
a widow --- her later years were then lived with a daughter in Brunswick who ran a 
soup kitchen and good cheap meals for farmers and others bringing produce to the 
Melbourne market.  A photo taken outside the shop shows us a little old lady with her 
family still prepared to battle on.  She died on the 15th of July 1914 aged 81 having 
truly shared the pioneering of this country in those early years when life not only wasn’t 
meant to be easy --- it wasn’t easy!! 
 

Stories and photos of her mother Mary Rose tell of a little old lady sitting in a 
chair, Bible in hand, a pipe in the other!  She was 90 years old when she died in 1900.  
She suffered from asthma and the doctor told her to smoke a pipe!! 
 

Grace WILLOUGHBY, great granddaughter 
 


