




James' Great 
Adventure 

The true story of a Lake District farm boy who 
crossed the world and became a country 

policeman 

A true story. Every important thing in this book really happened. 
Where we could not be sure, we kept it gentle and simple, and we 
never invented facts. 



1 · A Boy Who Studied Maps 

More than a hundred and fifty years ago, a boy 
named James Barnes grew up on a farm in the 
north of England. It was called Garnett House, 
tucked among the green hills and grey stone walls 
of the Lake District. The house was astonishingly 
old - parts of it had stood for five hundred years, 
built around a small stone tower. 

Every morning before school, James helped drive 
the cattle into the shed, his boots crunching on the 
frozen ground. His family had farmed this same 
corner of the hills for generations. It was a good 
life, and a settled one. 

But James was not really thinking about cattle. He 
was thinking about maps. At school he would trace 
the faraway countries with his finger and dream. 
Somewhere out past the hills and the sea were 
places he could not stop imagining. 





2 · The Whole Wide World 

At school one day, James unrolled a map of the 
whole world. He found lands scattered far across 
the oceans - Australia, New Zealand, places so 
distant they seemed almost impossible to reach. 

The 1870s were an exciting time to be young. New 
steamships were beginning to shrink the great 
oceans. Faraway colonies were calling for people to 
come and start new lives, and ships left the ports of 
northern England almost every week. 

James made up his mind. He would not stay a 
farmer like his father and grandfather before him. 
He would board one of those ships and go and see 
the world for himself. 





3 · Across the Sea 

So James said his goodbyes and sailed away from 
everything he knew. The voyage to the far side of 
the world took many long weeks, out across huge 
and empty seas. James was not frightened. He was 
thrilled. 

He came first to New Zealand, where he spent his 
time, as he later said, 'travelling about the country' 
- walking, looking, and learning. Then he sailed on 
again across the Tasman Sea. 

In 1876 he stepped ashore in the bright, busy 
harbour city of Sydney, from a ship named the 
Hero. He was about as far from a quiet Cumbrian 
farm as a young man could possibly be. 





4 · The Policeman's Coat 

In Australia, James found work that suited a 
strong, steady young man. In 1880 he joined the 
New South Wales Police, pulled on the blue 
uniform, and was sent up-country almost at once - 
to a place called Temora, where gold had just been 
discovered. 

Temora was chaos. In only a few weeks, around 
twenty thousand hopeful diggers had rushed in 
from every direction. They threw up a 'bark town' 
of tents and huts half a mile long, on a dry, dusty 
plain that never had enough water. 

Into all that noise and dust walked one brand-new 
constable with a baton, to keep the peace among 
thousands of fortune-hunters. It was hot, hard, 
thankless work - but James did it. 





5 · A Piece of Gold 

On his rest days, James quietly worked a small 
claim of his own. One evening, deep in a dry 
creekbed, his boot turned something loose in the 
gravel. He bent, picked it up, and rubbed off the 
dirt. Under the mud was a dull gleam of yellow. 

He washed it slowly in a puddle of muddy water. It 
was gold - a real nugget. It was not a fortune, but it 
was enough. Enough to be a reason. Enough to be a 
door. 

And the moment he held it, James knew exactly 
what he wanted. Not to be rich - but to go home, to 
walk back up the lane to Garnett House and show 
his family how far he had come. 





6 · Too Cold for Home 

James drew his gold, boarded a ship, and sailed all 
the way back to England. His mother could hardly 
believe the well-dressed traveller at her door was 
her own son. The family gathered round to hear his 
stories, and he proudly showed them the gold. 

But something had changed - and it was James. 
After years under the hot Australian sun, the grey 
English winter chilled him to the bone. Worse, the 
quiet farm life no longer fitted the man he had 
become. 

Within months he was back on a ship heading 
south again. By his own telling, it was the very 
same ship that had carried him home. He had now 
crossed the entire world twice in under a year. He 
had been chasing a home that turned out to be 
ahead of him, not behind. 





7 · The Big Gentle Constable 

For the next thirty years, James was a country 
policeman, moving from town to town across the 
wide back country of New South Wales. He was a 
giant of a man - six feet three inches tall and 
around eighteen stone - and people said there was 
'not a finer built man in the district.' 

But for all his size, he was famously gentle and 
kind. A country constable had to do a dozen jobs at 
once. He rode long, lonely patrols and ran a one-
man station. He even escorted coaches of prisoners 
hundreds of miles across the empty plains. 

Some of the places he served were rough frontier 
towns, with tin-shed lock-ups and hard living. 
Through all of it, James kept the peace quietly, and 
let his steady, patient work speak for him. 





8 · A Girl of the Goldfields 

Far away, on the goldfields of Victoria, a girl 
named Emily Borrman was growing up. She was 
born near Bendigo in 1864, into a large, hard-
working family that had come from two very 
different worlds. 

Her father was a miller's son from Silesia, in 
Germany. He had sailed halfway round the world 
to dig for gold. Her mother had come out from 
England as a young woman. They were poor, 
devout, and orderly. 

On Sundays, Emily walked with her family to a 
small timber chapel among the mine-heads. The 
hymns were often sung in German, led by the older 
voices. Emily did not know all the words, so she 
hummed the tunes she loved and smiled. 





9 · By the River 

When Emily grew up, she went looking for work, as 
many goldfields girls did. It took her a long way 
north to the bustling river port of Wentworth, 
where the Murray and Darling rivers meet, and 
where her brother ran a business. 

Wentworth was Australia's busiest inland port. 
Paddle-steamers crowded the wharves. Bullock 
teams hauled wool down to the water. And walking 
the streets of that town, in his blue uniform, was a 
tall, friendly constable named James Barnes. 

They met, and talked, and laughed, and liked each 
other at once. Not long after, on 21 October 1891, 
James and Emily were married in St John's 
Church, right there by the river. 





10 · A House Full of Children 

James and Emily built a warm and busy home 
together. Before long it was full of children: first 
Constance, then their only son Cecil, then Freda, 
and finally the twin girls, Myrtle and Ivy. 

For such a huge man, James was wonderfully 
gentle with the little ones. He was strict about good 
manners and neat work, but the children adored 
their kind, giant father. 

The family moved wherever the police sent him, 
packing up the whole house every few years to 
follow him to the next town. Wherever they went, 
there was always noise, and work, and love. 





11 · The Quietest Place 

At last, in 1906, James came to a quiet little village 
called Kelso, just across the river from the old town 
of Bathurst. After a lifetime in wild places, it was 
the calmest beat he had ever known. The local jail, 
people joked, had 'stood idle for ten years.' 

One frosty morning, two nuns from the convent 
across the road knocked at his door, shivering and 
wringing their hands. The night before, James had 
locked up the town's drunken woodcutter - and 
now the sisters had no one to bring them their 
firewood. 

'We are fairly perishing over there,' the elder nun 
said, her teeth chattering. James looked at the two 
blue-cold nuns, then thought of the snoring man in 
the cell. It was not a hard choice. He let the 
woodcutter out to fetch their wood. 





12 · Homework and Rabbits 

James wrote with a fine, careful hand, and his 
daughter Ivy remembered him as a 'mighty pen 
man.' He checked the children's homework at the 
kitchen table, and if it was untidy, they had to do it 
all again, neatly. 

One day, home from shooting, James told his son 
Cecil to clean and gut a brace of rabbits. Cecil 
cheekily answered back, 'Do it yourself!' 

For his cheek, James popped the boy into one of 
the little Kelso cells to think it over. But Cecil's 
arms were just long enough to reach out through 
the bars and unlock the door himself. The family 
laughed about it for years afterwards. 





13 · Missing Emily 

For much of their marriage, Emily had not been 
well. She carried a wasting illness for many years, 
growing slowly more tired. Her younger sister 
came to live with the family and help nurse her and 
mind the children. 

Everyone loved Emily dearly, and James and her 
sister cared for her together, side by side, for a long 
time. But there was no cure for her illness. 

In 1908, at the quiet police residence in Kelso, 
Emily died. She was laid to rest in the peaceful 
churchyard nearby, under the trees. James missed 
the goldfields girl he had met by the river, and he 
never forgot her. 





14 · This Is Heaven 

James served as a policeman for thirty-four years 
in all. When at last it was time to retire, his fellow 
officers gathered to thank him. They gave him 
three silver-mounted pipes and a walking stick, 
and - a man of few words - he told them the whole 
tale of his stirring life. 

Not long after, one evening in 1914, James came 
home from a long journey, very tired. He pulled off 
his boots and lowered himself into his big, soft easy 
chair by the fire, and leaned his head back. 

His last words, his youngest daughter always 
remembered, were just three: 'This is heaven.' And 
with that he fell peacefully asleep. He was laid to 
rest beside his Emily, in the one grave at Kelso, 
together forever. 





 

Meet James Barnes and Emily Borrman: a farm boy who 
loved maps, sailed across the whole world twice, and 
became the biggest, kindest policeman in town; and 

Emily, a German engineer’s daughter brought up on the 
Bendigo goldfields. This is their story - from the green 

hills in England to the goldfields of Australia, and a little 
house full of children. Every important thing in this book 

really happened.


