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Introduction

GEORGINA ARNOTT, ZOË LAIDLAW AND JANE LYDON

In August 1833 the British parliament finally legislated to abolish slavery in the 
British Caribbean, Mauritius and the Cape Colony by passing the ‘Act for the 
abolition of slavery throughout the British Colonies, for promoting the industry of 
manumitted slaves, and for compensating the persons hitherto entitled to the services 
of such slaves’ (The Slavery Abolition Act 1833). The Act had two key limitations: 
in place of slavery, the settlement negotiated between parliament and slave-owners 
established a system of apprenticeship, while former slave-owners were granted 
£20 million in compensation, to be paid by British taxpayers. Yet slavery and its 
legacies were not confined to the colonies covered by the Act. The Legacies of British 
Slave-ownership (LBS) project suggested that slavery wealth and the movement of 
human and financial capital from the Caribbean slave economy to the East Indies, 
Canada and Australasia constituted a significant force in ‘reshaping British society 
and culture in the nineteenth century’.1 It asked: what wider reorganisations of 
industrial, mercantile and financial capital, of labour, and of the imperial state, were 
taking place?2 In what ways did investment, imperial aspirations and migration turn 
towards the ‘Second British Empire’? Through biographical case studies, scholars 
such as Catherine Hall argue that, after emancipation, many former slave-owners 
remained wealthy and politically influential. They successfully facilitated new forms 
of unfree labour such as indenture, while some were prominent in forging post-
emancipation racial hierarchies.3

1  Catherine Hall, Nicholas Draper and Keith McClelland, ‘Introduction’, in Legacies of British Slave-ownership: 
Colonial Slavery and the Formation of Victorian Britain, Catherine Hall, Nicholas Draper, Keith McClelland, 
Katie Donington and Rachel Lang (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 1–33, doi.org/10.1017/
cbo9781139626958. See also Catherine Hall, ‘The Slave-Owner and the Settler’, in Indigenous Networks: 
Indigenous Mobility and Exchange, ed. Jane Carey and Jane Lydon (New York: Routledge, 2014), 29–49, doi.
org/10.4324/9781315766065-2. The work of the Legacies of British Slave-ownership project (2009–12) and the 
Structure and Significance of British Caribbean Slave-ownership project (2013–15) continues under the aegis of UCL’s 
Centre for the Study of the Legacies of British Slavery, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs.
2  Catherine Hall, Nicholas Draper and Keith McClelland, ‘Introduction’, in Emancipation and the Remaking of 
the British Imperial World, ed. Catherine Hall, Nicholas Draper and Keith McClelland (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 2014), 1–16, doi.org/10.7228/manchester/9780719091834.001.0001.
3  Catherine Hall, ‘Writing History, Making “Race”: Slave-Owners and their Stories’, Australian Historical Studies 
47 (2016): 369, doi.org/10.1080/1031461x.2016.1202291.
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Australian historians have begun to trace the movement of people, investment and 
ideas towards new markets and opportunities.4 Contributions to this special issue 
explore aspects of this imperial reorientation through a biographical lens, tracing the 
life stories of a range of imperial subjects whose experiences instantiate these broader, 
global processes. The collection was developed through a seminar series sponsored 
by the Western Australian Legacies of British Slavery project in early 2021.5 Several 
articles have a particular Western Australian focus; others consider actors in different 
Australian colonies or place legacies of slavery in Australia in a wider transnational 
context. In this introductory article we draw on evidence from our Western Australian 
research to illustrate the themes pursued within the collection as a whole.

Biographical method
Biography as a method has been central to the ‘new transnational histories’ of 
the last two decades, revealing the movement of key figures around the globe.6 
Understanding the role that slavery and its legacies (including anti-slavery) have 
played in shaping the Australian colonies also requires a foregrounding of individual 
and networked lives. Biographical explorations of the connections between slavery 
and settler colonialism extend a generation of scholarship that has used biography 
to populate the ‘abstract and anonymous’ world of Atlantic slavery and interrogate 
the epistemological limits of the colonial record.7 The dehumanising instruments 
of Atlantic slavery leave their trace in these records by continuing to obscure the 
lives of the enslaved, but, as Douglas Hall showed more than three decades ago in 
his account of Jamaican slave-owner Thomas Thistlewood, it is possible through the 
colonial archive to ‘find people, rather than names’.8

4  Ann Curthoys, ‘From Montserrat to Settler-Colonial Australia: The Intersecting Histories of Caribbean Slave-
Owning Families, Transported British Radicals, and Indigenous Peoples’, History Workshop Journal 90 (September 
2020): 11–32, doi.org/10.1093/hwj/dbaa015; Emma Christopher, ‘An Illegitimate Offspring: South Sea Islanders, 
Queensland Sugar, and the Heirs of the British Atlantic Slave Complex’, History Workshop Journal 90 (September 
2020): 233–52, doi.org/10.1093/hwj/dbaa018; Emma Christopher, ‘Far More than Money: British West Indian 
Slavery, Emancipation, and Australia’s Sugar Industry’, Australian Historical Studies 52, no. 4 (2021): 491–508, doi.
org/ 10.1080/ 1031461x.2020.1861036.
5  The authors are part of the Australian Research Council–funded Western Australian Legacies of British Slavery 
project, hosted by the University of Western Australia, see australian-legacies-slavery.org.
6  See, for example, David Lambert and Alan Lester, eds, Colonial Lives across the British Empire: Imperial 
Careering in the Long Nineteenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006); Carey and Lydon, 
eds, Indigenous Networks; Zoë Laidlaw, Colonial Connections 1815–45: Patronage, The Information Revolution and 
Colonial Government (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2005), doi.org/10.7765/9781847794406.
7  Lisa A. Lindsay and John Wood Sweet, Biography and the Black Atlantic (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2013), doi.org/10.9783/9780812208702; Hans Renders, Binne de Haan and Jonne Harmsma, ‘Biography 
as Critical Method in the Humanities and in Society’, in The Biographical Turn: Lives in History, ed. Hans Renders, 
Binne de Haan and Jonne Harmsma (London: Routledge, 2016), 3–12, doi.org/10.4324/9781315469577-8; Adele 
Perry, Colonial Relations: The Douglas-Connolly Family and the Nineteenth-Century Imperial World (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2015), 1–19, doi.org/10.1017/cbo9781139794701.
8  Douglas Hall, In Miserable Slavery: Thomas Thistlewood in Jamaica, 1750–86 (London: Macmillan, 1989), xxi 
(original emphasis).
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The biographical focus of this collection has distinct imperatives. Rather than 
attempting to understand individuals through holistic, cradle-to-grave accounts, 
the contributors recognise that what biography offers is access to experience and 
a means of exploring human agency. To be meaningful, biography must situate a 
life in its broader context and recognise the ultimate unknowability of past lives. 
Life stories here provide an insight into the more abstract processes and ‘data’ that 
contributors ultimately seek: the evolution of ideas, the transfer of technologies and 
the movement of capital, all of which travelled across the British Empire, seeding 
new forms of labour and colonisation. Tracking these global transfers, particularly in 
a quantitative way, remains challenging. However, approaches that centre individual 
lives, while also exploring relationships between lives and individual mobility, 
provide powerful insights into historical processes. As many biographical studies 
over the last two decades have shown, the ideas that sustain our lives tend to manifest 
within, and be reinforced by, networks of people, rather than at the level of the 
individual. Ideas about race, labour and land, for example, are not only structured 
by reciprocal relations—apparent in everything from letters, job appointments, 
marriages, commercial partnerships and reprisal actions to intimate relations—but 
are also reproduced by them.9 In the case of settler colonialism, the small size of early 
societies elevated the importance of these ideas.

One virtue of biography that the contributors to this special issue seek to retain is its 
capacity to reveal unexpected or complicated aspects of broad historical processes. 
In her recent study of three lives within the British Empire, Kate Fullagar observed 
that whereas today’s vantage point suggests that Indigenous dispossession occurred 
via ‘an all-consuming history of degradation and control, individual stories insist 
on a bumpier and more negotiated process’.10 Similarly, the contributors here have 
found that British slavery and its legacies arrived in Australia through complex 
routes. Riven with contradiction, patterns are not easily discerned from these stories. 
Perhaps this is one reason why British slavery’s presence in Australian colonial life 
went unremarked for so long. Yet close attention to subtle shifts within individual 
stories reveals a more complete picture of empire. By writing slavery into Australian 
biography, our contributors ask both what aspects of slavery travelled with people 
to the Australian settler colonies, and what features of the British Empire facilitated 
or inhibited such transfers. In what ways, for example, were British discourses 
on slavery and anti-slavery redeployed to define Indigenous people, convicts and 
workers in the new colonies, as well as the interactions colonists had with them?

9  Perry, Colonial Relations, 20; Laidlaw, Colonial Connections.
10  Kate Fullagar, The Warrior, the Voyager, and the Artist: Three Lives in an Age of Empire (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 2020), 6, doi.org/10.12987/yale/9780300243062.001.0001. 
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Slavery and settler colonialism
The articles in this special issue show that elucidating the connection between 
slavery and the new settler colonies illuminates the histories of both Australia 
and the British Empire. Settler colonialism has distinctive features, derived from 
the coloniser’s interest in the expropriation of Indigenous land, and the need to 
justify that expropriation over the long-term. It is often reliant on efforts to erase 
Indigenous peoples and to deny their sovereignty and rights on the basis of specific 
regimes of difference.11 Recent work, however, has emphasised the complexity and 
diversity of such relations: while the seizure of Indigenous land was a prominent 
aspect of nineteenth-century settler colonialism, it did not preclude the simultaneous 
coercion of Indigenous labour. Moreover, processes of invasion and dispossession 
were complex and sometimes disrupted or reversed by Indigenous actions.12 The 
Australian colonies founded in the 1820s and 1830s—Western Australia, South 
Australia and Port Phillip (Victoria)—witnessed brutal frontier violence as settler 
colonisers sought to secure Indigenous land for themselves, at the same time as 
Aboriginal peoples were incorporated (often, but not always, unwillingly) into 
their economies. All were also shaped by Edward Gibbon Wakefield’s theory of 
‘systematic colonisation’. Wakefield recognised that settler colonisers required cheap 
labour as well as plentiful land and, as chattel slavery fell out of favour, he explored 
alternative ways of securing such labour. He proposed that government sell land 
to pastoralists, fixing its price at a sufficiently high level to fund the emigration of 
poor British labourers—who would then work the land bought by settler capitalists. 
As Jane Lydon has argued, Wakefield modelled his vision of ‘concentrated’ labour 
and settlement on the plantation, ‘responding to the need to replace what was 
becoming an unacceptable institution, with a form of labour that would nonetheless 
retain slavery’s “efficient” discipline’. Moreover, Wakefield envisaged not just a poor 
British workforce, but the introduction of labourers from the Pacific Islands, India 
and China to fuel settler colonial prosperity.13 While Wakefield’s plans were never 
fully implemented, this response to the end of chattel slavery—positing new labour 
hierarchies, based on class and race—demonstrates the importance of connections 

11  Patrick Wolfe, ‘Land, Labor, and Difference: Elementary Structures of Race’, The American Historical Review 
106, no. 3 (2001): 866–905, doi.org/10.1086/ahr/106.3.866; Jane Carey and Ben Silverstein, ‘Thinking with and 
beyond Settler Colonial Studies: New Histories after the Postcolonial’, Postcolonial Studies 23, no. 1 (2020): 1–20, 
doi.org/10.1080/13688790.2020.1719569.
12  Ann Curthoys and Jessie Mitchell, Taking Liberty: Indigenous Rights and Settler Self-Government in Colonial 
Australia, 1830–1890 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), 13–16, doi.org/10.1017/9781316027035; 
Shino Konishi,  ‘First Nations Scholars, Settler Colonial Studies, and Indigenous History’, Australian Historical 
Studies 50, no. 3 (2019): 285–304, doi.org/10.1080/1031461x.2019.1620300.
13  Jane Lydon, Anti-Slavery and Australia: No Slavery in a Free Land? (Abingdon: Routledge, 2021), 75–76, doi.org/ 
10.4324/9780429445187.
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within the empire. The distinction that has often been drawn by historians 
between settler colonies and the empire’s other constituent parts is beguiling but 
also misleading.14

The Legacies of British Slave-ownership 
database
The Western Australian Legacies of British Slavery project traces the movement 
of slavery wealth, but also people, attitudes and practices, from the Caribbean 
to the new colonies of Australasia. The work of the Centre for the Study of the 
Legacies of British Slavery, based at University College London, has provided an 
important model for exploring the aftermath of abolition in its focus on individual 
slave-owners. At its core is a database of digitised slave-compensation records from 
the 1830s, which documents the awards to around 47,000 slave-owners, as well 
as more detailed information regarding about 3,000 absentee planters living in 
Britain (or further afield) at the point of emancipation. The database records the 
identity of all slave-owners in the British Caribbean at the time slavery ended, while 
information about their activities, affiliations and legacies continues to be amassed 
and analysed. The LBS database also includes histories of estates and their owners 
in the British Caribbean between 1763 and 1833.15 At one extreme, it documents 
spectacular examples of the links between slavery wealth, political power and British 
culture in families such as the Lascelles. Drawing on the fortune derived over the 
previous century from his family’s Barbadian sugar plantation, Edwin Lascelles built 
Harewood House between 1759 and 1771, becoming the first Baron Harewood in 
1790.16 The family remains wealthy and influential—by way of example, the sixth 
Earl married Princess Mary, daughter of King George V, while the family sold their 
last Caribbean plantation as recently as 1975.

But such examples are not typical of the Australian legacies of British slavery, as we 
have started to understand. If one searches in the LBS database for ‘Australia’ in 
the general ‘notes’ field, 183 individuals (411 records) appear. These represent 
associations with slave compensation varying from those named as beneficiaries who 
themselves travelled to the colonies or invested there, to their relatives or associates 
who may have done so. Searching in the LBS database for ‘Western Australia’ yields 

14  Zoë Laidlaw, Protecting the Empire’s Humanity: Thomas Hodgkin and British Colonial Activism 1830–1870 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021), 17–21, doi.org/10.1017/9781108164658.
15  ‘Context’, LBS database (hereafter LBS), www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/project/context/.
16  S. D. Smith, Slavery, Family, and Gentry Capitalism in the British Atlantic: The World of the Lascelles, 1648–1834 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), doi.org/10.1017/cbo9780511497308.
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15 individuals (38 records) named as beneficiaries, or around 8 per cent of the 
total named Australian individuals.17 Even this small group is diverse, and serves to 
illuminate many of the broader themes raised in this collection.

Western First Fleet
At least five of the 14 Western Australian beneficiaries (or their connections) listed 
in the LBS database were members of the ‘first fleet’ travelling to Swan River, the 
only British colony in Australia established on the basis of land grants to settlers. 
Because their arrival in 1829 preceded the Slavery Abolition Act 1833, they are 
likely to represent divestment from the Caribbean slavery business. Individuals and 
families turned their back on slave-ownership for a range of reasons, including fear 
of insurrection by the enslaved, anticipation of the institution’s demise, declining 
Caribbean profits, and the brighter prospects offered by the new settler colonies. 
George Leake, Peter Pegus, John Randall Phillips, Charles Dawson Ridley and James 
Walcott arrived in Swan River with substantial capital, their families, servants and 
‘friends’ (business and personal associates), and are listed among the first grantees of 
land. They were active in taking up vast tracts of First Nations’ land—beginning with 
Whadjak Noongar Country around Perth—enabling their farming and pastoralist 
pursuits. Interestingly, involvement in establishing the colony’s Agricultural 
Society—founded on a notion of ‘improvement’—connects most of these figures. 
They developed the colony through the ‘discovery’ and exploitation of resources, 
such as minerals and timber, and drove the relentless search for reliable labour. Most 
of these men and their families prospered in the colony, while Indigenous people 
suffered. Their life journeys speak to the consequences of debates about labour, land, 
emigration and slavery in the decade preceding emancipation.

Jane Lydon’s article in this issue identifies the patterns these figures exemplify, via 
an examination of the Ridley and Walcott families. Connected by business and 
family links in Demerara, these two families returned to Britain during the 1820s, 
and then travelled to Swan River together in 1829. They followed the pattern of 
acquiring large grants of land for agriculture and pastoralism, and participation in 
exploration, expansion and the exploitation of resources. Charles Dawson Ridley, 
especially, led the search for labour resources.

Similarly, John Randall Phillips (1789–1852) arrived in Fremantle on 25 February 
1830, and is thought to be the grandson of a wealthy slave-owner in Barbados, also 
named John Randall Phillips (1724–1773). Phillips Junior was born at St Michael, 
Barbados, but was educated in Bristol at Redland Hill House, a boarding school 
run by his father George Phillips and attended largely by the children of West 

17  Search conducted 16 December 2021, LBS, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/search/.

http://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/search/


Introduction

9

Indian families. Phillips Junior was bequeathed £1,500 by his aunt Elizabeth Lovell, 
money derived from Barbados slave-produced profits.18 In the Swan River, where 
land was allocated according to capital brought to the colony, Phillips acquired 
approximately 2,000 acres of land on the Canning River, one of the colony’s first 
agricultural settlements.

Following a pattern familiar across the colonies, Phillips’s theft of their land and 
means of subsistence prompted conflict with Noongar people throughout the 
1830s.19 Phillips himself was speared—first in October 1830 and again in 1838. 
In May 1833, Noongar leaders Midgegooroo and Yagan attacked two of his men at 
Bull’s Creek, south of Perth. In the same month, Goord-ap stole a ram belonging 
to Phillips, and became the first Noongar to be sentenced to transportation 
beyond the seas, exiled to Rottnest Island in 1837.20 Noongar warriors repeatedly 
attacked Phillips’s stock and threatened his shepherds.21 In 1837, Midgegooroo 
and Yagan speared two shepherd boys, Thomas and John Velvick, at Maddington 
Park, a property originally established by Phillips.22 As these incidents suggest, the 
Canning district was riven by colonial violence in these years, and in 1839 Phillips 
led a punitive expedition against the Noongar from Maddington Park.23

Phillips also participated in expeditions to expand settlement to the south, and was 
active in the colony’s emerging governance and development, including as a director 
of the Agricultural Society.24 By 1840 he had moved south to the regional port 
town of Albany, where he became Resident Magistrate, immediately succeeding 
George Grey, later governor of both the Cape Colony and New Zealand.25 In 1843 
Phillips supported the proposal of former Demerara slave-owner Charles Dawson 
Ridley to export mahogany from the nearby Torbay jarrah forests (see Jane Lydon’s 
contribution to this issue).

18  John Randall Phillips travelled on the Protector to Swan River Colony in 1829, described on the passenger 
list as an ‘agriculturalist’, with £195 worth of plant and equipment and two letters of credit totalling a further 
£700. Tom Chapman and Sally Grundy, ‘Speeches about John Randall Phillips and George Braithwaite Phillips’, 
State Library of Western Australia, ACC 9645AD/1: Synopsis of John Randall Phillips, 30 June 2017, purl.slwa.
wa.gov.au/slwa_b5089179_1.pdf. The LBS database notes ‘potential for confusion’ as ‘at least three John Randal[l] 
Phillips’ were alive in the 1830s: ‘John Randal Phillips junior’, LBS, accessed 18 December 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/
lbs/person/view/2146631832. Many Lovell family members were beneficiaries of slavery on Barbados: ‘Elizabeth 
Lovell (née Osborne)’, LBS, accessed 18 December 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2146654443. 
19  This was also the period in which Binjareb Noongar were attacked in the infamous Pinjarrah Massacre of 
28 October 1834, further south on the Murray River. Neville Green, Broken Spears: Aboriginals and Europeans in 
the South West of Western Australia (Perth: Focus Education Services, 1984).
20  Ann Curthoys, ‘The Beginnings of Transportation in Western Australia: Banishment, Forced Labour, and 
Punishment at the Aboriginal Prison on Rottnest Island before 1850’, Studies in Western Australian History 34 
(2020): 59–77. search.informit.org/doi/10.3316/informit.426415565870359.
21  Perth Gazette, 1 June 1833; Perth Gazette, 21 June 1834.
22  ‘Murder of Thomas and John Velvick by a Party of Natives’, Perth Gazette and Western Australian Journal, 4 
May 1833, 71; ‘The Natives!’, Perth Gazette and Western Australian Journal, 15 June 1833, 94.
23  Chapman and Grundy ‘Speeches’, 5–6.
24  Chapman and Grundy ‘Speeches’, 5–6.
25  Chapman and Grundy ‘Speeches’, 11.
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Figure 1: ‘Please Massa hold de broom-tick, till me make this woman jump for my 
wife!’ Front cover, Church Registers: Albany Marriages, Marriage Notices and 
Declarations (1839–1856).
Source: Courtesy of State Records Office of Western Australia (AU WA S4043-cons703_7).
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One fascinating problem raised by this research is how we may securely link these 
globally mobile figures to slavery-derived wealth. Where links to slavery were 
concealed or forgotten after abolition, evidence for the systems of racialisation that 
were transposed to the colonies becomes especially important. As Catherine Hall 
suggests in her comments to a Roundtable published in this special issue, ‘the logics 
and mechanics of racial thinking’ were key in producing colonial racial regimes. For 
example, this cartoon (Figure 1), may be associated with Phillips’s role as Sub-Registrar 
of Births, Deaths and Marriages. Carefully drawn in pen and ink on the front cover of 
the Church Registers: Albany Marriages, Marriage Notices and Declarations, this drawing, 
dated to 1842, shows an enslaved black couple, the man saying, ‘Please Massa hold 
de broom-tick, till me make this woman jump for my wife!’26 ‘Jumping the broom’ 
was a European folk tradition that was subsequently introduced to enslaved people in 
the British colonies. The practice was closely associated with the marriage of enslaved 
people in the southern states of America during the 1840s. However, the style of this 
drawing is not typical of either West Indies or American art relating to this topic; it is 
possible that it is of English derivation, applied to a new context.27 Where in Britain 
this satirical genre would show the privileged participating in a wedding custom of 
the poor, here the same logic is communicated by facetiously contrasting a supposedly 
primitive practice with more formal colonial ceremonies.

Where Swan River’s early colonists left accounts of their prior first-hand encounters 
with chattel slavery, these are also revealing of the attitudes they brought to the 
new settlement. George Leake (1786–1849), for example, was a merchant and 
banker who arrived in Western Australia in 1829 with six servants and property 
totalling around £1,116, which entitled him to take up 15,000 acres, mostly on the 
Upper Swan River.28 Leake may also have been related to the George Leake awarded 
compensation for enslaved people in Jamaica; his family certainly had significant 
slave-holdings.29 In May 1829, en route to Western Australia, Leake had visited 

26  Church Registers: Albany Marriages, Marriage Notices and Declarations (1839–1856), AU WA S4043-
cons703_7, State Records Office of Western Australia.
27  Tyler D. Parry, Jumping the Broom: The Surprising Multicultural Origins of a Black Wedding Ritual (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2020), doi.org/10.5149/northcarolina/9781469660868.001.0001; Lizzie 
Marx, ‘Jumping  the  Broom: A Common-Law Wedding Custom’s Bristling Visual Satires’, in Changing Satire: 
Transformations and Continuities in Europe, 1600–1830, ed. C. Rosengren, P. Sivefors and R. Wingård (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2022), 344–70. The authors are grateful to Tyler Parry and Lizzie Marx for their 
advice, personal communication to Jane Lydon, 25 February 2021.
28  ‘Further Returns Relative to the Settlement on the Swan River. Ordered to be printed 30 March 1831’, 
Schedule: Extract of a Dispatch from Lieutenant Governor Stirling to His Majesty’s Principal Secretary of State 
for the Colonies; dated Perth, Western Australia, 18th October 1830, Enclosure A. No. 2, Return of Property on 
which land has been claimed from 1st September to 30th June 1830, pp. 6–9. This is a printed version of AU WA 
S2155, Land Sales, Returns Of Land, Etc, 1829-01-01 – 1909-12-31, State Records Office of Western Australia, 
sro.wa.gov.au/index.php/returns-of-land-by-district-not-in-fee-simple-0683-01. He was later granted a further 
10,000 acres. Margaret Medcalf, ‘Leake, George (1786–1849)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography (hereafter ADB), 
National Centre of Biography, The Australian National University, accessed 8 December 2020, adb.anu.edu.au/
biography/leake-george-2343/text3055.
29  ‘George Leake’, LBS, accessed 17 December 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/43520.

http://doi.org/10.5149/northcarolina/9781469660868.001.0001
http://sro.wa.gov.au/index.php/returns-of-land-by-district-not-in-fee-simple-0683-01
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/leake-george-2343/text3055
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Rio de Janeiro, still a busy hub of the slave trade. Leake left a detailed account of this 
visit, based on his observation of slave ships while in port, as well as a guided tour he 
made of the ‘street of the slave merchants’. While making generalising anti-slavery 
statements consistent with popular British sentiment, Leake’s evaluation of slavery 
was ambivalent and even justificatory: he characterised the traffic as both ‘mild and 
humane’ and ‘horrid’, while denying that enslaved people were overworked, and 
dismissing physical chastisement as rare.30 Leake’s writing reveals him as detached 
from the humanity and feelings of the enslaved. He was complicit with the racial 
binary that sanctioned enslavement.31

Leake carried these views to Swan River, where he very actively shaped the colony’s 
affairs. His career as a merchant in Western Australia was highly privileged from 
the start and premised on the substantial capital that he brought, which allowed 
him to underwrite many other colonists. He was the first magistrate appointed in 
the colony, an initiator and director of the first Bank of Western Australia in 1837, 
one of four unofficial nominees to the Legislative Council in 1839, a guardian to 
those juveniles sent to the colony by the Children’s Friend Society, a director of 
the Agricultural Society, and agent to Charles Prinsep, promotor of the Bengal 
Australian Association, when he decided to purchase land and import Indian 
labourers to the Swan River in 1838.32 In his remarks at the Roundtable recorded 
in this issue, Jeremy Martens points out that such views drove frontier conflict with 
Indigenous peoples defending their Country, noting ‘the way in which violence was 
central to the creation of labour regimes in Western Australia [and] just how quick 
settlers were in rejecting those people who raised questions about the treatment 
of Indigenous Australians’.33

Other beneficiaries of the slave business were less successful, pointing towards the 
uncertainty of legacies for descendants risking new colonial opportunities. Peter 
Pegus (1780s–1853) arrived in Western Australia in October 1829 with his wife, 
Mary Jane, son, four servants, and property totalling at least £1,354, which entitled 
him to 18,000 acres of Swan River land.34 Pegus was the natural son of Peter Pegus 

30  George Leake to John Leake, Rio de Janeiro, 25 May 1829, examined in A. Burton, ‘George Leake at Sea, 
1829’, Journal and Proceedings (Western Australian Historical Society) 1, no. 10 (1931): 33.
31  Burton, ‘George Leake at Sea’, 34; Lydon, Anti-Slavery and Australia, 10.
32  Medcalf, ‘Leake, George (1786–1849)’; Pamela Statham-Drew, James Stirling: Admiral and Founding Governor 
of Western Australia (Perth: University of Western Australia Press, 2003), 348.
33  Jeremy Martens, ‘Pastoralism, Aboriginal Labour and the Shift towards Convict Transportation in Western 
Australia’, seminar paper presented to Writing Slavery into Australian History seminar series, 11 March 2021.
34  ‘Pegus, Peter’, in Pamela Statham, comp., Dictionary of Western Australians, 1829–1914, vol. 1, Early Settlers, 
1829–1850 (Nedlands, WA: University of Western Australia Press, 1979), 263; ‘Pegus, Peter’, The Bicentennial 
Dictionary of Western Australians, pre-1829–1988, ed. Rica Erickson (Perth: University of Western Australia Press, 
1987), accessed 30 March 2021, www.friendsofbattyelibrary.org.au/the-bicentennial-dictionary-of-western-
australians.html. The Dictionary of Western Australians (1988) says Peter Pegus (born 1787) arrived 19 October 
1829 on the Atwick too, but adds that he was ‘Formerly Captain 51st Regt. Serving in India. Granted 18,053 acres’, 
4,000 of which he took in Canning and 14,000 in Avon. Also says he was ‘Supt. Of Native Tribes 21.2.1834 (CSO 
30/233) in the Canning’.

http://www.friendsofbattyelibrary.org.au/the-bicentennial-dictionary-of-western-australians.html
http://www.friendsofbattyelibrary.org.au/the-bicentennial-dictionary-of-western-australians.html


Introduction

13

(d. 1803), a cotton grower and slave-owner in the Grenadines. The identity of Peter’s 
mother is unknown, but she was most likely enslaved, meaning Peter suffered the 
double disadvantage in Caribbean society of being both mixed race and illegitimate.35 
Peter’s younger—but legitimate—brother, Rev. Peter William Pegus (1792–1860), 
was awarded c. £1,600 compensation for enslaved people in Grenada.36 However, 
an army commission was purchased for the illegitimate Peter, who became an ensign 
in the 88th (Connaught Rangers) Regiment, and fought in the Iberian Peninsula 
during the Napoleonic Wars. He transferred to the 51st Regiment as a captain, 
serving in India, and then—having sold his commission—joined the Swan River 
venture.37 It was not uncommon for ex-soldiers—especially non-elite career soldiers 
like Pegus—to attempt to improve their condition by acquiring colonial land. Many 
among the Swan River colonists shared military connections that overlapped with 
a naval network led by the governor, James Stirling.38 Pegus was able to acquire an 
appointment as Superintendent of Native Tribes in the Canning district in 1834,39 
but his lack of farming experience and bad luck led to his ruin. In 1834 a bushfire 
wiped out his ‘Coleraine’ estate (now the Perth suburb of Thornlie), while his 
14,000-acre grant at Beverley (east of Perth) lacked water and proved ‘of so sterile 
a description that it would not grow either Leeks or Onion’.40 Pegus sold out to 
George Leake at 4 shillings per acre. In 1836 he moved with his family to Van 
Diemen’s Land where he secured a civil appointment as governor of the gaol at 
Oatlands.41 He died in poverty in 1853, and a subscription was taken up on behalf 
of his wife and children.42

Like Peter Pegus, Edward Stirling (c. 1808–1873) was the illegitimate son of a 
slave-owner (Archibald Stirling, 1769–1847) and a Creole woman (of Ghanaian 
descent). Stirling, however, received more continued support from his wealthy 

35  On the importance of illegitimacy, and especially the illegitimacy of children of mixed race, in Caribbean 
history and movement to colonies, see Daniel Livesay, Children of Uncertain Fortune: Mixed-Race Jamaicans in Britain 
and the Atlantic Family, 1733–1833 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2018), doi.org/10.5149/ 
northcarolina/9781469634432.001.0001.
36  ‘Peter Pegus’, LBS, accessed 17 December 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2146637485; ‘Rev. Peter 
William Pegus’, LBS, accessed 17 December 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/45621.
37  ‘The Late Captain Pegus’, Tasmanian Colonist, 7 November 1853, 2. Laidlaw, Colonial Connections, 21–27, 
explores the networks that sustained veterans of the Peninsula campaigns in their later colonial careers. Indeed, 
during the Iberian campaign, ‘His Grace of Wellington, being pressed for quarters, was entertained with his staff by 
Lieut. Pegus, then A.D.A.C.G.’: Colonial Times, 10 November 1853, 3.
38  S. G. P. Ward, ‘The Peninsular Commissary’, Journal of the Society for Army Historical Research 75, no. 304 
(Winter 1997): 230–39.
39  Pegus was appointed Assistant Superintendent of Native Tribes in 1834. Perth Gazette and Western Australian 
Journal, 22 February 1834, 238.
40  ‘Fire’, Perth Gazette and Western Australian Journal, 15 February 1834, 234; ‘Answers to Correspondents’, 
Swan River Guardian, 16 November 1837, 249.
41  ‘Answers to Correspondents’, Swan River Guardian, 16 November 1837, 249. Pegus attempted to secure 
a land grant in Van Diemen’s Land as a former soldier but was deemed ineligible as he had received land in Western 
Australia, even though that land was in consideration of the property he brought to Swan River rather than his 
military service. Advertiser (Hobart), 7 March 1863, 3.
42  Colonial Times (Hobart), 4 February 1856, 2.

http://doi.org/10.5149/northcarolina/9781469634432.001.0001
http://doi.org/10.5149/northcarolina/9781469634432.001.0001
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2146637485
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/45621


Australian Journal of Biography and History: No. 6, 2022

14

father and was therefore able to navigate financial difficulties more successfully. As 
Edward Stirling’s great-great-granddaughter, Beth Robertson, reveals in this issue, 
Archibald received over £12,500 in compensation for his share of 690 enslaved 
people on his Jamaican estates. With his cousin Charles—the illegitimate son of 
Robert Stirling (1772–1808) and an unidentified woman of colour—Edward was 
able to travel from Scotland to Adelaide in 1839 using £1,000 given to him by his 
father. Later, when a pastoral venture failed, Archibald reluctantly provided more 
financial support, enabling Edward to become a successful pastoralist and miner, 
with a family that prospered in the colony.43 Robertson shows how Edward and his 
son participated in contemporary hierarchies of race, as they took Indigenous land 
and participated in debates regarding Indigenous governance, yet were themselves 
the object of prejudice. Robertson’s account reveals the possibilities offered by the 
new colonies for those less privileged in the old.

Only remotely related to Edward Stirling, Western Australia’s founding governor, 
James Stirling (1791–1865), also had links to Atlantic slavery through his family’s 
involvement in the merchant trade and American tobacco plantations, as well as 
his activities as a Royal Navy captain stationed in Jamaica between 1812 and 1818. 
Georgina Arnott’s article in this issue investigates these little-known links and 
examines ideas about race and labour promoted by Stirling in his proposals for the 
importation of indentured labour from Asia between 1826 and 1839, when Stirling 
left Western Australia for the final time. She explores both the value and limits 
of intergenerational biography for explicating the evolution of ideas around race 
and labour as the British Empire transitioned from chattel slavery in the Atlantic 
towards ‘free’ labour in the Pacific and Indian oceans.

The experiences of those early Swan River pastoralists and administrators with 
connections to the business of slavery are highly revealing, but others, who arrived later 
in the century or engaged with Western Australia from afar, point to the complexity 
of the relationships between chattel slavery and settler colonialism. As Zoë Laidlaw 
and Georgina Arnott explore in their article on how dictionaries of biography can be 
brought together with the LBS database to explore the cohort of Australasian settlers 
with connections to slavery, collective approaches to biography reveal otherwise 
invisible patterns in transfers of wealth, ideas and people between the Caribbean 
and the settler colonies. Mary Anne Broome (née Stewart) and Winchester Mais, 
for example, both had strong connections to the business of slavery, but arrived in 
Western Australia late in the nineteenth century. Broome, as is well known, arrived 
in Perth in 1883 with her husband, Governor Frederick Napier Broome, after a life 
that began in Jamaica just before emancipation, included residence in India with 
her first husband during the 1857–58 rebellions, and a period of pastoralism in 
New Zealand, before her duties as vice-regal consort took her to Natal, Mauritius 

43  ‘Archibald Stirling the younger’, LBS, accessed 18 December 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/18902.

http://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/18902
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and Western Australia.44 During her formative years in Jamaica, Broome witnessed 
the transition from enslavement to emancipation, and experienced intimately the 
reorganisation of labour this prompted in her household. Her books and journalism 
capture the influences of these experiences before Frederick’s final vice-regal posting 
to Trinidad brought her, full circle, back to the Caribbean.45

Though far less prominent, Winchester Mais (1834–1914) also demonstrates the 
late-century reverberations of Jamaican slavery in Western Australia. His father, 
John Mais, was a Jamaican merchant, slave-owner and attorney, and an awardee 
or claimant in compensation cases for 1,634 enslaved people. While much of Mais 
senior’s considerable wealth took the form of debts owed to him, he left £11,000 
to be divided between his six legitimate children in 1853.46 Winchester took his 
share to New Zealand, probably drawn by the Otago gold rush, where he engaged 
in a series of store-keeping business partnerships.47 By 1898 he had joined the 
gold rush at Coolgardie in Western Australia. His death, in 1914, occurred in an 
asylum in Claremont, Perth. Mais’s end, like that of Peter Pegus, suggests that the 
profits from slavery could be uncertain and unspectacular for descendants, because 
even large fortunes might be dissipated in a generation given the high-risk nature 
of colonial venturing.48 Other beneficiaries of compensation for enslaved people 
had connections to Western Australia, but did not travel there themselves. George 
James Clifton, for example, was awarded nearly £6,200 for enslaved people on his 
late father’s Concordia plantation in Demerara. George did not move to Western 
Australia, but his cousin (Charles’s nephew) Marshall Waller Clifton became 
chief commissioner of the Wakefieldian settlement Australind.49 As noted above, 
Wakefield’s principles of ‘systematic colonisation’ provided a means of translating 

44  Broome’s father, Walter George Stewart, was the last Island Secretary of Jamaica, and was awarded £112 15s 
17d compensation. Her mother, Susan, was the daughter of a prosperous slave-owner, William Hewitt. Broome’s 
first husband, Captain George Robert Barker, was aide-de-camp to the Jamaican governor, and, after serving with 
distinction in Crimea and India, died in India in 1861. ‘Walter George Stewart’, LBS, accessed 17 December 
2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/12654. Alexandra Hasluck, ‘Broome, Lady Mary Anne (1831–1911)’, ADB, 
accessed 17 December 2021, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/broome-lady-mary-anne-3069. 
45  Many of Mary Broome’s published works focused on her colonial experiences, culminating with her 
autobiographical Colonial Memories (London: Smith and Elder, 1904). 
46  ‘Hon. John Mais’, LBS, accessed 17 December 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/17047; Barry Higman, 
Plantation Jamaica 1750–1850 (Kingston, Jamaica: University of the West Indies Press, 2005), 86–87.
47  In 1863 Winchester Mais dissolved his store-keeping partnership with Frederick John Wilson at Otakia, Otago: 
Advertisements, Otago Daily Times, 14 August 1863, 2. In 1877, an Otago advertisement sought Winchester, ‘son 
of the late John Mais, of Jamaica’, offering something ‘to his advantage’ and noting he was ‘last heard of in 1865, 
at Dunedin, Otago, New Zealand, formerly in partnership with Mr George Howorth’: Otago Daily Times, 5 June 
1877, 1. It is possible he was due a belated benefit from his father’s estate.
48  ‘Hon. John Mais’, LBS. Mais probably died in the Perth Old Men’s Home (operating 1906–53), although 
possibly in the Claremont Hospital for the Insane established in 1901. Ann Curthoys traces a similar trajectory 
for Jamaican descendants of slave-owners such as William Shiell: Curthoys, ‘From Montserrat to Settler-Colonial 
Australia’.
49  A. C. Staples, ‘Clifton, Marshall Waller (1787–1861)’, ADB, accessed 18 December 2021, adb.anu.edu.au/
biography/clifton-marshall-waller-3234. George James Clifton was an awardee, receiving £6,177 13s 8d, for 114 
enslaved, as the executor of his father and brother and assignee of his sister and her husband of the compensation due to 
them. ‘Charles Clifton of Demerara’, LBS, accessed 18 December 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2146645739.

http://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/12654
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/broome-lady-mary-anne-3069
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/17047
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http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/clifton-marshall-waller-3234
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2146645739


Australian Journal of Biography and History: No. 6, 2022

16

key aspects of Caribbean slavery for settler colonialism. Such links indicate the 
complex nature of the dispersal of slave wealth across British society prior to and 
after abolition.

The uncertainty of some of the links between individuals and compensation records 
in the LBS database points to the challenges that historians face when bringing 
together diverse data sets, and in seeking to identify involvement solely from this 
source. As Laidlaw and Arnott’s article shows, it can be difficult to recover links 
to slavery from dictionaries of biography alone, given their at-times celebratory 
emphasis and  regional foci. However, the biographical Dictionary of Western 
Australians (DWA), which focuses on the lives of the first cohort of arrivals to the 
Swan River in 1829–30, has revealed further links: by sampling entries that include 
the terms planter/plantation, slave/slavery or West Indian place names, Laidlaw 
and Arnott’s analysis indicates that a further 50 to 100 links between slavery and 
Western Australia might emerge from this small group. Many of these figures, as 
well as beneficiaries in the LBS database who had less direct links to the Swan River 
colonists, will deserve further attention.

The benefits and limitations of the biographical method were explored in the 
course of a Roundtable discussion between Catherine Hall, Keith McClelland, 
Zoë Laidlaw, Jeremy Martens and Georgina Arnott, which is also published in this 
issue. Hall noted the strengths of combining biographical and prosopographical 
work, allowing us to investigate, for instance, how descendants of slave-owners 
differed from descendants of other imperial capitalists. McClelland pointed to the 
tension, inherent in the LBS database, between ‘situating individuals as unique, and 
indeed placing them as exemplars of [larger] formations’. We often know very little 
about many of the people involved in Atlantic slavery other than their names, and 
this challenge is compounded when we seek to move beyond the ‘owners’ to the 
enslaved. Here, Emma Christopher’s article provides a model of such reclamation: 
her accounts of Albert Messiah, Ishmael Williamson and John Henderson, sailors 
of African origin who sailed aboard Pacific labour ships during the late nineteenth 
century, personify the colonial legacies of slavery. These West Indians and African 
Americans lived ‘between, not fully of either’ racial binaries. Continuing to fight 
for equality, they found, in the Pacific labour trade, sweeping new inequalities 
instead. In  giving these men voice, Christopher shows how they contested and 
condemned the Pacific labour trade, while also offering an analysis of the complex 
racial hierarchies of the Queensland frontier.

A larger question for continuing research and reflection raised by Hall during the 
Roundtable concerns appropriate conceptual frameworks for this global system and 
its ramifications, given the insights offered by recent scholarship addressing racial 
capitalism. This research has shown that the history of capitalism is inextricably 
linked with racist expropriation, which continues to govern present-day capitalist 
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formations such as border protection regimes and global divisions of labour.50 
People invoke race to differentiate labour into multiple forms, which are accorded 
different rights and privileges, and involve varying degrees of (frequently non-
economic) coercion.51 Recent histories of capitalism have argued for the profound 
interrelationship of capitalism and slavery, and the ways differentiated economies 
might encompass both capitalist and traditional Indigenous financial systems.52 
We  might see the northern frontier regime evoked by Malcolm Allbrook’s 
contribution to this issue in this light, as traditional Indigenous connections to 
kin and Country were maintained even as Aboriginal labour was demanded by 
pastoralist and pearling industries. Practices such as collective land ‘ownership’ and 
distribution according to kinship rules coexisted with white capitalist ownership 
of land and wage labour—although the latter was frequently nominal in the 
case of Aboriginal workers. Here, Allbrook considers the process of subjugation 
and enslavement of Indigenous people in the northern pearling industry, from its 
beginning to the early twentieth century. He reviews the potential of biography to 
help understand the ‘vested interests overlaid by connections and relationships’ and 
‘often blurred and permeable’ boundaries between the public and the private.

The legacies of British slavery in twenty-first-
century Australia
The work presented in this volume contributes to an emerging and important new 
field of research for historians of Australia and the British Empire. The articles, which 
use a range of biographical approaches, together provide powerful insights into how 
the legacies of British slavery were translated from Britain and the Caribbean to the 
new Australian colonies. But historical processes, such as enslavement, colonisation 
and dispossession, are larger than the individuals discussed here, and it is important 
that we are clear about what interpretative weight such biographies can bear and 
what work they might do. This is especially the case as biography is both revealing 

50  Gargi Bhattacharyya, Rethinking Racial Capitalism: Questions of Reproduction and Survival (London: Rowman 
& Littlefield, 2018).
51  Cedric Robinson, Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition (London: Zed Books, 1983; 
London: Penguin, 2021); see also Stuart Hall, Charles Critcher, Tony Jefferson and Brian Roberts, Policing the 
Crisis: Mugging, the State, and Law and Order (London: Macmillan, 1978). 
52  Much of this scholarship has focused on the United States, for example, Edward E. Baptist, The Half Has Never 
Been Told: Slavery and the Making of American Capitalism (New York: Basic Books, 2014); Walter Johnson, River of 
Dark Dreams: Slavery and Empire in the Cotton Kingdom (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2013), doi.org/ 
10.2307/ j.ctvjsf5q7. Recently scholars have sought to include Australasian perspectives: for example, Zach Sell, Trouble 
of the World: Slavery and Empire in the Age of Capital (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2021), 
doi.org/10.5149/northcarolina/9781469661346.001.0001; Hannah Forsyth and Sophie Loy-Wilson, ‘Introduction: 
Political Implications for the New History of Capitalism’, Labour History: A Journal of Labour and Social History, 
no. 121 (November 2021): 1–7, doi.org/10.3828/jlh.2021.15.
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of the past and one of the most popular genres of history among the general public. 
Tracing an individual life helps make the past seem both more tangible and accessible 
to those outside the academy.

In their article examining exhibitions that feature stories of enslavement, Paul Arthur 
and Isabel Smith consider the ‘biographical turn’ in museums across the globe over 
the last two decades. Personal stories and more intimate forms of storytelling have 
enabled exhibitors to show stories of resistance, contingency and agency among 
those who have been enslaved. Arthur and Smith argue that there exists a ‘unique 
potential for art to enter into the gaps in histories’ of slavery, and that this can 
support the ‘emotional responses and learnings’ that exhibitors increasingly view as a 
means of enhancing ‘intellectual understandings’. But in such endeavours museums 
must negotiate the limits of representation and the ethical complexities of telling 
other people’s traumatic stories, which can resonate in acute and unpredictable ways 
for living descendants.

As nations around the globe struggle to come to terms with the legacies of their 
imperial and colonial pasts, debate about truth-telling has come to focus on how 
those nations remember individuals. The statues and street names honouring the 
achievements of eminent white men are now often seen as monuments to their 
privilege, secured at the expense of others. In internationally recognised examples, 
the toppled statue of English slave trader Edward Colston now lies in a Bristol 
museum, daubed with red paint, while Captain James Cook has become a contested 
national symbol in Australia. In Western Australia, proposals in mid-2021 to change 
the name of the City of Stirling—prompted by founding governor James Stirling’s 
pivotal role in the 1834 Pinjarra Massacre, rather than his association with the 
business of slavery—continue to be hotly debated. But in Victoria, the City of 
Moreland—named by an early Port Phillip District pastoralist and doctor, Farquhar 
McCrae, to honour the Jamaican plantation connected with his grandfather—voted 
to change its name in December 2021.53

The contrasting cases of Stirling and Moreland remind us that the public and 
academic  uses of biography are quite distinctive. Biographies of prominent 
individuals allow the public to imagine vividly the historic processes with which they 
were involved. Collections of biographies judged to be of national significance—
like the Australian Dictionary of Biography—make an important contribution to 
the image the nation projects to its diverse constituent citizens and internationally. 
But these well-known figures can also evoke inchoate if powerful emotions, loosely 
tethered to historical knowledge and with unpredictable contemporary effects. 

53  ‘Council Support Change of “Moreland” Municipality Name’, Moreland City Council, accessed 17 December 
2021, www.moreland.vic.gov.au/my-council/news-and-publications/news/council-support-change-of-moreland-
municipality-name-media-release/. See also ‘Changing Place Names’, Life Matters, Radio National, Australian 
Broadcasting Corporation, broadcast 8 December 2021, www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/lifematters/
talkback:-changing-place-names/13666582.
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The City of Moreland decided to change its name only a few weeks after it was 
flagged as problematic. That Farquhar McCrae indeed named his Victorian pastoral 
lease ‘Moreland’ after the Jamaican estate part-owned by his grandfather, Alexander 
Macrae, has subsequently been confirmed by James Lesh. Lesh’s 2022 report for 
Moreland City Council documents how—over several generations before arriving 
in the Port Phillip District—the McCrae/Macrae family and their in-laws benefited 
from the wealth derived from Caribbean plantations, disagreed about the ethics of 
enslavement and dissipated considerable fortunes.54 The reduced circumstances of 
Farquhar McCrae and his siblings by the 1830s encouraged six of them to emigrate 
from Scotland to Australia.55 Nevertheless, some questions remain. Why, for instance, 
did Farquhar, born more than a decade after Alexander’s death, choose to honour 
his grandfather in a remote southern colony several years after emancipation? The 
answer might tell us something about how Caribbean slavery was regarded, not just 
by Farquhar but by the mid-nineteenth-century Melbourne elite he was part of. In 
2021, the focus was all on Farquhar himself, and his indirect connection to chattel 
slavery proved quickly repugnant to the local Moreland community. In this haste, 
there was little time to ask what the name invoking Caribbean slavery reflected 
about Melbourne society, both in the 1830s and again in the 1990s, when it was 
adopted for the local government area.

Individual life stories can bring the past to life and reveal the reality of settler 
colonialism; they also facilitate the creation of a more nuanced sense of the past, 
which acknowledges the moral choices made by historical actors and their societies. 
We hope that this special issue adds complexity to existing scholarship addressing 
figures involved in the colonisation of Australia. Rather than offering the final word 
on any of those involved in slavery, this research can contribute to a more complete 
and accurate account of individuals and their legacies. Ultimately, the purpose of 
our biographical endeavours is to animate and populate connections between the 
Australian colonies and slavery, and more fully understand the relationship between 
these powerful and enduring historical processes.

54  James Lesh, Report on the Place Name: Moreland (Moreland, Vic.: Moreland City Council, 2022). See also 
Brenda Niall, Georgiana: A Biography of Georgiana McCrae: Painter, Diarist, Pioneer (Melbourne: Melbourne 
University Press, 1994), 305–6.
55  In his The History of the Clan Macrae (Dingwall: George Souter, 1910), 282–85, the Rev. Alexander Macrae 
notes that Alexander Macrae’s eldest son, William Gordon, changed the family name from Macrae to McCrae, and 
lists William Gordon’s nine children. Of these, six—Mary Harvie Cobham (1797–1875), Alexander (1799–1861), 
Andrew Murison (1800–1874), Farquhar (1806–1850), Thomas Anne (1809–1898) and Margaret Forbes (1812–
1894)—migrated to Victoria between c. 1839 and c. 1841, along with William Gordon’s widow, Margaret Morison 
(1770–1840). Farquhar’s eldest sister, Mary Harvey Cobham, was awarded £42 compensation for two enslaved 
people in Barbados, and made an unsuccessful claim, as administrator of her late husband, Francis Cobham, 
for a further £3636 19s 4d for 180 enslaved people: ‘Mary Harvey [sic] Cobham (née McCrae)’, LBS, accessed 
18 December 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/6850.
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