
1 
 

HOW A SIMPLE QUESTION REVEALS ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS WE HADN’T ASKED!  

Piecing together stories from the past is both time consuming and often frustrating. You never quite have the 
right pieces, and often you find you’re asking the wrong question.  

Miss Porter’s House is the only National Trust house in Newcastle. Father to the Miss Porters, Herbert Porter, 
died in 1919 of Spanish Influenza, leaving wife Florence, 8 year old Ella and four year old Hazel.  In trying to 
find out what financial support Florence had in the 1920s, we acquired a number of documents from the 
State Archives. These answered our question but they also revealed many details about the family owned 
Hunter Street shop, one which was typical of many others in 1912. Among the more interesting documents 
was the grocer’s shop inventory which revealed fascinating detail about provisioning and cleaning a house in 
the early 20th century. 
 

Herbert Porter’s father, James Porter (right)i, died at home on 20th 

July 1912 after a short illness.  

 

He left a wife, Eliza, three unmarried adult children, Martha, Elsie and 

Wallace and three married sons.  Charles had married in 1901 and, 

until his death in 1913, was a carrier based in Wickham. Daniel, 

married in 1899, was at the time of his father’s death a general 

storekeeper in Islington and Herbert, married to Florence in 1910, was 

usually referred to as a carrier of Newcastle. Herbert is also named in 

at least one document as a business manager. He probably assisted 

James Porter and acted as a carrier from James’ Hunter Street shop. 

  

  

Herbert Porter and cart c.1899 001 000156 from the Snowball 
Collection Newcastle Cultural Collections 

James Porter in Grand United Order of  
Oddfellows regalia. He belonged to the 

Honeysuckle Lodge 
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Daniel and Herbert Porter were their father’s executors. They swore the Affidavit of Value (of the estate), 

obtained Probate and discharged the duties associated with the will. 

 

The business of ‘James Porter Grocer & General Storekeeper’ continued trading until 1919 when we know 

that the estate was liquidated. The 607/609 Hunter Street shops and associated land, fittings, vehicles and 

livestock were auctioned in September/October of that year.  

 

During the period 1912-1919 Herbert and probably Daniel, appear 

to have managed the Porter business. A number of documents from 

the Miss Porter’s House (MPH) collection shed light on this period. 

Herbert recorded taxable income as an employee of the estate of 

the late James Porter and Daniel signed James Porter business 

invoices. There is also a Statement of Assets and a Beneficiaries 

Statement of the estate of the late James Porter (right) which, 

although undated, can be placed in 1919/20.  These record the final 

disposal of James’ estate and the division between beneficiaries 

which occurred after Eliza’s death in July 1919. By this time Herbert 

was also dead and Wallace Lintott Porter was acting as executor 

with his older brother Daniel. 

 

 

By 1912, when James Porter died, John O’Mara, who described himself as House, Land, Estate & General 

Commission Agent and Valuator, Property, Produce, Horse and Cattle Salesman, was sufficiently established 

in his many professional areas to be engaged by Arthur H James, the Porter’s solicitor, to conduct the 

valuation of James’ estate preparatory to the calculation and payment of death duties. O’Mara itemised and 

valued the real estate, house and shop contents, livestock, vehicles and associated equipment. The basis for 

his valuation was clarified by The Commissioner for Stamp Duties in Sydney but O’Mara answered enquiries 

adequately including that, “In my opinion the business of a small grocer and greengrocery……was of such a 

nature that there was no goodwill…...it would not realise anything.” In other words the value of James 

Porter’s estate resided solely in his real estate, the goods he owned and money in the bank. It was one sixth 

of this amount that eventually passed to Florence Porter when James’ estate was liquidated on the death of 

Eliza Porter in July 1919. By that time Florence was herself a widow with two young children, her husband 

Herbert having died in April 1919. Our main question was answered. 
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In 1912 the “small grocer” on whom numerous family members depended was one of many similar 

businesses. Sands Commercial Directory ii for that year lists more than sixty small grocer/general stores in 

Newcastle, Wickham, Islington and Hamilton plus more than fifty carriers/carters. Despite this James Porter 

seems to have prospered and been able to transition from immigrant labourer to successful storekeeper and 

property owner. He became a notable citizen whose funeral was attended by representatives from many 

public bodies including the Mayor and Aldermen of Newcastle, Wickham and other district councils. His 

activities as storekeeper and carrier, together with those of his wife Eliza, enabled the provision of a 

substantial brick home/shop and supported six of eight children into adulthood, marriage, business or 

professional careers. (William died in infancy, Avice at the age of 16). He was able to leave an estate valued 

at £4625/4/4 in 1912 which eventually realised £7572/14/0 in 1919. James Porter’s recently acquired 

Deceased Estate File from NSW State Records, together with documents in the Miss Porter’s House (MPH) 

collection, enables some of the family finances to be unravelled. 

 

Most of the money that flowed to family members was the result of real estate purchases. James Porter 

owned three parcels of land, two in Newcastle West and one in what is now Hamilton North. As yet little is 

known about what was probably James and Eliza’s first home/shop believed to be at the current 483 Hunter 

Street.   There is no evidence of land purchase and it was probably rented for the first years of their married 

life.  

 

 

Left: Thought to be the first shop, probably rented  

Above: the site today from Google maps 
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In about 1879 they moved their business to 607/9 Hunter Street backing onto what is now MPH. This 

property, a town allotment, 101 of Section A of the Australian Agricultural Company’s (AAC) land, was sold 

to Thomas Shaw in 1856 and purchased from Shaw’s heirs by James Porter in 1878. It was described and 

valued at £3880 by John O’Mara in 1912 and sold, together with most of lot 44 later described, for £6200 in 

1919.  

 

John O’Mara describes two brick dwellings, with shop fronts, of 

three stories containing six rooms and kitchen and five rooms 

and kitchen respectively with the front room in each used as a 

shop. O’Mara gives a building date of 1886 and describes 

cemented exterior walls, plaster interior walls and ceilings and 

an iron roof. He considered their condition fair considering their 

age and the fact that there had been no repairs. It is known 

from sale descriptions that the entrance to the rear stable yards, 

stores and sheds was via gates off Hunter Street to the west of 

number 609, the Porter’s shop.  

 

609 Hunter Street was the Porter home and business premises 

for more than thirty years. Herbert Porter possibly arrived there 

as a one year old with his older brothers and sister. Three more 

children were born and raised in the Porter home. The 

shop next door, number 607, appears to have always 

provided a useful rental income. It was occupied by 

Banfields the  Draper then Blewitt & Sons Saddlers, for 

many years and in 1912 was returning £2 per week in 

rent from C W Walker, Saddler. In 1927 the shops were 

known to be occupied by the Misses Mercer & Sharpe, 

Milliners (607) and J Johnson & Co, Toy Importers (609) 

however, the property was owned by James Porter’s son 

Daniel. Interestingly in 1944 Ella Porter was still 

exchanging friendly holiday correspondence with a 

Johnson in the toy shop at number 609. 

 

Figure 
1http://collections.ncc.nsw.gov.au/keemu/pages/nr
m/Display.php?irn=33580&QueryPage=%2Fkeemu%
2Fpages%2Fnrm%2FHomeQuery.php> 

Right: M4891 J. Blewett and Sons Saddlers 

and J. Porter Grocers, Hunter Street, 

Newcastle West courtesy of Newcastle Uni 

Cultural Aollection 

Courtesy of Newcastle Cultural 

Collections 
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James Porter’s second real estate purchase in Newcastle West did not occur until 

1907. It was then that he bought lot 44 at the initial sale after subdivision by the 

AAC. This parcel of land fronted Langford (King) Street and had a common boundary 

with his existing Hunter Street property. The acquisition gave him a large 

landholding of more than 60 x 300 feet between Hunter and Langford Streets. While 

there is no evidence of vehicular access from lot 44 onto Langford Street the 

purchase provided James with what in 1919 was described as an extensive area of 

land. It was part of lot 44 that James gifted to his son Herbert in July 1909, probably 

as a wedding present. The land on which MPH was subsequently built was conveyed 

for the nominal sum of ten shillings, disproportionately less than the £350 James paid for it two years earlier. 

As small children, therefore, Ella and Hazel Porter had their grandfather’s land behind and to the east of 

their home. The sale in 1919 of lots 101 and 44 (excluding the area on which MPH is built), although valued 

at £216 and £3880 respectively in 1912, generated £6200 for the beneficiaries of James Porter’s estate. 

 

The third of the Porter land purchases was located in what is now Hamilton North. On 20th March 1876 

James bought from Thomas Gervaise Alcock, holder of the original crown grant, lots 5 and 6 Section E in the 

Municipality of Hamilton, Suburban portion 221. The purchase price is unrecorded but the Certificate of Title 

clearly locates the land at the junction of Waratah (now Gow) Street and Newcastle Street. O’Mara 

described the area as “open land, no improvements” and valued it at £90. It was sold in 1920 to Margaret 

Clark of Newtown-Hamilton, wife of Walgrave Clark, builder, for 

£131/7/8. This amount, which included interest, became part of the 

assets divided between the beneficiaries of James Porter’s estate. By the 

mid-1920s the area was being subdivided into building sites for the 

expansion of Hamilton-Newtown. Unfortunately no record has been 

found of how the property was used between 1876 and 1920. Possibly, as 

unimproved open land, it accommodated Porter horses but it does not 

appear to have returned a monetary income in rents or similar. 

 

It seems clear that during his lifetime James Porter’s income, with the 

exception of rent from number 607 Hunter Street, was derived mainly 

from his commercial activities. His business stationery itemises these as 

grocer, general store keeper, general carrier, furniture removed and the 

enigmatic “green Lucerne daily”, the latter probably indicating that he 

was also a supplier of animal feed. It was the Hunter Street property that 

NMH&MA Wednesday 27 August 1919 

 

From the Conveyance, 
AAC archives, Newcastle 
Uni 
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supported these various activities. The houses/shops were purpose built with imposing double shop 

frontages of plate glass. The 1919 sale advertisement indicates that there was also an archway on the 

ground floor to facilitate the use of the two shops as one establishment. Behind the shop was a range of 

concrete floored stabling, feed rooms, store rooms and sheds, all necessary for the conduct of both the 

grocery and carrier businesses. It is also possible that James occasionally traded vehicles and livestock. In 

1909 Herbert was handling, on his behalf, the purchase of an American made buggy which was no longer 

part of the inventory in 1912 while in 1910 James himself sold birds, possibly pigeons, to the Ourimbah 

Recreation Association for £5/1/7.  

 

Trading in vehicles and livestock, however, does not appear as part of the Affidavit of Value sworn in 

association with death duties. Only the actual horses, vehicles, harness etc and stock-in-trade were itemised 

and valued, together with household furniture, and an amount agreed as a reasonable estimation of the 

grocery business weekly profit. Arthur H James, the solicitor, suggested to The Commissioner for Stamp 

Duties that £5 profit per week was an acceptable amount on which to base earnings since the date of death. 

Three weeks earnings and rents were added into the estate value to allow for monies accrued between the 

date of death and the issue of probate. This is probably a conservative estimate of what James Porter was 

actually generating from his many business activities.  

 

The inventories provide a wealth of detail about non-landed property. The Porters owned two harness 

mares and one harness gelding, two other geldings, one unbroken filly and a mare with foal, in all eight 

horses including the foal with a total value of £140. Between them the horses pulled four vehicles, namely 

two light vans, one heavy van and a lorry. The vehicles were worth £47/10/0 and the accompanying 

equipment, including four sets of van harness and one saddle/bridle, £16/16/0. 

 

The shop stock in trade had a value of £105/13/5 derived from cost price delivered to the shop. Based on 

contemporary advertisements, there appears to have been an average of about 30% mark-up to retail 

prices. For instance the one dozen bottles of Yolkova, a yellow dye used as an egg substitute in baking, was 

valued at 3/9d per dozen but generally sold for 6d per bottle while dry goods such as haricot beans, split peas 

and rice were probably retailed at lower margins. 
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The raw list of grocery items is a wonderful 

snapshot of life in 1912. Listed is a huge 

number of both pre-packaged and loose 

cleaning and maintenance products 

reflecting a constant household battle to be 

both clean and thrifty.  Shinoleum and 

Zebra Paste kept the floor and range shining 

while a case of pipe clay, probably weighed 

into smaller amounts in the shop, took care 

of the white front step.    

 

 Soap came in no less than ten varieties and 

there was knife polish for the cutlery and 

linen gloss for a shine on the sheets.  

 

Baking seemed to use quantities of 

cornflour, custards, essences and baking 

powder.  James Porter had 37 dozen (444) 

packets of John Bull Baking Powder while 

sugar and flour were sold loose. There are 

7lb tins of golden syrup and, perhaps 

surprisingly, pre-packaged biscuits and 

cakes (Arnotts). Condiments, herbs and spices were not very varied; 

vinegar was malt, pepper was white and salt was just salt, in 3lb bags. 

Powdered ginger, cinnamon and allspice were available and curry 

powder was sold loose. Ham, herring, oysters, sardines, salmon and 

tongue were all tinned and there was more than 150lb of tea but much smaller quantities of coffee and 

cocoa.  

 

The Porters also sold tobacco products and a small number of medicines including Beechams Powders (for 

‘disordered digestion’), Castor Oil and Seidlitz Powder, a laxative.  Much of the value of the stock was held in 

jam, sugar, soap and tobacco while the volume was in dry goods, like half a hundred weight of rice. Also 

stocked was animal feed, such as bran, maize and linseed meal, and hardware items. 

 

NMH&MA 31st August 1911 

Suet pudding from ‘Good Things Made, Said 
and Done for every Home and Household.’ 
MPH collection 
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John O’Mara’s valuation of the stock-in-trade did not include 

perishable items. However, we know from a 1919 invoice to 

Florence Porter that bread, butter, cheese, teacakes, potatoes, 

cabbage, beans, onions, parsnips, tomatoes and fruit were all 

supplied by the family shop. Florence was purchasing perishable 

items regularly and the particulars of James Porter’s creditors 

confirm that fresh produce was part of the business.  

 

When the total assets were calculated, debts were deducted before 

the net value, upon which duty was charged, was determined. 

James had debts of £137/7/3 to his business suppliers and many of 

these were for fresh produce. Coastal Farmers (dairy products), the 

Australian Fruit Company, Laverty & Co (£18/4/9) and John O’Mara (£3/18/2) both of whom regularly 

auctioned farm produce, were all owed money. In addition there were business like Arnotts (biscuits and 

cakes), F Crago & Sons (flour) and various local wholesale merchants. The largest creditor was J Burke & 

Sons, a NSW wide firm of wholesale produce merchants, who were owed £38/4/1. 

 

In addition to debts owed to suppliers, there was also an amount of £109/18/0 which was owed to the 

business by the Porter’s customers. James appears to have extended credit to both individuals and other 

business and the list contains well known contemporary names like M Light (at one time Lord Mayor) and S 

Mullally, Stockton Co-op Society and Carrington Council. Many debts were quite large; J T Owen, the Miss 

Porter’s House builder, owed £10/5/3 and M Light £8/7/5, C Dwyer £7/10/4 and O E Moxey £4/10/0. These 

were sizeable amounts. In comparison, Florence Porter’s 1919 grocery bill for approximately two weeks was 

about £2/10/0 although, of course, James’ customers may have owed money for carrier services, bulk 

produce, livestock or other goods in addition to general groceries. It is not known whether any of these 

debts was repaid. 

 

Finally James Porter’s personal property, household furniture and money in the bank, was itemised and 

valued. John O’Mara gives a general description of the house contents which he valued at £74/5/0. The 

furnishings present a picture of the comfortable family home, much like MPH. There was linoleum on the 

floors and a carpet square, although ‘old’, in the parlour. Unlike MPH, there was no bathroom, so a 

washstand is listed in bedroom number 2. Bedrooms number 1’s bedstead/bedding and wardrobe were 

among the more valuable items at £3/5/0 and £4/10/0 respectively while those in the second bedroom were 

not as valuable. 

PH 278 Invoice to Florence Porter 20
th

 May 
1919 
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 In 1912 there were three unmarried adult Porter children (Martha, Elsie and Wallace) but how the sleeping 

quarters were arranged is unclear from O’Mara’s list. The parlour and dining room seem to have been full of 

the predictable furnishings and ornaments although there were unfortunately no stylistic descriptions. An 

eight piece suite was valued at £4/10/0 while there were several tables and cabinets, a bookcase, £5, and a 

piano. The latter was the most valuable household item at £20. The ten kitchen chairs were probably 

necessary for a large family as were the three tubs, mangle and wringer in the wash house. The boiler was 

valued as a separate item worth 3/6d while ten pairs of fowls and two pairs of ducks were also listed with the 

wash house. The twenty four birds had a value of £1/17/0. 

 

The Deceased Estate (death duty) Papers reveal a surprisingly modest amount of cash and bank deposits. 

There was £2/4/6 in cash, £6/17/10 in a current account with the Australian Bank of Commerce (ABC) Ltd, 

Wickham, £27/6/10 as Inscribed Deposit Stock of ABC and shares to the value of £10. The latter represented 

16 £1 bank shares worth 12/3d  each in 1912. By 1919 the Statement of Assets in the Estate of the late James 

Porter, part of the MPH collection, shows a balance in the ABC bank of £266/17/4, the sale of bank shares 

realising £42/6/8 and the considerable sum of £559/16/5 in a savings bank. These increased amounts 

probably represent the liquidation of all household items and shop stock prior to the sale of real estate and 

the distribution of money between the beneficiaries of James Porter’s estate. 

 

The State Archive documents allow us to see what financial support the widowed Florence probably had in 

the 1920s– income from a £1200+ share stemming from James’ will.  Unfortunately Herbert Porter’s will 

seems to be lost in the mist of the state archives. However, the probate and death duty papers of his father 

reveal much about an early 20th century small business, right down to the quantity and type of goods held in 

stock in a general store, or at least, goods on which death duties were to be paid.  

 

 

                                                           
i
 All images are from the Miss Porter’s House collection, unless stated otherwise 
ii
 The firm of John Sands Ltd (Printers and Stationers) published their directory each year from 1858–59 to 1932–

33 (except for 1872, 1874, 1878 and 1881). The early years mainly contain Sydney businesses, the later years include 

country businesses including Newcastle. They are available from http://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/learn/search-
our-collections/sands-directory 
  

http://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/learn/search-our-collections/sands-directory
http://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/learn/search-our-collections/sands-directory

