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by Ly nette Ra msay Silver. 

A
s pan of the his torical research for m y book A Fool 's Gold?, it was imperative 
to establish the day to day life of the central charac te r , a mine ralogist William 
Tipple Smith , as well as reconstruct the mine ral background of the time . Using 

old directories, maps, d raw ings, firs t hand recollections o f individuals and personal 
advertisements placed in the newspape rs o f the period, it w as possible to locate the 
businesses o f some of the key figures in the story. 

Two of W .T . Smith 's contemporaries, the brothe rs Cohen , were such key figures . 
We are told b y several people o f the pe riod of the existence o f a gold­

smith/jew eller in Sydney 's George Street North in the early 184 0s . Pro vided that the 
time fram e and address are accurate , the jewelle r concerned must have been Mosel y 
Moss Cohe n , w ho fi rs t surfaced in the bus iness sense in 1830 , w o rking from rented 
pre mises above a Sydney sho p . Using silver d o llars we a re told he managed to c reate 
a sil ve r salver w hich was presented to Major Innes afte r being displayed to the pub­
lic. ' In 183 2 , Mosely married Caroline Pendray1 and then es tablished himself at 3 
Denmark Place, George Street , making and mending jewelle r y, repairing w atches 
and musica l boxes, and selling a choice selection of fashionable dress o rnaments as 
w e ll as the us ual jewellery lines. J 

The business was undo ubtedly p rosperous for Cohe n accumulated property in­
cluding an o rchard at Burw o o d w hich he leased for the time being. In 1836 he 
moved his business into George Street North where he continued to both sell and 
repair all manner o f jewelle ry items :1 Whils t M. M. Cohen was establishing the busi­
ness o n rhe new site , a fe llow jeweller/minera logist W illiam Tipple Smith , was d o ing 
likewise . Altho ugh it has no t been possible to ascertain w hethe r the tw o men actual­
ly shared the same building , they must have been no mo re than two doors away 
from o ne ano the r , since bo th described the locatio n of the respective sho ps as be ing 
' directly opposite the bank of Australas ia ' .5 

This particular George Street site was just so uth of Bridge Street , adjo ining the o ld 
lumber yard, w he re the Metropolitan Ho tel now stands. 

Smith 's shop had been fo rmerly o ccupied by James Tegg, the publishe r, w ho had 
arrived aboard the 'James Craig ' in 18 32. In April I 986 , the shops o f Smith and Co­
hen were still standing, the sole survivor o f Sydney's pre- 1837 co mmercia l 
buildings .6 

By the 1830s Sydney had at last begun to take o n the look o f a substantia l tow n 
- roads were prope rly laid o u t and buildings were of mo re solid constructio n , 
replac ing the flimsy e rectio ns o f the previo us years. The sho ps o f Smith and Cohen 
faced the impressive Bank o f Australasia w hich s tood o n the wes te rn side o f George 
Street. To the rear ran the Tank Stream, o n its way to Sydney Harbo ur, spanned by 
a small bridge nearby \vhich gave its name to the street. Furthe r up Bridge Street w as 
the Colo nia l Secretary 's residence and beyond that s tood several w indmills inte rupt­
ing the sky line. lt was in this en viro nment o f change fro m the temporary to the mo re 
permanent that Smith and Cohen no w so ug ht co establish themselves . Cohen 's re la­
ti vely peaceful existence was apparently disturbed by the entry into the business 
world of Joel Jo h n Cohen , the w idowed husband of Mosely 's sister Rebecca . 7 Shortly 
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after J.J. Cohen's appearance on the retail scene of 1839, Mosely Cohen began to 
have published the first of a series of advertisements in which he firmly dissociated 
himself from 'any other business in the colony'. Joel John, who ran 'The Temple 
of Fashion ' in George Street at this time, also dabbled in the jewellery trade. Al­
though Mosely had an ex convict brother starting up business also at this time , he 
seems to have led a trouble free life, which was not the case for Joel John . The un­
named undesirable with whom Mosely wanted no connection was possibly his 
brother-in-law, for Joel was evicted by his irate landlord in 1843 for the non pay­
ment of rent , or rather for the attempted payment using a dishonoured cheque, an 
action which was publicly denounced by Mr Gill in the newspaper. 8 Mosely Moss 
Cohen, respected businessman , philanthropist and pillar of society, who expected 
even his gardener to have impeccable references attesting to his 'honesty, sobriety 
and capability' , would hardly wish to be connected in any way with such a business 
or person. 9 

While both Mosely and W.T. Smith were busily engaged in the serious business 
of running a viable and respectable enterprise , far away on an isolated sheep run 
near Wellington a shepherd named McGregor was quietly occupied in the peacefu l 
tending of his master 's sheep. The life of a shepherd is a solitary one. with little ex­
citement to break the day to day monotony . Idly watching the tranquilly grazing 
sheep , McGregor 's attention was caught by the unmistakable glitter of gold in the 
quartz outcrops which abound in the area. He chipped off bits of the milky quartz 
and, whenever the opportunity presented itself, managed to transport them to 
Sydney . 

Gold has an attraction which cuts across all lines of creed , colour and race , and 
the gold of McGregor was no exception. The shepherd, finding a ready market at 
the shop of Cohen the goldsmith and jeweller, promptly sold them whenever he had 
the chance, and soon became known as 'a gold-finder'. 

By displaying the gold samples in the window of his shop, M.M. Cohen not only 
made himself a talking point but he also created an Australian ' first ', for the exhibi­
tion of McGregor 's gold is almost undoubtedly the first exhibition of Australian gold 
in its natural state. 10 

In 184 4 , Cohen closed clow n his business and retired to enjoy the life of a gentle­
man on his estate 'Caridale ' at Burwood. 

Meanwhile the plot thickened, for as M.M . Cohen faded into genteel obscurity , his 
brother Edward Daniel Cohen, the former conv ict, was set to play his part on the 
golden stage. A discussion with Mr Forbes, whose addendum appears at the foot of 
this article, enabled me only very recently to link M.M. Cohen with E.D. Cohen, 
providing the necessary information which sheds new light on the known activities 
of E.D. Cohen. On the assumption that it was most likely M.M. Cohen who first put 
McGregor 's specimens in his shop window , the action taken by E.D. Cohen shortly 
afterwards seems very logical. 

Edward Daniel, born in 1800 in Birmingham, was transported to New South 
Wales following his conviction in the Liverpool Court for stealing a watchcase. He 
arrived in the colony in 1830, on board the ' Burrell ' to serve a life sentence , but ob­
tained his ticket of leave in 1839, 11 setting up business as a watchmaker in Windsor 
b y August 1840 . 12 By June 1844 he had moved to Sydney, opening up an opti­
cal/watchmaking shop three doors south of the Royal Hote l in George Street. I } At 
about the same time that his brother Mosely retired , Edward Cohen took a great in­
terest in the gold of McGregor, for in 1844 he was alerting the surveyor general to 
the presence of gold and p lacing some of McGregor's samples before him in an at-
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tempt tu stimulate some action from the government. Cohen even went so far as to 
personally escort McGregor on several occasions to the su rveyor general's office for 
questioning , apparently without result, for there was no official action taken. 1s By 
December 1845, after a fruitless campaign, lasting well over a year, to have the sur­
veyor general, Sir Thomas Mitchell take an interest, he managed to have the 
newspapers stir up some publicity by reporting his gold activit ies in the press. 15 The 
newspaper announced that Cohen had purchased gold from a shepherd and with the 
help of his young son Moses, had washed the specimen and melted the gold clown , 
a job which earned the lad one shilling. 16 Perhaps it was this gold w hich Edward 
used to fashion a ring for Queen Victoria, and which Sir Thomas Mitchell , home­
ward bound for England , promised to deli ver to Her Most Gracious Majesty, along 
with the information that it was the produce of the colony. What Q ueen Victoria 
thought of this gift is not known , for Cohen's generosity was never acknowledged.17 

Cohen was persistent. His advice unheeded by Mitchell , he also tried to interest 
members of the Legislative Assembly in McGregor 's gold and also tried to gain title 
to the land where it had been found , at Mitchell's Creek, near Wellington. 18 He fai led 
dismally. The Legislative Assembly had a vested interest in maintaining the sta tus 
quo 19 and the government eventually declared, at a much later date , the land Cohen 
sought a ·gold reserve ' .20 Despite petitions by his widow as late as 1851 , the Cohen 
family benefited not one scrap from Edward's efforts. Cohen himself died in Oc­
tober 1847 and was never to know that his information would be proved correct 
in a matter of weeks. 21 

One hundred and fifty years have passed since Mosely Cohen, full of hope and en­
thusiasm, launched his successful business venture. In the normal course of history, 
such an ordinary event would have passed unnoticed and gone unrecorded. The 
more enterprising efforts of his brother to publicise gold are buried away in govern­
ment files. Had Edward Cohen lived, he may have been able to have gained some 
benefit from his initiatives and attained a more prominent part in history. Mosely 
M. Cohen would undoubtedly have faded into a lmost total obscurity had he not pos­
sessed the quietly dignified entrepreneurial sty le to realise that the universal lan­
g uage of gold 'speaks', and speaks loud and long, wi th or w ithout the he lp of man. 
The call was heeded by his fe llow businessman, the mineralogist William Tipple 
Smith, w ho , putting a mineralogical two and two together, later went on to discover 
an enormous payable goldfie ld at Ophir in late 1847. 

But that my friends , is quite another story. 22 
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