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MONUMENTAL SCULPTORS : J . J . EDSTE I N  AND HIS SONS 

1855 - 1941 

TRAC EY ED STEIN 

SYNOPSIS: 

The p r o s p e r i t y  o f  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  century  between t h e  gold rush  e r a  
and t h e  depress ion  o f  t h e  1890s meant t h a t  t h e  cons t ruc t ion  indus t ry  
was t h r i v i n g ,  and s tone  was an  important commodity where pub l i c  
bu i ld ings  were concerned. Joseph John Eds te in ,  t h e  grandson o f  German 
immigrants who had come t o  A u s t r a l i a  a s  v ine  d r e s s e r s ,  began h i s  
apprent iceship  a s  a  s tone  mason i n  Mait land,  (c.1880). This  was 
t h e  f i r s t  s t e p  i n  a  c a r e e r  t h a t  l e d  t o  t h e  establ ishment  o f  
"J.J. Eds te in  and Sons, Monumental Masons" i n  1896. Despi te  
depress ion  and world war, t h e  f i rm is s t i l l  i n  ope ra t ion ,  e i g h t y  
years  l a t e r .  The h i s t o r y  of t h e  bus iness  r e f l e c t s  t h e  changes, 
both technologica l  and s o c i a l ,  of t h e  pe r iod .  





e x p e r i e n c e  t h u s  o b t a i n e d ,  I c a n  have no h e s i t a t i o n  i n  e x p r e s s i n g  my c o n v i c t i o n  

o f  t h e  importance a s  r e g a r d s  I m p e r i a l ,  a s  w e l l  a s  l o c a l  i n t e r e s t s ,  o f  i n t r o -  

d u c i n g  i n t o  t h i s  Colony s c v c r a l  thousand p e r s o n s  s k i l l e d  i n  Vine c u l t u r e ,  

t h e  making o f  Wine, t h e  p r e p a r a t i o n  o f  d r i e d  f r u i t s  and o t h e r  p r o c e s s e s  

o f  r u r a l  economy, wi th  which t h e  p e a s a n t r y  o f  t h e  B r i t i s h  I s l a n d s  a r e  

unacqua in ted .  F u r t h e r ,  John N .  B e i t ,  a n  a r d e n t  s u p p o r t e r  o f  German 

e m i g r a t i o n ,  w r o t e ,  " . . . t h e  want o f  a  s u f f i c i e n t  s u p p l y  o f  l a b o r  i s  s o  

s e v e r e l y  f e l t ;  b u t . .  .no c o n s i d e r a t i o n  would induce  me t o  engage i n  t h e  

u n d e r t a k i n g  i f  I  had n o t  o b t a i n e d  a  v e r y  c l e a r  and d i s t i n c t  c o n v i c t i o n  

t h a t  t h e  b e n e f i t s  and advan tages  which would a c c r u e  t o  t h e  German Emigrants  

o f  a l l  c l a s s e s ,  who would b e  l e d  t o  t h i s  Colony, exceed g r e a t l y  t h o s e  which 

any o t h e r  f i e l d  f o r  Emigrat ion a f f o r d s  them.'16 Thus, German e m i g r a t i o n  was 

b e l i e v e d  t o  b e  m u t u a l l y  b e n e f i c i a l  t o  t h e  c o l o n i s t s  who r e q u i r e d  s k i l l e d  

l a b o u r  and t o  t h e  Germans who sought  a  more p r o s p e r o u s  way o f  l i f e .  

A .  W.  S c o t t ,  d e s c r i b e d  i n  t h e  A u s t r a l i a n  D i c t i o n a r y  o f  Biography a s  

"entomologis t  and e n t r e p r e n e u r " , 7  was engaged i n  a  m u l t i f a r i o u s  range o f  

a c t i v i t i e s ,  i n c l u d i n g  t h e  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  o f  a n  i r o n  foundry ,  f o r g e  and 

He was a l s o  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  s a l t  works a t  Moscheto I s l a n d  and grew t o b a c c o ,  

f l a x ,  o ranges  and o t h e r  f r u i t s  on farms a t  Mai t l and  and Ash I s l a n d .  I n  

a d d i t i o n ,  h e  was invo lved  wi th  t h e  Hunte r  River  Railway Company, t h e  

Newcastle Mechanics ' I n s t i t u t e ,  C h r i s t  Church C a t h e d r a l  and t h e  Royal 

S o c i e t y  o f  New South Wales, and was a  member of t h e  L e g i s l a t i v e  Assembly 

f o r  Northumberland and Hunte r .  

S c o t t ' s  e s t a t e  at  Ash I s l a n d  comprised some 2560 a c r e s  and o n  i t  h e  

grew, among o t h e r  p r o d u c t s ,  o ranges  which were well-known a s  "Ash I s l a n d  

o ranges .  " Ludwig Le ichhard t  , t h e  German e x p l o r e r ,  was b e f r i e n d e d  by S c o t t  

on account  o f  t h e i r  mutual  i n t e r e s t  i n  entomology. In a  l e t t e r  t o  

L ieu tenan t  Robert Lynd i n  1842, Le ichhard t  d e s c r i b e d  Ash I s l a n d  t h u s :  

















. . .your work.. . i s . .  . a  r e a l i s t i c  proof o f  your s k i l l .  Your work though' 

massive, l o s e s  none of i t s  a r t i s t i c  beauty.  The carving has  been c a r r i e d  

out i n  a  f l awless  manner. The colour ing  and tone  a re  admirable,  and t h e  

d e l i c a t e  workmanship a s  a  whole i s  a n  eloquent  testimony t o  t h e  minute c a r e  

you have given t o  your task ." .  

The coming of World War I  i n  1914 and t h e  changes brought by t h e  war, 

a r e  r e f l e c t e d  i n  the  i n s c r i p t i o n s  o f  t h e  per iod .  The i n s c r i p t i o n s  chosen 

by parents  f o r  t he  memorials o f  t h e i r  sons who were k i l l e d  i n  a c t i o n  show 

t h e  young s o l d i e r s  were seen  a s  r e spons ib le  f o r  t h e i r  coun t ry ' s  'bapt ism 

by f i r e . "  Since few, i f  any, o f  t h e  dead were brought home f o r  b u r i a l ,  t he  

monuments were no more than  memorials, and obviously those  concerned f e l t  

t h a t  they were eminently worthy of remembrance. D e t a i l s  of  t h e  deceased ' s  

fo rce ,  rank and b a t t a l i o n  and p lace  of death were o f t e n  ind ica t ed ,  and, l e s s  

f r equen t ly ,  cause o f  dea th .  The following por t ion  of an i n s c r i p t i o n  was 

A .  I .F .  an "Anzac". One of t h e  l a s t  t o  leave  G a l l i p o l i  a t  the  evacuat ion 

r ece ive  promotion t o  L ieu t .  when he was k i l l e d  i n  a c t i o n  i n  a  charge from 

the  t renches  a t  i n  France on November 16.1916 aged 23 years .  " 

J . J .  Edstein and Sons were a l s o  engaged t o  e r e c t  d i s t r i c t  memorials 

a t  Raymond Terrace ,  M i l l e r s  Fores t ,  Kempsey and o t h e r  c e n t r e s .  These 

inva r i ab ly  l i s t e d  on an Honour Roll "our boys" who had served t h e i r  country 

and ind ica t ed  those  who "paid t h e  supreme s a c r i f i c e . "  

I t  i s  a  measure o f  h i s  success  t h a t  i n  1921 Joseph Eds te in  toured t h e  

world, inc luding  t h e  b a t t l e f i e l d s  of Europe. He spent  t h ree  months i n  Rome 

ments t o  purchase supp l i e s  o f  marble d i r e c t  from an  I t a l i a n  f i rm.  This  





Chapman s t r e s s e d  t h a t  he had served h i s  f i v e  years  " to t h e  day." 

The year  of  t h e  completion of  Chapman's appren t i cesh ip ,  1929, was 

a l s o  a  year  i n  which t h e  cond i t ions  preceding t h e  establ ishment  o f  

"J .  J .  Edstein and Sons" were repea ted .  A s  Shaw says ,  "the h i s t o r y  of t h e  
0 

depression of  1929-1933 is i n  many ways s i m i l a r  t o  t h a t  o f  t h e  ' n i n e t i e s . "  

Francis  and Vincent,  two appren t i ces  and two masons. These remained through- 

out t h e  depress ion  yea r s ,  bu t  a s  Chapman says ,  " there  were weeks we d i d n ' t  

work, and then  t h e r e  were weeks we worked t h r e e  days . .  . ", Natura l ly ,  t h e r e  

was a  marked d e c l i n e  i n  monumental o rde r s  and t h e  ve r ses  and extravagance 

of preceding decades were no longer  ev iden t ;  bu t  neve r the le s s ,  bus iness  

continued.  In f a c t ,  it was i n  1936 t h a t  t h e  Alexander memorial, worth £800, 

twenty e i g h t  f e e t  by twelve f e e t ,  and t h e  headstone l i s t e d  seven names. 

The f i r m ' s  su rv iva l  dur ing  a  pe r iod  o f  na t iona l  hardship  was due t o  

bus iness  was p r imar i ly  a  family concern.  Wages were low and t h e  b ro the r s  

worker 's  compensation, hol iday  pay and s i c k  leave were unknown. In add i t ion ,  

a s  i n  a l l  Joseph ' s  a c t i v i t i e s ,  economy was p r a c t i s e d  and l u x u r i e s  were unknown. 

I 
Joseph ' s  sons t r a v e l l e d  f a r  and wide i n  search  of  work and were sometimes 

away f o r  weeks a t  a  t ime.  When work was a v a i l a b l e ,  men could b e  h i r e d  

cheaply f o r  sho r t  pe r iods ,  s ince  t h e  labour s u r p l u s  was enormous. Overhead 

expenses were lower than today,  and a  g r e a t  dea l  of  s tock  was on consignment. 

was t h e  c i t y  dwel le rs  who were worst h i t  by t h e  depress ion ,  whereas Raymond 

Terrace was predominantly a  r u r a l  a r e a .  F i n a l l y ,  a  s i g n i f i c a n t ,  i f  somewhat 

a b s t r a c t ,  f a c t o r  was the  s e r v i c e  provided by t h e  firm: a  h igh  degree of 

q u a l i t y  and workmanship had always been demanded and when bus iness  was sca rce ,  

t h i s  became even more necessary .  
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