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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.

http://doi.org/10.1017/cbo9781139626958
http://doi.org/10.1017/cbo9781139626958
http://doi.org/10.4324/9781315766065-2
http://doi.org/10.4324/9781315766065-2
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs
http://doi.org/10.7228/manchester/9780719091834.001.0001
http://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).

http://doi.org/10.1093/hwj/dbaa015
http://doi.org/10.1093/hwj/dbaa018
http://doi.org/10.1080/1031461x.2020.1861036
http://doi.org/10.1080/1031461x.2020.1861036
http://australian-legacies-slavery.org
http://doi.org/10.7765/9781847794406
http://doi.org/10.9783/9780812208702
http://doi.org/10.4324/9781315469577-8
http://doi.org/10.1017/cbo9781139794701
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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. 

http://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.

http://doi.org/10.1086/ahr/106.3.866
http://doi.org/10.1080/13688790.2020.1719569
http://doi.org/10.1017/9781316027035
http://doi.org/10.1080/1031461x.2019.1620300
http://doi.org/10.4324/9780429445187
http://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.

http://doi.org/10.1017/9781108164658
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/project/context/
http://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/
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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.

http://purl.slwa.wa.gov.au/slwa_b5089179_1.pdf
http://purl.slwa.wa.gov.au/slwa_b5089179_1.pdf
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2146631832
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2146631832
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2146654443
https://search.informit.org/doi/10.3316/informit.426415565870359
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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
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(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
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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.
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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.

http://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/6850
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From Demerara to Swan River: 
Charles Dawson Ridley and James 
Walcott in Western Australia

JANE LYDON

This article aims to explore links between the abolition of slavery in the British 
Empire and the colonisation of Western Australia by tracing the lives of some of the 
first settlers to arrive in 1830. Starting with the Legacies of British Slavery (LBS) 
database of slave-owner compensation claims, I examine the movement of Charles 
Dawson Ridley and James Walcott and their families from Demerara, now Guyana, 
to Swan River, now Perth, Western Australia. Recent research has identified links 
between recipients of slave compensation after 1833, when Britain abolished slavery, 
and subsequent reinvestment of these funds in the Australasian settler colonies. 
However, the figures I examine here participated in the foundation of Swan River, 
which preceded abolition by four years, exemplifying a more complex process of 
imperial reorientation. These life stories instantiate several aspects of the larger 
imperial shift from slavery to settler colonisation: they map the decline of Britain’s 
slave system and divestment from the Caribbean slave system—and specifically 
Demerara’s harsh regime. These biographies also illuminate the subsequent 
development of the new settler colonies of Australia and New Zealand. Rather than 
seeing abolition as a historical rupture, it is important to recognise the substantial 
continuities between the end of Caribbean slavery and the dramatic expansion of 
the  new Anglophone settler colonies sometimes termed the ‘settler revolution’.1 
As one system was dismantled and the other began, the plantation offered a key 
precedent for experiments in labour discipline in the new colonies, while abolition 
prompted ‘translations’ of elements of the slave system into mechanisms designed 
to ensure ‘free’ labour and colonial profit.2 These techniques reached their acme 
in Edward Gibbon Wakefield’s theory of ‘systematic colonisation’, which drew 
upon key principles of slavery to advocate for the commoditisation of Indigenous 

1  James Belich, Replenishing the Earth: The Settler Revolution and the Rise of the Angloworld 1783–1939 (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2009), 147.
2  Kate Boehme, Peter Mitchell and Alan Lester, ‘Reforming Everywhere and All at Once: Transitioning to Free 
Labor across the British Empire, 1837–1838’, Comparative Studies in Society and History 60, no. 3 (2018): 688–718, 
doi.org/10.1017/S0010417518000233; Catherine Hall, Nicholas Draper and Keith Mcclelland, eds, Emancipation 
and the Remaking of the British Imperial World (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2014).

http://doi.org/10.1017/S0010417518000233
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land, and its conversion into private property; the appropriation and exploitation 
of natural resources; and the commodification and expropriation of supposedly 
‘free’ labour.3

Legacies of British Slavery database
Swan River was founded in 1829, at a time when many in Britain and its colonies 
anticipated the demise of slavery. It rode the wave of interest in the new settler colonies 
and was shaped by debates about free labour, emigration and land exploitation 
that were especially acute on the cusp of emancipation.4 As the introduction to 
this issue explains, the Legacies of British Slavery database includes digitised slave-
compensation records that document the awards to all slave-owners in the British 
Caribbean at the time slavery ended, providing information about their activities, 
affiliations and legacies.5 Approximately 160 individuals (366 records) with links 
to Australia appear in the LBS database. 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. Searching in the 
LBS database for ‘Western Australia’ yields 14 individuals named as beneficiaries 
(37 records), or around 8 per cent of the total named Australian individuals. These 
connections are sometimes complex and indirect: for example, George James Clifton 
was awarded £6,177 13s 8d for his late father Charles Clifton’s Concordia plantation 
in Demerara, where 114 people were enslaved. George never travelled to Western 
Australia, but his cousin (Charles’s nephew), Marshall Waller Clifton, became chief 
commissioner of the Wakefieldian settlement Australind, established south of Perth 
in 1840.6 Swan River was the only British colony in Australia established on the 
basis of land grants to settlers; at least five of the 14 LBS beneficiaries with Western 
Australian links arrived in 1829 as members of the ‘first fleet’: these were George 
Leake, Peter Pegus, John Randall Phillips, Charles Dawson Ridley (1787–1845) 
and James Walcott (1791–1872). Because their arrival preceded the process 
of compensation by four years, they are likely to represent divestment from the 
Caribbean slavery business by those who recognised its impending demise and 
the brighter prospects offered by the new settler colonies. 

3  Jane Lydon, Anti-Slavery and Australia: No Slavery in a Free Land? (London and New York: Routledge, 2021), 
especially pp. 135–60. 
4  Jane Lydon, ‘A Secret Longing for a Trade in Human Flesh: The Decline of British Slavery and the Making of 
the Settler Colonies’, History Workshop Journal 90 (Autumn 2020): 189–210, doi.org/10.1093/hwj/dbaa021.
5  The database contains evidence relating to around 47,000 slave-owners, as well as more detailed information 
regarding around 3,000 absentee planters living in Britain at emancipation. It is hosted online by the Centre for the 
Study of the Legacies of British Slavery, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/.
6  ‘Charles Clifton of Demerara’, LBS database (hereafter LBS), www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2146645739; 
‘George James Clifton’, LBS, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/7552.

http://doi.org/10.1093/hwj/dbaa021
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2146645739
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/7552
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Here I examine the trajectory of the families of Charles Dawson Ridley, attorney, 
and of James Walcott, former slave-owner, who left Demerara during the 1820s. 
These two families and their associates travelled together on Western Australia’s ‘first 
fleet’ aboard the Wanstead, arriving in Swan River in January 1830.7 They brought 
with them substantial capital, servants and equipment and are listed among the first 
grantees of land in the colony. The men were business partners but also probably 
related by marriage. Here I first explore why they may have departed Demerara, and 
the reasons for their journey to Swan River. Second, I seek to identify the nature 
of the business and personal links between these families and begin to examine 
the networks developed by these figures. I review their lives in the colony, seeking 
to understand whether these figures’ experience of slavery in the Caribbean may 
have shaped their attitudes and economic behaviour in Western Australia. Can we 
see patterns suggesting continuity between the Caribbean system they had left and 
their responses to debates about Aboriginal people, labour and justice? How does 
biography illuminate these broader processes?

Demerara
First, why would British subjects choose to leave Demerara? Located on the north 
coast of South America, the territories of Berbice, Essequibo and Demerara had 
originally been settled by the Dutch in the late sixteenth century. From the 1740s, 
English settlers from Caribbean islands with depleted soils and high taxes began 
to establish themselves in the region, first on the island of Wakenaam, then on the 
coast of Essequibo, followed by settlement in Demerara; by 1760, the British had 
become the largest contingent in Demerara. Britain captured these territories in 
1796 and again in 1803, combined Demerara and Essequibo in 1812, and in 1831 
added Berbice to form British Guiana, now Guyana.8 The mainstay of its economy 
was sugar, grown on cane plantations worked by slaves. It was a frontier colony, 
much of its tropical rainforests requiring extensive clearing before the land could be 
cultivated—with a commensurately heavy toll on workers. 

7  Rica Erickson, ed., The Bicentennial Dictionary of Western Australians, pre-1829–1888 (Nedlands, WA: Challenge 
Bank and The Australian Bicentennial Authority, University of Western Australia Press, 1988), ‘W’ 3163, www.friends 
ofbattyelibrary.org.au/files/W.pdf.
8  P. M. Netscher, trans. by W. E. Roth, History of the Colonies of Essequebo, Demerary, and Berbice (Georgetown: 
Daily Chronicle, [1888] 1931); Johannes Postma, The Dutch in the Atlantic Slave Trade, 1600–1815 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1990); See the LBS overview essay ‘Notes on the Sources of Information about 
Estates’, LBS, accessed 1 December 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/project/estates-sources-notes/#S4.

http://www.friendsofbattyelibrary.org.au/files/W.pdf
http://www.friendsofbattyelibrary.org.au/files/W.pdf
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/project/estates-sources-notes/#S4
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Figure 1: Map showing location of Guyana.
Source: Imagery @2022 TerraMetrics; Map Data @2022 Google.

A shortage of labour was exacerbated by the British abolition of trade in slaves 
under the Slave Trade Act 1807. This prompted the growth of the creole population, 
and the slave population developed a greater sense of homogeneity, speaking 
patois and becoming Christian. The years following the Napoleonic Wars saw an 
intensification of slave exploitation as planters tried to address declining prices by 
increasing production. These newer colonies pushed the system to breaking point, 
with the highest ratio of slaves to whites anywhere in the Caribbean by 1810: 
where the ratio was 8 to 1 in the older colonies, in Demerara the proportion was 
35 to 1, and in Berbice 56 to 1.9 In 1823 it was the site of one of the largest slave 
uprisings in history: the Demerara rebellion involved more than 10,000 slaves and 
was a landmark in the dismantling of the Caribbean slave systems. The uprising was 
sparked a few months after the founding of the Anti-Slavery Society by rumours that 
ameliorative measures—urged by the Society—were being withheld in the colony. 
Many of the plantations involved had recently begun cultivating sugar cane, entailing 
fragmentation of personal ties and harsher labour conditions. The failure of most 
planters to establish religious services meant that slaves attended nonconformist 
chapels run by British missionaries—and many leaders of the rebellion were deacons 

9  Barry W. Higman, Slave Populations of the British Caribbean 1807–1834 (Kingston: University of the West 
Indies Press, 1995), 77; Robin Blackburn, The Overthrow of Colonial Slavery 1776–1848 (London: Verso, 1988), 
428–31; Kit Candlin, The Last Colonial Frontier (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012).
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at Rev. John Smith’s Bethel chapel. The rebellion began on the Success plantation, 
owned by Liverpool merchant and absentee owner John Gladstone, and spread along 
the intensively cultivated East Coast. The largely non-violent rebellion was brutally 
crushed by the colonists under Governor John Murray. Smith was imprisoned for 
inciting unrest—perceived in Britain as an act of revenge by planters—and died in 
gaol of consumption before his pardon could be implemented.10 

The abolitionist debate in Britain was galvanised by the deaths of Smith and around 
250 enslaved. Criticism of slavery increased, and metropolitan attention focused 
on the harsh conditions on Demerara plantations, characterised by high mortality 
rates, disease and abuse.11 Under pressure from London, the Demerara Court of 
Policy eventually passed an ‘Ordinance for the religious instruction of slaves and 
for meliorating their condition’ in 1825, which institutionalised working hours 
and some civil rights for slaves. A Protector of Slaves was appointed; whipping was 
abolished for women, and in the field. The local legislature resisted these reforms 
and many planters refused to comply with their provisions, and many chose to 
leave—possibly including Charles Ridley and James Walcott. When the Slavery 
Abolition Act 1833 was passed, plantation owners of British Guiana received 
£4,297,117 10s 6½d in compensation for the loss of 84,915 slaves. As Nicholas 
Draper has shown, while this figure constituted around one-eighth of the enslaved 
across all West Indies colonies, due to the importance of sugar production they 
were valued disproportionately highly, representing more than a quarter of the total 
compensation paid.12 

Walcotts and Ridleys in Demerara
James Walcott was recorded as owner of the Good Hope sugar plantation in 
Demerara, with 65 enslaved people, as late as 1817, and of the St Christopher estate as 
late as 1826 with John Walcott, probably his brother. On 30 November 1835, John 
was awarded £7,256 compensation for 134 enslaved people on St Christopher.13 There 
is no record of compensation awarded to James, suggesting that he may have been 
bought out by John after 1826. Charles Dawson Ridley was recorded as administrator 
(attorney) in 1826 of the Turkeyen and Henrietta estate, with 186 enslaved, and of 

10  Emilia Viotta da Costa, Crowns of Glory, Tears of Blood: The Demerara Slave Rebellion of 1823 (New York: 
Oxford University Press. 1994); Blackburn, Overthrow, 429.
11  These conditions were supposedly misreported to absentee owners such as Gladstone by plantation attorneys 
or managers. Richard B. Sheridan, ‘The Condition of Slaves on the Sugar Plantations of Sir John Gladstone in the 
Colony of Demerara 1812 to 1849’, New West Indian Guide 76, nos 3/4 (2002): 243–69, doi.org/10.1163/13822373-
90002536.
12  Nicholas Draper, The Price of Emancipation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 138–39.
13  T71/397 G3 2289; British Guiana 715 (St Christopher) Claim Notes: ‘Parliamentary Papers p. 122’; ‘T71/885: 
claim from John Walcott, as proprietor’; ‘T71/431 p. 1123 and p. 1126’. ‘John Walcott’, LBS, www.ucl.ac.uk/ lbs/
person/view/8129.

http://doi.org/10.1163/13822373-90002536
http://doi.org/10.1163/13822373-90002536
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/8129
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/8129
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Vrees en Hoop (or Vreed en Hoop, meaning peace and hope), 356 enslaved, both 
in Demerara.14 Attorneys were at the top of the Caribbean plantation management 
system, with complete authority and responsibility for managing absentee owners’ 
estates. By 1832 over 80 per cent of the large sugar plantations had absentee owners, 
allowing attorneys to amass significant wealth.15 Neither Ridley nor Walcott were 
recorded as owners or managers after 1826, suggesting that they may have divested 
themselves of their property around that time. Their extended families, however, 
retained interests in Demerara and Jamaica. 

Satellite photographs reveal the skeleton of the former plantations along the 
Guyanese coast, and how they maximised access to water transport. Ridley’s Vrees 
en Hoop is today a town on the west side of the mouth of the Demerara River. 

Figure 2: Demerara area, Guyana, today, satellite image.
Source: Imagery @2022 TerraMetrics; Map Data @2022 Google.

14  Two allotments named Vrees en Hoop were ‘in lawful possession’ of Ridley and other attorneys in 1826; 
British Guiana 1261 had 125 enslaved; British Guiana 703 had 231. ‘Vrees en Hoop [British Guiana | Demerara]’, 
LBS, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/estate/view/792.
15  The attorney’s role in debates about absenteeism are reviewed in Draper, Price of Emancipation, 8, 38–43; Viotti 
da Costa, Crowns of Glory, 46. For a detailed review of this role in Jamaica, see Barry Higman, Plantation Jamaica 
1750–1850: Capital and Control in a Colonial Economy (Kingston, Jamaica: University of the West Indies Press, 2008), 
41–93. The colony was especially important to Scottish owners, who were awarded 42 per cent of compensation from 
British Guiana, more than any other colony. David Alston, ‘“The Habits of These Creatures in Clinging One to the 
Other”: Enslaved Africans, Scots and the Plantations of Guyana’, in Recovering Scotland’s Slavery Past: The Caribbean 
Connection, ed. Tom M. Devine (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2015), 99–123.

http://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/estate/view/792
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Figure 3: ‘Part of the Colony of Demerara from Mahaica Creek on the East Coast, to 
Plantation Friendship, on the East side of the River’ showing site of the insurrection 
including Turkeyen and Henrietta (no. 8), and Good Hope (no. 28) plantations.
Source: Joshua Bryant, Account of an insurrection of the negro slaves in the colony of Demerara, 
which broke out on the 18th of August, 1823 (Georgetown, Demerara, 1824).

From Demerara to Britain
Analysis of the families’ genealogical records reveals key aspects of their networks and 
mobility. The birth dates and places of their children reveal their movement from 
Demerara to Britain, and then to Western Australia. The middle names bestowed 
upon children point toward professional and personal connections. Both Mary Ridley 
and Johanna Walcott were born in Demerara and had their first children there, before 
moving to Britain (Ridley’s wife Mary by 1828, Walcott’s wife Johanna by 1820) 
and then to Western Australia (WA) in 1829. Charles Dawson Ridley (1787–1845) 
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married Mary Eliza Forrester c. 1817 (1801–1883).16 They had nine children, three 
born between 1819 and 1823 in Demerara, one born in London in 1828, and then 
five more born between 1833 and 1846 in Western Australia.17 This suggests that 
the Ridleys remained in Demerara until at least the year of the rebellion of 1823, 
subsequently moving to Britain. In 1828 John Gladstone became the absentee owner 
of Vrees en Hoop and, at the time of emancipation, the plantation had 415 slaves.18

One discrepancy has emerged from our research addressing these family trees, 
where Banns of Matrimony published in Demerara identify James Walcott’s wife as 
Johanna Forrester, ‘a minor, but assisted by and with consent of her Father, Lewis 
Forrester’, linking Charles Ridley and James Walcott as brothers-in-law.19 However, 
Walcott’s publicly shared family tree and Swan River records state that he married 
Johanna Perry (b. 1803 Demerara) and they had their first child, Elizabeth Elliot 
Walcott, in Demerara in 1818; their eldest son was named James Perry Walcott, 
born in 1820 in Devon, Britain. A John Perry co-owned a plantation in Demerara 
in 1817 that Ridley subsequently administered in 1826, perhaps hinting at this 
Demerara network.20 The next six Walcott children, however, were born between 
1820 and 1828 in Devon, suggesting absentee management of their property in 
Demerara over this period. Their eighth child, Robert, was born in 1829 in Western 
Cape Town, South Africa—presumably en route to Western Australia. Their last 
three children were born in Western Australia between 1831 and 1836.21

16  Brady Family Tree in Western Australia, www.bradyfamilytree.org/genealogy/familygroup.php?familyID= 
F2154& tree=Brady2008.
17  Charles (b. 1819 Demerara, d. 1848 WA), Eliza (b. 1821 Demerara, d. 1834 WA), Joseph Beete (b. 1823 
Demerara, d. 1893 Toodyay), Lewis Forrester (b. 1828 London, d. 1898 London), Mary Forrester (b. 1833 WA, 
d. 1835 WA), Ellen Bull (b. 1836 WA, d. 1891 WA), Harriet McKenzie (b. 1838 York, d. 1838 Perth), Susan Hinds 
(b. 1842 WA, d. 1919 Perth), and Elizabeth (b. 1846 WA, deceased?).
18  Gladstone’s slave holdings in Jamaica and Guyana were so extensive that he received the largest of all 
compensation payments made by the Slave Compensation Commission. In 1838, Gladstone was the first planter 
to expel most of his former slaves and replace them with  indentured Indian labour. Madhavi Kale,  Fragments 
of Empire: Capital, Slavery, and Indentured Labor Migration in the British Caribbean (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1998), 13–26; ‘John Gladstone’, LBS, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/8961.
19  ‘Banns of Matrimony—between James Walcott, born in Barbados, of the Protestant Religion, bachelor, being 
of age, on the one part; and Miss Johanna Forrester, born in this Colony, also of the Protestant Religion, a minor, 
but assisted by and with consent of her Father, Lewis Forrester, Esq. on the other part.’ The Demerary and Essequebo 
Royal Gazette 10, no. 780, 15 April 1815, www.vc.id.au/edg/18150415derg.html. As Zoë Laidlaw suggests, one 
possibility is that Walcott married Johanna Forrester in 1815, and that she died (without bearing any surviving 
children) before 1817, and he then married Johanna Perry. In both cases, the women would have been minors and 
would have supplemented/created business arrangements between male relatives (the Forresters and/or the Perrys). 
In any case, these families were closely connected.
20  John Perry is listed in the LBS database as a co-owner in 1817 of Turkeyen and Henrietta in Demerara, 
administered by Ridley in 1826, probably the same man as the John Perry dying intestate in Demerara on or about 
24 July 1836. Listed as joint owner with Edward James (or CJ) Henery in 1817. ‘Turkeyen and Henrietta [ British 
Guiana | Demerara ]’, LBS, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/estate/view/8102.
21  There are 35 Walcotts listed in the LBS database, but further links to other colonies await investigation. Public 
family trees show James and Johannah’s children as Elizabeth Elliot (1818 Demerara – 1904 Perth), James Perry 
(1820 Devon – 1891 Brisbane), John Charles (1822 Devon – 1893 Geraldton), Samuel Nichols (1824 Devon – 
1904 South Fremantle), Ellenor (1826 Devon – 1864 Cape Town), Mary Ann (1828 Devon – ?), Robert McKenzie 
(1829 Western Cape Town – 1898 Carnarvon, WA), Matthew Friend (1831 Pemberton – 1883?), Pemberton 
(1834 WA – 1883 Broome, WA), Rachel Johanna (1836 WA – 1876 WA). See ‘James Percy Walcott (1791–1872)’, 
Wikitree, last modified 20 March 2021, www.wikitree.com/wiki/Walcott-512.

http://www.bradyfamilytree.org/genealogy/familygroup.php?familyID=F2154&tree=Brady2008
http://www.bradyfamilytree.org/genealogy/familygroup.php?familyID=F2154&tree=Brady2008
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/8961
http://www.vc.id.au/edg/18150415derg.html
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/estate/view/8102
http://www.wikitree.com/wiki/Walcott-512
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Charles L. RIDLEY

(1819 Demerara – 1848 WA)

Eliza RIDLEY

(1821 Demerara – 1834 WA)

Joseph Beete RIDLEY

(1823 Demerara – 1893 Toodyay, WA)

Lewis Forrester RIDLEY

(1828 London – 1898 London)

Mary Forrester RIDLEY

(1833 WA – 1835 WA)

Ellen Bull RIDLEY

(1836 WA – 1891 WA)

Harriet McKenzie RIDLEY

(1838 York, WA – 1867 WA)

Susan Hinds RIDLEY

(1842 WA – 1919 Perth, WA)

Elizabeth RIDLEY

(1846 WA – Deceased?)

Charles Dawson RIDLEY

(1787 London – 1845 WA)

Mary Eliza FORRESTER

(1801 Demerara – 1883 Gingin, WA)

m. c. 1817

Figure 4: Ridley family tree.
Source: Drawn by Lucia Clayton.
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Elizabeth Elliot WALCOTT

(1818 Demerara – 1904 Perth, WA)

James Perry WALCOTT

(1820 Devon, England – 1891 Brisbane, QLD)

John Charles WALCOTT

(1822 Devon, England – 1893 Geraldton, WA)

Samual Nichols WALCOTT

(1824 Devon, England – 1903 Sth Fremantle, WA)

Ellenor WALCOTT

(1826 Devon, England – 1864 Cape Town)

Mary Ann WALCOTT

(1828 Devon, England – Deceased?)

Robert McKenzie WALCOTT

(1829 Cape Town – 1898 Carnarvon, WA)

Matthew Friend WALCOTT

(1831 Pemberton – 1883)

Pemberton WALCOTT

(1834 WA – 1883 Broome, WA)

James WALCOTT

(1791 Barbadow – 1871 Irwin, WA)

Johanna PERRY (? or FORRESTER)

(1803 Demerara – 1876 Greenough, WA)

m. 1817

Rachel Johanna WALCOTT

(1836 WA – 1876 WA)

Figure 5: Walcott family tree.
Source: Drawn by Lucia Clayton.
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Destination Swan River: ‘The speculation’
The barque Wanstead delivered the immigrants to the Swan River settlement in late 
January 1830 before travelling on to Hobart. The third colony in Australia, Swan 
River was established largely in response to glowing 1827 reports on the region’s 
agricultural potential produced by Captain James Stirling’s survey.22 These reports 
proved to be exaggerated; however, British urban and rural newspapers circulated 
the view that the Swan River had fertile soil, an ample water supply and a year-
round mild climate, prompting wide interest from private investors and syndicates, 
including Thomas Peel’s syndicate of financiers.23 Under the conditions stipulated 
by the Colonial Office, settlers were granted land in proportion to the value of 
assets and labour that they brought to the colony, and were required to ‘improve’ 
their grants in order to secure full title. Grants would be made in the colony by the 
lieutenant-governor and his officers.24 As the ‘first fleet’ prepared to sail in February 
1829 The Times was ‘glad to observe’ that:

the terms offered by Government to settlers in the new colony in the Swan River, 
are so regarded by capitalists as to induce many to embark in the speculation. The 
alacrity which prevails among individuals of this class, in preparing to depart for the 
settlement, has no precedent in any former opportunity for emigration. Many highly 
respectable, and indeed, distinguished individuals, whose names we have learnt, are 
eagerly engaged in forming parties on a large scale to emigrate there. Captain Stirling, 
the Governor of the colony, will embark in a few days, on board the Parmelia, and 
two ships will sail shortly with freight and passengers for that destination.25 

As the state’s early historian the American Warren Bert Kimberly wrote in 1897, 
‘an opportunity for becoming a large landed proprietor such as this was not to be 
lightly passed over’.26 The colonists comprised two general groups: those paying 
their passage with their own funds and usually of the British middle or upper-
middle classes, and a group from the wide spectrum of agricultural, industrial 
trade and labouring classes.27 However, at a time when slavery was under intense 

22  Reprinted in emigrant guides such as John Burton Gooch, Important Information to the Agriculturist, Mechanic, 
and Labourer, who Intends to Emigrate to the New Settlement of the Swan River (London: Dean and Munday, 1829). 
For an overview of colonisation at Swan River, see Pamela Statham-Drew, James Stirling: Admiral and Founding 
Governor of Western Australia (Nedlands, WA: University of Western Australia Press, 2003); R. T. Appleyard and 
Toby Manford, The Beginning: European Discovery and Early Settlement of Swan River Western Australia (Nedlands, 
WA: University of Western Australia Press, 1979).
23  Times (London), 20 October 1828; New Monthly Magazine, June 1829; Westminster Review 1 (1830).
24  Times, 17 January 1829, 2.
25  Times, 2 February 1829, 2. 
26  Warren Bert Kimberly, History of West Australia: A Narrative of Her Past Together with Biographies of Her Leading 
Men (Melbourne and Ballarat: F. W. Niven & Co., 1897).
27  Timothy Mazzarol, ‘‘Tradition, Environment and the Indentured Labourer in Early Western Australia’, Studies 
in Western Australian History 3 (November 1978): 30–37, search.informit.org/doi/10.3316/ielapa.790815240.
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attack in Britain, and the treatment of British labourers was also under scrutiny, the 
scheme’s reliance on indenture was criticised by some observers as ‘the trammels of 
a limited slavery’.28

But many were disappointed when the venture was quickly judged a failure. 
The first, very hostile, third-hand reports were published in London newspapers 
on 26 January 1830. These were seemingly influenced by a dispute that had taken 
place when cattle from the Cape were shipped to the new colony, but were rejected, 
due to their poor condition, and returned, creating strong ill-feeling. Three men 
involved in the dispute encountered colonists in Cape Town who were on their way 
to Swan River aboard the Wanstead, Minstrel, Warrior, Tranby, Protector and Egyptian 
between December 1829 and January 1830. These disgruntled men’s attacks were 
taken seriously by some emigrants, although others noted their interested nature.29 
In an indication of his personal—and aggressive—commitment, James Walcott 
threatened to ‘thrash [a critic] if he spoke against it more, for so persuaded was he 
that this poor fellow had never been there and Captain Sterling [sic] was too much 
of the gentleman to state to the world a favourable account of any place without 
foundation’.30 Other ships over the following months were not as hopeful, however, 
and emigration abruptly declined, some refusing to continue to Swan River, instead 
choosing either to proceed directly to Sydney or disembarking in Cape Town. 
Many were swayed by these initial statements, and competitors from rival colonies 
continued to criticise Swan River.31

Taking up land at Swan River
Ridley and Walcott were among the first large land grantees in Western Australia, 
awarded prime allotments on Wadjuk Noongar Boodjar (Country), on the Swan 
River. Colonists arriving before the end of 1830 could claim 40 acres for every £3 
of capital invested in the colony, while those arriving in 1831 could claim 20 acres 
on the same basis. From 1832, as the theories of Edward Gibbon Wakefield became 
more influential, the government instead sold land to colonists.32 According to 
the 1830 land schedule or Return of Property on which land had been claimed 
from 1 September to 30 June 1830, Ridley brought with him capital that totalled 

28  Gooch, Important Information to the Agriculturist, Mechanic, and Labourer.
29  James Purkis, for example, commented that ‘the inhabitants here are extremely jealous of the Swan River 
Settlement, and any circumstance that transpires to create a prejudice, is readily caught’. Letter from Cape Town, 
10 December 1829, in Swan River Letters, vol. 1, ed. Ian Berryman (Perth: Swan River Press, 2002), 29.
30  W. T. Jay, ‘Journal of a Voyage to Swan River in the Wanstead’, Mitchell Library A2013, in Swan River Letters, 
vol. 1, ed. Ian Berryman (Perth: Swan River Press, 2002), 30.
31  J. M. R. Cameron, Ambition’s Fire: The Agricultural Colonization of Pre-Convict Western Australia (Nedlands: 
University of Western Australia Press, 1981).
32  Jane Lydon, ‘“Mr Wakefield’s Speaking Trumpets”: Abolishing Slavery and Colonising Systematically’, Journal 
of Imperial and Commonwealth History, online August 2021, doi.org/10.1080/03086534.2021.1956834.

http://doi.org/10.1080/03086534.2021.1956834


From Demerara to Swan River

35

£940 16s 7d while Walcott’s property totalled £1,132 12s 3¼d.33 While we do not 
know how much of this capital derived from slavery interests, it is likely to have 
included funds representing divestment from their former property in Demerara. 

Figure 6: Map details showing early allotments awarded to Ridley and Walcott on 
the Swan River opposite Stirling’s Woodbridge; ‘Swan River, sheet 7, by R. Clint 
[Tally No. 005119]’, 1831–1833, and ‘Swan River, sheet 8, by R. Clint and George 
Smythe, Woodbridge, Helena River [Tally No. 005121]’, 1831–.
Source: Courtesy of the State Records Office of Western Australia (AU WA S234- cons3844 010, 
AU WA S234- cons3844 012).

On this calculation, Ridley was entitled to around 12,533 acres and Walcott to around 
15,093 acres. Later in 1897 Kimberly included these two among those first colonists 
who had ‘chosen places where the soil appeared most promising, and where they 
could partake of the advantage of river transit’, near the town of Guildford established 

33  Ridley’s party comprised his wife, 4 children, 1 friend (?), 6 servants £93; servants and children, £154 12s 
10d; livestock, £429 9s 2½d; provisions £107 6s 4½d; seeds and plants £5 10s 6d; miscellaneous £151 17s 8d 
(inapplicable £214 1s); Walcott’s family and property comprised his wife, 6 children and 7 servants; his ‘amount 
of property’ comprised £105 worth of servants and children, livestock £282 10½s; implements and machinery 
£337 11s; provisions £253 12s 11¼d; seeds and plants £16 15s 7d; miscellaneous £137 2s 9d (as well as ‘property 
inapplicable to the cultivation of land’ £442). 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, . 
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near the junction of the Helena and Swan rivers.34 They chose prime sites within 
the fledgling colony as the first surveys of the Swan district graphically demonstrate, 
showing them occupying sites on the Swan directly opposite the governor himself. 

Analysis of these investments relative to the other colonists’ awaits further research: 
how significant was slavery wealth against this broader background?

The Ridley and Walcott families feature in early accounts of the colony, and are 
recorded in the Swan River census of 1832.35 Although their children intermarried, 
there are signs that the two men went their own ways after arrival, such as a dispute 
in late 1835 regarding an agreement to erect a party fence between their adjoining 
properties. In the case of Charles Ridley v. James Walcott, ‘the defendant produced 
proof, to the satisfaction of the plaintiff, of having expended 24l. 19s. 6d., on 
defendant’s separate account, on the party fence’. ‘The plaintiff claimed, and was 
allowed by the Court, interest at the usual rate’. ‘Judgment for plaintiff, 10l. 5s. 
11d., and interest 4l. 16s. 4d.’36 But they were still neighbours in February 1837 
when a tragedy befell the Walcott family:

a fire broke out at the residence of Mr. Walcott, on the Swan, opposite Guildford, 
about two o’clock in the afternoon, which, in less than ten minutes, destroyed the 
whole of the thatched dwelling-house, and kitchen adjoining, with about thirty 
bushels of barley, and ten of wheat, in the latter building. It is not exactly known 
what occasioned the fire, whether a spark from the chimney, or the wadding from 
a gun, which was let off about a quarter of an hour before the fire broke out, on the 
ground, outside the kitchen, by a son of Mr. Ridley’s, and two of the young Walcotts. 
Prompt assistance was given by the neighbours and persons present, which saved the 
other buildings and stacks from destruction. The loss to Mr. Walcott is a very serious 
one, as, owing to the rapidity of the flames, not more than four or five trunks were 
saved, and very little furniture.37

34  According to Kimberly’s records, they were awarded substantial parcels on the Swan: C. D. Ridley received 
1,432½ acres in fee simple, 1 May; and on 14 December 1830 James Walcott, 16,083 acres, fee simple; 
17 December, Charles D. Ridley, 8,750. Kimberly, History of West Australia. Lieutenant Henry William Bunbury 
noted in 1836–37 that a farm on the ‘right bank’ of the Avon, at its confluence with the Dale, was occupied by 
a Mr Pratt, and formerly by Solomon, who had been given 4,000 acres by Walcott: ‘He gave up this quantity to 
Mr Solomon in consideration of the location duties being performed for the whole of his grant, so that he could 
obtain the fee simple without settling upon it himself.’ W. St Pierre Bunbury and W. P. Morrell, eds, Early Days in 
Western Australia. Being the Letters and Journal of Lieut. H. W. Bunbury (London: Oxford University Press, 1930), 
38. He criticised the ‘great deal of favour and leniency shown to settlers’, 39.
35  Berryman’s First Census of 1832—James Walcott is number 1088, aged 40, born Barbadoes, described as 
an agriculturalist who came out aboard the Wanstead. Number 1089 is simply ‘Mrs’, aged 30, born Demerara. 
Ian Berryman, ed., A Colony Detailed: The First Census of Western Australia, 1832 (Perth: Creative Research, 1979), 
68. The General Muster Book recorded the first colonists, starting with James Stirling and his family. It highlights 
the composition of the ‘founding’ group who travelled aboard the Parmelia—and the prominence of Stirling’s naval 
connections, several of whom married immediately before joining the expedition. ‘39.1 Enclosure 1a: Abstract from 
General Muster Book (section 391 A)’. HRA, Series III, 622. Frederick Watson, ed., ‘Official Papers Relating to 
the Settlement at Swan River, West Australia. December, 1826–January, 1830. [Compiled from Historical Records 
of Australia. Series III, Despatches and Papers Relating to the Settlement of the States. Volume VI, pp. 551–640, 
together with excerpts from Series I, Volumes XII–XV.]’, Project Gutenbeg Australia, October 2014, gutenberg.net.
au/ebooks14/1402751h.html#ch-49.
36  Perth Gazette and Western Australian Journal, 24 October 1835, 587.
37  Perth Gazette and Western Australian Journal, 11 February 1837, 849.

http://gutenberg.net.au/ebooks14/1402751h.html#ch-49
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Figure 7: Panorama looking across the Swan River from Woodbridge, 2021.
Source: Photograph by the author.

Today, one can still experience something of this landscape by visiting the National 
Trust–managed property Woodbridge, which Stirling named after his wife Ellen’s 
family home in Surrey, England. Eating lunch in the riverside café, or standing 
on the pontoon below, one gazes across the water to Ridley’s and Walcott’s former 
acreage, now occupied by vineyards and wedding venues.

Naming children
Overlapping business and personal relationships between Caribbean slave-
owning families, Swan River settlers and the colonial reformers who drove settler 
colonisation are hinted at by the practice of naming children after close associates. 
For example, Charles Ridley’s son Joseph Beete Ridley (b.1823 Demerara, d. 1893 
in Toodyay) may have been named after a business associate of Ridley’s in Demerara. 
In 1834 Joseph Beete of Clifton, Bristol, (unsuccessfully) claimed compensation 
for the enslaved people on the Best & Phoenix and Waller’s Delight estates in 
Demerara. Earlier in 1817 he had been the joint owner (with John Newton) of 
Vrees en Hoop.38 By 1826 this plantation, with 125 enslaved people, was recorded 
as ‘in lawful possession of C.D. Ridley and other attorneys’.39 It is also possible that 
a relative of Beete came to Swan River with the 21st Fusiliers: Captain John Picton 
Beete (later John Picton Picton, 1797/8–1886/7) briefly served as governor in place 
of Captain Richard Daniell (himself acting for Stirling) in May 1834. Beete had 
funds to invest and bought a house in Perth and 32 acres on Rottnest Island in 1835 
before departing the colony. He gave power of attorney to C. D. Ridley in August 
1842.40 While details of these men’s finances remain speculative, clearly these links 
spanned Demeraran, British and Australian investments.

38  Joseph Beete of Clifton (c. 1834) was the nephew of Joseph Beete of Demerara (?–1815). ‘Joseph Beete of 
Clifton’, LBS, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2146633269.
39  ‘Rickards Mackintosh & Co., working on Vrees en Hoop West Coast Demerary in lawful possession of C.D. 
Ridley and other attorneys of that estate’. ‘Vrees en Hoop [British Guiana | Demerara]’, LBS,
40  Legal documents: 711A/14, 17 July 1835; 711A/15, 28 July 1835; 711A/83, 29 August 1842. ‘Stone James 
& Co.’, State Library of Western Australia, 2010, slwa.wa.gov.au/pdf/mn/mn1_500/mn0028.pdf.

http://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2146633269
http://slwa.wa.gov.au/pdf/mn/mn1_500/mn0028.pdf
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Equally intriguing are links to the large Barbadian slave-owning family intimated 
by the middle name of Ridley’s youngest daughter, Susan Hinds Ridley (1842–
1919).41 The Hinds family had been among the earliest settlers and slave-owners 
on the island of Barbados. Charles Ridley Hinds (c. 1811–?), himself named after 
the Ridley family, had arrived in Swan River with the Ridley–Walcott group, as 
‘Agriculturist in partnership with C.D. Ridley’. Hinds was granted 1,400 acres in 
Avon district in 1841, and held 4,000 acres of pastoral lease, before leasing his 
property in 1848 and departing for Tasmania; in 1849 he was part of an Adelaide 
group with Western Australian interests ‘petitioning for pollution’ in supporting 
convict labour to Swan River.42 His parents—naval surgeon Richard Hinds (1781–
1843) and mother Susannah (neé Ridley)—travelled to Western Australia in 
1837. Susannah may have been Charles Dawson Ridley’s sister, so making Charles 
Ridley Hinds the Ridleys’ nephew. In 1835 Richard Hinds bought ‘Caversham’ in 
Guildford, on land originally awarded to Ridley. In 1840 Dr Richard Hinds, ‘one of 
the most respectable settlers at Swan River’, wrote enthusiastically:

[e]very species of property is rising in value; and though we have had large 
importations of live stock, still it has not produced any depreciation in the market. 
I am at this moment the owner of 500 sheep of the best breed, several brood mares, 
&c., which yield a large percentage. The colony is well supplied with every luxury 
and necessary of life, and we have no want except that of labour.43

Charles Hinds’s brother Richard Brinsley Hinds (1811/12–1846/7 Perth) 
accompanied his parents to Swan River in 1837 aboard the (appropriately named) 
Shepherd, then returned to England. He followed in his father’s footsteps, entering 
the Royal Navy as assistant surgeon in 1835, and appointed surgeon to HMS 
Sulphur on the China Station in September 1835. He was invalided home in 1841, 
and in 1845, received permission to proceed to Australia, arriving in April 1845 per 
Prima Donna from London with his wife Martha Emma McCallum and child. He 
died at Swan River in 1847.44

41  Susan was later to marry Robert Thomas Brockman, second son of R. J. Brockman of Greenough in 1871: 
Inquirer and Commercial News (Perth), 14 June 1871. Ridley’s Avon River block was sold first, in 1837, to Edward 
Hamersley and then in 1843 to William Locke Brockman & Charles Ridley Hinds. 6491/A—‘n.d., Release from 
mortgage by Stephen Waylen’; 6491A/57—‘22 May 1841, Mortgage of land on Avon River Charles Dawson 
Ridley to Edward Hamersley’; 6491A/58—‘20 January 1843, Transfer of Mortgage of Land in the district of 
Leschenault Edward Hamersley to William Locke Brockman & Charles Ridley Hinds’. ‘J S Battye Library of West 
Australian History Private Archives—Collection Listing: MN 150 Acc. 971A, 1286A, 6491A. Hamersley Family’, 
State Library of WA, 2005, slwa.wa.gov.au/pdf/mn/mn1_500/mn0150.pdf.
42  ‘Petitioning for Pollution. Swan River’, Melbourne Daily News, 5 April 1849, 2; Erickson, The Bicentennial 
Dictionary of Western Australians, pre-1829–1888, vols 1–4, ‘H’.
43  South Australian Record and Australasian and South African Chronicle (London), 12 December 1840, 12.
44  Hinds received great praise for his natural history collections, including the first Hong Kong specimens. Emma 
subsequently married Rivett Henry Bland, another York pastoralist, in 1848. Royal College of Surgeons of England, 
‘Hinds, Richard Brinsley (1812–1847)’, Plarr’s Lives of the Fellows, last modified 22 June 2015, livesonline.rcseng.
ac.uk/client/en_GB/lives/search/detailnonmodal/ent:$002f$002fSD_ASSET$002f0$002fSD_ASSET:374414/
one?qu=Hinds%2C+Richard+Brinsley&te=ASSET.

http://slwa.wa.gov.au/pdf/mn/mn1_500/mn0150.pdf
http://livesonline.rcseng.ac.uk/client/en_GB/lives/search/detailnonmodal/ent:$002f$002fSD_ASSET$002f0$002fSD_ASSET:374414/one?qu=Hinds%2C+Richard+Brinsley&te=ASSET
http://livesonline.rcseng.ac.uk/client/en_GB/lives/search/detailnonmodal/ent:$002f$002fSD_ASSET$002f0$002fSD_ASSET:374414/one?qu=Hinds%2C+Richard+Brinsley&te=ASSET
http://livesonline.rcseng.ac.uk/client/en_GB/lives/search/detailnonmodal/ent:$002f$002fSD_ASSET$002f0$002fSD_ASSET:374414/one?qu=Hinds%2C+Richard+Brinsley&te=ASSET
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One member of this family, Samuel Hinds (1793–1872), was prominent in the 
Anglican Church in Barbados and in Britain, becoming a strong advocate of 
systematic colonisation. Samuel’s shared financial, church and political interests in 
both Barbadian slave-ownership and Wakefieldian colonisation possibly explains 
other Hinds family members’ diffusion from Barbados to new settler colonies 
such as Western Australia. Hinds served as principal of Codrington College, 
Barbados—operated by the Church of England missionary organisation the Society 
for the Propagation of the Christian Religion in Foreign Parts, which received 
compensation of a little over £8,823 for 411 slaves after abolition. Samuel and his 
wife themselves owned seven slaves during the 1820s.45 From 1827 to 1831 he 
was vice principal of St Alban Hall, Oxford, to Richard Whately; when Whately 
became archbishop of Dublin in 1831, Hinds became his domestic chaplain—and 
did so again between 1843 and 1849. In 1849 he became the bishop of Norwich. 
Whately had been a vocal advocate for systematic colonisation from Wakefield’s 
first publication on the subject: Hinds, too, became an active Wakefieldian, joining 
the New Zealand Colonization Society, and the Canterbury Association in 1848.46 
Further connections of this kind await research. 

Expanding into the Avon Valley
Colonists were unable to expand inland into the Avon Valley until stock routes 
were identified, beginning in 1831. During the 1830s, Ridley and Walcott took 
up land there too. As well as his land in the Upper Swan region (1,107 acres or 
448 hectares) where his principal residence was located, Walcott was granted 4,860 
hectares south of York, which became known as the ‘Walcott Estate’. However, he 
speculated and eventually incurred considerable debts, being forced by his main 
creditor, Sydney merchant Edward Pollard, to sell his Avon holding by auction 
in July 1839. Walcott left for Mauritius in 1837, selling his unimproved estate to 
Samuel Viveash for ₤16,000.47 We do not yet have detailed information regarding his 
subsequent movements; however, Joanna Walcott had failed to make improvements 
on a town allotment in Perth in June 1839, and lots in Fremantle reverted to 

45  Son of sugar planter Abel Hinds (d. 1808) and his wife, Elizabeth Thornhill, née Rock (1776–1853), Samuel 
studied at Oxford and was ordained in 1822. B. H. Blacker, revised by H. C. G. Matthew, ‘Hinds, Samuel, (1793–
1872)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography. 9 April 2020, doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/13349; ‘Rev. Samuel 
Hinds (later Bishop of Norwich)’, LBS, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2146653621.
46  And see Samuel Hinds, On the Colonisation of New Zealand (1838). Hinds’s patron Whately was prompted 
by the 1831–32 Select Committee on Secondary Punishments to write his Thoughts on Secondary Punishment, 
to which he appended Wakefield’s Facts Relating to the Punishment of Death in the Metropolis. In 1834 Whately 
published his substantial Remarks on Transportation, appending the South Australian Association’s prospectus—the 
first Wakefieldian free labour scheme. The Foreign and Colonial Quarterly Review, vol. 4, 1844.
47  The holding between York and the Dale was almost entirely uncleared, as Viveash recorded in his diary. Pamela 
Statham, comp., Dictionary of Western Australians, 1829–1914, vol. 1, Early Settlers, 1829–1850 (Nedlands, WA: 
University of Western Australia Press, 1979), 347. In January 1837 he advertised 12,000 acres in the York district, 
and a ‘valuable’ grant on the Swan. Swan River Guardian, 19 January 1837, 61.

http://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/13349
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the Crown in August 1841.48 In September 1848 James’s eldest son James Perry, 
aged 38, accompanied Augustus Gregory and other settlers on an expedition to 
the Gascoyne River at Sharks Bay that opened up the region to pastoralism; James 
himself discovered lead ore (galena) in the bed of the Murchison River.49 James 
senior died at Greenough in 1872. 

No doubt capitalising on the family’s role in opening up this region, his son Robert 
(1829–1898) became a pastoralist in the Gascoyne–Murchison. During the 1880s, 
the frontier regime in this region entailed the forcible and perpetual ‘assignment’ 
of Aboriginal people to settlers, their arrest for ‘absconding’ or ‘theft’ of stock, 
their removal ‘on the chain’ to prison, and the appropriation of Aboriginal women 
by white settlers for sex. This looked very much like Caribbean slavery to some 
observers, such as Governor Robinson, who in 1881 wrote to the secretary of state 
of ‘a state of things little short of slavery’.50 Government Resident Robert Fairbairn 
(1841–1922) was sent to investigate, reporting in 1882 that Robert Walcott had 
urged the government to allow settlers to use violent techniques of subjugation, 
arguing that ‘in the early days of Champion Bay the natives were shot down 
right and left for sheep and cattle stealing’.51 Fairbairn identified the kidnapping 
of Aboriginal women and girls as the origin of conflict, prompting further public 
attack by prominent settlers. Walcott stated:

I think if the Government would allow the settlers to give Our natives a good 
dressing, as was done at the De Grey [the Pilbara], some years ago, and as was done 
at Champion Bay [near Geraldton] some years since, it would effectually put a stop 
to it. In the early days of Champion Bay the natives were shot right and left for sheep 
and cattle stealing.52

Here Walcott evoked the living memory of frontier conflict triggered by settler 
expansion, and events such as the ‘Flying Foam Massacre’, in which dozens of 
Aboriginal people were killed in a campaign of violence conducted between February 
and June 1868.53

48  An 1836 grant at ‘Yangedine’ to John Walcott is recorded, possibly James’s brother. ‘Yangedine’, Photographs 
of Perth, Western Australia, n.d., mingor.net/localities/yangedine.html.
49  ‘The Settlers’ Expedition to the Northward from Perth, under Mr Assistant-Surveyor A.C. Gregory’, in 
Augustus Charles Gregory and Francis Thomas Gregory, Journals of Australian Explorations (Brisbane: James C. Beal, 
Government Printer, 1884), 13–30.
50  Robinson to Secretary of State, 9 March 1881, in Correspondence relating to the question of police protection 
to settlers in outlying districts, promulgation of pearl shell fishery regulations and protection of the Aboriginal 
natives, Western Australian Legislative Council, Parliamentary Papers, 1881, no. 13, p. 5. 
51  Western Australian Legislative Council, Instructions to and reports from the resident magistrate despatched by 
direction of His Excellency on special duty to the Murchison and Gascoyne districts (Perth: Richard Pether, Government 
Printer, 1882), 9. Robert M. Walcott was Charles and John Brockman’s partner at Minilya Station, Gascoyne, until 
December 1884. The partnership was dissolved in December 1884. West Australian, 20 December 1884, 1.
52  West Australian, 8 December 1882, 3.
53  Tom Gara’s research regarding this event has been collated in Tom Gara, ‘The Flying Foam Massacre: 
Comprehensive Summary of Flying Foam Massacre Articles by Tom Gara’, edited by Robin Chapple, 2017, www.
robin chapple.com/sites/default/files/Flying%20Foam%20Massacre%20Report.cleaned%20.pdf.

http://mingor.net/localities/yangedine.html
http://www.robinchapple.com/sites/default/files/Flying%20Foam%20Massacre%20Report.cleaned%20.pdf
http://www.robinchapple.com/sites/default/files/Flying%20Foam%20Massacre%20Report.cleaned%20.pdf
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By August 1838 Ridley had moved to York, taking up land near Northam, and by 
October was advertising for wheat and for ‘hands’ to ‘clear land, plough, &c’ at his 
Baylie Farm.54 This was declared part of York in August 1838.55 Possibly hinting 
at tensions with his workforce, in April 1839 he offered a reward for information 
about those who ‘wantonly and maliciously tilted my loaded bullock cart, by which 
I have sustained considerable damage’.56 By June 1840 land in this area was ‘generally 
considered’ among ‘the best sheep and grazing runs in the York district’.57 Ridley 
had apparently not claimed all he was entitled to on his arrival—and a subsequent 
claim for the remaining 2,500 acres in 1841 was refused.58

Labour
The great problem for colonists aspiring to become landed gentry was a lack of 
labour, desperately needed to clear and work the land. Free men would not willingly 
do this arduous work for others. The York farmers’ demands for labour—along 
with their techniques of discipline such as flogging—were already widespread 
by the late 1830s. Through their search for docile, disciplined labour we perhaps 
most clearly see the link between the system of slavery familiar from the Caribbean 
colonies and the new society they sought to create in Western Australia. Historians 
have long argued that the colony’s survival until the 1890s gold rushes relied on 
the exploitation of coerced labour, especially in the form of indentured servants, 
convicts and Aboriginal workers. Among the ‘big York farmers’, Ridley was a prime 
mover in the district’s Agricultural Society, which aimed to disseminate techniques 
of labour discipline and promoted a variety of labour schemes, seeking variously 
to put Noongar to work and to import British ‘Orphan and Destitute’ children, 
poor German families, or labourers from places as distant as Singapore, China 
and Tasmania.59 He was secretary in May 1833, when it announced a special 
meeting to discuss ‘the propriety of opening a Correspondence with the Society 
in London, “For the permanent Support of Orphan and Destitute Children, by 
means of Apprenticeship in the Colonies”’. This led to one of the earliest British 
child migration schemes, conducted by the Society for the Suppression of Juvenile 

54  Perth Gazette and Western Australian Journal, 18 August 1838, 132; Classified Advertising, Perth Gazette and 
Western Australian Journal, 6 October 1838, 157.
55  ‘The Government Gazette. Colonial Secretary’s Office, Perth, August 13, 1838’, Perth Gazette and Western 
Australian Journal, 18 August 1838, 132.
56  Perth Gazette and Western Australian Journal, 27 April 1839, 68.
57  Perth Gazette and Western Australian Journal, 20 June 1840, 1.
58  Inquirer (Perth), 13 January 1841, 94. The journalist sympathetically explained that Ridley was entitled to 
12,500 acres on his arrival in the colony, which were awarded to him. However, Mr Ridley applied only for 10,000 
acres, and the authorities never relinquished the remnant.
59  Ridley became the society’s secretary. Perth Gazette and Western Australian Journal, 16 February 1833, 27. 
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Vagrancy.60 Historian Andrew Gill argues that the 243 young British juvenile 
offenders called the Parkhurst ‘apprentices’, transported to Western Australia 
between 1842 and 1852, and assigned to wealthy settlers, were the first convicts, 
well before transportation was officially introduced in 1850.61

In 1842, the desire to maintain a stable labour force in steady employment led 
to the introduction of legislation aimed at controlling the movement of workers. 
Any  person ‘employed in any manner howsoever, either as a manual or a home 
servant or in any other capacity’, who left that employment could be brought before 
two justices of the peace, who were also usually landowners, and condemned to three 
months’ hard labour.62 Such mechanisms recall the post-emancipation Caribbean at 
just this time—including a ‘system of payment at certain times’, the provision of 
cottages and small plots to ‘tie them to one place’, but also the ‘improvement 
of working and living conditions so that labourers would contract their services for 
longer periods’.63 

Throughout the 1840s the wealthy York pastoralists were central to the push for 
convictism in Western Australia, which was finally successful in 1850. After New 
South Wales had been closed to convict transportation in 1840, those in the eastern 
colonies became increasingly eager to end the system altogether. However, in 1849, 
under the pressure of overflowing prisons in Britain, the secretary of state for war 
and the colonies, Henry George Grey, the third Earl Grey, resumed it, arousing 
tremendous colonial opposition.64 In Western Australia, established as a free colony, 
there was widespread opposition to transportation, but the pastoralists made 
increasingly desperate demands for labour. As an economic depression lifted in 1847, 
many of the free labourers fled the ‘relentless talons of our irascible York gentry’ for 

60  This sent out its first party of child migrants to the Cape of Good Hope and Swan River Colony in the early 
1830s; Wakefield’s National Colonization Society, formed in 1830, proposed to send out as apprentices to settlers 
any orphan and destitute children, until an emigration fund was available. Richard Mills, The Colonization of 
Australia (1829–42): The Wakefield Experiment in Empire Building (London: Sidgwick & Jackson, 1915); for an 
overview, see Penelope Hetherington, Settlers, Servants and Slaves: Aboriginal and European Children in Nineteenth-
Century Western Australia (Nedlands: University of Western Australia Press, 2002).
61  Andrew Gill, Convict Assignment in Western Australia: The Parkhurst ‘Apprentices’ 1842–1851 (Maylands, WA: 
Blatellae Books, 2004).
62  Hetherington, Settlers, Servants and Slaves, 33; Pamela Statham, ‘Why Convicts: Part 1: An Economic Analysis 
of Colonial Attitudes to the Introduction of Convicts’ and ‘Part 2: The Decision to Introduce Convicts to Swan 
River’, in C. T. Stannage, ‘Convictism in Western Australia’, Studies in Western Australian History 4 (1981): 1–18, 
search.informit.org/doi/10.3316/ielapa.830101268.
63  For Caribbean parallels, see Rose-Marie Belle Antoine, Commonwealth Caribbean Law and Legal Systems 
(New York: Routledge, 2008), ch. 2; Lydon, Anti-Slavery and Australia, 135–60; N. Worden, “Between Slavery and 
Freedom: The Apprenticeship Period, 1834–1838’, in Breaking the Chains: Slavery and Its Legacy in the Nineteenth-
Century Cape Colony, ed. N. Worden and C. Crais (Johannesburg: Witwatersrand University Press, 1994): 118–24.
64  A. G. L. Shaw, Convicts and the Colonies: A Study of Penal Transportation from Great Britain and Ireland to 
Australia and Other Parts of the British Empire (Carlton, Vic.: Melbourne University Press, 1977), 335–45; John 
M. Ward, ‘Grey, Henry George (1802–1894)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of Biography, 
The Australian National University, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/grey-henry-george-2126/text2693, published first 
in hardcopy 1966, accessed online 12 April 2021.

http://search.informit.org/doi/10.3316/ielapa.830101268
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other colonies, prompting a debate regarding the fair treatment of workers by the big 
York farmers.65 Ridley died in 1845, but in 1848 pro-convict pastoralists T. N. Yule, 
Edward Barrett-Lennard and Rivett Henry Bland (protector of Aborigines from 
1841) joined Western Australia’s Legislative Council, prompting a reversal of its 
position, in alliance with the newly arrived governor, Captain Fitzgerald, tasked 
with implementing Grey’s policy.66 In May 1849 an order-in-council was passed 
making Western Australia a penal colony, and the first two ships carrying convicts 
arrived at Fremantle in 1850, with the colony subsequently receiving around three 
shiploads of felons a year.67

It is also significant that expansion into the Avon Valley entailed frontier conflict with 
Ballardong Noongar and increasingly oppressive strategies to extract their labour.68 
Figures such as Aboriginal protector and local pastoralist Rivett Henry Bland were 
prominent in these processes: Bland had been a member of the first party of ‘explorers’ 
to the Avon Valley and established the first farm near York on Stirling’s instructions 
in 1831. Between 1839 and 1846 a protective regime structured by principles of 
Wakefield’s systematic colonisation was established for the region under Governor 
John Hutt, encouraging the emigration of skilled labourers but also providing for 
an Indigenous workforce. In early 1847, as pastoral settlement expanded, Bland 
proposed to extend summary jurisdiction to local magistrates—allowing them to 
flog Aboriginal people of any age or gender rather than sending them away for 
trial in Perth. This, Bland argued, would save time and money and would prevent 
white retaliation for theft of stock—and at a time of labour scarcity would secure 
greater control over Aboriginal people’s labour.69 A decade after emancipation, Grey 
and Stephen in the Colonial Office were concerned about the proposed ordinance’s 
exclusive focus on Aboriginal people and its potential abuse.70 However, the only real 

65  Perth Gazette and Western Australian Journal, 28 August 1847, 3.
66  Edward Barrett-Lennard’s eldest brother Thomas (1788–1856) was awarded part of the £6259 8s 10d 
compensation for the 288 enslaved people on Stewart Castle in Trelawney, Jamaica. ‘Thomas Barrett Lennard’, 
LBS, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/-1012574016.
67  C. T. Stannage, The People of Perth: A Social History of Western Australia’s Capital City (Perth: Perth City Council, 
1979), 77–81; Shaw, Convicts and the Colonies, 353–57; Statham, ‘Why Convicts’; Kellie Moss, ‘The Swan River 
Experiment: Coerced Labour in Western Australia 1829–1868’, Studies in Western Australian History 34 (2020): 
23–39, search.informit.org/doi/10.3316/informit.426378299927843.
68  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.
69  Ann Hunter, A Different Kind of ‘Subject’: Colonial Law in Aboriginal–European Relations in Nineteenth Century 
Western Australia 1829–61 (North Melbourne: Australian Scholarly Publishing, 2012), 197–99. ‘Report of a 
Committee of the Legislative Council of Western Australia, appointed to inquire into and report upon the expenses 
connected with the Aborigines’, p. 5, 22 July 1847, CO 18/45, AJCP Reel 439–440, pp. 316–20. As Samuel 
Furphy points out, the Western Australian protectors of Aborigines worked to facilitate, rather than challenge, 
settlement: ‘Philanthropy or Patronage?: Aboriginal Protectors in the Port Phillip District and Western Australia’, 
in Aboriginal Protection and Its Intermediaries in Britain’s Antipodean Colonies, ed. Samuel Furphy and Amanda 
Nettelbeck (New York and London: Routledge, 2020), 58–76.
70  Hunter, Different Kind, 201–20; J. M. Ward, Earl Grey and the Australian Colonies 1846–1857: A Study of 
Self-government and Self-interest (Carlton, Vic.: Melbourne University Press, 1958).
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opponent of this proposal was the anti-slavery colonial secretary, Richard Madden, 
who arrived in Western Australia in March 1848. Madden claimed that the measure 
would disgrace the Home Government, and

reduce the native people of Western Australia and especially the women of that 
people to a state of degradation in no wise less to be deprecated than that which had 
existed in the West Indies where the dominion of the lash had been lately broken 
down at such a vast expenditure of public money.71

However, the Colonial Office was persuaded that the summary punishment 
legislation would also answer the colony’s desperate labour needs, and it agreed 
to their differential treatment in Western Australia as an ‘exceptional case’.72 On 
the expanding frontier, principles of punishment and discipline derived from the 
plantation, and supposedly abolished elsewhere, were reintroduced for Indigenous 
people.

Jarrah and sandalwood
As well as developing his pastoral interests, Ridley also sought to exploit other 
resources in the colony and to introduce new industries such as sugar, a commodity 
he was familiar with from his West Indian experience. Ridley led the exploitation 
of the colony’s timber. In April 1843 he first proposed an export trade in a timber 
known to Noongar as jarrah, proposing that a company with a capital of £9,000 be 
formed.73 A week later, he announced that a special committee had been appointed 
by the Agricultural Society, sanctioned by the governor. He proposed to introduce 
it not as a mahogany, ‘but as a perfectly new and eminently serviceable timber. 
It is proposed to give it the name by which it is known by the aborigines, viz., 
“Jarrah”; by this name it will quietly and unostentatiously make itself known by its 
own intrinsic value’. Ridley proposed himself to raise the sum of £2,000 sterling to 
commence this export timber-trade, through the agency of 500 shareholders, at £4 
each share.74 Ridley urged his fellow colonists to support his scheme, arguing:

71  R. R. Madden, Colonial Secretary of Western Australia, ‘Reasons Assigned by the Colonial Secretary for 
dissenting from the measure now before the Council for giving a Summary jurisdiction to Magistrates over the 
Aborigines, depriving the latter of trial by jury except in cases of Murder, rape and arson and introducing the 
practice of flogging the natives for the first time into the Colony as a general punishment’, Minute, 7 November 
1848. Richard Madden, ‘Submission’, Colonial Office records, Western Australia: Original Correspondence, 
1828–1900, CO 18/48, AJCP Reel 441–442, p. 371. I thank Jennifer McLaren for drawing my attention to this 
important figure, and his abolitionist arguments in Western Australia. See also Bob Reece, ‘The Colonial Career of 
Richard Robert Madden: The West Indies, West Africa, and Western Australia’, Australian Journal of Irish Studies 4 
(2002): 18–28.
72  Hunter, Different Kind, 201–20; Ward, Earl Grey and the Australian Colonies.
73  Kimberly, History of West Australia. Comparing the local product to Honduran mahogany, Ridley argued that 
its resistance to parasites made it more useful for external planking. Inquirer (Perth), 5 April 1843, 5.
74  Inquirer (Perth), 12 April 1843, 5.
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We shall, therefore, be precisely in the situation of that notable traveller, Mr. Gulliver, 
when he was bound down to the earth by an irresistible power, but, like a young 
giant, we must use a giant’s strength, and break our bonds asunder, and be up and 
doing, for now is the time, and it is in the power of any man, who lives by the 
Colony, and, as a consequence, wishes well to it, and the land of his choice and of his 
adoption, to take at least one share (be it only a ‘commodity’ one) in the new-born 
trade of the Colony.75

At this time there was little support for the venture. But Ridley, ‘undismayed by 
the coolness with which his views’ had been received, again sought to gain public 
attention for an export trade in sandalwood. In February 1845 a small cargo was 
sent as an experiment to Singapore, by ‘Messrs. Moulton, Jecks, and others’.76 The 
government boat, the Champion, sent a few tons of ‘our native nut-tree—supposed 
by competent judges to be the sandalwood of commerce’ to Bombay. Although 
disappointed when Stirling fixed an export rate of £3 per ton, the return of the 
Champion early in 1845 brought the exciting news that the wood would fetch 
£10 per ton in Bombay or Mauritius and £20–£30 per ton if taken directly to 
Canton.77 From 1844 (to 1929), Western Australia became a dominant exporter of 
sandalwood, which was purchased mainly by Chinese merchants in Singapore and 
Shanghai to be powdered for incense. Sandalwood exploitation was closely linked 
with the expansion of the pastoral and wheat industries. For the first cutters in the 
Avon Valley the sandalwood trade boomed until early 1848, when local supplies 
were exhausted and over-supply sent prices tumbling.78 The boom had exacerbated 
the pastoralists’ labour problem by diverting labour 1845–48, which then left the 
colony, driving their support for convict labour.

Sugar, ‘the Barbadoes flute’
Barbados-born Ridley also urged the cultivation of sugar cane in 1845, as a depression 
prompted economic diversification: not as a staple product, but merely to supply 
the colony with sugar, syrup, molasses, rum, vinegar and conserves. Based on his 
Caribbean experience, he argued that Perth’s climate could be managed to grow this 
crop successfully, and that the ‘juice within the sugar-cane is the most lively, elegant, 
and least cloying sweet in nature, and which sucked raw, has proved extremely 
nutritive and wholesome’.79 The cane plant had been introduced into the colony 

75  ‘Correspondence’, Perth Gazette and Western Australian Journal, 15 April 1843, 3.
76  Inquirer (Perth), 1 September 1847, 2.
77  Inquirer (Perth) 26 February 1845, 3; [Editorial], Inquirer, 5 February 1845; Inquirer, 9 July 1845; Western 
Australian Government Gazette, no. 163, 19 December 1848.
78  Pamela Statham, ‘The Sandalwood Industry in Australia: A History’. Initially, the sandalwood boom had 
diverted labour from the pastoralists’ needs; Statham, ‘Why Convicts’, 1–10.
79  Inquirer (Perth), 19 February 1845, 3; He was an active correspondent on the topic of cultivation, for example, 
Inquirer, 12 February 1845, 4.



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

46

with the first settlers, but failed to thrive, and Ridley himself had been cautious 
about this crop because it discouraged ‘industry’: ‘even in Barbadoes, and the other 
sugar colonies in the West Indies, where the cane is so abundant, the youths and 
“Johnny Raws” may be seen in the streets, from morning to night, indulging in the 
mastication of their favourite fruit’ so that the cane has the appearance of being glued 
to their lips, leading to its name, the ‘Barbadoes flute’. But when times became hard, 
however, Ridley urged the cultivation of sugar as an advancement for the colony.80 
He argued that the latitude and climate of this part of Western Australia could be 
managed, through appropriate choice of soil, preparation, selection of plants or 
cane-tops, mode of planting and subsequent management of the young plants.81 
While sugar never became a commercial crop, it was grown in this informal way—
for example, by St Kitts–born Archibald Burt in the garden of Strawberry Hill, 
his residence on Adelaide Terrace, Perth, during the 1860s.82

Ridley died in 1845, when these processes of exploitation and development were 
well underway.

Figure 8: St Kitts–born Archibald Burt growing sugar cane in the garden of 
Strawberry Hill, his residence on Adelaide Terrace, Perth, in 1862.
Source: Courtesy of State Library of Western Australia (SLWA 6923B/182).

80  Inquirer (Perth), 19 February 1845, 3.
81  ‘On the Cultivation of The Sugar-Cane, &c. Letter II’, Inquirer (Perth), 26 February 1845, 3; Inquirer, 
19 February 1845, 3; Inquirer, 19 March 1845, 4.
82  Burt came to Perth in 1860 as civil commissioner and chairman of Quarter Sessions, was a slavery beneficiary 
and retained his West Indies interests throughout his life. ‘Archibald Paull Burt’, LBS, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/
view/25939. And see Georgina Arnott, ‘Slavery, Trade and Settler Colonialism: The Stirling Family and Britain’s 
Empire, c. 1730–1840’, this volume.
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Conclusion
Through the detailed life stories of these families and their connections, we can 
understand the broader reorientation of capital, people and culture from the 
Caribbean to the newer settler colonies. The tools of biographical research and 
writing are an effective means of uncovering the global mobility and networks 
of connection that constituted imperial development.83 Such movement reveals 
not merely the public careers of prominent officials, but also the more ordinary, 
less privileged imperial subjects seeking new opportunities. Ridley and Walcott 
acquired vast tracts of Noongar Country, first in Perth, and then inland, driving 
exploitation of the colony’s natural resources, including land, timber and minerals. 
Ridley was prominent in schemes to secure labour that would underwrite their 
landowning lifestyles.

Many questions remain regarding these families and their networks, in Guyana, 
Britain and Australia; further research is also needed to establish their financial 
dealings with more precision. The lives of their children are worth exploring too: 
most of Walcott’s children remained in Western Australia to the end of their lives, 
several of his sons pursuing the northern frontier. One son, Pemberton Walcott, 
was a vocal anti-slavery advocate.84 A notable exception was the eldest son, James 
Perry Walcott, who became a grazier in the Darling Downs region of Queensland—
perhaps following his old associate Augustus Gregory when he became commissioner 
for crown lands and surveyor-general; he would have benefited from Gregory’s 
landmark 1867 memorandum that gave the best land to the squatters.85

These life journeys help unravel some of the complex processes at work during the 
1820s, the decade leading up to abolition, as debates about labour, emigration 
and freedom determined profound shifts at home and abroad—as well as the 
reorganisation of Britain’s administrative and commercial structure of the 1830s. 
Biographical methods reveal how these families chose to leave the fraught slave 
regime of Demerara to return to England. As we begin to uncover their professional 
and personal networks, linked by investments, military service, family alliance and 
other associations, we see the ways in which family fortunes became bound together. 
Slavery—and other—capital was reinvested, as these colonists sought to establish 
themselves as landed gentry in newer colonies. For those seeking answers to the loss 

83  Zoë Laidlaw, Colonial Connections 1815–45: Patronage, The Information Revolution and Colonial Government 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2005); David Lambert and Alan Lester, eds, Colonial Lives Across the 
British Empire: Imperial Careering in the Long Nineteenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006).
84  See Malcolm Allbrook, ‘“A Disguised and Unquestionable Form of Slavery”: Aboriginal Labour on the 
Nineteenth-Century Pearling Fleet in North-West Australia’, this volume.
85  D. B. Waterson, ‘Gregory, Sir Augustus Charles (1819–1905)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National 
Centre of Biography, The Australian National University, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/gregory-sir-augustus-
charles-3663/text5717, published first in hardcopy 1972, accessed online 23 October 2021.
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of slavery, Swan River offered one solution. As the first free settlement, imagined by 
the capitalists who went there as a place to establish themselves as an elite landowning 
class, Western Australia occupied an interesting place in the transition to settler 
colonisation. Within a few years, it was incorporated into Wakefieldian principles 
of the commoditisation and appropriation of Indigenous land, and the exploitation 
of ‘free’ labour drawn from society’s most vulnerable groups. On Western Australia’s 
new frontier, techniques of punishment and discipline once applied to enslaved 
bodies, and supposedly abolished, were revived for application to Indigenous 
workers. Like other colonists, Ridley and Walcott applied principles drawn from 
the Caribbean to the new colonies, of land commoditisation, racialised and classed 
labour (including forced migration), and resource exploitation, dismissing the rights 
of the existing occupants.

Traces of these families remain in the Western Australian landscape, preserved in 
place names and the cadastral grid.86 The present day Perth suburb of Lockridge, 
for example, originated as part of an adjoining estate assigned to James Walcott 
and C. D. Ridley in 1830.87 By recovering something of their role in both the 
slavery business and in developing the colony I have not sought to demonise these 
individuals. While we know that slavery furnished some of their capital and enabled 
them to invest in Swan River, their role seems relatively small, part of what Alan 
Lester and Nikita Vanderbyl have termed ‘the broader restructuring of the British 
Empire’ of this period.88 They formed part of a much larger wave of settler colonists 
who collectively invaded and exploited Noongar Country.

As Greg Dening suggested in Mr Bligh’s Bad Language, the public today seeks 
reassurance by demonising historical figures such as Captain William Bligh, 
popularly remembered for his theatrical brutality during the mutiny on the Bounty. 
The cartoon-like stereotype of Bligh, wrote Dening, makes ‘a comfortable sort of 
villain’ for the modern observer.89 Creating monsters of historical figures serves the 
dual purpose of allowing people in the present day to feel both comfortingly distant 
from troubling historical practices, as well as morally superior to the past. Yet we have 
known for a long time that although acts of violence that characterised colonialism 
were evil, the individual perpetrators of those acts are not always recognisable as 
monsters. This is the banality of evil, in the words of Hannah Arendt: in describing 

86  For example, in the Perth suburb of Kwinana, Ridley Green commemorates Mrs Charles Dawson Ridley and 
her family. ‘History and Heritage’, City of Kwinana, n.d., accessed 19 January 2022, www.kwinana.wa.gov.au/our-
city/about-kwinana/history/Pages/default.aspx.
87  These two properties were then amalgamated and the farm called ‘Pyrton’. In 1920, part of Pyrton was 
surrendered to the Crown for the purpose of residential subdivision to provide war service land settlement blocks. 
Altone Local Area Plan 2009–2012 (Perth: City of Swan, 2016), p. 13. 
88  Alan Lester and Nikita Vanderbyl, ‘The Restructuring of the British Empire and the Colonization of Australia, 
1832–8’, History Workshop Journal 90 (Autumn 2020): 165–88, quotation p. 188, doi.org/10.1093/hwj/dbaa017.
89  Greg Dening, Mr Bligh’s Bad Language: Passion, Power and Theatre on the Bounty (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1994), 340.
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Adolf Eichmann as ‘terrifyingly normal’, she argued for his disengagement from 
the impact of his actions upon others, as he simply followed the rules of the Nazi 
regime.90 Creating historical monsters helps to close off the past from the present, 
rather than acknowledge our own, continuing, links to it. Individual life stories 
can bring the past to life and reveal the reality of settler colonialism; they also allow 
the creation of a more nuanced sense of the past, which allows for moral choice. 
Yet ultimately, responsibility for the legacies of those processes is shared by all those 
who profited. In the present, Australian society must collectively acknowledge 
these historical inequalities and the privilege they conferred upon settlers.

90  Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil (New York: Penguin Random House, 
2006), 276.
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Slavery, trade and settler 
colonialism: The Stirling family and 
Britain’s empire, c. 1730–1840

GEORGINA ARNOTT

This article is part of a growing body of work examining links between Australasian 
settler colonialism and British slavery, stimulated by the Legacies of British Slavery 
(LBS) project.1 Britain’s two centuries of involvement in African slavery and its gradual 
withdrawal following high-profile anti-slavery campaigns in the late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries produced ideas about race and labour that colonists carried 
with them to the new southern edges of its empire. A small but not insignificant 
number of colonists had direct links to slavery and anti-slavery campaigns, links 
that for the most part remain unexplored.2 This article traces the multiple ways in 
which slavery permeated the life of Western Australia’s first governor, James Stirling 
(1791–1865). It begins by noting the influence of slavery and anti-slavery ideas in 
Stirling’s proposals for colonising Australia’s western third. These proposals were 
put forward three years before he commenced as governor in 1829 until he exited 
the office in 1839. In the second section, this article explores the role of slavery in 
the tobacco, sugar and textiles trades that generated considerable wealth and social 
prestige for Stirling’s family and facilitated his rise in the Royal Navy. In the third 
section, this article describes income Stirling derived from slavery while stationed as 
a Royal Navy captain in Jamaica between 1812 and 1818. In the final section, this 

1  ‘Centre for the Study of the Legacies of British Slavery’ (hereafter LBS database), University College London, 
accessed 22 October 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/; Catherine Hall, Nicholas Draper, Keith McClelland, Katie Donington 
and Rachel Lang, Legacies of British Slave-ownership: Colonial Slavery and the Formation of Victorian Britain (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2014), doi.org/10.1017/cbo9781139626958; Catherine Hall, ‘The Slave-owner and the 
Settler’, in Indigenous Networks: Indigenous Mobility and Exchange, ed. Jane Carey and Jane Lydon (London: Routledge, 
2014), 29–49, doi.org/10.4324/9781315766065-2; Catherine Hall, ‘Writing History, Making “Race”: Slave-owners 
and Their Stories’, Australian Historical Studies 47, no. 3 (2016): 365–80, doi.org/10.1080/1031461x.2016.1202291; 
Jane Lydon, ‘A Secret Longing for a Trade in Human Flesh: the Decline of British Slavery and the Making of the Settler 
Colonies’, History Workshop Journal 90 (September 2020): 189–210, doi.org/10.1093/hwj/dbaa021; Jane Lydon, 
Anti-Slavery and Australia: No Slavery in Free Land? (London: Routledge, 2021), doi.org/10.4324/9780429445187; 
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; 
Georgina Arnott, ‘Links in the Chain: Legacies of British Slavery in Australia’, Australian Book Review 423 (August 
2020): 8–21. The author is grateful to two anonymous referees, Zoë Laidlaw and Jane Lydon for their comments on 
this article, and Pamela Statham-Drew and Aoife Nugent for materials. 
2  Georgina Arnott, ‘Lachlan Macquarie Was a Slave Owner and He Wasn’t the Only One. It’s Time to Update 
the History Books’, ABC News, Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC), 15 December 2021, www.abc.net.au/
news/2021-12-15/lachlan-macquarie-was-slave-owner-time-to-update-history-books/100573218.
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article returns to the period preceding the colonisation of Western Australia, when 
Stirling and his family were looking for new sources of wealth as merchant and naval 
opportunities were drying up in British West India. Biography and family history 
have been invaluable to histories of enslavement and colonisation in their attempt 
to capture the long trails of these structures.3 This article explores both the value and 
limits of intergenerational biography for explicating the evolution of ideas around 
race and labour within family as the British Empire transitioned from chattel slavery 
in the Atlantic towards ‘free’ labour in the Pacific and Indian oceans.

James Stirling was Western Australia’s first governor and founder. His actual and 
symbolic significance to the dispossession, violence and upheaval experienced 
by First Nations in Australia’s western third has prompted Noongar calls for the 
renaming of places honouring Stirling.4 Before the Colonial Office appointed Stirling 
a lieutenant-governor in early 1829, he was the instigator of a plan to establish its 
headquarters at the Swan River, on the south-west coast of the Australian continent. 
The site had been identified by Dutchman Hendrick Brouwer in 1610 as the 
optimal location for watering by merchant traders travelling to the East Indies from 
Europe due to the direction and velocity of Indian Ocean winds.5 A characteristic 
feature of the plan to colonise Western Australia was the small group of people 
involved in it.6 Stirling’s enthusiasm for, and capacity to develop, the plan has been 
attributed to the strategic geopolitical thinking that he developed as a captain in the 
Royal Navy; the professional opportunities afforded to him by his mother’s brother 
Vice-Admiral Charles Stirling; his subsequent retirement on half-pay and marriage 
to Ellen Mangles in 1823; the fortune he hoped to make for his immediate and 
extended family in Australia; his relationship with his father-in-law James Mangles, 
who had major commercial interests in the Indian Ocean; and his natural charm 
and energy.7 A number of these interests and capacities combined in Stirling’s 1826 
proposal to New South Wales Governor Ralph Darling, in which Stirling described 

3  Barbara Caine, Biography and History (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), 99–118; Lisa A. Lindsay and 
John Wood Sweet, Biography and the Black Atlantic (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013), doi.org/ 
10.9783/9780812208702; Adele Perry, Colonial Relations: The Douglas-Connolly family and the Nineteenth-Century 
Imperial World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), doi.org/10.1017/cbo9781139794701; and the 
Legacies of British Slavery project, hosted by the University College London. 
4  Neville Green, Broken Spears: Aboriginals and Europeans in the South West of Western Australia (Perth: Focus 
Education Services, 1984); 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; Georgina Arnott, ‘Commemorating James Stirling?’, The History Listen, Radio National, 
ABC, 7 December 2021, www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/the-history-listen/commemorating-james-stirling/ 
13642650. 
5  R. T. Appleyard and Toby Manford, The Beginning: European Discovery and Early Settlement of Swan River 
(Perth: University of Western Australia Press, 1979), 38.
6  J. M. R. Cameron, ‘The Foundation of Western Australia Reconsidered’, Studies in Western Australian History 3 
(1978): 14.
7  Malcolm Uren, Land Looking West: the Story of Governor James Stirling in Western Australia (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1948), 6; Appleyard and Manford, The Beginning, 37–54; F. L. W. Wood, A Concise History of 
Australia (Sydney: Dymocks, 1951); Pamela Statham-Drew, James Stirling: Admiral and Founding Governor of Western 
Australia (Perth: University of Western Australia Press, 2003), 12, 38–55; Cameron, ‘The Foundation’, 1–17. 
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the opportunity created by merchant vessels in the Indian Ocean being held back 
from commerce by (for them) unfavourable trade winds.8 F. L. W. Wood’s 1951 
assessment that Western Australia was colonised because English capitalists thought 
‘money might be made’ captures what most historians agree was the importance of 
private commerce to the scheme.9 Notwithstanding Britain’s concern that France 
would colonise the western third of Australia before it had the chance, Stirling 
overcame considerable reluctance within the Colonial Office.10

Race and labour in Stirling’s pre-colonisation 
proposals
Another crucial context for James Stirling’s proposals for the colonisation of Western 
Australia can be found in contemporaneous debates about slavery among British 
elites. When Stirling’s first proposal to establish a colony at the Swan River was 
put forward in 1826, it was three years into the revival of the British anti-slavery 
movement and seven years before the British parliament’s passing of the Slavery 
Abolition Act 1833. By this stage, even those defending slavery tended to accept 
the long-held abolitionist position that free labour was ‘intrinsically better’—yet 
many on both sides argued that enslaved Africans were not ready for emancipation 
and focused on reform of the West Indian system.11 Anxieties about both chattel 
slavery and a form of imperial labour that might replace it lived within Stirling’s 
first and subsequent proposals for colonisation. Jane Lydon, who has written about 
Western Australia and Stirling’s proposal in relation to these debates, notes the 
impact that abolitionist ideas had on proposals for colonisation in this period: ‘new 
forms of “free” labour [were defined] in contradistinction to Caribbean slavery, as 
white labour became linked to expansion of the British body politic, and non-white 
labour was targeted to the tropics’.12

From the beginning, Stirling positioned the new colony as distinct from the 
British Caribbean and the east-coast penal colonies of Australia, situating it instead 
alongside the Indian Ocean colonies. His claim that the Swan River climate meant 
that it would ‘admit labour by Europeans’ was an assertion that Britain’s excess 
working classes could, without coercion, generate sufficient outputs from the colony 
to both sustain it and, crucially, benefit Britain, and that enslaved Africans were not 

8  James Stirling to Ralph Darling, 14 December 1826, Historical Records of Australia, Series 1 (hereafter HRA 1), 
vol. 12, 777–80.
9  Wood, A Concise History, 83.
10  Cameron, ‘The Foundation’, 5–9; Uren, Land Looking West, 6.
11  Seymour Drescher, The Mighty Experiment: Free Labor Versus Slavery in British Emancipation (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2002), 107.
12  Lydon, Anti-Slavery and Australia, 136; Catherine Hall, Civilising Subjects: Metropole and Colony in the English 
Imagination, 1830–1867 (Cambridge: Polity, 2002), 27.
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necessary to this success. White labourers working in the temperate zones of the 
colony could, Stirling argued, produce horses, wheat, coal, iron, livestock, grain, 
wood and hemp to trade with ‘tropical’ neighbouring countries, including India, 
Mauritius, the Malay Islands and China. Stirling invoked a politically palatable 
white colony that could thrive on free labour and remain free of any ‘convict stain’, 
which he was correct in imagining would appeal to Britain’s respectable middle-
class of potential emigrants. In this way, the new colony would maintain its white 
population and be spatially separated from non-white labourers.13

Stirling’s proposal supported Britain’s significant commercial interests in India, 
which it would bolster with the establishment of a colonial partner populated by 
free white Britons. The importance of India to Stirling’s proposal was captured by his 
early name for the colony: Hesperia or ‘land looking west’. Stirling’s ideas were not 
new. A network of British entrepreneurs in India had for some time been agitating 
for a new British settlement on the west coast of Australia that might facilitate 
trade and labour exchanges; Stirling’s father-in-law James Mangles was prominent 
among them.14 By this time, Britain had dominion over 40 million people and an 
army of 180,000 men in India. To the British state India provided lucrative returns 
via taxation; to private venture capitalists it promised market opportunities after 
the end of the East India Company monopoly in 1813, and to ‘young men with 
only modest capital’, writes Catherine Hall, it offered ‘tremendous opportunities 
of employment’.15 Stirling argued that the Swan River Colony would protect India 
from attack with its ready military presence, provide British merchants and army 
men with a temperate naval and convalescent station, constitute a new site for 
merchant trade and agricultural production, and extend Britain’s empire across the 
Australian continent.16 Explicitly putting forward the colony as a security and trade 
fulcrum for the Indian Ocean, Stirling told Ralph Darling: ‘I do not think it is too 
much to say that it may thereafter be to the various countries of India that which the 
colonies in North America once were to the West Indian settlements’.17 This colony 
of white ‘free’ settlers, drawing on non-white labour in its trading zone, might in 
time replace the West Indian system.

13  Stirling to Darling, 14 December 1826, HRA 1; Hall, Civilising Subjects, 28; Lydon, Anti-Slavery and Australia, 74.
14  Appleyard and Manford, The Beginning, 110; Statham-Drew, James Stirling, 42–50; Malcolm Allbrook, 
‘“A Triple Empire…United under One Dominion”: Charles Prinsep’s Schemes for Exporting Indian Labour to 
Australia’, South Asia: Journal of South Asian Studies 35, no. 3 (2012): 648–70, doi.org/10.1080/00856401.2011.64
9676; Malcolm Allbrook, ‘Letters Across the Indian Ocean: Imagining Empire in the Private Writing of the Prinsep 
Family, 1866–1922’, Studies in Western Australian History 28 (January 2013): 27–45.
15  Hall, Civilising Subjects, 27–28; Andrea Major, ‘“The Slavery of East and West”: Abolitionists and “Unfree” 
Labour in India, 1820–1833’, Slavery & Abolition 31, no. 4 (December 2010): 504, doi.org/10.1080/014403
9x.2010.521338.
16  Uren, Land Looking West, 5, 11; Appleyard and Manford, The Beginning, 44.
17  Stirling to Darling, 14 December 1826, HRA 1.
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But if the concern with free white labour in Stirling’s proposal reflected prevailing 
discourses about race and colonisation in the ‘ameliorative’ 1820s, it also addressed 
the fears Stirling had earlier expressed about free non-white labour and, earlier still, 
his appreciation of the efficiency of plantation labour. In 1807, two years after 
becoming a midshipman in the Royal Navy and when he was just 16 years old, 
Stirling travelled from Rio de Janeiro to Calcavados Mountain in Brazil over several 
days. The trip took place at the end of a four- or five-month stay at the Cape of 
Good Hope naval station, where he had accompanied his uncle Charles Stirling, 
temporarily commander-in-chief.18 Surveying the Portuguese colony, which by then 
held more enslaved people than any other in America, the young Stirling concluded 
in a naval report: ‘everything we beheld from this enchanted spot was a subject 
for witness and admiration’.19 Such accounts fed into broader debates about race, 
labour and enslavement among British elites, as both pro-slavery advocates and 
abolitionists looked to models of plantation labour outside the empire, including 
those incorporating ‘free’ indentured labourers.20 Latin America provided a useful 
example because of its climatic similarities to the West Indies, the vast scale 
of enslavement, and the political turmoil that led to new systems of labour and 
reconfigurations of race.

In 1817 Stirling again travelled to Latin America, reporting to the British Navy on 
his observations of Venezuela. The country was six years into a war for independence 
against Spain, led by Simon Bolivar, and colonial rule had broken down in many 
places. Stirling’s admiring description of Rio de Janeiro in 1807 was echoed in 
his complaint that the revolution in Venezuela had led to the ruin of ‘formerly 
many excellent plantations of cocoa, cotton and coffee’ and a rapid return ‘to the 
state of nature’.21 The revolution in Venezuela interested British observers because 
of its experimentation with slave emancipation, one of the principal subjects of 
Stirling’s report. The white independence insurgency had offered enslaved Africans 
emancipation in exchange for armed service. Stirling thought it a grave mistake: 
‘this step added strength to the party but destroyed its respectability’. By arming the 
formerly enslaved the insurgents were ‘hastening their own destruction’ and it could 
only be by some ‘fortunate chance’ that they would ‘avert the storm which they 
themselves have raised by arming the blacks’.22 The argument was consistent with 
both abolitionist and pro-slavery claims about race in this period that held that, as 

18  Roger Morriss, ‘Charles Stirling (1760–1833)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (hereafter ODNB), 
accessed 10 October 2021, www.oxforddnb.com; Statham-Drew, James Stirling, 17.
19  James Stirling, ‘Report, by J Stirling, to a trip from Rio de Janeiro to Calcavados Mountain, 1807’, in ‘The 
Stirling reports and other key documents’, compiled by Pamela Statham-Drew, QB/STI, State Library of Western 
Australia (hereafter SLWA), Perth, Western Australia.
20  Drescher, Mighty Experiment, 108–9.
21  James Stirling, ‘The South American Report 1817’, in ‘The Stirling Reports and Other Key Documents’, 
compiled by Pamela Statham-Drew, QB/STI, SLWA.
22  Stirling, ‘South American Report’, QB/STI, SLWA.
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Seymour Drescher writes, enslaved Africans were ‘savages’, who had been ‘debased 
by both superstition and enslavement’; any abrupt realisation of freedom would 
reveal the inherent ‘indolence and licentiousness’ of people of colour.23

Anxieties about race and consequent attempts to categorise and spatially separate 
people drove a detailed proposal for colonisation Stirling authored with pro-slavery 
advocate Major Thomas Moody two years before the Colonial Office agreed to 
establish a colony on the west coast of Australia.24 Once again Indian labour figured 
in a Stirling proposal, this time as an imported form of imperial production. Moody 
and Stirling envisioned for Western Australia three classes of labour, physically 
divided: convicts, indentured Irish paupers, and ‘half castes from India, Chinese & 
others, who may be induced to settle in the hotter climates of the territory, to raise 
cotton, &c.’. The pair favoured a model of private settlement under the auspice of 
an association like that used to establish the North American colonies Pennsylvania 
and Georgia.25 Lydon argues that their proposal exemplified the way ‘categories 
and practices developed in the context of Caribbean slavery’ were translated into 
new ‘arguments against free labour and the advocacy of racial, as well as class, 
labour hierarchies’, and observes that Moody was inspired by Johannes van den 
Bosch’s ‘notoriously harsh’ Cultivation System, developed in the Netherlands, and 
subsequently imposed upon the Javanese.26

Indentured Asian plantation labour provided an alternative, improved model for 
imperial expansion in Stirling and Moody’s schema. While critical reports of the 
British use of non-white labour in the Indian Ocean were circulating by the end of 
the 1820s, the missionary and abolitionist press gave these reports minimal attention 
and maintained a distinction between it and West Indian slavery in line with William 
Wilberforce’s claim that the condition of the British Indian labouring class was ‘as 
comfortable as laws could make it, or as could be expected or desired’.27 Concerns 
about Indian labour merely ‘haunted the peripheries of abolitionist debate throughout 
the 1820s’, rather than figured primarily within it, writes Andrea Major. Indeed, 
many abolitionists in the 1820s presented Indian labour as ‘free’, including via their 
campaigns for ‘free grown’ East Indian sugar, helping the East India Company to 
successfully negotiate India’s omission from the Slavery Abolition Act 1833.28

23  Drescher, Mighty Experiment, 108.
24  Thomas Moody had served on the commission of enquiry into the condition of slaves in the West Indies, 
concluding that labour in tropical environments should be performed by non-white people under a coercive regime. 
He had extensive plantations throughout the West Indies. Lydon, ‘A Secret Longing’, 194, 206–7; Anita Rupprecht, 
‘“When he gets among his countrymen, they tell him that he is free”: Slave Trade Abolition, Indentured Africans 
and a Royal Commission’, Slavery & Abolition 33, no. 3 (2012), 435–55, doi.org/10.1080/0144039x.2012.668300; 
‘Lieutenant Colonel Thomas Moody’, Legacies of British Slavery database (hereafter LBS), accessed 18 October 
2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/6650. 
25  By the time Stirling and Moody wrote, Pennsylvania had abolished slavery; slavery was still at the ‘crux’ of 
Georgia’s economy. Jill Lapore, These Truths: A History of the United States (New York: W.W. Norton, 2018), 51, 
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27  Wilberforce in Major, ‘The Slavery of East and West’, 515, 502–4.
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The Colonial Office did not support Stirling and Moody’s proposal, most likely 
because they viewed it as unreasonably balanced in favour of private interests in 
India. Privately, Secretary of State for the Colonies William Huskisson told his 
Under-Secretary Robert Hay that he would have ‘no objection’ to the East India 
Company funding a colony along those lines, but that Britain would not do so. In 
the end, the Colonial Office opted for a model that made the Swan River the first 
British settler colony to be funded by private capital under a land-grant system and 
government control.29

Race and labour in Stirling’s post-colonisation 
proposals
While the Colonial Office refused to encourage a segregated plantation society, 
Stirling continued to support the importation of Indian and Chinese labour to 
Western Australia on contracts of indenture under private investment schemes until 
he left the colony in 1839. These efforts continued to transpose the racial categories 
and imperatives of West Indian plantation society onto west coast Australia, while 
reasserting the absolute distinction of contracted labour from slavery. At least two 
attempts were made by private investors, including Stirling’s father-in-law, James 
Mangles, and associate Charles Prinsep, to import Indian and Chinese labour in 
small numbers into Western Australia during Stirling’s governorship.30 In 1836, 
and under increasing pressure from colonists experiencing labour shortages, Stirling 
wrote to the new Secretary of State for the Colonies, Lord Glenelg, again proposing 
labourers from Bengal and China be introduced into the Swan River with government 
support. Three years after the Slavery Abolition Act 1833, Stirling framed the venture 
in explicitly anti-slavery terms; it would not only provide the colony with cheap 
labour and support private investment, but undercut the American cotton industry, 
where enslavement was widespread.

If intertropical products could be raised in Western Australia at a lower rate than in 
other countries … HMG [Her Majesty’s Government] would thereby acquire the 
power of putting an end to the slave trade. As long as that evil is productive of profits, 
no extinction will be accomplished by treaty, but … the irresistible arguments of 
prices will put an end to these evils without further discussion.31

29  Lydon, ‘A Secret Longing’, 197–198; ‘no objection’ quoted in Statham-Drew, James Stirling, 100–01, 104; 
Lydon, Anti-Slavery and Australia, 73.
30  South Australian Record, 8 November 1837, 10; Uren, Land Looking West, 252; Statham-Drew, James Stirling, 
348–49.
31  James Stirling to Lord Glenelg, 29 August 1836, in Statham-Drew, James Stirling, 304.
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Stirling’s emphasis on free-market capitalism as a means of supporting free imperial 
labour allied him with abolitionists drawing on the work of Adam Smith.32 
He  assured the Colonial Office that Asian labour would be introduced ‘under 
the auspices of British capital and management’. While the British Government 
would not be required to organise the migration of labour, it would be overseen 
by the same principles of racial categorisation, social separation and discipline that 
had been established in the West Indies. These elements would be supported by 
low wages, preventing workers from exercising freedom to move and retaining 
the entrepreneurial plantation model of high profits. He told the Colonial Office: 
‘Indian peasants from the upper provinces of Bengal could be obtained at monthly 
wages of four rupees and 60 lbs of rice etc’.33 In this way, Stirling distinguished the 
labour he proposed to draw on from slavery by emphasising its exchange for regular 
wages, while at the same time asserting that the scheme would be a more effective 
expropriation of labour than American slavery. Heather Cateau, while noting that 
indenture and enslavement were ‘qualitatively different’ systems, argues that they 
were both ‘designed to meet the needs of the plantation system’, and therefore drove 
down conditions for workers who were racially and ethnically different.34 Stirling’s 
proposal shows how these needs could be addressed in the post-emancipation era 
and in the language of emancipation.

Similar schemes, estimating comparably lowly wages and spruiking contracts of 
indenture, were circulating in other Australian colonies at this time.35 Since Hugh 
Tinker’s notable description of indenture as a ‘new form of slavery’, historians 
have established a more complex, geographically diverse context for Indian Ocean 
labour during the early nineteenth century.36 In a point of distinction from the West 
Indies, writes Major, colonial India was shaped by a complex dynamic of obligation, 
servitude and coercion, which meant that almost no form of labour was entirely 
‘free’.37 This was further complicated by the fact that ‘freedom’ and ‘unfreedom’ did 
not translate easily from the British elites debating imperial labour to the Indian 
peasantry, and also that there was a degree of agency involved in Indian labour 
migration in the early nineteenth century not experienced in West India.38 Stirling 

32  Lydon, Anti-Slavery and Australia, 67–68.
33  Stirling in Statham-Drew, James Stirling, 304. 
34  Heather Cateau, ‘Re-examining the Labour Matrix in the British Caribbean 1750 to 1850’, in Emancipation 
and the Remaking of the British Imperial World, ed. Catherine Hall, Nicholas Draper and Keith McClelland 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2014), 99, doi.org/10.7228/manchester/9780719091834.001.0001.
35  ‘Colonial Politics: Immigration from India’, Colonist (Sydney), 21 September 1837, 1; The Sydney Herald, 
18 September 1840, 2.
36  Hugh Tinker, A New System of Slavery: The Export of Indian Labour Overseas, 1830–1920 (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1974).
37  Major, ‘The Slavery of East and West’, 504.
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Labour Diaspora’, South Asian Studies 33, no.1 (2017): 7, 17–18.
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urged Colonial Secretary Lord Glenelg to ‘at least have surveys undertaken of the 
northern districts and experiment with crops grown by Bengalese or Chinese labour’, 
but once again the Colonial Office was reluctant.39

On leaving the office of governor, Stirling made one final plea for the importation 
of ‘free’ Indian Ocean labour. In his last report to the Colonial Office, Stirling 
reminded them of his 1836 dispatch in which he ‘had the honour to submit 
certain propositions connected with the growth of cotton and sugar in the northern 
regions of this colony, by means of free labour, to be procured from Hindostan, or 
the neighbouring islands in the Malay Archipelago’. With the colony struggling 
to secure new migrants and labour shortages continuing, Stirling suggested that 
the British public’s view of the colony would be ‘gradually enhanced’ the more 
such schemes were ‘considered and examined’. But Stirling was careful to note that 
these migration arrangements should ‘arise out of private adventure’.40 Stirling’s 
views were shared by others at this time, such as Edward Gibbon Wakefield, whose 
theories on systematic colonisation were gaining purchase in London. Such ideas 
provided the groundwork for a scheme for importing Indian indentured labour 
being developed at the time by a London firm, the Western Australian Company 
(WAC). Named Australind (a  word bridging ‘Australia’ and ‘India’), the private 
investment settlement planned to import Indian labour on a large scale. In an 
appeal to investors, WAC spokesperson Henry Chapman used Stirling’s words 
from his 1839 report to the Colonial Office: the WAC would import ‘free labour 
[from] Hindostan, or the neighbouring islands of the Malay archipelago’. These 
‘free’ workers would cultivate labour-intensive plantation crops, such as cotton, rice 
and tobacco. The WAC directors—among whom were a Mangles brother-in-law 
and Wakefield himself—agreed to purchase the land from Stirling personally, at a 
moment when he was trying to raise funds.41

Indeed, these plans and proposals—while formulated and positioned to appeal to 
British concerns about labour, race and the limits of government involvement in 
colonisation—also had a strong biographical basis for Stirling. In the next section, 
this article will provide an overview of Stirling’s familial and personal links to 
Atlantic slavery, before returning to the ways that this family history may have 
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shaped Stirling’s proposals for the colonisation of Western Australia. This discussion 
draws on an expanding secondary literature on Scottish merchants, planters and 
firms who contributed to enslavement in Britain’s colonies.42

Tobacco in Glasgow
James Stirling’s four great-grandfathers, both his grandfathers, his father and he 
himself derived material benefit and professional advancement from British slavery, 
yet this has just begun to be noticed.43 On the Scottish side, about which this article 
is principally concerned, proceeds from this colonial trade formed the backbone 
of vast wealth and social prominence, further elevating the Stirling family who 
already enjoyed extensive landed wealth.44 Two of James Stirling’s great-grandfathers 
were major figures in the voluminous commerce that opened between Glasgow 
and Britain’s North American and Caribbean slave-colonies following the Act of 
Union 1707. Between 1735 and 1771, Glasgow’s foreign trade expanded tenfold, 
transforming the city and prompting celebratory accounts of Stirling’s ancestors.45 
Exports were dominated by linens, calico, cambric, cotton and woollen textiles, and 
soap, and imports by two big ticket items: tobacco and sugar. In 1772 more than 
half of all British imports of American tobacco were received by Glasgow, most of 
which was re-exported across Europe.46
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In the early eighteenth century, Stirling’s paternal great-grandfathers Andrew 
Buchanan (1690–1759) and John Stirling (1677–1736) become early leaders in 
the tobacco importation trade, forming an elite, active in civic politics, known 
as the ‘tobacco lords’ or ‘Virginian dons’.47 A 1736 account lists the men among 
the approximately 100 Glasgow merchants trading with ‘Virginea, Carriby 
Islands, Barbadoes, New England, St. Christophers, Monserat, and other colonies 
in America’.48 These 100 merchants represented around 30 distinct families of 
brothers and sons, including those of Buchanan and Stirling, and contained many 
intermarriages. Indeed, James Stirling’s grandparents were Buchanan’s daughter 
Mary (1730–1806) and Stirling’s son William (1717–1777). When Mary and 
William’s son Andrew married, it was to his cousin Anna Stirling, their grandfathers 
having been brothers and business partners in the tobacco trade.49 While John 
Stirling’s merchant ships travelled between Glasgow, Barbados and London, Andrew 
Buchanan focused on Virginia.50 At least one nineteenth-century account shows 
that by the 1730s Buchanan was amongst the largest importers of Virginian tobacco 
into Glasgow. Being ‘among the first to take advantage of the opening Virginia 
trade’, one history explains, Buchanan accrued ‘double profits’ of the outward and 
inward trade, enabling him to acquire a ‘large fortune in a few years’.51 But it was the 
purchase of land and property that secured this wealth and status for generations. 
T. M. Devine cites Buchanan as someone who successfully ‘infiltrated’ the Scottish 
ruling classes via tobacco.52 His eighteenth-century land purchases created material 
legacies that remain today, including Buchanan and Virginia streets in Glasgow. 

47  Andrew Buchanan married twice: first to Mary Montgomerie (b. c. 1700) and then to Elizabeth Binning. John 
Stirling married Isobella Hunter, whose family was in the colonial trade. James Stirling’s father Andrew would go 
into a business partnership with the Hunters in 1786 to form Stirling, Hunter & Co. John Stirling was a Glasgow 
bailie in 1716 and 1724 and the Provost of Glasgow from 1728 to 1730. Andrew Buchanan was Provost of Glasgow 
in 1740, having been Dean of the Guild in 1728 and 1729. George Stewart, Curiosities of Glasgow Citizenship, as 
exhibited chiefly in the business career of its commercial aristocracy (Glasgow: James Maclehose, 1881), 123; Devine, 
Tobacco Lords, 13, 24; Robert Renwick, History of Glasgow, vol. 3 (Glasgow: Maclehose, Jackson, 1921), 237.
48  John M’Ure, A View of the City of Glasgow, or, an account of its origin, rise and progress, with a more particular 
description thereof than has hitherto been known (Glasgow: James Duncan, 1736), 207–9.
49  John’s brother Walter Stirling (1686–1732), also named in this list of colonial traders and a partner in the 
tobacco firm, the Donald Group, was Anna Stirling’s grandfather. Andrew’s brother Archibald Buchanan (d. 1761) 
was a Virginian merchant and founder of the Glasgow Arms Bank. He married Martha Murdoch, daughter of 
provost and tobacco merchant Peter Murdoch, with whom Andrew Buchanan established the Ship Bank. Martha 
and Archibald’s daughter Mary married Alexander Speirs, another Virginian merchant from a family dominant in 
the Glasgow trade. ‘Leeper & Stirling Family Trees’, accessed 23 July 2021, www-leeper.ch.cam.ac.uk/FamilyTree/; 
‘Mount Vernon’, Annan et al., Old Country Houses, lxxvi; M’Ure, A View of the City, 207–9; Glasgow Courier 
(United Kingdom), 19 April 1794; Devine, Tobacco Lords, 62. 
50  To transport tobacco between ports John Stirling operated at least two vessels: the Caledon, which in 1735 
was noted transporting goods from Glasgow to London, and the Triton, which in that same year was destined for 
Barbados. On its trip to the Caribbean, the Triton was mastered by Walter Stirling; this might have been John’s 
brother, Anna Stirling’s grandfather, or his son Walter Stirling (1714–1758), who died on the Cape Coast of Ghana. 
Gibson, History of Glasgow, 210.
51  Renwick, History of Glasgow, 240; Hugh Thomas, The Slave Trade: The History of the Atlantic Slave Trade 
1440–1870 (London: Macmillan, 1997), 293.
52  Devine, Tobacco Lords, 24; Hamilton, Scotland, the Caribbean, 11–15.
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Buchanan’s ‘Virginia Mansion’ was reputedly the ‘grandest house yet built by a 
Glasgow tobacco lord’.53 In 1735 he purchased the magnificent Drumpellier estate, 
rich in coal deposits, which would become James Stirling’s childhood home.54

Historians of Britain’s empire have in recent years drawn attention to the centrality 
of networks of kinship in facilitating colonial expansion, enslavement and trade.55 
Douglas Hamilton writes of a ‘lattice of personal financial and mercantile connections’ 
connecting Scottish slave-owners, and Devine describes ‘one massive and extended 
kinship group’. Intermarriage was the primary method for capital consolidation in 
an industry hungry for long-term credit. It was also a way of preserving privilege 
for daughters.56 Exclusivity and intermarriage prevented new entrants to the trade, 
reducing competition and further consolidating wealth. Between 1728 and 1773, 
the number of Glasgow tobacco firms reduced by two-fifths down to 38 firms, 
despite the trade expanding tenfold. By way of example, Buchanan invested in 
Spiers, Bowman and Co., a rival tobacco firm, and had strong business links with 
the Cunninghames, who in the 1730s began purchasing plantations in Jamaica 
and were major beneficiaries of compensation in 1833.57 By the time William 
Cunninghame died in 1789, he was said to own one of the ‘finest houses in the west 
of Scotland’. This was purchased by John Stirling’s son’s William—James Stirling’s 
grandfather—another measure of the family’s wealth.58 The names of this small 
merchant elite—Spiers, Bogle, Murdoch, Hamilton, Cunninghame and Hunter 
among them—constitute the branches of James Stirling’s family tree.

53  Buchanan bequeathed a two-acre Glasgow site to his son George, ‘one of the most considerable traders in North 
Britain’. Renwick, History of Glasgow, 240–42; Buchanan, Notes on the Members, 60; Devine, Tobacco Lords, 18–22.
54  Andrew Buchanan bought Drumpellier from the Coloquohouns, themselves colonial merchants. Andrew 
Buchanan bequeathed Drumpellier to his son James Buchanan, twice Provost of Glasgow, who continued his 
father’s trade but was ruined in 1777 after American independence and forced to sell Drumpellier to his nephew, 
James Stirling’s father. Family members travelled to America after the war to reclaim their plantations, recovering 
much of the family’s fortune. Devine, ‘Glasgow Colonial Merchants’, 264; Stewart, Curiosities of Glasgow, 126; 
Devine, Tobacco Lords, 23–24; Renwick, History of Glasgow, 218.
55  Alan Lester, Imperial Networks: Creating Identities in Nineteenth Century South Africa and Britain (London: 
Routlege, 2001), doi.org/10.4324/9780203995723; Zoë Laidlaw, Colonial Connections, 1815–45: Patronage, 
the Information Revolution and Colonial Government (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2005), doi.
org/10.7765/9781847794406; Kate Barclay, Love, Intimacy and Power: Marriage and Patriarchy in Scotland, 1650–
1850 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2011), doi.org/10.7765/9781847794215; Stephen Mullen, ‘The 
Great Glasgow West India House of John Campbell, senior, & Co.’, in Devine, Recovering Scotland’s Slavery Past, 
124–44. 
56  Hamilton, Scotland, the Caribbean, 85; Devine, Tobacco Lords, 3, 11; Devine, ‘An Eighteenth-Century Business 
Elite’, 47.
57  Andrew Buchanan and William Cunninghame/Cunningham (d. 1765) were partners in the King Street 
Sugar House. This William Cunningham was listed in the Jamaican Quit Rent books for 1754 as the owner of 
1,534 acres of land in Westmoreland, Jamaica. His grandson, William Cunninghame, was the beneficiary with 
three trustees of compensation for 185 enslaved people on Jamaica’s Westmoreland Grandvale estate for £3,278. 
Seventy-one individual Cunningham/es are listed in the LBS database. Price, ‘The Rise of Glasgow’, 191; ‘William 
Cunningham 10th of Craigends’, LBS, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2146650405 and ‘William Cunninghame 
14th of Craigends’, LBS, accessed 14 September 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2146631123. 
58  Stewart, Curiosities of Glasgow Citizenship, 194–95; Devine, Tobacco Lords, 4.
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Glasgow trade in the Americas
The rapid growth in Scottish trade during the middle decades of the eighteenth 
century, fuelled by European demand for tobacco, stimulated purchases of enslaved 
people and supported Britain’s colonisation of Chesapeake Bay. A century later, 
James Stirling would seek to emulate the use of non-white labour to support British 
agriculture and land occupation in Western Australia. Tobacco from Virginia was 
almost entirely produced by enslaved Africans and the first 50 years of Glasgow–
Virginian trade coincided with the tenfold growth in the purchase of Africans in 
British North America. Approximately 40,000 enslaved Africans were shipped in 
British vessels to Virginia, Maryland and the Carolinas in the 1730s alone, four 
times as many as the 1720s. By 1750, more people were enslaved on the Chesapeake 
than anywhere else in continental North America.59 As historians have noted, the 
enslavement of Africans in the Chesapeake was in large part produced by a thriving 
British economy, which not only drove demand for plantation produce but also 
increased the cost of the indentured European (including Scottish) labour that 
planters had previously drawn on.60

In 1750, Andrew Buchanan was one of six founders of the Ship Bank, Glasgow’s 
first merchant bank, which accelerated Glasgow’s Atlantic trade by giving 
merchants access to a larger pool of capital.61 In 1735, Andrew Buchanan owned 
at least five vessels transporting goods between North America, London, the 
West Indies and Glasgow.62 But Buchanan did more than transport, store and sell 
Virginian tobacco—within Virginia, he owned ‘extensive’ tobacco plantations and 

59  Herbert S. Klein, The Atlantic Slave Trade (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 43, doi.org/ 
10.1017/CBO9780511779473; Richard Dunn, A Tale of Two Plantations: Slave Life and Labor in Jamaica and 
Virginia (New York: Harvard University Press, 2014), 3, doi.org/10.4159/harvard.9780674735620; Devine, 
Tobacco Lords, v–vi; Thomas, The Slave Trade, 247.
60  The growth of the English ‘slaving fleet’ servicing the West Indies also propelled the expansion of African 
slavery in the North American colonies during this period. Klein, Atlantic Slave Trade, 43; Hamilton, Scotland, the 
Caribbean, 2.
61  The founders of the Ship Bank were Andrew Buchanan, William McDowall, Allan Dreghorn, Robert Dunlop, 
Colin Dunlop and Alexander Houston. Houston & Co., established by James Milliken and William McDowall, 
was the first to introduce West Indian sugar into Glasgow in the 1600s. From this group, known partnerships 
with James Stirling’s father Andrew Stirling include those with the McDowalls and the Dunlops. Annan et al., Old 
Country Houses, n.p.; Devine, Tobacco Lords, 4–6; Devine, ‘Glasgow Colonial Merchants’, 219; Sir John Sinclair, 
Analysis of the Statistical Account of Scotland (Edinburgh: William Tait, 1831), 209–10; Mitchell, Old Glasgow Essays, 
377; Hamilton, Scotland, the Caribbean, 85. The Ship Bank was acquired by the Union Bank of Scotland in 1843 
and later absorbed by the Bank of Scotland, which does not acknowledge its link to slavery business on its website. 
‘About Bank of Scotland: Over 300 Years of Expertise in Scotland’, Bank of Scotland, accessed 14 October 2021, 
www.bankofscotland.co.uk.
62  The five Clyde vessels that Andrew Buchanan was recorded as owning in 1735 were the Buchanan and 
Virginia, both destined for London; the Glasgow, destined for Virginia; and the Argyle and Prince William, destined 
for Antigua and Jamaica respectively. Gibson, History of Glasgow, 210; Price, ‘The Rise of Glasgow’, 180. 
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‘large numbers’ of enslaved people.63 In 1742, the captain of Buchanan’s vessel Vernon 
purchased 18 enslaved women in Barbados, transporting the surviving 17 to the 
Upper James River, Virginia. Buchanan was probably trying to increase his holdings 
of enslaved people by introducing women of child-bearing age.64 Buchanan’s sons 
George and James appear to have expanded the firm’s involvement in transporting 
enslaved Africans.65

Although tobacco cultivated by enslaved people was Andrew Buchanan’s major 
source  of wealth, he also benefited from West Indian enslavement through the 
importation of sugar. From the 1600s West Indian sugar importers constituted 
another merchant elite in Glasgow, later overlapping with the tobacco lords.66 
Glasgow import records for 1771–72 show that, after tobacco, sugar was the second 
largest item and came from Antigua, Granada, Jamaica, Nevis, St Christopher and 
St Vincent. The sugar and tobacco traders were sometimes directly entwined; vessels 
leaving the Clyde to collect tobacco might collect sugar from the West Indies.67 Once 
in Glasgow, West Indian raw sugar was stored, boiled, and distilled to make rum 
or refined to make table sugar, which was then exported. To undertake this work, 
Buchanan established the King’s Street Sugar House on his Glasgow tenement with 
fellow tobacco lords Peter Murdoch and William Cunninghame, and also the Port 
Glasgow Sugar House, again in partnership with Cunninghame. These two houses 
represented one-quarter of the sugar houses established in Glasgow between 1760 
and 1810. Devine notes that Glasgow merchants effectively acted as selling agents 
for West Indian planters, overseeing the buying, selling and financing of sugar in 
Britain and thus establishing strong relationships of trust and understanding with 
planters, once again consolidated by kinship ties, or ‘clannishness’.68 When the 
tobacco trade was severed by the American War of Independence in the 1770s, 

63  The plantations were bequeathed to Andrew Buchanan’s sons George (1728–1762) and James (1726–1786). 
‘Drumpellier’ and ‘Mount Vernon’, Annan et al., Old Country Houses, xxxvi, lxxvi; Mitchell, Old Glasgow Essays, 
16–17; ‘Collection details’, Drumpellier Estate Papers, 1560–1961, GB 1778/U1, North Lanarkshire Council 
Archives, United Kingdom; ‘Andrew Buchanan’, Scotland and Atlantic Slavery, accessed 26 September 2021, 
scotlandandslavery.wordpress.com.
64  ‘Intra-American’, Voyage ID 101203, SlaveVoyages, accessed 17 June 2021, www.slavevoyages.org/american/
database; Thomas, The Slave Trade, 258–59; Klein, Atlantic Slave Trade, 162–63. 
65  In the decade after Andrew Buchanan died, at least five further transatlantic voyages transporting hundreds, 
possibly thousands, of people were associated with these sons. Douglas Hamilton notes that the sons’ firm 
transported enslaved Africans to Maryland and Kingston. ‘Trans-Atlantic’, Voyage 24019 and Voyage 24552, 
SlaveVoyages, accessed 14 October 2021, slavevoyages.org; Hamilton, Scotland, the Caribbean, 99.
66  Of the approximately 80 Glasgow men who imported slave-produced sugar, rum and cotton from the West 
Indies between 1750 and 1815, around half had family connections within the trade. Devine, ‘Eighteenth-Century 
Business Elite’, 42, 47, 53. 
67  Gibson, History of Glasgow, 220–22; Devine, Tobacco Lords, 62; Devine, ‘Eighteenth-Century Business Elite’, 41.
68  M’Ure describes King’s Street Sugar House as a set of ‘stately and lofty buildings’, comprised of ‘a large court, 
high and low apartments, cellars, store houses, distilling-houses, and all other conveniences’, situated on Buchanan’s 
tenement. Hamilton, Scotland, the Caribbean, 5; Gibson, History of Glasgow, 222–32; Devine, Tobacco Lords, 36–38; 
M’Ure, A View of the City, 131, 229; Devine, ‘Eighteenth-Century Business Elite’, 49.
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colonial merchants in Glasgow gave more attention to the West Indies, redeploying 
an infrastructure, set of networks and skills refined in Virginia, a pivot that was 
supported by British naval victories against France and Spain in the West Indies.69

Textiles
The purchase, manufacture and sale of Scottish textiles in the eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries was intertwined with British imperial trade and slavery. This 
has not been drawn out in accounts of James Stirling or his immediate ancestors, 
who instead have been depicted as promoters of a native Scottish trade, which they 
took to London when they established the first house for the sale of Scottish goods 
on commission, as was consistent with their ‘Scotsman’s pride’.70 Restoring this 
colonial context highlights connections between the family’s trade in tobacco, sugar 
and textiles. James Stirling’s grandfather William Stirling (1717–1777) embodied 
this continuum: like his father John Stirling and father-in-law Andrew Buchanan, 
he was an importer of Virginian tobacco, before establishing one of Glasgow’s largest 
textile companies, William Stirling and Sons, after John’s brother introduced him 
to the trade. Celebratory accounts credit William Stirling with opening Glasgow 
to new markets after the collapse of Virginian tobacco, but for many years the 
commodities were two sides of the same coin. Linen and cotton were the major 
commodities traded for tobacco, supplemented where necessary with Manchester 
textiles throughout the 60 years of that trade.71 Infrastructure established by the 
tobacco lords proved crucial to the ‘spectacular expansion’ in Glasgow’s textile trades 
in the second half of the eighteenth century.72

The East India Company’s monopoly on Indian cotton and Britain’s Calico Acts 
of 1700 and 1721 allowed James Stirling’s grandfather William to take advantage of 
cheap labour costs in India, from where the family first purchased their unprinted 
textiles. The prohibition within these Acts on the importation of printed Indian 
cloth into Britain enabled William to avoid direct competition with India’s 
textile printers, a situation that historians have argued contributed to the ‘great 
divergence’ in living standards that emerged between Europe and Asia over the 

69  Renwick, History of Glasgow, 293; Mitchell, Old Glasgow Essays, 377.
70  Renwick, History of Glasgow, 301; Statham-Drew, James Stirling, 2–6; Mitchell, Old Glasgow Essays, 4.
71  Devine, Tobacco Lords, 38–39, 58; Bourne, English Merchants, 177–79; Mitchell, Old Glasgow Essays, 10, 378; 
Alastair J. Durie, The Scottish Linen Industry in the Eighteenth Century (Edinburgh: John Donald, 1979), 152.
72  Devine, ‘Eighteenth-Century Business Elite’, 40.
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eighteenth century.73 By 1750 William had established his own printing works in 
Dalsholm, outside of Glasgow, and in 1770 shifted this operation to the remote 
Leven valley where ‘wages would be low, for work was scarce’.74 The print fields of 
William Stirling and Sons became renowned for their effective bleaching, dying and 
printing by drawing on foreign innovations such as the use of sulphuric acid from 
the Netherlands and Turkey Red dye from India. The manufacture of textiles was 
notoriously dangerous and poorly paid and William Stirling and Sons deployed 
government anti-combination laws to see attempts at collective action land their 
workers in prison.75

The rise of William Stirling and Sons in the second half of the eighteenth century 
took place as the West Indies supplanted North America as the main trading site 
for Glasgow’s textiles. Between 1785 and 1800, Scottish imports of West Indian 
raw cotton more than tripled, a significant portion of which came from Jamaica, 
then Britain’s most lucrative slave colony.76 Once refined, bleached, printed or 
manufactured in Glasgow, linens, cambrics, calicoes, wool and cottons were 
exported to the West Indies, North America and Ireland, with the West Indies also 
dominating the export trade. Alastair J. Durie estimates that between 1765 and 
1795, Scottish textile exports to Jamaica expanded tenfold, with around 150,000 
yards of linen, a  relatively refined textile, exported from Glasgow to Jamaica in 
1771–72. Observing the vigorous textile trade between Glasgow and Jamaica, 
Hamilton points out that much of it was comprised of the coarse osnaburg textile 
used to clothe Jamaica’s burgeoning population of enslaved people.77

By the time William Stirling died in 1777, William Stirling and Sons was bequeathed 
to three sons: Andrew (1751–1823), James Stirling’s father; John (1752–1811) and 
James (1760–1822). The family’s fortune was enhanced by strategic marriages, with 

73  Stephen Broadberry and Bishnupriya Gupta, ‘The Early Modern Great Divergence: Wages, Prices and Economic 
Development in Europe and Asia, 1500–1800’, Economic History Review 59 (2006): 2–31; Mitchell, Old Glasgow 
Essays, 4, 291–92; Renwick, History of Glasgow, 300, 306; Stephen Broadberry and Bishnupriya Gupta, ‘Lancashire, 
India, and Shifting Competitive Advantage in Cotton Textiles, 1700–1850: The Neglected Role of Factor Prices’, 
Economic History Review 62, no.2 (2009): 279–305, doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0289.2008.00438.x; Jonathan P. Eacott, 
‘Making an Imperial Compromise: The Calico Acts, the Atlantic Colonies, and the Structure of the British Empire’, 
The William and Mary Quarterly 69, no. 4 (2012): 731–62, doi.org/10.5309/willmaryquar.69.4.0731; Durie, Scottish 
Linen Industry, 55, 88.
74  Mitchell, Old Glasgow Essays, 5.
75  Only two years after William Stirling and Sons’ workers were imprisoned, Glasgow’s cotton spinners took 
the first steps to forming one of Scotland’s first trade unions. Lady Theresa Lewis, ed., Extracts from the Journal 
and Correspondence of Miss Berry, vol. 2 (London, 1865), 302–5, doi.org/10.1093/nq/s3-viii.197.299e; Morning 
Chronicle (United Kingdom), 3 March 1803, 3; T. C. Smout, A History of the Scottish People 1560–1830 (Suffolk: 
Collins, 1969), 385; Hamilton, Scotland, the Caribbean, 16.
76  Durie, Scottish Linen Industry, 152; Devine, Tobacco Lords, 44; Broadberry and Gupta, ‘Lancashire, India’, 
284; Gibson, History of Glasgow, 218–20; Klein, Atlantic Slave Trade, 43; Sven Beckert, ‘Emancipation and Empire: 
Reconstructing the Worldwide Web of Cotton Production in the Age of the American Civil War’, The American 
Historical Review 109, no. 5 (2004): 1405–38, doi.org/10.1086/530931; Renwick, History of Glasgow, 306–10.
77  Durie, Scottish Linen Industry, 152–53; Hamilton, Scotland, the Caribbean, 15; Gibson, History of Glasgow, 
222–32.
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all three marrying within the tobacco aristocracy.78 As mentioned, William’s eldest son 
Andrew married his cousin Anna Stirling (1762–1830); they would become parents 
of the future Governor James Stirling. Anna’s father Sir Walter Stirling (1718–1786) 
was also the son of a tobacco trader, Walter Stirling (1686–1732), and the nephew 
of John Stirling (1677–1736), James Stirling’s paternal great-grandfather. Sir Walter 
was a celebrated admiral in the Royal Navy who led the capture of Saint Eustatius 
from the Dutch West India Company in 1781. Anna’s mother was Dorothy Willing 
(1735–1782), daughter of Philadelphian mayor Charles Willing (1710–1754), 
whose mercantile house Willing and Morris transported enslaved Africans from 
Barbados and Charleston to North American ports on at least three occasions. The 
Willing–Stirling connection would endure; James Stirling’s brother John would 
marry Elizabeth Willing, daughter to the successor of Willing and Morris in 1811, 
and the couple would plan to emigrate to Western Australia in 1829.79

Under the ownership of Andrew and his brothers, William Stirling and Sons 
continued to operate in the colonial merchant trade, albeit while engaged in 
domestic industries including the manufacture of textiles, canal construction and 
coal extraction. This diversification functioned to buffer Andrew Stirling from the 
boom and busts of colonial trade in the early nineteenth century.80 Such upheavals 
followed Andrew’s 1786 move to London, where he described himself as a ‘factor’, 
buying, storing and selling Scottish textiles from a warehouse in Bow Church Yard. 
This relocation to the ‘fiercely competitive’ London factorage market was part of 
a broader movement of Scottish textile traders seeking to avoid the large commission 
added by English dealers on the export markets and hoping to influence government 
policy affecting foreign trade. The bulk of Scottish textiles traded through London 
at the end of the eighteenth century was destined for the export market, with most 
(62.8 per cent) going to the West Indies and much of the rest (25.7 per cent) going 
to North America.81

78  John Stirling (1752–1811) married Janet Bogle (1755–1822), who was the daughter of Virginia and West India 
trader George Bogle. Bogle, Scott & Co. owned the Mountraven plantation in Grenada. William Stirling and George 
Bogle had next-door town residences. James Stirling (1760–1822) married Margaret Murdoch (1762–?), a member of 
the Murdoch family with whom Andrew Buchanan established the King Street Sugar house. Andrew Stirling’s sister 
Agnes married Dugald Bannatyne, who became a principal advisor to Andrew Stirling in his merchant trade. ‘Leeper 
& Stirling Family Trees’, accessed 23 July 2021, www-leeper.ch.cam.ac.uk/FamilyTree/; ‘Drumpellier’, Annan et al., 
Old Country Houses, xxxvi; Devine, ‘Eighteenth-Century Business Elite’, 44; Stewart, Curiosities of Glasgow, 124.
79  John Stirling married Elizabeth Willing, daughter of Thomas Mayne Willing Esq, in Philadelphia, 4 February 
1816. The marriage followed John’s visit to the American Willings to ‘foster links between their highly successful 
mercantile business and the Stirling enterprises’, writes Statham-Drew, James Stirling, 20–21; Francis Drake, 
‘Willing, Thomas’, ‘Morris, Robert’, Dictionary of American Biography (Boston: JR Osgood and Co., 1874), 990, 
638; ‘Intra-American’, Voyage ID 100037, 107305, 107121, SlaveVoyages, accessed 10 March 2021, www.slave 
voyages.org/; ‘Marriages’, Scots Magazine (United Kingdom), 1 March 1816, 78.
80  Coal from Drumpellier paid £1,500 per annum in 1808. Two years later it was £5,000 to £6,000. Anna 
Stirling to John Stirling, 27 June 1808; Andrew Stirling to John Stirling, 2 December 1810, Pamela Statham-Drew 
papers, ACC 9631A-15, SLWA; Renwick, History of Glasgow, 282–83.
81  Durie, Scottish Linen Industry, 152–55; Bourne, English Merchants, 187–88; Leeds Intelligencer (United 
Kingdom), 20 May 1793, 2; ‘Advertisement and Notices’, Leeds Intelligencer (United Kingdom), 16 March 1801, 1.
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It is easy to lose sight of the relevance of colonial trade to the lives of captive Africans 
in the British West Indies, yet transactions involving cloth were instrumental to the 
slave economy and supplemented slave-owner power. In Douglas Hall’s In Miserable 
Slavery: Thomas Thistlewood in Jamaica, 1750–86, Thistlewood describes the vast 
quantities of osnaburg, brown linen and Russian drab that he intermittently ‘served 
out’ to those he enslaved. One evening they came as ‘a body, to ask me for clothes’, 
diarised Thistlewood.82 He made gifts of textiles to the enslaved women that he 
‘took to his bed’, including Phibbah. On one occasion Thistlewood noted giving her 
six pairs of shoes and ‘much cloth’. When ‘Jenny’ first attended his bed, Hall writes, 
the slave-owner ‘begun to shower her with gifts’, Thistlewood noting in his diary: 
‘2 yards of Brown ‘onabrig [osnaburg], 4 bitts; 4 yards of striped Holland, 8 bitts; 
and an handkerchief, 3 bitts. Give them all to Jenny’. A few days later he gave her 
‘a blue bordered coat [and] a bordered zacca’, but after an argument, ‘took away 
from her, her necklace, bordered coat, &c.’. When Jenny had a son by Thistlewood, 
the single acknowledgement of his paternity was gifts, including cloth.83

Though no known account of Andrew Stirling or his governor son acknowledges 
it, there is evidence that Andrew Stirling traded large quantities of textile with 
Jamaica between 1786 and 1808, supporting and profiting from slave-owners such 
as Thistlewood. From 1786 until at least 1794 Andrew Stirling was in partnership 
with Duncan Hunter, a relation via his grandmother Isobella Hunter. Family 
correspondence from 1788 shows Anna Stirling riven with concern for their 
finances, which were split between the London factorage business and William 
Stirling and Sons, telling her husband that a business partner ‘frightened me to 
death in expressing his fears about WS&S going on’.84 The stakes were high for 
the scale of their commerce underwrote a lavish lifestyle, conducted over multiple 
estates throughout Britain.85 A 1789 letter full of foreboding shows Anna Stirling 
anticipating the arrival of their ‘Jamaican partners’ and an ‘advocate’ on the same 
ship, to be met by Andrew Stirling’s financial agent and brother-in-law Dugald 
Bannatyne (1755–1842).86 The following year a sudden fall in produce prices in the 

82  Douglas Hall, In Miserable Slavery: Thomas Thistlewood in Jamaica, 1750–86 (London: Macmillan, 1989), 
130, 176, 225, 293. 
83  Hall, Miserable Slavery, 23–33, 51, 121, 225, 285.
84  Anna Stirling to Andrew Stirling, 11 May 1788, Statham-Drew papers, ACC 9631A, SLWA; The London 
Directory for the Year 1786 (London: W. Lowndes, 1786), 170; Wakefield’s Merchant and Tradesman’s General 
Dictionary for London, Westminster, Borough of Southwark and Twenty-Two Miles Circular from St Paul’s for the Year 
1794 (London: T. Davison, 1794), 294.
85  Anna Stirling was credited with introducing ‘a more extravagant style of living’ among Glasgow’s elite by starting 
a fashion for extra dinner courses at their Drumpellier estate around 1786. John Gordon, ed., The New Statistical 
Account of Scotland, v. 6 (Edinburgh: Blackwoods, 1845), 230.
86  Anna Stirling to William Stirling, 5 April 1798, The Stirling-Lenfestey letters, compiled by Pamela Statham-
Drew, MS0109A, University of Western Australia Special Collections (hereafter UWASC). With Agnes Stirling 
(1763–1848), Andrew Stirling’s sister, Dugald Bannatyne had two sons who formed a Glasgow firm that managed 
compensation claims in British Guiana in 1833. ‘D. Bannatyne’, LBS, accessed 14 March 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/
lbs/person/view/568505742.
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West Indian trade led to a loss of £95,000 to Stirling, Hunter & Company (more 
than £7.2 million in 2017 money). Yet such was the scale of Andrew Stirling’s trade 
that he was able to weather the loss. When finally processing his debts in 1808, five 
years after retiring, Andrew Stirling faced the detritus of his colonial trade: ‘claims 
& demands for difference on … transactions, brokerage, Navy Bills, interests &c 
&c’. He warned son William, soon to take over: ‘you know how much I have lost 
by Cross & Co …’, referring to a Glasgow–West Indian trader that owned the 
Montreuil estate in Grenada, recorded in 1835 as holding 144 enslaved people.87 
Andrew Stirling, with his brothers and business partner Duncan Hunter, also 
extended his family’s commerce in North American tobacco, cultivated by enslaved 
people. A 1799 court case, which reflected the breakdown of the Stirling–Hunter 
partnership, shows the four men attempting to sell coarse textiles to the New York 
market in order to purchase American tobacco.88

The failure of that North American venture and West Indian losses contributed 
to Andrew Stirling’s decision to retire in 1803, at which point he estimated that 
he owed £140,000 to his creditors. If he sold his Scottish estates, including James 
Stirling’s childhood home of Drumpellier, he could retain £120,000 after settling his 
debts.89 The eventual loss of Drumpellier in 1807, when James was 16 years old, 
was a watershed  moment for the Stirling family. Three generations of immensely 
profitable commerce across Britain’s empire, dependent in direct and indirect ways on 
the enslavement of Africans, had come to an end. The volatility of trades intertwined 
with British enslavement was a formative factor for a number of those who, like James 
Stirling, would turn from Britain’s ‘first empire’ to the Australasian colonies.90

New horizons
Indeed, what happened next is suggestive of the adaptability of imperial families, for 
the next generation of Stirlings looked squarely to Britain’s empire for new sources 
of wealth, even as the anti-slavery movement grew in strength in 1820s London and 
cast doubt on the imperial labour that would fuel it. The Stirling trajectory shows 
how racial configurations and inherited privileges sustaining Scottish merchant 
trade in the eighteenth century were redeployed for the nineteenth century. What 

87  Statham-Drew, James Stirling, 9; Andrew Stirling to William Stirling, 7 May 1808, Stirling-Lenfestey, 
MS0109A, UWASC; ‘Currency Converter: 1270–2017’, The National Archives, United Kingdom (hereafter TNA), 
accessed 20 October 2021, www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/currency/; Devine, ‘Eighteenth-Century Business Elite’, 
58; ‘Grenada 699 (Montreuil Estate)’, LBS, accessed 17 October 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/claim/view/11379.
88  ‘Hunter v Stirling’, TNA, C 12/247/27, accessed 17 October 2021, discovery.national archives.gov.uk/details/r/ 
C9549998.
89  ‘Stirling Hunter & Co’, Statham-Drew papers, ACC 9631A, SLWA; Norfolk Chronicle (United Kingdom), 
30 September 1797, 1.
90  Zoë Laidlaw and Georgina Arnott, ‘National Biographies and Transnational Lives: Tracing Connections 
between Slavery and Settler Colonialism’, this volume.
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the Stirlings retained were personal connections in commerce, government and 
the military, and these they used to excellent effect. In 1803, Stirling Brothers and 
Company was created under the management of Andrew Stirling’s eldest sons Walter 
and William, with the daughter of Glasgow tobacco merchant William Coates and 
niece to Dugald Bannantyne, Margaret Coates. The partnership with a woman was 
unusual, notwithstanding Coates was an older woman who lived with the family.91 
Described as ‘Manchester warehousemen’ in 1814 and ‘merchants, dealers and 
chapman’ in 1826, Stirling Brothers and Company underwent several transformations 
in personnel and business model during these years, making it difficult to discern all 
the commodities it traded. It is clear the firm traded in substantial volumes of textiles, 
which the Stirlings held in their London warehouse, and even traded into Virginia, 
presumably for tobacco or cotton.92 In 1813, Coates sold her share in the business to 
a third brother, John Stirling, whose marriage to the American Elizabeth Willing was 
noted earlier. John’s role in the business appears to have been procuring raw cotton 
from America and India.93 In 1819, William was bought out by his cousin Sir James 
Home, who resided in India, but in 1822 he too left the business.

By the time the company was listed as bankrupt in 1826, James Stirling’s brothers 
Walter and John were holding the fort. William and Walter, with their younger 
brother Charles, embarked on a new cotton-spinning operation in Manchester, 
which prospered until the American Civil War. Their cotton was almost certainly 
produced by enslaved Africans on American plantations, to which the family retained 
significant merchant connections via the Willings.94 Though the scale of the family’s 
interests in West India in the years leading up to abolition is not yet clear, the LBS 
database of British slave-owners shows that Walter Stirling was compensated £188 
for nine enslaved people in Barbados. He was also one of three people compensated 
£11,927 for 221 enslaved people on the Pin Green Field estate in Guiana. When the 
never-married Walter died in 1864 his personal estate of £60,000 passed to his sister 
Agnes, with an annuity of £200 given to ‘my daughter Harriet Lower’, who had 
been hitherto unacknowledged. Agnes herself died in 1873, leaving £70,000 as well 
as the portrait of her brother Governor James Stirling, which sits today in Western 
Australia’s Government House.95

91  ‘Stirling Brothers & Co’; William Stirling to John Stirling, 26 November 1806; Anna Stirling to John Stirling, 
27 June 1808, Statham-Drew papers, ACC 9631A, SLWA; ‘William Coats’, Stewart, Curiosities of Glasgow, n.p.
92  In 1816 the firm’s premises in London contained stock ‘not less than 200,000l’. London Gazette (United 
Kingdom), 3 April 1827, 788; London Gazette, 28 May 1814, 1126; London Gazette, 1 March 1831, 407; Morning 
Chronicle (United Kingdom), 24 October 1816, 4; Enquirer (Richmond, Virginia), 27 August 1819, 4.
93  Andrew Stirling to John Stirling, 19 April 1807; ‘Stirling Brothers & Co’, Statham-Drew papers, ACC 9631A, 
SLWA; Statham-Drew, James Stirling, 40.
94  London Gazette (United Kingdom), 14 August 1819, 1457; Morning Chronicle (United Kingdom), 9 January 
1822, 2; Statham-Drew, James Stirling, 40; Morning Post (United Kingdom), 29 July 1826, 2; ‘Stirling Brothers & 
Co’, Statham-Drew papers, ACC 9631A, SLWA.
95  ‘Walter Stirling’, LBS, accessed 20 October 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/1407; Statham-Drew, James 
Stirling, 540; Jeremy Martens, Government House and Western Australian Society, 1829–2010 (Perth: University of 
Western Australia Press, 2011).
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When James Stirling’s older brothers’ merchant house went bankrupt in 1826, 
his mother became ‘sick with worry’ about the family fortunes, since none of her 
younger sons appeared likely to earn enough to maintain the family in its accustomed 
manner. But from as early as 1803—when James was 12—the family had realised 
that James and his younger brothers would have ‘to earn their keep and help the 
family’.96 As the fifth son, James was trained from a young age for the Royal Navy, 
and two other sons were destined for roles in the British occupation of India and 
New South Wales.97 Three generations of merchant wealth had helped the Stirlings 
to become part of the British elite; this social standing, the family’s position within 
naval hierarchy, and the family’s still-significant wealth enabled the Stirling boys 
to be educated at elite schools and trained for positions of seniority within the 
British armed forces. James went to Westminster School, where he learnt Latin and 
Greek, and was first placed as a ‘young gentleman’ in the Royal Navy when he 
was just 10 years old under the watch of his maternal uncle Vice-Admiral Charles 
Stirling (1760–1833). Between 1803 and 1804 Charles Stirling was resident naval 
commissioner in Jamaica, at the same time as James entered the Royal Navy as a 
first-class volunteer on the storeship Camel, servicing British West India. In 1805 
Charles was promoted to rear-admiral and given command of a flagship vessel. He 
requested that James, now a midshipman, be transferred to it. In 1811 Charles was 
made commander-in-chief of the Jamaica station, and the following year James was 
appointed a Royal Navy captain in Jamaica. Biographer Statham-Drew observes 
that Charles’s ‘Jamaican post gave James opportunities not normally offered to such 
a junior officer’.98

James Stirling’s West Indian career
Stirling’s time as a Royal Navy captain stationed in Jamaica between 1812 and 1818 
coincided with a tumultuous period for the colony and its population, roughly 
90 per cent of which were enslaved Africans. The end of the slave trade in 1807 
produced new pressures for slave-owners and the fear of slave revolt shaped every 
aspect of Jamaica’s European society, prompting frequent requests for increased 
British military presence. The Royal Navy station in Jamaica acted as a ‘line of 
defence’ for the planters against the enslaved during this period.99 Stirling gave 
direct support to slave-owners in Jamaica as well as fulfilling this broader role. Over 
six years, he received at least six commissions, for which he was given extra pay, to 

96  Statham-Drew, James Stirling, 56, 12. 
97  James Stirling’s younger brother Edward was put through Haileybury College and became a Collector for the 
East India Company at Nursingpore. Brother Robert was part of a regiment that went to New South Wales and 
joined John Oxley on a mission to open the Hunter Valley. Statham-Drew, James Stirling, 40.
98  Statham-Drew, James Stirling, 12; Morriss, ‘Charles Stirling’, ODNB.
99  Paton in Arnott, ‘Commemorating James Stirling’; Trevor Burnard, Jamaica in the Age of Revolution (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania, 2020), 23–27, doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv11vc955; Hamilton, Scotland, the Caribbean, 34.
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chaperone merchant ships out of Jamaica and transport bullion into Jamaica. The 
Royal Gazette of Jamaica shows that planters wanted the Royal Navy to provide more 
frequent such escorts during this period, a request that was approved on at least one 
occasion by Charles Stirling, who gave it to his nephew James to fulfil.100 Such was 
the demand among merchants and planters for this service that they sometimes 
offered bribes in exchange for Royal Navy escorts; in 1812 Charles was court-
marshalled for receiving a bribe of £2,000 in exchange for escorting a merchant 
schooner.101

There was another way James Stirling derived extra payment via slavery while 
stationed in Jamaica. After James was made captain and commander in June 1812, 
Charles arranged for him to be given charge of the Brazen. It was a sixth-rate brig 
with 28 guns, which entitled Stirling to an annual income of £219, only a little more 
than the average income of surveyors and master builders in the period. Stirling, 
who aimed for higher standard of living than this could provide, was thus highly 
motivated to pursue captures of enemy vessels as a way of increasing his income, 
telling his brother ‘sine Battle sine Prize Money’.102 A month after appointing James 
captain of the Brazen, Charles sent him to the Gulf of Mexico, an ideal spot for 
captures. James’s mission was not part of Britain’s anti-slavery campaign, following 
the Slave Trade Act 1807, which prohibited the trade in people within the British 
Empire. Instead, he was ordered to harass American merchant ships and block trade 
up the Mississippi River. A month earlier, conflict had broken out between the 
United Kingdom and the United States in what would become the War of 1812. 
Stirling would escort the treaty of Ghent on a commission in 1815, formally ending 
the war. War was precipitated partly by the Royal Navy’s practice of stopping and 
seizing American vessels on the open sea and represented a major threat to British 
West Indian trade.103

Stirling successfully captured at least three vessels and ‘gave chase’ to dozens more 
during his two months roaming the Gulf of Mexico.104 (Overall, between 1812 
and 1818, Stirling captured at least nine vessels.) The Gulf ’s major port, New 
Orleans, was home to a major slave market that since the 1808 American abolition 
of international trade in slaves had been experiencing a surge in intra-American 
slave trading. Exports of cotton, grain and tobacco produced by enslaved people 

100  Royal Gazette of Jamaica (Jamaica), 17 October 1812, 18; Royal Gazette of Jamaica, 21 November 1812, 17; 
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along the Mississippi River, as well as imports servicing slave-owners, travelled via 
New Orleans on vessels that Stirling now set his sights on capturing. His first prize 
capture was the American brig Beaver, which had been travelling from Havana to 
New Orleans with a cargo of slave-produced sugar and coffee. Stirling took the 
Beaver into the Spanish port of Pensacola, in modern-day Florida, to initiate prize 
proceedings. In a matter of weeks, during a hurricane Stirling captured a second 
merchant vessel, the Warren, as it travelled from Havana to New Orleans with an 
unknown cargo. During the same storm, the Brazen captured its third merchant 
vessel, the Maria, which was then in a ‘sinking condition’, so Stirling ordered its 
cargo of coffee to be removed. The Maria had been travelling under the Spanish flag 
from the Cuban city of Trinidad, where coffee was cultivated by enslaved people.105

It took four years before Stirling received his prize money from these captures.106 
In  a  letter to his mother dated April 1813, less than one year after becoming 
a captain, Stirling calculated that he was now worth about £3,000. Given his annual 
income of £219, this suggests the lucrative nature of his Gulf of Mexico captures 
and commissions to escort merchant goods and currency into and out of Jamaica. 
Apart from £200, which he offered to his mother as an allowance, he put the rest 
into his brother’s London merchant house, Stirling Brothers and Company, which as 
we have seen continued to engage in imperial merchant trade.107 In 1818, however, 
Stirling was retired on half-pay and no longer able to generate wealth through prizes 
and commissions.

James Mangles and the private 
investment model
James Stirling’s marriage to Ellen Mangles in 1823, the daughter of East India 
Company shareholder and shipping merchant James Mangles, helped him pursue 
wealth and status in a new sphere of Britain’s empire. Stirling’s ‘want of fortune’ 
initially made Mangles hesitate to consent to the match, but once married the couple 
lived with the Mangles in Guildford, Surrey. Shortly afterwards, Stirling admitted to 
facing ‘great hardship’, probably arising from the costs of a dispute within the Vice-
Admiralty Court about his unlawful capture of the merchant trade ship Hercules 
in 1816.108 The dwindling fortunes of his brothers’ London merchant trade house 
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might have contributed to this financial hardship. Mangles impressed upon Stirling 
the importance of strengthening political and military connections and looking to 
new imperial fields. Mangles himself had managed such a transition. He and his 
brother John had been partners in the Rio Nova, a slave ship that in 1792 purchased 
467 captive Africans from three ports on the West Coast of Africa, including the 
notorious Cape Coast Castle in Ghana. The 414 people who survived the voyage 
were sold at Montego Bay in Jamaica. The following year the Rio Nova returned to 
the same ports on the West Coast of Africa, purchasing 416 people and selling 412 
at Black River in Jamaica. Around half of the people on these voyages were adult 
men—the rest were women and children. But by the time James met Mangles, at 
least nine Mangles ships had conveyed convicts from London to New South Wales 
and were busy with Indian Ocean trade.109

Mangles’s shift from the transatlantic slave market in the eighteenth century 
to convict transportation and Indian Ocean trade in the early nineteenth speaks to 
the empire’s capacity for moving infrastructure throughout the globe and ensuring 
future supplies of cheap labour for further expansion. It provided a model for 
Stirling, who as we have seen sought to redeploy the racial hierarchies of plantation 
labour for Western Australia. Ruptures caused by the Slavery Abolition Act 1833 
were eased by the concurrent boom in Indian Ocean activity, as this article has 
noted. And while there were distinctions between the historical processes that led 
people to be transported as penal convicts and chattel slaves, Mangles’s transition 
from transporting one category of unfree workers to another demonstrates their 
common function to those who profited from them. Indeed, convictism, indentured 
labour and chattel slavery were, Clare Anderson writes, produced by the same thing: 
‘a colonial repertoire that identified the impoverished, the marginalised and  the 
otherwise inferior as ideally suited for the purpose of imperial expansion and 
the supply of labour’.110

The importance of James Mangles to the British colonisation of Western Australia 
remains to be fully explored. Certainly Stirling was receptive to Mangles’s ‘definite 
views’ about empire and colonisation, and chose to honour his father-in-law in the 
naming of the prominent ‘Mangles Bay’.111 Did Stirling and Mangles imagine that 
Mangles’s vessels might transport indentured workers from Bengal and China to the 
Swan River, when Stirling put forward his proposals for these ventures? As noted, 
Mangles was part of a network that had been agitating for a colony that might 
facilitate the transportation of Indian indentured labour into Australia, and did 
indeed transport Indian labourers to Western Australia with Charles Prinsep in 

109  ‘Trans-Atlantic’, SlaveVoyages, Voyage ID 83336, 83337, accessed 10 March 2021, www.slavevoyages.org/
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1838.112 These notions must have been front of mind for Mangles when in 1826 the 
Royal Navy announced a commission to disestablish a British garrison on Melville 
Island in the Timor Sea north of Western Australia. Mangles, Statham-Drew argues, 
was the likely ‘string-puller’ who procured the post for Stirling. Certainly, Stirling’s 
central role in the colony seemed to produce benefits for the former transporter of 
enslaved Africans, who in 1835 established the first regular shipping route between 
London and the Swan River and transported colonists, including James and Ellen, 
to Western Australia. The Swan River Guardian claimed the shipping route was 
protected by a monopoly that led to exorbitant freight charges.113

Stirling’s proposals and plans for a Western Australian colony were strongly informed 
by his desire to restore his family’s fortunes, which as this article has shown had risen 
and then fallen dramatically in the Atlantic trade. The same year that he was granted 
the Melville Island commission, his brothers’ business went bankrupt, and the 
family’s hopes were refocused on James. Explaining to his brother John the private 
investment model that he had discussed with Mangles, and noting recent growth in 
shares for the Australia Company, James Stirling added: ‘if I succeed … I hope to 
make it beneficial to us all’. His mother Anna Stirling was of the same mind and, 
once the Colonial Office had consented to the colony, told John that he should 
accompany his brother to Western Australia to establish a new income source: 
‘it is not respectable your sitting down without an object or being dependent on 
your wife’s means’.114 That Willing money, at least some of which was produced by 
American slavery, would enable John and Elizabeth to secure a land grant alongside 
James’s prime Guildford grant in the Swan River. Yet more Willing money was 
loaned to James to build Government House, which housed his family in the Swan 
River. Preparing for John’s departure, Anna wrote: ‘for the sake of repairing your 
broken fortune I trust you will not hurry away from Western Australia … leave 
nothing undone that may secure your independence’. James told his mother that he 
expected to make a fortune, which, she reflected, was ‘worth having’ for ‘it is nectar 
or nothing’ in this world.115

Stirling did his best to fulfil this ambition, furthering his own and his family’s interests 
through imperial government in a manner that was replicated across the empire.116 
He personally profited through the sale of land to the Western Australian Company, 
which attracted private investment based on ideas for importing non-white labour 
supported by Stirling throughout his tenure. During his governorship, he allocated 
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large and enviable grants to himself, his relatives and his associates, most of which 
were not improved by them.117 This absenteeism underlines the speculative nature 
of the family’s interest in Western Australia. John and Elizabeth decided against 
going to the Swan River, instead remaining in India and sending their 15-year-old 
son Andrew to take up the Guildford land grant with a further £1,000 to invest. Sir 
James Home, the cousin who had partnered in Stirling Brothers and Company, and 
was now married to James Stirling’s sister Anna, was allocated land next to Stirling, 
named Spring Park, but also remained in India as a provincial sub-collector for 
the East India Company. He supported the idea of an Indian Ocean sub-empire 
through the same networks as Mangles. Stirling honoured his wealthy brother-in-
law, who came out on a short visit, by naming the creek that ran through this land 
grant ‘Blackadder’, after Home’s title as eighth Baronet of Blackadder.118 Stirling 
also appointed his younger cousin William Stirling his private secretary and Ellen’s 
cousin George Mangles to director of stock. Nine years into his ‘trial’ governing the 
Swan River, Stirling concluded in an impromptu speech: ‘I am more settler than 
Governor of this colony… I will not say that I have been wholly divested of self 
interest in the formation of this new colony’.119

Conclusion
Biography has been instrumental to histories of Australian colonialism that 
have overlooked connections to the British Caribbean and other sites of British 
enslavement. Capturing the details of a well-recorded and eventful life can impede 
understanding of the geographically and temporally diverse contexts of empire. 
It tends also to mask the lives of those oppressed by them. A limitation of this article 
is that it does not animate the experience of those enslaved by the men discussed 
here, taking for granted the meaning and experience of enslavement in eighteenth-
century American and Caribbean locations, as well as indenture in the nineteenth-
century Indian Ocean. Notwithstanding these limitations and shortcomings, 
recent accounts encompassing generations of families involved in empire making 
have shown what can be learnt from such an endeavour.120 They have deployed 
the biographical method not to understand psychological motivations particular to 
individuals, but to take their lives and thinking as exemplary of the society and time 
from which they came. That accounts of James Stirling have not considered his own 
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Workshop Journal 90 (September 2020): 11–32, doi.org/10.1093/hwj/dbaa015. 
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and his family’s links to Atlantic slavery reflects, in part, the burying of slavery links 
in the biographies of nineteenth-century slave-owners and their children across the 
British Empire.121 But biography can help restore Australia’s pan-Atlantic lineage 
and demonstrate the real-world effect of Britain’s shift from the western spheres of 
its empire to the eastern and southern edges. For it is in the ‘small’ that we find the 
motivations that propelled acts of radical intervention across the globe, including 
enslavement, schemes for racially segregated labour systems, and the establishment 
of colonies in already-settled lands.

This article has argued that racial and labour categories established in the West 
Indian and American plantation systems influenced James Stirling’s proposals to 
colonise Western Australia, and that his family’s methods of wealth creation provided 
proximate models for imperial labour. The advantages of these models, and the trade 
that thrived on them, were manifest to Stirling from a young age. He grew up 
in one of Glasgow’s most magnificent estates, originally purchased by his ‘tobacco 
lord’ great-grandfather Andrew Buchanan. Drumpellier was sustained down the 
generations by this inherited wealth, the income of tobacco and textile trader 
William Stirling, and Andrew Stirling’s trade with the West Indies. This enabled 
the family to enjoy a lavish lifestyle, pursue further merchant wealth in the next 
generation, and prepare James and his younger brothers for senior military, naval 
and administrative positions within the Caribbean, the East Indies and Australia. 
That the estate Drumpellier, like much of the family’s fortune, was lost during James 
Stirling’s adolescent years propelled the family into other forms of colonial activity, 
including the purchase of raw cotton from India and America, at a time when these 
industries were heavily dependent on unfree labour.

These privileges were enhanced for James by the family’s naval prominence, 
extended in his lifetime by his maternal uncle Charles Stirling, commander-in-
chief of Britain’s most lucrative slave colony in Jamaica. James’s early career in 
Jamaica and the Americas more broadly provided opportunities for private wealth 
creation through the sale, transfer and capture of goods produced by enslaved 
Africans. This wealth supported further imperial activity when James invested it in 
his brothers’ London trading house. When this business appeared set to dissolve, 
Stirling succeeded in generating private wealth through the deployment of racial 
categories justifying inferior conditions for non-white labour. The parallels and the 
real differences between the interventions of Stirling’s Scottish forebears in Virginia 
in the seventeenth century, and his own on the west coast of Australia in the early 
nineteenth, illuminate the British Empire’s constancy, adaptability and resilience, 
as well as the endurance of a race–labour nexus central to imperial growth even as 
emancipation took place.

121  Catherine Hall, ‘Reconfiguring Race: The Stories the Slave-owners Told’, in Hall et al., Legacies of British 
Slave-ownership, 163–202; Diana Paton, ‘Telling Stories about Slavery’, History Workshop Journal 59, no. 1 (2005): 
251–62, doi.org/10.1093/hwj/dbi021.
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James Stirling’s links to slavery might never have been pursued without the 
prompt of the Legacies of British Slavery database that, as noted, lists his brother, 
Walter, as a major beneficiary of compensation.122 As we approach the 200th 
anniversary of the British colonisation of Western Australia in 2029, the question 
of James Stirling’s connection to a broader project of unfree labour has only begun 
to be explored. One of the lessons to come out of this research for the study of 
connections between British slavery and Australian colonialism is that even modest 
and indirect links to West Indian slavery produced by the LBS database should 
move us to explore involvement in various forms of unfree labour across multiple 
generations, stretching the British world. Such research can in turn feed back into 
the LBS database to build understanding of the almost 250 years of British slave 
business in the Americas, which delivered vast wealth, reconfigured social structures 
and prompted colonial expansion.

122  It may be that the James Stirling listed in the LBS database as an awardee of compensation in 1833 for 185 
enslaved people on the Grandvale estate in Jamaica was the Governor James Stirling of this article, as he has not been 
confidently identified within the database. The database notes that this James Stirling was ‘possibly one of the sons 
in William Stirling & Sons’. Certainly, two of the three co-owners of Grandvale estate in William Cunninghame 
and William Houston were from the same small network of Glasgow elites as Governor James Stirling’s family, 
which strongly suggests this James Stirling was from Governor James Stirling’s extended family. Possible candidates 
include: James Stirling (1760–1822), son of William Stirling and brother to Andrew Stirling, who died 11 years 
before compensation; James Stirling (1796–?), son of Andrew Stirling’s brother John and Governor James Stirling’s 
cousin; and James Stirling (1805–1833), Governor James Stirling’s cousin’s son and author of Letters from the Slave 
States, though he was likely too young. ‘James Stirling’, LBS, accessed 11 October 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/
view/43753.
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‘A disguised and unquestionable 
form of slavery’: Aboriginal labour 
on the nineteenth-century pearling 
fleet in north-west Australia

MALCOLM ALLBROOK

Thirty-five years after the British took possession of the west coast of Australia in 
1829, the colonisation of north-west Australia, 1,700 or so kilometres north of Perth, 
commenced.1 In 1863 the colonial government advertised special land regulations 
and within two years, investors had taken advantage of the generous financial terms 
to claim holdings, and landed settlers on Ngarluma traditional country at Tien 
Tsin Harbour (renamed Cossack in 1871), on the mouth of the Harding River 
(Ngurin).2 The numbers were at first small, but the process of colonisation, and 
the dispossession and subjugation of the traditional owners, proceeded rapidly. At 
Yiramarggadu, 20 kilometres inland from Cossack, Roebourne was gazetted in 1866, 
and a government resident, Robert John Sholl, became the one-man manifestation 
of colonial government in north-western Australia. Within a few years pastoral 
stations were established along the coast, north to the De Grey River and south to 
the Ashburton region. While the pastoral industry initially struggled, the region’s 
fortunes were rescued by the rich pearling banks along the coast, and a large number 
of pastoralists bought shares in vessels in the race to make their fortunes—or at least 
to survive. The labour needs of both industries were great, but the means of obtaining 
it differed significantly. Pastoralists considered the Aboriginal people on their pastoral 
leases to be ‘wandering retainers’ who could be bound by contract and put to work on 
their stations or pearling boats. But the fleets were labour-hungry, and pearlers were 
prepared to look widely to obtain labour, often through the agency of ‘blackbirders’.3

1  The history of the name ‘Pilbara’ is unclear but the region may not have been officially created until 1993. 
The ‘North District’ was created in 1862, and included all lands north of the Murchison River, including today’s 
Murchison, Gascoyne, Pilbara and Kimberley regions. A Legislative Council seat known as ‘The North’ was created 
in 1874 and was changed to ‘North Province’ was created in 1894. In 1887 the ‘North-West Land Division’ was 
established as an administrative entity.
2  These include a number of prominent pastoralists who have entries in the Australian Dictionary of Biography. 
John and Emma Withnell, Lockier Clere Burges, and Charles Harper had all farmed in the Avon Valley before 
expanding their interests to the north; Donald McLeod, Edward Hooley, Charles Broadhurst and Henry Venn were 
all previously farmers in Victoria.
3  See Inquirer and Commercial News (Perth), 5 February 1879, 4. The earliest use I can locate of the term 
’blackbirders’ in a Western Australian context is in the pages of the Perth Inquirer and Commercial News, 18 April 
1877, 4, in a report on the trial of John Hickey, who was accused of killing an Aboriginal man he had kidnapped 
from King Sound in the Kimberley. Hickey was found guilty of manslaughter and the newspaper hoped that his 
sentence would deter others from ‘persisting in this unholy traffic’.
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Figure 1: Northern region of Western Australia, 1894.
Source: Western Australia, Department of Lands and Surveys, State Library of Western Australia.

In this article I will consider the process of subjugation and enslavement in the region, 
from the early years of colonisation to the rigid legal strictures and bureaucratisation 
that emerged during the early part of the twentieth century. I will explore the 
potential of biography to illuminate a nineteenth-century colonial outpost such as 
Roebourne as one of vested interests overlaid by connections and relationships, the 
boundaries between the public and the private often blurred and permeable. These 
conditions provided fertile ground for the subjugation of Aboriginal populations and 
acted to frustrate the half-hearted attempts of a faraway government to regulate the 
labour market and place Aboriginal people within a domain of colonial protection. 
By the time colonisation of the north-west commenced, policies of protection that 
had prevailed during the regime (1839–46) of Governor John Hutt had largely 
been abandoned. The style of protectionism he enunciated, as Furphy has observed, 
incorporated a complex, almost contradictory set of ideas, ‘combining amelioration, 
Christianisation, and legal protection with conciliation, pacification, and control’.4 
By contrast, Sholl’s instructions on becoming resident magistrate in the 1860s 
encompassed two contrasting principles: protection of Aboriginal peoples who lived 
and worked in the towns and stations; and protection of European interests from 
Aboriginal people who continued to live outside the colonial economy. With regard 
to the region’s pearling fleet, however, it is difficult to discern a protective rationale 
in the way Sholl interpreted the responsibilities of his office and the increasing 

4  Sam Furphy, ‘Philanthropy or Patronage: Aboriginal Protectors in the Port Phillip District and Western 
Australia’, in Aboriginal Protection and its Intermediaries in Britain’s Antipodean Colonies, ed. Sam Furphy and 
Amanda Nettelbeck (New York and London: Routledge, 2020), 70, doi.org/10.4324/9780429316364. See also 
Ann Hunter, ‘Systematic Colonisation and Protection in Western Australia: The Origin and Nature of John Hutt’s 
Colonial Governance of Aboriginal People’, in Furphy and Nettelbeck, Aboriginal Protection and its Intermediaries, 
133–51, doi.org/10.4324/9780429316364. 
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regulation of the industry after 1871. Instead, the pearling fleet appears as a site in 
which various interests competed and were often in conflict, the protagonists being 
an array of pearlers/pastoralists, officials such as the resident magistrates, police 
and Justices of the Peace, blackbirders, humanitarians and of course the Aboriginal 
people whose labour the industry depended on for its profitability.

Pilbara history is generally related as glorifying the pioneering spirit of those who 
‘opened up’ the country to pastoralism and pearling.5 This work has been contested 
by some fine social histories, including Su-Jane Hunt’s study of women in the history 
of the region, Spinifex and Hessian, and K. Forrest’s 1996 publication The Challenge 
and the Chance.6 A number of articles are relevant to my subject, including 
contributions by Tom Gara, Margaret Allen, Kate Gregory and Alistair Paterson.7 
The discipline of historical archaeology, notably a series of articles by Alistair 
Paterson and collaborators, offers considerable insight into the labour history of the 
Pilbara, often penetrating subjects concealed or ignored in the documentary record.8 
Aboriginal oral histories too are significant, including Monty Hale’s Kurlumarniny, 
Peter Coppin’s Kangushot, a series published by Wangka Maya Pilbara Aboriginal 
Language Centre, a collection edited by the lawyer and historian Noel Olive, and 
two books on the history of Yinjibarndi lands by Julu Warlu, the Roebourne-based 
community organisation.9 The edited journals of early colonists and adventurers 
provide insights into the first years of colonial invasion, particularly those of Emma 
Withnell, who arrived in 1866 and was probably the first white woman to live in the 

5  See, for example, B. L. Ellem, The Pilbara: From the Deserts Profits Come (Nedlands, WA: UWA Publishing, 
2017); Jennie Hardie, Nor’Westers of the Pilbara Breed (Victoria Park, WA: Hesperian Press, 1988); David Lee, Iron 
Country: Unlocking the Pilbara (Forrest, ACT: Minerals Council of Australia, 2015); Rhonda McDonald, Along the 
Ashburton (Carlisle, WA: Hesperian Press, 2002).
6  Su-Jane Hunt, Spinifex and Hessian: Women’s Lives in North-Western Australia, 1860–1900 (Nedlands, WA: 
University of Western Australia Press, 1986); K. Forrest, The Challenge and the Chance: The Colonisation and 
Settlement of North-Western Australia, 1861–1914 (Victoria Park, WA: Hesperian Press, 1996).
7  T. J. Gara, ‘The Flying Foam Massacre: An Incident on the North-West Frontier, Western Australia’, Archaeology 
at ANZAAS 1983, ed. Moya Smith (Perth: Western Australian Museum, 1983); Margaret Allen, ‘The Brothers up 
North and the Sisters down South: The MacKay Family and the Frontier’, Hecate 27, no. 2 (2001): 7–21; Kate 
Gregory and Alistair Patterson, ‘Commemorating the Colonial Pilbara: Beyond Memorials into Difficult History’, 
National Identities 17, no. 2 (2015): 137–53, doi.org/10.1080/14608944.2015.1019206.
8  See particularly Alistair Paterson and Peter Veth, ‘The Point of Pearling: Colonial Pearl Fisheries and the 
Translocation of Aboriginal and Asian Workers in Australia’s Northwest’, Journal of Anthropological Archaeology 
57 (2020): 1–13, doi.org/10.1016/j.jaa.2020.101143; Alistair Paterson and A. Wilson, ‘Indigenous Perceptions 
of Contact at Inthanoona, Northwest Western Australia’, Archaeology in Oceania 44 Supplement (April 2009): 
9–111, doi.org/10.1002/j.1834-4453.2009.tb00071.x; A. Paterson, ‘Towards a Historical Archaeology of Western 
Australia’s Northwest’, Australian Historical Archaeology 24 (2006): 99–111.
9  Monty Hale (Minyjun), Kurlumarniny: We Come from the Desert, ed. Anne Scrimgeour; transcribed and trans. 
by Barbara Hale and Mark Clendon (Canberra: Aboriginal Studies Press, 2012), doi.org/10.1002/ocea.5053; Jolly 
Read and Peter Coppin, Kangushot: The Life of Nyamal Lawman Peter Coppin (Canberra: Aboriginal Studies Press, 
1999); Karen Kostenoble, ed., Listen to the Old People: Aboriginal Oral Histories of the Pilbara Region of Western 
Australia (South Hedland, WA: Wangka Maya Pilbara Aboriginal Language Centre, 2000); Rose Murray, ed., 
Wimun Turi: Pilbara Aboriginal Women’s Stories (South Hedland, WA: Wangka Maya Pilbara Aboriginal Language 
Centre, 2001); Noel Olive, ed., Karajini Mirlimirli: Aboriginal Histories from the Pilbara (Fremantle, WA: Fremantle 
Arts Centre Press, 1997); Juluwarlu, Ngurra Warndurala Buluygayi Yawajunha (Roebourne, WA: Juluwarlu Group 
Aboriginal Corporation, 2011).

http://doi.org/10.1080/14608944.2015.1019206
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jaa.2020.101143
http://doi.org/10.1002/j.1834-4453.2009.tb00071.x
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region, and Julius Brockman, who worked on various stations in the early 1870s.10 
Finally there are some rudimentary ethnographic accounts written by European 
pastoralists, including Lockier Clere Burges, John Withnell and John Durlacher.11 
They are of interest not so much for their ethnography but for their revelations of 
the frequently close and interdependent relationships between white people and 
their Aboriginal workers.

Despite the array of historical studies, it was a sense that the true history of the 
Pilbara had only partly been told that led Wangka Maya in South Hedland to initiate 
a project called ‘Hidden Histories of the Pilbara’ in 2008.12 It was conceived after 
Daisy Andrews and Nada Rawlins, Walmajarri women from Fitzroy Crossing in the 
west Kimberley, related an oral historical account of a massacre at a freshwater pool 
at Pardoo Spring, north of Port Hedland, when a large number of Nyangumarta 
people were said to have been killed.13 As members of their communities, Wangka 
Maya members had grown up with stories about the conflicts of the ‘early days’, 
a period in which their ancestors had faced great hardships in seeking to maintain 
their ways of life, had been subjected to violence and in some cases had lost their lives 
with the apparent authority of government. Almost every Pilbara Aboriginal family 
can tell of this history, a time in which their community lifestyles were severely 
disrupted by the arrival of Europeans to settle their country and dispossess their 
people. For older people, these violent times are in living memory. As the Nyamal 
lawman Peter Coppin recorded, stories of conflict and massacres are ‘well known to 
Aboriginal people’:

Older generations spoke of seeing their people chained by the neck in the searing 
sun, flogged, shot or gaoled. They knew of incidents in the recent past when whites 
poisoned their relatives’ waterholes and flour. They knew, too, stories of the pearlers 
and groups of slave traders along the coast who captured and chained together men, 
women and children for use as free labour.14

10  Nancy E. Withnell Taylor, A Saga of the North-West: Yeera-Muk-a-Doo (Victoria Park, WA: Hesperian Press, 
1986); Joan Brockman, ed., He Rode Alone: Being the Adventures of Pioneer Julius Brockman from His Diaries (Perth: 
Artlook Books, 1987).
11  John Slade Durlacher, with an introduction by Peter Gifford, Landlords of the Iron Shore (Carlisle, WA: 
Hesperian Press, 2013); L. C. Burges, The Pioneers of the Nor’West Australia, Being the Reminiscences of Lockier 
Clere Burges (Geraldton, WA: Constantine & Gardner, 1913); John G. Withnell, The Customs and Traditions of the 
Aboriginal Natives of North Western Australia (Roebourne, WA: Hugh B. Geyer, 1901).
12  With Mary Anne Jebb, I completed a report to the board of Wangka Maya, ‘Hidden Histories: Conflict, 
Massacres and the Colonisation of the Pilbara’, October 2009. We are currently finalising a book, provisionally 
entitled ‘“Blood Shadow”: Hidden Histories of the Pilbara’. 
13  Wangka Maya, Nyangamarta Massacre Songline (Audio CD) (South Hedland, WA: Wangka Maya Pilbara 
Aboriginal Language Centre, 2005).
14  Read and Coppin, Kangushot, 17.
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History can be hard and painful, and in a place like the Pilbara the source of anger 
and bitterness at the inhumanity and violence of colonialism. It affects people 
directly because the rough days of the frontier are not that far in the past, and 
the legacies of colonialism have continued throughout the twentieth century and 
into the twenty-first—policies of forced child removal pursuant to the Western 
Australian Aborigines Act 1905; deaths in custody which have periodically shattered 
the Pilbara Aboriginal community;15 and the government-sanctioned destruction 
of sacred and historically important sites, notably at Murujuga and, in 2020, at 
Juukan Gorge. History lives in every family; parents and grandparents are a direct 
and personal link to the past, their memories a connection to those hard times. 
The language of history can sanitise and conceal these realities, euphemism and 
ambiguity casting a veneer over historical truth. Aboriginal people often find it hard 
to dwell on the humiliation and shame of being a colonised people, preferring to look 
to the future and overlook the negativity of historical times. But when something 
happens that recalls the past, attention to history becomes unavoidable. So it is 
with the enslavement of the generations of grandparents and great-grandparents, an 
experience that in the Pilbara is leavened by the pride of the Pilbara pastoral workers 
strike of 1946–48, of casting off the burden of unfree labour, a story wonderfully 
told by Anne Scrimgeour in On Red Earth Walking.16

In its essential elements, the system of labour that emerged in the Pilbara was as 
dehumanising, violent and callous as the North Atlantic trade and the Caribbean. 
There were obvious differences in that it was an indigenous population that was 
being enslaved, and that the system of pastoral labour contracts might occasionally 
allow a marginally more humane environment—at least for the Aboriginal people 
prepared to accept their lot as chattels, with its resultant loss of freedom of movement 
and association, in exchange for a rudimentary form of protection.17 Yet as Georgina 
Arnott proposes in her article in this issue, a continuum in the methods and practice 
of slavery can be observed, and the system that evolved in Western Australia came 
to bear a striking resemblance to that of the North Atlantic and Caribbean although 
it  sought to avoid the appellation ‘slavery’. Emma Christopher points out in her 
article that the various forms and practices of slavery—broadly, legal chattel slavery, 
debt slavery or indenture—were closely related to notions of the hierarchy of race 
that saw Australian Aboriginal people placed close to the bottom of the chain 
of humanity.

15  Two deaths in custody are particularly notorious in the Pilbara: John Pat at Roebourne in 1983, and Ms Dhu 
at South Hedland in 2014.
16  Anne Scrimgeour, On Red Earth Walking: The Pilbara Aboriginal Strike 1946–1949 (Clayton, Vic.: Monash 
University Publishing, 2020).
17  See Mary Anne Jebb, Blood, Sweat and Welfare: A History of White Bosses and Aboriginal Pastoral Workers 
(Nedlands, WA: University of Western Australia Press, 2002); Tim Rowse, ‘A Simple and Provisional Code: The 
Pastoralist as “Protector”’, in Furphy and Nettelbeck, Aboriginal Protection and its Intermediaries, 175–93, doi.
org/10.4324/9780429316364-12; Malcolm Allbrook, ‘Robert John Sholl: Protection “Pilbara-Style”’, in Furphy 
and Nettelbeck, Aboriginal Protection and its Intermediaries, 212–27, doi.org/10.4324/9780429316364-12.
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Pearling was, in many ways, the salvation of the early years of colonisation in the 
Pilbara. All along the north-west coast of Australia, shallow banks of the oyster 
Pinctada  maxima were to be found in abundance. European colonists quickly 
moved to exploit a resource that commanded a ready export market—the lustrous 
nacre, or ‘mother of pearl’, being in high demand for button and ornament 
manufacture in Europe. At first the method of collection was ‘dry shelling’, which 
simply required a receding tide for the shell to become visible and shore-based 
camps to collect and dry it. Within a short time as the tidal flats were exhausted, 
divers were needed to swim ever deeper as the shallower waters were harvested, 
and boats were required to carry them to where the banks lay.18 Unpaid Aboriginal 
labour was exploited both for dry shelling and ‘free diving’, and indeed was 
generally  preferred by the pearlers until deeper waters made the introduction of 
diving suits necessary. Increasingly, workers from south-east Asia were brought in 
on indenture arrangements.19 For about 25 years, Cossack functioned as the locus 
of the industry, although the fleet ranged far and wide and eventually shifted its 
headquarters to Roebuck Bay, about 800 kilometres further north, where in 1883 
the town of Broome was gazetted.20 Cossack, subject to over-silting and destructive 
cyclones, went into a phase of irreversible decline with the rise of Broome and 
the establishment of alternative facilities at nearby Point Samson, and was 
eventually abandoned.

While the pastoral industry struggled, all it took to become a pearler was a boat 
and a crew of divers and shell cleaners, no licence or fees being required until the 
introduction of regulations in 1871. It seems that just about every pastoralist in the 
region rushed to exploit the abundant and accessible pearl banks.21 In 1868 only 
12 boats were working the waters around Tien Tsin Harbour, but within two years 
80 were based at Cossack and working the waters north to Roebuck Bay. By then 
the industry was worth £80,000 per annum.22 Its profitability in large part was 
derived from a cheap and plentiful supply of Aboriginal labour, and the brutalising 
and inhumane system of enslavement that sustained it. The industry had a voracious 
need for labour, conditions were often dangerous, and pearling boat captains callous 
in the disregard for the welfare of their divers. There are numerous accounts in the 

18  Tanya Edwards and Sarah Yu, eds, Lustre: Pearling and Australia (Welshpool, WA: Western Australian Museum, 
2018).
19  John Bailey, The Wight Divers of Broome: The True Story of a Fatal Experiment (Sydney: Pan Macmillan, 2001), 
21–22.
20  Bailey, The Wight Divers of Broome, 29.
21  The industry also attracted pearlers from further afield, including Captain Robert Towns, who sent his lugger 
Melanie to fish the waters. Towns was heavily involved in the South Pacific slave trade, and was always in the market 
to purchase labour from blackbirders. See D. Shineberg, ‘Towns, Robert (1794–1873)’, Australian Dictionary of 
Biography, National Centre of Biography, The Australian National University, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/towns-
robert-4741, published first in hardcopy 1976, accessed 13 September 2021. 
22  Allbrook, ‘Robert John Sholl’, 222. See also Kathy De La Rue, Pearl Shell and Pastures: The Story of Cossack 
and Roebourne and Their Place in the History of the North West, from the Earliest Explorations until 1910 (Roebourne, 
WA: Cossack Project Committee, 1979), 71.
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police occurrence books and the press of the cruel and often murderous treatment 
of Aboriginal crew.23 The ‘recruiters’, to use an anaemic synonym for ‘blackbirders’, 
a term commonly associated with the South Pacific slave trade, operated outside 
the rudimentary system of law and order, kidnapping Aboriginal men, women and 
children from their homelands and selling them to pearling ship owners. Forrest 
calls the blackbirders ‘depraved and vicious men’, and their names became well 
known.24 Robert Shea and Thomas Mountain were among the most notorious, and 
they operated in the hinterland from the De Grey to the Ashburton rivers and, as 
Paterson and Veth show, as far afield as the Kimberley.25 The actions of men like 
Shea and Mountain were too much even for a colonial social body that generally 
excused, even condoned, violence against Aboriginal people, but governmental 
responses can best be understood as ambiguous. The blackbirders and others like 
them penetrated parts of the land before an official government presence and often 
constituted the first experience by traditional landowners of impending colonisation. 
From the vantage point of the twenty-first century, we can imagine that the violent 
methods of the blackbirders would have been intensely intimidating, and might 
have acted as a warning against resisting European colonisation.26 Thus they assisted 
the project of colonisation but they could also be sacrificed if they were seen to 
overstep the boundaries of acceptable behaviour, and in the meantime, pearling boat 
owners were only too happy to guarantee them a market. In 1871 the Pearl Shell 
Fishery Act was proclaimed, a half-hearted and largely ineffectual attempt to regulate 
labour on the fleets, but for some years the activities of the blackbirders continued 
virtually unchecked.27

23  One of many such accounts is the particularly gruesome murder at sea of ‘Chubby’ by the pearling captain 
Robert Rowley. See Perth Gazette and Western Australian Times, 14 August 1868, 2.
24  Forrest, The Challenge and the Chance, 165.
25  Paterson and Veth, ‘The Point of Pearling’, 9.
26  Official establishment of a government presence was often preceded by small numbers of Europeans occupied 
in a range of pursuits such as whaling, extractive industries such as guano harvesting, an activity that Jebb (Blood, 
Sweat and Welfare, 115), describes as pastoral ‘prospecting’, as well as those who simply set up camp away from 
settled areas and became beachcombers who might support themselves by a range of activities, such as turtle shell 
and sandalwood collection; see Valda Blundell, Kim Doohan, Daniel Vachon, Malcolm Allbrook, Mary Anne 
Jebb and Joh Bornman, with Dambeemangaddee people, Barddabardda Wodjenangorddee: We’re Telling All of You 
(Derby, WA: Dambimangari Aboriginal Corporation, 2017), 122–23.
27  Western Australia, An Act to Regulate the Hiring and Service of Aboriginal Natives in the Pearl Shell Fishery; 
and to prohibit the employment of women therein, 2 January 1871, accessed 17 September 2021, www.legislation.
wa.gov.au/legislation/prod/filestore.nsf/FileURL/mrdoc_15157.pdf/$FILE/Aborigines%20employment%20in 
%20 pearling%20(1871)%20-%20%5B00-00-00%5D.pdf?OpenElement.

http://www.legislation.wa.gov.au/legislation/prod/filestore.nsf/FileURL/mrdoc_15157.pdf/$FILE/Aborigines%20employment%20in%20pearling%20(1871)%20-%20%5B00-00-00%5D.pdf?OpenElement
http://www.legislation.wa.gov.au/legislation/prod/filestore.nsf/FileURL/mrdoc_15157.pdf/$FILE/Aborigines%20employment%20in%20pearling%20(1871)%20-%20%5B00-00-00%5D.pdf?OpenElement
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Figure 2: Free diving was the predominant method of collecting pearl shell 
during the period the fleet operated from Cossack, and Aboriginal divers were 
considered particularly adept at the activity.
Source: Herbert Basedow Collection, National Museum of Australia.

Little is known about Shea before his arrival in the region, and to complicate matters, 
he had a brother, John, whose life in the north-west followed a broadly similar 
trajectory. Robert is not mentioned in Rica Erickson’s Bicentennial Dictionary of 
Western Australians, but John is identified as Irish-born, arriving in Western Australia 
in 1863 and working for the Burges brothers, also born in Ireland, on their pastoral 
run at Champion Bay, 400 kilometres north of Perth.28 In 1866 Lockier Clere, the 
younger of the Burges, acquired a lease near Roebourne that he called Andover.29 
John Shea had moved to the region by 1867 and acquired an interest in a pearling 
vessel, the Sea Spray, with Scottish-born McKenzie Grant, who was a part-owner 

28  Rica Erickson, ed., The Bicentennial Dictionary of Western Australians, pre-1829–1888, vol. 4, pt 2 (Nedlands, 
WA: University of Western Australia Press, 1985), 1449.
29  Burges also had a reputation for violence against Aboriginal people. He was found guilty in the Supreme 
Court for having murdered an Aboriginal man near Roebourne in 1871 (Perth Gazette and West Australian Times, 
6 September 1872, 3). After a public outcry, the verdict charge was overturned.
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of Pyramid and De Grey stations and owned town blocks at Roebourne. John 
also worked for the McKay brothers, who ran Mundabullangana Station near Port 
Hedland, and was ‘in search of natives’ for their pearling boats when in 1875 he was 
speared to death on the Yule River.30 Two years earlier, Robert had met the same 
fate further north on the De Grey River. He had gained notoriety as a violent man 
who killed Aboriginal men and raped Aboriginal women.31 In 1874 he was involved 
in an incident at Cooyapooya Station when, with the policeman Albert Francisco, 
he shot a man named Toonawarra and took his wife, an episode that resulted in 
Francisco’s sacking.32 Although Robert Shea was described as a pearler, his principal 
value to the fleet was travelling far inland to kidnap Aboriginal men and transport 
them to the coast to be sold as crew. He met his death just south of Port Hedland in 
1874 when he was killed by his captives while he slept; his killers were subsequently 
found guilty of murder, the jury recommending clemency as it had been alleged that 
Shea had abused a woman who belonged to the group.33

Thomas Mountain later filled the void left by Robert Shea’s demise and expanded his 
scope of operations. Born at Sawyers Valley in Western Australia in the early 1850s, 
he worked on farms around a region whose colonists, as recent research by Jeremy 
Martens has shown, violently suppressed the resistance of Ballardong Noongar 
people to the European encroachment on their lands.34 By 1876 Mountain had 
moved to Cossack and developed a brutally efficient operation, employing several 
assistants. Despite their nominal illegality, he saw little need to conceal his activities, 
given that his clients included the sons of the resident magistrate Robert Sholl, as 
well as influential pastoralists who ran pearling boats on the side and were often 
Justices of the Peace (JPs). Forrest writes:

Where once he [Mountain] had operated in stealth along the by-ways he and his 
men now rode openly down the common tracks, running the Aboriginals through 
Roebourne at night for imprisonment in the Cossack warehouse. He publicly 
advertised he would procure natives for five pounds and was prepared to shoot them 
for half a crown.35

30  Herald (Fremantle), 27 November 1875, 3. 
31  Forrest, The Challenge and the Chance, 165.
32  Robert Sholl, the resident magistrate, initially dismissed the complaint against Francisco, but was overruled by 
the Police Commissioner in Perth. Forrest, The Challenge and the Chance, 63.
33  Perth Gazette and Western Australian Times, 2 January 1874, 3.
34  Erickson, Bicentennial Dictionary of Western Australians, vol. 4, pt 2, 1164; Jeremy Martens, ‘New Research 
Shows WA’s First Governor Condoned Killing of Noongar People Despite Proclaiming All Equal under the Law’, 
The Conversation, 14 September 2021, accessed 14 September 2021, theconversation.com/new-research-shows-
was-first-governor-condoned-killing-of-noongar-people-despite-proclaiming-all-equal-under-law-165871.
35  Forrest, The Challenge and the Chance, 166.
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Figure 3: Sketch of Edward Hayes Laurence by Henry Prinsep, 1871.
Laurence succeeded Sholl as Resident Magistrate at Roebourne in 1881, but became unpopular with 
the local pastoralists and pearlers because of his efforts to enfore pearling labour regulations. 
Source: Author’s private collection.
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Yet eventually Mountain’s violence became too much for the government to ignore, 
and in 1881 the resident magistrate Edward Hayes Laurence charged him with 
chaining Aboriginal men from the Ashburton and marching them to Cossack, and 
for shooting an Aboriginal man two years before.36 Fining him £360, Mountain was 
held in custody until Edward Sholl, a pearler and the fifth son of the Government 
Resident, paid his fine and allowed him to go free. His career as a blackbirder, 
though, was over, and he returned south, where he was in frequent conflict with the 
law for petty offences before dying in an accident at a timber mill at Sawyers Valley in 
1885.37 Mountain’s blackbirding clearly had a market among the body of pastoralists 
but he was also expendable, and the pastoralists and the colonial government were 
content to blame people such as him for ‘a good deal of the disrepute into which our 
settlers have fallen … in regard to their treatment of the natives’.38

Contemporary accounts show how the pastoralist-pearlers and the blackbirders 
worked in tandem. In the 1870s, Julius Brockman, born and raised at Guildford 
in the Swan Valley in 1850, son of Robert Brockman and Elizabeth (née Walcott), 
worked for the MacKay family at their Mundabullangana Station, a little south of 
present-day Port Hedland. In his diaries he recalls his encounter in 1874 with John 
Shea, sent by the Mackays, who also ran pearling boats, to ‘find native divers’. This 
led to Shea’s killing, and Brockman was recruited to pursue and capture the killers. 
Fearing that the ‘Psalm-singers in Perth were eagerly watching for an opportunity 
for sensational cases from up here to brand the North unjustly’, he insisted on the 
legal protection of being sworn in as a special constable, and adequate supplies of 
firearms and horses.39 After the firearms were provided by resident magistrate Sholl, 
and the horses by the Mackays and McKenzie Grant, he hunted down and captured 
the 16 men and boys who were alleged to have been present when Shea was killed.40

A more chilling and detailed account was given by Arnot(t) Francisco in a libel 
case taken by the Anglican missionary John Gribble against the West Australian in 
1887. In his short stay in the Gascoyne (800 or so kilometres south of Roebourne), 
Gribble had antagonised the colonial establishment by publishing an account of the 
‘intolerable conditions’ under which Aboriginal people were exploited, how they 
were ‘chained like so many dogs to each other around the neck’, and the women 
sexually abused.41 As has so often happened in Australian history though, it was 
Gribble who bore the brunt of the colonists’ anger, as his critics, an alliance of 
pastoralists, politicians, newspaper proprietors, and even the Anglican Church, 

36  Inquirer and Commercial News (Perth), 14 December 1881, 3.
37  Daily News (Perth), 26 June 1884, 3, reports Mountain’s offence of obtaining a small sum of money under false 
pretenses. 
38  West Australian, 9 December 1881, 3.
39  Brockman, He Rode Alone, 55–56.
40  Brockman, He Rode Alone, 56–66.
41  J. B. Gribble, Dark Deeds in a sunny Land, or Blacks and Whites in North-West Australia (Perth: Stirling Bros., 
1886).
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closed ranks. Having been called by the newspaper a ‘lying, canting humbug’, he 
sued the proprietors, and the resultant Supreme Court hearing before the Indian-
born Chief Justice Sir Alexander Onslow (formerly based in British Honduras) was 
eagerly reported as something of a show trial.42

Appearing as a witness for Gribble, Francisco clearly enjoyed being the centre of 
attention, and his testimony was littered with jokes and laughter. A younger brother 
of Albert Francisco, the Roebourne policeman dismissed from the force in 1868, 
Arnott was born in 1847 at Fremantle, where his father was a storekeeper, and 
worked first as a clerk in the Convict Establishment, and then at the Registrar-
General’s office.43 In 1879 he bought a share in the pearling cutter Dolphin and 
moved to Cossack, but soon sold his share after a disagreement with his partner 
over Aboriginal labour, and returned south.44 He testified that Aboriginal people 
were detained for the pearling fleet ‘in the same way as we go kangaroo hunting’, 
‘creeping up on them at night and hunting them down on horseback’ during the day, 
and that Mountain was the worst of them. After being captured, Aboriginal people 
were marched to the coast, usually in chains, and kept in a bonded warehouse at 
Cossack until they were sold to pearlers. On the boats they were treated cruelly, and 
at the end of the season, they were left on Barrow or another island until the next 
season came around.45 Furthermore, it was common practice to include Aboriginal 
divers and crew as part of a sale of a boat, although the practice was never recorded. 
When Francisco had sold the Dolphin seven years before, he had got £440 for it, but 
he claimed it would have been worth £1,300 with the divers included. He testified 
that Aboriginal divers and crew were often branded with the symbol of their 
owner, murdered, or thrown overboard for refusing to work. But again, according 
to usual practice, Francisco’s testimony was belittled by the prosecution and the 
West Australian, diminished by his admission that he was a failed publican and now 
earned his living as a card-shark.46

The office of government resident was at the heart of the system that both allowed 
and served to conceal the often-brutal labour conditions in the north of the colony. 
Responsible to the governor through the office of the colonial secretary, the logistics 
of being in a place so distant from the seat of government dictated that day-to-
day operations were solely at the discretion of the resident. And informally, his 
authority was effectively checked by his peers in the region who had it in their power 

42  Malcolm Allbrook, Henry Prinsep’s Empire: Framing a Distant Colony (Canberra: ANU Press, 2014), 209–14, 
doi.org/10.22459/hpe.09.2014; E. K. Braybrooke, ‘Onslow, Alexander Arthur (1842–1908)’, Australian Dictionary 
of Biography, National Centre of Biography, The Australian National University, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/onslow-
sir-alexander-campbell-4334, published first in hardcopy 1974, accessed 15 September 2021.
43  Erickson, Bicentennial Dictionary of Western Australians, vol. 4, pt 1, 1113.
44  Inquirer and Commercial News, 16 June 1880, 1.
45  Paterson and Veth, ‘The Point of Pearling’, confirms and consolidates Francisco’s claim that Barrow Island was 
used as a place to maroon Aboriginal divers until the next pearling season.
46  Western Mail, 28 May 1887, 21.
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through their economic capital to make or break officials. Furthermore, they often 
possessed their own legal powers as JPs or, after partial representative government 
was introduced in 1870, as parliamentarians, to counter the influence of government 
officials.47 Robert Sholl assumed the role in October 1865, a few months after the 
first Europeans had arrived to take up their selections. Born in London in 1819 and 
arriving in the colony with his mother and two siblings when he was 21, he was 
initially appointed government resident at the ill-fated Camden Harbour settlement 
on the Kimberley coast (about 200 kilometres north of present-day Broome) in 
January 1865. Drawn by the rosy accounts of George Grey from his visit to the area 
in 1838, a number of families from Victoria sank their savings into the venture, 
but within a few months it had collapsed entirely, the victim of a  devastating 
climate, land ill-suited to stock and agriculture, and sustained opposition from the 
Worrorra landowners.48

Sholl was ordered to relocate south to Tien Tsin Harbour, transferring his powers, 
instructions and as much of his material establishment as he could carry. His powers 
as government resident were akin to those of a lieutenant governor, being essentially 
responsible for all government functions for the entire northern district, including 
day-to-day supervision of the police (although they were formally under the control 
of the commissioner in Perth). He was also resident magistrate and had the power 
to swear in Justices of the Peace. Furthermore, under the Aboriginal Native Offenders 
Ordinance 1849 he (or any JP) could deal summarily with offences such as sheep 
or cattle killing, provided the offender was Aboriginal. And he had another crucial 
power—that of swearing in special constables to ‘suppress any Tumult, Riot or 
Affray, or any other Emergency, for the preservation of public peace’.49

Over his 15-year tenure, Sholl used these powers to exert and maintain control over 
the Aboriginal people of the region. The imperial Masters and Servants Act and the 
Breach of Contract Act 1842 allowed him to compel Aboriginal people to remain 
on stations or in the vicinity of ration depots. Much of the police action against 
Aboriginal people—the Cossack and Roebourne occurrence books are full of such 
cases—was to enforce the system of indenture under which Aboriginal people were 
bound to a station owner under an unwittingly entered ‘contract’ of labour, which 
meant they could be charged with absconding and chased down if they left the 
station.50 Although they were called ‘contracts’, the actual paperwork seems to have 
consisted of a list submitted to the resident magistrate, the names often given by 

47  B. K. De Garis, ‘Self-Government and Political Parties’, A New History of Western Australia, ed. C.T. Stannage 
(Nedlands, WA: University of Western Australia Press, 1981), 326–30, doi.org/10.1111/aehr.231br2. 
48  Blundell et al., Barddabardda Wodjenangorddee, 101–9.
49  Allbrook, ‘Robert John Sholl’, 213–15.
50  State Records Office of Western Australia, Roebourne Police Station Occurrence Books, 1876–88, AU WA 
S2193; Cossack Police Station Occurrence Books, 1866–1879, AU WA S4791.
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the station owner, against which the worker might make a cross. Characterised as 
an indenture, the reality was that generally the workers were chattels, their value as 
labour added to that of the land and infrastructure in any future transfer.51

For Aboriginal people living outside the station or the town economy, the harsh 
guardianship of the government resident was replaced by an active and aggressive 
intervention designed to crush resistance. At least twice in 1868 and 1869, Sholl 
authorised expeditions against Aboriginal people and swore in colonists as special 
constables to attack populations at Murujuga (Burrup Peninsula) and Minderoo in 
the Ashburton. Both punitive parties exacted a fearful revenge on the local people. 
The death toll in the Flying Foam massacres at Murujuga will never be known. 
Heavily armed land and sea parties launched concurrent attacks and, over a number 
of days, decimated the population of Yaburrara traditional owners.52 At Minderoo, 
the traditional country of the Thalanyji people, the police party launched a two-week 
rampage of violence, and by Sholl’s own count, at least 21 people died.53 He was never 
called to account by his government masters for this violence, his defence being that 
police intervention was preferable to allowing colonists to take matters into their own 
hands. And indeed, he may have had a perverse point, judging by the reputations of 
some of the pastoral and pearling protagonists in the region.54 Sholl eventually lost the 
confidence of his superiors in Perth, largely because his financial and family interests 
in pearling prevented him from carrying out orders to clean up labour practices on 
the fleet. Indeed, Governor Weld described Sholl in a communication to Secretary of 
State Kimberley as a ‘disgrace to the British name’.55 In 1881 he was forced to resign 
and, embittered, retired to Perth where he died five years later.56

We could easily leave Sholl’s legacy there, judging him as one who could have 
stood up to the vested interests in his jurisdiction, done more to suppress the trade 
in human labour and reduce the violence and aggression in a nascent sphere of 
government, but did none of these things because of his own financial and family 
interests. Yet if historians are to use microhistorical methodologies such as biography 
to consider a harsh frontier, they must go beyond the temptation to cast historical 
actors as two-dimensional figures, and instead consider a life such as that of Sholl in 
its full frame. It helps that Sholl left a body of correspondence that allows us to meld 
his life story into the larger context, at the local, colonial, and even imperial levels.

51  Chris Owen, Every Mother’s Son is Guilty: Policing the Kimberley Frontier of Western Australia, 1882–1905 
(Nedlands, WA: UWA Publishing, 2016), 142, 283, doi.org/10.1080/1031461x.2017.1302286.
52  Forrest, The Challenge and the Chance, xi–xii.
53  State Records Office of Western Australia, Government Resident Occurrence Books, Roebourne, 1866–1883, 
AU WA S1751. 
54  ‘Murder of Policeman Griffis and Three Others by the Natives’, Perth Gazette and Western Australian Times, 
3 April 1868, 2.
55  Owen, Every Mother’s Son is Guilty, 132.
56  Wendy Birman, ‘Robert John Sholl, 1819–1886’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of 
Biography, The Australian National University, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/sholl-robert-john-4576, accessed 
15 September 2021.
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Figure 4: Old Onslow Police Station, 2014.
The Ashburton was policed from Roebourne until 1893 when a police presence was established 
at Onslow, 250 kilometres distant.
Source: Author photograph.

Much of Sholl’s writing is official—daily occurrence books, correspondence in 
and out of the colonial secretary’s office—but Sholl also diligently maintained 
a  journal that he perhaps never intended to become public.57 The fact that all of 
this material is today held in the State Records Office of Western Australia allows 
a rare opportunity for historians to consider parallel documents that on the one 
hand present Sholl as an efficient and sometimes ruthless official, but on the other 
as a man of emotion, who worried about the morality of his actions, and how they 
might be seen by future generations. His life in Roebourne was often difficult and 
depressing. He suffered from painful infections and illnesses and lived in a seemingly 
chronic state of misery and grief after the death at sea of his oldest son, Trevarton, 
in 1867. And he was not the only one to suffer; he frets about the mental health of 
his wife Mary Anne, identified simply as ‘Mrs S’, his own domestic unfree labour, 
who emerges as one desperately miserable in the heat, boredom and monotony 

57  State Records Office of Western Australia, Resident Magistrate, Roebourne, Journals, 1865–1874, AU WA 
S1750.
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of life in the small settlement. At the level of the individual, biography can generate 
sympathy, complicating the motivations and aspirations of those whose actions 
might otherwise be judged harshly.

Biographical work, though, has inherent limitations in a frontier situation. How 
much can an individual life tell us about a complex region such as the Pilbara? 
The minutiae of the everyday, interesting though they might be to a biographer, 
might seem inconsequential to anyone else. More seriously, biography tends to 
privilege those with literary and cultural capital, people such as Henry Prinsep, the 
subject of my 2014 book Henry Prinsep’s Empire. The judgement of history has not 
been favourable to Prinsep who, as Chief Protector of Aborigines between 1898 and 
1907, single-mindedly drove what became the Aborigines Act 1905. He never visited 
the Pilbara but, under his successors, notably Auber Octavius Neville, over the next 
70 years the laws he designed and piloted through the parliament came to have 
a devastating and pervasive impact on the lives of Aboriginal families throughout 
the state.58 A member of the Anglican synod, and the mission committee that 
employed Gribble, Prinsep saw himself as a humanitarian who was motivated by 
a religious desire to mitigate the impact of colonialism on a helpless and powerless 
race of people, and envisaged his laws as heralding a new protectorate. In this he 
was at odds with his minister, the premier Sir John Forrest, who told Prinsep that 
governments should ‘do just enough to smooth their passing and to ensure that they 
should serve the higher civilization before they went’.59

By casting figures such as Sholl and Prinsep as parts of local and global networks 
based on family, friendship, religion, politics, science, and even art and photography, 
we can learn much about the emergence of colonies such as Western Australia, and 
of its regions such as the Pilbara. This though implies a shift in focus from the 
individual to larger groups and consideration of ways of utilising larger data sets 
in the project of biography so as to highlight the kinds of values, characteristics 
and interests that bind people and interests over time and space. Prosopography of 
the kind made possible by the indexing functions of the Australian Dictionary of 
Biography (ADB), by which biographical information may be organised according 
to a range of demographic features, characteristics and interests, can reveal perhaps 
more about a region like the Pilbara than a painstakingly assembled individual 
biography. Collective biography, though, goes beyond prosopography in that it 
seeks to add depth to larger data sets while not losing sight of the individual or the 
small group.60 In such a quest it has clear connections to associated fields such as 

58  A. Haebich and R. H. W. Reece, ‘Neville, Auber Octavius (1875–1954)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, 
National Centre of Biography, The Australian National University, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/neville-auber-
octavius-7821, published first in hardcopy 1988, accessed 16 September 2021.
59  Allbrook, Henry Prinsep’s Empire, 238.
60  Malcolm Allbrook and Melanie Nolan, ‘Australian Historians and Biography’, Australian Journal of Biography 
and History, no. 1 (2018): 19, doi.org/10.22459/ajbh.2018.01.

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/neville-auber-octavius-7821
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/neville-auber-octavius-7821
http://doi.org/10.22459/ajbh.2018.01


‘A disguised and unquestionable form of slavery’

95

family history, a microhistorical form that offers much to the study of a region such 
as the Pilbara. Collective biography appeals as a useful approach, for example, to 
deepen understanding of the blackbirders although, as we have seen, biographical 
information is scarce. Yet in addition to Robert Shea and Thomas Mountain, other 
names periodically appear in newspaper reports and court records—for example, 
John Hickey who was charged with kidnapping an Aboriginal man from King 
Sound in the Kimberley in 1874.61 It might also bring insights into the JPs who 
ruled on charges against Aboriginal people, the small group of parliamentarians 
who represented the region, or the men who occupied mid-level government posts 
and sought to suppress enslavement and regulate Aboriginal labour. Biographical 
approaches might also be useful in examining collectives based on countries of birth 
or religion, such as the seemingly disproportionate number of pastoralists and pearlers 
of Scottish birth or parentage. Similarly, collective biography could illuminate the 
origins, perspectives and connections of the small group of humanitarians who 
sought to positively influence government policies on the treatment of Aboriginal 
people. Such collectives, though, appear as somewhat arbitrary; members are never 
exclusively members of one group, but rather are connected across a range of levels 
and interests.

The Hansard record of the Legislative Council debate on the pearl shell fisheries 
legislation, promoted by the governor Fredrick Weld, reads almost like a lunch club 
discussion at the exclusive Weld Club, which indeed is not far from the truth.62 Even 
the bill’s proponent in parliament, Colonial Secretary Frederick Barlee, seemed to 
hold little expectation that the regulations would be effective. And why would he? 
Most of the members, appointed or elected, were drawn from the land-owning elite 
of the colony, as a scan of the online Biographical Register of Members of the Parliament 
of Western Australia demonstrates. The region did not have a representative until 
1874, but legislative councillors (MLCs) well understood and sympathised with 
the landowners and businessmen of the region.63 Their biographies illustrate the 
many-layered connections and networks underlying the acquisition and exercise of 
power, not only in the region but also throughout the colony, and sometimes further 
afield. The four men who held the Legislative Council seat of Northern District 
between 1874 and 1890 each had extensive commercial and pastoral interests in the 
region. They were all JPs, and thus had a role in administering the system of law and 
order that was often to their benefit as pastoral leaseholders and pearl boat owners. 

61  Inquirer and Commercial News, 18 April 1877, 4.
62  Western Australian Legislative Council, Hansard, ‘Aboriginal Natives Pearl Shell Fishery Bill, Second Reading’, 
14 December 1870, 41–44, accessed 16 September 2021, www.parliament.wa.gov.au/Hansard/hansard1870to1995.
nsf/83cc4ce93b5d4e0b48257b33001cfef6/7E036D515FF488FD48257A4F00092FE3/$File/18701214_Council.
pdf. Most members of the Legislative Council—elected, official and nominated—were also members of the Weld 
Club, which was located a mere 5 minutes stroll from the colonial parliamentary premises in the old Perth Town Hall.
63  See fn 1. The Legislative Council seat was initially known as ‘The North’, and thereafter as ‘North Province’.
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Taken together, their economic and legal clout gave them an extraordinary level of 
influence that allowed them to challenge, certainly to outlast, the local civil servants, 
and even senior officials such as the governor or colonial secretary.

The first member, Thomas Burges (1830–93), was born and raised at York in the 
Avon Valley and had acquired extensive pastoral interests in the Murchison and 
Gascoyne by the time he was 40.64 By entering politics, he became part of a political 
dynasty, as two uncles were also nominated MLCs; Lockier Clere (1879–84) and 
William (1875–76). A half-brother, Richard, was later MLC for East Province 
(1894–1903) and member for York in the Legislative Assembly (1903–05).65 Charles 
Harper (1842–1912), who represented the region from 1878 to 1880, became one 
of the colony’s most prominent citizens. Also born and raised in the Avon Valley, 
he was the only son of six children of English-born parents who had arrived in the 
colony in 1837. He held extensive pastoral interests in the De Grey and Ashburton 
regions and was a partner in pearling enterprises from 1868 until 1880. Later in 
life, he was part-owner of the Perth-based newspapers, the West Australian and the 
Western Mail.66 McKenzie Grant (1834–1897) held the seat from 1880 to 1887 and 
was later MLC for Geraldton and then a nominated member. Born in Scotland, 
he arrived on the Victorian goldfields in 1852 before he transferred his interests 
to the  Pilbara, purchasing leases at the De Grey and near Roebourne (Pyramid 
Station), as well as buying Roebourne town lots. He invested heavily in pearling—
among his partners being, as described earlier, the notorious blackbirder Robert 
Shea.67 Grant’s successor was his former business partner, English-born Alexander 
Richardson, who moved from Victoria with Grant in 1864 and invested in stations 
and pearling boats, as well as properties in the Kimberley and the south. He took 
over as MLC on Grant’s retirement, held the seat until 1890, when he was elected to 
the Lower House as member for De Grey, serving in the ministry of Sir John Forrest 
until his retirement from politics in 1897.68

By contrast, the civil servants responsible for administering the law rarely had the 
regional property and financial interests that motivated members of parliament. 
Apart from Robert Sholl, they all found themselves isolated and suffered personally 

64  Erickson, Bicentennial Dictionary of Western Australians, vol. 4, pt 1, 392.
65  See Lockier Clere Burges, William Burges and Richard Burges in ‘Biographical Register of Members of the 
Parliament of Western Australia’, Parliament of Western Australia, accessed 16 September 2021, parliament.wa.gov.au/
parliament/library/MPHistoricalData.nsf/(Lookup)/7173837EE68A8C8D48257E5E0028CC17?OpenDocument.
66  O. K. Battye, ‘Harper, Charles (1842–1912)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of Biography, 
The Australian National University, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/harper-charles-3721, published first in hardcopy 1972, 
accessed 17 September 2021.
67  Erickson, Bicentennial Dictionary of Western Australians, vol. 4, pt 1, 1246; McKenzie Grant, ‘Obituary’, West 
Australian, 16 September 1897, 5. 
68  Cathie Clement, ‘Richardson, Alexander (1847–1931)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre 
of Biography, The Australian National University, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/richardson-alexander-robert-8197, 
published first in hardcopy 1988, accessed 17 September 2021. See also A. R. Richardson, Early memories of the 
great Nor’West (Perth: E.A. Wigg and Sons, 1909).

http://parliament.wa.gov.au/parliament/library/MPHistoricalData.nsf/(Lookup)/7173837EE68A8C8D48257E5E0028CC17?OpenDocument
http://parliament.wa.gov.au/parliament/library/MPHistoricalData.nsf/(Lookup)/7173837EE68A8C8D48257E5E0028CC17?OpenDocument
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/harper-charles-3721
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/richardson-alexander-robert-8197
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and professionally because they took their management of the pearl shell labour 
regulations seriously and were not afraid to confront vested interests. Pemberton 
Walcott (1834–1883), for example, was born into a family whose members had 
owned slaves in Demerara and had received compensation payments from the British 
Government after the abolition of slavery in the British imperial world in 1833.69 
Yet in his civil service career, Walcott became known as an implacable opponent 
of any practice that resembled slavery. Born in 1834 near Perth, his parents James 
Percy Walcott and Jo(h)anna (née Perry) had not prospered in their new home 
after arriving from Demerara in 1830, although they initially had the resources to 
purchase property in the Avon Valley.70 Pemberton joined F. T. Gregory’s expedition 
to the north in 1861, and is credited with being among the first to recognise the 
potential of the pearl shell fishery. After farming in the south-west of the colony, 
he was appointed captain of the government cutters, first Pearl and later Gertrude, 
where he was occupied in enforcing the law of the sea and searching for shipwreck 
survivors. Appointed a JP in 1874, he became inspector of pearl shell fisheries in 
1880, with instructions from Governor William Robinson to clean up the industry.71 
In the short time he was in the post, Walcott was indefatigable in his efforts to 
eradicate ‘what may be called by its proper name—Slavery’.72 He initiated a series 
prosecutions against pearlers, and recorded the illness and violence on the fleets in 
reports to the governor.73 Forrest speculates that he was too effective and that his 
death at Roebuck Bay in 1883 was due to poisoning.

Edward Hayes Laurence (1846–1885), who succeeded Sholl as Government 
Resident  in 1881, may have also had slave-owning connections, as several 
beneficiaries of the same name appear in the Legacies of British Slavery database. 
Born in London in 1846, he was a cousin of the colonial secretary Frederick Barlee, 
and it was probably that connection that brought him to Western Australia in 
1863.74 As with Walcott, he was charged with suppressing the trade in Aboriginal 
labour and was promised new regulations to strengthen his hand. Yet from the 
beginning he faced unyielding opposition from local pearlers, even over his decision 
to charge and convict the notorious blackbirder Mountain. They lamented the 
departure of Sholl, who ‘so well understood the natives and their customs’, and 
accused Laurence of being ‘absolutely ignorant’ and too much influenced by ‘Exeter 
Hall sentiments’.75 Furthermore, they argued that the industry would be destroyed 
if the laws were effective in regulating labour on the fleet. The pressures of the job 
soon told on Laurence’s physical and emotional health, and he applied for a transfer 

69  See Jane Lydon’s article in this volume.
70  Erickson, Bicentennial Dictionary of Western Australians, vol. 3, 863–64.
71  Western Australian Times, 16 October 1874, 2; Herald (Fremantle), 11 December 1880, 3. 
72  Walcott to Colonial Secretary, July 6 1880. Quoted by Forrest, The Challenge and the Chance, 171.
73  Forrest, The Challenge and the Chance, 170.
74  Erickson, Bicentennial Dictionary of Western Australians, vol. 3, 483.
75  West Australian, 9 December 1881, 3.
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as resident magistrate to Bunbury in the colony’s south-west in 1885, but died 
before he could take up the role. Edward Fox Angelo succeeded him in 1886. Born 
in Bengal, India, in 1836, he had risen to the rank of Lieutenant Colonel in the 
Indian army before migrating to Western Australia in 1882. He was initially aide-
de-camp to the governor Sir Frederick Broome, and the two formed a close alliance 
in their efforts to reform the pearling industry. His manner though did not endear 
him to the Roebourne elite. Geoffrey Bolton, the ADB biographer of Angelo’s more 
famous son Edward, described him as ‘a gentlemanly and conscientious official, 
but too much given the formality and fuss’.76 Yet there was no doubt as to where 
he stood on the matter of forced labour on the pearling fleet. Writing to Broome, 
he reported finding ‘in full force a disguised and unquestionable form of slavery 
carried out under the protection of the British flag’.77 Like his predecessor, he found 
it impossible to gain convictions, and was transferred, defeated, and having lost the 
support of the government and the Roebourne establishment, to Bunbury and then 
to Rottnest Island, where he became superintendent of the Aboriginal prison.

The Scots who lived and came to wield considerable power in the Pilbara during the 
nineteenth century comprise a similarly interesting group for their treatment and 
attitudes to Aboriginal people through their interests in pearling and pastoralism. 
In addition to McKenzie Grant and his extensive interests, there were also Roderick, 
Donald and Donald McDonald (Dody) MacKay at Mundabullangana and Roy Hill 
stations, and Alex, Farquhar and Roderick McRae, who owned leases, boats and 
businesses at Roebourne, Cossack, and in the Fortescue and Ashburton hinterland. 
The families were united and cohesive, and their members appear frequently in 
the historical documentation of the region as part of influential and, at times, 
intimidating collectives. They are also notable for their harsh and uncompromising 
attitudes to Aboriginal people.78 By contrast, Donald McLeod (1816–1886) was 
born into a family of devout Anglicans who took seriously their Christian obligations 
to care for their Aboriginal workers and their families, expressing a paternalism 
that acted to protect Aboriginal workers from the ravages of colonialism. Born in 
Victoria and educated at Scotch College, Melbourne, he established Chirrita Station 
near Roebourne in 1872, and ran it successfully, without going in to pearling, 
until 1878. Back in Victoria, he had a dairy farm and served in the Victorian 
Legislative Assembly for six years. In 1899, he took up land in the Gascoyne region 
(approximately 800 kilometres south of Roebourne) and with his wife Charlotte (née 
Bussell) set about establishing a station at Minilya. As a fellow humanitarian and 
a kinsman of the McLeods, Henry Prinsep (by then Chief Protector of Aborigines) 

76  G. C. Bolton, ‘Angelo, Edward Houghton (1870–1948)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre 
of Biography, The Australian National University, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/angelo-edward-houghton-5029, 
published first in hardcopy 1979, accessed 20 September 2021.
77  Forrest, The Challenge and the Chance, 189–90.
78  Margaret Allen, ‘The Brothers up North and the Sisters down South’, 2001.
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thoroughly approved of their practices. In his 1901/02 Annual Report, he praised 
them as ‘very experienced and wise trainers of the native race’, noting that ‘a large 
number of natives congregate at this station’:

And no wonder, for they have found out that … they receive kindness and justice, 
with liberality. The children are clothed, and all the natives are compelled to wash 
themselves and their clothes, and to keep their hair short, and to appear weekly in 
a clean condition.79

A study of the humanitarians who sought to exert pressure on the imperial and 
colonial governments also promises to reveal much about the region.80 Apart from 
Gribble, several men and women corresponded with government officials and 
wrote  letters to newspapers to publicise the violence of the north-west frontier. 
David Carley is a particularly interesting case.81 Probably a former convict, he lived 
at Cossack after 1872, and wrote letters to the colonial and imperial governments 
giving eyewitness accounts of what he described as ‘the common practice’ of 
‘kidnapping and slavery’, alleging that the region was ‘steeped to its neck with rapine, 
slavery, and murder’. Ignored by the colonial government, he sent details of his 
observations to the Colonial Office in London, which subsequently asked Governor 
Frederick Broome to respond. Broome, however, dismissed Carley’s allegations, and 
instead attacked him as a ‘very disreputable person’, a thief and a receiver of stolen 
property, a ‘sly grog seller’ who had ‘lived in debauchery with several native girls 
of tender age’.82 John Taylor, the manager of Cooyapooya Station who reported 
the violence of Albert Francisco and Robert Shea at the station in 1874, is another 
figure who warrants further study, as do a number of others who alleged slavery 
and cruelty in the north, including the leader of the Western Australian Aborigines 
Amelioration Movement, Lyon Weiss; the English journalist Walter Malcolmson; 
and the Catholic Bishop Matthew Gibney.83 Several women were also vocal in 
their condemnation of the violence, although their voices are harder to find in the 
documentary record. Caroline Bussell though, Prinsep’s sister-in-law, wrote often 
from her home in Paris to ask Prinsep about the reports she was reading about 
the north-west. She told of her ‘great disappointment’ that he had allowed ‘all the 

79  Western Australia, Annual Report of the Aborigines Department, 1901/2 (Perth: Government Printer, 1902).
80  I am conscious in using the term ‘humanitarian’ that in the settler colonial context of the nineteenth century, 
it did not undermine the basis of colonialism to dispossess indigenous people of their land, but was more concerned 
with reducing the negative impacts of colonisation on indigenous populations. See for example, Bain Attwood, 
The  Making of the Aborigines (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1989); Jan Kociumbas, ‘Genocide and Modernity in 
Colonial Australia’, in Genocide and Settler Society: Frontier Violence and Stolen Indigenous Children, ed. Dirk Moses 
(New York: Berghahn Books, 2004), 77–102.
81  Henry Reynolds, This Whispering in Our Hearts (St Leonards, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 1998), 166–68. See also 
Erickson, Bicentennial Dictionary of Western Australians, vol. 4, pt 1.
82  Legislative Council of Western Australia, Papers Respecting the Treatment of Aboriginal Natives in Western Australia, 
1886–86 (Perth: Legislative Council of Western Australia, 1886). See also West Australian, 12 July 1886, 3.
83  See Allbrook, Henry Prinsep’s Empire, 274–76.
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distant stations … to go on in the old lawless ways and I see by the Papers that 
horrors of cruelty and injustice are still committed. Why are white men allowed to 
beat and kick black?’84

Thus, there is considerable potential for collective biography to illuminate aspects 
of the labour trade on the Pilbara pearling fleet of the nineteenth century. But the 
record is weighted heavily in favour of the pastoralists, pearlers and civil servants. 
Although names, often variants or those given by Europeans, are sometimes 
recorded, the Aboriginal enslaved who bore the brunt of the brutality are almost 
silent in the documentary record.85 As Marina Carter observed in her 1996 study of 
Indian indentured labourers, the voices of the absolutely oppressed tend to appear 
only at flash points of conflict with the law, and thus it is rarely possible to gain more 
than a fragment of the story of a life.86 Indeed, the individual focus of biography 
seems almost the antithesis of the dehumanising imperative of enslavement. Like 
Carter’s subjects, the Aboriginal enslaved in the pastoral and pearling industries 
only become visible at these flash points, and even then, because the authorities 
rarely understood Aboriginal naming conventions or language, it is difficult for 
descendants to identify or claim them from the vantage point of over a century. 
Nonetheless, the archives of Roebourne and Cossack, as well the contemporary 
newspapers, include many reports of Aboriginal experiences on the pearling fleet, 
including eyewitness testimony. Some of these may be read ‘against the grain’, and 
with the aid of insights from other disciplines, notably archaeology, anthropology 
and linguistics, have the potential to reveal much about life paths and life courses, 
even if the individual remains beyond reach.

To conclude, the violence and aggression that underlies the history of the Pilbara 
frontier and the story of enslavement in this Western Australian outpost is one 
of suspicion, concealment and vested interest. Those in the north, the perpetrators of 
an inhumane trade, sought to conceal their practices from a faraway government 
that, they believed, had no conception of the difficulties they faced. Not only was 
the government, personified by the governor and senior Perth-based officials such 
as the colonial secretary or the chief protector of Aborigines, believed to be out of 
touch, but there was also a more general disdain for humanitarians, the ‘Exeter Hall 
types’ and the ‘Psalm-singers’. For its part, the government was also complicit in this 
game of deceit as it sought to convince London that the colony was ready for self-
government. Both officials and pastoralists (who increasingly came to dominate the 
Legislative Council) were part of this deceit—and all of them came down hard on 

84  Caroline Bussell to Josephine Prinsep, 15 May 1899, State Library of Western Australia, Acc. 3593A/26.
85  Neville Green and Susan Moon, Far From Home: Aboriginal Prisoners of Rottnest Island, 1838–1931 (Nedlands, 
WA: University of Western Australia Press, 1997), 6–7. This compendium, Volume X of the Dictionary of Western 
Australians series, illustrates the complexity of the naming practices associated with Aboriginal prisoners. Name were 
frequently simply made up or rendered in various ways according to the record keeper.
86  Marina Carter, Voices from the Indenture: Experiences of Indian Migrants in the British Empire (London, New York: 
Leicester University Press, 1996).
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those who broke the rules and went public about the slavery on the frontier, men like 
Gribble, and others such as Carley, Weiss, Malcolmson and Gibney. The fears of the 
colonial government appeared justified when self-government finally came in 1890 
and London withheld responsibility for Aboriginal affairs, much to the resentment 
of Sir John Forrest, who immediately set about having the measures revoked. 
He succeeded in 1898 after the Legislative Council passed the Aborigines Act 1898 
and set up a rudimentary protectorate. The three-man Aborigines Department, 
underfunded and with no legal powers, was never intended to be effective, but 
Henry Prinsep, well-connected and sociable, was an effective communicator, and 
the taint of slavery steadily diminished, to be replaced by the veneer of protection.

Prinsep and his wife Josephine (née Bussell) took a holiday in England in 1907, over 
40 years after he had left the country on a mission to rescue the Western Australian 
estates of his Calcutta-based father Charles. While in Britain, he was called to attend 
a meeting with the secretary of state for the colonies, Lord Elgin. He was asked to 
explain and justify Western Australia’s continued use of neck-chains to restrain and 
transport Aboriginal prisoners, a practice that reinforced the image of the Western 
Australian Government as one that tolerated slavery. Arriving at Westminster, he 
found that Elgin was unavailable and instead he met a middle-ranking civil servant 
who, Prinsep reported, had little inkling of what he was talking about, and indeed 
‘seemed surprised that I spoke English’. Back in Perth, he told the West Australian 
that ‘apart from a very small missionary set’ the English were ‘so wrapped up in the 
affairs of their own country that they do not trouble themselves about our native 
question’. He reached the conclusion that England had lost interest in the colonised 
peoples of its empire, its responsibility to protect replaced by ‘a desire to let the race 
rise or fall, whatever its fate might be. There does not seem to be the desire to throw 
the aegis of English power over the unprotected races as there used to be’.87

Thus reassured, the Western Australian State Government moved into a new stage 
of Aboriginal affairs administration based on tight regulation, segregation and 
control, managed after 1915 by the ruthless and efficient bureaucrat A. O. Neville, 
who held office for 25 years. The stain of slavery steadily became a problem of the 
past, although every now and again there were outbursts of controversy, most of it 
short-lived and rapidly suppressed. The pearling industry, too, moved into a new 
phase as the fleet moved north to Broome and with the shallow banks fished out, 
demanded deep sea diving and new technologies. The system of Aboriginal pastoral 
labour, though, continued virtually unchanged and unabated right through until 
the Aboriginal pastoral workers’ strike of 1946 signalled the start of a new era in the 
Pilbara, the beginning of the end of a long period of enslavement and the start of 
the era of self-determination.

87  West Australian, 30 September 1908, 4.
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Edward Stirling: Embodiment and 
beneficiary of slave-ownership1

BETH M. ROBERTSON

Introduction
Since the University College London’s database of legacies of British slave-ownership 
became available online in 2013, Edward Stirling (c. 1808–1873) has been identified 
as a nineteenth-century colonist whose success in Australia was based on family 
wealth derived from slavery. Following the Slavery Abolition Act 1833, Edward’s 
father Archibald Stirling (1769–1847) received over £12,500 in compensation for 
his share of 690 slaves working on the Stirlings of Keir’s Jamaican estates.2 In 1838 
Archibald gave Edward £1,000 to fund his emigration from Scotland to South 
Australia. The transaction appears to exemplify how families relocated their sons 
and financial capital from the West Indies to new settler colonies to continue to 
pursue their imperial ambitions in ways that would be ‘unsullied by connections 
with slavery’.3

However, Edward was illegitimate and of African descent, and the latter was 
apparent in his physical appearance. By funding his Jamaican-born son’s emigration 
Archibald removed from his life and the vicinity of his heir, who would come of age 
in 1839, an embodiment of the family’s slave-owning past. Edward was determined 
to promote his Scottish identity within colonial society, and such was his emphatic 
financial success that his African heritage, and the compounding ‘taints’ of slavery 
and illegitimacy, were never publicly acknowledged. Nevertheless, he remained 
cognisant of his awkward place in the racial order. So too did his oldest son, Edward 
Charles Stirling (1848–1919), whose motivations in studying human evolution and 
racial variation remain obscure but add further, intriguing complexity to the family 
biography. This article is an opportunity to begin exploring the ways in which 
Edward’s life story and those of several of his mixed-race relatives contribute to both 
the financial and familial legacies of slave-ownership.

1  I thank Jane Lydon for inviting me to contribute to this special issue, and the anonymous referees for their 
thought-provoking comments on an earlier draft.
2  ‘Archibald Stirling the younger’, University College London (UCL) Department of History, Legacies of British 
Slavery database (hereafter LBS database), accessed 10 October 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/18902. 
The same access date applies to other online sources referred to in this article.
3  Catherine Hall, ‘Writing History, Making “Race”: Slave-Owners and Their Stories’, Australian Historical 
Studies 47, no. 3 (2016): 367, doi.org/10.1080/1031461X.2016.1202291.

http://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/18902
http://doi.org/10.1080/1031461X.2016.1202291
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Oral tradition
Edward Stirling is my great-great-grandfather. The origin story that passed down 
through generations of descendants is that he was the oldest of many children born 
to a Creole4 woman in Jamaica who was the common-law wife of a plantation 
owner, or ‘planter’, of the Scottish clan Stirling. His father took him to Scotland 
to be educated, funded him to come to South Australia, and bailed him out when 
an initial pastoralist venture failed. He went on to make his fortune in pastoralism 
and mining, and his children consolidated their father’s success. Edward was of 
a sentimental disposition. People and places that shaped his life were commemorated 
in family and property names. However, knowledge of the branch of the Stirling clan 
to which Edward was connected was not received by later generations.5 The matter 
was clarified in 2007 when family historian Jude Skurray learned of a series of letters 
in the Stirlings of Keir collection held in the Glasgow City Archives. The letters 
establish the relationship between Edward and Archibald, and both confirm and 
complicate the oral tradition about Edward’s emigration.

4  The Portuguese term ‘Creole’ originally referred to the descendants of European colonists who had been born 
in the colonies. In the West Indies the term came to mean a person of mixed European and African descent, but, 
unlike other racial classifications, did not signify particular proportions of parentage.
5  Edward Stirling Booth (1911–1997) became convinced that Edward was connected to the Kippendavie 
branch of clan Stirling. That erroneous version of the family tree is recounted in ‘Interview with E. S. Booth’, 
interviewer Anna Pope, 1995, State Library of South Australia (SLSA), OH 295.

Figure 1: Edward Stirling, c. 1870.
Source: Family collection, Australia.

Edward’s mother remains a figure of 
mystery. ‘Of course, your three-greats 
grandmother was black,’ my father’s 
older cousin and designated family 
archivist Edward Stirling Booth (1911–
1997) told me when I was in my 20s. 
Her status was usually described in terms 
more palatable to the late Victorian era 
in which Edward’s origin story was 
shaped by his children. She was half 
French or Spanish, her name might 
have been ‘Jeanne’ or ‘Jeannie’, and she 
was in a long-term relationship with the 
planter. The possibilities that she was 
enslaved, or that she was the daughter of 
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a slave, or a woman of colour otherwise dependent on Jamaica’s ‘anti-social system 
of concubinage’6 were not entertained. My own and other descendants’ DNA test 
results indicate that Edward’s mother was the daughter of a woman from the West 
African region now known as Ghana.

The Stirlings of Keir in Jamaica
Catherine Hall refers to the ‘silences and evasions’ in British national culture 
that allowed elite families to erase their slave-owning pasts in collective memory.7 
These strategies are apparent in The Stirlings of Keir and their Family Papers by William 
Fraser, privately printed by the family in 1858.8 This 750-page work documents 
seven centuries of the clan Stirling, including two generations of several branches 
in Jamaica and the North American colonies, without a single reference to slavery. 
A century later the Stirlings of Keir’s records were deposited in a municipal archive 
and are now under the aegis of the Glasgow City Archives.9 The family’s slave-owning 
past remains veiled; the detailed finding aid has not been made available online by 
the archives to date.10 On the other hand, there are no apparent restrictions on use 
by researchers able to visit the archives or to afford copying fees.11

Edward’s Scottish great-grandfather James Stirling (1679–1749) inherited the 
baronies of Keir and Cawder near Glasgow in central Scotland in 1694. The estates’ 
debts were rising because the Stirlings of Keir, like many others of their class, were 
building country houses to replace their ‘tower’ houses or castles.12 James was an 
ardent Jacobite and his involvement ‘in all the Risings and plots’13 that attempted 
to restore the House of Stuart to the British throne came at a cost. He was tried 
for high treason after the 1708 uprising, had his estates forfeited in 1716 (forgoing 
over £950 in annual rents14), and was gaoled for his part in the 1745 uprising.15 

6  Brooke N. Newman, A Dark Inheritance: Blood, Race and Sex in Colonial Jamaica (New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press, 2018), 2.
7  Hall, ‘Writing History, Making ‘Race’, 366–67.
8  William Fraser, The Stirlings of Keir and their Family Papers (Edinburgh: privately printed, 1858).
9  Parts of the records related to Australia were microfilmed by the Australian Joint Copying Project (AJCP) at 
the Strathclyde Regional Archives in the mid-twentieth century. This only became apparent to the author when the 
microfilm was digitised by the National Library of Australia (NLA) and added to Trove in 2019: AJCP M2983–
M2994, Stirling Family of Keir and Cawder (Fonds T-SK)/Miscellaneous correspondence (Series 13).
10  The author has been supplied with an electronic version of the finding aid by the Glasgow City Archives.
11  The archives was closed for most of 2020 and 2021 due to the global pandemic.
12  Bill Inglis, ‘The Stirlings of Keir in the 18th Century, Restoring the Family Fortunes in the British Empire’, 
Forth Naturalist and Historian 24 (2001): 86. 
13  Alfred Stirling, Gang Forward: A Stirling Notebook (Melbourne: The Hawthorn Press, 1972), 119.
14  Inglis, ‘The Stirlings of Keir’, 86.
15  Fraser, The Stirlings of Keir, 70.
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The estates were purchased by relatives and friends and reconveyed to James’s 
oldest son John (1704–1757) in 172816—leaving the family even more heavily 
encumbered with debt. James’s wife Marion Stuart (1680–1770) had given birth 
22 times between 1704 and 1729,17 and more than half of their progeny survived to 
adulthood. James looked abroad to secure his younger sons’ livelihoods and restore 
the family fortunes.

Most branches of the clan Stirling in the Scottish landed gentry were also engaged in 
trade, directly or through daughters marrying into merchant families. The Stirlings 
of Drumpellier were the most involved, being ‘a long and prolific succession of 
merchants of Glasgow’ in the 1600s and 1700s.18 The three sons of James Stirling 
who set sail for Jamaica in the early 1730s established the Stirlings of Keir as colonial 
merchants and subsequently as planters.

Sojourners
While Marion’s fecundity and James’s Jacobitism were particular triggers, the 
Stirlings of Keir were otherwise typical of the educated Scottish migrants who went 
to Jamaica in the eighteenth century; ‘They went to earn a fortune as quickly as 
possible and return home with it’.19 The family’s Jamaican interests would span 
119 years, from 1733 to 1852, but James Stirling’s three sons and three grandsons 
who spent time on the island between 1733 to 1815, before leaving their concerns 
in the hands of managers, were essentially sojourners. None were Jamaican-born 
and only one married there. Of the three that died in Jamaica, only Robert Stirling 
(1715–1763) had shown signs of settling. Alan Karras has used the Stirlings of Keir 
records in his study of the economic activities and networks of Scottish sojourners. 
He finds that Robert’s older brother Archibald Stirling (1710–1783) was eventually 
provoked to accuse Robert ‘of renouncing his transient status and becoming 
a stereotypical planter’.20

16  Fraser, The Stirlings of Keir, 75.
17  Fraser, The Stirlings of Keir, 72–74.
18  Stirling, Gang Forward, 95.
19  Alan L. Karras, Sojourners in the Sun: Scottish Migrants in Jamaica and the Chesapeake, 1740–1800 (New York: 
Cornell University Press, 1992), 3.
20  Karras, Sojourners, 74.
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Figure 2: Stirling family tree depicting relationships discussed in the article.
Source: Author.
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Initial profits were gleaned not from Jamaican trade but from West Bengal, now 
part of India, to which Archibald relocated in 1735. He returned to Scotland 
with £18,000 in 174821 and lent money to Robert, who was residing in Kingston, 
Jamaica, to buy the plantation ‘Frontier’ in St Mary parish.22 In 1757 Robert and 
his brother James Stirling (1714–1773) bought ‘Hampden’ in St James.23 In about 
1780 Archibald added a plantation in Trelawney to the family’s Jamaican interests, 
naming it ‘Keir’.24 The brothers also traded slaves. During the eighteenth century, 
captains of slave ships grew tired of managing the sale of their human cargoes 
themselves and ‘came to favour selling wholesale to merchants who then sold on 
enslaved Africans at retail prices from their merchant houses in [Kingston] town’.25 
Andrew Welsby has used the Stirlings of Keir records in his research into the profits 
of slavery associated with the remodelling of the Pollok Estate after it was joined 
with the Keir estates in the nineteenth century. A letter from James to Archibald in 
November 1764 reveals that James was anticipating earning £2,000 from the sale of 
slaves in Kingston.26

In 1783 the three Jamaican estates, including hundreds of slaves, were bequeathed 
to the younger sons of William Stirling (1725–1793), the only son of the Jacobite 
James Stirling with legitimate heirs. Bill Inglis has used the Stirlings of Keir records 
to calculate the family’s fluctuating wealth during the eighteenth century. It was not 
until 1778 that the elder Archibald could report a net gain from the plantations. 
Each subsequent year until his death in 1783 ‘he was able to report a profit from the 
sale of sugar and rum in Britain of over £22,000 out of which the cost of sending 
some supplies to Jamaica each year had to be deducted’. Inglis estimates that the 
first generation of Stirlings of Keir in Jamaica repatriated about £25,000 to Scotland 
between 1755 and 1783. Their mercantile activities in West Bengal and the East 
Indies doubled that amount.27

William’s son Archibald was 20 years old when he led the second generation of the 
Stirlings of Keir to Jamaica in 1789. It was the same year that William Wilberforce 
first addressed the British House of Commons about the abolition of the slave trade.

21  Stephanie Barczewski, British Country Houses and Empire, 1700–1945 (Manchester: Manchester University 
Press, 2014), 22. 
22  ‘Archibald Stirling the younger’, LBS database. 
23  ‘James Stirling the elder’, LBS database, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2146644427.
24  ‘Archibald Stirling the elder’, LBS database, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2146644429.
25  Trevor Burnard, ‘Slaves and Slavery in Kingston, 1770–1815’, International Review of Social History 65, special 
issue S28 (2020): 49, doi.org/10.1017/S0020859020000073.
26  Andrew Welsby, ‘Stirling-Maxwell’s Connection to the North Atlantic Slave Trade: A Study of Pollock Houses’ 
Walled Garden to Reveal a Hidden History to the  Slave Trade’, [2020], andywelsby.com/2020/04/23/stirling-
maxwells-connection-to-the-north-atlantic-slave-trade/.
27  Inglis, ‘The Stirlings of Keir’, 100.

http://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2146644427
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2146644429
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Temporary connections
Jamaica was ‘a colony in which white men of all ranks indulged their sexual license 
without censure’.28 A white American woman living in Kingston in the early 1790s 
wrote to a friend that men in Jamaica formed ‘temporary connections with females, 
whom they both estimate and treat as creatures of inferior species; they procreate 
beings whom they also hold inferior to themselves, but superior to their mothers’.29 
Of the ‘range of possible unions between white men and enslaved and free women 
of African and mixed descent’,30 planters typically kept free women of colour. ‘These 
“housekeepers”, as they were euphemistically known, were expected to perform 
“all the duties of a wife, except that of presiding at table”.’31

Archibald lived in Jamaica for 25 years, primarily at Hampden. Like his uncles 
before him he did not marry on the island. He fathered at least six illegitimate 
children: Edward, two other ‘reputed’ sons and three ‘reputed’ daughters are named 
in his will, as well as the mother of two of the daughters.32

In his study of mixed-race children sired by British men in Jamaica, Daniel Livesay 
finds that ‘Although most fathers—likely 80 percent—offered no support to [their] 
illegitimate offspring … a not insignificant number chose to take care of their children’.33 
Examples from the extended Stirling family suggest that some discriminated, taking 
care of the illegitimate children born later in their lives. Archibald’s uncle Robert 
Stirling’s only known illegitimate child, Charlotte Stirling (b.  1759), was born to 
Sarah Morris four years before Robert’s death in 1763 aged 48.34 Sarah, who lived in 
Kingston, was racially classified as a free quadroon.35 Charles Stirling (1742–1795) of 
the Stirlings of Ardoch acknowledged only three sons ‘begotten by me on the body 
of Rebecca Ash’, born in the four years before his death at the age of 53.36 Rebecca 
was Charles’s young housekeeper on the Ardoch Penn37 in St Ann parish. Archibald’s 

28  Newman, A Dark Inheritance, 156.
29  Newman, A Dark Inheritance, 162, quoting Ann Storrow.
30  Newman, A Dark Inheritance, 148.
31  Richard Atkinson, Mr Atkinson’s Rum Contract: The Story of a Tangled Inheritance (London: Fourth Estate, 
2020), 313.
32  Details from a copy of Archibald Stirling’s will held by family historian Jude Skurray.
33  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), 2.
34  Anne M. Powers, ‘Blocking Legacies to Negroes and Mulattoes’, A Parcel of Ribbons: Eighteenth Century Jamaica 
Viewed through Family Stories and Documents, 17 December 2011, aparcelofribbons.co.uk/2011/12/blocking-
legacies-to-negroes-and-mulattoes/; ‘Mourning-ring [AF.1712]’, British Museum, n.d., www.britishmuseum.org/
collection/object/H_AF-1712.
35  The racial classification ‘quadroon’ signified that the person had a white father and a ‘mulatto’ mother; a ‘mulatto’ 
had a white father and a ‘Negro’ mother.
36  Sarah Harrison, transcriber and ed., ‘Stirlings of Ardoch and Grahams of Airth Family Letters [1769–1858]: 
A Personal View of the Value of Kinship’, n.d., 129, www.alanmacfarlane.com/autobiography/Stirling%20and%20
Graham%20letters%201769-1858.pdf.
37  A penn was a farm that primarily raised livestock, as opposed to a cropping plantation.

http://aparcelofribbons.co.uk/2011/12/blocking-legacies-to-negroes-and-mulattoes/
http://aparcelofribbons.co.uk/2011/12/blocking-legacies-to-negroes-and-mulattoes/
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http://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/H_AF-1712
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recognition of six illegitimate children appears generous by comparison, but Edward’s 
estimated year of birth is 1808, when Archibald had been in Jamaica for 20 years. 
The relative ages of Edward’s half-siblings have not been established but three can be 
inferred to be the same age or younger than Edward. Archibald also acknowledged 
two illegitimate sons of his younger brother Robert Stirling (1772–1808) to one or 
two unidentified women of colour: Charles (d. 1858) and John. Robert, ‘one of the 
few Stirlings to marry in the island’,38 wed Scottish-born Sarah Steel (c. 1790–1823), 
18 years his junior, in 1805.

Men of property who were concerned about their illegitimate progeny’s prospects, 
removed them from their mothers and sent them abroad. ‘Jamaica was a place to 
make money; it was not a site for education’.39 As the mixed-race proportion of the 
population increased during the eighteenth century their educational and financial 
prospects worsened. The money was to be made by white colonists and their 
metropolitan connections. In the early nineteenth century, mixed-race children 
were barred admittance to the few schools in the colony, legislation constrained 
their legal standing, and racial prejudice stunted their employment opportunities.40

In 1815, at the age of 46, Archibald returned to Scotland and made an advantageous 
marriage to 22-year-old Elizabeth Maxwell (c. 1793–1822), daughter of Sir John 
Maxwell, 7th Baronet of Pollok. At about the same time, two of his Jamaican sons, 
including Edward, and both of Robert’s sons were sent to Scotland.41 There is no 
apparent reference to this development in the finding aid to the Stirlings of Keir’s 
records, which is also silent on the movements of other mixed-race Stirlings of Keir 
between Jamaica and Britain. Charlotte, illegitimate daughter of the elder Robert 
Stirling, had been transferred to Britain in the 1760s. She already has some prominence 
in studies of the familial legacies of slavery due to the agency demonstrated by her 
mother, Sarah Morris. Sarah appears to have been of independent means prior to 
her liaison with Robert and was relatively wealthy after his death, although under an 
Act of the Jamaican Assembly in December 1761, ‘mulattoes, and the offspring of 
mulattoes, not being in their own issue born in lawful wedlock’ could not inherit real 
or personal property valued above £2,000 from a white person.42 Sarah petitioned 
the Assembly in December 1763 to confer on herself and her daughter the legal 
rights that whites possessed so that she could provide Charlotte with an education 
‘as might qualify her to enjoy the privileges and immunities of a white woman in this 

38  Stirling, Gang Forward, 122.
39  Livesay, Children of Uncertain Fortune, 96.
40  Livesay, Children of Uncertain Fortune, 308.
41  This is established from the subsequent lives of Edward and his cousin Charles, and from Archibald’s will, which 
left annuities of pounds Sterling to Edward’s brother William and Charles’s brother Robert. Archibald’s annuities to 
his illegitimate daughters are in Jamaican currency.
42  ‘Act of the Jamaican Assembly December 1761’, from The Laws of Jamaica, vol. 2, St Jago de la Vega (1802), 
transcribed by Anne Powers 25 November 2011, A Parcel of Ribbons: Eighteenth Century Jamaica Viewed through 
Family Stories and Documents, aparcelofribbons.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/48-Act-of-the-Jamaican-
Assembly-December-1761.pdf.
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island’.43 Sarah was successful and 23 years later petitioned for the right to dispose 
of her estate to her daughter. That action revealed that Charlotte was still living in 
Britain ‘where she has received a very liberal education, under the immediate care 
and patronage of William Stirling, esq [sic], of Keir, her uncle’.44 In 1808 Charlotte 
purchased Dean Bank Lodge in Edinburgh as her private residence.45

Edward Stirling in Scotland
In arranging for the education of their mixed-race children in Britain, Livesay 
has identified that families’ actions ‘reflected a general desire to care for kin but 
also demonstrated a simultaneous reluctance to have relations of color too close, 
both physically and economically’.46 Whether Edward’s father Archibald grew up 
with Charlotte as his acknowledged older mixed-race cousin is not established, but 
Edward did not live at ‘Kenmure House’ near Glasgow with his father’s legitimate 
family. Edward aged about eight, his brother and two cousins were installed at the 
parochial school in St Vigeans near Arbroath, 100 miles (160 km) north-east of 
Glasgow. They lived with the schoolmaster John Bowman, who is identified in 
Edward’s origin story, and attended school with local children. Edward maintained 
contact with schoolmates for the rest of his life. An account of his ‘disinterested 
generosity’ towards an old scholar in 1863 suggests that he enjoyed the status of 
a young gentleman at the school. They are recalled as ‘two young men much alike 
in years, but very different so far as regarded wordly [sic] circumstances and family 
connections. The more fortunate of the two was a native of Jamaica, the other was 
the son of a working man belonging to this neighbourhood’.47 An exercise book 
in Edward’s hand shows that he was educated, at least in part, to be a clerk or 
small business owner48—indeed, the kind of education required of a plantation 
bookkeeper or a clerk in a trading company. When Edward finished school at 
St Vigeans, ‘a stout lad of seventeen or eighteen’,49 he was employed by associates of 
his father, the merchant Dennistoun brothers of Glasgow.

Edward could have remained in this position—employed but unmarried, excluded 
from the society of his father and separated from the society of his birth—but after 
about 12 years, at about 30 years of age, he took his future into his own hands. 
His father Archibald had succeeded his brother James in the family estates in 1831 

43  Newman, A Dark Inheritance, 121.
44  Newman, A Dark Inheritance, 124.
45  ‘Stockbridge School Annexe’, Dean Bank Lane Project, n.d., www.deanbanklaneproject.co.uk/stockbridge-
primary-nursery.
46  Livesay, Children of Uncertain Fortune, 231.
47  Paisley Herald and Renfrewshire Advertiser, 8 August 1863, 2. The author stated, ‘We forbear giving names’ 
but 10 years later Edward’s obituary in another local newspaper repeated this and other accounts of his generosity, 
noting ‘It is no breach of confidence now’. Dundee Courier, 10 February 1873, 4.
48  SLSA, Stirling Family papers, PRG 388, Box 1.
49  Dundee Courier, 10 February 1873, 4.
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and resided at Keir House outside Stirling. Between November 1835 and October 
1838, he received over £12,500 in government compensation for his share of 690 
Jamaican slaves.50 It appears that Archibald, who had been widowed since 1822, 
chose this time to advise Edward that he was to have an inheritance. A co-signed 
note survives in the Stirlings of Keir records:

Glasgow 6th November 1838

Dear Sir, [writes Edward]

As you had intended to leave me at your death as you told me One Thousand Pounds, 
but in consequence of my having a wish to proceed to Australia, you now agree to 
give the above sum which I have this day received.

Archibald signs under the phrase ‘Receipt in full of all Demands’.51

The accelerated inheritance coincides with the imminent coming of age of 
Archibald’s legitimate heir William Stirling, later Sir William Stirling Maxwell 
(1818–1878), 10th Baronet of Pollok.52 Archibald’s will of 1840 directs his heir to 
continue to pay annuities to his reputed children. This conscientious accounting 
shows that his brother Robert’s son John had died (Archibald was paying his widow 
an annuity of £35) and suggests that Edward’s brother William was ill and probably 
unemployed.53 With the emigration of Edward and his cousin Charles, Archibald 
removed from his life and the vicinity of his heir the two potent embodiments of his 
sexual proclivities in Jamaica and the family’s slave-owning past.

Edward Stirling in South Australia
Edward and Charles sailed onboard the Lady Bute on 29 January 1839, arriving 
in Adelaide on Kaurna land five months later, on 18 June. They had brought out 
material for a wooden house, which was erected in Hutt Street.54 They were the first 
of the Stirlings of Keir to venture to Australia. Captain James Stirling (1791–1865) 
the first governor of Western Australia in 1829, was of the Drumpellier branch of 
clan Stirling. John Stirling (1813–1894), of the closer Kippendavie branch, did 

50  ‘Archibald Stirling the younger’, LBS database. 
51  ‘E.S. (Glasgow) on receipt of £1000 to go to Australia’, T-SK/13/13 Item 1: 1, from collections held by the 
Strathclyde Regional Archives, as filmed by the AJCP, see National Library of Australia (NLA) Trove, nla.gov.au/
nla.obj-1447864962/view.
52  William Stirling of Keir succeeded to the Maxwell baronetcy on the death of his uncle in 1865 and became Sir 
William Stirling Maxwell. He is referred to as Sir William in the remainder of this article.
53  Archibald’s heir is directed to pay ‘£75 Sterling or such other sum less or more as you may judge necessary to 
provide proper board and lodging medicine treatment clothes and other necessaries for the said William Stirling at 
such terms and in such proportions as you think fit’.
54  ‘Edward Stirling’, Pastoral Pioneers of South Australia, vol. 1, reprinted from The Adelaide Stock and Station 
Journal (Adelaide: Publishers Limited, 1925), 68.
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not land in New South Wales until 1841. The Stirling cousins were not the first 
men of African descent to reach South Australian waters. The transatlantic slave 
trade generated a black Atlantic seafaring tradition that was well established by 
the end of the eighteenth century.55 It is likely that African seamen were among 
the crews of Matthew Flinders’s and Nicolas Baudin’s expeditions. Certainly, when 
the Naturaliste left France in October 1800 one of the assistant-gardeners onboard 
was Merlot, a young African slave owned by botanist André Michaux.56 American 
whaling ships in southern Australian waters from 1803 had ethnically diverse crews 
in which Africans—enslaves and free—often comprised over one-third.57 African 
Americans were also among the Kangaroo Islander sealers in the pre-colonial era.58 
Court reports in early newspapers reveal several ‘men of colour’, also referred to as 
‘negroes’ and ‘American blacks’, living in Adelaide. Their occupations were typically 
seafaring (ship’s cook) and labouring (lime burner), and they are indicative of a 
larger population.59 John Harvey (1823–1899), who arrived in South Australia four 
months after Edward and Charles, was the illegitimate son of a local woman of the 
northern Scottish harbour town of Wick and a transient African seafarer.60

Edward identified himself not as a Jamaican Creole but as a Scotsman. In 1839 
the number of South Australian colonists grew past 10,000.61 About 15 per cent 
of the immigrants were Scots.62 Thanks to Edward’s accelerated inheritance he and 
Charles joined other Scotsmen as the 10 ‘proprietors’ who paid for the Angas Special 
Survey.63 The land was described as:

A compact district of 15,000 acres on the margin of Lake Alexandrina, running 
generally in a W. and N.W. direction, on both sides of the spot where the river Angas 
disgorges itself, and on the banks of that river.64

55  W. Jeffrey Bolster, Black Jacks: African American Seamen in the Age of Sail (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1997), 66.
56  See ‘The Baudin Legacy Project’, University of Sydney, n.d., baudin.sydney.edu.au/. Merlot left the expedition 
at the Île de France (Mauritius).
57  Graham Russell Hodges, Encyclopedia of African American History, 1619–1895 (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2006), 167.
58  J. S. Cumpston, Kangaroo Island, 1800–1836 (Canberra: Roebuck Society, 1970), 119, referring to John 
Anderson and John Bathurst.
59  For example, ‘Session of Gaol Delivery’, South Australian Gazette and Colonial Register (Adelaide), 8 July 1837, 4.
60  Beth M. Robertson, ‘Meet the Old Colonists: Descendants of Slavery’, History SA, Newsletter of The Historical 
Society of South Australia Incorporated, no. 260 (2020). 
61  Wray Vamplew, Australia 1788–1988: A Bicentennial History, South Australian Historical Statistics (Kensington, 
NSW: University of New South Wales, 1984), 14. 
62  R. M. Gibbs, Under the Burning Sun: A History of Colonial South Australia, 1836–1900 (Mitcham, SA: Southern 
Heritage, 2013), 100. Gibb’s calculation is for 1841.
63  Lester, Firth & Murton Pty Ltd, Strathalbyn Conservation Study ([Adelaide]: Dept. for the Environment, 
[1980]), 4; notes by Edward Stirling Booth, SLSA, PRG 388, Box 1.
64  South Australian Record, 1 November 1839, 9. 

http://baudin.sydney.edu.au/


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

114

Figure 3: ‘Plan of the Angas Special Survey’, 1839, showing selected and 
unselected sections, 1842.
Source: State Library of South Australia (C 1003).
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These were the well-resourced lands of the Peramangk people. By August 1839 
the area was being referred to as Strath-Albyn,65 soon standardised as Strathalbyn, 
34 miles (55 km) south-east of Adelaide and 12 miles (20 km) from Lake Alexandrina. 
Peramangk country extends from the Barossa Valley in the north, south to Myponga, 
east to Mannum and west to the Mount Lofty Ranges. Its entirety was subject to 
special surveys and settlement in a few short years.

By 1845 the cousins owned four Strathalbyn sections north-west of the town and 
were also grazing their flocks over adjacent ‘unoccupied’ land. Edward had named 
the property ‘Hampden’, after the place of his birth, and become engaged to 
Harriett Taylor (1818–1879), the sister of another nascent pastoralist, John Taylor 
(1821–1865). The Taylors—four siblings of whom John was the youngest and only 
male—had emigrated from Herefordshire, England, to South Australia via Sydney 
in 1838. Their parents were deceased, and they had travelled under the protection 
of the oldest sister’s husband who died within a year of their arrival. Edward was 
a mature man of means and apparently accepted as such in Adelaide’s relatively 
egalitarian society. He was able to make a respectable match with Harriett and look 
forward to a marriage that had not been possible in Scotland.

In mid-1845 the Stirlings joined with neighbouring sheep farmers and the South 
Australian Company in taking up occupation licences at Rivoli Bay on Boandik 
land for their burgeoning flocks.66 The cousins moved nearly 3,000 sheep 180 miles 
(290 km) south-east, at a cost of over £500.67 Within a few months two-thirds of 
the flock had died of a ‘grievous scourge’.68 It later became known as ‘coast disease’; 
identified in the 1930s as a deficiency of cobalt and copper. The cousins were in debt 
and their earning capacity was severely depleted.

The avoidance of all communication
Since emigrating, Edward and Charles had written letters to Archibald to keep him 
informed of their progress but received no replies.69 Edward now wrote two desperate 
letters, on 29 December 1845 and on 3 February 1846, explaining the financial 
crisis, the prospect of having to ‘sacrifice’ their land to pay their debts, his fears of 
being unable to marry for want of income, and being in breach of promise. Edward 
had arranged for a previous letter to be hand-delivered to his father by a  fellow 

65  South Australian Register, 31 August 1839, 5.
66  South Australian, 8 April 1945, 3.
67  ‘E.S. (Strath Albyn, SA), 29 December 1845’, T-SK/13/13 Item 2: 1, from collections held by the Strathclyde 
Regional Archives, as filmed by the AJCP, see NLA Trove, nla.gov.au/nla.obj-2381771598/view.
68  ‘E.S. (Strathalbyn), 3 February 1846’, T-SK/13/13 Item 4: 1, from collections held by the Strathclyde Regional 
Archives, as filmed by the AJCP, see NLA Trove, nla.gov.au/nla.obj-2381773154/view.
69  ‘E.S. (Strathalbyn), 3 February 1846’, T-SK/13/13 Item 4: 3, from collections held by the Strathclyde Regional 
Archives, as filmed by the AJCP, see NLA Trove, nla.gov.au/nla.obj-2381773418/view.
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Angas Special Survey proprietor William Mein, scion of a Scottish military family, 
‘who writes to me that he had waited on you by invitation at Keir’. He characterised 
his father’s silence as ‘the avoidance of all communication with us which you are I 
am afraid anxious to maintain’.70 Far from representing the interests of Stirlings of 
Keir in South Australia, Edward was in no doubt that Archibald wanted nothing to 
do with him. His counter-strategy was to inform Archibald that Adelaide merchant 
Robert MacGeorge was covering their debts in return for a bill of exchange for £600 
that had been sent to Campbell & Co. of Glasgow, for payment on Archibald’s 
account. He let his father know that he had forwarded a second draft to Campbell 
& Co. for £400, ‘which I have drawn intended to meet expenses connected with my 
contemplated marriage’. This amount, ‘I candidly admit that I have not negotiated’; 
there were as yet no debts beyond ‘all my future prospects of happiness and … the 
hopes of an amiable confiding young woman’.71

Campbell & Co. forwarded the bills of exchange to Archibald on 9 May 1846, 
recommending acceptance of the one for £600. Archibald was furious. On 28 June, 
having ‘confided in my Manr [sic] of Business who was most decidedly of my own 
mind’, he drafted a letter that told Edward in no uncertain terms, ‘you had no right’. 
No right to ask for more money, no right to involve third parties in the matter, 
and no right to have contemplated marriage. ‘I shall only add you had not expect 
another bean from me.’72 But Edward’s strategy worked. It is certain that Archibald 
honoured the bill for £600 and likely, given Edward’s subsequent wedding, that 
the £400 was paid as well. Archibald died in April the following year, four months 
before Edward, aged about 39, married Harriett, 26, in August 1847. Their first 
child, Edward Charles, was born at Hampden in September 1848.

In his grudging capitulation Archibald protested about his prior ‘unprecedented 
liberality towards you both’ and ‘the unprecedented Bounty’ that Edward and Charles 
had received. But Edward’s needs were paltry compared to Archibald’s wealth and he 
had no intention of risking his new-found status in South Australia, where financial 
success was apparently the only qualification required of him. There is no hint in 
their correspondence of the familial relationship between Edward and Archibald, 
or of Edward’s racial heritage. Nevertheless, the potential embarrassment (perhaps 
fortuitously underscored by William Mein’s call to Keir House) gave Edward the 
upper hand, and he did not hesitate to use it.

70  ‘E.S. (Strathalbyn), 3 February 1846’, T-SK/13/13 Item 4: 3.
71  ‘E.S. (Strathalbyn), 3 February 1846’, T-SK/13/13 Item 4: 4, from collections held by the Strathclyde Regional 
Archives, as filmed by the AJCP, see NLA Trove, nla.gov.au/nla.obj-2381773736/view.
72  ‘Archibald Stirling to [Edward], 28 June 1846’, T-SK/13/13 Item 6: 2, from collections held by the Strathclyde 
Regional Archives, as filmed by the AJCP, see NLA Trove, nla.gov.au/nla.obj-2381774778/view.
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Crisis averted; Edward’s social standing continued to rise. In 1846 he was appointed 
a Justice of the Peace, and in 1849 he was made a district commissioner for 
Macclesfield. Edward and Charles continued to enlarge their pastoralist holdings. 
In March 1853 they purchased from the government for £694 the last three sections 
that made up Hampden at its largest extent (approximately 1,129 acres). They also 
established a second property nearby, naming it ‘Highland Valley’.

The years 1855 and 1856 were pivotal in Edward’s career. Charles had travelled 
to and from London in 1852 and then returned to England to stay.73 Edward 
relocated his family from Strathalbyn to a leased property, ‘Urrbrae’, only 3 miles 
(5 km) south of Adelaide, and diversified his business interests by setting up as 
a wool broker and produce merchant in Gilbert Place, Adelaide. While initially 
unsuccessful as an elected candidate, he was appointed to the Legislative Council 
in 1856 and subsequently remained in parliament as an elected member until 
1865. In 1856 Edward and his brother-in-law John Taylor entered a mercantile 
business partnership with Scotsmen Thomas Elder (1818–1897) and Robert Barr 
Smith (1824–1915). Both were newly arrived in South Australia, although two of 
Elder’s brothers were well-established and well-acquainted with Edward. The scope 
of this article does not allow a detailed accounting of Elder, Stirling & Co. Suffice 
to say that while the partnership involved conflict,74 all four made their fortunes 
financing  the Wallaroo and Moonta copper mines established in 1859 and 1861 
respectively.

London and Cambridge
When Harriett and Edward moved to Urrbrae in 1855 their family comprised 
Edward Charles, known as Ted, aged six; John Lancelot, known as Lance, five; Mary 
Eliza Collingwood, three; and Harriet Hannah, one. Ted and Lance were enrolled 
in St Peter’s Collegiate School, Hackney. St Peter’s had been founded in 1847 as an 
exclusive school: ‘which could offer [the leading Anglicans’] sons and the sons of 
others of their class an education at least as good as the one they had … received in 
the British Isles’.75 At the end of Form 6 in 1863 Ted was awarded the Westminster 
scholarship, the college’s most prestigious prize.76 The following Christmas Edward 
relocated the family to England for his oldest sons’ further education. Edward and 
Harriett’s family was now complete: Ted aged 16; Lance, 15; Mary, 13; Harriet, 

73  Charles Stirling married in November 1855 and died on 9 March 1858 in Taunton, Somerset, with probate 
valuing his estate at £3,000.
74  Patricia Sumerling, ‘Walter Watson Hughes and the Moonta and Wallaroo Mines’ (MA thesis, Department of 
History, Flinders University of South Australia, 2001).
75  John Tregenza, Collegiate School of St. Peter Adelaide: The Founding Years 1847–1878 (St Peters, SA: The School, 
1996), 6.
76  South Australian Register, 18 December 1863, 3.
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10; James Archibald, nine; Edith Ellen, seven; Norman William, three; and Alice 
Dennistoun (her second name commemorating Edward’s Glasgow employer), one. 
Edward maintained his pastoral holdings in South Australia77 and, having been 
a director of the South Australian Banking Company since 1859, joined its London 
Court of Directors.

The finding aid to the Stirlings of Keir’s records describes an apparently one-
sided correspondence from Edward to his half-brother Sir William about his sons’ 
education. This too survived in family oral tradition:

Dad told the story that, when the family went to England for the boys’ university 
education, an attempt was made to contact the Stirlings in Scotland, but that they 
got the cold shoulder. [Cousin] David always laughed about this, as Edward was by 
then rich enough to buy them out lock stock and barrel.78

Figure 4: Stirling family at Urrbrae, c. 1864. Left to right: Lance, James, Edward, 
Harriett, Norman, Harriet, Ted, Edith and Mary.
Source: Family collection, Australia.

77  In 1857 Edward added an outstation ‘Nalpa’ on Ngarrindjeri land on the shores of Lake Alexandrina.
78  Edward Heysen Stirling Booth (1942–), personal communication, 10 May 2019.
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Ted received instruction for 18 months in Germany and France before embarking on 
his university education at Trinity College, Cambridge, where his uncle Sir William 
had graduated Master of Arts in 1843. A letter to Ted from his mother survives 
from this period, written in August 1866 when Ted was almost 18 years old. His 
parents were staying at Ramsgate for the benefits to Edward of ‘the sea bathes’ and 
the ‘bracing sea air’:

Did you go to the Ball I hope you did. I think you should take every opportunity of 
going into good society, it will do you good & shake off a little of your diffidence.79

Ted’s lack of self-confidence as a young man is surprising from the perspective of his 
lifetime achievements as a public figure. However, he had inherited versions of his 
father’s characteristics of woolly hair, dark complexion and full lips. These features 
and South Australian society’s knowledge of his father’s racial heritage meant that he 
‘was known to some friends as “The Nigger”’.80 This derogatory nickname survived 
in the oral tradition of the township of Stirling, named for his father, in which Ted 
spent the last 35 years of his life. It was communicated to historian Robert Martin in 
the 1980s during his research for Under Mount Lofty: A History of the Stirling District 
in South Australia but not used in the book. It is likely that the term dated from 
Ted’s schooldays at St Peter’s. Those years coincided with renewed focus on slavery 
through the American Civil War, and contemporary South Australian newspapers 
made frequent use of the term ‘nigger’ in that and other contexts.

Burdened with the stigma of ‘the other’, Ted’s first course of study at Cambridge was 
a bachelor of arts with natural science honours. It was a period of unprecedented 
ferment in the biological sciences. Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species by 
Means of Natural Selection, or the Preservation of Favoured Races in the Struggle for 
Life had been published in 1859. For many scholars the work confirmed the racial 
hierarchy and supported the sacred ethnology that Africans were the accursed sons 
of Ham providentially ordained for slavery.81 Ted would have been immersed in 
racially denigrating theories and, like his father before him, probably internalised 
the rationalisation that it was his white blood that defined his abilities. As expressed 
by James Hunt, a contemporary Darwinian critic promoting the classification of 
Europeans and Africans as separate species:

The many assumed cases of civilised Negroes generally are not those of pure African 
blood … It is assumed that great improvement has taken place in the intellect of the 
Negro by education, but we believe such not to be the fact. It is simply the European 
blood in their veins which renders them fit for places of power.82

79  SLSA, PRG 388, Box 1. Emphasis in the original. Harriett Stirling closed with: ‘N. B. do not leave my letters 
about but burn them’.
80  Robert Martin, personal communication, 15 November 2020.
81  Paul Turnbull, Science, Museums and Collecting the Indigenous Dead in Colonial Australia (Cham, Switzerland: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), 41.
82  James Hunt, On the Negro’s Place in Nature (London: Trübner and Co., 1863), 28.
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Figure 5: Edward Charles Stirling (Ted), c. 1868.
Source: State Library of South Australia (B 62978).
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Figure 6: Edward Charles Stirling bookplate.
Source: Family collection, Australia.

During the 1870s, when Ted was in his 20s, he designed the book plate that would 
adorn his library. It features a Negroid head. For many years I assumed that this was 
an extraordinary acknowledgment of his slave forebears. It is a variation of crests 
used by several branches of the clan Stirling and described as a Moor’s or Saracen’s 
head. Its adoption by the Stirlings of Keir pre-dated their involvement in Jamaica 
by about 100 years and is thought to commemorate a Crusader Stirling.83 I have 
come to believe that Ted used the crest and the clan Stirling motto ‘Gang Forward’ 

83  Stirling, Gang Forward, 37.
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(go forward) to identify with his white Scottish forebears. It is, nonetheless, an 
astonishing choice. There were other Stirlings of Keir devices to choose from, and 
Sir William certainly broke with tradition and eschewed the Saracen’s head with its 
connotations of slavery.

Edward died on 2 February 1873 at his London home, 34 Queen’s Gardens, Hyde 
Park. The same year Ted was awarded Master of Arts and embarked on his medical 
training. There is no indication in the finding aid to the Stirlings of Keir records 
that Edward’s passing was noted at Keir House. Publicly, he was fondly remembered 
as a former boarder at St Vigeans and benefactor of the Arbroath district.84 South 
Australian newspapers published obituaries recording his achievements and noting 
that since leaving the colony he had ‘aided in various movements of a public and 
private character for the benefit of South Australia’.85 His pastoral holdings remained 
intact in the settlement of his estate. However, the value of his shares in the Moonta 
Mining Company were realised, revealing that ‘as the total amount of the purchase-
money is said to have been close upon £50,000, there is no doubt that this is the 
largest single transaction yet reported in our share market’.86

A cousin in Calabar
Having married Jane Gilbert (1848–1936) in Adelaide in 1877, Ted returned 
permanently to South Australia in 1881, joining his brother Lance, who had 
taken charge of the pastoral stations, and their youngest sister Alice. He became 
consulting surgeon to the Adelaide Hospital and lecturer and later first professor of 
physiology at the University of Adelaide.87 As an anatomist, his interests in human 
evolution and racial variation had not waned, and ‘the South Australian Museum 
became his major life’s work’.88 He was chairman of the Museum Committee from 
1882 before his formal appointment as director, 1889–1912. Philip Jones has 
documented how Ted’s interests transformed the museum’s holdings of Aboriginal 
material culture,89 and Paul Turnbull has revealed Ted’s equally energetic efforts in 
obtaining the skeletal remains of Aboriginal and other racial types.90 Ted’s career is 
a fascinating coda to Edward’s story, but elements had been prefigured in the life 
of a Jamaican-born relative: Archibald Hewan (1832–1883), the son of Edward’s 

84  Dundee Courier, 10 February 1873, 4.
85  Border Watch, 12 February 1873, 2.
86  South Australian Register, 22 April 1873, 7.
87  Donald Simpson documents Ted’s medical career in ‘The Adelaide Medical School, 1885–1914: A Study of 
Anglo-Australian Synergies in Medical Education’ (MD thesis, Departments of Surgery and History, University of 
Adelaide, 2000), hdl.handle.net/2440/38422.
88  Hans Mincham, ‘Stirling, Sir Edward Charles (Ted) (1848–1919)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National 
Centre of Biography, The Australian National University, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/stirling-sir-edward-charles-
ted-939/ text7675, published first in hardcopy 1976. 
89  Philip G. Jones, ‘“A Box of Native Things”: Ethnographic Collectors and the South Australian Museum, 
1830s–1930s’ (PhD thesis, Department of History, University of Adelaide, 1996), hdl.handle.net/2440/18923.
90  Turnbull, Science, Museums and Collecting the Indigenous Dead.

http://hdl.handle.net/2440/38422
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/stirling-sir-edward-charles-ted-939/text7675
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/stirling-sir-edward-charles-ted-939/text7675
http://hdl.handle.net/2440/18923
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half-sister Ann and her husband John Hewan (1769–1847). John was a man of 
colour and an overseer on the Hampden plantation.91 Unlike previous generations 
of enslaved and free children at Hampden, Archibald was able to go to school. 
As an absentee planter his grandfather Archibald Stirling had become a board 
member of the Scottish Missionary Society. Under his patronage the Presbyterian 
Reverend George Blyth established a church at Hampden in 1828 and a school in 
1831.92 Archibald Stirling’s actions were consistent with the ameliorative initiatives 
of the British Parliament, Jamaican Assembly and slave-owners in response to the 
mounting pressure from abolitionists.

Archibald Hewan ‘was brought up in the Hampden congregation’93 and at about 20 
years of age made his way to Britain to train as a medical missionary. The finding aid 
to the Stirlings of Keir’s records shows that in 1852 both Archibald, writing from 
Middlesex, England, and Ann, writing from Jamaica, attempted to communicate 
with Archibald Stirling’s heir Sir William. Such are the evasions about slavery and 
illegitimacy in the family history that the letter from Ann to her half-brother is 
dismissed as an ‘Appeal for charity from the widow of a former employee of the 
Stirlings in Jamaica’. Archibald’s is described as a ‘Begging letter from the son of the 
above’. There is no record that Sir William responded.

In 1854 Archibald Hewan was examined by the Royal College of Surgeons 
of Edinburgh and awarded a licentiate.94 The education for this basic medical 
qualification was typically obtained by apprenticeship with practical tuition under 
a doctor’s supervision in voluntary hospitals.95 Archibald proceeded to the United 
Presbyterian mission in Calabar in the West African region now known as Nigeria. 
While his first responsibility was the health of the missionaries, he also built up 
a practice and in 1863 ‘prescribed for between 1,400 and 1,500 out-patients’.96 The 
following year he was invalided to Scotland. In 1866 he passed the examination to 
qualify as a licentiate of the Royal College of Physicians. Two years later he obtained 
his Doctor of Medicine degree at Edinburgh University.

While Archibald’s education did not have the depth of his cousin Ted’s, there are 
similarities in the breadth of their interests. Archibald collected biological specimens 
in Africa that he donated to collecting institutions in Britain.97 He wrote and spoke 

91  Archibald Stirling’s will identified ‘John Hewan Overseer on the said Estate of Hampden’ as the husband of 
his reputed daughter Ann.
92  George Blyth, Reminiscences of Missionary Life, with Suggestions to Churches and Missionaries (Edinburgh: 
William Oliphant & Sons, 1851) 52–53, 84–84, 127.
93  Hugh Goldie, Calabar and its Mission (Edinburgh: Oliphant Anderson & Ferrier, 1890), 180.
94  Medical Directory (London: J. and A. Churchill, 1875), 116.
95  C. J. Cummins, A History of Medical Administration in NSW 1788–1973 (North Sydney: NSW Department 
of Health, 2003), 4.
96  Geoffrey Johnston, Of God and Maxim Guns: Presbyterianism in Nigeria, 1846–1966 (Waterloo, Ont.: Wilfrid 
Laurier University Press, 1988) 192.
97  For example, George J. Allman, ‘On the Characters and Affinities of Potamogale, a Genus of Insectivorous 
Mammals’, Transactions of the Zoological Society of London (London: The Society, 1869) vol. 6, 1.
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about his anthropological observations of the people of Calabar,98 and he was a 
member not only of medical associations but also the Society of Arts, London, 
the city in which he lived the remainder of his life. It is likely that Archibald and 
Ted were sometimes present at the same occasions; whether they met or recognised 
their common heritage has not been established.

Conclusion
The Stirlings of Keir and their Family Papers completed by William Fraser for 
Sir William Stirling in 1858 was the first of over 25 works compiled by him to 
document families of the Scottish nobility and landed gentry. Fraser was a solicitor 
as well as a historian. He and the families he represented in print were primarily 
concerned about preserving their muniments—the documents by which inherited 
property rights had been maintained and defended for centuries, debarring ‘the 
illegitimate, or any others, from unlawfull [sic] intrusions into their inheritances’.99 
Some ‘natural’ children are recorded over the centuries, but none are admitted in 
the last two generations of Sir William’s descent. His Jamaican relatives do not exist.

Edward Stirling had understood this aversion when he reasserted his moral claim 
on his father in 1846 to resolve a financial crisis that threatened to dismantle his 
presentation as a Scots-identified South Australian settler. Beyond his own family, 
Edward was silent about his Jamaican birth, allowing contemporaries and later 
chroniclers to refer to him as Scottish.100 As long as he maintained success in business, 
he could rely on the proprieties of the colonial and London elites to remain publicly 
silent about his evident racial heritage. Within his own family, Edward told his story. 
His father’s Christian name, however, and the identification of the Keir branch of 
the clan Stirling are striking omissions, reflecting, no doubt, Edward’s own scruples.

By these strategies Edward was complicit in the processes of avoidance and evasion 
that allowed the Stirlings of Keir and many other British families to distance their 
patrimony and wealth from slave-ownership and miscegenation. The Legacies of 
British Slave-ownership database in conjunction with the Stirlings of Keir’s records 
and Edward Stirling’s family oral tradition have combined to breach the silence and 
decode the evasions. This convergence has revealed previously disconnected stories 
of other mixed-race children and their descendants sired by two generations of the 
Stirlings of Keir in Jamaica. The dislocated lives of Edward and his relatives can 
now contribute a cohesive new chapter in the scholarship about eighteenth- and 
nineteenth-century mixed-race Jamaicans of African and British heritage.

98  For example, Archibald Hewan, ‘On Some Customs of the People of Old Calabar Relative to Pregnancy and 
Parturition’, Edinburgh Medical Journal 10, no. 3 (1864): 220–24.
99  Fraser, The Stirlings of Keir, 160. The quotation is from a Patent of Arms to Sir Robert Stirling, 1649.
100  See biographical entries about, or referring to, Edward Stirling in Pastoral Pioneers, vol. 1, 68–69; Mincham, 
‘Stirling, Sir Edward Charles (Ted)’; Howard Coxon, John Playford and Robert Reid, Biographical Register of the 
South Australian Parliament 1857–1957 (Adelaide: Wakefield Press, 1985).
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‘Not a Kanaka or a N____’: 
Reading Pacific labour trading 
through the slave pasts of sailors 
of African origin

EMMA CHRISTOPHER

I am a West Indian, from Antigua, African blood …
I want justice.
Albert Messiah, oral evidence, the case of the Hopeful.1

When Albert Messiah signed his name on the muster roll of the Hopeful he was, 
as the vessel’s cook, listed as the last of the ‘crew’. He was below Captain Lewis 
Shaw from Banff, Scotland; Barney Williams from Portland, Maine; German 
Charles Siebert; and Thomas Freeman from Nottingham, England. Below Messiah, 
lower in rank, were only the ‘boat crew’ of Pacific Islanders: Charlie from Espiritu 
Santo, Harry from Aoba and Jack Awroro, perhaps from Lifou. His place on the 
muster roll was strangely revealing: between, not fully of either. It was because of 
his station, certainly; the cook was generally the lowliest crew member. But that too 
was inseparable from the fact that he was West Indian. Europeans often served as 
the cook, but by the 1880s relatively few men of African origin were allowed to rise 
higher up the ranks.2

Wedged between the largely white crew and the Islander boat crew, the lives of 
seafarers of African origin like Messiah who sailed aboard Pacific labour ships 
provide new light onto this still-controversial trade. Freedmen, or the descendants 
of the freed, mostly from the United States or the British Caribbean, they had every 
reason to see the Pacific labour trade as nothing akin to slavery.3 They returned 
home Pacific Islanders whose time had expired; they witnessed attempts to explain 

1  Briefs and Associated Papers in Cases Involving Pacific Islanders, Regina v Bernard Williams and Others 
Re Murder and Kidnapping of Pacific Islanders by Crew of the Hopeful, PRV7350/1, Microfilm 6585, Item ID 
ITM7869, Queensland State Archives.
2  Emma Christopher, ‘African Sailors in the Atlantic World: Slavery and Freedom’, Oxford Research Encyclopaedia 
of African History, forthcoming, 2022.
3  The historiographic position has changed as to whether the Pacific Labour Trade can be classified as having been 
slavery or not. See Clive Moore, ‘Revising the Revisionists: The History of Immigrant Melanesians in Australia’, 
Pacific Studies 15, no. 2 (1992): 61–86; Doug Munro, ‘Review article: Revisionism and Its Enemies: Debating 
the Queensland Labour Trade’, Pacific History 30, no. 2 (1995): 240–49, doi.org/10.1080/00223349508572798. 
Many of these arguments relate to the degree of agency Pacific labourers held in the context of the trade. 
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contracts. They  knew that there was no auction block awaiting labourers on 
the docks of Townsville or Mackay in Queensland. They had more in common 
culturally, linguistically and religiously with Australians than they did with people 
in the South Seas.

Yet, interrogating the fragments of information they have left behind in court 
records, newspaper articles and enquiries, it is quite clear that sailors of African 
origin saw things about Pacific labour ‘recruitment’ that troubled them greatly. 
These were not exactly the same things that worried missionaries or the anti-slavery 
lobby, much less the criticisms of the white labour movement. Their assessments 
were more sweeping, more radical. They condemned the Pacific labour trade not 
just on the grounds of its legality or the place that the men and women ‘recruited’ 
would fit into the economic system of Queensland—the things that, to the trade’s 
defenders, made it utterly different from slavery—but in its entirety. They were not 
criticising the labour trade because of its uses and abuses, but because they believed 
that ultimately it would not lead to equality for Pacific Islanders.

They also found the Pacific labour trade destabilised their own position, threatening 
to undermine the gains that freedom had brought. They were often said to be 
indistinguishable in looks from Melanesians. The perception of attributes and 
physical features that had made them and their ancestors enslaveable in an Atlantic 
context was recycled to the Pacific. The ‘civility’, education and Christianity, which 
they had been promised would set them free, were of indeterminate value after 
all. After the fight against slavery was won, West Indians and African Americans 
continued to fight for equality as it ebbed away in the decades beyond abolition. 
In the Pacific labour trade, they found sweeping new inequalities instead.

Black sailors
Maritime trade routes saw more men of African origin arrive in the Australian 
colonies than is widely recognised. From a global perspective, however, their presence 
in ports around the Australian coast is unsurprising.4 Throughout the Americas, 
large numbers of men of African origin chose seafaring as a career. Born of maritime 
trauma of the very worst kind, the African diaspora often found that the seas and 
oceans offered their best hope of freedom. In the islands of the Caribbean where 
there was little or no geographical space for maroonage, leaving by sea was the best 
hope of escape. So too, working on or near the waterways and bays of the mainland 

4  Men of African origin had in fact been in the Australian colonies since the first contact with Europeans and 
maritime links had existed long before the 1860s. See Cassandra Pybus, Black Founders: The Unknown Story of 
Australia’s Black First Fleet Settlers (Sydney: NewSouth Publishing, 2006); Kristyn Harman, Aboriginal Convicts: 
Australian, Khoisan, and Maori Exiles (Sydney: NewSouth Publishing, 2012).
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Americas generally offered the greatest chance of life on something approaching 
their own terms. By the early eighteenth century, they made up around one-fifth 
of sailors in North American ports.5

This linking of the African diaspora with seafaring continued long after the legal 
abolition of slavery throughout much of the Americas. The post-abolition world 
severely limited opportunities for the liberated, and the maritime arena afforded 
men of African origin a type of equality little known ashore. The racial divisions of 
the land certainly did not disappear, and in the post-abolition era opportunities to 
rise in the ranks ebbed away, leaving those of African origin serving in the lowliest 
position of cook or steward. Nevertheless, their presence, along with men of many 
other racial origins, in many ways created the greater egalitarianism that typified 
seafaring. The number of men of African origin saw camaraderie and respect for their 
skills cut through land-based racial divisions to some extent.6 Sailors of European 
origin grew accustomed to having brother tars from backgrounds different to their 
own. This egalitarian reality was part of the radical, anti-establishment temperament 
that seafaring was often said to have.7

Partly because crew lists are far from complete and ‘race’ was not generally listed, 
it is hard to estimate the number of Black sailors in Australian ports, but even 
a cursory search through colonial newspapers reveals countless men of African origin. 
From the British Caribbean, the route to Britain and then onwards to Australia 
was common enough. For Black West Indians eager to join the gold rushes in the 
Australian colonies, working their passage aboard ship was the most affordable 
option.8 Some returned to sea when their gold dreams failed. African American 
men found themselves in the Australian colonies either via Europe or via California. 
Ashore in Queensland or New South Wales, as well as Fiji, Samoa and other islands, 
some found their best or only offer a berth on a Pacific labour ship.9

5  See W. Jeffrey Bolster, Black Jacks: African American Seamen in the Age of Sail (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1997); David S. Cecelski, The Waterman’s Song: Slavery and Freedom in Maritime North Carolina (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2001). 
6  An amusing example of this in New South Wales can be found in the 1883 story of a policeman trying to arrest 
a drunken sailor, only for the seaman’s shipmate, ‘a big American negro, over 6ft 3in’, grabbing his fellow tar and 
carrying him away, them both escaping the law’s grasp. ‘Newcastle Items’, Evening News (Sydney), 15 November 
1883, 2. 
7  Marcus Rediker, Between the Devil and the Deep Blue Sea: Merchant Seamen, Pirates and the Anglo-American 
World, 1700–1750 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1989); Niklas Frykman, The Bloody Flag: Mutiny in the 
Age of Revolution (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2020); Julius S. Scott, The Common Wind: Afro-American 
Currents in the Age of the Haitian Revolution (New York: Verso, 2018).
8  E. Daniel Potts and Annette Potts, ‘The Negro and the Australian Gold Rushes, 1852–1857’, Pacific Historical 
Review 37, no. 4 (November 1968): 381–99, doi.org/10.2307/3637186.
9  Maritime crews in the Australian colonies were mixed just as elsewhere, including with First Nations sailors. 
See Lynette Russell, Roving Mariners: Australian Aboriginal Whalers and Sealers in the Southern Oceans, 1790–1870 
(Albany: SUNY Press, 2012).
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Numbers are also hard to calculate because Black seafarers were often noted simply 
as ‘a West Indian’ or ‘an American Negro’, with no other information given, thereby 
making it impossible to know if one man made several trips or different men made 
one each. Government Agent Douglas Rannie, for example, noted aboard the 
Heron, ‘the white crew numbered only four A.B. sailors, with a West Indian cook 
and steward’.10 Almost nothing further was mentioned about this man or his work 
as the voyage proceeded, likely reflecting his lowly status and the marginality of 
the cook to the activities of the government agent. There were many such cases. In 
death, ‘the body of a Jamaica native’ carried ashore from the Ethel in 1895 would 
remain anonymous.11

Giving no name for a dead sailor would have been relatively unusual for a man 
of European origin, revealing how the era’s racial factors compounds the difficulty of 
identifying seafarers of African origin. The idea of people of African origin as individuals 
akin to those of European origin was a recent and radical departure from what had 
gone before. In some cases, the rejection of this notion was overt. The description of 
the ‘burly negro’ ship’s cook in North Queensland named only as ‘Sambo’ and said to 
have ‘the fattest and shiniest epidermis of any n___ I have seen for years’, ‘weighing 
close on twenty stone’, had manifest echoes of the auction block.12

Although slavery was ongoing in Cuba, Brazil and Puerto Rico, by the time the 
Pacific labour trade from Queensland began most Black sailors in Australia, either 
West Indians or African Americans, were indisputably free.13 The British Empire 
had abolished slavery across its Caribbean possessions and Mauritius in the 1830s, 
meaning that by the 1860s most West Indian sailors had been liberated as children 
or born free.14 As British citizens, they saw shared kinship with Australian colonists, 
such that Black Americans were known to adopt a fake West Indian identity to share 
in this.15 From a legal point of view, a Jamaican of African origin and a Queenslander 
with British grandparents were equals.

Within this brotherhood of British citizenship, cloaked by Britain’s fervent anti-
slavery stance from the 1830s onwards, there was considerable reason for Black West 
Indians to see no real problem with the Pacific labour trade in principle. Having 
freed the enslaved a generation earlier at ruinous financial cost, it was reasonable to 
assume that Britain would hardly be condoning slavery in another part of its empire. 
As returning Islanders were often aboard when a vessel departed from Queensland, 

10  Douglas Rannie, My Adventures among South Sea Cannibals; An Account of the Experiences and Adventures of a 
Government Official among the Natives of Oceania (London: Seeley, Service & Co., 1912), 21.
11  ‘Queensland News’, Queenslander (Brisbane), 20 July 1895, 103. 
12  ‘Townsville to Cooktown and Back’, Northern Miner (Charters Towers, Qld), 15 March 1889, 3. 
13  Puerto Rico was not then part of the United States. 
14  Sailors of African origin tended to stay in maritime roles far longer than their European origin counterparts, 
meaning that it is possible that some had been liberated as adults.
15  Gerald Horne, The White Pacific: U.S. Imperialism and Black Slavery in the South Seas after the Civil War 
(Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2007), 144. 
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something that would have been a fantasy in a transatlantic slave setting, there were 
reasons for a sailor desperately seeking a job on the docks at Townsville, Mackay or 
Brisbane to have no qualms about entering the trade.

The most well-known example of a man of African origin apparently enthusiastically 
engaging in labour trading is Jamaican Douglas Pitt, later a settler in the Torres 
Strait, who was said to have worked with the infamous Bully Hayes.16 ‘An American 
negro named Freeman’ worked aboard the pearl fisher Dancing Wave as ‘recruiting 
master’, having been chosen to fill this role when the ship was already in the 
Solomon Islands. Freeman’s sentiments about this are not recorded, any more than 
whether the captain Harrison felt that hiring a ‘black man’ was a prudent way to 
gain recruits.17 No such parallel case has been found for the labour trade itself, 
however, and enlisting men for several months aboard ship very likely did not have 
the same warning signs for those of African origin as recruiting for long periods on 
sugar and cotton plantations.

The only other indication that men of African origin found the Pacific labour trade 
an unproblematic occupation is that some re-enlisted. Even Albert Messiah, who 
would become a fervent opponent of the trade, was apparently untroubled enough 
by his first voyage in the Pacific labour trade, aboard the Juventa, that he enlisted 
for another South Sea cruise.18 This was hardly a typical case, however. The Juventa’s 
voyage was a disaster from the point of view of the owners and planters, and only 
one man was recruited.19 There was another factor that is instructive beyond the case 
of Messiah. Cooks were not in the boats that rowed ashore looking for ‘recruits’, 
nor necessarily aware of what steps were taken to ensure that those enlisting for 
service on Queensland’s plantations knew the terms and length of their service. 
Messiah seems to have only really understood and become the trade’s most fervent 
opponent after he was called upon to leave the cook’s station and join a boat during 
extraordinary events when trading canoes were fired upon.

Those who might have wished to make a comment about what they experienced 
or witnessed aboard Pacific labour ships, whether positive or negative, struggled 
to do so. Signing the muster roll with a cross was common, revealing that limited 
educational opportunities during slavery and the post-abolition period left them 
with no ability to leave written witness statements, or with the unenviable task 
of finding a sympathetic literate ally in the Australian colonies. What we have are 
fragments. Nevertheless, they tell a revealing story.

16  Whether Pitt worked with Hayes is unclear. This is a belief held by some descendants of Pitt.
17  In the case of Freeman, he was the first cut with a tomahawk during a revolt. ‘The Dancing Wave Massacre’, 
Launceston Examiner, 26 August 1876, 5; ‘The Dancing Wave’, Capricornian (Rockhampton), 22 July 1876, 479.
18  Regina v Bernard Williams and Others Re Murder and Kidnapping of Pacific Islanders by Crew of the 
Hopeful, PRV7350/1, Microfilm 6585, Item ID ITM7869, Queensland State Archives; ‘Supreme Court’, Telegraph 
(Brisbane), 27 November 1884, 5.
19  ‘An Unsuccessful Labour Cruise’, Brisbane Courier, 19 August 1884, 6.
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Ishmael Williamson
In 1867, Ishmael Williamson, just two years after serving as a Union sailor in the 
American Civil War, made a number of allegations about what had happened 
aboard the ship Syren.20 Among them was that he himself had been tricked into the 
labour trade. He had believed, he claimed, that the ship was simply delivering coal 
from Newcastle to New Caledonia and it was only there, after the coal had been 
delivered, that he learned the truth. They were ‘called aft’, he related, and told that 
they would be sailing to other islands and would then, ‘take on board a cargo of 
islanders for Queensland’. He would never have agreed willingly to sail in the Pacific 
labour trade, he protested.21

Williamson had little choice but to stay aboard the Syren after he discovered that 
they were going recruiting around the South Seas. But having been dragged along 
against his will, it was not long before he got into trouble for attitudes that did 
not sit well with the others. When one Pacific Islander ‘recruit’ aboard died, he 
demanded that the man be given a decent burial. Quite possibly he had heard stories 
of the men, women and children whose bones lined the Atlantic seabed. Certainly, 
more than any other man on board, he knew the risks of not acknowledging the 
man as a fellow human being. Ishmael Williamson was ‘put in irons’ for the offence 
of challenging the captain’s authority.22

He was not bowed. After arriving back in Queensland, he joined the gold rush at 
Jimna Creek working as a cook for a digger. While there, he made a formal complaint 
about what had happened aboard the Syren, alleging that the ‘recruitment’ had really 
been trickery and entrapment. His choice of words is extremely revealing, even if 
misunderstood by authorities and the Australian media at the time. While they were 
at Tanna island, Williamson reported, the chief had been paid off with ‘a musket 
and a piece of red calico’. Later, in the Banks Islands, the Syren’s boat brought men 
to trade, who received ‘jews’ harps and red handkerchiefs’ and were then ‘secured in 
the hold’.23

These words are remarkable in the context of Williamson’s history. He had been born 
free, but he was fresh from the Union Navy, and he had spent the war anchored off 
the Sea Islands of South Carolina and Georgia. He had served alongside men who 
had run from their plantations to his ship. He likely knew that the way that enslaved 

20  Emma Christopher, ‘“A Piece of Red Calico”: Black Sailors and the Question of “Enslavability” in the Pacific 
Labor Trade’, forthcoming.
21  ‘The South Sea Islander Traffic’, Brisbane Courier, 5 September 1868, 5. 
22  ‘The Syren Case’, Queenslander (Brisbane), 24 October 1868, 4–5.
23  ‘The South Sea Islander Traffic’, Brisbane Courier, 5 September 1868, 5.
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people told their history was of trickery, of ancestors all lured aboard ship with items 
such as red cloth and jews’ harps. What Williamson alleged in Queensland in 1868 
was a Pacific echo of what are known as the ‘red cloth narratives’.24

There was some irony in this. Direct trickery and luring people aboard ship with 
gawdy trinkets had rarely happened in the Atlantic slave trade in a literal sense. 
Rather, this way of seeing it, like much oral history, was the sum of all things. Yet 
these actions were common enough in the Pacific trade in the 1860s; Williamson 
witnessed them occurring. Curiously, the way that African Americans had parsed 
the horrors of their ancestors’ capture and sale across the Atlantic into one more 
bearable piece, one narrative that encapsulated the ‘evils they lived and endured’ 
was more literally true in the Pacific than it had been in the Atlantic.25 From this 
perspective, it is hardly surprising that Williamson saw events in the Pacific and 
thought back to the self-liberated men and women he had met at the Sea Islands 
a handful of years before.

Williamson was hardly the only person to see the labour trade through the lens of 
American slavery. Pacific labour was hardly a separate issue to Black Americans’ own 
fight against slavery in the perceptions of many. As missionary Daniel MacDonald, 
stationed in Efate from the early 1870s, wrote: ‘it is as if the hideous fiend expelled 
reluctant from the American soil in the throes of a civil war found a cordial welcome 
and a congenial home in Queensland’.26 Black sailors like Williamson almost 
certainly did not need overt acts such as the former Confederate James Toutant 
Proctor, nephew of Civil War General P. G. T. Beauregard, who sang ‘Marching 
through Georgia’ while ‘recruiting’ for his Fiji plantation, to make this connection.27

Yet through his words, Ishmael Williamson was also making a more holistic, nuanced 
critique of the Pacific labour trade, one that centred more on equality, of the wrongs 
perpetrated on Pacific Islanders as a whole, not just those who became plantation 
labourers. The red cloth narratives symbolised the Africans who sold captives, as 
much as the enslaved themselves, falling for the treachery of Europeans, of not 
having enough worldly knowledge to see a much wider picture and instead believing 
themselves wily trading partners. Hundreds of years of painful hindsight had shown 
African Americans that ‘an ill-advised greed for imported luxuries of Atlantic 
commerce had lured many an African into foolishly becoming part of a monstrous 

24  Michael Gomez, Exchanging our Country Marks: The Transformation of African Identities in the Colonial and 
Antebellum South (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1998), 199–209; Anne C. Bailey, African Voices 
of the Atlantic Slave Trade: Beyond the Silence and the Shame (Boston: Beacon Press, 2005), 108–9; William D. 
Piersen, Black Legacy: America’s Hidden Heritage (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1993) 35–43.
25  Bailey, African Voices, 108.
26  MacDonald, The Labour Trade versus Christianity in the South Sea Islands (Melbourne: ML Hutchinson, 1878) 
quoted in Horne, The White Pacific, 2.
27  Christopher Legge and Jennifer Terrell, ‘James Toutant Proctor’, The Journal of Pacific History 5 (1970): 65–83; 
Horne, The White Pacific, 35–37, doi.org/10.1080/00223347008572165.
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trade in human beings’.28 They knew that the supposed wiliness of African dealers, 
the agency they had held, the equality that might have existed briefly in individual 
deals done where Europeans wanted the ‘goods’ offered, had all counted for not very 
much in the long run. They had all been unwittingly lured into a system in which 
those of African origin were considered lesser than those whose people hailed from 
Europe. Williamson had fought to end slavery and then had seen the stories of red 
cloth and jews’ harps re-enacted before his own eyes. He believed, perceptively, that 
it would not lead to Pacific Islanders being treated as equals.29

Williamson’s complaints about the Syren were not widely understood in Queensland. 
Their breadth and scope were inconceivable to most of those in the Australian 
colonies at a time when ‘white’ superiority was widely held among colonisers to be 
canonical. The complaints of the French about the Syren voyage, for example, were 
of a fundamentally different nature. The Syren had lured men away, they alleged, 
some of whom had already been working for French men. For them, as for those 
aboard the Syren who fought back, it was a matter of national pride and Europeans’ 
rights to Pacific Islanders’ labour in ‘their’ territory.30

What Williamson was calling for, however, was the equality of Pacific Islanders and 
Europeans to be understood. Such a thing was rarely on offer, not even from those 
who disagreed with the labour trade in principle. Missionaries, for example, generally 
viewed the question through a paternalistic lens; later ‘White Australia’ campaigners 
opposed the trade from a different perspective altogether. But for Williamson, as for 
African Americans in general, equality was the aim. This was the fight of their time. 
Their war against slavery had not finished, it was simply morphing into something 
new as the threat of enslavement by another name loomed large. The Black Codes 
were being enacted across the former Confederacy. From the 1870s, Jim Crow laws 
were introduced. A decade later they would be disenfranchised.

Across the Pacific Ocean, Williamson discovered that the same fight was very much 
ongoing. When word reached the media of his allegations, he was attacked in ways 
that spoke of no possibility of equality. ‘[T]he word … [of ] an upright and Christian 
man [the Captain] should certainly carry more weight than the reckless assertions of 
a vindictive negro cook’, it was said.31 Williamson was seemingly considered neither 
upright nor Christian, despite that likely being his religion, and these perceived 
failings were assessed from nothing other than him being a ‘negro’ who had dared to 
challenge a man of European origin.

28  Piersen, Black Legacy, 42.
29  Christopher, ‘A Piece of Red Calico’.
30  New South Wales, Royal Commission, Report of the Royal Commission Appointed to Inquire into Certain Alleged 
Cases of Kidnapping of Natives of the Loyalty Islands &c; Together with Minutes of Evidence and Appendix (Sydney: 
Thomas Richards, Govt. Printer, 1869).
31  ‘The Syren Case’, Queenslander, 17 October 1868, 6.
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Even those who sought to defend Williamson did so through this framework. 
W. H. Spode wrote: ‘he is a first-rate cook’ and was never lazy or dirty; adding, 
‘I do not like to see a man’s character taken away, although he is a negro’.32 But 
Williamson was not seeking this kind of backhanded support. Upon hearing that 
one of the Syren’s recruits, now working in Queensland, had stated that the captain 
had been ‘very, very kind’ while the cook was ‘lazy’ and ‘always fighting’, Williamson 
went and found the man in question.33 He told Williamson that ‘he knew nothing 
at all about it; his master wrote it’. Both had been tricked by the Europeans, in 
Williamson’s view. It was more of the same. In the face of this provocation Williamson 
stood tall. ‘I have a character to lose, and I have not lost it yet,’ he stated proudly, 
before sailing away from the Australian colonies on the Maryborough, owned by 
anti-slavery Quakers.34

John Henderson
In 1876, African American John Henderson, ‘signed the articles with the others of 
the crew in a hovel in a back street in Sydney’. This he apparently did willingly, but 
when the supercargo told him that the purpose of the Vibilia’s voyage would not 
be revealed until they were beyond Sydney Heads, Henderson reportedly answered, 
‘you are going blackbirding, and if you are, I am out of it’.35 Like Williamson, he too 
found that he had no choice but to make the voyage. Things got much worse when 
out at sea. The crew were so badly treated that Henderson believed that the captain 
‘wanted to run the men to leave her’ and replace them with a cheaper crew of Pacific 
Islanders. The supercargo, McGregor, ‘frequently talked of going slaving when they 
were at sea, and said that he’d seen a bit of it in the Fijis’.36

The Vibilia case reveals why it had mattered to Ishmael Williamson a decade earlier 
that the Pacific Islander man had been tricked as much as he had. Henderson did 
not know it, but he had been lured to the Sydney hovel with the promise of a job 
because of his background: the Italian man involved had been told to form ‘a black 
crew’. Presumably believing ‘black’ men would find recruiting easier, the scope of 
what that term meant in the Australian colonies would reveal part of the problem 
for men like Henderson, over and above their concerns about recruiting labour. 
Early reports in the Australian media, referencing this ‘black crew’, supposed that 
they were ‘kanakas’, a reasonable assumption in a trade that routinely hired Pacific 

32  ‘The Syren Case’, Queenslander (Brisbane), 24 October 1868, 5.
33  ‘The Brig Syren’, Queenslander (Brisbane), 17 October 1868, 4. 
34  ‘The Syren Case’, Brisbane Courier, 23 October 1858, 3; Crew list of the Maryborough, 1870, Liverpool Crew 
Lists, 387 CRE, Liverpool Record Office, UK; ‘Shipping Summary’, Brisbane Courier, 9 July 1870, 4. 
35  ‘Case of the Vibilia’, Sydney Morning Herald, 3 June 1876, 4.
36  ‘Case of the Vibilia’, Sydney Morning Herald, 3 June 1876, 4. Later, when the case became a scandal, the captain 
would claim that they were ‘collecting pearl shell’. 
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Islander men as boat crew and interpreters. But they were not. The men found to 
be ‘black’ enough to qualify were, besides Henderson, a West Indian named James 
Shirvington, ‘an Arab’, ‘a Manilaman’ [sic], an ‘Indian Portuguese’ and a ‘Seedy 
Boy’.37 This last referred to an Indian man of African origin, commonly called Siddis.

Ashore, there were not enough men of Indian or Filipino origin to substantially 
alter the racial structure, but the first idea of the media, that ‘black’ had meant 
‘kanaka’, was a serious issue for those of African origin. Certainly, in the rhetoric of 
Queenslanders they were very much linked. This went beyond the naming of people 
of both origins ‘Black Steve’ or ‘Black Harry’.38 By the 1830s, the term ‘N____’ was 
known in the Americas as ‘an opprobrious term, employed to impose contempt’ 
on Black Americans ‘as an inferior race’.39 While in Australia it most commonly 
referred to First Nations Australians, as well as being given to people of African 
origin, in the context of plantation Queensland it could mean Pacific Islanders 
too.40 A newspaper reported a South Sea Islander death in 1883, for example, with 
the title, ‘Only a Blasted N____’.41 The following year, a woman returnee who had 
been raped aboard the Eliza Mary was described as ‘the wife of a fellow n____’.42 
Arguments over schemes for northern Queensland to break away from the south 
often degenerated into arguments that, ‘if they had Kanaka labor in a separate 
colony, they could “wollop [sic] their own n_____s”’.43

Even the term ‘Negro’, so closely tied to people of African origins in most settings, 
was also occasionally used for South Sea Islanders. There were reports, for example, 
of ‘a white negro’ among the labourers aboard the Gem arriving at Fiji from the New 
Hebrides in 1871. Albinism not then understood, he ‘was certainly intended for 
a show caravan rather than a cotton field’, the media reported, also noting that the 
sailors, believing him to have ‘the appearance of an Irish labourer’, had ‘taught him 
to answer to the name Pat Mahoney’.44

37  ‘Case of the Vibilia’, Sydney Morning Herald, 3 June 1876, 4. 
38  ‘Black Steve’ (Jacob Stevenson) was from the United States, no title, Queensland Figaro and Punch (Brisbane), 
9  June 1888, 19. There were several well-known ‘Black Harrys’. One was a South Sea Islander, ‘Toowoomba’, 
Brisbane Courier, 5 February 1886. Probably the most famous was ‘Black Harry’ from the MacIntyre River, 
probably a Bigambul man, ‘Black Harry’, Darling Downs Gazette and General Advertiser, 19 September 1861, 4. 
Another ‘Black Harry’, known to hang out at the wharf in Brisbane, is unknowable without further information, 
‘Run Over by a Cab’, Telegraph (Brisbane), 24 December 1880, 2.
39  Quoted in Randall Kennedy, Nigger: The Strange Career of a Troublesome Word (New York: Vintage Books, 
2003), 5.
40  ‘Supreme Court’, Telegraph (Brisbane), 27 November 1884, 5. Interestingly, it was often former Caribbean 
planters and their children who questioned this: ‘Fear God, Speak Evil of None’, Queensland Figaro (Brisbane), 
23 May 1885, 2–3.
41  Quoted in Raymond Evans, Kay Saunders and Kathryn Cronin, Race Relations in Colonial Queensland: A History 
of Exclusion, Exploitation, Extermination (St Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 1993), 195.
42  ‘Rape’, Telegraph (Brisbane), 23 July 1886, 4.
43  For example, ‘Mr O’Kane’s meeting at Bowen’, Northern Miner (Charters Towers, Qld), 3 July 1880, 2. 
44  ‘From the Fiji Times’, Geelong Advertiser, 24 January 1871, 3.
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The penchant among white people for recycling the worst racial slurs from the 
Americas in the Australian context, and grouping people by skin tone, was hardly 
the full extent of it, however, particularly in the context of the Pacific labour trade. 
Any allusion that African Americans and West Indians were the same as Pacific 
Islanders was terrifying as much as bizarre. ‘Savagery’, as it was judged by European-
based societies, had been a key component of ‘enslaveability’ for centuries. Claims 
of cannibalism, ‘nakedness’, and a lack of European-style society: the descendants of 
enslaved people knew only too well the danger they held.

The consequences of believing that men of the African diaspora looked just like 
Melanesians were therefore critical. If Black West Indians and Americans were 
perceived to be on a par with South Sea Islanders, then they had lost their ‘civility’. 
The very things that they had been told would set them free had been snatched 
from them. Small wonder that Henderson was angry to have been shown fake ship’s 
papers that he had apparently signed with a cross. It was not so, he protested. He was 
literate. He had signed his name.45 Substituting his signature for a forged cross did 
much more than taking away his name and his free will for one single voyage. His 
education was a cloak of protection against such treatment. His name, written by 
himself, was an assertion of his status as a man able to make his own choices.

This blurring of Blacks of African descent and Pacific Islanders, claiming them hard 
to differentiate, was more than an actual inability to tell the difference. The believed 
physical similarity of appearance of Melanesians to Africans and the diaspora, 
although far pre-dating the era of Pacific labour recruiting, was a deliberate device 
through which to position them within a plantation system such as that of the 
Americas. While First Nations Australians were increasingly placed in a separate 
part of the social structure, since Aboriginal labour was incompatible with the 
settler colonial project, South Sea Islanders were transcribed into the racial vista 
of the Australian colonies in the place that Africans had taken in the Americas.46 
Pacific Islanders were reframed as both ‘decidedly of a higher order than that of 
the aboriginal natives of this country’, as one report from 1867 claimed, while also 
being ‘sheeplike’, just as planters demanded.47

It was safer for sailors of African origin to totally separate themselves from Pacific 
Islanders. It also made sense. Culturally and linguistically they shared far more with 
the prevailing European-based society. But the structures of race that alienated them 
from that, and the long centuries during which Blackness had been reconfigured 
into a coherent way to fight back, did not make this an easy option. In the United 

45  ‘Case of the Vibilia’, Maryborough Chronicle, Wide Bay and Burnett Advertiser, 13 July 1876, 4.
46  Tracey Banivanua-Mar, Violence and Colonial Dialogue: The Australian-Pacific Indentured Labor Trade (Honolulu: 
University of Hawai‘i Press, 2007); Patrick Wolfe, Traces of History: Elementary Structures of Race (London: Verso, 
2016).
47  ‘Owanyilla’, Maryborough Chronicle, Wide Bay and Burnett Advertiser, 4 December 1867, 3.
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States, Black people were being widely discriminated against despite their freedom. 
Whatever the legal status, without equality their fight was not won. What men 
like Henderson saw in the Pacific was that far from the link between unfree labour 
and blackness lessening, it was expanding in new directions. A supercargo talking 
of ‘slaving in the Fijis’ would hardly seem separate from his own people’s history, 
whatever the legal distinctions so recently introduced after centuries of bondage.

Albert Messiah
In the mid-1880s, another ship’s cook of African origin would cause a labour trade 
scandal that dwarfed those that had gone before. Albert Messiah revealed that 
during the voyage of the Hopeful, men and women had been blatantly kidnapped, 
some grabbed from the sea after their canoes were deliberately destroyed. During 
this, others had been murdered. The outrage would lead to death sentences for 
the captain and recruiting agent (both later reprieved), hard labour for the rest of the 
crew, a royal commission to investigate the wider circumstances, and ultimately 
the return of the people whom the ship had ‘recruited’.48

Albert Messiah was from the small Caribbean island of Antigua and so a British 
citizen. He saw himself as a brother colonist to those in Queensland and New South 
Wales and, unlike Williamson and Henderson, made a life for himself in Australia, 
staying for the rest of his days. By the 1880s, however, racial lines were hardening. 
So too were ideas that abolition had all been a disastrous mistake because people of 
African origin were just unsuited to freedom. In 1884, as the Hopeful scandal was 
unfolding, a former governor from the West Indies gave a speech in Adelaide that 
was reprinted by the Queensland press. West Indians were ‘docile and affectionate’, 
he claimed, and ‘made fairly good servants’, although they should definitely not 
be given more power than that. Though ‘capable of hard bodily exertion’, which, 
obviously, they had shown during slave times at the end of a whip, the problem was 
that they were ‘idle, and contented with little’.49 The son of a West India planter 
went further. He told Australians the not uncommon myth that Black West Indians 
were begging for re-enslavement.50

It was doubtless enraging enough for many people of West Indian origin. But in 
Queensland this more explicit racism was bolstered by the continuing notion that 
they were indistinguishable from Melanesians. Their everyday rights as British 
citizens could be summarily removed on these grounds. West Indian sailors found 
themselves refused drinks in Queensland pubs because it was illegal to sell alcohol 

48  Emma Christopher, ‘The Saviour and the Revolutionary: Afro-Caribbean Responses in a Queensland/New Guinea 
Kidnapping Case’, Slavery and Abolition 40, no. 2 (2019): 321–40, doi.org/10.1080/0144039X.2018.1547506.
49  ‘A Lecture by a Governor’, Brisbane Courier, 11 October 1884, Supplement. 
50  ‘Fear God, Speak Evil of None’, Queensland Figaro (Brisbane), 23 May 1885, 2–3.
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to Pacific Islanders. Samuel Boyle, for example, a ship’s cook who described himself 
as ‘a British Subject of the West India Isles’, was most offended to be refused a drink, 
even a ginger beer, at the Oxford Hotel in Brisbane ‘on the ground of my colour’. 
To Boyle, ‘surely any publican possessing an ordinary amount of intelligence can 
easily detect, in manner of speech and appearance, the difference between’ Pacific 
Islanders and West Indians.51

But even people of European origin who came to Boyle’s defence were far less certain 
that any such difference could be discerned. One letter writer argued that West 
Indians like Boyle should be allowed to have a drink because they were a ‘specially 
[sic] loyal race’. This was despite the fact that: ‘No doubt the publican, not being 
an ethnologist, may fail to detect the difference between the complainant [a West 
Indian] and a Pacific Islander or an aboriginal [sic].’52 Messiah himself was thrown 
out of a pub on these grounds.53 Other publicans alleged that they had been tricked 
into selling liquor to a Pacific Islander, something that was illegal in Queensland, 
by a man who had been in the Australian colonies long enough to dress and sound 
more like ‘a West Indian’. The implication was that no European could be expected 
to recognise the difference between people of African or Pacific origins.54

Messiah had been in the Australian colonies for three years by the time he sailed 
aboard the Hopeful. He knew something about their racial make-up. When he was 
in trouble in Tasmania the media had mocked him for ‘parading the streets of the 
city … with an air of great importance’.55 He ‘dressed neatly’, they wrote, ‘gives a 
graceful salute to those he knows’ and even had the temerity to converse in ways 
that showed self-belief.56 It added up to one accusation. He did not know his place. 
Perhaps these were the seeds that caused him to endanger his own life to reveal 
what had happened aboard the Hopeful. Perhaps he realised that if Pacific Islanders 
could be treated that way, then West Indians, perceived to look the same, were 
at extraordinary risk. How firm was Britain’s anti-slavery commitment if blatantly 
kidnapping workers for sugar plantations was still allowed? Linked together by their 
supposed similarity of skin tone and features, without equality they would all sink 
together. Maybe he believed that the anti-slavery British people did not know what 
was really going on aboard labour ships and would be outraged if they did. If that 
was the case, he was only half right.

51  ‘The Right of the Coloured Man to Buy Liquor’, Brisbane Courier, 9 April 1884, 6; ‘Terror-Stricken Publicans’, 
Queensland Figaro (Brisbane), 12 April 1884, 3. Boyle’s profession earlier in his life was given on his admission to 
the Benevolent hospital in 1924, which states that he had been in Queensland since 1874. 
52  No title, Brisbane Courier, 15 April 1884, 6.
53  Christopher, ‘The Saviour and the Revolutionary’. 
54  ‘The Licenced Victuallers’, Brisbane Courier, 31 March 1886, 5.
55  ‘A Black Story’, Mercury (Hobart), 21 January 1886, 2.
56  ‘Our Hobart Letter’, Tasmanian, 4 February 1882, 123.
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Returning to Queensland, where the Hopeful victims were made to dance for their 
masters, a perverse throwback to captives whipped to make them ‘dance’ in their 
shackles to maintain their health and sale price, Messiah would not remain quiet. 
He made a statement to the police. He sent a telegram to authorities in Brisbane. 
He reported that neither an interpreter nor the government agent had ensured that 
the men and women understood what was happening. He testified that he had 
seen the blatant kidnapping of men who had come to trade, grabbed from the sea 
by their hair. He had seen men and a child murdered in cold blood. He took a bribe 
to stay quiet, but he did no such thing.57

There was some unbiased evidence that Messiah’s allegations were well-founded, 
but the wrath he faced in their wake was extraordinary.58 In the invective of 
Queenslanders outraged that he had dared to challenge the trade, his ethnicity was 
key to their fury. Accused of ‘n_____ lies’, in Brisbane a lynch mob was raised to 
punish him.59 Lynch mobs had not yet reached their notoriety as pinnacles of racial 
hatred that they would by the next decade, but nonetheless the National Association 
for the Advancement of Coloured People (NAACP) in the United States kept files 
on cases of lynching as racialised violence from 1882.60 Reports of this appeared in 
Queensland by the time of Messiah’s case, including in the weeks directly before he 
was threatened in this way.61

It was enough to make Messiah’s crewmate, Samuel Binns, flee back to sea rather 
than face court alongside him. A Jamaican who had been a sailor on the Hopeful, 
Binns’s ethnic origin is not entirely clear, but it can be inferred from his actions. 
Before he departed, Binns left an account of what had happened to be presented in 
court. He had seen men kidnapped and a man shot. He chose a fellow Jamaican, 
a man of African origin, to keep this statement, suggesting that he sought out 
somebody who would share his view of the world, who would know the centuries of 
suffering, pain and the racial divisions that underlay his words. The man’s name was 
Samuel Louverture (or Loverture), the same as the most famous slave rebel of all, 
Toussaint Louverture. If this was more than a coincidence then it was a spectacular 
gesture, a reframing of the Pacific labour trade as part of it all, the entirety of what 
they had suffered.62

57  Christopher, ‘The Saviour and the Revolutionary’. 
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60  ‘History of Lynching in America’, NAACP, accessed 24 September 2021, naacp.org/find-resources/history-
explained/history-lynching-america.
61  For example, ‘Lynch Law’, Queensland Times, 2 December 1884, 3.
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The fate of Africans in the diaspora was entangled with Pacific Islanders in the 
eyes of white society by their looks and the roles they believed they should fill. 
A man named John McFadden who threatened to shoot Messiah suggested that 
Neil McNeil, the recruiter who would be sentenced to hang for shooting Islanders, 
‘ought to have put a bullet through you’. But that was not the end of McFadden’s 
tirade. ‘If I had been McNeil, I would have shot the whole ______ lot of you,’ he 
told Messiah, flagrantly lumping together a man with a British coat of arms tattooed 
on his left arm, and, in this case, men and women from the islands of eastern New 
Guinea.63 They were all the same and, in the view of McFadden, it should have been 
within the remit of Europeans to shoot them as they pleased.

These allegations continued. Messiah, it was claimed, had raped women ‘recruits’ 
aboard the Juventa, despite the fact that there had been no female recruits on the 
voyage he made on this vessel.64 It was a claim that spoke to the old stereotype of black 
men as sexual predators, something that had expanded in Queensland to include 
South Sea Islanders.65 It also played on their purported similarity in appearance. 
He had been able to perpetrate these rapes, it was alleged, because the ship’s officers 
had been unable to distinguish him among the crowd of women when looking 
down the hatch (the white crew members were obviously cast, in this scenario, as 
the protectors of women’s dignity).66

One of the more extraordinary claims against Messiah was that he had plotted with 
the Islander men against the ship’s crew using some common language that they 
shared. On one hand this was preposterous. The most linguistically dense part of 
the world, Pacific Islanders could not easily communicate with people even from 
nearby islands, let alone a man who, from all available evidence, spoke only Queen’s 
English.67 In another way, however, there was truth in this. The language they shared 
was survival in a society that did them wrong.

During the trial in Brisbane, Messiah was staying at Samuel Boyle’s establishment, 
the place where most West Indians stayed, known as the ‘Kanaka Boarding House’. 
Boyle’s lodgers, South Sea Islanders, helped Messiah flee the mob that arrived to 
lynch him, seeing him safe aboard a ship bound for Sydney, where he would spend 
the rest of his days. He slipped out unseen, apparently using the fact that the people 
of the lynch mob did not truly see the faces of those they believed were simply 
‘Kanakas’, unaware that a West Indian was among them.68

63  ‘Intimidating a Crown Prisoner’, Queenslander (Brisbane), 11 October 1884, 595; Tasmania Reports of Crime, 
1881 (Ridgehaven, SA: Archive Digital Books Australasia, 2009).
64  ‘Supreme Court’, Brisbane Courier, 25 November 1884, 5.
65  Banivanua-Mar, Violence and Colonial Dialogue, especially Chapter 3.
66  ‘Supreme Court’, Brisbane Courier, 25 November 1884, 5. 
67  Messiah’s testimony, Correspondence, Clippings, Reports and Petitions etc re the Hopeful Voyage Case, 
1884–1889, PRV7350/1, Microfilm 6585, Item ID ITM7869, Queensland State Archives.
68  Christopher, ‘The Saviour and the Revolutionary’; ‘Queensland’, South Australian Advertiser (Adelaide), 
27 December 1884, 5. This news story gave the name of the boarding house owner as Williams, obviously a mistake. 
Barney Williams was one of the Hopeful ’s crew being tried; Samuel Boyle was the boarding house owner. 
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Nor was this kind of assistance rendered between people of African and Pacific origin 
unknown on other occasions. Peter Hutchison, from Jamaica, also ran a boarding 
house in Queensland that was patronised by South Sea Islanders as well as West 
Indians. He would tell of helping a Pacific Islander run an errand shortly before his 
unexpected death.69 According to Government Agent Douglas Rannie, two or three 
of the returning islanders assisted the ship’s West Indian cook to prepare food for the 
others on the Heron.70 A man from Api, engaged as boats crew aboard the Hopeful in 
1883 but dumped ashore in Havannah harbour when he became sick, was assisted 
by Harry Palmer, the African American trader there. (Ironically, when noting this, 
Julian Thomas, ‘the Vagabond’, believed that such kindness showed that ‘Harry 
Palmer is a white man at heart’.71) In the far north of New South Wales, William 
Julius, from St Kitts, was said to offer a safe and accepting space for time-expired 
Pacific Islanders from Queensland.72

Conclusion
By the time of the Pacific labour trade from Queensland, legal, chattel slavery had 
ended in the United States and most of the British Empire. But the parameters of 
‘enslaveability’ had mutated, not died away. Dark skin remained tied to the idea of 
beasts of burden, pale skin coming to have extraordinary value and beauty through 
the same overweening analysis. Abolition had not brought anything like equality. 
Rather, racial ideas hardened in many places in the aftermath of abolition, the 
privileges of whiteness no longer buffered by the legal linkage of Blackness and 
slavery. For people with dark skin, some kind of plantation labour, under some sort 
of quasi-freedom, stood in the background waiting to pounce in a way that it never 
did for those of European origin.73

What West Indian seafarers saw aboard Pacific labour ships was, therefore, hugely 
alarming. If Britain allowed something like slavery in the South Pacific, what did it 
mean for their own status? Equally galling was that these men and women—who 
were alleged to eat human flesh, who did not speak English or live in homes of brick 
and mortar—were perceived to look just like them. As Jamaican Christopher Keane 

69  ‘Magisterial Inquiries’, Brisbane Courier, 23 November 1886, 5.
70  Rannie, My Adventures, 21–22. 
71  ‘The French in the Pacific’, Brisbane Courier, 1 October 1883, 3. 
72  I would like to thank a descendant, Barb Roach, for confirming that Julius was of African origin, likely a 
mixed-race man, something I conjectured from the slightly paternalistic newspaper reports about him. Kevin Rains, 
Journeys to Sugaropolis: The Australian South Sea Islander Story of the Gold Coast Region ([Surfers Paradise, Qld]: City 
of Goldcoast, [2013]).
73  Liberated Africans, rescued from illegal transatlantic slave ships, were indentured in the Caribbean despite their 
liberation. Historians such as Monica Schuler have shown that indentured servants of African origin were treated in 
ways more akin to slavery than those of other backgrounds. See Monica Schuler, ‘Alas, Alas, Kongo’: A Social History of 
Indentured African Migration into Jamaica, 1841–1865 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1980).
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noted with some bitterness, no white man had ever shown any objection to standing 
shoulder to shoulder with him in battle, but in far north Queensland his skin colour 
put him among the ‘other’.74

The realities of Pacific labour trading revealed to sailors of African origin not only 
that their fight for equality was far from won, but also that the bounds of racism 
and of anti-black sentiment were easily capacious enough to encompass people of 
entirely different backgrounds. So, despite the legal differences, even proud men 
of the British Empire, sure of its anti-slavery stance, saw the Pacific labour trade and 
feared. They saw men and women exchanged for fripperies such as handkerchiefs 
and jews’ harps and placed it in a context that stretched back centuries to Africa.

74  ‘Colour Distinction’, Telegraph (Brisbane), 27 April 1893, 3.
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National biographies and 
transnational lives: Tracing 
connections between slavery 
and settler colonialism

ZOË LAIDLAW AND GEORGINA ARNOTT

The Legacies of British Slave-ownership (LBS) project has helped establish—with 
unprecedented precision and depth—the ways in which colonial slavery shaped 
modern Britain.1 In its original iteration, the project drew on British government 
records to produce a comprehensive database of the compensation paid to individual 
slave-owners under the Slavery Abolition Act 1833.2 That database provided 
biographical sketches of several thousand of the individuals who—successfully or 
unsuccessfully—claimed government compensation, as well as listing details of 
the c. 47,000 compensation awards themselves.3 Drawing on the LBS database, 
more recent research (including the contributions to this volume) shows that the 
influence and legacies of chattel slavery reverberated through Australasia’s colonies 
of settlement, just as they affected metropolitan Britain and, of course, Africa and 
the Americas.4

Such explorations of the connections between slavery and settler colonialism are in 
their infancy and, to date, have favoured biographical approaches, guided not least 
by the structure of the LBS database. In this article, we seek to explore ‘collective 
biography’ as a means of situating lives within a cohort larger than the family 
but smaller than the entire LBS database, and thus to apprehend the typicality 
of individual lives. We also consider the opportunities and limitations of existing 
resources for identifying individuals connected to both settler colonialism and the 
business of chattel slavery, including particularly the LBS database and dictionaries 
of biography.

1  Now housed within University College London’s (UCL) Centre for the Study of the Legacies of British Slavery 
(hereafter LBS), accessed 29 September 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs.
2  An Act for the Abolition of Slavery throughout the British Colonies 1833 (3 and 4 Wm IV cap. 73) (hereafter Slavery 
Abolition Act 1833).
3  Catherine Hall, Nicholas Draper, Keith McClelland, Katie Donington and Rachel Lang, Legacies of British 
Slave-ownership: Colonial Slavery and the Formation of Victorian Britain (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2014), 3, doi.org/10.1017/cbo9781139626958.
4  See, for example, the articles collected in ‘Feature: Legacies of Slave Ownership’, History Workshop Journal 90 
(Autumn 2020): 165–252, doi.org/10.1093/hwj/dbaa017, doi.org/10.1093/hwj/dbaa021, doi.org/10.1093/hwj/
dbaa015, doi.org/10.1093/hwj/dbaa018. 

http://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs
http://doi.org/10.1017/cbo9781139626958
http://doi.org/10.1093/hwj/dbaa017
http://doi.org/10.1093/hwj/dbaa021
http://doi.org/10.1093/hwj/dbaa015
http://doi.org/10.1093/hwj/dbaa015
http://doi.org/10.1093/hwj/dbaa018
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The LBS database, a form of prosopography that captures lives according to 
a singular set of outward common features, is especially helpful in recovering the 
interconnectedness and mobility that were crucial to the overarching structures 
of Atlantic slavery and settler colonialism. Crucially, its magnitude enables us 
to see patterns within large populations, such as the movement of slave-owners 
throughout the empire, and even internal dynamics, such as the structures binding 
slave-owners to agents.5 But while prosopography reveals a sense of scale that 
traditional biography lacks, biography—in the context of a reflexive discussion of 
the archive—can pinpoint how and why some aspects of some lives have featured in 
our historiographies and others only marginally. Moreover, biography’s ‘illustrative 
capacity’ reminds us of the contingency of lives in their own times.6 Notably, 
however, research in the Australian context has focused on a small number of 
settlers—typically individuals who were more likely than not to be prominent 
and successful, and who possessed strong, lucrative or proximate links to slavery.7 
Even so, these links were often obscured by the individuals in question, by their 
descendants and in the historical record.

We wish to cast our net wider, and to gather evidence about less prominent or 
less successful settler colonisers, about family connections to the slave business that 
spread over several generations as well as long distances, and about more glancing 
associations with slavery or indeed with the colonies of settlement. Collective 
biography, focused on the cohort that linked Atlantic slavery to the Australasian 
colonies, has the potential to reveal the immediate social worlds sustaining those 
who moved between the two. Such collective or group biographies of individuals 
‘held together for a historic moment by a common endeavour, place or ideal’, in 
Barbara Caine’s words, could include studies of settlers by colony, extended family, 
industry or profession, in the manner of those recently commenced.8 Collective 

5  Malcolm Allbrook and Melanie Nolan, ‘Australian Historians and Biography’, Australian Journal of Biography 
and History 1 (2018): 17–19, doi.org/10.22459/AJBH.2018; Rajae Ankoud, ‘An Approach to Studying Elites and 
Social Groups’, AlMuntaqa 3, no. 1 (2020): 70–85, doi.org/10.31430/almuntaqa.3.1.0070. 
6  Barbara Caine, Biography and History (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), 2, doi.org/10.26777/978-1-137-
61117-8.
7  C. J. Coventry took an alternative approach by considering collectively those individuals linked to the colonies 
of Victoria and South Australia: ‘Links in the Chain: British Slavery, Victoria and South Australia’, Before/Now 1, 
no. 1 (2019): 27–46, doi.org/10.35843/beforenow.173286.
8  Caine, Biography and History, 99. Recently published and ongoing studies using collective biography to trace 
links between British slavery and the Australian colonies include 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; and the Western 
Australian Legacies of British Slavery project, hosted by the University of Western Australia, of which the authors are 
part, australian-legacies-slavery.org. For an example of a recent collective biography recovering marginalised experience, 
see Erica L. Ball, Tatiana Seijas and Terri L. Synder, eds, As if She Were Free: A Collective Biography of Women and 
Emancipation in the Americas (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020), doi.org/10.1017/9781108623957.
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biographies have been especially useful in recovering repressed histories, including 
those that explicate the experiences of marginalised people as well as those that 
restore aspects of lives, such as slave-ownership or settler violence, that were actively 
hidden, whether to protect reputations or for legal reasons. Here, researchers 
look for the actions, responses, thinking and strategies that sustained the cohort. 
The  relationship between British slave-ownership and settler colonialism can to 
some extent be revealed by biographical studies of individuals who moved between 
the two because they allow us to witness history at this granular level of ideology 
and action, a level often obscured by prosopography and database biographies.9 
The downside of collective biography is that its edges are porous, such that it can be 
difficult to know who to include and who not to include. But in tolerating a degree 
of imprecision or malleability in the scope of a collective biography, we gain insight 
into the ideas circulating within and upholding the group, as well as the broader 
structures governing it.

Collective biography has the potential to provide a more comprehensive and 
nuanced understanding of how settler colonialism drew on the ideological and 
material legacies of slavery, but requires long-term and painstaking research. 
We begin that work here, with a frank assessment of well-known historical sources 
on which the LBS database draws. Through its use of historical records that extend 
well beyond the official records of compensation awards, the LBS database helps 
in the construction of cohort analysis, but it also risks replicating the deficiencies, 
as well as the strengths, of its source material. The LBS database cites the work 
of numerous family historians, for example, and complicated, transnational and 
multi-generational genealogical trees are often suggestive of a family’s connections 
with the slave business, especially if they include the certified location of births, 
marriages and deaths. Moreover, genealogists aspire to a comprehensive knowledge 
of a family lineage, even while often prioritising well-known individuals. That 
said, many families are never mapped, while the sheer volume of genealogical 
research and the variable qualifications and aims of its practitioners mean accuracy 
is not guaranteed.10 Dictionaries of national biography are also well-cited within 
the LBS database. Understanding not only how these dictionaries select subjects, 
but also analysing how the history of slavery within entries has been framed and 
sometimes suppressed, is therefore critical to our project. Here, we consider selective 
dictionaries of national biography—the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography 
(ODNB), the Australian Dictionary of Biography (ADB) and the Dictionary of New 
Zealand Biography (DNZB)—as well as the Dictionary of Western Australians (DWA), 
which sought to provide a comprehensive coverage of a settler colonial population. 
We explore the utility of using these resources in concert with one another in order 
to identify and evaluate connections between Australasian settler colonialism and 
British chattel slavery.

9  Caine, Biography and History, 3–4. 
10  Inaccuracies, especially in the age of the internet, are also often quickly and widely replicated.
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The LBS database
The Legacies of British Slave-ownership (LBS) database, the inspiration for 
much of our current research, has been especially useful because its architecture 
makes it possible to trace not just individual claims—successful, unsuccessful 
and contested—but also, in many cases, those individuals’ family and business 
connections. Biographical information, drawn from a wide range of resources, 
therefore complements the official record. As the remit of the LBS project has 
expanded, its chronological coverage has also extended back from the moment of 
emancipation. It now incorporates, for example, details of over 12,000 estates in the 
British Caribbean.11

The original LBS database digitised the government records of claims made and 
money disbursed under the 1833 legislation that abolished slavery in the British 
Caribbean, Mauritius and the Cape Colony. It included every individual who was 
compensated because they ‘owned’ enslaved people on 1 August 1834, when the 
legislation came into effect, and every individual whose claim was unsuccessful. 
It detailed agents who lodged claims, and the claims that were contested by 
mortgagees, heirs and trustees. In its second phase, the database incorporated all 
identified estates in the British Caribbean between 1763 and 1833, and all ‘slave-
owners, attorneys, mortgagees and legatees’ associated with them in that period.12 
The significance of the database is enhanced by the information that continues to be 
added to the official records; this includes the addition of biographical details and the 
creation of links between individuals connected professionally or personally. Such 
information comes from other contemporary records, including wills and probate 
records, censuses and newspapers, shipping records and the papers of plantations 
and individuals. The database also draws on published historical works, including 
dictionaries of biography and genealogical repositories. While the LBS database is 
primarily the work of a team of researchers based at what is now the Centre for the 
Study of the Legacies of British Slavery at University College London, many other 
researchers and volunteers—including hundreds of family and local historians—
have contributed to the database since its launch. The LBS team has observed that 
networks linking slave-owning individuals to institutions, prominent figures, the 
church and politics tend to make identification easier for historians.13 Slave-owners 
who are more loosely connected to the networks of empire are less traceable, and 
thus less likely to appear in the LBS database, or appear in it with biographical detail.

11  ‘Database Updates’, LBS database (hereafter LBS), accessed 23 September 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/project/
new2020.
12  ‘The Database’, LBS, accessed 20 September 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/project/details.
13  ‘Database Updates: An Important Notice’, LBS, accessed 23 September 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/project/
dbupdates; ‘Database Updates’, LBS, accessed 23 September 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/project/new2020.
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This underscores the contingency of our understanding of how Australasia was 
linked to the British Caribbean, and the likelihood that this knowledge is presently 
skewed by an over-reliance on the LBS database. Relocating to the Australasian 
colonies in the early nineteenth century presented some major disadvantages to free 
Britons, given their faraway location, sparsely populated settlements, and—in some 
cases—high proportion of convicts. As such, it was least likely to be undertaken 
by individuals strongly connected to prominent institutions and social networks, 
who could maintain their wealth whilst remaining in Britain. The exception to 
this rule was those who came to the southern hemisphere after being appointed 
to a lucrative or esteemed position, such as governor, religious minister or judge. 
It may be for this reason that we see a high proportion of high-profile figures in 
the population identified by the LBS database with links to both Australasia and 
Caribbean slavery, as we discuss below. Unlike other former slave-owning elites who 
might have contemplated migration, the wealth and status generated by slavery 
for these appointees was not risked by coming to these colonies; they could expect 
to be professionally advanced by their stay, and they could entertain a reasonable 
expectation of returning to Britain or another imperial locale. The elite social 
networks and high-profile lives of such individuals make identification relatively 
straightforward today.

For these reasons, we think it likely that there were individuals and families who 
benefited from modest investments in slavery and migrated to the Australasian 
colonies but do not appear in the LBS database, a situation compounded by the 
historical selection criteria of national dictionaries of biography, which we address 
below. Even modest investments in slavery could generate colonial expansion. 
Stories such as those of Celia and Andrew Scott, Western District pastoralists in 
Port Phillip (now Victoria), show that where slavery wealth was just enough to 
pay off a debt, relocate one’s family across the world or obtain a land grant, the 
Australasian colonies represented an attractive option for former slave-owners who 
constituted Britain’s post-emancipation ‘overspill’.14 Ironically, the scale of these 
causal relationships between slavery and settler colonialism is therefore harder to see 
when using the LBS than connections that were not as interdependent.

Dictionaries of biography
As we build understanding of links between the British Caribbean and the 
Australasian colonies, dictionaries of biography assume a vital importance. In their 
digital form, they provide details of lives and associations in an easily accessible 
and authoritative way, allowing researchers to search for large volumes of people 
and piece together networks. However, just as the LBS database of compensation is 

14  Alan Lester and Nikita Vanderbyl, ‘The Reconstructing of the British Empire and the Colonization of 
Australia, 1832–8’, History Workshop Journal 90 (September 2020): 15–17, doi.org/10.1093/hwj/dbaa017.
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not the only means of identifying involvement in Britain’s slave business, dictionaries 
of biography are (of course) not comprehensive guides to populations. Three of the 
biographical dictionaries we examine in this article are national—each adopting 
slightly different criteria for inclusion, relating to significance or representativeness, 
but, necessarily, eschewing comprehensiveness. The fourth, the Dictionary of Western 
Australians, set out to provide a complete list of settler colonisers in Western Australia 
during the first 85 years of colonisation. As discussed below, the recognition that 
this ‘completeness’ excluded the Indigenous peoples of Western Australia and non-
white immigrants prompted efforts to redress this situation. The various distinctive 
features of these four dictionaries of biography underline the genre’s capacity to 
explicate a history of slavery and its travelling legacies.

Dictionaries of national biography as a genre
Since emerging in the late seventeenth century, dictionaries of biography have 
come to occupy a position of prominence and authority within nations, analogous 
to the rise of identities based on a shared national past and defined population.15 
In recent decades, the form has been adapted to articulate a more complex sense 
of the national past by foregrounding populations within the nation that have 
been historically excluded by dictionaries of biography. Examples from Australia 
include Indigenous Australia, Women Australia and People Australia (all hosted by the 
National Centre of Biography),16 as well as those initiated by local historians, such 
as Beyond the Pale, a database of immigrants to Van Diemen’s Land who came from 
places other than Britain.17 Notably, the nation or colony continues in most cases 
to provide a framework for these dictionaries of constituent populations. Yet even 
as the category of biographical dictionary has expanded in recent decades, national 
dictionaries of biography have experienced a resurgence, despite or perhaps because 
of the challenges these dictionaries of constituent populations represent.18

As part of this resurgence, dictionaries of national biography the world over have 
moved away from prominence and towards representativeness and transparency as 
guiding principles in their organisational, paratextual and textual architecture, albeit 
some more than others. A defining feature of such dictionaries’ operations has long 

15  Caine, Biography and History, 4; Keith Thomas, The Changing Conceptions of National Biography: The Oxford DNB 
in Historical Perspective (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 4, doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511497582.
16  ‘Welcome to the National Centre of Biography’, The Australian National University (ANU), accessed 1 October 
2021, history.cass.anu.edu.au/centres/ncb. Shino Konishi outlines the Indigenous Australian Dictionary of Biography 
project, noting the considerable extent to which First Nations people have been excluded from the ADB in her ‘An 
Indigenous Australian Dictionary of Biography’, in True Biographies of Nations? The Cultural Journeys of Dictionaries of 
National Biography, ed. Karen Fox (Canberra: ANU Press, 2019), 139–58, doi.org/10.22459/TBN.2019.
17  ‘Beyond the Pale—World Immigrants to Van Diemen’s Land before 1900’, accessed 29 November 2021, 
vdlworldimmigrants.wordpress.com. See also John S. Levi, The Forefathers: A Dictionary of Biography of the Jews of 
Australia 1788–1830 (Sydney: Australian Jewish Historical Society, 1976).
18  Caine, Biography and History, 4. 
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been their collective personnel structures, whereby editorial committees and working 
parties commission entries and updates, as well as select authors, under the guidance 
of general editors. But whereas these collectives have tended in the past to be made 
up of an unpublicised group of prominent citizens and academic historians, today 
there is an effort to reflect the demographic profile of the nation in these bodies and 
make this perceptible from the outside. This is done in the expectation that it will 
lead to a more diverse selection of subjects, authors and biographies, and in turn 
attract a wider audience.19 Such results can be seen in Te Ara—the Encyclopaedia of 
New Zealand, which in its evolving online form incorporates not only the online 
Dictionary of New Zealand Biography and a digitised version of the 1966 Enyclopaedia 
of New Zealand, but also an array of new entries, many of which are available in 
both Māori and English translations and especially prioritise Māori lives.20 Similarly, 
the twenty-first-century ODNB contains many more entries for women, business 
and labour leaders, colonised subjects, and Black Britons than its twentieth-century 
predecessor, the Dictionary of National Biography (DNB). This increased diversity 
results partly from a significant expansion of lives covered. At first publication in 
2004, the ODNB included nearly 50 per cent more lives than the 1996 edition of 
the DNB. Entries continue to be added, so that by mid-2021 the dictionary covered 
more than 64,000 individuals.21 Expansion in itself, of course, guarantees neither 
diversity nor representation. In 2019, the ODNB included entries for only 296 
subjects of ‘African heritage’ deemed of ‘significance to British history’: slightly less 
than 0.5 per cent of the lives represented in the dictionary overall.22 While twenty-
first-century dictionaries of national biography may seek to represent or even mirror 
the diversity of a nation’s population, it is necessarily the case that lives deemed 
‘remarkable’—especially when viewed collectively—are seldom representative.23

19  Melanie Nolan, ‘“Insufficiently Engineered”: A Dictionary Designed to Stand the Test of Time?’ and Jill Roe, 
‘National Collaboration: The ADB Editorial Board and the Working Parties’, in The ADB’s Story, ed. Melanie Nolan 
and Christine Fernon (Canberra: ANU E Press, 2013), 5–46, 277–298, doi.org/10.22459/ADBS.10.2013; Karen 
Fox, ‘The Cultural Journeys of Dictionaries of Biography’, in True Biographies of Nations? The Cultural Journeys of 
Dictionaries of National Biography, ed. Karen Fox (Canberra: ANU Press, 2019), 1–18, doi.org/10.22459/TBN.2019; 
‘Frequently Asked Questions’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, accessed 30 September 2021, adb.anu.edu.au/faqs.
20  Jock Phillips, ‘Notes: The Online Encyclopedia of New Zealand’, New Zealand Journal of History 37, no. 1 
(2003): 80–89; Andrew Brown-May, ‘Review: Te Ara: The Online Encyclopedia of New Zealand Website’, New 
Zealand Journal of History 42, no. 2 (2007): 227–29; ‘About This Site’, Te-Ara—The Encyclopaedia of New Zealand, 
accessed 15 February 2021, teara.govt.nz/en/about-this-site; ‘Story: Te Ara—a History’, accessed 15 February 
2021, teara.govt.nz/en/te-ara-a-history; ‘Who is Te Ara’, accessed 4 October 2021, teara.govt.nz/en/who-is-te-ara. 
21  ‘ODNB Introduction August 2021’, downloaded from ‘What’s New: August 2021’, ODNB, accessed 20 August 
2021, www.oxforddnb.com/newsitem/602/what-s-new--august-2021. In 1900, the DNB included nearly 30,000 
lives; by 1996, this had risen to 39,000. The 2004 edition of the ODNB encompassed 17,000 new lives in addition to 
revised versions of all 39,000 DNB entries.
22  David Cannadine, ‘ODNB Introduction, 2019 December’, downloaded from ODNB, 12 March 2021. 
Anders Ingram, ‘Black Lives in the Oxford DNB’, published 10 October 2019, updated 8 October 2020 and last 
modified 9 September 2021, doi.org/10.1093/odnb/9780198614128.013.369302. Other ODNB entries cover 
subjects of ‘African heritage’ judged to be significant to the history of the Commonwealth. 
23  Steven J. Niven’s recent analysis of the African American National Biography shows how over-represented certain 
groups of African Americans are in entries that cover subjects born before the 1865 US abolition of slavery, suggesting 
limits to what the genre of biographical dictionaries can achieve: ‘Enslaved People in the African American National 
Biography, 1508–1865’, Journal of Slavery and Data Preservation 1, no. 2 (2020), doi.org/10.12921/tw8h-c447.
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The concern with representation extends in many dictionaries of national biography 
to reviewing old entries, as we will see. Editors and editorial collectives now pay 
careful attention to the way omission and euphemism have skewed our understanding 
of the past, particularly around enslavement and colonial violence, to produce 
histories that do not align with ‘contemporary values’, as the ADB puts it.24 In this 
century, digitisation has made updates and greater transparency feasible—not least 
by maintaining links to archived versions of entries—yet efforts to redress historical 
problems have been hamstrung by the costs involved and the media controversies 
that can sometimes result.25

Dictionaries of biography that serve settler colonial nations are especially conscious 
of their responsibility to reflect those nations’ violent foundational histories and 
their enduring legacies.26 However, as we examine the legacies of slavery in those 
same settler societies, their limitations as repositories of imperial, or transnational, 
histories of violence become apparent. They are, for example, of limited use for 
highlighting the movement of influence—or wealth—across the empire. Their 
entries necessarily focus on selected individual lives, rather than networks or families 
through which the impact of slave-ownership could extend; those selections reflect 
individuals’ significance to (or representational value for) the nation. Entries are also 
often constrained in terms of length. At best, and even where relevant evidence exists, 
they provide limited insights into the intergenerational transmission of wealth, or 
the ways power and wealth were conveyed through complex family relationships.

Imperial lives and national shame—slavery in 
the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography
During the twentieth century dictionaries of national biography did more to 
obscure than to reveal historical connections to the business of slavery, whether in 
Britain or its former colonies of settlement. As a growing body of scholarship on 
Britain’s national biographical dictionaries reveals, this resulted from a combination 
of how individuals were selected for inclusion; the length and focus of entries; 
and dictionaries’ use of ‘strategies of euphemism and evasion originally adopted 

24  ‘Cultural Advice’, Australian Dictionary of Biography (hereafter ADB), accessed 28 September 2021, adb.anu.
edu.au. 
25  Frank Bongiorno, ‘Reframing Australian Portraits’, Meanjin 78, no. 2 (2019): 88–94, meanjin.com.au/essays/ 
reframing-australian-portraits/; Lawrence Goldman, ‘We Have Been Here Before: “Rhodes Must Fall” in Historical 
Context’, in Dethroning Historical Reputations: Universities, Museums and the Commemoration of Benefactors, ed. 
Jill Pellew and Lawrence Goldman (London: University of London Press, 2018), 135, 137, doi.org/ 10.14296/ 
718.9781909646834; Nicholas Draper, ‘British Universities and Caribbean Slavery’, in Pellew and Goldman, 
Dethroning Historical Reputations, 93.
26  The ADB makes the commitment that ‘[o]lder articles are being reviewed with a view to bringing them into 
line with contemporary values but the original text will remain available for historical context’. ‘Cultural Advice’, 
ADB, accessed 28 September 2021, adb.anu.edu.au.

http://adb.anu.edu.au
http://adb.anu.edu.au
http://meanjin.com.au/essays/reframing-australian-portraits/
http://meanjin.com.au/essays/reframing-australian-portraits/
http://doi.org/10.14296/718.9781909646834
http://doi.org/10.14296/718.9781909646834
http://adb.anu.edu.au


National biographies and transnational lives

151

by the slave-owners themselves’.27 In 2014, the LBS architects, Catherine Hall, 
Nicholas Draper and Keith McClelland, observed how the ODNB minimised and 
obscured connections to slavery and especially slave-ownership. Although including 
entries for:

hundreds of Britons who themselves owned enslaved people or whose families owned 
enslaved people; almost none is identified as a slave-owner. The vast bulk of relevant 
entries continue to reflect (consciously or otherwise) the strategies of the slave-owners 
of the early nineteenth century, who evaded the very term ‘slave-owner’.28

Their analysis noted that while terms related to ‘slave-owner’ returned barely two 
dozen entries within the ODNB, the more euphemistic ‘planter’ and ‘proprietor’, 
when combined with geographical terms relating to the Caribbean colonies, 
together returned several hundred individuals.29 Thus, slave-owners and others 
who profited from slavery were represented in the dictionary, but they were not 
recognised as such.

The ODNB has begun to remedy this situation via the inclusion of new biographies 
arising from the work of the LBS project, which make more explicit and prominent 
use of descriptive terms including ‘slave-owner’. This led in 2016 to the addition 
of over 30 new entries including the ‘West India merchant, slave owner, and 
collector’, Samuel Boddington;30 the ‘slave owner and politician’, Christopher 
Codrington;31 and, in a rare reference to a female slave-owner, Cecilia Douglas, 
‘West India planter, slave owner and art collector’.32 Most of the slave-owners added 
in 2016 benefited from compensation for the loss of their enslaved property at 
the point of emancipation; a handful more featured because their near descendants 
were compensated.

The ODNB’s use of the occupational category ‘slave owner’ from 2016 onwards is 
a small acknowledgment that Britain’s imperial past benefited particular sections 
of British society, while being immensely damaging for those enslaved. The 2016 
additions, however, marked only the beginning of a process that could be 

27  Catherine Hall, Nicholas Draper and Keith McClelland, ‘Introduction’ in Hall et al., Legacies of British 
Slave-ownership, 1, see also 2, 27–28. See also Fox, True Biographies; Bongiorno, ‘Reframing Australian Portraits’; 
Paul Longley Arthur, ‘Re-imagining a Nation: The Australian Dictionary of Biography Online’, European Journal of 
Life Writing 4 (2015): 108–24, doi.org/10.5463/ejlw.4.163; Paul Longley Arthur, ‘Digital Biography: Capturing 
Lives Online’, Auto/Biography Studies 24, no. 1 (2009): 74–92, doi.org/10.1080/08989575.2009.10846789; Iain 
McCalman, Jodi Parvey and Misty Cook, eds, National Biographies and National Identity: A Critical Approach to 
Theory and Editorial Practice (Canberra: Humanities Research Centre, ANU, 1996), hdl.handle.net/1885/210328. 
28  Hall, Draper and McClelland, ‘Introduction’, 1–2, 27.
29  Hall, Draper and McClelland, ‘Introduction’, 27n1.
30  Nicholas Draper, ‘Boddington, Samuel (1766–1843)’, ODNB, last modified 6 October 2016, doi.org/10.1093/
ref:odnb/107427.
31  Nicholas Draper, ‘Codrington, Christopher Bethell (1763–1843)’, ODNB, last modified 6 October 2016, 
doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/107410. 
32  Stephen Mullen, ‘Cecilia Douglas (1772–1862)’, ODNB, last modified 6 October 2016, doi.org/10.1093/
ref:odnb/66964. 
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considerably more substantial and substantive. For example, searching the ODNB 
in 2021 for entries including the term ‘slavery’ generated 52 articles, yet 49 of those 
articles focus on individuals who are notable because of their opposition to slavery.33 
Despite the work of the LBS team, and despite the fact that Britain’s involvement 
with Atlantic slavery and the Atlantic slave trade extended over 250 years, while the 
campaigns against them lasted little more than 50, the ODNB explicitly identifies 
twice as many abolitionists as it does slave-owners. As Christopher N. Warren has 
remarked, ‘the ODNB in aggregate speaks with a double voice’.34 The well-known 
and insistent self-portrayal of Britain as an ‘anti-slavery nation’ from the 1830s is 
extremely difficult to displace.35

Dictionaries of national biography convey far more than the individual biographical 
entries they contain: their structures, search facilities and conventions about 
terminology, for example, all affect the version of the national past they depict. 
The ODNB has begun the process of foregrounding Britain’s involvement in the 
slavery business, but progress is not guaranteed.

Dictionary of New Zealand Biography
New Zealand shares its emancipation-era British settlement with several of the 
Australian colonies, and also possesses a tractable and digitised dictionary of 
national biography—with approximately 3,000 biographies, the DNZB is a less 
than a quarter the size of its Australian counterpart. The comparison of the DNZB 
with the ADB serves to identify common constraints on dictionaries of national 
biography as a source. We searched the DNZB for evidence of connection with 
chattel slavery and compared the results to a search for ‘New Zealand’ in the LBS 
database. We then repeated this process for the larger ADB, allowing us not only to 
discern patterns of connection between settler colonialism and the slave business, 
but also to trace movement and links between the Australasian colonies.

Searching within the full text of the DNZB for terms with the roots ‘planter’ and 
‘slave’ led to a limited pool of individuals with connections to Atlantic slavery. 
Of  51 distinct results for the terms ‘slave’, ‘slaves’ and ‘slavery’, only four were 
related to Atlantic slavery. Twenty-eight referenced Māori slavery; two slavery in the 

33  Forty-nine of the 52 entries were added before 2016. Search conducted 5 March 2021.
34  Christopher N. Warren, ‘Historiography’s Two Voices: Data Infrastructure and History at Scale in the Oxford 
Dictionary of National Biography (ODNB)’, Journal of Cultural Analytics 3, no. 1 (2018): 3.
35  Catherine Hall, ‘The Slavery Business and the Making of “Race” in Britain and the Caribbean’, Current 
Anthropology 51, no. S22 (2020), doi.org/10.1086/709845; Richard Huzzey, Freedom Burning: Anti-Slavery and 
Empire in Victorian Britain (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2012), doi.org/10.7591/9780801465819. In a 
similar vein, Hall, Draper and McClelland have written of the ODNB’s portrayal of slave-owners as ‘vulnerable, the 
real victims’, ‘Introduction’, 2.
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Pacific; while 16 uses were rhetorical.36 Forty-eight distinct biographies referencing 
‘plantation’ or ‘planter’ included only two connected with Atlantic slavery.37 
Similarly, in almost every case, searches within the DNZB for place names connected 
to chattel slavery—the names of Caribbean colonies, Mauritius, the ‘Indies’—led to 
incidental connections; only six were related to Atlantic slavery.38

Together, the connections to slavery revealed by the DNZB produce a fragmented 
story. One of the entries was for an emancipated slave, David MacNish, who was 
born in Jamaica in 1812 or 1813 to an enslaved mother and a slave-owning father. 
Manumitted by his father in 1820, MacNish was educated in Scotland and London, 
before inheriting ‘a substantial fortune’ on his father’s death in 1827. MacNish 
emigrated to South Australia in 1838, where he acquired land, and then, in 1840, 
to New Zealand, where he married a Māori woman, Te Ani, at Whaingaroa.39 
More common are entries for politicians, officials, naval officers and soldiers, who 
benefited from or were embedded within the business of slavery. These include 
New Zealand’s first governor, William Hobson, whose trajectory within the Royal 
Navy—and indirect profit from the slave business as a result—looks not dissimilar 
to that of James Stirling, first governor of Western Australia.40 Moreover, Hobson’s 
wife, Eliza Elliott, was the daughter of a Scottish West India merchant.41 Major-
General Charles Gold, the most senior military figure in New Zealand from 1846 
to 1860, served in British Guiana and the Caribbean between 1830 and 1837, the 
years immediately surrounding emancipation.42 In each of these cases, we see how 
family, marriage, occupation and education embedded an individual in an imperial 
milieu that was imbued with associations to slavery, pre-dating their arrival in the 
nascent colony of New Zealand.

36  Full-text searches conducted 10 February 2021, ‘Dictionary of New Zealand Biography’, Te Ara: The Encyclopaedia 
of New Zealand (hereafter DNZB), teara.govt.nz/en/biographies. For ‘slave/slaves’: 39 results, of which 24 discuss 
Māori slavery; 2 relate to Pacific slavery; and 11 rhetorical uses. For ‘slavery’: 18 results, 6 duplicates from ‘slave/slaves’, 
of remaining 12: 4 relate to Māori or Moriori slavery; 5 are rhetorical.
37  Full-text searches of DNZB, conducted 10 February 2021. Other imperial plantations, including in the 
Pacific, India, Sri Lanka, Papua New Guinea and Queensland, accounted for 12 results; Māori forms of agricultural 
production for 6; and other forestry and agriculture, 23. For ‘planter’, 17 results: 4 in agriculture and forestry; 3 in 
the Pacific; and 4 Indian or Sri Lankan. For ‘plantation’, 34 results (including 3 duplicates from planter): 19 forestry 
related; 6 regarding Māori plantations and agriculture; 2 Queensland sugar; 3 Pacific and 1 Papuan.
38  As the DNZB search engine does not recognise phrases (e.g. a search for ‘Cape of Good Hope’ returns every 
individual hit for each of ‘Cape’, ‘Good’, and ‘Hope’) its utility is diminished.
39  Jeff Downs, ‘MacNish, David’, DNZB, updated September 2013, accessed 10 February 2021, teara.govt.nz/
en/biographies/1m31/macnish-david.
40  Georgina Arnott, ‘Slavery, Trade and Settler Colonialism: The Stirling Family and Britain’s Empire, c. 1730–
1840’, this volume.
41  K. A. Simpson, ‘Hobson, William’, DNZB, accessed 11 February 2021, teara.govt.nz/en/biographies/1h29/
hobson-william.
42  Michael Fitzgerald, ‘Gold, Charles Emilius’, DNZB, accessed 11 February 2021, teara.govt.nz/en/biographies/ 
1g13/gold-charles-emilius.
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The DNZB also reveals connections to the slave business at a remove of one 
generation.  The father of Otago politician and landholder Mackay (Scobie) 
Mackenzie, for example, made his fortune in British Guiana, although most of it 
was lost before emancipation.43 Samuel Martin, a well-known early newspaper editor 
and land speculator in New Zealand, had a link to British Guiana that appears 
as a footnote in his DNZB entry. Having left New Zealand in 1844, Martin was 
appointed as a magistrate in British Guiana, but died within three months of arrival 
in 1848. Martin presumably chose to move to British Guiana as his brother, Nicol, 
was a well-established doctor and politician in the colony. As the LBS database 
reveals (but not the DNZB), Nicol Martin had received nearly £300 compensation 
for his emancipated slaves in the 1830s.44

As this sketch suggests, the DNZB details a small number of interesting connections 
to pre-emancipation chattel slavery—in the order of a dozen individuals. The LBS 
database, however, suggests a larger pool of those who claimed compensation after 
emancipation were connected to New Zealand, some of whom were influential. The 
LBS database yields 132 records mentioning New Zealand, relating to 46 distinct 
individuals.45 Some are incidental—a portrait of one man hangs in the Christchurch 
Art Gallery46—but 35, representing 28 distinct families, are more substantial.

Three of those noted in the LBS database as having New Zealand connections 
also have entries in the DNZB: Mary Anne Barker (née Stewart), Alfred Domett 
and Churchill Julius. Barker’s colonial careering, especially alongside her spouse 
Frederick Broome, is well-known; the DNZB notes she was born in Jamaica.47 Alfred 
Domett was an early New Zealand settler, commissioner of Crown lands, politician 
and, finally, premier during the Taranaki War. His DNZB entry mentions an 1830s’ 
visit to the West Indies, and also records that his father, Nathaniel, was a ship owner. 

43  Scobie Mackenzie (1845–1901) arrived in Otago in 1870, having spent nearly a decade in Victoria and 
New South Wales. In Otago he began as a station manager, but soon became a sizeable leaseholder himself before 
moving into politics. Tom Brooking, ‘Mackenzie, Mackay John Scobie’, DNZB, accessed 11 February 2021, teara.
govt.nz/en/biographies/2m18/mackenzie-mackay-john-scobie. His father was Roderick Mackenzie and is likely 
the Roderick M’Kenzie (rendered in the LBS database as McKenzie) awarded £601 for two British Guiana claims. 
‘Roderick McKenzie’, LBS, accessed 30 September 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/8531.
44  K. A. Simpson, ‘Martin, Samuel McDonald’, DNZB, updated May 2020, accessed 21 March 2021, teara.govt.
nz/en/biographies/1m20/martin-samuel-mcdonald; ‘Nicol Martin’, LBS, accessed 21 March 2021, wwwdepts-
live.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/8169. Four other Martin brothers had also migrated to the West Indies: David 
Alston, ‘Slaves and Highlanders’, accessed 4 December 2021, www.spanglefish.com/slavesandhighlanders/index.
asp?pageid=670536.
45  Searching the ‘Notes’ field in the LBS database for ‘New Zealand’ generates links to 45 individuals; searching 
the ‘Address’ field yields one additional individual. Search conducted 29 November 2021.
46  ‘Thomas Budgen MP’, LBS, accessed 4 October 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2146662513.
47  Cherry Hankin, ‘Barker, Mary Anne’, DNZB, updated January 2012, accessed 21 March 2021, teara.govt.nz/
en/biographies/1b5/barker-mary-anne; ‘Mary Anne Broome (née Stewart)’, LBS, accessed 21 March 2021, www.
ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2146630331. See also, Alexandra Hasluck, ‘Lady Broome’, Historical Studies, Australia 
and New Zealand 7 no. 27 (1956): 291–302, doi.org/10.1080/10314615608595068; Ann Curthoys and Jeremy 
Martens, ‘Serious Collisions: Settlers, Indigenous People, and Imperial Policy in Western Australia and Natal’, 
Journal of Australian Colonial History 15 (January 2013): 121–44, hdl.handle.net/1885/22613.
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But the LBS also makes explicit the link between the Domett connection to the 
Caribbean and the family’s involvement in slavery; it reveals Nathaniel Domett’s 
unsuccessful compensation claims for slaves in Jamaica and Nevis, where several 
estate owners were indebted to him. Alfred Domett’s Caribbean visit at the time 
of emancipation was quite likely connected to his father’s liabilities.48 Churchill 
Julius, Anglican bishop of Christchurch from 1890 to 1925, benefited from slavery 
at a greater remove. His DNZB entry mentions his father, Frederic, a Surrey-based 
surgeon, but goes back no further.49 In fact, Frederic’s respectability derived from 
wealth inherited from his great-grandfather who was a significant St Kitts slave-
owner. By the time of Churchill’s birth in 1847, the passage of generations had 
whitewashed this tainted inheritance, but not reduced its importance for the family’s 
fortunes. Other evidence from the LBS database confirms that the DNZB is limited 
to a distance of one generation when documenting slave wealth.50

The LBS database reveals evidence, too, of individuals who invested wealth they 
had derived from the slave business in New Zealand, but who are not recognised 
in the DNZB for various reasons. Some merchant houses, for example, reoriented 
their business from the Caribbean to the Antipodes. The most significant example 
so far identified is the Bristol-based mercantile company Miles, Kington and Co. 
After emancipation, the firm shifted its focus from the West Indies to Australia and 
New Zealand. Senior partners Philip John Miles and his nephew, Thomas Kington, 
derived tens of thousands of pounds from compensation claims, but it was members 
of the next generation who moved to the colonies of Victoria and New Zealand.51 
Kington’s son, Philip Oliphant Kington, went to Melbourne in 1855, where, apart 
from establishing a branch of the family mercantile firm, he was elected to the 
Melbourne Chamber of Commerce and the committee of the Melbourne Cricket 
Club.52 In 1857, another branch of the firm was established in Lyttelton, New 
Zealand, where it ‘played an important role in developing New Zealand’s colonial 
trade’, by 1863–64 responsible for exporting more than 60 per cent of the Canterbury 

48  ‘Nathaniel Domett’, LBS, accessed 21 March 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2146630697.
49  Colin Brown, ‘Julius, Churchill’, DNZB, accessed 21 March 2021, teara.govt.nz/en/biographies/2j8/julius-
churchill; ‘William Julius’, LBS, accessed 21 March 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2146647659.
50  For example, James Alexander Bonar (1840–1901), who is recorded in the DNZB as politician, merchant, 
shipping agent and company director: Francis Minehan, ‘Bonar, James Alexander’, DNZB, accessed 1 October 2021, 
teara.govt.nz/en/biographies/2b32/bonar-james-alexander. The £3,563 compensation for 211 enslaved people paid 
to his grandmother, Maria Robertson, just before Bonar’s birth, is too removed to be mentioned in his DNZB entry. 
Bonar moved to Australia in 1854 with his parents, Sophia (née Robertson, died 1858) and Archibald, and then to 
New Zealand with his father in 1863. ‘Maria Robertson (née Innes)’, LBS, accessed 1 October 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/
lbs/person/view/19094.
51  Miles was associated with claims totalling £62,649; Kington with claims totalling £36,280. ‘Philip John 
Miles’, LBS, accessed 21 March 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/19118; ‘Thomas Kington the younger’, LBS, 
accessed 21 March 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/44502; Kenneth O. Morgan, ‘Miles, Philip John (1774–
1845), Banker, Slave Owner, and Politician’, ODNB, accessed 21 March 2021, doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/107409. 
52  ‘Melbourne Chamber of Commerce’, Courier (Hobart), 31 May 1855, 2; ‘Victoria’, Launceston Examiner, 
3 November 1855, 5.
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wool clip and occupying a handsome building in central Christchurch.53 The DNZB 
is not well placed to capture such connections, even though they were substantial, 
because the main players remained personally removed from New Zealand.

Other individuals significant to New Zealand’s colonisation are recognised in the 
LBS database as recipients of substantial compensation, but not accorded an 
entry in the DNZB. Sir Samuel Osborne Gibbes (1803–1874), for example, was 
compensated more than £6,500 for nearly 300 enslaved people in Barbados and 
St Vincent. Gibbes lived in Barbados for the 12 years prior to emancipation, but 
then returned to Britain, sold his Caribbean plantations, and emigrated to Australia 
in 1850, before moving to New Zealand in 1855. In New Zealand, Gibbes served 
as Master of the first Masonic Lodge in Auckland, and spent eight years in the 
Legislative Council. He named his Whangarei estate ‘Springhead’ after his former 
Barbados plantation.54

A similar story of early New Zealand colonists, who acquired significant landed 
estates and entered colonial politics—all backed by money inherited from their 
slave-owning father—could be told of the brothers Robert Stokes junior (1809–
1880) and John Milbourne Stokes (d. 1880).55 The brothers’ wealth derived from 
Jamaica, where their father, Robert Stokes senior, was a plantation owner and chief 
clerk in the Jamaican Post Office. When Stokes senior died in 1819, the brothers 
inherited his estate Abbey Court Pen. They dissolved the estate, moving to Britain 
where Robert junior trained as an architect and John Milbourne as a doctor. Robert 
was appointed to the New Zealand Company’s survey staff in 1839, and arrived 
at Port Nicholson in January 1840, carrying out surveys in the Wellington–Hutt 
Valley district. He resigned from the company in 1842 to go into private business.56 
He was a publisher of books and newspapers, and a Justice of the Peace. He served 
on the Provincial Council (1857–67), and the New Zealand Legislative Council 
from 1862 to 1879; and was also a member of the University of New Zealand’s 
Senate between 1871 and 1878.57 John Milbourne Stokes arrived in New Zealand 
as a surgeon on the Aurora in 1840. With Robert he took up land in the Hawke’s 
Bay district of New Zealand—the Milbourne and Manganuka estates—which 
extended over nearly 30,000 acres. Both brothers were predeceased by their wives 
and returned to Britain, dying within a few months of one another in 1880. Robert 

53  See also M. Mosley, Illustrated Guide to Christchurch and Neighbourhood (Christchurch: J. T. Smith & Co., 
1885), 161–62; ‘Messrs Miles & Co., Hereford Street, Christchurch’, Christchurch City Council Libraries, accessed 
1 October 2021, christchurchcitylibraries.com/heritage/photos/disc12/img0065.asp.
54  ‘Sir Samuel Osborne Gibbes 2nd Bart.’, LBS, accessed 21 March 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/6802.
55  ‘Robert Stokes junior’, LBS, accessed 21 March 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2146650521; ‘John 
Milbourne Stokes’, LBS, accessed 21 March 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2146650523.
56  ‘Stokes, Robert’ from An Encyclopaedia of New Zealand, ed. A. H. McLintock (1966), accessed 6 September 
2021, Te Ara—the Encyclopaedia of New Zealand, teara.govt.nz/en/1966/stokes-robert.
57  ‘Attorney General’s Office’, Wellington Independent, 13 August 1861, 7; Evening Post (Wellington), 18 February 
1871, 2.
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described John in his will as a ‘sheep-farmer, late of New Zealand’.58 Again, neither 
has a DNZB entry, though Robert Stokes was included in A. H. McLintock’s 1966 
Encyclopaedia of New Zealand—which has been digitised as part of the Te Ara 
project, but not updated. The 1966 entry omits any reference to slavery or the 
Caribbean, recording instead that ‘very little is known of Robert Stokes’ antecedents 
and early life’.59

The disparities between the DNZB and the LBS database indicate some of the 
limitations of dictionaries of national biography in revealing connections between 
the slave business and the foundation and formation of Australasia’s settler colonies. 
As well as the questions of terminology that affect both the DNZB and the 
ODNB, they struggle to capture either the intergenerational or the trans-imperial 
transmission of wealth. They are also, necessarily, selective.

The business of slavery and Australia: Tracing 
connections to slavery through the ADB and 
the LBS
Comprised of approximately 13,000 individual biographies, the Australian 
Dictionary of Biography is, as noted, more than four times as large as the DNZB. 
Similarly, a search for ‘Australia’ (encompassing all the nineteenth-century Australian 
colonies) in the LBS database returns just over four times as many individuals as one 
for ‘New Zealand’. The ADB’s approach to the business of slavery mirrors that of the 
DNZB and the ODNB: of 78 entries returned by the search for ‘slave’ and ‘slavery’ 
almost half are for abolitionists and those otherwise involved in the suppression of 
slavery. As in the DNZB, about half of the remainder are rhetorical or incidental 
references to slavery. Only two entries are for emancipated Africans; one is for 
an African slave trader, and one is for an importer of Pacific Islanders.60 Just one 
individual in the ADB is described as owning a slave: Governor Lachlan Macquarie, 
whose ‘faithful Indian manservant’ George Jarvis was ‘formerly his slave boy’.61 

58  Tombstone for Margaret Stokes (wife of Robert Stokes, of Wellington, who died 1 August 1852) and Susannah 
Stokes (‘wife of John Milbourne Stokes, who died April 25th 1871’), ‘Details for STOKES Margaret’, Friends of 
Bolton Street Cemetery, accessed 6 September 2021, boltoncemetery.org.nz/burial-list/detail/7207/. ‘Our London 
Letter’, Evening Star (Wellington), 6 March 1890, 3; ‘News Items’, Poverty Bay Herald, 5 February 1903, 4. 
59  ‘Stokes, Robert’ from An Encyclopaedia of New Zealand, ed. A. H. McLintock (1966), accessed 6 September 
2021, Te Ara—the Encyclopaedia of New Zealand, teara.govt.nz/en/1966/stokes-robert.
60  Full-text search conducted 26 March 2021, Australian Dictionary of Biography, adb.anu.edu.au. For ‘slave/
slavery’: 78 results, 38 of which relate to people opposed to slavery; 19 are rhetorical; 6 relate to administrators 
of slave colonies; 5 refer to ‘slave-like’ conditions in the twentieth century; 2 refer to ‘slave-like’ conditions in the 
nineteenth century; 2 relate to emancipated slaves; 1 relates to an African slave-trader; 1 relates to an importer 
of Pacific labour; 1 relates to emancipation-induced financial misfortune; 1 relates to support for slave-owners; 
1 relates to the descendant of an enslaved person, and 1 relates to a slave-owner. 
61  N. D. McLachlan, ‘Macquarie, Lachlan (1762–1824)’, ADB, accessed 29 September 2021, adb.anu.edu.au/
biography/macquarie-lachlan-2419.
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The ADB uses parenthetical commas when describing Jarvis’s enslavement: this is 
demonstrative of how even the small number of its entries that do acknowledge 
slave-ownership or a West Indian past diminish these aspects of a life by referring to 
them only fleetingly. This supports the qualitative analysis previously carried out on 
ADB entries for individuals, such as Western Australian chief justice Archibald Burt, 
known to have connections to the slave business.62

A significant portion of the individuals who are listed in the LBS database 
as associated  with Australia do, like Burt, have ADB entries because of their 
prominence. Around 60 of the nearly 190 individuals produced by a search for 
‘Australia’ in the LBS database, or one-third of this cohort, have an ADB entry.63 
Overwhelmingly, these entries do not use the words ‘slave’ or ‘slavery’, and only 
rarely use the word ‘planter’, and thus are only identifiable as a group because of 
the LBS project. The ADB entry for the Supreme Court judge and owner of Como 
House (today a property of the National Trust) Sir Edward Eyre Williams (1813–
1880) shows that even when the term ‘planter’ is used, entries can obscure the 
significance of slave-ownership to a life, including that portion of it spent helping 
to establish the Australian colonies. The LBS database reveals that Williams was 
awarded compensation for 26 enslaved people in Trinidad, while his father Burton 
Williams received compensation for 80 enslaved people in the Bahamas. Moreover, 
it shows that Burton Williams had established sugar plantations in Trinidad for 
himself and his four sons in the early 1820s and that in 1821 the family together 
held 450 enslaved people in the Bahamas.64 These figures suggest a withdrawal 
from Caribbean slavery in the 1820s, something which may have contributed to 
Edward Eyre Williams’s decision to try his luck in Port Phillip in 1841. The single 
acknowledgement of slavery in Williams’s ADB entry is contained parenthetically 
in a context that emphasises his links to England: ‘born in England, sixth son of 
Burton Williams, a planter of Trinidad, West Indies, and his wife Jane, née Hartley. 
He was educated in England …’.65 While the reference to his ‘planter’ father gives 
the reader at least some notion of Williams’s connection to slavery, the remaining 
portion of the entry asserts that it was of no consequence by failing to return to 
the point.

62  Georgina Arnott and Bain Attwood, ‘Looking the Other Way: Henrietta Drake Brockman’s Younger Sons 
and Denial in Australian History’, History Australia 17, no. 1 (2020), doi.org/10.1080/14490854.2020.1717349: 
134–51; Clinton Fernandes, Island off the Coast of Asia (Melbourne: Monash University Publishing, 2018), 13–15; 
Nicholas Draper and Rachel Lang, ‘Appendix 1: Making History in a Prosopography’, in Hall et al., Legacies of 
British Slave-ownership, 267–68. 
63  Searching the ‘notes’ and ‘address’ fields in the LBS database for ‘Australia’ generates links to 186 individuals; 
using the names of the Australian colonies and major cities adds another two people to the list. Search conducted 
26 September 2021.
64  ‘Edward Eyre Williams’ and ‘Burton Williams’, LBS, accessed 2 October 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/
view/44601, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/1483.
65  Robert Miller, ‘Williams, Sir Edward Eyre (1813–1880)’, ADB, accessed 2 October 2021, adb.anu.edu.au/
biography/williams-sir-edward-eyre-4855.
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Across the ADB, entries for individuals identified within the LBS database accentuate 
ties between the Australian colonies and the United Kingdom, and relegate to the 
margins aspects of a life that were geographically situated in Britain’s slave colonies. 
The acknowledgement that an individual’s birthplace was in the West Indies, for 
example, is often the sole allusion within an ADB entry to a strong family connection 
to slavery. Significant periods of time spent in the Caribbean are overlooked in 
favour of ancestral links to the British Isles. The effects of this are exacerbated 
by the way entries in dictionaries of biography are gendered: locations linked to 
male family members are more likely to be explicitly mentioned than those linked 
to women.66 The ADB entry for stockbroker and journalist Robert Elias Wallen 
(1831–1893) encapsulates all these features. The ADB gives Wallen’s birthplace 
as Trinidad, before documenting his attendance at Foyle College in Ireland and 
employment, from 1848, by ‘a firm of American merchants in Liverpool, England’. 
His father, Francis Robertson Wallen, is described as ‘of Donegal, Ireland’; his 
mother simply as ‘Catherine, née Hobson’. Francis Wallen emigrated to the colony 
of Victoria in 1852, as did Robert and at least one of his brothers; in Melbourne 
they established the mercantile firm F. R. Wallen and Sons. The ADB lists the 
Wallens’ cultural heritage as ‘Irish’.67 This serves to disguise the fact that Francis 
Wallen was awarded compensation for enslaved people in Trinidad, while his father-
in-law, Charles Gibbons Hobson, was a resident slave-owner in Dominica who 
received just under £2,000 compensation.68 Such reconfigurations of a life’s compass 
are also discernible in entries for prominent Anglican minister Robert Allwood 
(1803–1891); businessman and Melbourne mayor Godfrey Downes Carter (1830–
1902); and successful shipping and insurance agent Charles Edward Bright (1829–
1915), among dozens more.69 This can produce what are at face value somewhat 
inexplicable life stories that a contemporary reader without knowledge of Britain’s 
slavery empire might struggle to comprehend: literally, the shift from agriculture to 
a judicial life, halfway across the globe, is bewildering. But of course entries for men 
such as Williams, written in 1976, carried the assumptions of their time, place and 
author, at least two of which were that slavery was an unremarkable part of Britain’s 
empire and that it did not produce discernible legacies across that empire.

66  Recent revisions to the ODNB that insert such information about a (male) subject’s female relations underline 
how partial many other entries remain. Compare, for example, Geoffrey Bolton, ‘Musgrave, Sir Anthony’, ODNB, 
last updated 11 March 2021, doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/19658, with the 23 September 2004 version of the same 
article: doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/19658.
67  A. R. Hall, ‘Wallen, Robert Elias (1831–1893)’, ADB, accessed 30 September 2021, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/
wallen-robert-elias-4793.
68  ‘Francis Robertson Wallen’, LBS, accessed 30 September 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/29483; ‘Charles 
Gibbons Hobson’, LBS, accessed 30 September 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/10024.
69  K. J. Cable, ‘Allwood, Robert (1803–1891)’; Henry Rosenbloom, ‘Carter, Godfrey Downes (1830–1902)’; 
J. Ann Hone, ‘Bright, Charles Edward (1829–1915)’, ADB, accessed 2 October 2021, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/
allwood-robert-1701, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/carter-godfrey-downes-3174, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/bright-
charles-edward-149.
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Connections between individuals in the ADB and the business of slavery are obscured 
too by the prominence given by dictionary entries to profession and position over 
sources of wealth. Henry Barkly, for example, appears in the ADB as governor of 
Victoria. In this entry his father, Aeneas, is described as of Ross-shire in Scotland 
and ‘sometime a West Indian merchant’, while Barkly’s official service as governor 
of British Guiana and Jamaica is duly recorded.70 What is missing, however, is any 
sense of the scale and value of the Barklys’ Caribbean wealth. Henry’s mother was 
the daughter of a Jamaican planter, while his father, Aeneas, was party to successful 
claims for compensation exceeding £125,000 (most with his business partner Henry 
Davidson). Henry Barkly received more than £6,500 compensation for enslaved 
people in British Guiana on his own account and inherited his father’s estate after 
the latter’s sudden death in 1836. Henry continued to own plantations in British 
Guiana after emancipation.71 While Barkly’s case is extreme, ADB entries for Sir 
Anthony Musgrave, governor of South Australia and of Queensland;72 Sir Henry 
Edward Fox Young, governor of South Australia;73 and Sir John Young, governor-
general of New South Wales—all of whom are listed in the LBS database—similarly 
prioritise official positions over direct family benefit from slavery in the Caribbean.74 
This pattern is repeated for many less senior office holders in government service.

In these apparently innocuous ways, connections to both slavery and the locations 
in which slavery was concentrated, are downplayed. Such effects are further 
magnified where the ADB has entries for successive generations of a family. In these 
cases, references to slavery become ever less specific. The Cameron family, who had 
important interests in British Guiana, provide an example. With a business partner, 
Donald Charles Cameron (1781–1848) received about £45,000 compensation 
under five awards in British Guiana, and owned the estate Barcaldine in Argyll, 
Scotland.75 His nephew Donald Charles Cameron (1814–1872) moved from 
British Guiana where he had managed a sugar plantation in Berbice to Victoria 
in 1852. Donald Junior’s family, including his son John Cameron (1847–1914), 
accompanied him to Victoria and took up land at Native Creek and Berremboke, 
before moving northwards in the 1860s to a Queensland station they named 

70  B. A. Knox, ‘Sir Henry Barkly (1815–1898)’, ADB, accessed 30 September 2021, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/
barkly-sir-henry-2936.
71  ‘Aeneas Barkly’, LBS, accessed 30 September 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/28744; ‘Henry Barkly’, 
LBS, accessed 30 September 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/10612. 
72  H. J. Gibbney, ‘Musgrave, Sir Anthony (1828–1888)’, ADB, accessed 30 September 2021, adb.anu.edu.au/
biography/musgrave-sir-anthony-4283/text6929; ‘Sir Anthony Musgrave’, LBS, accessed 30 September 2021, www.
ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2146630325.
73  H. J. Gibbney, ‘Young, Sir Henry Edward Fox (1803–1870)’, ADB, accessed 30 September 2021, adb.anu.
edu.au/biography/young-sir-henry-edward-fox-4902/text8207; ‘Sir Henry Edward Fox Young’, LBS, accessed 
30 September 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2146630357.
74  John M. Ward, ‘Young, Sir John (1807–1876)’, ADB, accessed 30 September 2021, adb.anu.edu.au/
biography/young-sir-john-4905/text8213; ‘Sir John Young, 1st Baron Lisgar’, LBS, accessed 30 September 2021, 
www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2146645295.
75  ‘Donald Charles Cameron’, LBS, accessed 30 September 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/8315.
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Barcaldine Downs after the family’s Scottish seat. Both John, who became prominent 
as a pastoralist, politician, and leader of pastoralists against organised labour, and 
his son, Sir Donald Charles Cameron (1879–1960), have ADB entries. John’s entry 
notes his father’s management of the Berbice sugar plantation without making any 
mention of slavery or slave wealth. Donald’s, however, simply notes that John was 
‘born in British Guiana’.76

But what of the nearly 130 references to ‘Australia’ within the LBS database that do 
not connect to individuals with ADB entries? Some of these men and women were 
not prominent enough to warrant an entry in the nation’s dictionary of biography, 
although a few—like the multiple generations of Melbourne lawyers all named 
Raynes Dickson, descended from the Liverpool slave trader William Dickson;77 
or the pioneering parson, Willoughby Bean, discussed below—might have been 
included. Many of the individuals identified within the LBS database as most closely 
linked to the Australian colonies were not themselves beneficiaries of compensation 
under the Slavery Abolition Act 1833. Rather, many benefited from the business 
of slavery as merchants, financiers, attorneys or civil servants. Further information 
about the Antipodean expansion of the Bristol-based firm Miles, Kington and Co. 
emerges from a search in the LBS database for Australia. This includes the presence 
of Edward Astley Cave (of another Bristol banking family) in Melbourne in 1857, 
where he was most likely working for the firm’s newly established branch. One of 
Cave’s sisters had married a Bristol-based partner of Miles, Kington and Co.; another 
wed one of Philip John Miles’s sons. The Cave siblings’ paternal grandmother, 
Penelope Cave, née Oliver, came from an Antiguan slave-owning family. While she 
died in 1815, her share of compensation for 137 enslaved people was passed down 
through her widower, John Cave of Brentry.78

Others with connections to the Australian colonies named in the LBS database but 
not in the ADB had owned enslaved people, but had either dissolved their estates 
before emancipation, or had their compensation channelled straight to creditors. 
Thus, for example, in 1836 Elizabeth Bean (née Haffey) inherited £2,000 and half 
the residuary estate of her uncle, Henry Haffey, who had sold St Vincent estates in 
1827.79 Bean’s son, Willoughby, emigrated to New South Wales in 1824, taking 
up land at Brisbane Water on the Central Coast. He married in 1838 and returned 

76  D. B. Waterson, ‘Cameron, John (1847–1914)’, ADB, accessed 30 September 2021, adb.anu.edu.au/
biography/cameron-john-1167/text9309; S. W. Wigzell, ‘Cameron, Sir Donald Charles (1879–1960)’, ADB, 
accessed 30 September 2021, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/cameron-sir-donald-charles-5473/text9301. 
77  William Dickson (1775–1847) was both a Liverpool-based slave trader and the son of the slave trader William 
Dickson (1740–1802). William Dickson junior had a son, Raynes Waite Dickson (born 1815), whose son, also 
Raynes Waite Dickson (1844–1928), was a lawyer in Melbourne, as was his son (Raynes White Stanley Dickson, 
born 1871) and his grandson (Raynes White Adrian Dickson, died 1970). ‘William Dickson (1775–1847)’, LBS, 
accessed 26 September 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/46329.
78  ‘John Cave of Brentry’, LBS, accessed 29 September 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/40869.
79  ‘Henry Haffey’, LBS, accessed 30 September 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2146642765.
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to Britain in the mid-1840s. After studying theology at Lampeter, Bean moved 
to Victoria in 1848, serving as South Gippsland’s first resident Anglican minister, 
then minister at Inverleigh, near Geelong, and finally, as chaplain of the Yarra Bend 
Asylum in Melbourne.80 In many cases, then, it was the children and grandchildren 
of people embedded in the business of slavery who turned towards the southern 
hemisphere in the middle decades of the nineteenth century, and this cohort is 
not well represented in the ADB for reasons we explore in the conclusion. As these 
portraits of Australian individuals with links to slavery show, slave-owners and their 
networks assumed important functions in the early stages of Australian colonisation, 
functions to which they took the money, ideas, skills and connections that they had 
inherited from the British West Indies.

The Dictionary of Western Australians
Unlike the biographical dictionaries discussed so far, the Dictionary of Western 
Australians (DWA) represents a constituent population within today’s nation, 
a population first delineated in 1829 when Governor James Stirling led the British 
colonisation of the western third of Australia. To that colony came colonists with 
diverse and diffuse connections to British slavery and Indian Ocean indentured 
labour, reflecting the broader reorientation of British investment from the western 
to the eastern and southern parts of the empire following the Slavery Abolition Act 
1833.81 For settler colonisers with Caribbean connections, these structural shifts 
appear to have been a factor in their migration. These include James Stirling, Charles 
Dawson Ridley and James Walcott, all discussed in this issue, as well as Archibald Burt 
and Mary Anne Barker.82 Since the colonisation of Western Australia was sponsored 
by private investment and implemented by free colonists with capital, the nature of 
its original design is suggestive of the interests of these early backers. Stirling’s first 
schemes for the colonisation of Western Australia drew on the architecture of slavery 
in the Americas and envisioned a labour force of Indian and Chinese ‘half-castes’ 
on contracts of indenture. In the second iteration of this scheme, explicit references 
to American labour models were dropped but Stirling retained the plan to import 
Asian contract labour to produce, at a distance from the white population, tropical 

80  Alasdair Brooks, Susan Lawrence and Jane Lennon, ‘The Parsonage of the Reverend Willoughby Bean: Church, 
State, and Frontier Settlement in Nineteenth-Century Colonial Australia’, Historical Archaeology 45, no. 4 (2011): 
1–19, doi.org/10.1007/bf03377303; Geelong Advertiser, 5 September 1865, 3; Ballarat Star, 25 March 1870, 4.
81  Lester and Vanderbyl, ‘Reconstructing of the British Empire’, 1–2; Clare Anderson, ‘After Emancipation: 
Empires and Imperial Formations’, in Emancipation and the Remaking of the British Imperial World, ed. Catherine Hall, 
Nicholas Draper and Keith McClelland (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2014), 113–27, doi.org/10.7228/
manchester/9780719091834.003.0007.
82  Jane Lydon, ‘A Secret Longing  for a Trade in Human Flesh: The Decline of British Slavery and the Making of 
the Settler Colonies’, History Workshop Journal 90 (September 2020): 189–210, at 199.
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crops such as cotton at a lower cost than American slave-produced cotton.83 While 
these schemes were never executed on a widespread scale, aspects of the disciplinary 
regimes established within the British Caribbean, including whips and chains, were 
transferred to Western Australia, where they were used in the pastoral and maritime 
industries to punish and constrain First Nation and South Asian peoples.84

Connections between British slavery and Western Australia are largely absent from 
existing historical accounts, as Jane Lydon writes in this issue. Researchers seeking 
to recover these connections are fortunate to have access to the only comprehensive 
dictionary of biography known to exist for an Australian state or territory. There is no 
official estimate of the DWA’s size; we tentatively venture that in its final, 10-volume 
edition, it encompasses upwards of 50,000 lives, a far more comprehensive coverage 
than most dictionaries of national biography.

The DWA’s capacity to help reveal connections between Western Australia and 
unfree labour within the British empire is closely tied to its own unique history. 
It was launched in 1979 to recover a history of early Western Australia colonisation 
that works of national history had failed to record.85 Led by acclaimed local historian 
Rica Erickson, the DWA was devised in the lead-up to the sesquicentenary of the 
British colonisation of Western Australia, which its publication commemorated. 
Over five volumes, the first edition aimed to capture both free and transported 
arrivals to the colony during the first 85 years of colonisation in short, factually 
based list entries.86 As with the second 10-volume edition, published to coincide 
with another anniversary of colonisation in 1988, the first edition set its sight 
on comprehensiveness. This was made possible by the modest size of the early 
colonial population, which reached around 5,000 by 1850.87 Erickson’s team strove 
to include all arrivals to the colony through an exhaustive search of government 
correspondence, newspapers, shipping records, South Australian immigration lists, 
official and parish accounts of births, deaths and marriages, and even graveyards.88 
The volunteer labour that this depended on in a pre-digital environment was 

83  Lydon, ‘A Secret Longing’; R. T. Appleyard and Toby Manford, The Beginning: European Discovery and Early 
Settlement of Swan River Western Australia (Perth: University of Western Australia Press, 1979), 42–44.
84  Jane Lydon, Anti-Slavery and Australia: No Slavery in a Freeland? (London: Routledge, 2021), 145–48, doi.org/ 
10.4324/9780429445187.
85  ‘Rica Erickson’, The Library and Information Service of Western Australia, accessed 27 September 2021, slwa.
wa. gov.au/erickson/pages/home.html. 
86  Rica Erickson, introduction to The Bicentennial Dictionary of Western Australians, pre-1829–1988, ed. Rica 
Erickson (Perth: University of Western Australia, 1987), 5–7.
87  Erickson, introduction to The Bicentennial Dictionary, 5. 
88  Rica Erickson, preface to Pamela Statham, comp., Dictionary of Western Australians, 1829–1914, vol. 1, 
Early Settlers 1829–1850 (Nedlands, WA: University of Western Australia Press, 1979), 5; for ‘South Australian 
immigration lists’, Pamela Statham-Drew, email interview, 1 October 2021.
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considerable. Volume editor Pamela Statham, herself unpaid, drew on the volunteer 
labour of her mother and two aunts to complete her colour-coded subject cards, 
a large quantity of which were accidentally thrown out at one stage.89

But even as this first edition was in production, questions of representativeness 
stalked it. Erickson became ‘concerned at the dearth of “ethnic” and Aboriginal 
representation’, remembered anthropologist and subsequent DWA compiler Neville 
Green, and commissioned Anne Atkinson to edit a volume on Asian immigrants. 
Green recalls an attempt by Erickson to integrate First Nations people and non-British 
arrivals into this first edition, something that did not eventuate.90 Anthropologist 
Sylvia Hallam, who would go on to compile a volume titled Aborigines of the 
Southwest Region, remembers it differently. Her account underlines the enormous 
logistical challenges dictionary editors face when transitioning to become more 
representative works, a situation compounded at this point in the DWA’s lifespan 
when researchers were working voluntarily, and their research method depended 
almost exclusively on uncovering the ‘facts’ produced by the colonial record that, as 
we have argued, typically conceals the lives of Indigenous, enslaved and otherwise 
marginalised people.91 Hallam recalled asking volume editor Pamela Statham before 
1979: ‘Are you including Aborigines?’ Statham reportedly replied: ‘Well, no. Too 
difficult … we can’t list Aborigines along with Europeans.’ When Hallam insisted 
‘you should have Aborigines included’, Statham apparently countered: ‘OK, then. 
You do it!’92 Dictionaries of biography are, of course, never wholly intentional texts, 
constructed to manifest certain histories in the way that other historical works are. 
Even the DWA, overseen by one general editor and modest in scope, could not pivot 
quickly enough to embrace a changing conception of the population. And yet, it 
remains possible to trace in these editorial decisions, and the slow evolution of these 
works, an understanding of what constitutes history within them.

Does the DWA’s historical understanding allow us to uncover the repressed 
histories of violence that it was itself, at least partly, partner to? Interestingly, yes. The 
second edition, published in 1988 with the support of the Bicentennial Authority, 
made a history of colonial violence much more traceable than the first edition. 
But in its complete 10-volume form, the DWA was something of Jekyll and Hyde. 
Its first four volumes preserved the historical fiction of a singularly free, European 
population by updating and expanding those parts of the 1979 iteration that 
charted non-Asian free arrivals to the colony up to 1888. These volumes were simply 
titled The Bicentennial Dictionary of Western Australians, organised alphabetically by 
surname and later published online. Volumes 5 to 10, on the other hand, received 

89  Statham-Drew, email interview.
90  Neville Green quoted in Bob Reece, ‘The Aboriginal Volumes of The Dictionary of Western Australians’, Records of 
the Western Australian Museum Supplement 79 (2011): 68–74, doi.org/10.18195/issn.0313-122x.79.2011.068-074.
91  For reference to uncovering ‘facts’, see Erickson introduction to Statham, Dictionary of Western Australians, 5–6.
92  Sylvia Hallam quoted in Reece, ‘The Aboriginal Volumes’, 70.
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subtitles such as ‘Aborigines of New Norcia, 1845–1914’ and were focused on three 
further groups: Asian arrivals until the introduction of the White Australia policy; 
First Nations people by region, from the point of settlement; and convict arrivals. 
All remained tethered to the point of British settlement because of their reliance on 
colonial records. Together, the 10 volumes represent a complex, even competing, 
vision of the past—something like Christopher N. Warren’s ‘double voice’—and 
call to mind Maria Tumarkin and Chris Healy’s observation that, across societies 
‘remembering and forgetting … find ways of co-existing in complex and little-
explored ways’.93

The effect of the ‘Aboriginal volumes’, as they came to be known, was the enabling 
of First Nations people to trace genealogies severely disrupted by colonialism and 
find evidence to support Native Title claims. Anthropologist Peter Sutton told 
Green: ‘if only the other states had similar biographical dictionaries of Aboriginal 
people, the task of anthropologists and historians in Native Title would be so much 
easier’.94 While based on the colonial record, these volumes helped researchers 
locate individuals and build a more complete picture of early Western Australia.95 
As Indigenous Australians expands and First Nation entries in the ADB increase, the 
Aboriginal volumes of the DWA become ever more valuable as comparative sources.

Using the DWA to trace the legacies of British slavery has alerted us to another 
paradox of the form: the DWA’s emphasis on the moment of British arrival makes it 
an especially useful source for recovering lives as they transitioned between various 
imperial locales. A sample search for Indian place names in the online version of the 
DWA, ostensibly covering non-Asian arrivals in the first 59 years in approximately 
30,000 entries, shows that about 3 per cent (or in excess of 900 entries) record 
ties to India. These entries tell of East India Company men taking up land or 
military appointments in Western Australia and Indian Ocean trade, particularly 
in horses.96 Approximately 1 per cent contain a reference to Mauritius, detailing 
short return trips suggestive of trade and one-way travel by ex-army families.97 
Entries such as that for Charles Barton, described simply as ‘Esquire’, help animate 

93  Chris Healy and Maria Tumarkin, ‘Special Issue: Social Memory and Historical Justice: Introduction’, Journal 
of Social History 44, no. 4 (2011): 1009.
94  Neville Green in Reece, ‘The Aboriginal Volumes’, 72.
95  The Aboriginal volumes were based on the records of British missionaries, explorers, administrators and 
anthropologists. Sources included the files of the Colonial Secretary’s Office (1829–87), major Western Australian 
newspapers, and the papers of the Resident Magistrate, Prisons Department, Police Department, New Norcia 
Mission, and those of individuals such as Phillip Parker King, Collet Barker and Alexander Collie. Neville Green in 
Reece, ‘The Aboriginal Volumes’, 69, 72.
96  Search conducted 22 February 2021, Erickson, The Bicentennial Dictionary of Western Australia, pre-1829–1988, 
www.friendsofbattyelibrary.org.au/the-bicentennial-dictionary-of-western-australians.html. Of the 2,296 entries in 
the A and B sections, 75 include a reference to one or more of the following terms: India/Indian, Bombay, Calcutta 
and Madras. 
97  Search conducted 22 February 2021, Erickson, The Bicentennial Dictionary of Western Australia, pre-1829–1988, 
www.friendsofbattyelibrary.org.au/the-bicentennial-dictionary-of-western-australians.html. Of the 2,296 entries in 
the A and B sections, 26 include a reference to Mauritius.
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the world of Indian Ocean indentured labour and trading in their bluntness 
and adherence to verifiable information, and represent opportunities for further 
research: ‘Arr. 6.2.1858 per Caduceus from Bombay with 47 Indians & 2 Parsee 
carpenters to choose a consignment of horses’.98 By contrast, mid-century entries for 
the DNZB or the ADB, which emphasise significance to the nation and to a lesser 
extent the United Kingdom, often obscure other imperial connections reflected 
in the conditions of arrival and subsequent movement produced by trade and 
professional careers. The DWA’s lack of interest in interpreting lives and its concern 
with establishing accurate facts—including a settler’s arrival date, ship name, point 
of departure, land grant, professional status, immediate family members and any 
departures—translates into compressed, easily surveyable entries for researchers 
seeking to geographically situate a life.

Where a link to slavery is revealed by another source, the DWA can expand knowledge 
of a subject’s reason for migration and early activity within the colony. By way of 
example, the LBS database indicates that Carriacou slave-owner Peter Pegus’s natural 
son, also named Peter Pegus, was born in Grenada and became a ‘pioneering settler’ 
in Western Australia.99 Both the 1979 and 1988 editions of the DWA confirm that 
the younger Pegus arrived in Western Australia in 1829, the first year of the official 
British colonisation of Western Australia. Together the editions show that he was an 
ex-Indian army captain who was given land in the new colony, a trajectory that the 
DWA indicates was repeated hundreds of times in the first 59 years of the colony.100 
Furthermore, the DWA specifies that his land grant was 14,000 acres in the Avon 
Valley and that he became a superintendent of the Native Tribes. As Jeremy Martens 
argues, the Avon Valley was the site of extensive extrajudicial violence from the 
early 1830s.101 By digitally searching for ‘Pegus’ in all sections of the DWA, it is also 
possible to learn the names of Pegus’s servants and family members. Here, the DWA 
provides rich detail concerning the life of a Caribbean slave-owner’s son in other 
contested imperial sites.102 

The DWA can also be used to help identify slavery links, not just confirm them. 
It may even facilitate the recovery of a complex network of associations between 
British slavery and Western Australian colonial expansion. Using the online 
version of the DWA, covering the first 59 years of non-Asian arrivals, it is possible 

98  ‘Barton, Charles’, B Section, The Bicentennial Dictionary of Western Australia, pre-1829–1988, accessed 3 October 
2021, www.friendsofbattyelibrary.org.au/files/B.pdf. 
99  ‘Peter Pegus’, LBS, accessed 30 March 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2146637485. 
100  Approximately 1 per cent of the 2,296 entries in the A and B sections relate to Indian army men gaining 
land grants in Western Australia during the first 59 years of colonisation. If this trend were repeated over the entire 
dictionary, it would equate to between 200 and 300 men. 
101  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.
102  ‘Pegus, Peter’, in Statham, Dictionary of Western Australians, vol. 1, 263; ‘Pegus, Peter’, P section, The Bicentennial 
Dictionary of Western Australia, pre-1829–1988, accessed 30 March 2021, www.friendsofbattyelibrary.org.au/the-
bicentennial-dictionary-of-western-australians.html.
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to recover a small number of links to British slave-ownership in the Caribbean. 
While less than 0.3  per cent of entries in our sample search included the terms 
planter/plantation, slave/slavery or place names in the West Indies, this nonetheless 
indicates that a further 50 to 100 links between slavery and Western Australia might 
emerge from this small cohort of arrivals. Here, the LBS database can be used to 
contextualise and expand references in the DWA. By way of example, the DWA 
shows that Western Australian colonist Maria Schaw was born in Jamaica, married 
Tasmanian-born master pearler Edward Butcher, and died in Western Australia’s 
Guildford in 1914. Though acknowledging she was the daughter of Major Charles 
Schaw, it does not reveal his connection to the Caribbean, instead describing him 
as ‘of Tasmania’, where he had been a police magistrate. The LBS database further 
records that Maria’s mother was Anna Frances Schaw (née Cockburn) and that 
both she and Charles came from slave-owning Jamaican families. Together they 
received £196 compensation for eight enslaved people. The ADB also has an entry 
for Charles Schaw, which notes his West Indian military career, but not that he was 
also a slave-owner. The ADB does provide information that helps build a picture 
of the settler colonial legacies of Caribbean slave-ownership, recording the ‘lavish’ 
renovations he made to his already extensive house, Schawfield, in Van Diemen’s 
Land. The LBS database reveals that this name was also that of his father’s Jamaican 
property. In  this instance, the DWA was crucial in linking Western Australia to 
a slave-owning family.103

The DWA is not a perfect tool for revealing slavery links. Rarely is information 
included on lives before Western Australia, and extended family members, 
inheritance and other familial contributions to income are often absent from entries. 
Importantly, the DWA’s reliance on colonial records and its lack of contextualising 
history privilege the perspective of the colonial administration, which was unlikely 
to animate slavery links in a post-emancipation environment. Despite these 
limitations, and the DWA’s original ambition to commemorate British colonisation, 
it offers opportunities for recovering connections across the empire and may be 
a  better means of identifying links to slave-ownership than the more discursive, 
but also more selective DNZB and ADB in their current states.

103  ‘Schaw, Maria Susan’ and ‘Schaw, Charles’, S section; ‘Butcher, Edward’, B section, The Bicentennial Dictionary 
of Western Australia, pre-1829–1988, accessed 30 March 2021, www.friendsofbattyelibrary.org.au/the-bicentennial-
dictionary-of-western-australians.html; ‘Anna Frances Schaw (née Cockburn)’, LBS, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/
view/42734, and ‘Charles Schaw’, LBS, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/20992, accessed 28 September 2021; ‘Schaw, 
Charles (1785–1874)’, ADB, accessed 30 March 2021 and 28 September 2021, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/schaw-
charles-2634. 
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Conclusion
As with so much contemporary historical work, researchers must read both against 
and along the archival grain to recover the histories of enslavement, settler colonialism 
and the connections between them.104 Individuals implicated in the business of 
slavery—whether directly, or through their families—were seldom open about this 
once they made their way to other parts of Britain’s empire.105 The settler colonial 
nations emerging in Australia and New Zealand in the early twentieth century did 
not acknowledge, let alone trumpet, such unsavoury connections in their nascent 
and forgetful national histories. Instead, these colonies positioned themselves as 
free of both enslavement and the taint of chattel slavery. Neither claim, of course, 
was true. Detailed study of the relationship between Britain’s Antipodean settler 
colonies and the business of slavery remains in its infancy, but already we can point 
to the many tentacles of money, ideology and connection that stretched from the 
Caribbean to the Antipodes and helped shape Australasian settler colonialism. This 
article has explored how historians can harness and connect existing repositories 
of digitised historical information to advance understanding of these processes—
exposing both the opportunities and the challenges presented by dictionaries of 
biography and the LBS database.

The Legacies of British Slave-ownership database identifies more than 230 
individuals as possessing links to the Australasian settler colonies, an increase of at 
least 50 on equivalent searches carried out in 2017, and a number that will continue 
to grow as the database is updated.106 A minority of these individuals have an entry 
in a dictionary of national biography—about 30 per cent of those connected by the 
LBS database to Australia appear in the ADB, and about 10 per cent of those linked 
to New Zealand have an entry in the DNZB. Our comparison of results from the 
LBS database with those of the ADB, the DNZB and the DWA revealed that in many 
cases the entries in biographical dictionaries omit or obscure connections between 
individuals and slavery. A combination of past editorial decisions and the accepted 
conventions of the genre mean that dictionary entries seldom look back beyond a 
single generation, tend to highlight professional careers and official appointments 
over sources of wealth, prioritise locations in the British Isles over those in the 
British West Indies, and are more likely to follow the paternal than the maternal 
line in a family. How should such knowledge inform future historical practice and, 
indeed, editorial decisions made by both dictionaries and the LBS database?

104  Ann Laura Stoler, Along the Archival Grain: Epistemic Anxieties and Colonial Common Sense (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2009), doi.org/10.1515/9781400835478; Perry, Colonial Relations, 3, 5.
105  Catherine Hall, ‘Writing History, Making “Race”: Slave-owners and Their Stories’, Australian Historical 
Studies 47, no. 3 (2016): 365–80, doi.org/10.1080/1031461x.2016.1202291.
106  For 2021 figures, see nn. 44, 62. Search for ‘Australia’ in ‘Notes’ section conducted 10 September 2017, LBS, 
www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs.
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Shaped by a unique combination of history, ambition and resources, each 
biographical dictionary has a different capacity to reveal links between slavery and 
settler colonialism. The DWA, with its ambition to document an entire population, 
has necessarily sparse entries: these have proved especially ill-placed to animate 
business networks or reach back into an individual’s life before they departed for 
Western Australia. However, its comprehensive nature, and emphasis on the small, 
recorded details of a life—including arrivals and departures—make it invaluable for 
tracing connections between Western Australia and other parts of the British Empire, 
particularly in the Indian Ocean arena. Echoing the findings of Hall et al. regarding 
the ODNB, our analysis reveals how the ADB and DNZB prioritise discussion 
of opposition to slavery over involvement in it, and deploy euphemisms—such 
as ‘planter’ instead of ‘slave-owner’—that replicate the strategies of slave-owners 
themselves. Users need to look beyond such euphemistic terminology, whether 
occupational or geographical, and to use these dictionaries in tandem not only 
with the LBS database, but also state records, historical newspapers, repositories of 
comprehensive factual biographical details, and genealogical sources. In particular, 
we recognise the importance of online archives of historical sources such as the 
National Library of Australia’s Trove and New Zealand’s Papers Past.

Our research suggests that the cohort of Australasian settler colonisers who had 
links to slavery was not only larger but also more diverse than those who appear in 
dictionaries of national biography. In particular, our analysis of the LBS database 
highlights that a greater number of women, pastoralists and artisans served to link 
the Caribbean to the Australian colonies and New Zealand. These findings remain 
tentative; much more research will be necessary to establish an indicative, let alone 
a  comprehensive, account of these connections, mapping patterns of thought, 
actions and networks within this cohort, in the manner of collective biographies of 
slave-owners and the enslaved elsewhere. More work, too, is needed to clarify the 
degree to which particular family fortunes and commercial ventures in Australasia 
were based on the business of slavery.

Moreover, this study also throws the architecture and contents of the LBS database 
itself into relief. Central to the database are the records of the 47,000 claims for 
compensation made under the Slavery Abolition Act 1833, but arising from more 
diverse and interpretative sources are the biographical notes that illuminate the lives 
of several thousand of those who made a claim or had some other involvement 
with the business of slavery between 1763 and 1833. For many individuals, and 
particularly those with common names, no biographical details have yet been 
added. But for those for whom further information is provided, it is often drawn 
from the digitised dictionaries of national biography that have been scrutinised in 
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this article.107 Thus additional prominence—in the form of fuller biographies—is 
given to the types of individuals included in such dictionaries, while revisions to the 
dictionaries themselves are now being made on the basis of links to slavery highlighted 
by the LBS project. While these connections advance our historical understanding, 
they also serve to warn us of the risk that systemic biases in biographical dictionaries 
might be magnified in the LBS database.

Not least in their digital form, dictionaries of national biography serve more than 
a national audience; as this article has shown, they feed into a global history of 
imperialism. Collective biographies, contextual essays, hyperlinks and the avoidance 
of occupational and geographic euphemisms could make the slavery business 
more visible in these dictionaries—and this work has already begun. The ODNB 
is drawing explicitly on the LBS database, for example, to revise entries from its 
2004 first edition.108 The ADB will incorporate revised entries for some slave-owners 
based on work now in progress. The practice, observed by both the ODNB and the 
ADB, of retaining links to archived biographies from revised entries helps scholars 
chart this progress; dictionaries might consider adding explanatory notes or links to 
revised entries explicating what prompted these revisions and the schedule or criteria 
according to which revisions are undertaken. Christopher N. Warren observed that 
the ODNB in its aggregate form speaks in a ‘double voice’,109 but it might be more 
helpful to picture these dictionaries speaking in multiple tongues, now sometimes 
literally, articulating visions of the past that interact in complex and illustrative ways 
with old and revised entries.

Dictionaries of biography are enormous collaborative works, sensitive to fluctuating 
practical, financial and political challenges. It may well be that they will continue 
to both remember and forget, never articulating a cohesive vision of the past. 
Nonetheless, we should keep asking, what work can dictionaries of national biography 
do? What do they want to do? And how might we bring the two closer together?

107  It is worth noting that this use—347 LBS database entries for individuals list an ODNB article among their 
sources; 75 list an ADB article; only 1 cites the DNZB through Te Ara—pales in comparison to the LBS use of 
ancestry.com, which is cited among the sources used for the entries on 2,448 individuals in the database.
108  Compare Geoffrey Bolton, ‘Musgrave, Sir Anthony’, ODNB, last updated 11 March 2021, doi.org/10.1093/
ref:odnb/19658 with 23 September 2004 version.
109  Warren, ‘Historiography’s Two Voices’, 3.
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Exhibiting slavery: Biographical 
approaches

PAUL LONGLEY ARTHUR AND ISABEL SMITH

Within museums, interpretation and curation have increasingly employed personal 
stories and intimate storytelling to present broader narratives about the past. This 
article explores some of the opportunities and challenges of biographical storytelling 
in museums and public sites of memory that engage with the issue of slavery, 
analysing Australian exhibitions alongside international contexts and theories of 
museology, historiography and memory. It will look at representations of historical 
and modern slavery in Australia, as well as global representations of the transatlantic 
slave trade and other traumatic histories such as the Holocaust. The discussion 
explores the potential for personal counter-narratives, the reimagining of silenced 
voices, the capacity for emotional and affective learning, and healing. The essay also 
investigates the challenges of retracing past lives, the potential limits of empathy, 
and the politics of ownership when telling stories about the past.

This research is part of a project exploring the legacies of slavery in Australia and 
developing an online exhibition as one of its outputs, for which this ‘biographical 
turn’ is significant. Much of the project’s research to date has been biographical, 
investigating the lives of individual slavers and colonists—and drawing connections 
between them, their businesses, politics, families and the British Empire—to explore 
colonial and racial frameworks still underpinning contemporary Australia. For the 
exhibition, we are investigating ways of expanding the scope to represent the lives 
and experiences of enslaved individuals.

Exhibitions and ‘slavery memory’
Against the backdrop of a longstanding culture of silence or forgetting, sites of slavery 
memory across the world are multiplying and finding wider audiences. Ana Lucia 
Araújo identifies a shift in the second half of the twentieth century towards this 
broader recognition of slavery pasts. She cites the civil rights movement as well 
as the popularisation of ‘slave narratives’ in the United States, the decolonising of 
African countries, and increasing reflections on the past in Europe following the 
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Second World War and the horrors of the Holocaust.1 Indeed, in the late twentieth 
century, Holocaust studies seeded the nascent field of memory studies; in 2001, 
tracing the histories and impacts of the First World War, prominent historian Jay 
Winter asserted that much of the world was going through a ‘memory boom’.2 
Concurrently, public sites of slavery memory were being fostered. In the 1960s, West 
African countries launched initiatives to preserve slave-trade castles and fortresses, 
and from the 1970s monuments to those who resisted and fought slavery appeared in 
Africa and the Caribbean, including Bussa in Barbados and Carlota in Cuba.3 In the 
1990s and 2000s, exhibitions on slavery proliferated across Europe, the Americas and 
the Caribbean.4 In 1994 the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO) launched ‘The Slave Route Project: Resistance, Liberty, 
Heritage’, aimed at better understanding the ongoing global consequences of slavery, 
and outlining guides for sites of slavery memory such as memorials.5 In 2007, amid 
abolition bicentenary commemorations in the United Kingdom, several major 
exhibits opened including the International Slavery Museum in Liverpool, the 
Sugar & Slavery gallery at the Museum of London Docklands and the Breaking the 
Chains exhibit at the British Empire and Commonwealth Museum. In 2015, Bin 
Jelmood House opened in Qatar, the first museum to examine the issue of slavery in 
the Arab world. Its galleries explore the contributions of ‘formerly enslaved people 
to the development of human civilizations’, and how this millennia-old history has 
evolved into modern human exploitation.6

Today, the histories and legacies of slavery are increasingly being contested and 
challenged in multiple contexts worldwide. With the rise of the Black Lives Matter 
movement, dominant discourses and monuments favouring slave-owners and 
colonists have been interrogated and literally dismantled.7 A growing number of 
nations are examining their own involvement and responsibility in the transatlantic 
slave trade, no longer framed solely within the plantation context of the United 
States but extended across the many axes of global trade routes and beneficiaries. 
The Rijksmuseum recently opened Slavery, telling for the first time the story of 
the Netherlands’ extensive involvement in the slave trade. In 2019 an exhibition 
at Bogotá’s Museo del Oro (Gold Museum) examined a French trading ship that 

1  Ana Lucia Araújo, ‘Introduction’, in Politics of Memory: Making Slavery Visible in the Public Space, ed. Araújo 
(New York: Routledge, 2012), 1–11, 2–4.
2  Jay Winter, ‘The Generation of Memory: Reflections on the “Memory Boom” in Contemporary Historical 
Studies’, Canadian Military History 10, no. 3 (2001): 57–66.
3  Araújo, ‘Introduction’, 9.
4  Araújo, ‘Introduction’, 4.
5  UNESCO, ‚‘The Slave Route’, 2020, en.unesco.org.
6  Msheireb Museums, ‘Bin Jelmood House’, 2020, msheirebmuseums.com.
7  Tyler Stiem, ‘Statue Wars: What Should We Do with Troublesome Monuments?’, The Guardian, 26 September 
2018.
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was part of the triangular trade. The show recontextualised for audiences the gold 
surrounding them, which was largely mined by enslaved African people in Colombia 
(then Spanish-colonised New Granada) from the sixteenth century.8

While many Aboriginal people, migrants, people of colour and other minorities 
have experienced the realities of slavery for generations, Australia’s slavery heritage 
has been receiving wider attention only recently. The Conversation has run several 
feature series on the Black Lives Matter movement, the process of decolonising and, 
recently, the legacies of slavery in Australia (which includes our research team as 
contributors).9 The issue of Aboriginal workers’ stolen wages has gained increasing 
public exposure since the early 2000s in Queensland and New South Wales. Last 
year in Western Australia, a class action was launched against the state government 
to recoup and compensate for unpaid wages. Positively, this has recently moved 
into mediation.10 However, slavery remains largely excluded from many Australian 
narratives and identities. Amid the Black Lives Matter protests in 2020, Prime 
Minister Scott Morrison stated in a radio interview: ‘It was a pretty brutal place, 
but there was no slavery in Australia.’11 Morrison’s comments, though hurtful and 
inaccurate, prompted widespread discussion about the country’s slavery heritage.12

Few major exhibitions have been solely dedicated to the country’s slavery heritage. 
There have been a number of localised social history examinations of ‘coerced’ and 
‘indentured’ labour, particularly into Queensland’s sugar and cotton industries. 
The Australian National Maritime Museum’s 2019 blog post by curator Stephen 
Gapps, ‘Blackbirding: Australia’s Slave Trade?’, investigates the colonial practice 
of kidnapping or coercing people of the South Sea Islands from their homelands 
to work under terrible conditions on Queensland plantations.13 The National 
Museum of Australia’s 2018 online content for Island Labourers, part of its Defining 

8  Charlotte Harrison, ‘A French Slave Ship Docks at Bogotá’s Gold Museum, March 20, 2019’, City Paper 
(Bogotá), 20 March 2019.
9  Chelsea Watego, ‘We Just Black Matter: Australia’s Indifference to Aboriginal Lives and Land’, The Conversation, 
16  October 2017, theconversation.com/we-just-black-matter-australias-indifference-to-aboriginal-lives-and-land- 
85168; Jess Auerbach, Christopher Trisos and Madhusudan Katti, ‘Five Shifts to Decolonise Ecological Science—or 
Any Field of Knowledge’, The Conversation, 6 July 2021, theconversation.com/five-shifts-to-decolonise-ecological-
science-or-any-field-of-knowledge-161750; Jane Lydon and Zoë Laidlaw, ‘Friday Essay: Beyond “Statue Shaming”—
Grappling with Australia’s Legacies of Slavery’, The Conversation, 9 July 2021, theconversation.com/friday-essay-
beyond-statue-shaming-grappling-with-australias-legacies-of-slavery-162934. 
10  Joanna Prendergast, Richard Hudson and Belinda Varischetti, ‘Stolen Wages and Living under Wage Control 
Laws Involved Long Hours, Lonely Days, Say Aboriginal Workers’, WA Country Hour, Australian Broadcasting 
Corporation, 20 December 2020, www.abc.net.au/news/rural/2020-12-20/living-under-wage-control-legislation-
in-wa/12946970.
11  Scott Morrison, ‘Interview with Ben Fordham, 2GB’, Transcript, 11 June 2020, Prime Minister of Australia, 
www.pm.gov.au.
12  This even included publications such as Vogue Australia. See Danielle Gay, ‘The Reality of Indigenous Slavery 
and Forced Labour in Australia’, Vogue Australia, 15 June 2020, www.vogue.com.au/culture/features/the-reality-of-
indigenous-slavery-and-forced-labour-in-australia/news-story/1536eebf0d0bb0fa5594b421335757db.
13  Stephen Gapps, ‘Blackbirding: Australia’s Slave Trade?’, Australian National Maritime Museum, 23 August 2019, 
www.sea.museum/2017/08/25/australias-slave-trade.
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Moments timeline, similarly explores this history.14 Like Gapps’s work, which 
punctuates ‘slave trade’ with a question mark and describes ‘a labour practice that 
was in many instances to hold all the hallmarks of slavery’, Island Labourers does 
not generally use the term ‘slavery’, though it does feature the quote of political 
activist Faith Bandler: ‘I maintain that it was a form of slavery’.15 The Western 
Australian Museum’s 2015 exhibition Lustre: Pearling and Australia (the text panels 
for which are now available online) looks at the pearling industry in Australia and 
particularly the north-west, featuring a section titled ‘indenture’ that details the 
terrible conditions for South-East Asian and Indigenous people forced into pearl 
diving.16 Reflecting on the experiences of those forced to work in Queensland, 
including her own grandfather who was coerced onto a ship off the beach of Tannu, 
Vanuatu, at the age of 12, Australian South Sea Islander Emelda Davis explains that 
‘We identify as Sugar Slaves’ and rejects the term ‘indentured labour’. She contends 
this is ‘a weak word that does not express the real truth of the physical and cultural 
theft of human beings’.17

Davis’s remarks raise issues around the changing definitions and use of the term 
‘slavery’ over time and across cultures. Joel Quirk has analysed these shifting 
definitions  within legal frameworks in the ‘West’, paying particular attention to 
the past century. He highlights the work of the League of Nations that in 1926 
described slavery as ‘the status or condition of a person over whom any or all 
of the powers attaching to the right of ownership are exercised’—a definition 
still referred to in international law today.18 Quirk traces the way this has been 
augmented and expanded over the decades. He cites the 1956 United Nations treaty 
that referred to the additional practices of debt-bondage, serfdom, servile marriage 
and child trafficking.19 Though there is no legal definition of modern slavery today 
in Australia, discussions and descriptions of the issue by government bodies and 
anti-slavery groups draw much from these earlier international definitions, while 
continuing to broaden the scope to a number of other trafficking, forced labour and 
‘slavery-like practices’ including the exploitation of children in armed conflict and 
the removal of organs.20 While they go beyond framing slavery purely in economic 

14  National Museum of Australia, ‘Defining Moments: Islander Labourers’, 2018, updated 19 July 2021, www.
nma. gov.au/defining-moments/resources/islander-labourers.
15  National Museum of Australia, ‘Defining Moments: Islander Labourers’.
16  Western Australian Museum, ‘Lustre: Pearling and Australia’, 20 June–25 October 2015, museum.wa.gov.au/
museums/maritime/lustre-pearling-australia.
17  Emelda Davis, ‘Australia’s Hidden History of Slavery: The Government Divides to Conquer’, The Conversation, 
October 31, 2017, theconversation.com/australias-hidden-history-of-slavery-the-government-divides-to-conquer- 
86140.
18  Joel Quirk, ‘Defining Slavery in All Its Forms: Historical Inquiry as Contemporary Instruction’, in The Legal 
Understanding of Slavery: From the Historical to the Contemporary, ed. Jean Allain (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2012), 278, doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199660469.001.0001.
19  Quirk, ‘Defining Slavery in All Its Forms’, 271.
20  Walk Free Foundation, Global Slavery Index, 2013; Commonwealth of Australia, ‘Hidden in Plain Sight’, 
December 2017.
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terms—a  critique that Quirk charges some definitions with—those such as the 
Global Slavery Index’s explanation of modern slavery lack the emphasis on ‘cultural 
theft’ that Davis refers to. This paper takes a broader view of slavery that encompasses 
practices of cultural, social, economic and political exploitation, coercion and theft.

There have been several exhibits on modern slavery in Australia. Slavery Links 
Australia, a not-for-profit association promoting recognition of slavery and action 
by decision-makers, has curated three shows about modern slavery in 2009, 2013 
and 2015. The 2015 show—Are You Wearing a Slave? An Exhibition for the 
Abolition of Slavery—exposed Australia’s involvement with modern slavery through 
international supply chains as well as domestic slavery. In 2021, Anti-Slavery 
Australia launched their interactive art installation Human Mart, telling the stories 
of enslaved people in contemporary Australia. Outside of larger museums and 
organisations, independent contemporary artists have explored the country’s slavery 
pasts and legacies. The 2017 exhibition of Badimaya First Nation woman and 
painter Julie Dowling, Malga Gurlbarl (Hard Secret), depicts First Nations people 
whose lives were variously and tragically changed by slavery following colonisation.21 
Centred on personal narratives rather than didactic curatorial voices, these latter 
two shows are explored in more detail below.

While a great deal of scholarship has examined slavery memories across nations 
and communities, fewer investigations have exclusively analysed exhibitions and 
monuments. In 1992 American artist Fred Wilson carried out one of the most radical 
examinations of a collection through his intervention at the Maryland Historical 
Society, Mining the Museum. Wilson interrogated and disrupted traditional 
white and middle/upper-class narratives of the space by interspersing them with 
stories and histories they had conveniently relegated, ‘shelved’ or silenced: under 
‘Cabinetmaking 1820–1960’, nineteenth-century armchairs were juxtaposed with 
a whipping post; in ‘Metalwork 1793–1880’, fine silverware sat alongside iron slave 
shackles; a painting by Justus Kuhn, Portrait of Henry Darnell III (c. 1710), was lit to 
illuminate an enslaved child in a dog collar behind Darnell, accompanied by audio of 
a child’s voice asking ‘Am I your brother? Am I your friend? Am I your pet?’22 Wilson’s 
work critically analysed exhibitions not simply through their representations of 
slavery but through their omissions and silences. In 2003, Jamaican historian Verene 
Shepherd surveyed slavery memorials across the Caribbean. She traced monuments 
to anti-slavery heroes, lamenting the dearth of memorials to the ‘unsung rebels’.23 
In the United Kingdom, studies developed in particular around the bicentenary of 

21  Julie Dowling, ‘Malga Gurlbarl (Hard Secret): Slavery of First Nation People in Australia’, 2017, www.julie 
dowling.net/malga-gurlbarl-hard-secret.html.
22  Fred Wilson and Howard Halle, ‘Mining the Museum’, Grand Street, no. 44 (1992): 151–72, doi.org/ 
10.2307/25007622.
23  Verene Shepherd, ‘I Want to Disturb My Neighbour’: Lectures on Slavery, Emancipation, and Postcolonial Jamaica 
(Kingston: Ian Randle, 2007).
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the 1807 abolition of slavery. British scholars interrogated the cultural memory being 
produced in a proliferation of public speeches, commemorations, exhibitions and 
memorials. The University of York developed a project titled 1807 Commemorated 
that surveyed and analysed interpretations and responses of British museums and 
audiences to the bicentenary. This produced significant work by project leaders 
Laurajane Smith, Geoffrey Cubitt and Helen Weinstein.24 More recently, the 
University of Hull launched ‘Remembering 1807’, a digital archive mapping out 
over 300 commemorative events that took place in the United Kingdom in 2007, 
as part of The Antislavery Usable Past project with the University of Nottingham.25 
In 2020, Jessica Moody published her examination of slavery memory in Liverpool. 
Using a longue durée approach, Moody situates museum displays within a broader, 
200-year-long history of the city to examine the ways deep-seated narratives around 
slavery, empire and race influence and interact with exhibitions.26

There have been fewer global analyses of slavery exhibitions and sites of memory. 
Araújo has carried out some of the most extensive work, focused particularly on the 
South Atlantic and producing comparative analyses of the Americas, Europe, Africa 
and the Caribbean.27 Araújo is concerned with the memorialisation of slavery—
the process of revisiting and revising the slavery past by bringing its physical and 
intangible traces into the present.28 She examines this process through established 
public sites of memory such as exhibitions, monuments and memorials, but is also 
interested in the sites that emerge through cultural practices such as festivals, sharing 
of stories in oral traditions, social activities in families and communities, and religious 
practices, as well as material objects such as photographs. Araújo emphasises the 
many and conflicting forms of memory being fought out between individuals, 
social groups and societies, and between dominant and marginalised discourses.29 
Her  work is framed by a deep concern for the impacts that memorialisations 
have upon contemporary politics and lived realities. She is particularly interested 
in questions around reparations, and argues that slavery memory is born out of 
ongoing frameworks of race and white supremacy.30

24  See also John Beech, ‘A Step Forwards or a Step Sideways?: Some Personal Reflections of How the 
Presentation of Slavery Has (and Hasn’t) Changed in the Last Few Years’, University of York, 2007, archives.history.
ac.uk/1807commemorated/exhibitions/museums/step.html.
25  Antislavery Usable Past, ‘Remembering 1807’, 2017, antislavery.ac.uk.
26  Jessica Moody, The Persistence of Memory: Remembering Slavery in Liverpool, ‘Slaving Capital of the World’ 
(Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2020).
27  Ana Lúcia Araújo, Public Memory of Slavery: Victims and Perpetrators in the South Atlantic (Amherst: Cambria 
Press, 2010); Araújo, ‘History and Heritage of Slavery and the Atlantic Slave Trade in the South Atlantic’, Luso-
Brazilian Review 50, no. 1 (2013): 1–6, doi.org/10.1353/lbr.2013.0025.
28  Araújo, Public Memory of Slavery, 8.
29  Araújo, Politics of Memory, 2. 
30  Ana Lucia Araújo, Slavery in the Age of Memory (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2020), 6.
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Others have used discussions of slavery memory to question and broaden our 
definitions of the term ‘exhibition’. In Exhibiting Slavery: The Caribbean Postmodern 
Novel as Museum, Vivian Nun Halloran argues that the postmodern historical novel 
in many ways resembles a contemporary museum exhibition.31 Halloran draws 
parallels between both forms’ tendencies to reject imposing narratives and historical 
or narrative closure, their use of fragmented or reworked narratives, as well as their 
anachronistic and sometimes apocryphal sources. She imaginatively sketches out an 
almost three-dimensional form of the postmodern novel in a way that resembles a 
contemporary exhibition: ‘These novels’, Halloran writes, ‘create a “museum effect” 
by exhibiting slavery through the use of quotations or vignettes’; they are ‘museums 
without walls.’32 We employ this broader definition of exhibitions to explore 
traditional physical exhibitions as well as digital spaces and literature.

The ‘biographical turn’: Personal stories as 
counter-narratives
Particularly over the past two decades, contemporary museum interpretation has 
increasingly featured the use of personal stories and intimate storytelling. Through 
the hook of an individual character, curators and artists create symbols of, or 
channels into, broader and more complex narratives and themes. In their 2018 
analysis of Australian social history exhibitions and their integration of women’s 
voices, Lorinda Cramer and Andrea Witcomb referred to ‘the growing recognition of 
the strength of personal stories to illustrate critical aspects of the past’.33 This shift to 
the personal can be understood as part of a wider transition that has been occurring 
beyond museums. In 2002, Tom Wengraf, Prue Chamberlayne and Joanna Bornat 
referred to a ‘biographical turn’ occurring in the social sciences. They described this 
as ‘a “subjective” or “cultural” turn in which personal and social meanings, as bases 
of action, gain greater prominence’.34 Historians and professors in memory studies 
such as Alistair Thomson advocate for the use of oral history, photography, letters 
and other personal source materials to enrich and create more accessible paths into 
larger stories.35

31  Vivian Nun Halloran, Exhibiting Slavery: The Caribbean Postmodern Novel as Museum (Charlottesville: 
University of Virginia Press, 2009).
32  Halloran, Exhibiting Slavery, 17, 124 (original emphasis).
33  Lorinda Cramer and Andrea Witcomb, ‘“Hidden from View”? An Analysis of the Integration of Women’s 
History and Women’s Voices into Australia’s Social History Exhibitions’, International Journal of Heritage Studies 
25, no. 2 (2019): 140, doi.org/10.1080/13527258.2018.1475409.
34  Tom Wengraf, Prue Chamberlayne and Joanna Bornat, ‘A Biographical Turn in the Social Sciences? A British–
European View’, Cultural Studies ↔ Critical Methodologies 2, no. 2 (2002): 245, doi.org/10.1177/153270860200
2002015.
35  A. Thomson, P. Cave, G. Good, J. Pickett and D. Wright, Moving Stories: An Intimate History of Four Women 
across Two Countries (Sydney: UNSW Press, 2011).
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The biographical turn in museums has intersected with the growth in exhibitions 
on slavery. The horrors and complexities of the slave trade have been explored 
through names, faces, and lived experiences of the past. The Rijksmuseum’s Slavery 
exhibition uses audio stories and image montages to represent the experiences of 
10  individuals who were subjected to or benefited from slavery. In Australia, the 
work of Julie Dowling is a particularly poignant example of the use of personal 
narratives. Dowling’s exhibition Malga Gurlbarl (Hard Secret) depicts vividly 
coloured portraits of pearl divers, domestic servants, pastoral workers and trackers, 
bringing to life individuals whose experiences speak to greater themes of stolen wages, 
cultural dispossession, violence and racism in past and contemporary Australia.36 
The works were first exhibited in 2017 as a physical show in Germany but are now 
displayed as a digital exhibition on Dowling’s website.

This ‘biographising’ approach moves in tandem with another shift—one away from 
overarching and often singular narratives of histories, and towards plural, fragmented 
and complex stories and experiences.37 These different voices and positions can 
disrupt dominant narratives.38 In the context of the histories and legacies of slavery, 
master narratives can be unsettled through the inclusion of stories of the enslaved. 
In her project ‘Call My Name: African Americans in Clemson University History’, 
Rhondda Robinson Thomas reconceptualises the history of Clemson University by 
inserting the experiences of African American people into a public discourse that 
had previously ignored their experiences and their labour on the plantation and 
for the college—and that had ignored the fact that the university campus was built 
on a plantation site.39 Thomas re-examines primary documents including prison 
records and letters, and also speaks with descendants and members of the public to 
flesh out these biographies.40 Similarly, Matthew R. Cook refers to ‘slavery counter-
narratives’. Analysing historical plantation sites across the United States, he explains 
that most ‘often ignore or annihilate the memory of slavery from plantation history’ 
by displacing these histories in favour of topics such as architecture, site ‘heritage’, 
and biographical information regarding owners of the properties.41 Cook identifies 
sites that use slavery counter-narratives, intentionally employing slave-centric stories 
of the past to disrupt ‘slave-marginalizing narratives’.42

36  Dowling, ‘Malga Gurlbarl’.
37  Vivian Nun Halloran notes this shift in the museum context: ‘Both contemporary museology and postmodernist 
narrative theory reject all-encompassing grand narratives in favor of inclusive (re)presentations of multiple voices from 
different subject positions and experiences’. Halloran, Exhibiting Slavery, 8.
38  Analysing the use of individual women’s stories in Australian history, Cramer and Witcomb explain ‘how these 
voices have changed historical master narratives’. Cramer and Witcomb, ‘Hidden from View’, 128.
39  Rhondda Robinson Thomas, ‘Call My Name: Using Biographical Storytelling to Reconceptualize the History 
of African Americans at Clemson University’, Biography 42, no. 3 (2018): 624–52, doi.org/10.1353/bio.2019.0063.
40  Thomas, ‘Call My Name’, 629. 
41  Matthew R. Cook, ‘Counter-Narratives of Slavery in the Deep South: The Politics of Empathy along and 
beyond River Road’, Journal of Heritage Tourism 11, no. 3 (2016): 290–308, 292, doi.org/10.1080/1743873X. 
2015. 1100624.
42  Cook, ‘Counter-Narratives of Slavery in the Deep South’, 292.

http://doi.org/10.1353/bio.2019.0063
http://doi.org/10.1080/1743873X.2015.1100624
http://doi.org/10.1080/1743873X.2015.1100624


Exhibiting slavery

179

Personal stories of agency and resistance have become increasingly common in slavery 
exhibits.43 Of the 10 stories depicted in the Rijksmuseum’s Slavery, seven are about 
enslaved people; the remaining three depict an African servant in the Netherlands, 
a profiteer from the slave trade and a white abolitionist-turned-slaver.44 In Australia, 
Human Mart, superficially and ironically presented as a supermarket, displays 
61 ‘products’ named after real people in the country who have been enslaved (it also 
has an accompanying online exhibition). Visitors can explore offerings including 
‘Unsavoury Treatment’, priced at three dollars: the story of ‘Solanda’, who married 
an Australian man who became physically and verbally abusive, and trafficked 
Solanda and her son to Thailand where they became stranded.45 The exhibit details 
Solanda’s path back to Australia, where she now lives with her son and has filed for 
divorce, through support from a family and the police. Narratives such as these 
centre the lives of enslaved people, highlighting the complexities and diversities of 
their experiences, and ultimately their agency and capacity to make change.

Commentators on British slavery memory and museum culture have underscored 
the ways that representations of enslaved people challenge master narratives of white 
abolitionism. Until recent decades, exhibitions have typically presented abolition 
largely (or entirely) as the product of white abolitionists and authorities. This 
plays into a broader tension in which powerful commemorative discourses have 
subsumed the history of slavery under the history of abolition—what John Oldfield 
terms a ‘culture of abolition’.46 During the 2007 bicentenary commemorations of 
abolition, this reached such a height that commentators—in reference to obsessions 
with ‘abolitionist’ William Wilberforce—derisively termed the event a ‘Wilberfest’ 
and ‘Wilberfarce’.47 More recently, exhibitions have increasingly used stories 
of resistance and individual agency to counter these dominant narratives. In his 
analysis of 1807 bicentenary exhibitions, in contrast to claims of the ‘Wilberfarce’, 
Geoffrey Cubitt argued that ‘a bridge between the themes of abolitionism and of 
African agency’ was being built through:

the attention paid in most bicentenary exhibitions to the role of black abolitionists—
Ottobah Cugoano, Ignatius Sancho, but above all Olaudah Equiano, whose ubiquity 
in the bicentenary year rivaled that of Wilberforce and Clarkson.48

43  In Britain, the 1983 redevelopment of the Wilberforce House Museum’s content emphasised black resistance, 
as did Transatlantic Slavery: Against Human Dignity at the Merseyside Maritime Museum’s Transatlantic Slavery 
Gallery (predecessor to the International Slavery Museum) in 1994. See Moody, Persistence of Memory, 157–58.
44  Rijksmuseum, ‘Slavery’, 18 May–29 August 2021, accessed 23 July 2021,www.rijksmuseum.nl/en/stories/slavery.
45  Anti-Slavery Australia, ‘Human Mart’, 10 May–9 June 2021, humanmart.com.au/.
46  John Oldfield, ‘Chords of Freedom’: Commemoration, Ritual and British Transatlantic Slavery (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2007).
47  Moody, Persistence of Memory, 4.
48  Geoffrey Cubitt, ‘Museums and Slavery in Britain: The Bicentenary of 1807’, in Politics of Memory: Making 
Slavery Visible in the Public Space, ed. Ana Lucia Araújo (New York: Routledge, 2012), 159–77, 168.
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Cubitt also noted the statement from Liverpool’s International Slavery Museum 
(ISM) that ‘Africans, despite their oppression, were the main agents in their own 
liberation’.49 ISM head Richard Benjamin commented:

ISM makes Africa and Africans the central agents of the whole museum narrative. 
This approach is developed by starting with areas of achievement, often born out of 
resistance. This starting point for the narrative of transatlantic slavery and its legacies 
is a way for some audiences to begin their journey of dialogue with the subject.50

Within our project, researchers have been interrogating the lives of those who 
profited from the slave trade—slavers and colonists rather than the enslaved—
most of whom have until recently been venerated as pioneers and founders of 
(white) Australia. These biographies also offer opportunities for counter-narratives. 
By re-examining and re-reading the archives, critical accounts of the lives of these 
people can be developed—exploring their relationships, ambitions and systems of 
belief. Catherine Hall stresses the significance in interrogating slavers’ and colonists’ 
creation of narratives around empire and ‘race’, and frameworks of racial thinking 
and racial logics that construct ‘otherness’, to explore racisms and cultures that are 
still operating today.51 Hall suggests that these methods may offer a way towards 
‘reparatory history’, in which past injustices are brought to bear, trauma and loss are 
recognised, and communities can begin to hope for repair and reconciliation. These 
ambitions feel deeply relevant in Australia. The writing of ‘revisionist biographies’ 
may challenge one-sided master narratives that glorify the founding of Australian 
colonies and downplay or protect ongoing structural racisms, and acknowledge the 
trauma and hurt brought about by colonisation.

However, our project is faced with a question over whether these interrogations 
alone suffice for the exhibition, or whether we must expand the scope to the lives 
of the enslaved. Significantly, last year the Centre for the Study of the Legacies of 
British Slavery announced it was no longer operating under its previous name, the 
Centre for the Study of the Legacies of British Slave-ownership, citing a change 
in direction:52

The slave-owners were one very important means by which the fruits of slavery were 
transmitted to metropolitan Britain. We believe that research and analysis of this 
group are key to understanding the extent and the limits of slavery’s role in shaping 
British history and leaving lasting legacies that reach into the present. We are now 
moving in the direction of more focused research on the lives of enslaved people 

49  Text from ‘We Are One’, an additional panel celebrating the first year of the ISM’s opening; cited in Cubitt, 
‘Museums and Slavery in Britain’, 169.
50  Richard Benjamin, ‘Museums and Sensitive Histories: The International Slavery Museum’, in Politics of Memory: 
Making Slavery Visible in the Public Space, ed. Ana Lucia Araújo (New York: Routledge, 2012), 178–96, 190.
51  Catherine Hall, ‘Doing Reparatory History: Bringing “Race” and Slavery Home’, Race & Class 60, no. 1 (2018): 
3–21, doi.org/10.1177/0306396818769791.
52  Emphasis added.
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in the Caribbean. This is a natural development from our work on slave-owners 
and estates and an exciting demonstration of our commitment to the study of 
the multiple legacies of slavery in the British imperial world. With growth comes 
necessary change.53

Whose voices must be represented when looking at the legacies of slavery in 
Australia? We pick up on some of the complexities of this question through the 
remainder of the article.

Reimagining past lives: Art and truth
While more stories of those who experienced and resisted slavery are being located 
and represented in public spaces, these representations still struggle for space among 
more dominant historical narratives. In her analysis of slavery memorials across the 
Caribbean in 2007, Verene Shepherd pointed out that while there were monuments 
to black leaders such as Samuel Sharpe and Bussa, no monuments acknowledged the 
masses of enslaved people who fought in the Emancipation Wars:

Where are our war dead? What were their names? Where are the explicit sites of 
memory to them? There are statues to commemorate the revolutionary heroes all 
over the region. But where are the unsung rebels?54

Shepherd argues that despite the evolution in war memorials across the world, 
shifting their emphasis from the military elite to the rank and file—‘The Glorious 
Dead’—not a single monument in the Caribbean was devoted to the ‘unsung 
heroes and heroines’.55 The author underscores here the inherent politics of history, 
memory and archives. Despite the movement in academia and beyond since the 
1960s of ‘history from below’, looking to the experiences and agency of ordinary 
people, Shepherd’s observations suggest that black histories have not always been on 
this same trajectory.56

One of the challenges in trying to reconstruct the lives of those from the past—
especially the ‘ordinary’ and the everyday, but even more so the dispossessed and 
marginalised—is that few traces remain.57 Digital modes can offer creative new 
opportunities to recover these lost lives. As Cramer and Witcomb explain, there 
has been a move away from authoritative ‘curatorial voices to a recognition of the 
power of intimate stories, enhanced by technologies that allow for a much more 

53  ‘Centre for the Study of the Legacies of British Slavery’, Legacies of British Slavery—UCL Department of 
History, 2021, www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/. 
54  Shepherd, ‘I Want to Disturb My Neighbour’, 298.
55  Shepherd, ‘I Want to Disturb My Neighbour’, 298.
56  E. P. Thompson, ‘History from Below’, Times Literary Supplement, 7 April 1966, 279–80.
57  In the case of the Emancipation Wars, Shepherd argues that citing a lack of archival records is not an acceptable 
reason for a lack of accounts of those who fought against slavery. Shepherd, ‘I Want to Disturb My Neighbour’, 298.
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sophisticated use of voices’.58 Multisensory and immersive formats, along with 
video and audio, can literally give voice to those previously silenced. In 2019 the 
US not-for-profit organisation Historic Hudson Valley released their interactive 
documentary, People Not Property: Stories of Slavery in the Colonial North. In response 
to the dominance of narratives set in southern plantations, this online documentary 
explores the overlooked experiences of enslaved people in the North. In addition 
to the use of historical documents, illustrations, photographs, and contemporary 
artworks and poetry, the documentary features high-quality short films with actors 
depicting the experiences of enslaved people.59 The 2015 app ‘Slavery at Monticello: 
Life and Work on Mulberry Row’ tells the stories of those who worked at Thomas 
Jefferson’s 5,000-acre plantation in Charlottesville, Virginia. These stories are 
deliberate interventions in the dominant narrative of Jefferson’s life and home. In 
the promotional material for the app, the viewer sees an image of Jefferson and 
reads: ‘History is typically told through the eyes of well-known historical figures. 
But that is only one perspective.’60 The app augments documents and photographs 
of enslaved people with interviews of their descendants, and using geolocation 
technology activates information and audio stories as visitors move around the 
Monticello site, creating dynamic experiences that help visitors visualise and imagine 
the lives of those enslaved. Importantly, these stories highlight the dignity, strength, 
capacity for happiness, creativity and pride of the people, with slavery as the frame 
but not the defining principle of their lives. Victimhood can be less prominent in 
these decentred and multidimensional multimedia approaches.

More than this, these modes offer examples of the unique potential for art to enter 
into the gaps in histories, where the archives cannot, aiming to reinstate those from 
the past who have been left out of dominant narratives.61 Reflecting on her 1987 
novel, Beloved, Toni Morrison argued that we must reinhabit those who have been 
disremembered by history. She coined the term ‘rememory’ to describe a process of 
recollecting pasts previously unknown, but rediscovered.62 In her novel Morrison 
tells the story of Sethe, an enslaved woman who killed her own daughter, Beloved, 
and is now plagued by her ghost. The work is inspired by the real story of enslaved 
woman Margaret Garner, who took her own child’s life out of a desperate fear 
that she would be raised as a slave. Beloved is not a ‘factual’ account of Garner’s 

58  Cramer and Witcomb, ‘Hidden from View’, 140.
59  Historic Hudson Valley, People Not Property: Stories of Slavery in the Colonial North, 2019, peoplenotproperty.
hudsonvalley.org/.
60  Monticello, ‘Slavery at Monticello’, 2015, www.monticello.org/slavery/?ref=homeblock.
61  More museum curators are employing contemporary art to tell the stories of slavery. The work of Jean Francois 
Manicom, artist and curator at the International Slavery Museum, typifies this approach. His 2017 show, Ink and 
Blood: Stories of Abolition, explores the lives of those affected by abolition through contemporary artists’ responses 
to historical documents and artefacts. National Museums Liverpool, ‘Ink and Blood: Stories of Abolition Opens’, 
2017, www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk.
62  Toni Morrison, ‘‘I Wanted to Carve Out a World Both Culture Specific and Race-Free’: An Essay by Toni 
Morrison’, The Guardian, 8 August 2019, www.theguardian.com/books/2019/aug/08/toni-morrison-rememory-essay.
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life—a virtually impossible task given the limited records devoted to enslaved 
people; however, Morrison draws an important distinction between fact and truth. 
She contends that ‘facts can exist without human intelligence, but truth cannot’.63 
Morrison asserts the role of the writer and the artist in interpreting our worlds, even 
when some of the facts may be missing, to unearth and represent deeper truths. 
Julie Dowling’s work operates in this same space, imbuing unknown pasts with 
imaginative knowings. Commenting on her painting titled Unknown: Woman in 
Green, Dowling writes:

I wanted to paint these First Nation people because they are ‘unknown’ individuals 
whose spirit lives on only in the drawers of museums and antique collectors. I am 
claiming these images and re-interpreting or translating them for my family and 
myself as Indigenous people today.64

Dowling’s figures, often surrounded by symbols of rivers, trees and spirits as 
protection, artistically reimagine those whose lives are not done justice by archival 
records and museum collections.

Biography, affect and empathy
These artistic interventions can provoke different levels of engagement from 
audiences. More museums are stressing the potential and importance of emotional 
responses and learnings to enhance intellectual understandings. Vivian Nun 
Halloran explores the emergence of ‘trauma museums’ where intensely emotive 
displays are often followed by quiet and dimly lit spaces for reflection.65 Andrea 
Witcomb outlines a ‘pedagogy of feeling’ in exhibitions.66 Based on Tony Bennett’s 
‘pedagogy of walking’, which refers to guiding the exhibition visitor through a linear 
narrative based on visual and cerebral signposts, this concept refers more to guiding 
audiences through sensorial, bodily and emotive experiences:

much more open to nonrational forms of knowledge, ones based on other bodily 
sensations and on emotional forms of intelligence. In this sense, a pedagogy of feeling 
sits firmly within the realm of affect and is designed to alter one’s perceptions of 
existing knowledge.67

63  Toni Morrison, ‘The Site of Memory’, in Inventing the Truth: The Art and Craft of Memoir, 2nd edition, ed. 
William Zinsser (Boston; New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1995), 93.
64  Dowling, ‘Malga Gurlbarl’.
65  Halloran, Exhibiting Slavery, 10.
66  Andrea Witcomb, ‘Look, Listen and Feel: The First Peoples Exhibition at the Bunjilaka Gallery, Melbourne 
Museum’, Thema La revue des Musées de la civilisation 1 (2014): 49–62.
67  Witcomb, ‘Look, Listen and Feel’, 58.
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This shift towards emotion and affect, which might be referred to as an ‘emotional 
turn’, goes particularly hand in hand with intimate, first-person storytelling. In their 
analysis of the 2014 Melbourne Museum exhibition WWI: Love & Sorrow, Cramer 
and Witcomb reference the interweaving of personal stories and emotions in curator 
Deborah Tout-Smith’s work. Tout-Smith reflects:

I wanted people to feel, that was incredibly important, and being able to put yourself 
in their shoes to empathise has always been a really big part of what I do.68

The potential for empathy in exhibitions representing traumatic histories is contested. 
Alison Landsberg argues that sites of memory such as the United States Holocaust 
Memorial Museum offer visitors experiential and bodily engagements with the 
past that can ‘become part of one’s personal archive of experience’.69 Landsberg 
in fact posits that individuals can experience ‘prosthetic memory’, in which they 
take on memories of events that they did not experience firsthand. She is especially 
interested in the potential for digital and mass media to convey these prosthetic 
memories, as their images allow such sensorial consumption.70 Others have argued 
that empathy for such extreme and traumatic histories is impossible. Elie Wiesel 
describes the Holocaust as ‘the ultimate event, the ultimate mystery, never to be 
comprehended or transmitted’.71 In Cook’s analysis of plantation sites in the United 
States, he builds on the work of Holocaust scholars and critical race theorists to argue 
that ‘historical empathy is impossible or does not go far enough toward building 
solidarity’.72 Referring to Richard Delgado and Jean Stefancic, Cook contends that 
by focusing on empathy, sites of memory may ‘miss opportunities to engage their 
visitors in more important intellectual and political responses such as solidarity with 
oppressed groups or questioning positionalities like white privilege’.73

Witcomb, though, argues that exhibitions that elicit affective and empathetic 
responses from audiences can also facilitate greater critical engagement.74 Examining 
displays dealing with contact histories and histories of migration in Australia, she 
argues that affective and sensorial displays can unsettle the viewer, and challenge 

68  Andrea Witcomb, ‘Beyond Sentimentality and Glorification: Using a History of Emotions to Deal with the 
Horror of War’, in Memory, Place and Identity: Commemoration and Remembrance of War and Conflict, ed. Danielle 
Drozdzewski, Sarah De Nardi and Emma Waterton (Oxon: Routledge, 2016), 203–16, as cited in Cramer and 
Witcomb, ‘Hidden from View’, 136.
69  Alison Landsberg, ‘America, the Holocaust, and the Mass Culture of Memory: Toward a Radical Politics of 
Empathy’, New German Critique, no. 71 (Spring–Summer 1997): 63–86, 66.
70  Alison Landsberg, Prosthetic Memory: The Transformation of American Remembrance in the Age of Mass Culture 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2004).
71  Elie Wiesel, ‘Trivializing the Holocaust: Semi-Fact and Semi-Fiction, New York Times, 16 April 1978.
72  Cook, ‘Counter-Narratives of Slavery in the Deep South’, 296.
73  Cook, ‘Counter-Narratives of Slavery in the Deep South’, 296.
74  Andrea Witcomb, ‘Understanding the Role of Affect in Producing a Critical Pedagogy for History Museums’, 
Museum Management and Curatorship 28, no. 3 (2013), 255–71, doi.org/10.1080/09647775.2013.807998.
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them to bridge a gap between the experiences of those depicted and their own lives 
through a combined emotional and intellectual labour. This results, she suggests, 
in a genuinely empathetic and mobilised response:

For those who engage with them, they also achieve a movement toward an ethical 
relationship between ourselves and others in the narratives we tell. The movement 
is possible because there is a space for us to engage not only with the first person 
narratives of what occurred from the point of view of the victim but also to relate this 
to our own narratives of what happened.75

Here Witcomb underscores the socially and politically connective and productive 
potential of empathy. She points especially to the role of art installations in 
facilitating this, as ‘They leave space for imagination and in fact require its use’.76 She 
draws on Walter Benjamin’s conceptions of Ehrfahrung and Erlebnis—the former 
referring to deep experience based on unconscious understanding and the latter 
conscious intellectual information—which Benjamin connects with Marcel Proust’s 
involuntary and voluntary memory respectively. Witcomb argues that art, like 
poetry for Benjamin, not only communicates intellectual information but also can 
trigger a deeper experiential knowing and recognition that brings the past radically 
and suddenly into the present moment.

Telling other people’s stories
Although personal and artistic storytelling holds potential for empathy, connection 
and reflection, representing these intimate, emotive and traumatic histories is an 
incredibly complex task, especially for those who were not there. As Holocaust 
scholars have suggested, curators and narrators of the events at the extremes of 
history reckon with the limits of representation. Reflecting on representations of the 
Holocaust in Art Spielgeman’s graphic novel Maus, Erin McGlothin refers to the 
‘profound incompatibility’ between the author’s lived contemporary experience and 
the incomprehensibly tragic and traumatic experiences of his characters.77 When 
trying to exhibit the experiences of the transatlantic slave trade—often termed the 
‘African Holocaust’—how is it possible to represent the unthinkable? As Alice and 
A. Roy Eckardt put it, ‘How is the unspeakable to be spoken about? We ought to 
speak about it all right, but how can we ever do so?’78 How can we balance the 
need to tell stories with the ethical dilemma inherent in displaying other people’s 
suffering? In her final published book, Regarding the Pain of Others, Susan Sontag 

75  Witcomb, ‘Understanding the Role of Affect’, 267.
76  Witcomb, ‘Understanding the Role of Affect’, 269.
77  Erin McGlothlin, ‘No Time Like the Present: Narrative and Trauma in Art Spiegelman’s Maus’, Narrative 11, 
no. 2 (2003): 177–98, 191, doi.org/10.1353/nar.2003.0007.
78  Alice L. Eckardt and A. Roy Eckardt, Long Night’s Journey into Day: A Revised Retrospective on the Holocaust 
(Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1988), 439.
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examines visual representations of war to raise questions around the mass production 
and consumption of violent images and exploitation, and ask how—or whether—
encounters with these images can change us, or the circumstances that lead to such 
suffering.79 Sontag ultimately prompts us to ask the question: what is the purpose of 
showing such atrocities?80

More urgent concerns also exist around custodianship. As white curators and 
researchers on this project, and hence direct or indirect beneficiaries of slavery in 
Australia, expanding the scope to the lives of the enslaved raises serious questions 
about ownership and agency. As Stuart Hall asks: ‘Who should control the power 
to represent?’, ‘Who has the authority to represent the culture of others?’81 Who are 
the custodians of the stories of slavery in Australia, and who is authorised to present 
them? Is it appropriate for a white curator to present, frame and potentially edit the 
words and stories of an enslaved person, their descendants, or people of colour whose 
communities are still feeling the devastating impacts of slavery? In his analysis of the 
United Kingdom’s 1807 commemorations, Cubitt refers to interviews conducted by 
researcher Ross Wilson with museum staff and explains that many white curators 
struggled to engage ‘with a painful history in which others had not just a fierce 
emotional investment, but a claim of ownership’.82

In some museum spaces, communities are collaborating with curators. In the 
Rijksmuseum’s Slavery exhibition, all narratives about enslaved individuals are 
voiced by staff and community members whose ancestors worked on the same 
plantations as those whose stories they are sharing.83 This is typical of an increasingly 
popular approach in museums, in which objects and stories are interpreted through 
the first-person voices of black curators, artists or communities—rather than the 
third-person, often objectively and authoritatively framed white curatorial voice. 
The roles of white curators are shifting from creators and custodians of content 
to facilitators and mediators of others’ stories. In her 2015 work, Museums, 
Heritage, and Indigenous Voice: Decolonising Engagement, Bryony Onciul explores 
the growing practice of ‘community engagement’ in museums through four case 
studies of heritage projects involving First Nations Blackfoot communities in 
southern Alberta, Canada.84 Through a combination of academic theory and ‘real 

79  Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others (New York: Picador, 2003).
80  Particularly in the context of public exhibitions, there are also questions around the consumption of traumatic 
pasts. Analysing British slavery heritage, Marcus Wood has argued that representations of the enslaved may 
aestheticise and exploit the suffering of others. See Marcus Wood, Slavery Empathy and Pornography (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2002).
81  Stuart Hall, ‘Whose Heritage? Un-settling “The Heritage”, Re-imagining the Post-Nation’, The Politics of 
Heritage: The Legacies of ‘Race’, ed. Jo Littler and Roshi Naidoo (London: Routledge, 2005), 28.
82  Cubitt, ‘Museums and Slavery in Britain’, 166.
83  Rijksmuseum, ‘Slavery’.
84  Bryony Onciul, Museums, Heritage, and Indigenous Voice: Decolonizing Engagement (New York: Routledge, 
2015), 2.
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world’ experience, Onciul emphasises the need in community engagement to 
recognise community participants’ perspectives on engagement and to facilitate 
intercommunity collaboration.

Yet processes of community engagement are complicated and precarious. Onciul 
also points out that community inclusion has generally been presented as a solution 
to the colonial woes of museums, rather than being treated as an area for learning, 
development and building of new relationships. She warns and demonstrates 
through her case studies that community engagement involves significant risks and 
costs for communities and, if done poorly, can in fact be disempowering.85 In his 
summary of Ross Wilson’s interviews with 1807 commemoration museum staff in 
the United Kingdom, Cubitt explains that many curators had no experience working 
with members of black communities, and many consultations, ‘often improvised at 
short notice, frequently failed to meet the expectations of active empowerment and 
genuine dialogue that they aroused in those consulted’.86 Further, there are great 
risks around working with trauma and reopening wounds. How can curators safely 
collaborate with traumatised individuals and communities, particularly when their 
experiences are so disparate?

Storytelling and healing
Some researchers and communities are finding ways of recording and honouring 
personal narratives to work through traumatic pasts. In their analysis of storytelling 
projects in Northern Ireland, Benjamin Maiangwa and Sean Byrne explore the 
potential of sharing stories to ‘heal past hurts’. They argue that these projects provide 
safe spaces for the telling of and listening to painful memories and experiences of 
the Troubles, ultimately offering capacity for emotional justice, rehumanisation and 
reconciliation.87 Restorative truth-telling practices in Northern Ireland and South 
Africa have demonstrated the opportunity for participants to bear witness and for 
individuals to ground their personal narratives and experiences in broader collective 
understandings. In Australia, truth-telling is being practised and called upon more 
widely. Movements and projects including the Bringing Them Home Inquiry and 
the Uluru Statement from the Heart have laid bare the atrocities of the past and the 
ongoing wounds of colonisation.

However, personal stories and truths are shared in charged social and political 
spaces. Storytellers not only contend with painful pasts and intergenerational 
trauma but also ongoing embedded racisms and unequal power dynamics. The roles 

85  Onciul, Museums, Heritage, and Indigenous Voice, 2.
86  Cubitt, ‘Museums and Slavery in Britain’, 166.
87  B. Maiangwa and S. Byrne, ‘Peacebuilding and Reconciliation through Storytelling in Northern Ireland and the 
Border Counties of the Republic of Ireland’, Storytelling, Self, Society 11, no. 1 (2015): 85–100, doi.org/10.13110/
storselfsoci.11.1.0085.
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of researchers and curators in mediating and facilitating other people’s stories can 
be loaded, imposing, and not always welcome. There are also significant tensions 
with wider audiences. Reflecting on storytelling in Northern Ireland, Claire Hackett 
and Bill Rolston emphasise the complicating factor of ‘reception’, pointing out that 
in some cases storytellers do not find a receptive audience, and hence do not find 
a sense of healing or justice.88 The Australian Government’s general rejection of the 
Uluru Statement from the Heart demonstrates this disconnect and the deep cultural 
prejudices faced by First Nations people in Australia.89

Personal narratives of Australia’s history must negotiate the many, complex and 
conflicting experiences and subjectivities of those in the past as well as those in the 
present. As preparation for our exhibition on the legacies of slavery continues, we 
are facing questions around how to navigate and present the plural and traumatic 
stories and voices of our slavery pasts. Though the current project has grown out of 
research into the lives of slavers, we see a need to balance and counter these stories 
with the experiences of those people who were enslaved. This is complicated by 
the conflicting experiences, desires and fears of past and present descendants. With 
these tensions in mind, we are developing a set of working interpretive principles. 
First, the inclusion and prominence of First Nations people’s voices, as well as 
the voices of migrants and those from diverse social and economic backgrounds. 
As white researchers and curators, this raises difficult questions around power and 
custodianship of stories and histories, which need grappling with rather than being 
avoided. This leads to a second principle, of practising diverse forms of community 
collaboration and engagement. We anticipate that this will necessarily be a long-term 
process of trial and error. At the heart of this are the hopes to build relationships, 
and to be community-led by avoiding predetermined themes or narratives, and 
carefully thinking through when to speak, when to act as a conduit, and at what 
point to step aside. Third, we are looking to balance historical documents and 
artefacts with a strong focus on contemporary artworks. This is with the hopes of 
reimagining the lives of those written out of colonial archives, showcasing diverse 
artists, drawing direct parallels and connections between the past and present—in 
particular ongoing structures and logics of race and racism—and eliciting affective 
responses and critical engagement from audiences. While the sharing of personal 
narratives of slavery and its legacies in Australia may open routes through painful 
pasts, these must be handled and listened to carefully.

88  Claire Hackett and Bill Rolston, ‘The Burden of Memory: Victims, Storytelling, and Resistance in Northern 
Ireland’, Memory Studies 2, no. 3 (2009): 355–76, doi.org/10.1177/1750698008337560.
89  As many commentators have pointed out, this not only represented an opportunity for First Nations people 
to be heard but also for meaningful structural reform. See, for example, Shireen Morris, ‘Turnbull’s Rejection of an 
Indigenous Voice to Parliament Is Immoral and Foolish’, Guardian Australia, 30 October 2017; Gabrielle Appleby, 
‘The Uluru Statement Is Not a Vague Idea of “Being Heard” but Deliberate Structural Reform’, The Conversation, 
24 July 2020, theconversation.com/the-uluru-statement-is-not-a-vague-idea-of-being-heard-but-deliberate-structural-
reform-142820.
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Roundtable: Linking the legacies 
of British slave-ownership to 
Australian colonisation

ZOË LAIDLAW, CATHERINE HALL, KEITH MCCLELLAND,  
JEREMY MARTENS AND GEORGINA ARNOTT

This is a transcription of a roundtable discussion held on 15 April 2020 between 
members of the Western Australian Legacies of British Slavery project team.

Zoë Laidlaw
It gives me great pleasure to welcome you all to our final seminar on the theme 
of ‘Writing Slavery into Australian History’. This series has been presented by 
the Western Australian Legacies of British Slavery project in collaboration with the 
National Centre for Biography at The Australian National University. Today, we 
are extremely fortunate to be able to present a roundtable discussion and our intent 
is to reflect on the previous seminars we have had in this series, and think about 
what they suggest for the rest of our project. The plan for the session is that our 
two British partners, Catherine Hall and Keith McClelland, are going to offer some 
reflections on the series over the last six or seven weeks, and its intersection with 
their own work on the British legacies of slavery. We are then going to offer our 
panellists here in Australia the opportunity to respond to what Catherine and Keith 
have to say. And we are also very keen to take questions and comments from any of 
you who are watching live.

First, we are delighted that Catherine Hall is able to join us from London today. 
Catherine is Emerita Professor of Modern British Social and Cultural History at 
University College London, and she’s the Chair of the Centre for the Study of the 
Legacies of British Slavery. She is also a fellow of the British Academy. Catherine’s 
research centres on rethinking relations between Britain and Empire in the early 
and mid-nineteenth century and reflects on the ways that metropolitan ideas and 
practices have been shaped by the colonial experience. Catherine was Principal 
Investigator of the Economic and Social Research Council–funded project Legacies 
of British Slave-ownership, which ran between 2004 and 2012; then its successor 
project, also funded by the Economic and Social Research Council and the Arts and 
Humanities Research Council, The Structure and Significance of British Caribbean 
Slave-ownership 1763 to 1833. At the core of these two projects was a database 
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that contains the identity of all slave-owners in the British Caribbean at the time 
that slavery ended, amassing and analysing information about those slave-owners’ 
activities, affiliations and legacies, and a major inspiration to the work of the Western 
Australian Legacies of British Slavery team.

We are also joined from London by Keith McClelland who now works part time 
in the Centre for the Study of the Legacies of British Slavery and has a particular 
responsibility there for maintaining the centre’s database and its website. Keith was 
previously co-director of The Structure and Significance of the British Caribbean 
Slave Ownership project, and co-founder with Catherine and Nick Draper of the 
original Legacies of British Slave-ownership project. He was acting director of the 
centre from September 2019 through to May 2020. He is a social and political 
historian with a long-standing interest in forms of labour: enslaved, coerced and free.

We also have three of our Australian-based researchers on the Western Australian 
Legacies of British Slavery project with us this evening. I am a Professor of History 
at the University of Melbourne, and I have a particular research interest in how 
imperial connections constituted colonial conditions. Jeremy Martens, who works at 
the University of Western Australia, has research interests including the evolution of 
immigration restriction legislation in Australia, New Zealand and South Africa; as 
well as work on race, gender and the law in nineteenth and twentieth-century South 
Africa. Notably, Jeremy is the author of two books, Empire and Asian Migration: 
Sovereignty, Immigration Restriction and Protest in the British Settler Colonies, published 
2018; also, Government House in Western Australian Society was published in 2011. 
In 2020, he was awarded the annual Marian Quartley Prize for ‘The Mrs Freer Case 
Revisited: Marriage Morality in the State in Interwar Australia’. And finally, we are 
joined by Georgina Arnott, the project’s postdoctoral research associate in history, 
who is also based at the University of Melbourne. Georgina leads the project theme 
‘Revisionist Biographies: Forgetting and Remembering Slavery’ and is centring her 
research for the project on high-profile Western Australian families who arrived in the 
Swan River Colony with connections to various forms of unfree labour. Georgina is 
also a noted historian and biographer with a focus on twentieth-century Australia, her 
first book, The Unknown Judith Wright, was shortlisted for the National Biography 
Award in 2017, and she is currently editing a collection of Wright’s non-fiction work 
for La Trobe University Press, and Black Inc.’s Australian Thinkers Series.

Catherine Hall
Let me first say what a pleasure it has been to listen to the seminar presentations 
that have been given in this series. I have been so impressed by the team of people 
who are working on these issues, and the amount of work already done. I have not 
met all of you personally, but I have known everyone’s work, and it is a pleasure to 
develop this connection. Jane Lydon’s introductory overview, Emma Christopher on 



Roundtable

191

Queensland sugar, Jeremy Martens on pastoralism and the struggles over labour in 
Western Australia, Georgina Arnott on Stirling and his family, Malcolm Allbrook 
on the echoes of slavery in Western Australia, Zoë Laidlaw and Georgina on 
national biographies—all have given me food for thought and questions to pursue. 
My association with Australian historians began in 1991 with Marilyn Lake and 
Ann Curthoys, and over the years, I have been so pleased to maintain a connection 
with developments in Australian history writing, and now to see the impetus that 
the Legacies of British Slave-ownership (LBS) has given. I very much hope that the 
conversation today will be part of an ongoing one; I feel that there is much to 
discuss. I thought I would simply raise three issues, two of them conceptual, and all 
connecting to my own current work which has grown out of particularly the second 
phase of the LBS project. I am doing a study of the English slave-owner Edward 
Long, who lived in Jamaica for 12 years and wrote a seminal and authoritative set 
of three volumes on the history of Jamaica.

My first point is about the biographical method. The limits are obvious: the focus on 
individuals who leave records, the difficulties of recovering the lives of the subjected, 
the question of the relation to the big picture, and so on. But the biographical method 
combined with prosopographical work has great strengths. Big data can focus our 
minds on the structural issues, and take on the question of how representative, 
for example, those descendants of slave-owners are (in comparison with other 
investors and capitalists). While the biographical can take us into questions of lived 
experience, familial and sexual relations, psychic and emotional life, the genealogical 
work reveals the networks over time in such significant ways. And let me note Emma 
Christopher’s discovery of the great-nephews of Edward Long whose family lived off 
the slavery business for generations, seeking their fortunes in the Queensland sugar 
economy.

I suppose I have three questions. How significant is the big data—what we call 
the big data, which is the LBS database—for you? And will you be able to make 
some estimate of the significance of the connections of the people you’re working 
with, the descendants of slave-owners, and those with connections to slave-owners, 
with other sources of capital and human labour? So in other words, what is the 
significance, overall, of this group of people that you are working on? Is there any 
equivalent movement of capital and labour on this scale? Or are the other groups 
who come to the Australian colonies different? I can see that those who come to 
South Australia, for example, are in some ways, a rather different group, though, of 
course, Fife Angus was absolutely part of the slave-owning connection. So that is 
my first question, about the possible connections between the quantitative and the 
qualitative material.

To my second point, in recent years there has been a serious revival of interest in the 
term ‘racial capitalism’, which I have come to find very helpful in my own work. 
I have drawn on three intellectual and political traditions: from Marx, from the 
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Caribbean, and from feminist historians, to map a definition that aims to capture 
the particular conditions of the circuit of people and capital in the mid-eighteenth 
century that connected England, the West African coast and Jamaica. The Marxist 
tradition is vital to an understanding of the circuit of capital. The Caribbeanists 
have insisted on the capitalist nature of the plantation economy, not that it was 
pre-capitalist, which is what Marx thought, but that it was full-born capitalist. 
The feminists have alerted us to reproduction, the gendering of slavery and the 
particular forms of exploitation of black women. I focus in my own work on the 
hybrid system, which developed in the mid-eighteenth-century Atlantic, resting on 
mercantile capital, hereditary slavery and wage labour that harnessed the circuit 
of people, credit, commodities and social reproduction for capital accumulation. 
This was a particularly racialised regime specific to time and place. I echo Patrick 
Wolfe here, with his emphasis on the many regimes, and the many temporalities and 
spatial realities of racial regimes.

I wonder if you have been thinking about the different regimes across the different 
colonies. There is an obvious comparison between the pastoral and pearling 
economies of Western Australia and sugar in Queensland. Are these areas that you 
are interested in thinking about? And what about the particular capitalist formation? 
If that is what it is? Is that how you would define it? Is racial capitalism a helpful 
concept for you? I found the US historian Walter Johnson particularly helpful here, 
especially his two wonderful books: one on the Mississippi and now the one on 
St Louis. In his study of the Mississippi Valley, he insists on looking at the actual 
existing practices of the cotton economy, with its interlocking but distinct labour 
regimes, rather than at abstract forms of what we might call capitalism, and what we 
might call slavery. I found that very helpful. And I wonder if you think that is going 
to be useful in your own work.

My third question is about the way in which racial thinking works and the concept 
that I have found particularly helpful here, which is disavowal. What are the logics 
and mechanics of racial thinking in the racial regimes which you are exploring? How 
did pastoralists and the pearling masters, or the Queensland sugar planters, establish 
the practices that attempted to fix the binaries between black and white and master 
in the world in which they lived? The ability of these slavers to see and not see, 
I suggest, was fundamental. They depended on disavowal and the denial of realities. 
The concept of disavowal, first articulated by Freud and subsequently developed by 
a range of other psychoanalytic thinkers, is essential to understanding the erasure of 
race and empire in much British history writing. Freud asked, how do we remember, 
forget and reconfigure the past? And how is it that we can make a thing appear never to 
have happened? We can know, according to this account, something unconsciously, 
even as we are consciously innocent of the knowledge. Freud’s thinking was based 
upon the idea that the mind is always conflicted, and that we actively rid ourselves, 
sometimes unbeknownst to ourselves, of certain mental contents. By splitting in 
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our minds, we may misrecognise ourselves, avoid pain, bury our guilt, and disclaim 
our desires. Freud’s emphasis is on an unconscious process, the rejection of reality 
that is potentially traumatic. Forgetting is understood as actively produced, not 
just a matter of failed remembering. Rather, it is willed, unconsciously. Forgetting 
is deliberate. The knowledge or event is denied and refused and then repressed. So, 
disavowal is connected with a denial of external realities, a refusal to think about 
what is unthinkable, a wish to put aside what cannot be integrated in the mind.

But disavowal always exists alongside recognition. Whenever we are in a position 
to study them—wrote Freud—acts of disavowal turned out to be half measures, 
incomplete attempts at detachment from reality. The disavowal is always 
supplemented by an acknowledgement. Anne Stoler describes that what she calls the 
imperial dispositions constructed by colonists to legitimate their own behaviour—
they learn to ignore, turn away, refuse to witness. These were the well-tended 
conditions of disregard that enabled slave-owners, pastoralists, etc. to live with 
the contradictions of their practices. They could be loving family men, and buyers 
and sellers of human beings, valuing them only as hands and relying on violence 
and coercion to extract their labour. Disavowal can also be thought about in terms 
of collective memory, the evasions and displacements so characteristic of English 
culture; for example—the will to forget a difficult past. I am interested in how 
you think about the different racial regimes of the colonies and echo my previous 
question about Western Australia and Queensland. Does the racial logic work 
differently in relation to Aboriginal peoples, for example, and South Sea Islanders? 
In attempting to understand the logics of racial thinking, what concepts have you 
found helpful?

So those are my three questions. Firstly, about the relation between the overall 
numbers, as it were, of people involved in the development of capital and labour in 
the Australian colonies and the constituency that you are so particularly preoccupied 
with; the question about the use of racial capital as a concept; and the question about 
the logics of racial thinking and the evasions and distortions that are associated 
with it. Thank you.

Keith McClelland
Well, thank you very much. And like Catherine, it is great pleasure to be here to 
be with you, at least in this virtual sense. Let me say also a couple of things. One is 
what an impressive amount and quality of work is represented in the seminar series. 
Extraordinary, really; I am full of admiration. The second is to say that I am so sorry 
that Alan is not able to speak in this session and I wish him well.
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What I want to talk about is the question of biography within the LBS itself. So, 
I make less obvious reference to the Australian work, but I hope that this bears upon 
what you are all doing, and is partly a response in particular to the excellent joint 
paper from Zoë and Georgie about dictionaries of biography. I want to make some 
remarks about biography and the project, but let me start by saying something in 
extremely general terms about the nature of biography, and this echoes, in good part, 
what Catherine has just been talking about. Clearly, what a biography aspires to do 
is to establish the contours and narratives of a life. To fill out as much as possible 
what is known about a person from birth to death, the trajectory that they take, the 
familial and social context of that life, the dominating and animating projects which 
shape it, and to establish in some way the importance of that life, as an individual. 
This is not the place to talk in any more detail about the forms of biography; but 
many biographies and, of course, autobiographies are both teleological and, in some 
sense, tales of redemption are often. That is to say, the determination of the life is 
how it ends up and how somebody got there. It is almost impossible to imagine a 
biography which is written as if nobody knows how the life finishes. Albeit there 
are one or two attempts to do that, but on the whole, people do not do that. 
What is much more common is the biography as a tale of redemption, or a tale 
of a ‘journey’—to use a ghastly cliché much favoured by celebrity biographies and 
autobiographies including, for example, that of Tony Blair—a word which in my 
view should be banished from the English language. But that is another point.

But there are three distinguishing features, it seems to me, of a biography. One is 
to establish the singularity of the individual, what Sartre once called the singular 
universality of an individual. Second is to establish that the person was in some 
way visible to the wider society. And thirdly, that in some important ways, the 
subject has agency in the making of their own lives. That again, to borrow a phrase 
from Sartre, that it is possible for somebody to make of their lives something other 
than what history has made of them. At the same time the biography is to situate 
the person as singular, and to locate them in relation to that one larger history 
that Catherine was alluding to or referring to. The biographer will seek to place 
the subject as in some way carrying that larger history, at least in some particular 
moment. In Legacies of British Slavery, we have people who are carrying the history 
of slave-ownership, on small scale or large scale. There may be people like Stirling, 
whom Georgie’s excellent paper was about, and establishing in that regard things 
like family trees and so on.

But the subject may be the exemplar of a particular political tradition or political 
formation, or as a key figure. And of course, there are thousands of examples of 
that kind of thing, which range from not only the sorts of biographies that Zoë 
and Georgie were talking about, biographical interests in something like the Oxford 
Dictionary of National Biography (DNB) or the Australian Dictionary, but also in 
monumental tomes like—and I think of things that I have on my shelves—like 
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Monypenny and Buckle’s six volumes on the history of Disraeli or 1,000-page tomes 
on contemporary politicians and the like. So in saying that biography is, in some 
sense, about singular individuals, this, of course, is also what is central to the LBS 
project, but so too are the tensions between situating individuals as unique, and 
indeed placing them as exemplars of formations, which are larger than they are. 
And trying to see the distinctiveness of any particular individual within that project, 
but also in which the distinctiveness of individuals might, in effect, disappear and 
be largely irrelevant, as singular individuals; they only matter as exemplars of those 
larger formations.

Now the determination of the individual as central to the LBS project is in good 
part a consequence of the very sources that we used. That is to say that if you take 
the compensation records, then what they do is to push us to looking at individuals 
in one respect, because part of the explanation of this is because the only people 
who could apply for compensation were to do so as individuals. That is to say, they 
could not apply on behalf of companies, or institutions of some kind; they had to 
apply as individual persons. Of course they may well have been applying in effect 
on behalf of institutions, but they could only do so, as I say, as individuals. So the 
sources themselves push us towards a focus upon singular individuals. At the same 
time, the degree to which these people are visible is hugely variable. They are all 
visible in the sense that we have the names of them, but often—and I will come 
back to this in a moment—we know next to nothing or indeed nothing at all about 
them apart from the name and, inferring from the name, the sex of the person. 
So  to give you an entirely arbitrary example, Anne Eliza Richardson lodged two 
claims in Anguilla, was awarded a total of 59 pounds, 9 shillings and 7 pence, and 
was awarded the money on 23 November 1835. That is essentially what we know 
about her. We know nothing of where she lived, we know nothing of where she 
was born and died. We know nothing of her from the family, and so on. So she is 
minimally visible to us, and has significance as a consequence, and that lies not in 
her singularity as an individual, so much as exemplifying other things, in particular, 
two things. One is that she is a member of that group of about 45 per cent of 
claimants who were women: so her importance lies in that fact alone, or that is one 
of the key things about her. The other thing is that she was one of the numerous 
body of owners, many of them indeed women, who owned very small numbers of 
enslaved people, in her case three (two on one claim, one on the other). And what 
this means, at one level, is that while her visibility is in a sense pretty minimal, 
it rests upon the invisibility of the enslaved. They are represented, at least in the 
initial published account of the compensation records—the Parliamentary Paper 
of 1837–1838—simply as numbers on a page. In that record, you see a name, you 
see the date of the award, you see the claim number, where it was, and you see a 
number, and no more than that for the enslaved. And so her visibility, as they say, 
rests upon invisibility.
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Having said this, let me just say something about the extent to which we have 
biographies in LBS. There are currently about 62,000 individual entries in the 
database. If one restricts the count to those associated with the Caribbean, that is, 
excluding people associated with Mauritius, or the Cape of Good Hope where there 
were of course compensation claims made, then we’ve got about 47,000 people. And 
within that, we have biographical notes of greatly varying extent, on about 20,300 
people. That is, there are notes on about 43 per cent of the Caribbean-associated 
people. But within that, 66 per cent of the biographies are very short indeed. That 
is where the biographies or the biographical notes are around about 100 words or 
less. And the shortest of all the biographies consist of a single word, such as resident, 
and nothing else. Another third are between about 500 and 1,000 words, and by 
comparison, a typical Oxford DNB entry is about 800 words. So we have a third 
or so which are between 500 and 1,000 words, and only 1 per cent of the entries 
which are more than 1,000 words. Incidentally, the longest of all is for a man called 
Charles McGarel, which comes in at 2,700 words. In other words, something over 
half the individuals we have named we know next to nothing about and about 
something over 80 per cent of our entries, we know really very little indeed about 
them. But we do know, of course, and I’ve already said this several times, that they 
were associated with a compensation claim. And as we move back, particularly to 
analysing ownership since the mid-eighteenth century, we know that they were 
owners of enslaved people, or in some way within the orbit of slave-ownership.

I mentioned in relation to Anna Eliza Richardson that her visibility rested on the 
invisibility of the enslaved. And in a sense, of course, this is only partially true. We do 
have records of enslaved people in which we can see their names, most notably the 
slave registers, but also in some other documents; for example, in an inventory of 
the Harrow Plantation in St Philip, Barbados in 1811. I won’t go through the whole 
thing, it is several pages long, but we have details of 189 enslaved people. They 
range from William, a carpenter, who is worth 160 pounds; to Nat who was a field 
labourer also worth 160; to Philly Ann who was a field labourer and she was worth 
150 quid. Among the children, Harry was worth 75 pounds and worked in the third 
gang on the plantation. And then as a final example, Lucy Ann, who was an infant, 
was worth 5 pounds.

So there is a sense in which it is possible to dig deeper and find something like the 
visibility of enslaved people, and that is a tension which is permanent within and 
in my view unavoidable within LBS, that is to say the tension between two kinds 
of renderings. One is the visibility of people who are slave-owners, who have some 
kind of agency, some kind of visibility as singular individuals, although that, as 
I have suggested, is often very minimal. At the same time, we have the rendering of 
the enslaved, but the enslaved rendered within an intellectual, cultural and political 
context, which makes them objects of calculation. In the mania for calculation, in the 
early nineteenth century, that is how they are framed. They are framed, as Catherine 



Roundtable

197

suggests, as racialised subjects. And that tension is something which has to inform, 
and yet also something which we want to go beyond, in LBS by investigating the 
material in the slave registers. What we want to do is to try to go beyond framing 
them, the enslaved, as objects of calculation, and to restore some sense of not only 
visibility, but humanity to those people. And in a way, this echoes the kind of thing 
which, for example, Emma Christopher was talking about in her paper.

Zoë Laidlaw
That was fascinating. Thank you both for characteristically leaving us with more 
questions to answer. We were hoping you were going to provide all the answers 
I think this evening! That’s absolutely fantastic and so stimulating. I think that 
Georgie and Jeremy will both want to respond. But perhaps, given that you both 
spoke about a phrase that I would like to banish from the language, which is ‘big 
data’, perhaps I could start there.

Our project is not only crippled by the fact that none of us can ever meet one 
another or travel to most of the archives we are interested in—but in its early days. 
But already, I think, any kind of sense that we were just going to be able to follow 
very obvious money trails from the compensation claims that were divvied up in 
London to Western Australia, or indeed to any of the other Australian colonies: we 
realise that those are pretty few and far between. So we are increasingly moving back 
and forth between trying to juggle these individual life stories. I think Jeremy’s paper 
and Georgina’s paper about Stirling were really good examples of where we can 
follow some money and wrestle with the problem of how to trace a larger injection 
of capital into the Australian colonies. We know that there are groups of settlers who 
arrived at certain times: Catherine mentioned South Australia; there’s obviously also 
systematic colonisers who headed to Western Australia, groups of people who went 
from Britain to Australia taking resources with them. We are not I think yet in any 
kind of position to say how influential money from the slavery business was to 
Australia’s settler foundations, or the Australian settler colonies’ foundations, but 
I think the questions that you raise will help us to edge closer to knowing why we 
cannot answer that, even if we do not actually end up being able to answer that in 
any way that is satisfactory to us. Jeremy, would you like to speak a bit about that? 
Is that something that you’ve really been wrestling with?

Jeremy Martens
Thank you. I would also like to in answering respond to some of what Catherine 
was talking about in relation to racial capitalism. And I think one of the questions 
Catherine that you had is: have we been thinking about the different capitalist or 
racial capitalist regimes in Western Australia? I certainly have been, and come from 
a South African history background, which perhaps gives me a particular inflection, 



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

198

if you like, when looking at this. For me, what really struck me doing my research 
on pastoralists and the way in which violence was central to the creation of labour 
regimes in Western Australia, is how—and this touches on this idea of disavowal and 
denial—is just how quick settlers were in rejecting those people who raised questions 
about the treatment of Indigenous Australians. And I am thinking in particular, in 
this case of the research that I have done, of Giustiniani, a missionary, but then later 
on (and Jane has written about Gribble as well), he is hounded out of the colony for 
pointing out that there is slavery, forced labour and all sorts of atrocities. Catherine, 
you are completely right, this idea of disavowal and denial is absolutely essential to 
creating the labour regimes in Western Australia and it is a legacy that I think we 
continue with. You are talking in relation to the UK, but I think the amnesia around 
these types of questions is huge in Western Australia. To touch on what Keith was 
saying, if we think of the way in which Australians (or white South Africans for that 
matter) like to tell stories about themselves, they often do have a kind of redemption 
aspect to them; it’s another way in which you can kind of disavow the kinds of 
violence that are integral to telling these stories. I don’t know if I am really answering 
Zoë’s questions but I just really wanted to respond to what both of you had to say in 
relation both to racial capitalism, disavowal and denial, and also the way in which 
there are these tales of redemption that I think settlers are very keen to tell about 
themselves and their past.

Georgina Arnott
I’m particularly interested in Catherine’s identification of the process of disavowal as 
being central to slave-ownership, which I know she has written about, and which has 
been influential for me. I wonder, perhaps particularly in relation to Edward Long 
given that you are thinking about him now, how significant you view the stories 
that families told themselves about themselves within this process of disavowal and 
of repressing recognition? I guess the question is: how significant and sustaining to 
British slavery overall were these family stories which embedded the values of the 
slave-owning family? I am clearly thinking of Stirling in this case, but I would love 
to hear your thoughts about other slave-owners.

Catherine Hall
Well, thank you both, and Keith for more thoughts zipping around in my head. 
And, of course, Jeremy, as I am sure you know, racial capitalism as a concept was first 
articulated in South Africa in relation to apartheid regimes. So, I increasingly think 
that the money is not the most important thing at all. The crucial issue about all of 
this is how difference is figured. And that that difference could be about enslaved 
Africans, or it could be about Irish labourers, or it could be about Chinese migrants, 
or it could be about Jewish people. The construction of otherness, I think, is what 
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is crucial. And the expelling of people who are not the same as us from equivalent 
understandings of humanity. I think that is the most important story to tell, myself. 
I also think that if it didn’t match up to capital accumulation, it would be a very 
different story.

In the Australian context, it must be the case that the capital from slave-owners is 
not going to be 10 to 15 per cent among the rich, in the way it is in Britain, for 
example. That’s what Nick Draper’s been able to show right into the middle of 
the nineteenth century, 10 to 15 per cent, of the British rich, are associated with 
descendants of slave-owners. I am pretty sure that’s not going to be the case in 
Australia. It is a much smaller segment. But what those settlers bring with them is 
already established patterns of the understandings of difference, which enable your 
settlers in Western Australia, Jeremy, to think that Indigenous people are, simply, 
not like us. That is what it comes down to. They are not like us. And so they can be 
treated in quite different ways.

I would put the racialised ideas of difference, as they circulate around the Empire, 
as absolutely key for all of us to understand. And in that sense, I think one of the 
things I find most exciting about the Australian work is the demonstration of 
that happening, but also the way you are going to bring different groups into it. 
Because of course in the Caribbean, the number of indigenous people is absolutely 
tiny. Although the question of genocide in one or two of the islands is obviously 
incredibly important, for most of the areas of colonisation, of English colonisation, 
that is not key—the key is enslaved African labour.

So that is my first point. Secondly, I think we could talk about all these things 
for ages actually, an hour is awfully quick to deal with such big questions! But 
hopefully, as I said, it’s the beginning of a conversation or rather the continuation, 
not the ending. Completely fascinating what you say Georgie, because, of course, 
I think the family stories are absolutely vital. And one of the stories that Edward 
Long tells in the history of Jamaica, though, it’s not to the fore at all (and unless 
you knew you might not understand this), is how he is in a line of slave-owners and 
colonists. And in telling the story of the island, he is telling the story of his family 
as well, and then that story is continued in his memorial. For example, where he’s 
buried in England, what is celebrated is his history writing and his family; not at all, 
you know, what he did in Jamaica, that is totally erased and repressed. I think you 
are onto something really interesting there, about the ways in which these family 
stories get reproduced as memorials, etc. and become a standard part of nineteenth-
century understandings of history. I think that is another way in which these ideas 
get embedded and emasculated (I cannot think of the right word) but, you know, 
the serious questions of violence and coercion disappear from that story. So it is very 
productive to think about these things.
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Keith McClelland
Can I just add to that very briefly, on the question of money, I agree entirely with 
Catherine. What happened with the money is not the most important thing. In 
most cases, we do not know what happened to the money. Unless you have got 
detailed financial records for particular families, you can often simply not establish 
that ‘so and so’ put money into ‘this or that’ or whatever. I think questions about 
race are the most important legacies. But what I wanted to comment on was the 
question of connectedness. It does seem to me extremely important to be able to 
establish, as for example as Georgie has done with Stirling, or Emma has done with 
the Davidson family, those kinds of connections between various specific individuals 
and families who are appearing in Caribbean slave-ownership, and those people 
who are setting up in Australia, developing businesses and all the rest of it. But I will 
also say that the connectedness is something which we need to look at in relation to 
not only Australia, but also to India, for example. The connections between the East 
India Company, Caribbean slavery and global capitalism seem to me extraordinarily 
important and under-researched, although we have got some important material in 
the database about it. So too, one could talk about this in relation to Canada, and so 
on. That connectedness in turn seems to me is necessary to situate it within the kind 
of framework that, for example, Alan Lester has done in Ruling the World where he 
and his co-authors are looking at the new strategies concerning labour, be it the end 
of slavery, the beginnings of indentured labour, or other forms of coerced labour; 
not only within settler colonies like Australia, but to tie that into the new strategies 
which are being developed within Britain itself around labour, which are not only to 
do with some of the repercussions of the ending of slavery (things like Factory Acts, 
poor law reform, strategies of labour in relation to Ireland, and so on). So, actually 
situating Davidson, situating Stirling, situating any one of these people within that 
global context of a reconfiguration of imperial labour seems to me a really important 
thing to be doing.

Zoë Laidlaw
Thanks, Keith, thank you all. I think one of the things that we are finding—it would 
be interesting to know the degree to which you have grappled with this—is we 
are finding connections that are sitting outside the compensation records. Georgie 
talked about Stirling and naval connections, those who are profiting from slavery 
by a career defending the slave colonies, for example, or prizes from the Admiralty. 
We are finding merchant houses that reorient their businesses from the Atlantic 
towards, you know, what they hope are new opportunities in Australasia. I guess we 
think these connections are important, and we think there is probably a lot more 
of them that we will uncover. It feels a little bit like there is a risk that we end up 
telling the history of everything. While I am never shy of a challenge, I wonder how 
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you are keeping a focus within the LBS on this question of the initial centrality of 
those compensation records, and then the way in which your project has grown 
chronologically, but also to different sorts of engagement with Empire and all the 
different things that you are speaking about today?

Catherine Hall
For a long time, actually, I have thought that this work that Keith just mapped out 
about the connections across the Empire, you know it can only be an absolutely 
major collaborative project over many years. Already quite a lot of it has happened 
in the last 10 years, but there is so much more to be done. I think that all any of us 
can do is do one piece of it, do one small piece of it. But each of the small pieces 
will add up to this bigger rethinking of the history of Empire, which will be a 
history of connection, a history of difference, a history of capital; it will be all these 
things. But, you know, there is no way you can work on all the things at the same 
time, as you are saying Zoë. So what is exciting from where I am is to look at what 
all you are doing as the pieces of the puzzle, that you are gradually adding to the 
beginnings of this bigger story that we have. I mean, people have been doing this 
work for a long time. If I think of Ann Curthoys and Jessie Mitchell’s book, you 
know, I mean an absolutely major intervention in understanding the development, 
not just to Australia, but understanding the development of the relation between 
metropole and colony. I’ve just read Jane Lydon’s excellent new book Anti-slavery 
and Australia: No Slavery in a Free Land, which makes some of the connections that 
Keith’s been talking about. It is a very productive field of work that we are all in, 
in our different ways, and I think that makes the connections between us, and the 
ongoing conversations tremendously important.

Keith McClelland
I think, of course, it is not possible to do all the history. I mean, in one sense, 
telling the history of a particular location, for example, we have a woman who 
lived in a house in Highshore and McDuff in north-east Scotland—being able to 
identify that is very important, but it is also identifying that and that person as part 
of a hugely larger story. It is not that we can do or would want to do the empirical 
work, because that is impossible. What we need to do, it seems to me, is to be able to 
constantly come back to the conceptual frameworks within which we are thinking 
about these particular instances, whether it is a merchant house or particular person. 
Developing that conceptual framework is a way of getting into dealing with very 
particular instances while never forgetting that larger picture.
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Zoë Laidlaw
I was just about to read out Alan’s comment: we are very glad that he can be with us 
in part and sorry that he was unable to participate as we originally envisaged. Alan 
Lester says:

On racial capitalism, I think the resolution, as much as there was such, of the 1980s 
debate between Marxist and liberal historians of South Africa is instructive here. The 
Marxists were right in that until the late 20th century, apartheid served the interests of 
capitalist regimes based largely on industrialists’ demands for keeping African labour. 
But by the 1980s mechanisation, the need for fewer and more skilled labourers, and 
the requirements of a larger consumer market made much of apartheid’s racially 
capitalist structure redundant.

He notes that: ‘Afrikaners catching up with English speakers’ prosperity also 
had much to do with this change. What this shows, I think, is how dialectic the 
relationship between racial economic structures, not the same thing as racism, and 
capitalism is.’ Thank you very much, Alan, that’s typically incisive.

Georgina Arnott
Rowena Hall asks a stimulating question. She’s an artist wanting to represent 
invisible colonial histories and asks how other historians have approached what she 
calls sharing histories of the enslaved, and have we had ethical concerns about that?

Zoë Laidlaw
I will ask one of our British speakers to speak to that, because I know that Keith 
you spoke generally to that problem just before—but perhaps Catherine or Keith?

Catherine Hall
I would say that there’s been such an important set of issues for artists about how 
to represent difference, how to represent blackness, how to represent invisibility. 
There is a great body of artistic work on that in Britain now, which I could not hope 
to speak about, but I would say it has been an issue that has been on the surface, 
certainly since the 1980s—how to represent difference.

Thank you very much.
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Zoë Laidlaw
I want to note that we have also had a comment from Emma Christopher, who of 
course also contributed to this series, saying that she agrees very much in terms of 
Queensland. The influence and legacies of slavery are about much more than money 
and that she finds resonances in the way that the planters in Queensland disavowed 
their past and their families’ pasts. I think that is something that we are finding at 
every turn, actually, as we go through this project.

I would like to conclude by thanking especially Keith and Catherine for their 
presentations, Alan for joining us also from London, and Jeremy and Georgie for 
their contributions this evening, but also, all of our speakers through the series.
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Karen Fox review of Mary Hoban, 
An Unconventional Wife: The Life of Julia 
Sorell Arnold

(Brunswick, Vic.: Scribe Publications, 2021), 328 pp., PB $29.99, 
ISBN 9781922310767 (first published 2019, ISBN 9781925713442)

Women’s biography is a lively genre in Australia today. Among others published in 
the last decade, there have appeared biographical works about significant women 
in colonial history (Elizabeth Macarthur, Caroline Chisholm, Jane Franklin), 
visual artists (Olive Cotton, Nora Heysen), criminal women (Kate Leigh, 
Dulcie Markham), literary figures (Aileen Palmer, Judith Wright), and feminists 
(Vida Goldstein, Germaine Greer, Eilean Giblin).1

We can now add to this number Mary Hoban’s An Unconventional Wife: The Life 
of Julia Sorell Arnold. This biography of a woman born in early colonial Australia 
is a prize-winning one, having received the University of Queensland Non-Fiction 
Book Award at the Queensland Literary Awards in 2019. Hoban, a writer and 
historian who has previously written on the history of the Queen Victoria Market 
in Melbourne, was assisted in writing Arnold’s biography by the award in 2012 of 
the Hazel Rowley Literary Fellowship.

Hoban begins her book with a brief introduction, reflecting both on the themes 
of the biography, and on the project of writing women’s biography more generally. 
In  regard to the latter, she ponders the particular challenge of undertaking 
biographies of ‘ordinary’ or non-famous women such as Julia Arnold, recalling 
her uncertainty as to how—‘in a world where biography has traditionally focused 
on quest, on achievement, on destination’—she could ‘ever uncover the life of an 
ordinary woman whose oblique and private life was determined by whose daughter 
she was and whose wife or mother or even grandmother she became’ (p. xii). ‘Such 
lives may be the stuff of novels,’ she muses, ‘but they have rarely been deemed 

1  Alison Alexander, The Ambitions of Jane Franklin: Victorian Lady Adventurer (Crows Nest, NSW: Allen & 
Unwin, 2013); Georgina Arnott, The Unknown Judith Wright (Crawley, WA: UWA Publishing, 2016); Patricia 
Clarke, Eilean Giblin: A Feminist Between the Wars (Clayton, Vic.: Monash University Publishing, 2013); Helen 
Ennis, Olive Cotton: A Life in Photography (Sydney: Fourth Estate, 2019); Sarah Goldman, Caroline Chisholm: An 
Irresistible Force (Sydney: HarperCollins, 2017); Jacqueline Kent, Vida: A Woman for Our Time (North Sydney: 
Penguin Random House, 2020); Elizabeth Kleinhenz, Germaine: The Life of Germaine Greer (North Sydney: 
Penguin Random House, 2018); Sylvia Martin, Ink in Her Veins: The Troubled Life of Aileen Palmer (Crawley, WA: 
UWA Publishing, 2016); Leigh Straw, Angel of Death (Sydney: ABC Books/HarperCollins, 2019); Leigh Straw, 
The Worst Woman in Sydney: The Life and Crimes of Kate Leigh (Sydney: NewSouth, 2016); Michelle Scott Tucker, 
Elizabeth Macarthur: A Life at the Edge of the World (Melbourne: Text, 2018); Anne-Louise Willoughby, Nora 
Heysen: A Portrait (Fremantle, WA: Fremantle Press, 2019).
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worthy of biography’ (p. xii). Yet as the list of biographies with which I began this 
review suggests, there is in the second decade of the twenty-first century an appetite 
for the stories of women from many walks of life, and perhaps today one may set 
out to write the biography of such a woman with reasonable confidence of finding 
both publishing success and a market of interested readers.

Moreover, as Hoban herself recognises, Arnold was in many ways not an ‘ordinary’ 
woman. Rather, she was a member of the colonial elite, the granddaughter of 
a lieutenant-governor of Van Diemen’s Land on one side and a wealthy settler on the 
other, and she married ‘into one of the most eminent intellectual families of Victorian 
England’ (p. xiii). She was, then, among the elite and middle-class women whose 
letters might conceivably be saved, as many of them were—a fortunate circumstance 
that helped enable Hoban’s project ‘to extract [Arnold] from the covers of married 
life’ and tell her story (p. xiii). In this aspect, I am reminded of Judith Flanders’s 
A Circle of Sisters, which focuses on the lives of four sisters who became the wives or 
mothers of prominent men.2

Hoban tells Arnold’s story through a conventional chronological narrative across 
20 chapters, from her birth in Van Diemen’s Land in 1826 to her death in England 
in 1888. It is a life full of twists and turns, beginning with the abandonment of Julia 
and her siblings by their mother when she ran away with an army officer, leaving 
her children with their grandfather and his mistress in Europe. On her return to live 
with her father in Van Diemen’s Land three years later, the young Julia Sorell became 
something of a belle of colonial society. Pretty and vivacious, she married Thomas 
(Tom) Arnold, a son of Rev. Thomas Arnold of Rugby School fame, in 1850. Theirs 
was a love match, and Sorell’s—now Arnold’s—life might have settled into the 
routine of domesticity common to so many women of the time, bearing children, 
managing the household, and supporting her husband, who held the respectable 
position of inspector of schools.

Instead, she was thrown into confusion and distress when her husband initially 
expressed his scepticism towards religion by refusing consent to baptise their first 
child, and then—after a brief return to the Anglicanism of his childhood—decided 
to convert to Catholicism. It was a weighty decision in an era of sectarianism when 
Catholics could expect to face discrimination from the predominantly Protestant 
colonial society. It was also a weighty decision to a woman who despised Catholicism 
and a mother who worried about the eternal souls and earthly futures of her children, 
whom her husband now wished to raise in the Catholic faith. These decisions early 
in their marriage set the stage for a lifelong battle between the two spouses, who 
nevertheless for much for their lives retained something of the passion of their early 
love for one another.

2  Judith Flanders, A Circle of Sisters: Alice Kipling, Georgiana Burne-Jones, Agnes Poynter and Louisa Baldwin 
(New York: W. W. Norton, 2005).
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Throughout the rest of Julia’s story—which included a move to England with her 
husband and family, his reconversion to Anglicanism and the prospect of a more 
secure future, followed by his return to Catholicism and the resultant loss of an 
academic career at Oxford, and his acceptance of a position at University College 
in Dublin—the path of her life was shaped by the religious choices of her husband. 
Heartfelt and agonising to him, these shifting allegiances must have seemed 
capricious and destructive to her. It was not a fate she accepted passively; not only did 
she respond to his early conversion by throwing a stone through the window of the 
church in Van Diemen’s Land where he was received as a Catholic (the incident that 
prompted Hoban’s fascination with her story), but she refused to move with him to 
Ireland, instead remaining in Oxford with her children and the boarding enterprise 
she had begun to supplement the family’s income as her husband’s career faltered.

As a story of a marriage, this is a tragic tale of love destroyed by sectarianism. It is 
difficult, perhaps, for a modern reader to grasp the depth of the divide between 
Catholics and Protestants in this era, but it is not hard to relate to the broader 
theme of the damage to personal relations that can be rendered by religious and 
political divisions. Indeed, there is a much-needed fable here, drawing in stark lines 
the evils of such bitterly felt divisions in society, which can poison not only the 
beauty of a  romance but people’s very souls, leading individuals down a path of 
anger, bitterness and hatred towards even those they once loved.

Another important strand in this tale is the changing status of women, and the 
changing ideas about women’s place in society, in the nineteenth century. Whether 
or not Julia was explicitly drawn to such viewpoints, it is evident in the careers 
and decisions of her daughters—among whom were the novelist and advocate 
of women’s education Mary Augusta (Polly) Ward and the educator Julia (Judy) 
Huxley—that the women of the family at least were starting to see new possibilities 
beyond the submissive ideal of a wife’s role accepted by Tom Arnold. Hoban makes 
this diverging understanding of gender roles between Julia and Tom a key theme. 
As she notes in the introduction, ‘as the arc of Julia’s life unfolded, her “ordinary 
life” revealed a powerful tale of sexual politics where two deeply committed lovers 
differed fundamentally in their understanding of the marriage contract’ (p.  xv). 
In this sense Julia’s story is not so extraordinary, for she was certainly neither the first 
nor the last strong, spirited woman who refused to let marriage define herself, or to 
accept without question the decrees of a husband affecting the whole family.

Hoban’s narrative of Julia is a corrective one since, as she tells us, Julia has in the 
past been framed in a negative light, as a difficult wife who became a burden to 
her loving husband, himself a courteous, scholarly and ‘principled’ man who had 
foolishly married a ‘beautiful’ but ‘wilful’ girl (p. 232). Such a perspective reveals the 
way historical reputations are made, by those who write the obituaries, memoirs and 
biographies, as well as the way they can be unmade by later generations of historians 
and writers who uncover another side to the story, or approach the erstwhile hero 
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from other perspectives. In this impulse, deliberate or otherwise on the author’s 
part, this is a very current story in an era in which statues tumble and buildings 
are renamed.

This is also an of-the-moment tale in that it speaks to a current desire for accounts 
of feisty, independent, female assertiveness. Indeed, Hoban explicitly links Julia’s 
story to our own at the end of the book, Julia’s fight for herself to ours. ‘[H]ow many 
other unnamed women,’ Hoban asks, ‘sit alongside her,’ their ‘acts of resistance 
hav[ing] paved the way for those who follow?’ She concludes that ‘[i]f their voices 
remain opaque, their presence elusive, it is an essential part of their struggle. 
And ours’ (p. 233).

Overall, this biography is a fantastic read. Not only does the author have rich and 
dramatic material—by page 10 the reader has already experienced a feud between 
the subject’s grandfathers and her mother has absconded with a lover—but Hoban 
has a gift for storytelling. The book is well written and moves at a good pace, and 
it brings to life an extraordinary, determined woman who struggled to resist having 
her life and the lives of her children dictated by the religious whims of a husband. 
Indeed, it is easy to forget that one is reading a historical biography, for the book is 
as fast-paced and moving as a good novel. This is one of its greatest strengths, but it 
is also the source of the book’s only serious weakness.

An Unconventional Wife enters imaginatively into Julia’s mind and emotions, often 
telling the reader how Julia felt or thought about things. This is a powerful way 
of telling her story, which helps the reader engage with the narrative. Yet it is not 
always clear to a reader the extent to which these expressions of Julia’s thoughts 
and feelings are based in documentary evidence, and how much is owed to the 
imagination of the writer. This is partly a result of the limitations of the scholarly 
apparatus, for while there are endnotes, these do not provide the level of detail 
I would have wished. Moreover, in some cases, evidence is not clearly supplied even 
in those notes, meaning that the reader cannot satisfy their curiosity as to how the 
author knows a particular detail.

To give an example, take the book’s novel-like start, where we are told that as the 
Calcutta arrived in Van Diemen’s Land, bringing Julia back from her first sojourn 
in Europe as a girl, she ‘gleefully sought the deck’, recalling the scent of her father’s 
jacket when she had last seen him, and being reminded by the sight of ‘blackened 
bodies’ hanging from a gibbet of ‘the hanging Christs’ in the hallways of her disliked 
school in Brussels (pp. 1, 2). She is presented as ‘uneasy’, wondering if she will be 
accepted in colonial society, and desiring ‘to loosen the hardness that had formed 
in her during these last few years’ (p. 2). In this and other passages the book almost 
blends factual historical biography with fictional imaginative storytelling—an often 
valuable technique, but deserving of some explanation as to method and evidentiary 
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base, even if only in an afterword or separate note, making explicit to the reader the 
choices made and the extent to which such imaginative reconstruction is embedded 
in historical sources.

Finally, a formatting gripe. Quotations are rendered in italics rather than quote 
marks,  an irritating and potentially confusing device at the best of times and 
a particularly odd decision for a historical biography. Given that italics are more 
commonly used to indicate emphasis, the use of them for quotations produces 
a  jarring effect whereby any quotation tends to be read instead as something 
being emphasised.

At the time of the award of the Hazel Rowley fellowship, Hoban expressed the 
hope that her book would be both ‘an addition to the history of Australian colonial 
women and a tender and lyrical rendition of a life that is savoured by all who read 
it’.3 An ambitious goal: has she succeeded with An Unconventional Wife? In my 
view, the answer is—with some reservations about the treatment of evidence—yes. 
Her biography of Julia Sorell Arnold is unquestionably a valuable contribution to 
our existing knowledge of the lives and experiences of women in colonial Australia. 
It is also both tender and lyrical, and one that I definitely savoured.

3  Writers Victoria, ‘Mary Hoban Wins Hazel Rowley Fellowship’, Writers Victoria, 15 March 2012, accessed 26 
February 2021, writersvictoria.org.au/node/362.

http://writersvictoria.org.au/node/362
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A Room Made of Leaves and of Michelle Scott 
Tucker, Elizabeth Macarthur: A Life at the Edge 
of the World

(Melbourne: Text Publishing, 2020), 336 pp., HB $39.99, 
ISBN 9781922330024; (Melbourne: Text Publishing, 2019), 400 pp., 
PB $24.99, ISBN 9781925773736

Every generation claims the right to reinterpret the past from the present standpoint, 
which is why we see continual upgrades or modern iterations of an historical figure. 
Styles change, as do emphases, even when source materials do not. Why though, 
do some historical figures continue to ignite the curiosity of biographers? Certainly, 
an exceptional life story helps but sometimes it comes down to the richness of the 
archive. In Elizabeth Macarthur’s case, she possesses both.

It has been 30 years since a biography has been written about Elizabeth Macarthur, 
one of the first European free women to arrive in Australia. Then, in the last three 
years there have been two books written about her: one is a biography and the other 
an imagined memoir, a work of fiction certainly, but the historical details are so 
close to accurate that it is worth considering one alongside the other. While one is 
faithful to the archive, the other reads between the lines and interprets what is not 
said. The result is that both fact and fiction, it would appear, can contribute to our 
understanding of her life and the times in which Elizabeth Macarthur lived.

As an avid journaler and faithful correspondent, Elizabeth Macarthur’s personal 
archive is one of the richest to have survived from colonial Australia and certainly 
one of the most detailed of any woman. It is therefore no surprise that interest in 
Elizabeth and the Macarthur family has endured.

Elizabeth was 24 years old when she travelled with the Second Fleet in 1790, along 
with her husband, Lieutenant John Macarthur of the New South Wales Corp, and 
their infant son, Edward. Conditions on the Second Fleet were bad. So bad, that its 
mortality rate—among the convicts—was the highest of any in Australia’s 80-year 
transportation history. It has since been described as the ‘Death Fleet’; indeed 
Governor Phillip at the time nick-named the Neptune, which incurred the worst 
of the losses and was the ship Elizabeth and her family first embarked upon, as the 
Wilful Murder.
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Elizabeth was not the only free woman on the Neptune and her son was not the only 
child. However, with the perhaps the exception of the captain’s ‘wife’, Elizabeth’s 
lodgings and conditions far exceeded those of all others, and certainly the conditions 
of the 78 convict women on board. Despite this, Elizabeth and her husband found 
complaint at almost every turn. While still moored off England, John Macarthur 
was so outraged and offended by the ship’s captain that he challenged him to a duel 
(a practice that was by now outlawed in England), and, while no one was hurt in 
the duel, it resulted in the captain being replaced by another, the infamous Captain 
Traill, who Elizabeth described in her journal as having ‘a much blacker dye than 
was ever in [the former Captain’s] nature to exhibit’ (p. 38, Tucker).

This rashness and propensity of John Macarthur to take offence and challenge to 
a duel would replay over and again in the colony, even to the extent of challenging 
his own superior officer. He would later brag that there wasn’t a foe, irrespective of 
higher rank, that he could not outsmart and orchestrate his downfall. While this 
boast was largely true, Macarthur did not go unscathed; his machinations would 
cause him to spend 12 years, over two separate stints, back in England, answering 
various charges. In addition to Macarthur’s haughty and rash behaviour, he was highly 
ambitious for material wealth and used every opportunity to acquire land, convict 
labour, stock and influential government posts for personal gain. The Macarthurs 
would go on to become one of the largest landowners in the colony and the first 
to establish a commercial wool export market. Elizabeth’s role in this colonising 
and dynasty-building process is the subject of the two books under review, and it 
certainly was not a passive one.

Kate Grenville’s A Room Made of Leaves reads like an interior monologue. It is 
Elizabeth’s voice looking back over her long life and committing her thoughts to 
paper in the form of an imagined memoir. Grenville’s masterful wordcraft has us 
believing that this discovered memoir is indeed real and not a piece of fiction. What 
helps greatly in this endeavour is how true to fact Grenville is, so that her grasp of 
the historical details leaves the reader wondering whether there is any fiction in 
it at all.

We know very little about Elizabeth’s early life as the daughter of a farmer in Devon, 
but we do know that Elizabeth was already three months pregnant at the time of her 
wedding to John Macarthur. Neither John nor Elizabeth came from wealthy families, 
and John as the younger son was not provided for, inheritance laws favouring the 
eldest child. Elizabeth’s mother had remarried and while they lived a ‘respectable’ 
life, theirs was a modest one. Both Elizabeth and John could be considered part 
of the middling classes, and of the lower order at that.

What Grenville does wonderfully is fill the space with common sense: the lapse 
in judgement; the fears, the pressure, the repercussions of a child out of wedlock. 
The unusual decision, for instance, to accompany her husband to London, despite 
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being heavily pregnant, and resulting in the birth while on the journey, alludes to 
the intention of the journey being to avoid village gossip about the unexpectedly 
early birth. Grenville uses the advantages bestowed upon the fiction writer to 
bring life and emotion to a situation that, of course, must have been felt, over the 
non-fiction writer, who must be careful not to extrapolate too far on what is not 
explicitly known.

Tucker’s approach to Elizabeth’s early life in England is somewhat stilted by 
comparison. Part of this might be due to Tucker’s own writing journey as she 
develops her style and finds her voice as the book progresses. Part of it though is no 
doubt due to the scant information that Tucker has to work with. There is not a huge 
library to draw from about life for the middling sorts in the late eighteenth century, 
and nor do Elizabeth’s journals survive from this time. Where Grenville draws from 
common human emotions, Tucker instead builds scene and description through 
painstaking research to help bring events to life. For instance, she describes in great 
detail the sloop that carried Elizabeth from the banks of the Thames to the Neptune. 
By doing the wider research, Tucker fills out the space in an acceptable way, even 
if we do not yet feel empathy for Elizabeth whose character is yet to be developed.

Once Elizabeth is on the ship and bound for New South Wales, the two books 
diverge in a distinct way. Tucker’s non-fiction account remains true to the archive 
and lays out events in an objective way. The duel with the captain is documented by 
a number of first witness accounts, including Elizabeth’s thoughts about it detailed 
in her journal. The larger archive of this period results in an improved richness in 
Tucker’s narrative. Grenville, however, begins to lean further into fiction and seems 
to develop Elizabeth’s character in a way that the archive does not support.

On board, the Macarthurs complain about the stench and near proximity of the 
convict women, which points to a couple who consider themselves above others. 
While class-consciousness was an accepted and acceptable prerogative it is quite 
clear that the Macarthurs’ antics were too much even for people considered their 
equals. Tucker allows the archive to speak for itself, but Grenville is at pains to 
ameliorate Elizabeth’s snobbish tendencies by using interior monologue to lay the 
blame squarely with her husband.

Once the couple arrive in Australia Tucker’s account is again impeded by the paucity 
of the archive. Very little archival material survives the time between 1790 and 1795. 
The colony of course was busy fending off starvation, building accommodation and 
a system under which the colonisers would live. Official documents that survive from 
that time are largely concerned with interactions with the Indigenous nations, law 
and order, and the distribution of resources. All letters out of the colony by convicts 
were censored, so we do not hear much about personal stories of human interest. 
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Elizabeth’s letters and journal, too, are written in a non-private way, knowing these 
would be read out loud in a parlour back in England or, in the case of her journals, 
at some future date by her family.

This is where Grenville again shines bright in her careful reading, and interpretation, 
between the lines of the archives. Grenville masterfully fills the space with what we 
know must be true; the loneliness, wistfully looking back to England, missing friends 
and family, dew on the grass, sheep gorging on fine pastures. In Grenville’s fictional 
version, a ‘friendship’ develops between Elizabeth and Lieutenant Dawes who 
teaches her about botany and astronomy. Grenville presents Elizabeth and Dawes’s 
friendship as a respite from the truly awful person she finds herself married to—
John Macarthur. She positions Elizabeth as a woman who must constantly ‘manage’ 
her husband, who tempers him and entreats him to reason and not rashness. In it, 
Grenville paints the picture of Elizabeth as if she can do no wrong. And yet, the 
archives show us something different.

Tucker’s non-fiction begins to take on pace and character the further one moves 
through the book. She does not gloss over Elizabeth’s self-interested and self-centred 
tendencies. She presents Elizabeth as she truly was, which was in lock step with her 
husband. No doubt she worked behind the scenes to influence him to reason, but 
there is evidence to suggest she was not above stirring the proverbial pot, a private 
letter to Elizabeth from one of the other ladies in the colony that somehow found its 
way into her husband’s hands causing yet another round of social sparring between 
both the men and the women in their small but influential colonial social circle.

The curious thing that biography or first-person fiction manages to conjure is that 
the reader identifies with the subject on such a level that they cherish them, or at the 
very least, accept them, much like an odd family member: they are who they are, 
and you would not want them to be any different. Warts and all, it is the very thing 
that makes them unique and therefore special.

Tucker’s Elizabeth Macarthur holds true to this, so that, despite Elizabeth’s 
shortcomings, we develop an empathy for her and an appreciation for all that she 
achieved and all that she endured. She held no special Indigenous sensitivities as 
Grenville is at pains to portray. Instead, according to Tucker:

Now that there were substantial sums of money to be gained or lost, now that 
white people known to her personally had been killed, Elizabeth could only see the 
original inhabitants as a threat. She shared the colonists’ general lack of insight about 
Aboriginal culture, affording it no credence or legitimacy. (p. 235)

Grenville’s ‘memoir’ finishes sometime at the end of decade, around 1800 or so. 
Tucker takes us through the journey to the end, when Elizabeth dies in 1850, 
at  84  years of age. We see her evolution from young, socially conscious English 
woman with a superior attitude through to the years of motherhood, of loss, of 
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leadership during her husband’s long absences, of social scorn, of her own commercial 
success, the mistreatment of her daughter through domestic abuse, the pleasure of 
grandchildren, and the decline of her husband’s mental health. When she emerges, 
she is no longer the entitled English lady preoccupied with appearances, but a down-
to-earth Australian woman.

Both of these books provide something the other could not. When the archive was 
lacking, the ability to draw on common human emotions helped to carry the story. 
These books play to the strength of their respective genres so that it is not a case of 
fact versus fiction, but a wonderful example of how different but complementary 
approaches can aid our overall understanding.
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Liam Byrne’s biography of James Scullin and John Curtin was launched online in July 
2020 by the ACTU1 Secretary Sally McManus and former Labor treasurer Wayne 
Swan. It was an exciting time to launch a book about the labour movement and its 
fledgling parliamentary wing. Walter Scheidel’s The Great Leveller listed pandemics 
among the catastrophes that had upended the status quo of gross inequality over 
the course of history. Could COVID-19 be such a catastrophe? McManus, together 
with former ACTU secretary Greg Combet and other labour leaders, had worked 
cooperatively with the Coalition Government and business in responding to the 
pandemic. Optimistic progressives were wondering if the unfolding crisis might 
provide an opportunity for fundamental reform, such as John Curtin and Ben 
Chifley had seized for the period after the Second World War. Stuart Macintyre’s 
account of the postwar reconstruction, Australia’s Boldest Experiment, was on the 
reading list of Labor parliamentarians.

If a window of hope and possibility was opened fleetingly in the autumn of 2020, 
it seems to have now closed. In early 2021 the Australian economy is growing at 
more than 3 per cent, the property market has recorded its biggest increase in two 
decades and the pre-COVID economic order is in the process of restoring itself. 
The precarious employment market and gross inequalities of wealth and power, 
which were thrown into relief by the virus, are left unchecked. As the author of 
this excellent new biography of James Scullin and John Curtin, Liam Byrne, tells 
the reader, there are echoes in the present of the injustices that drove the labour 
movement at the turn of the twentieth century.

Though their lives and careers shared much in common, circumstance has accorded 
James Scullin and John Curtin very different positions in the popular imagination. 
Scullin, prime minister between 1929 and 1932, has been ‘mostly forgotten’ (p. 6), 
Byrne writes, the subject of one biography and a single account of his period in 
government. To the extent that he is remembered, Scullin is portrayed as a ‘tragic 
figure’ (p. 6), a victim of circumstance whose social reform program was subsumed 

1  Australian Council of Trade Unions.
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by an economic crisis. Curtin, by contrast, is ‘lauded and cherished’ (p. 6), says 
Byrne. Though he was only prime minister for four years, between 1941 and 1945, 
Curtin features regularly at the top of prime ministerial rankings and is admired 
as a leader whose dedication to guiding the nation through war and the threat of 
Japanese invasion caused his untimely death. Curtin is the subject of numerous 
biographies. His name adorns a university, a medical research institute, a prime 
ministerial library, a high school and other civic institutions.

Byrne’s focus in Becoming John Curtin and James Scullin is not on the men’s prime 
ministerships, but on their early careers. Both Scullin and Curtin were born into 
working-class Catholic families in regional Victoria, Scullin in 1876, and Curtin 
in 1885. Scullin was the product of a convivial family environment, and enjoyed 
a  steadier, sunnier personality than Curtin. There was discord in the Curtin 
marriage and their introverted oldest son had an inclination to depression, which 
he would later salve with alcohol. Scullin and Curtin grew to adulthood in a society 
in which the class conflict of the industrial age was taking its particular Australian 
form. Immigrants influenced by the Chartist and other democratic movements 
were demanding concessions from the ruling squatter and mercantile classes. 
Technological advances meant that workers gathered increasingly in factories where 
they could be organised by the unions that were on the cusp of a half-century-long 
golden age. Both Scullin and Curtin took from the severe economic depression of 
the 1890s and the failure of union activism the lesson that labour must tread the 
parliamentary road to reform.

Scullin and Curtin were brilliant autodidacts whose talents were quickly recognised 
within the labour movement. They both won prominent union positions and the 
editorship of labour newspapers: Ballarat’s Evening Echo in the case of Scullin, and 
the Timber Worker and later the Westralian Worker for Curtin. Though both were 
drawn to socialism for its endeavour to build a more equitable society, the nature of 
the attraction differed. Scullin retained a strong Catholic faith and felt comfortable 
with an incremental approach to change. He found support for this approach and 
patronage in Ted Grayndler and the Australian Workers’ Union.

Byrne’s excavation of ‘these pre-histories’ (p. 7) of Scullin and Curtin is also an 
exploration of the labour and socialist movements of the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. He sets their rise in the context of a contest between 
the moderate and socialist wings of the Australian Labor Party (ALP), Scullin 
representing the former and Curtin the latter. Curtin was certainly more radical and 
searching than Scullin. As a young man who had sloughed off his Catholic skin, 
he absorbed the work of radical intellectuals including the British economist John 
A. Hobson. After observing the Boer War as a correspondent for the Manchester 
Guardian, Hobson came to conceive imperialism as an instrument of capitalists in 
search of resources and new markets for their products. Where Scullin was a strong 
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proponent of compulsory military training as means of safeguarding the livelihoods 
of Australian workers, Curtin saw it as an expression of the militarism that put more 
profits into the pockets of capitalists.

Curtin was also drawn to the charismatic British trade unionist Tom Mann, who 
arrived in Melbourne in 1902. Mann became disillusioned with the lack of socialist 
zeal within the ALP, and left to form the Victorian Socialist Party (VSP) in 1906. 
Along with contemporaries including his close friend Frank Anstey, the future 
Victorian premier John Cain and lawyer Maurice Blackburn, Curtin was a member 
of both the ALP and the VSP. The VSP eventually became the victim of its own 
ideological tribulations, just as its radical spawn, the Communist Party, would be 
decades later.

The First World War has long been seen by left-wing historians as a catastrophe that 
derailed the great socialist experiment that was taking place in early Australia. Labor 
governments had tried unsuccessfully in 1911 and 1913 to alter the Constitution 
to give the Commonwealth greater power over the economy and labour relations. 
Despite the portrayal of the war as the wrecking ball of progressive reform, it is not 
clear that Labor would have succeeded in a third referendum if the conflict had not 
come along, or even put the issue to the electorate again. The parliamentary party was 
already showing signs of preferring power to principle. The unions were increasingly 
impatient with the Fisher and, from October 1915, Hughes government’s failure 
to put a referendum to the people about price controls. When Prime Minister 
Billy Hughes came back from being ‘duchessed’ in London in 1916 determined to 
introduce conscription, a reckoning was inevitable. Curtin led the anti-conscription 
campaign and Scullin moved the motion in the federal caucus to formally expel 
Hughes and his fellow pro-conscriptionists from the ALP.

Byrne describes the 1921 ALP national conference in Brisbane as the site of a ‘battle 
for socialism’ (p. 144). Curtin was absent due to illness and the debate was won 
by Scullin-style moderates. Rather than agreeing to include in the Labor platform 
a policy to socialise the means of industry, production, distribution and exchange 
immediately, the conference resolved to work towards these ends. The book ends 
with the victory of the moderates and summarises briefly the subsequent careers of 
Curtin and Scullin.

It is debatable how consequential this victory of the moderates was for the party. 
The Depression deprived Prime Minister Scullin of the opportunity to implement 
his policy program. After agreeing to austerity measures, he lost the support of the 
Lang faction of New South Wales members and the party split. Curtin’s prime 
ministership was subsumed by the World War II. He initiated postwar reconstruction 
planning in 1942, but as Stuart Macintyre showed in Australia’s Boldest Experiment, 
the prime minister ran cold on the 14 powers referendum in 1944, which would 
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have given the Commonwealth vastly increased powers in a range of areas. And 
it was Chifley, rather than Curtin, who was the driving force behind the postwar 
reconstruction program.

Byrne, who is employed by the ACTU as its historian and ‘capacity building 
co-ordinator’ pulls no punches about his desire to draw contemporary lessons from 
the history of the early ALP. He argues that modern-day Labor lacks the ‘creative 
contest’ (p. 168) that characterised the early party. Scullin and Curtin, he writes, 
were in no doubt about what they stood for and what kind of society they wanted 
to create: ‘Something was at stake when a motion was moved. The future of the 
party could change with each vote that was taken’ (p. 168). Byrne calls for greater 
representation in the labour movement from members of the working class.

Becoming John Curtin and James Scullin is a delight to read. Byrne writes with 
warmth, humour and a keen eye for observation. He captures the humanity of 
James Scullin and John Curtin—their sensitivity to injustice and suffering and 
the intellectual rigour behind their critique of capitalism. For those in the labour 
movement who argue in the wake of the 2019 election loss that Labor took too 
many ideas and policies to the electorate, Becoming John Curtin and James Scullin 
suggests they are drawing the wrong lesson.
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David McKnight review of Sandra Hogan, 
With My Little Eye: The Incredible True Story 
of a Family of Spies in the Suburbs and of 
John Fahey, Traitors and Spies: Espionage and 
Corruption in High Places in Australia, 1901–50

(Crows Nest, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 2021), 240 pp., PB $29.99, 
ISBN 9781760878467; (Crows Nest, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 2020), 448 pp., 
PB $34.99, ISBN 9781760877705

The seemingly never-ending public fascination with spies and espionage has 
produced two books that could not be more different. One is a family drama that 
verges on soap opera, the other, a scholarly study that points an accusatory finger. 
The subtitle of Sandra Hogan’s book, With My Little Eye, gives an accurate flavour of 
what is to come: ‘The Incredible True Story of a Family of Spies in the Suburbs’. It is 
over the top and yet true. Also over the top and more polemical and controversial 
is John Fahey’s Traitors and Spies.

With My Little Eye is the story of a family in which the parents, Dudley and Joan 
Doherty, were officers of the Australian Security Intelligence Organisation (ASIO) 
during the Cold War. Their children, Mark, Sue-Ellen and Amanda, were told the 
truth from an early age about where their parents worked, but if outsiders asked, 
they were to say ‘in the public service’, and if pressed, ‘in the Attorney General’s 
Department’. Family outings involved games like memorising number plates of 
cars parked outside the Trades Hall or the homes of leaders of Communist Party 
of Australia.

Two of the children were born during an ongoing operation that involved their 
parents bugging the Kings Cross apartment of a Soviet journalist who lived in the 
apartment below theirs. The journalist, Fedor Nosov, was correctly suspected of 
being part of a Soviet spy network targeting British and American documents shared 
with Australia. When the family moved to Brisbane, the children provided useful 
cover when Dudley and Joan stood on the footpath taking photos of the annual 
Labour Day march. Later the family was part of the protective shield for the Soviet 
diplomatic defectors Vladimir and Evdokia Petrov. They managed a safe house on 
the Gold Coast to which the Petrovs retreated fearing assassination during the 1956 
Olympic Games in Melbourne.
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Hogan’s book centres on the life story of daughter Sue-Ellen, who idolises her father 
to the extent that she refuses to accept his sudden death from a heart attack at home. 
She believes it is another ‘disappearing act’ like so many previous times when he has 
been absent from home; his shadowy presence haunts her for much of her life.

The book makes some astounding claims about life in Brisbane with the Doherty 
family. Mother Joan arranges for her daughter to be ‘deflowered’. Father Dudley 
interrupts a family drive in the car with what turns out to be a visit to a Brisbane 
brothel. Most astounding of all is the claim that during the 1950s and 1960s 
Dudley Doherty was a personal friend of Sydney’s organised crime boss Abe Saffron. 
Moreover, that each year ‘he went down for a few days and helped Abe do his 
stocktake. It was hard work and he always came back exhausted’ (p. 80). I’ll bet 
he was. It is perfectly credible that ASIO would agree to one of its officers having 
an organised crime figure as a source of information. But turning a blind eye to an 
ASIO officer visiting brothels and having a long-term social relationship with 
a mobster like Saffron strains credibility, for me at least.

With My Little Eye occupies an unusual niche in the literature on espionage: it shines 
a light into the psychological shadows that fall on a family whose parents live a life 
of deception and duplicity.

John Fahey’s book is quite different. It is a scholarly study of the various security 
agencies and their targets in the 50 years before the 1949 establishment of ASIO. 
As such it recounts the rivalry and prejudices with which pre-war security agencies 
were riven.

One of Fahey’s aims is to combat the assumption that the main victims of these 
security bodies were socialists and left-wing political dissenters. Also victims, he 
argues, were the ‘devout and the odd’ (p. 2) such as Jehovah’s Witnesses, non-British 
Europeans, non-white migrants, right-wing nationalists like the Australia First 
group and sympathisers with the fascist regimes in Italy and Germany.

Fahey rightly identifies the degree of involvement of the military in domestic security 
issues as the key issue facing governments that tried to fashion and refashion security 
agencies in this period. Keeping the military out of civilian affairs really only ended 
when ASIO was formed in 1949.

Traitors and Spies both describes genuine instances of espionage as well as makes 
highly dubious claims. In the first category is the leaking of top secret documents 
by several undercover members of the Communist Party of Australia (CPA) who 
had joined the newly formed Department of External Affairs during World War II. 
This is familiar ground. In the second category are Fahey’s claims that a group of 
Melbourne businessmen constituted a hitherto unknown espionage cell. This would 
indeed be a scoop, if true, but the evidence that such a cell ever existed is weak 
and unconvincing.
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Fahey’s spy-centric world view reinterprets the CPA’s history such that instead of 
being a political party mainly exerting influence in the trade unions and elsewhere, 
the CPA becomes an organisation wholly devoted to espionage. In this vein Fahey 
reads back espionage into the CPA’s formation as early as the 1920s. As part of this, 
Fahey observes that the National Archives of Australia contains plenty of evidence 
of the CPA’s public political work in the 1920s and 1930s but none of espionage. 
This lack of archival material is explained by the dangerously circular argument that 
because espionage is clandestine, one would not expect to find it. At several points 
Fahey simply asserts that ‘there is no doubt that clandestine operations on behalf 
of the [Russian Intelligence Services] were being carried out’ in the decades before 
1950 (p. 238).

Unnamed critics of ASIO are curtly dismissed: ‘The allegations against ASIO, 
once past its initial teething period, are no more than poorly researched partisan 
mythology’ (p. 2). Yet Fahey provides no names of the historians to whom he refers 
nor to details of their allegations nor to the extensive debates that have taken place 
in this field for many years.

In his Preface, Fahey defines ‘bad history’ as ‘history that strays from what can be 
derived from the available evidence’ (p. xi). Fahey has a legitimate point of view in 
this book but too often he allows it to dominate his argument and judgements.
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Doug Munro review of Richard Allsop, Geoffrey 
Blainey: Writer, Historian, Controversialist

(Clayton, Vic.: Monash University Publishing, 2019), xiv + 294 pp.,  
PB $34.95, ISBN 9781925835625

Geoffrey Blainey (b. 1930) has had a most unusual trajectory for a historian. 
It  started conventionally enough when he enrolled in 1948 in Max Crawford’s 
history department at the University of Melbourne. He was one of several stellar 
students of that immediate postwar generation, and topped Manning Clark’s third-
year history course. At age 20, he then astonished everyone by taking on a full 
professor, R. S. Parker, in the country’s leading journal in the discipline, Historical 
Studies, as to whether Australian Federation was primarily motivated by economic 
considerations. His progression rapidly diverged from his fellow students in other 
ways. Instead of the usual career path as a tutor, followed by further study at 
Oxford, he embarked on a commissioned history of Mount Lyell Mining & Railway 
Company, published in 1954 as The Peaks of Lyell. That set his course for more than 
a decade, and a further six commissioned histories followed. Only in late 1961 did 
he become a teaching academic, beginning with a brief (and very successful) stint 
at the University of Adelaide followed by long-term employment at his alma mater, 
where he rose to become dean of the Faculty of Arts.

A popular teacher and a well-regarded historian, he was also public-spirited, serving 
on such bodies as the (Commonwealth) Literary Fund, the Australian Heritage 
Board and the (Victorian) Public Records Advisory Committee. As well as writing 
for newspapers, during the 1960s and 1970s, Blainey authored, among other 
books, The Tyranny of Distance (1967), The Causes of War (1973) and Triumph of the 
Nomads (1975), all of which consolidated his reputation as an original, imaginative 
and creative historian who looked at problems from new angles, coupled with 
a readiness to turn conventional interpretations on their head. But the high regard 
in which Blainey was generally held unravelled in 1984 when he waded into the 
immigration debate, causing a schism between Blainey and many of his colleagues 
and contributing to his resignation from the University of Melbourne four years 
later. That, and the ongoing ‘History Wars’, pushed Blainey ever further into right-
wing stances, which were foreshadowed in his earlier books. After the election of 
the Howard Government, however, Blainey had less to complain about and he 
concentrated more on writing books for a public readership on big themes. Thus, 
Richard Allsop’s biography of Blainey is structured around these well-defined phases 
in Blainey’s life, with little chronological overlap between successive chapters.
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Allsop is on the mark in saying that Blainey’s life can be split into two parts, 
the second starting after he gave the keynote address to a Rotary conference at 
Warrnambool in March 1984 saying that the level of immigration to Australia was 
‘ahead of public opinion’ (p. 140). The fallout was appalling yet the crisis almost 
did not happen, and it need not have happened, but for Blainey’s reactions and 
subsequent interventions. Allsop provides a detailed and considered account, 
pointing out that Blainey initially declined the Rotary Club’s invitation to speak; 
he had a prior engagement that evening at the University of Melbourne and it was 
impossible to make the return journey by road in a day. Undeterred, the club hired 
a light plane to get Blainey to Warrnambool. Even then the resulting media storm 
only happened because a  journalist for the Warrnambool Standard saw Blainey’s 
talk as newsworthy and ran a story on it, which appeared the same day in the 
Melbourne Age. Blainey’s speech explicitly criticised the Hawke Government’s 
immigration policy, and he introduced the question of race into the equation; he 
was soon fielding a flood of enquiries from newspaper reporters. As Allsop points 
out, Blainey had three options at that pivotal point. He could say that he had made 
similar comments a few months earlier and decline further comment. In retrospect, 
that would probably have been the end of the matter. Or he could have responded 
to media enquires ‘in a conciliatory way in an attempt to disarm his critics’ (p. 143). 
That might not have worked but Blainey made sure it all backfired by taking the 
third option and going on the offensive. His conscious choice was to stoke the fires 
rather than allowing the embers to expire.

It is worth dwelling on this incident, given its implications, in both the short-term 
and the long-term. It created an unforgiving situation. First, the counter-reaction 
caught Blainey off guard. His departmental colleagues published a letter in several 
newspapers disassociating themselves from his views; his classes at the University 
of Melbourne were disrupted; there were violent demonstrations at his speaking 
engagements, which reflect no credit on the perpetrators. Although shaken, Blainey 
asserted his right to free speech and to contribute to national debate, frequently 
airing his views in the press and writing a book in 1984 called All for Australia. 
In response, a collection of essays appeared early the following year under the 
title Surrender Australia?1 As Allsop neatly puts it, the book was ‘designed to 
challenge both Blainey’s arguments on immigration and his status as a historian’ 
(p. 161). That was a tactical mistake. On the one hand, Blainey insisted that he was 
‘speaking very much as a historian’ in the immigration debate—that his authority 
to pronounce on the issue stemmed from his ‘knowledge of Australian history’.2 
Thus, in a book subtitled ‘Essays in the Study and Use of History’, it follows that 

1  Geoffrey Blainey, All for Australia (Sydney: Methuen Haynes, 1984); Andrew Marcus and M. C. Ricklefs, eds, 
Surrender Australia?: Essays in the Study and Use of History: Geoffrey Blainey and Asian Immigration (Sydney: Allen & 
Unwin, 1985). See also Howard Dick, ‘The Immigration Debate Revisited’, Asian Studies Review 9, no. 2 (1985): 
150–55, doi.org/10.1080/03147538508712398.
2  Quoted in Tim Duncan, ‘Blainey Sees a Threat Emerge to Free Speech’, Bulletin, 3 July 1984.

http://doi.org/10.1080/03147538508712398
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the appraisal of Blainey ought to be wide-ranging, at least in principle. In practice 
it was rather different. As well as substantial chapters dealing with immigration, 
the other contributions criticised other aspects of Blainey’s scholarship or else were 
short polemics that verged on being diatribes. Such a broad-ranging and vitriolic 
attack imparted the unmistakable impression that the book’s purpose was to 
demolish Blainey’s professional standing rather than rather than to clarify the issues 
surrounding the immigration debate, and some chapters tried to finger Blainey 
as a racist of a very subtle and dangerous kind. One academic reviewer described 
Surrender Australia? as a ‘historical tantrum’.3 Some of the contributors did take valid 
issue with the slender empirical base for many of Blainey assertions and his looseness 
in defining his terms, but these more considered assessments were overshadowed by 
the invective elsewhere in the book. As well as being a lost opportunity, Surrender 
Australia? was a public relations disaster in that it bolstered the view that Blainey 
was being ganged up on by self-righteous and intolerant opponents who stifled 
debate—that he was being shouted down and shoved around. Thus begins the 
legend of Geoffrey Blainey as martyr. The fact that Blainey had fanned the flames 
with increasingly strident assertions and an unyielding stance when promulgating 
and defending his viewpoint is not brought out sufficiently by Allsop.

Allsop also deals with Blainey’s other so-called ‘martyrdom’—namely the continuing 
perception in some quarters that Blainey was hounded out of academic life for 
his views. In 1988, Blainey returned to the history department at the University 
of Melbourne after reluctantly relinquishing the deanship of the Facility of Arts 
and taking a period of leave. Six months later he resigned his professorship for 
freelance writing, and Allsop usefully clarifies what happened (pp. 167–72). Despite 
overt hostility from two colleagues, the department was generally welcoming. But 
when Blainey’s desire to take charge of teaching of Australian history was declined, 
he went to the vice-chancellor who instructed the department chair to accede to 
Blainey’s wishes. Resentment within the department at Blainey’s presumptuousness 
eroded the initial goodwill towards him and added to his feeling that the university 
environment was not for him. At that point, Allsop’s version of events falters. It was 
not a ‘squalid academic assassination’ (p. 171) instigated by Stuart Macintyre, as 
some have alleged, but a parting of the ways that Blainey largely brought on himself. 
And far from being an outcast, Blainey has been embraced by the conservative side 
of politics.

Observers at the time should not have been surprised by Blainey’s unyielding 
reactions in the face of criticism, which sit oddly with the genial side of his character. 
A readiness to enter the lists and to push himself to the forefront of battle was 
his response to criticism of his published work, and this well before 1984. Allsop 
quotes Stuart Macintyre that Blainey was ‘sure of his judgments and unyielding 

3  George Shaw, Australian Journal of Politics and History 32, no. 1 (1986): 132.
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in controversy’ (p. 158), a point borne out by several of the contributors to the 
proceedings of a 2000 conference on his life and work, published in 2003—in 
itself a sign that Blainey’s work retained considerable regard among many in the 
historical profession.4

Biography is too small a format to encompass a life, especially a life as long and 
varied as Blainey’s. As indicated by the book’s subtitle—‘Writer, Historian, 
Controversialist’—Allsop has concentrated on Blainey’s professional career and his 
role as a public figure. There is very little about his private life. But even within 
Allsop’s terms of reference, there are gaps. Teaching is part of a university historian’s 
task but the discussion here is confined to what he expected of students in his 
economic history class and the excursions he took his students on (pp. 48–50), 
the fact that Triumph of the Nomads was the unintended consequence of one of his 
economic history courses (pp. 93–94), his popularity with students, and his views 
on exams and thesis supervision (pp. 118–19). There is little about his progression 
through the academic ranks or his shift from economic history to the department of 
history at Melbourne, or of relations with his staff. I got favourable insight into the 
latter from the late George Parsons, who had been a lecturer in Blainey’s economic 
history department. On one occasion Parsons was worried how he would pay 
a rather large medical bill. Arriving at his office one morning he discovered a bank 
cheque from Blainey for the required amount, with a written message saying to 
repay him when he (Parsons) could. Resourse to oral testimony, which is not evident 
in Allsop’s footnotes, would have added to his narrative.

There are also occasions when the discussion is incomplete, and a greater use of 
personal papers might have filled some of the gaps. Allsop mentions Blainey’s 
temporary lectureship at the University of Adelaide in the third term of 1961 to 
teach Australian history; from there he took up a senior lectureship in economic 
history at Melbourne (p. 47). What Allsop does not say is that Hugh Stretton 
(the head of history at Adelaide) was mightily impressed with Blainey’s teaching and 
tried hard to retain his services on a permanent basis. Moreover, in 1967 Stretton 
attempted to have Blainey appointed to the second chair of history that George 
Rudé had just vacated.5

Another strand to Allsop’s narrative is the discussion of Blainey’s oeuvre, a task made 
more difficult by the size and variety of the corpus as Blainey largely shifted from 
Australian history to world history. The result is patchy, for along with worthwhile 
discussion are some skimpy assessments. There is also the tendency, which is hard to 

4  The publication that followed is Deborah Gare, Geoffrey Bolton, Stuart Macintyre and Tom Stannage, eds, 
The Fuss That Never Ended: The Life and Work of Geoffrey Blainey (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 2003), 
17 (Graeme Davison), 30 (Geoffrey Bolton); 55 (Tom Griffiths), 155 (Morag Fraser).
5  Some of the relevant correspondence is in the Papers of Manning Clark, National Library of Australia, MS 
7550, Series 1, Box 5, Folder 41.
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avoid, of quoting reviews of Blainey’s books as a substitute for one’s own assessment, 
or else to quote contrasting reviews of the same book and leave it at that. Sometimes 
there is no real discussion at all, as instanced by Allsop’s treatment of Blainey’s two-
volume The Story of Australia’s People (p. 237). Certainly, nothing more needed 
saying about the first volume than it largely being an amalgam of two previous 
books, which Allsop had already discussed at some length in earlier pages. But there 
is no assessment at all of the second volume, which runs into almost 500 pages 
of text, except to say that it met with a mixed response: it won a prize and it was 
condemned by Clare Wright for Blainey’s ‘stubborn refusal to engage in the last four 
decades of scholarship and scientific research’ (p. 237). One could go on to ask at 
this point whether this was actually the case and, if so, whether it was a function of 
Blainey’s switch from academic history to popular history and the concomitant need 
to write quickly in order to keep earning.

Allsop is apt to get overly defensive of Blainey’s oeuvre, impressive though it is. For 
example, the criticism by Clare Wright and others that Blainey’s later books have 
little historiographic context (pp. 224–25, 237, 258) is countered with the response 
that he was now writing for a popular audience and ‘felt little need to engage with 
academic historians’ (p. 262). To leave it at that, however, avoids the issue as to 
whether Blainey’s work would have benefited had he engaged, even if implicitly, 
with more recent scholarship.

A similar defensiveness permeates Allsop’s assessment of Blainey as a public 
commentator and ‘controversialist’. His contributions to newspapers increased 
following his departure from the University of Melbourne and followed a staunchly 
conservative line—opposition, for example, to the Mabo and Wik judgments 
(pp. 197–201) and to republicanism (pp. 203–5)—although he remained attached 
to protectionism long after most of the right had abandoned it (pp. 185–86, 190). 
He could certainly be a thorn in the side of the Hawke–Keating governments 
(p. 203).6 All along he presented himself as taking a moderate stance on issues, 
a claim that is contradicted by his praise for Joh Bjelke-Petersen (p. 187), quite 
overlooking the systemic corruption that accompanied the Queensland premier’s 
regime. Moreover, his comments on Asian immigration were made use of by Pauline 
Hanson’s advisers and speech writers,7 thus bearing out fears of members of the 
Melbourne history department in 1984 that ‘to raise discussion of immigration in 
terms of race will inevitably draw in and encourage racist groups to come forward 
and claim legitimacy’ (p. 155). Blainey also weighed in to the divisive History 
Wars, championing the notion of the Australian achievement and coining the term 
‘black armband’ history (p. 191) to denote those who held what Blainey regarded as 
excessively negative, guilt-ladened and unpatriotic views of Australia’s past, especially 

6  Don Watson, Recollections of a Bleeding Heart: A Portrait of Paul Keating PM, 2nd ed. (Sydney: Vintage Books, 
2011), 187.
7  John Pasquarelli, The Pauline Hanson Story by the Man Who Knows (Sydney: New Holland, 1988), 170.
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in the treatment of Aboriginals. He was, as Allsop points out, ‘keen to salvage the 
settlers’ reputation’ (p. 217), claiming that he was providing ‘a balanced summary 
of our past’ (p. 235) while inadequately addressing the ‘often lamentable’ (p. 200) 
treatment of Aborigines, and drawing up a metaphorical ‘balance sheet’ where the 
credits far outweighed the debits. Allsop takes this at face value when another way of 
looking at it is to say that the balance sheet approach needs to be discarded because it 
‘makes “benefits” that worked very unevenly seem universal, while it reduces “costs” 
to specific episodes rather than systematic features of imperial rule’.8

Allsop’s biography of Blainey has a history of its own, and one full of irony. Allsop 
was formerly an adviser to state and federal Liberal governments. He remains a senior 
researcher with the conservative think-tank, the Institute of Public Affairs, and he 
shares Blainey’s broader outlook. Allsop explains that the book started as a PhD 
thesis at Monash University, presented in 2014, with Blainey’s blessing, and Allsop 
thanks Blainey for granting access to restricted sources and how he ‘generously 
gave me the benefit of considerable time’ (p. vii). Somewhere along the line the 
relationship between biographer and living subject soured and Blainey withdrew his 
support. This remains a puzzle given that Allsop has written such a genial biography 
and one that overwhelmingly sees things through Blainey’s eyes. It must have been 
a bewildering and painful experience but Allsop is not letting on as to what caused 
the rift. A fuller version of events is provided by journalist Richard Guilliatt who 
interviewed Blainey in 2016 and reported that problems emerged after Blainey had 
read the thesis. To quote:

Allsop had spent nine years working on his thesis with the historian’s co-operation, 
gaining access to his scholarly papers and interviewing him on ten occasions. 
But after Blainey read the finished work he began withdrawing permission for use of 
certain material. Allsop complied and was revising the thesis for publication when 
he got a letter from Blainey’s lawyer [in 2015] threatening legal action if publication 
went ahead.9

The book did go ahead despite Blainey’s robust action. That same year Blainey 
also threatened Frank Bongiorno with legal action over the latter’s depiction of 
the immigration debate.10 Yet Bongiorno’s remarks are no more severe than those 

8  Alan Lester, ‘Time to Throw Out the Balance Sheet’, Snapshots of Empire, 26 January 2016, accessible at: 
blogs.sussex.ac.uk/snapshotsofempire/2016/01/26/time-to-throw-out-the-balance-sheet/  (I owe this reference to 
Nicholas Hoare).
9  Richard Guilliatt, ‘He’s Got History’, Weekend Australian Magazine, 29–30 October 2016.
10  See Frank Bongiorno, review (of Geoffrey Blainey, by Richard Allsop), Australian Historical Studies, 51, no. 2 
(2020): 229–30, doi.org/10.1080/1031461X.2020.1746997. Bongiorno also corrects some of Allsop’s inaccuracies 
about his brush with Blainey (p. 176).

http://blogs.sussex.ac.uk/snapshotsofempire/2016/01/26/time-to-throw-out-the-balance-sheet/
http://doi.org/10.1080/1031461X.2020.1746997
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expressed by Eric Richards on the same matter eight years earlier.11 These episodes 
show that Blainey was not behaving out of character, only that his reactions to what 
he did not like were becoming sturdier.

A less partisan and more rounded biography of Geoffrey Blainey awaits a future 
biographer. Blainey has a point in saying that J. C. Beaglehole, the foremost biographer 
of Captain James Cook, was too admiring of his subject: ‘Like many biographers he 
became so close to his subject in spirit and sympathy that he was almost a disciple, 
and sometimes very reluctant to criticise him’ (p. 224). Incongruously, the same 
applies to Allsop’s biography of Blainey.

11  Frank Bongiorno, The Eighties: The Decade That Transformed Australia (Melbourne: Black Inc., 2005), 63–65; 
Eric Richards, Destination Australia: Migration to Australia since 1901 (Sydney: UNSW Press, 2008), 284–88.
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David Musgrave review of Jonathan Persse, 
David Campbell: A Life of the Poet

(North Melbourne: Australian Scholarly Publishing, 2020), 252 pp., PB $44, 
ISBN 9781925984026

Once at a poetry reading at Manning Clark House I was asked who my favourite 
Australian poet was. Without much hesitation I answered ‘David Campbell’, and 
was promptly shown a repaired floorboard that David Campbell had once danced 
through, drunk on whisky. On any other day perhaps I might have answered with 
a different poet, but it is indicative of David Campbell’s current standing that many 
poets I know nominate him as their favourite, or near-to-favourite Australian poet. 
This alone makes the publication of this biography of him especially welcome.

Joseph Brodsky once observed that poets mostly come from decayed gentry, and 
there is something of this revealed in the portrait that emerges from this biography. 
In discussing the history of Campbell’s novel Strike, which was belatedly published 
in 2006, Persse cites a letter from Douglas Stewart to Campbell in which he tells 
him that ‘the distinguishing characteristics of your poetry [are] clarity, form, 
economy, decision; a restrained warmth, and the aristocratic point of view’ (p. 57). 
While Campbell’s family background, which Persse details back to convict roots, 
was not literally aristocratic, it is interesting to learn that Campbell’s father had 
stopped practising as a doctor in order to join his brothers in a pastoral company 
that owned properties in Queensland and New South Wales (apart from Ellerslie, 
in the Monaro where Campbell grew up): perhaps this is as close as Australia gets 
to landed gentry. Campbell’s career as a pastoralist seems to have been a process of 
gradual downsizing, but Persse leaves it to the reader to decide whether Campbell’s 
poetry may have been the beneficiary and/or driver of this diminishment.

Much of Persse’s method as a biographer is to allow the reader space to read between 
the lines, necessary perhaps for a character as complex as Campbell’s. There are 
near mythic dimensions to him, such as the decorated war hero who played rugby 
for England, but also less admirable aspects, such as alcoholism and violence: that 
Campbell may have suffered from post-traumatic stress disorder is not a question 
that Persse asks, but could be inferred from the facts as we have them. Campbell’s 
character is complex for the contradictions it contains. Football, as he told the 
journalist Lenore Nicklin in an interview in 1976, led him to poetry: ‘As a schoolboy 
… he used to lie in bed and play imaginary games—40 minutes both ways’; and 
she quotes Campbell: ‘It was good for my football and the best exercise for the 
imagination one could have’ (p. 14). Yet Campbell also ‘abominate[d] the idolizing 
of any form of sport’, according to a valedictory article in a student magazine from 
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Cambridge (p. 33). Punch-ups at the pub were ‘an intermittent part of Campbell’s 
life, at least in the early and mid-1960s’ (p. 105), yet he is also remembered as 
a ‘firmly gentle man’ (p. 167). Perhaps the descriptor ‘impish’, which recurs a great 
deal in this biography, comes closest to describing a character that can comprehend 
such polarities. Overall, there is a strong impression of warmth: ‘The warmest man 
I ever knew’ (p. 178) is the first line of a poem from 2002 written by his nephew, 
Simon Eckersley, and Geoffrey Dutton writes in his autobiography that:

Of all my friends since the early days with [Denison] Deasey, David was the one 
I most enjoyed talking to, partly because of the pleasure of yarning, spiced by his 
endearing sense of humour, but mostly because the talk teased out the threads of 
ideas, especially about poetry, that were still tangled inside me. There was no forcing, 
or hectoring, or justifying. Lots of gossip, but no needling malice. Most of all, 
perhaps, talking to someone whose knowledge of poetry was not academic or even 
all that wide, but very deep. What he knew he knew to the sound of every syllable. 
I miss him more than anyone else.1

Yet Campbell’s belligerence as a drunk is also a recurring theme. Persse mentions 
that ‘in his papers in the National Library, for instance, there is correspondence 
relating to a damaged chandelier at the Brazilian Ambassador’s house in Canberra, 
and Campbell’s offer, and attempts, to find a replacement’ (p. 69). An ugly incident 
is recounted by Hugh Bell a former head of English at The Kings School of the 
last, infamous ‘Fathers and Masters’ dinner at the school in 1976. Running out of 
conversation with an already drunk Campbell who was ‘ignoring all said to him and 
simply swaying from side to side with a quizzical look’, Bell asked him:

‘I’ve noticed that you haven’t published any poetry in recent times, you aren’t going 
to dry up prematurely like Ken Slessor are you?’

With this and without any detectable change of expression he leant forward and 
planted one of his large boots on my right knee with some force. I immediately 
fell to the floor as gracefully as one could in the circumstances and writhed around 
a bit whilst I pondered my next move. This was to my feet, assisted by one or two 
onlookers. DC had moved on.

After the dinner DC proceeded to make a speech punctuated by calls for more beer 
and so increasingly incoherent and scathingly critical of TKS and all which it stood 
for. The assembled then drank rather more than they should, presumably to cover up 
their embarrassment, and the night became slightly riotous. (p. 206)

Campbell’s stints in rehab at Alanbrook, a private hospital in Mosman founded by 
his friend Rodney Seaborn, seem to have been vital for Campbell to enter his final 
decade with a poetic vitality that eludes most poets.

1  Geoffrey Dutton, Out in the Open: An Autobiography (St Lucia, Qld: University of Queensland Press, 1992), 433.
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Persse’s account of years spent at Cambridge are revelatory, for it is clear that his 
studies under the classical and literary scholar E. M. W. Tillyard were important 
for the grounding he received in the Elizabethan lyric and early fifteenth-century 
anonymous verse that influenced his early verse, as well as hanging out with a fellow 
undergraduate, John Manifold. In an interview for the National Library of Australia 
with Hazel de Berg in 1967, Campbell reveals how he ‘began to see some way of 
bringing Banjo Paterson and those early poets together, to—well, it seemed to me 
a way in which I could move. It took me a long while to do anything along this line 
but this was gradually—it gradually opened up a way for me’ (p. 30).

Persse deals with Campbell’s family life with a light touch, mentioning numerous 
affairs but only naming two, the longstanding affair with Elizabeth Ryrie, and his 
second marriage to Judith Jones in 1968, who was married to the poet Evan Jones 
when they first met in 1961 (p. 115). Itis not clear whether delicacy, reticence of 
family members, or simply the passage of time is the reason for this discretion, but 
it would be interesting if these aspects of Campbell’s life were given as much weight 
as Campbell’s ‘very successful school career’ (p. 13) and ‘very fine war career’ (p. 59), 
to both of which considerable attention is given.

Persse’s observations about the poetry are similarly light, with extensive quotation 
and broad thematic commentary, accompanied by the interpolation of views of 
numerous critics. In this regard, the biography makes for an excellent introduction 
to Campbell’s work. Persse’s view of Campbell’s thematic preoccupations centre 
on the metaphysical: ‘He had a strong spiritual side to his nature, but was not 
a conventional Christian believer’ (p. 9); ‘Campbell had a deep understanding of the 
essential unity of all things in nature, in the universe, in the mind of man’ (p. 64); 
of the poem ‘Lizard and Stone’ from The Man in the Honeysuckle: ‘this poem is a 
compelling image of the unity of all things, a recurring theme in his poetry’ (p. 216); 
and ‘Relating the present to the future, a moment to eternity, the part to the whole, 
was a recurring theme in Campbell’s poetry’ (a useful observation made in relation to 
the poem ‘Eternity’, quoted in part, from 13 October 1943). While this pantheistic 
or perhaps animistic metaphysical tendency is no doubt one important aspect of the 
verse, so too are be the contradictions in Campbell’s personality and also his ability, 
late in life to reinvent himself in the manner of his early influence, Yeats.

Persse writes of Campbell’s introduction to the 1973 edition of his Selected Poems 
that Campbell’s reference to ‘surrealism’ (‘The surrealism of our landscape shimmers 
in the Australian mind’2) ‘is significant in any critique of Campbell’s work’ (p. 119), 
and finishes the chapter allowing Campbell to speak of the Kelly poems as responses 
to Nolan and on a sequence responding to Lowell’s Life Studies without commenting 
further (p. 120). At times I wanted to know whether Persse agreed with some of the 

2  David Campbell, Selected Poems (Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1978), v.
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opinions he cites, or at least to have some of them read together and/or against each 
other to weave a more complex view of the work. What appears as surrealism may 
partly be explained by Campbell’s translation project of Osip Mandelstam and other 
Russian poets; imitations of Mandelstam appear in his final collection, The Man in 
the Honeysuckle, and do not appear out of place in the collection. A broadly surreal 
style could be said to have been a characteristic of the New Apocalypticism as well as 
some American poetry of the 1950s. I think this term is best understood as a species 
of indeterminacy: Geoffrey Lehmann ‘called David “the poet of the chimaera, of 
things never being as they seem”’ (p. 194). It would be useful to have known who 
Campbell was reading around 1973, as my guess is its source was a lot closer to 
home. One important clue is contained in Alan Gould’s essay ‘Remembering David 
Campbell’ from which Persse quotes. The passage which follows on from the section 
Persse quotes reads

It is true that Kevin Hart and I wrote a satiric poem called ‘The Harrowing of 
Balmain’ about various Australian writers, but the poem’s spirit is mischievous rather 
than evangelical. Shortly after it was finished, we read it to David one lunch-time out 
at ‘The Run’. He listened with a lop-sided smile until we had finished, then said that, 
actually, he liked many of the poems written by the poets we had pilloried.3

In fact, the evidence from poems from the ‘other side’ of the poetry wars indicate 
that Campbell’s friendships in poetry were wide and, almost certainly, those with 
some Sydney poets were sustaining of the later poetry. For example, Martin Johnston 
dedicated his poem ‘Gradus Ad Parnassum’ to Campbell, which contains the lines:

A good line (ironic distancing) would be the cheerfully morbid
surrealist — black comedy, kitsch, fantastically rich
imagery — the sort of thing David Campbell does so well
in his latest book.4

and John Forbes, in his elegy to Martin Johnston ‘Lassu in Cielo’ offers a kind of 
affectionate snapshot of Campbell and Johnston together. It is worth quoting in full:

Lassu in Cielo
i.m. Martin Johnston
my first dream of home
from Loughborough U

involves two poets arguing
over a lunch time stew

remember those post-binge
mid-seventies Glebe mornings—

3  Alan Gould, The Totem Ship (Potts Point, NSW: Duffy & Snellgrove, 1996), 56.
4  Martin Johnston, The Sea-Cucumber (St Lucia, Qld: University of Queensland Press, 1978), 6.
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lantana & sandstone, bits
of Harbour out the window

& the light, intense & blue?
I crawl downstairs & there’s

Martin chopping garlic to
vague, patrician interjections—

‘mate, isn’t garlic something
one can overdo?’

Martin pauses, mock pedantic—
‘Aristotle, Galen, Hippocrates

& all the authorities agree,
garlic, de natura
is not subject to degree!’

then, as if it’s worried him
for years, David Campbell DSO, DFC,

takes another swig of whisky
looks up & says ‘I see. I see.’5

Obviously, there was another David Campbell who eludes Persse’s view of him. 
Nevertheless, Persse is correct to note that Campbell’s mentoring of, and friendship 
with the younger Canberra poets, which included Gould, Hart, Geoff Page and 
Roger McDonald, was one source of energy for him (p. 193), and his generosity 
and mischievous warmth is evident from the way these poets remember him.

This is not a critical biography and should not be faulted for not containing more 
critical readings of some of the poems. Any new book on Australian poetry is as 
welcome as it is uncommon, and this biography is a useful contribution to our 
understanding of one of Australia’s finest poets.

‘Lassu in Cielo’ reproduced with kind permission from the estate of Michael Forbes.

5  John Forbes, Damaged Glamour (Rose Bay, NSW: Brandl & Schlesinger, 1998), 50–51.
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Geoff Page review of Toby Davidson, Good for 
the Soul: John Curtin’s Life with Poetry

(Crawley, WA: UWA Publishing, 2021), 452 pp., PB $34.99, 
ISBN 9781760801564

Good for the Soul: John Curtin’s Life with Poetry is many things at once: an extended 
act of (great-grand) filial piety, an important supplementary work of biography, 
as well as a blow-by-blow literary/historical account of a great man’s unusual and 
consuming interest in poetry and the uses to which to put it. With so many different 
intentions it would be difficult and probably unfair to judge it by the criteria 
associated with any one of them.

Toby Davidson, its author, is a substantial Australian poet and literary scholar who also 
happens to be, as he points out himself, ‘the fourth of Curtin’s ten great-grandchildren, 
through his son John’s first child, Barbara, born eighteen months after her grandfather’s 
death in office in 1945’ (p. xi). Fortunately, Davidson does not make too much of this, 
and there would be few people on either side of Australian politics who would dispute 
his underlying assumption that John Curtin was one of our great prime ministers and 
that he played a vital role in Australia’s modern history. Neither would there be many 
who would dispute that Curtin’s almost lifelong interest in poetry is unusual (though 
not unique) for an Australian politician.

Interestingly, however, as Davidson points out, poetry (or judicious quotes from 
it) was something of a political lingua franca in Curtin’s own time. Politicians and 
other public figures would often seek to embellish or embody the points they made 
with poetic and other literary references which today’s audiences might, sadly, find 
arcane or opaque.

Before Australians devoted to poetry rejoice too much, however, in the memory of 
a prime minister who could effortlessly quote Milton and Swinburne (and expect to 
be admired for doing so), they should perhaps also be grateful for Davidson’s often 
slightly uncomfortable revelations of the uses to which it was put. They might also be 
a little disconcerted at Curtin’s occasional practice of slightly misquoting the poems 
and making occasional spelling errors in naming them or their authors. There is no 
doubt that Curtin’s love of poetry’s music and its ability to encapsulate important 
human ‘truths’ was genuine and well-founded, despite his lacking the tertiary 
education that many poets, and most of their contemporary readers, tend to have.

The first occasion on which Curtin demonstrated this love for poetry is, according 
to Davidson, at the age of 11 when he recited with two other boys in the local hall 
of Charlton in western Victoria an excerpt from Sir Walter Scott’s epic Marmion. 
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According to the East Charlton Tribune: ‘from the way in which they entered into 
the spirit of the affair it was evident that they were not only letter-perfect, but what 
is of more importance understood the meaning of what they recited’ (p. 4).

While such an accomplishment may not have been unusual in 1896—and Sir Walter 
Scott may not wear as well these days as he did then (‘Like arrow through the 
archway sprung / the ponderous grate behind him rung …’)—it is arguably the first 
sign of Curtin’s undisputed talent for oratory.

Another reason why current poetry lovers may not rejoice as much as they might 
about Curtin’s enthusiasm for poetry is that his personal canon is clearly restricted 
to what he inherited at the end of the nineteenth century. To judge from the poets 
whose works Curtin possessed in his private library—and the ones he quoted or 
reprinted in the trade union journals he edited and contributed to in the years 
around World War I—it is clear that the man was not much interested in what has 
since become the ‘modernist’ canon (even in W. B. Yeats, its arguable precursor). 
His interest was in the mainstream of English poets beginning with Chaucer, then 
passing through Shakespeare and Milton. Among the Romantics, Shelley was 
preferred, along with the early Wordsworth and Coleridge. Keats, it seems, was not 
of much interest. Blake was also a less-explicable blind spot.

Among the Victorians, Curtin was impressed by certain poems of Tennyson, the 
two Brownings, William Morris and particularly Algernon Charles Swinburne. 
Edward Fitzgerald’s translation of Omar Khayam’s Rubaiyat was also a great favourite 
(as  it was with so many others at that time). He was also well acquainted with 
the nineteenth-century Americans, most notably Whitman and Longfellow, along 
with transcendentalists such as James Russell Lowell and Oliver Wendell Holmes. 
Davidson has an instructive chapter, too, on Curtin’s annotations of Longfellow’s 
translation of Dante’s Inferno. Curtin begins by searching it keenly for contemporary 
political applications, but after several cantos seems to lose interest. Or perhaps just 
stops making notes. There is much difficulty, as Davidson concedes, in establishing 
exactly what a deceased person’s reading habits were.

With Australian poets too, Curtin’s tastes seem to have also been predominantly 
nineteenth century. The English-born Adam Lindsay Gordon is there but not so 
much Charles Harpur or Henry Kendall, let alone Christopher Brennan. Curtin 
was certainly not a ‘completist’ in his collecting. The best-represented on his shelves 
are poets he knew personally, such as Bernard O’Dowd and Mary Gilmore.

While Toby Davidson’s Good for the Soul is a heartening book to read in that 
it forcefully reminds us what a large role poetry played in the life of one of our 
most important prime ministers—and how much poetry was a part of the general 
intellectual currency of that period—it is also hard to work out exactly for whom 
the book is intended.
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It will certainly make it impossible for future biographers of John Curtin to overlook, 
or underestimate, the role of poetry in their subject’s life. For contemporary 
Australian poets and lovers of poetry, Good for the Soul will be a mixed experience. 
They will be gratified that something so important in their own lives also played 
a comparable role in the life of someone so influential. On the other hand, they 
may well be disappointed at the often-disconcerting ‘gaps’ in Curtin’s reading and 
the ways in which poetry was co-opted for extraneous purposes rather than being 
enjoyed for its own sake.

This latter objection is not to say, however, that poetry and politics do not and 
cannot mix. Some of the best poems in our language are political. Shelley’s ‘England 
in 1819’ and Blake’s ‘London’ are just two examples. It’s an explicable pity that 
nearly all of the poems Curtin chose in his editing work with trade union papers 
fall well short of these standards, no matter how idealistic their author’s intentions 
may have been. In the twentieth century the best poems of the German Bertolt 
Brecht, and the Chilean Pablo Neruda (even in translation and with an occasional 
lapse towards Stalinism) set a similarly high standard—of which Curtin was plainly 
unaware, despite their being only a decade or so younger than he.

At 452 pages, some readers may well find Good for the Soul longer than it needs to 
be. Davidson’s research has been nothing if not thorough. A number of the poems 
from the papers Curtin worked for may have been better left to the obscurity they 
merit. Inevitably, the author has a difficult time deciding just what is relevant to the 
‘poetic’ dimension of his subject and what is not. He allows himself, for instance, 
considerable detours on the work of Bernard O’Dowd and Mary Gilmore, but 
in the latter case the excursion is probably justified by revealing (yet again?) how 
infatuated poets can be at having ‘access to power’ and how politely and respectfully 
‘power’ will decline their suggestions.

On the other hand, however, poets can often have the last word. One thinks of the 
last six lines of ‘Ozymandias’ by Shelley, one of Curtin’s favourite poets:

And on the pedestal these words appear:
‘My name is Ozymandias, king of kings:
Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!’
Nothing beside remains. Round the decay
Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare
The lone and level sands stretch far away.

It is somehow satisfying, after reading Good for the Soul, to know that our great 
wartime prime minister would have known these words well—even if he does not 
appear to have had quite the right opportunity to use them.
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Andrew Parkin review of Angela Woollacott, 
Don Dunstan: The Visionary Politician Who 
Changed Australia

(Crows Nest, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 2019), 344 pp., PB $32.99, 
ISBN 9781760631819

For such a significant political leader, Don Dunstan (1926–99, premier of South 
Australia 1967–68 and 1970–79) has waited a long time for a comprehensive and 
balanced biography.

Don Dunstan was first elected to the South Australian Parliament in March 1953 at 
the age of 27 as the Labor member for Adelaide’s inner-suburban seat of Norwood. 
He held that seat for 26 years until 1979. In honour of its most renowned past 
occupant, essentially the same seat was renamed Dunstan after a slight redistribution 
in 2014; the seat (considerably gentrified since the 1950s) is now a Liberal stronghold 
represented by the state’s Liberal premier.

As a young 1950s parliamentarian, Dunstan emerged as a prominent figure in 
Labor Party circles at both state and national levels during what turned out to be 
long periods in Opposition. When Labor at last took office in South Australia in 
March 1965, ending 32 years of Liberal and Country League (LCL) government, 
Dunstan made an immediate impact as a reforming attorney-general. He became 
Labor’s parliamentary leader, and hence premier, in June 1967 only for his party to 
return to Opposition after an election defeat in April 1968. Following a brief LCL 
interregnum with Dunstan as a vigorous Opposition leader, Dunstan returned as 
Labor premier in June 1970.

Then followed a remarkable period of government. It produced a cavalcade of 
progressive innovations across many policy domains. These domains included 
Indigenous land rights, multiculturalism, consumer protection across a range of 
products and services, modernised welfare services, urban and transportation 
planning, progressive education initiatives, electoral reform, public support for the 
creative arts, new approaches to public-sector management, liberalised liquor and 
public entertainment regulation, anti-discrimination statutes encompassing race and 
sex, and the decriminalisation of homosexuality. That many of the achievements of 
the period are now part of the policy mainstream should not obscure their radicalism 
at the time.
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Dunstan’s premiership ended sombrely. A pyjama-clad Dunstan announced to the 
press hastily summoned to his hospital in February 1979 that he was resigning from 
the office, and from parliament, due to ill health.

A small flurry of book-length expositions of the Dunstan premiership emerged 
in the years immediately following this resignation. Not least there is Dunstan’s 
autobiography published in 1981 (Felicia: The Political Memoirs of Don Dunstan).1 
It provides an insight, a little tedious in its detail, into how Dunstan wanted his 
political life and accomplishments to be interpreted. It barely mentions any aspects 
of his private life. The book’s title Felicia was the name proposed in the 1830s 
for the colony of South Australia by its Benthamite proponents; for Dunstan, it is 
a metaphor for a polity inspired by progressivist reform.

Academic analyses published at around the same time typify how most academic 
commentators have approached the subject ever since. Here, a disclosure is 
warranted. I was co-editor of and a contributor to The Dunstan Decade: Social 
Democracy at the State Level, also published in 1981.2 The Dunstan Decade provides 
analyses by 16 authors, nearly all academics, focused on the transformation of South 
Australia with which the Dunstan period is associated. The contributors aimed 
at documenting and explaining the policy development that made this possible. 
Beyond sketching out Dunstan’s overt political and policy influence as an active 
politician, The Dunstan Decade did not seek to investigate or evaluate Dunstan as 
a person. Nor did it attempt to situate his political achievements within his own life 
story. It instead offered generally sympathetic policy-focused appraisals by academic 
authors who were persuaded by the merits of the progressive agenda of the times. 
Perhaps unwisely, the book cover featured Nigel Murray-Harvey’s iconic silk-screen 
portrayal of Dunstan as the muscular superhero Captain Adelaide.

Thirty-six years later, the same cover image, and much the same kind of progressivist 
sympathy, were adopted for a 2017 Griffith Review issue themed as ‘State of Hope’.3 
Its editors explained that ‘South Australia has always demonstrated a willingness to 
challenge prevailing sentiments, experiment, boldly innovate and take a national 
lead—and as a result has produced a disproportionate number of leaders in business, 
science, the arts and public policy’.4 Such a homage to innovation in ‘the arts and 
public policy’ matches how Dunstan supporters typically characterise his period 
in government.

1  Don Dunstan, Felicia: The Political Memoirs of Don Dunstan (South Melbourne: Macmillan, 1981).
2  Andrew Parkin and Allan Patience, eds, The Dunstan Decade: Social Democracy at the State Level (Melbourne: 
Longman Cheshire, 1981). 
3  Julianne Schultz and Patrick Allington, eds., ‘State of Hope’, Griffith Review no. 55 (2017).
4  Schultz and Allington, ‘State of Hope’ online introduction, www.griffithreview.com/editions/state-of-hope/.

http://www.griffithreview.com/editions/state-of-hope/
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These sympathetic accounts can be juxtaposed against a couple of pieces of book-
length journalism published in the years immediately following Dunstan’s resignation 
from office. Both volumes are highly critical of specific aspects of Dunstan’s decision-
making and/or his demeanour.

Stewart Cockburn’s The Salisbury Affair5 focused on Dunstan’s dismissal in January 
1978 of South Australian police commissioner Harold Salisbury. For conservatives 
like Cockburn, the dismissal (effected on the grounds of Salisbury’s refusal to destroy 
certain surveillance files) was an affront. Indeed it was a ‘political assassination’.6 
A royal commission, and the clear consensus of later scholars, came down firmly on 
Dunstan’s side of this controversy.

The potentially salacious nature of some of the Special Branch files was a symbolic 
link to the nature of the other critical book. It’s Grossly Improper was penned by 
journalists Des Ryan and Mike McEwen.7 The book title provocatively appropriated 
Dunstan’s own expression of outrage at the investigation behind the book. Ryan 
and McEwen sought to expose how aspects of Dunstan’s personal life, notably a 
specific gay relationship, had allegedly led to inappropriate and potentially corrupt 
behaviour. (In an epilogue to his Felicia autobiography, Dunstan dismisses the book 
as ‘the most absurd farrago of lies [and] crazed inventions’.)8

The awkward matter of how to juxtapose Dunstan’s public achievements with the 
unorthodox private life spotlighted in It’s Grossly Improper is probably the single 
explanation for why a comprehensive biography took so long to emerge. Dino 
Hodge bravely entered this awkward territory with his Don Dunstan: Intimacy and 
Liberty published in 2014.9 Hodge’s intertwining of the Dunstan story with a parallel 
evolving history of the vulnerability of Adelaide’s gay community produces an 
interesting contribution while arguably giving insufficient emphasis to its subject’s 
broader public-policy accomplishments.

Now Angela Woollacott’s Don Dunstan: The Visionary Politician Who Changed 
Australia has proffered a new comprehensive biography. In the main, it succeeds 
admirably.

Woollacott’s Don Dunstan is essentially chronological with occasional thematic 
excursions where warranted. As a chronology, it naturally starts and ends with Dunstan 
as a private individual, being born in Fiji to expatriate Australian parents in 1926 
and dying of cancer in February 1999 soon after the demise of a financially ruinous 

5  Stewart Cockburn, The Salisbury Affair (Melbourne: Sun Books, 1979).
6  Cockburn, Salisbury Affair, 289.
7  Des Ryan and Mike McEwen, It’s Grossly Improper (Dulwich, SA: Wenan, 1979).
8  Dunstan, Felicia, 320.
9  Dino Hodge, Don Dunstan: Intimacy and Liberty (Kent Town, SA: Wakefield Press, 2014).
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restaurant venture with then-partner Steven Cheng. Woollacott’s achievement is 
managing to weave Dunstan’s intervening private story into a  portrayal of how 
it influenced his public persona and political achievements.

Woollacott does not add anything particularly new to the exposition of Dunstan’s 
political or policy impact. The standard progressive interpretation is essentially 
taken as given, though perhaps conveyed in a more enlivened way than the typical 
academic discussion. Woollacott draws, with due acknowledgment, on the familiar 
sympathetic academic sources. These sources are nicely supplemented by, though in 
no significant way contradicted by, recollections from a range of Dunstan’s former 
colleagues and associates (many of whom, with telling loyalty, had contributed these 
observations to an impressive oral history database).

Less convincingly, the book reproduces testimonials from various luminaries, most 
of them memorialising Dunstan at the time of his death. For Bob Hawke, Dunstan 
had evidently been ‘a star in the Australian political firmament’ (p. viii). Gough 
Whitlam wanted to ‘rekindle the brightness of light which seemed to shine from 
Adelaide around Australia during the Dunstan years’ (p. vii). For Mike Rann, 
a  later South Australian premier who had been Dunstan’s speechwriter, Dunstan 
was the ‘Thomas Jefferson’ of Australian politics with Whitlam as the ‘George 
Washington’ (odd analogies best regarded as peroration rather than as convincing 
history). Woollacott’s Don Dunstan would lose nothing if such declamations had 
been omitted. Perhaps the author was over-conscious of a need to demonstrate 
the national significance of a figure whom she might have feared had become 
undeservedly rendered more provincial by the passage of time.

Woollacott attributes Dunstan’s progressiveness on cultural and social justice matters 
to the influence of his formative years in colonial Fiji.10 This was where he had lived 
until the age of seven, then again from the ages of 10 to 13, and where, after an elite 
Adelaide education at St Peter’s College and the University of Adelaide Law School, 
he had returned briefly to practise law. She reveals much of interest about how, after 
heading back to Adelaide to further a legal career and then enter politics, Dunstan 
continued to interconnect with some aspects of elite Adelaide’s ‘establishment’ while 
also emerging as a challenger to many of its cultural assumptions and privileges. 
These interconnections and contradictions arguably underlay much of the persistent 
conservative hostility to Dunstan throughout, and beyond, his public career.

Woollacott succeeds in describing how Dunstan’s complicated private story 
complicated, and in the end overwhelmed, his public journey. Matters became 
more fraught for Dunstan as his personal life evolved. His first marriage had been 

10  See also Angela Woollacott, ‘Radical Roots in Fiji: The Impact of Colonialism on Don Dunstan’, Griffith Review, 
no. 55 (2017): 103–12.
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evidently professionally fortifying if not necessarily loyal. What followed, from the 
early 1970s after the cessation of this marriage, was a succession of relationships, 
detailed in the book, until his final partnership with Cheng.

The political complications arising from Dunstan’s private life were not just 
consequences of conservatives finding aspects of it distasteful. Woollacott’s narration 
confirms the deep discomfort felt by some of Dunstan’s closest colleagues and allies 
about persistently reckless elements of his private life, its overlap with his public 
duties, and about the effect of all this on his judgement. It is not conservatives 
whom Woollacott is quoting in referring to observations about Dunstan’s ‘hubris’; 
rather, these are some of his close political or professional associates.

Woollacott herself concludes that Dunstan ‘had a large ego, could be self-indulgent, 
even at times emotionally fragile, and had a highly developed sense of loyalty 
and betrayal’ (p. xi). This is counterbalanced by an appreciation of Dunstan as 
‘a politician who held consistent, passionate principles and worked tirelessly towards 
his goals’ (p. xi). 

Woollacott confirms that the health deterioration that led to Dunstan’s 1979 
resignation cannot be separated from the psychological and political impact of the 
intertwining of his private and public lives.

Dunstan’s post-premier public career is well covered by Woollacott. This included 
a period (1982–86) as director of the Victorian Tourism Commission. This 
appointment, effected under Victoria’s Cain Labor Government, turned out to be 
another troubling experience. Woollacott reveals that, during 1986, an ‘agitated 
phone call’ (p. 248) from Premier Cain pleaded with the then South Australian 
Labor Premier John Bannon to ‘offer Dunstan a position [back] in South Australia 
to get him out of Melbourne’ (p. 248).

Back in Adelaide, Dunstan became a regular columnist for the weekly Adelaide Review 
denouncing the neoliberal privatisation agenda which, by the 1990s, was shifting 
the prevailing policy landscape in directions noticeably at odds with Dunstan’s 
1970s program. He dived headlong into his (eventually ill-fated) restaurant venture. 
With an eye on his legacy, he arranged for the creation of an ongoing organisation 
that could carry on ‘my agenda’ after his death; the Don Dunstan Foundation 
(the recipient of bipartisan public funding) continues to this day.

Woollacott’s Don Dunstan relaying of this complicated but compelling story 
produces a fine record of intertwined public and private lives. As an explanation, 
interpretation and contextualisation of that record, however, I suggest that it leaves 
two themes underdeveloped.
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The first of these underdeveloped themes would situate the Dunstan premiership 
of the 1970s within the larger Australian phenomenon of the renaissance of 
state politics at that time. The Dunstan governments can justifiably claim to be 
significant contributors to the renaissance of the Australian states, but it was not 
a phenomenon confined to South Australia. Its origins and persistence have a number 
of causes and contributors. Among them is the rise to policy prominence (not least, 
paradoxically, under the national Whitlam Labor Government) of human-service 
and cultural matters, and the professionalisation of their management and delivery. 
Under Australian federalism, these are quintessentially state-level matters. There 
may be a lost opportunity here to explore Dunstan’s role in the renaissance of the 
states, an exploration that might have helped to reinforce an argument about his 
national significance.

A second underdeveloped theme is to how to understand the Dunstan story in 
relation to the familiar dilemma facing every biographer of a ‘great person’. To what 
extent is any individual, no matter how prominent, really an independent agent 
shaping history? To what extent, alternatively, is such an individual mostly a vehicle 
for larger social, cultural and political forces (in this case, inexorable forces of 
policy reform and modernisation) whose influence far outweighs the impact of any 
one person?

Don Dunstan was associated with a transformation of South Australian, and 
Australian, politics and public policy. It is to the credit of Angela Woollacott’s 
admirable biography that it also raises these larger questions.
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Wayne Reynolds review of James Cotton, 
ed., Documents on Australian Foreign Policy: 
Australia and the World 1920–1930

(Sydney: NewSouth Publishing, 2019), 960 pp., HB $89.99, 
ISBN 9781742236414

James Cotton has assembled 451 documents in an edited volume on Australian 
foreign policy covering the period 1920–30. The work progresses from the peace 
settlement in 1920–21; the approach to the Washington Conference in 1921–22; 
the evolution of the British Empire’s machinery and trade 1922–33; work in the 
League of Nations 1920–31; and attempts to claim Antarctica. This was a decade of 
imperial conferences, attempts to formalise a system of imperial defence and a strong 
focus on the City of London to oversee a policy of ‘men, money and markets’. 
The government of Stanley Melbourne Bruce, which was in office from 1923 to 
1929, seemed to have anticipated the Sterling Area launched at Ottawa in 1932. 
Bruce was himself to go to London later as Australia’s resident in London and high 
commissioner.

Cotton suggests that there were ‘distinctive Australian national interests’ that made 
a ‘merger’ of Australian and imperial interests problematic in this decade (p. 4). 
Trade was a significant example. The development of the trade commissioner 
service from the colonial period, the subject of a separate Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade study, had already initiated machinery to expand Australian 
commercial contacts in the Asian region. The war accelerated this development, 
with a Board of Trade established in 1918 and planning to send commissioners 
further afield, in South America, Europe and South Africa. Imperial preference 
and the role of Empire marketing boards certainly constituted trade diversion, but 
the documents give weight to the role of Britain in restricting scope for imperial 
integration. As Labor Prime Minister Scullin who looked to the City of London in 
1930 for advice pointed out, British imports from Denmark and Argentina were 
£130 million while those from Australia were £54 million. Australian trade officials 
such as Frank McDougall, a member of the Empire Marketing Board, understood 
that Empire Free Trade was not ‘practicable or desirable’. What was needed was 
a radical overhaul, with a planned rationalisation of industries and the development 
of supply chains in iron and steel, automobile manufacture and electric power on 
an Empire basis. These ideas were indeed taken up in the postwar reconstruction of 
Australia, a depression and second global conflict away.
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Regional security was a second area of Australian political focus. There is much 
that will be familiar to readers. Australian concerns with regional security since the 
1880s have long attracted scholarly attention. Billy Hughes’s robust contributions, 
previously conveyed by his role at the Versailles conference in 1919, are well 
documented. His support for the Anglo-Japanese alliance, further developed in this 
volume, have been revealed by W. J. Hudson, Neville Meaney and others. Cotton 
argues, however, that the establishment of the Pacific Branch under Edward Piesse in 
the Prime Minister’s Department marked the beginning of Australian foreign policy 
machinery. The action was taken in large part because the British Government had 
alerted Hughes to the fact that dispatching a fleet to the Pacific in future conflicts 
was problematic. The Washington Conference in 1921 enshrined the proposition 
that the Royal Navy would be equal to that of the United States, and that the Anglo–
Japanese alliance would have to be terminated. The documents reveal the extent 
to which Piesse reimagined a future in which British power could not be relied 
upon. Piesse mapped out in December 1920 a post-imperial sphere of Australasian 
interest that included the Netherlands East Indies and Portuguese Timor. Piesse also 
foreshadowed Australian appeasement policy in 1938, suggesting that there was a 
danger of Japan allying with Germany and Italy. It was in Australian interests, he 
argued, that Japan’s interest be confined to China rather than risk expansion south 
of the equator: ‘Japan has done nothing in China which was not done by the western 
powers before’ (p. 112). The problem of Japan’s ‘continental strategy’ was the ‘new 
attitude of America’ (p. 137). Japan feared war with America, a factor in its seizure 
of the German islands in the Pacific in 1914. Piesse was accordingly pessimistic 
about reconciling the interests between the two Pacific powers. As the documents 
make clear, however, there was no thought of establishing Australian legations in 
Washington or Tokyo. The focus was on ensuring the closest consultation in London 
and access to intelligence. To this end Piesse produced a major memorandum on the 
‘Far Eastern Question for Australia’, conducted conversations abroad with Japanese 
officials; and reported on Japanese attempts to secure most-favoured-nation status 
to trade in New Guinea and its own restrictions on trade in the mandates north 
of the equator.

While Australian military historians look north, Australian officials in the 1920s also 
looked south. A key factor exercising Australian concern with offshore territories 
was the pressure to annex Antarctica. Antarctica is accorded prominence in this 
volume. There were herein parallels with Britain’s reluctance in the colonial period 
to annex territories in the South-West Pacific despite Australasian pressure to do so. 
Cotton’s documents make it apparent that London would exert only gradual steps to 
secure British sovereignty over Antarctica. R. G. Casey, John Latham, Keith Officer 
and Bruce, however, were well aware of the precedent of Britain failing to acquire 
Alaska when the chance had been offered. Tsarist Russia and then the United States 
effectively capped Canadian prospects for Arctic expansion. Australian diplomatic 
activism was needed in pressing interests in the southern oceans, especially given 
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the potential for claims from Norway, France and the United States arising from 
the growth of whaling. In 1933 Antarctic explorer Douglas Mawson, a significant 
player in securing Australian rights, detailed for the Geographical Society his recent 
mission to the continent, as parliament passed the Australian Antarctic Acceptance 
Act 1933.

American power was well understood by Australian policy-makers in the 1920s, but 
the response was to strengthen the empire. Hughes was a fierce critic of Canada in 
this respect. Canada had asserted a right to make separate treaties. It had an embassy 
in Washington. When Canadian Prime Minister Meighen supported Harding’s 
insistence that Britain abandon the alliance with Japan, Hughes condemned the 
policy as the ‘Voice of America’. Geography protected Canada. It did not protect 
Australia. British sea power was essential and defence policy required a focus on 
the Empire as a whole. To Hughes regional security was a part of the network of 
Empire bases. He supported a system of global wireless communications, supported 
(albeit  with concern over the breakdown in British consultation) the British at 
Chanak, and opposed proposals to end Britain’s protectorate in Egypt.

There was significant discussion on the legal framework underpinning relations 
between the dominions and London, especially after their exclusion from conferences 
such as that at Washington on naval disarmament, the commitments in Turkey before 
the 1923 Chanak crisis, and the Locarno Treaty in 1925 by which Britain assumed 
potential responsibility for the defence of France. The problem was that a legislative 
framework was problematic. In 1930 Australia’s delegate to the League of Nations 
and law professor William Harrison Moore grappled with ‘repugnancy’ clause in 
the Colonial Laws Validity Act 1865, which conferred overarching powers on the 
British Parliament. Removing this negative power did not address the problems 
that lay at the heart of the famous Balfour Declaration in 1926. Dominions may be 
autonomous but not equal in function. The quest for uniformity in imperial policy, 
resisted in any event by Canada and South Africa, was not, as Moore concluded, 
‘not scientific but practical’ (p. 628).

The documents reveal a strong concern to strengthen consultation and undertake 
practical measures to strengthen the Empire. Deputy Prime Minister Earl Page in 
1926 spoke of ‘efficient imperial co-operation’, with separate dominions within 
a ‘framework of institutions which are essentially the same’ (p. 612). A ‘common 
respect for the rule of law’, an ability to compromise and imperial ‘sentiment’ were the 
ties that bind (p. 612). To External Affairs adviser Keith Officer, the Dominions were 
all engaged ‘to some extent’ in foreign affairs. His advice in 1930 was to strengthen 
consultations between imperial conferences. There should herein be consideration 
for an Imperial Economic Committee. Bruce, too, focused on practical measures 
such as standardising industrial practices to strengthen inter-imperial trade. In this 
context Herbert Gepp, chairman of the Migration and Development Commission, 
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was aware of the dual nature of his portfolio: ‘migration [to Australia] is governed 
by economic facts’ (p. 607). Industrial development was a ‘national problem’ while 
immigration was an imperial as well as national problem (p. 607).

Australian concern to keep defence and trade policy substantially within the Empire 
ensured limited support for the League of Nations. From the beginning of the 
organisation Hughes opposed League limitations on Australia’s jurisdiction in Papua 
New Guinea. The establishment of the Permanent Mandates Commission in 1921 
by the League Australian delegates countered Japan’s attempt to reject the application 
of the White Australia policy to its mandates. They also opposed the prospect of 
Germany securing representation on the commission, a concern that would 
re-emerge in the 1930s as measures to appease Nazi Germany were considered.

Australian delegates also opposed attempts by the League to reduce protectionism. 
Trade restrictions, and immigration, were matters of ‘domestic jurisdiction’. It was 
to be the bedrock that informed H. V. Evatt’s approach at the inaugural meeting of 
the United Nations in 1945. In similar vein Australia wanted an armed Britain to 
be unrestrained in assisting in its defence. League measures to secure disarmament 
and proposals for the Pacific Settlement of International Disputes were met by 
the Australian Government with ‘considerable reservation’ (p. 426). Geography 
mitigated the application of such measures to Australia. Australia was not yet safe. 
Nor should Britain be bound by treaties ‘designed to meet European conditions’ 
(p.  426). Australia was a ‘small population forming part of the British Empire’ 
(p. 426).

It is not usual for Australian diplomatic historians to dwell on the importance of the 
Locarno Treaty in 1925. Cotton captures the extent to which Australian attempts 
to inform Empire policy were based on practical measures of collaboration. Australia 
had not been invited to the conference that secured recognition of Germany’s 
western borders and stabilised the diplomatic pressure on Weimar Germany. That 
came, however, with a British commitment to the continent—at least as far as the 
Rhine. That was of great potential consequence for Australian defence planning. But 
Australia had not been invited to the Washington Conference nor consulted over 
the Chanak crisis, both of which carried major implications for empire strategy. 
In every case, however, the issues were taken up at Imperial conferences and debated 
in detail, often with considerable insight. Bruce, for example, in pressing for the 
conference in 1926 known for its famous elevation of the Dominions by Lord 
Balfour, wrote to British leaders that ‘we feel that the Locarno Treaty in itself is of 
sufficient importance to render an early Imperial Conference essential’ (p. 585).

Imperial control of Australian diplomacy, trade and defence was reflected in the 
structure of foreign relations in the decade from 1920 to 1930. The Admiralty, 
Foreign Office, the City of London all cast long shadows over this part of the 
Empire. Distance underscored attachment to the Empire. Australia and Canada were 
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different. Cotton’s volume presents a much more nuanced picture. The documents 
capture policy makers carefully weighing Australian options in a world of declining 
British power. Britain may have been weakened by the war, but Hughes, Gepp, Page, 
McDougall, Scullin and others pressed the need for a renewed attempt to strengthen 
the Empire by taking more considered action in building Australian industrial and 
economic capability. Piesse suggested far-reaching steps to respond to a rising Japan 
unrestrained by the British fleet or the diplomatic leverage conferred by the treaty 
with Japan. World War I highlighted the impact of European conflict on Empire 
security. Bruce was alive to the possibility of a repetition of that scenario in framing 
a response to Locarno and League disarmament proposals. Moore struggled with 
the statutory framework surrounding relations between London and the dominions, 
but the efforts were put into affecting practical aspects of cooperation. Page’s appeal 
to common respect for law was an appeal then to the Anglosphere. It remains for 
some to the present.
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Geoff Robinson review of Terry Irving, 
The Fatal Lure of Politics: The Life and Thought 
of Vere Gordon Childe

(Clayton, Vic.: Monash University Publishing, 2020), 424 pp., PB $39.95, 
ISBN 9781925835748

This is an extremely impressive book. Irving has ranged widely across a diverse 
collection of sources to tell as much as we can know of Childe’s life, despite his 
destruction of most of his personal papers. Almost every time the reader begins to 
think of a question not yet answered Irving provides one in the next few pages.

The subtitle is ‘life and thought’ and this points to an inevitable difficulty in the 
work. Childe sought to define himself by his work and thought, and constructed 
his life to an extraordinary extent such that it is difficult to ascertain a ‘real’ Childe, 
but at times the biographical form necessarily works against understanding the 
totality of his thought. Childe represented an example of what Perry Anderson in 
1976 described as the tradition of ‘western Marxism’.1 He challenged reductionist 
versions of Marxism but struggled for influence in a world where Stalinism and 
social democracy defined the possibilities of mass working-class politics.

Irving situates Childe in the context of working-class and socialist politics both 
in Australia and the wider world. Irving begins with Childe’s death by suicide in 
1957. He is concerned to define Childe not just as a famous archaeologist or as 
the author of How Labour Governs but as an intellectual whose life was defined by 
his commitment to Marxism. There is an element of autobiography in the Lure of 
Politics as Irving was one whose commitment to socialist politics developed just as 
Childe’s life came to an end. The work reflects Irving’s decades-long preoccupation 
with the role of intellectuals.

Born in 1892 Childe grew to maturity against a backdrop of growing social conflict 
in Australia; in particular, strike action by workers disappointed with the record 
of the Labor Party in government. The young Childe was influenced by this spirit of 
revolt against official labourism and what he would later describe as ‘politicism’. 
Australian labour posed unique challenges for socialist intellectuals. A proletariat 
with a uniquely strong sense of corporate identity elected a Labor Party content 
to administer the capitalist order. Yet Childe was also influenced by another non-
labourist strand on the left, that of radical liberalism. Here he shared common 
ground with his close friend the young H. V. Evatt, but if Evatt sought as a politician 
to reconcile liberalism and labourism, Childe instead strove to harmonise liberalism 

1  Perry Anderson, Considerations on Western Marxism (London: Verso, 1976).
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with Marxist socialism, and necessarily with the Soviet Union as the representative 
of the latter. Childe came to draw a clear distinction between the socialist project 
and official labourism, but this took time. Initially he hoped for a regeneration of 
Labor, that intellectuals such as himself could theorise the workers’ revolt against 
‘politicism’ but also guide this revolt towards a broader and hegemonic appeal. 
Eventually Childe concluded that Australian Labor’s failures were predestined, 
but there is an ambiguity in his analysis. Was the failure of Australian labourism 
a product of the party’s electoral dependence on non-proletarian voters or did it 
demonstrate that the entire project of parliamentary socialism was flawed? This 
ambiguity was paralleled in Childe’s attitude towards Soviet socialism.

It was World War I that transformed Childe from a new liberal to a radical, and in 
this he was especially hostile towards those former new liberals such as Meredith 
Atkinson for whom the war impelled a rightward shift. The liberal heritage remained 
significant for Childe. Irving could have situated Childe in a broader ideological 
context. Some critics of the inertia of ‘orthodox’ Marxism before 1914 such as Karl 
Korsch and Georges Sorel looked with sympathy on those revisionist social democrats 
influenced by liberalism, such as the British Fabians and Eduard Bernstein. Korsch 
and Sorel saw in their practice a commitment towards political impact rather than 
abstract critique. Irving’s account shows that Childe sometimes affected the pose 
of the stereotypical academic, but he was deeply attracted to the idea of practice. 
His commitment to archaeology with its material focus reflected this. For Childe, 
however, the ‘material’ was the product of human agency: Man Makes Himself was 
the title of one his books.

Childe’s break with liberalism as a political project was impelled by the World War. 
Irving, however, shows that Childe was probably initially a supporter of the war, 
he moved quickly towards an anti-war position, but this was never shaped by an 
abstract pacifism. As a student at Oxford he established deep connections with 
the radical left, in particular the young Rajani Palme Dutt. The long connection 
between Childe and Dutt reveals Dutt’s own charisma, despite the monochrome 
Stalinism for which he is now remembered. Even as Childe radicalised, he retained 
links to a liberal tradition. He was influenced by Leonard Hobhouse’s attempt to 
distinguish the new liberal critique of laissez-faire from the German tradition of 
statism. Childe came to admire the Soviet communist work of state-building but his 
liberalism was apparent in his private doubts.

When Childe returned to Australia in 1917 he plunged into involvement with the 
labour movement. It was a movement politically weaker than before the war but now 
more radical. Childe was optimistic about the Labor Party, he admired the record of 
the only surviving Labor government in Queensland, where he was briefly resident, 
but most of his involvement centred in New South Wales where the Party would 
return to government in 1920. Like the Industrial Workers of the World, Childe 
complained of the ‘boneheads’ that were too abundant in the labour movement, but 
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his position was not a revolutionary one. He mapped a middle position, arguing 
that Labor could respond to popular demands and that socialists should stay in 
the party. State enterprises, he argued, were not simply agents of capitalism but 
could be outposts of socialism, and the labour movement should strive to develop 
practical examples of worker’s self-management within to sector. In this advocacy 
Childe was influenced by the vision, if not the details, of the ‘guild socialism’ that 
G. D. H. Cole had championed. Both Childe and Cole championed working-class 
agency but rejected the pure syndicalist dismissal of politics. Childe’s activism was 
an Australian expression of a broader mood in the global left that sought to steer 
between reform and revolution.

The most fascinating aspect of Childe’s political activism is his service as adviser to 
John Storey, New South Wales Labor premier from April 1920 to October 1921. 
Childe was one of the first, if not the first, example of the Labor political staffer, 
brought in to balance a conservative bureaucracy. Storey’s administration had only 
a tenuous majority, was dependent on financial markets, and faced a deeply divided 
and chaotically factionalised labour movement. Childe travelled the state on behalf 
of the government, championed the cause of state enterprises and researched overseas 
examples of industrial democracy. In October 1921, shortly after Storey’s death, 
Childe accepted a post of research officer with the New South Wales Government 
London office. The state Labor Government was by now in political disarray 
following Storey’s death. Childe was dismissed from his London position following 
the government’s defeat in April 1922.

It is back in London that Childe penned How Labour Governs, his critical examination 
of Australian labourism. Childe’s increasing scepticism about the parliamentary road 
was shaped by his own experiences in New South Wales but also the retreat of the 
Queensland Labor Government from its reformist ambitions as it sought to appease 
financial markets. Irving’s careful analysis of How Labour Governs and its context 
seeks to rebut the image of it as a work of disillusionment that espoused a pessimistic 
critique of politics, similar to that of Robert Michels’s. Irving is correct that the 
book was often misunderstood, but sometimes authors court misunderstanding. 
When the young communist Esmonde Higgins accused Childe of cynicism he 
responded to Childe’s style of detachment. This style had personal significance for 
Childe. Irving argues that he was same-sex attracted but there is little evidence of 
any intimate relations during his life. Childe strove for distance even from himself.

After How Labour Governs, Childe’s intellectual focus was as an archaeologist. Irving 
provides a thoughtful analysis of aspects of this work. As a Marxist Childe was 
concerned to challenge racially based theories of prehistory but he also challenged 
the ‘Marxist’ orthodoxy championed by the Communist Party. He made clear his 
low opinion of Engels’s anthropological musings to the displeasure of the Party. He 
left politics to the Party but resisted its influence. He defended Marxist intellectual 
practice as a ‘scientific’ method that ascertained truths from observation, but to him 



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

260

reality included human practice. He appealed to Hegel, Croce and even the fascist 
Giovanni Gentile in support of this position. As Irving notes, aspects of his style 
looked forward to the concerns of the new left. It separated him somewhat from 
the culture of British Marxism in which a determinist style often compensated for 
political failures. In this respect Childe was one of Anderson’s ‘western Marxists’. 
Childe also exemplified the dilemmas that Marxist intellectuals faced in the age of 
Stalinism. Anderson argues that intellectuals could either enrol in a Communist 
Party and accept its discipline or separate themselves from the Party entirely.2 The 
former required the intellectual to surrender any claim to opine on political strategy 
and encouraged a turn to disciplines remote from social struggles such as aesthetics 
or philosophy. To reject Communism entirely either isolated intellectuals from the 
working class or else, as in Australia and Britain, meant subordination to the limited 
horizons of labourism. The career of Childe’s old friend Evatt was not a happy 
example of the latter approach. In large part Childe chose the former.

Irving gives considerable attention to Childe’s connection with Communism, but at 
times he strives too hard to downplay its meaning for Childe. He was never a Party 
member, but he was known as an ally of the Party and the Party leadership valued 
his sympathy. He visited the USSR and, later, communist Eastern Europe, praised 
the ‘socialist heaven’, and was active in ‘front’ groups. In private he had doubts. He 
described the Soviet Union in 1936 as ‘totalitarian’, read Koestler’s Darkness at Noon, 
and deplored the Soviet invasion of Finland. It appears that the experience of World 
War II strengthened Childe’s esteem for Soviet socialism. Irving discusses Childe’s 
words in his 1947 History in which Stalin was praised as a great statesman who had 
foretold the course of world history. Irving argues that Childe saw Stalin as a symbol 
for the ‘course of world history’ rather than an individual. This seems a stretch. For 
Childe men made themselves, and history had a meaning and Stalin made history. 
Stalinism as way of life contained utopian and transformative elements. Childe’s image 
of detachment, even cynicism and disdain for sentimentalism should not obscure 
his deep faith in progress. Childe’s youthful sympathy for radical liberalism and his 
early hopes for a renewed Australian labour movement expressed this faith as did his 
commitment to the Soviet experiment. Frustrated and disappointed with the state of 
Soviet archaeology after a visit in 1956, he nevertheless maintained a public silence 
and expressed his disappointments in a private letter, even if it was widely circulated.

The Fatal Lure of Politics is more than the story of a fascinating individual it also 
provides a unique perspective upon the course of socialist and Marxist politics in a 
catastrophic century. Childe strove to make himself in this century—but as Marx 
argued, men make their own history but are weighted down by the nightmare of 
dead generations. Childe both engaged with and struggled with labourism and 
Stalinised Marxism, both legacies of these dead generations. Childe’s suicide in 1957 
was a reflection of personal and political exhaustion.

2  Anderson, Considerations on Western Marxism, p. 44.
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Sophie Scott-Brown review of Francis Larson, 
Undreamed Shores: The Hidden Heroines of 
British Anthropology

(London: Granta, 2021), 352 pp., HB $39.99, ISBN 9781783783328

The editor believes the thing to be a just history of fact; neither is there any appearance 
of fiction in it: And however thinks because all such things are disputed, that the 
improvement of it, as well to the diversion, as the instruction of the reader, will be 
the same and as such, he thinks, without further compliment to the world, he does 
them a great service in the publication.
Daniel Defoe, Preface to Robinson Crusoe (1719)

At some point, biographers must decide whether their subject(s) are exceptional 
or optical. In other words, are they making an intervention on the historical 
record or aiming for a deeper understanding of the historical substrata? Of course, 
this proves a false, even unhelpful dichotomy if observed too literally. Optical 
biography without appreciation of individuality is reductive. Exceptional people 
without context are caricatures. Still, even if it is only a matter of emphasis at stake, 
addressing this helps to orientate both writer and reader. On this point, however, 
Francis Larson’s Undreamed Shores: Hidden Heroines of British Anthropology (2021) 
remains resolutely at sea and, while ambivalence can be a creative strategy, in this 
case it leaves only the sense of a surface grazed but undisturbed.

In essence, Hidden Heroines tells the stories of five British women anthropologists 
who studied the diploma in anthropology at Oxford in the early twentieth century, 
took their skills out into the field, and who, in some form or another, progressed 
to professional careers as anthropologists during the interwar years. Included in her 
collection are Katherine Routledge, Barbara Freire-Marreco, Winifred Blackman, 
Maria Czaplicka and Beatrice Blackwood who, between them, cover Pacific islands, 
Egypt, New Mexico, Siberia, Papua and New Guinea.

So, are they exceptional as the subtitle, ‘hidden heroines’1 implies? Did they 
transform disciplinary knowledge or the discipline as a social institution? Did their 
anthropological insights transform British social or colonial policy? Standing in 
the introduction, waiting to board Chapter 1, it seems that this is the promise—
‘they defied the social expectations of their times with brilliant, and tragic, results’ 

1  A small, perhaps petulant point, but it would be interesting to know why Gertrude Bell and Margery Perham—
close contemporaries, fellow Oxford students, and significantly influential figures for the discipline during this 
time—do not warrant even passing mention. Sufficient has been written on Bell and Perham not to require an 
extensive feature, but, arguably, they form an important part of the Oxford-Gender-Anthropology equation that 
Larson wishes to unravel.
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(p. 9) —but by the time we disembark at the conclusion we are told, rather flatly, 
that they ‘wrote books reflecting their position in the field: modest and attentive’ 
(p. 294) and that they never achieved the professional status and standing of their 
male colleagues.

They must, then, be useful lens into female experience in anthropology, in academia, 
in Oxford, or perhaps gender is not the primary objective at all, just a particular filter 
that shows up a finer grain in the history of British anthropology. We do not know 
as we are given no signposts but certainly some of the strongest chapters in the book 
are the ones on college culture and gender at Oxford (pp. 2 and 8). Here, Larson 
manages to convey, with relative economy, the simultaneous sense of opportunity 
and claustrophobia those women experienced on arrival at Oxford:

Their halls housed intimate supportive communities that pushed women to challenge 
society’s expectations of them … As soon as students walked out of the college gates, 
they were expected to perform the part of the subservient woman. (p. 30)

Elsewhere, the effect is patchier. There was great potential to use the five women to 
re-examine factional fault lines in the discipline,2 in particular the tensions between 
the Oxford and London cultures of professional anthropology. To do so would have 
brought something fresh to the gender question. Larson offers some nice observations 
on this topic, such as the fact that Oxford offered the anthropology diploma to 
women long before the University of London did and yet, post 1920, it was the 
London School of Economics that would, under Bronislaw Malinowski, produce 
a generation of influential women fieldworkers and scholars (including Lucy Mair, 
Audrey Richards, Hortense Powdermaker and Phyllis Kaberry). Elsewhere, she 
notes that, at Oxford ‘[s]cientists tended to be more liberal than their colleagues in 
the humanities’ when it came to employing female researchers (p. 115). These are 
significant points and it is annoying that they are not pursued. What, for example, 
was the rationale underpinning the Oxford diploma for women? Was it simply 
a natural extension of the subjects where women scholars had made some progress, 
such as history or classics, or was it a practical extension course for middle-class 
women expecting to live married lives in the colonies alongside husbands in the 
ever-swelling colonial administration?

On the relations between science and gender, here was another opportunity to 
interrogate the ambiguity of the discipline’s identity during this time. Larson flirts 
with this topic repeatedly, but never takes a firm hold. Contrasts are nearly always 
unfair, but in this case, it would be remiss not to mention Henrika Kuklick’s now 
classic account The Savage Within: The Social History of British Anthropology 1885–
1945 (1991) that, while contested by some in the profession,3 remains unrivalled 

2  See David Mills, A Difficult Folk: A Political History of Social Anthropology (New York: Berghan Books, 2008).
3  See Jack Goody, The Exansive Moment: Anthropology in Britain and Africa 1918–1970 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1995), 191–208.
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in its meticulous tracing of the professionalisation process in the discipline, of 
the infusion of modern scientific theory and method (and stubborn persistence 
of the old), and the attendant political significance accompanying these changes. 
Kuklick might have broken more than a few eggs in making her omelette but she 
made a point. By contrast, what we get here are loose, bland statements:

The subject underwent a radical shift and the multidisciplinary ethos of the early 
twentieth century quickly came to seem outdated. Their Oxford predecessors were 
too easily dismissed as museum collectors, archaeologists or physical anthropologists. 
Far from being celebrated as female pioneers in anthropological fieldwork, they 
were almost entirely overlooked by those who followed … If they had voiced their 
common interests it might have been different, but they never formed a coherent 
group. (p. 295)

In the casual reference to ‘multidisciplinary ethos’ is the kernel of an interesting 
counter to the conventional, semi-automatic assumption that with increasing 
professionalisation came better quality anthropological research, but it is too 
throw-away a line to make any sense of it. What, exactly, was lost in the ‘radical 
shift’? Moreover, how can the five featured women illuminate this in any special or 
interesting way? Later we have:

Blackwood saw the merit of Malinowski’s ‘functionalism’ and taught her students to 
follow his example as a fieldworker, but she believed that his teaching came at the 
expense of other perspectives that were equally important, including the historical 
links between different cultures. (p. 281)

Why is functionalism in quotation marks? Does Larson—or, more importantly, did 
Blackwood—doubt its conceptual integrity? What was it, then, that Blackwood could 
concede as worthy of merit? More importantly, what perspectives had been lost?

These questions, and where the five women stood on them, want for answers 
because, disappointingly, the individual portraits almost completely omit any 
substantial intellectual matters. The single biggest problem with Undreamed Shores 
is that the books and the articles these women wrote are nowhere closely examined 
(although they are well documented in appendices at the end). Some attention is 
given to Blackwood’s films in the penultimate chapter, but this remains, again, 
entirely descriptive. Including some screenshots with analytical commentary would 
have made for a more challenging discussion. This is not a trivial omission, want 
of clear focus here harms the claims that these women were either heroines in the 
discipline or a lens into it.4

4  For examples of biographies of women anthropologists that handle intellectual content well, see Margaret 
Caffrey, Ruth Benedict: Stranger in this Land (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1989); Desley Deacon, Else Clews 
Parsons: Inventing Modern Life (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997); Julie Marcus, ed., First in their Field: 
Women and Australian Anthropology (Carlton, Vic.: Melbourne University Press, 1993); Sally Cooper Cole, Ruth 
Landes: A Life in Anthropology (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2003).
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What is most infuriating is that Larson engineers some ingenious devices—not least 
her intriguing use of a mirroring technique—which promise much, and yet, when 
it comes to it, she skates straight over the reflections she has created. Take the pas de 
deux contrived between Czaplicka and Malinowski. Here, as she rightly perceives, 
the pair’s parallels are as fascinating as their distinctions: two Polish expatriates, two 
brilliant minds, two extreme locations (Siberia for the former, Melanesian Islands 
the latter). Both appeared to embody the epitome of modernisation. They conduct 
ambitious, rigorously disciplined research and yet, at roughly the same time, both 
produce extraordinary books (My Siberian Year published 1916 and A Diary in the 
Strictest Sense written between 1914 and 1918 but not published until 1967) that 
reveal in astonishing detail their intense private struggles between dispassionate data 
collection on the one hand and the alluring tradition of sensuous travel writing on 
the other.5

In a similar vein, Blackwood’s antithetical response to Margaret Mead, whose 
book Coming of Age in Samoa (1928) was not only a landmark for Pacific island 
fieldwork but gained considerable popular attention, presents another path not 
taken. Blackwood’s open hostility to Mead—‘a person who spends six months in 
a place […]—and then says she speaks the language perfectly and knows all about 
the natives—always makes my hair stand on end’ (p. 216)—was not (only) personal 
but spoke directly to the shifting dynamics of a discipline beginning to ask itself 
about the limits of interpretation, the problems of writing, and the proper role of 
the anthropologist: Mead’s public intellectual or Blackwood’s cautious, sceptical, 
inconspicuous scientist? In both cases Larson, having staged the contrasts beautifully, 
then simply leaves them hanging.

This irritating casualness towards good ideas is sustained right up to the concluding 
comments: ‘the Oxford women did not present complex theories … They tried to 
be true to their data and its limitations and their work was respected without being 
celebrated’ (p. 294). Granted, none of her five-elect founded schools nor held great 
professorial chairs, but many of their men contemporaries did not either. Moreover, 
if professionalisation meant elevation of the scientific method, then charisma, as 
attractive as it might be to historians (and biographers), was, in fact, becoming 
superseded as a professional identity anyway. In its place the collegial scientist 
working in a research team. Again, by not examining the texts, the opportunity to 
expose how refusing to ‘play the intellectual game of finding the hidden purpose 
in mysterious foreign customs’ (p. 188) actually made a significant intellectual and 
ethical statement about the future of disciplinary practice was missed.

5  See Clifford Geertz, ‘I-Witnessing’, in Works and Lives: The Anthropologist as Author (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 1988), 72–101; Grazyna Kubica, Maria Czaplicka: Gender, Shamanism, Race (Lincoln: University 
of Nebraska Press, 2020).
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But Undreamed Shores is not really a group intellectual biography or a disciplinary 
social history at all. It is a ‘museum book’ as much as a book inspired (as we are told 
in the introduction) by a museum’s collections. As such, it is intensely visual and, just 
like a museum display, prefers to show rather than tell, leaving space for the reader 
to explore the collections for themselves. Larson captures this perfectly in a style 
so well rendered you can almost imagine the click-whirr of an old-fashioned slide 
machine as you turn the pages, her prose projects its images with just enough blur 
to stir the imagination and sufficient taglines to hook the attention: ‘If anthropology 
is the art and science of being an interloper, then these women were perfectly, and 
sometimes painfully, primed for the job’.

Judged by these criteria, the book is compelling, absorbing … and still frustrating. 
Even, or especially, when considered in this mode, a more robust confrontation 
with the colonial contexts the women were working in and through was urgently 
needed. Characteristically, Larson appears, at the outset, to prepare for this: the 
five, although close in age, are far enough apart to illuminate changing gradations 
in the imperial imagination over the course of the period. As much as the ‘common 
interests’ (p. 295) that the women themselves failed to recognise in one another 
(and  Larson fails to clarify), it would have been as interesting to consider their 
differences. Figures like Katherine Routledge (b. 1866) and Winifred Blackman 
(b. 1872) (the oldest of the five), for example, were still conversant with earlier 
generations of female travellers and writers, such as Mary Eliza Rogers or Mary 
Moffat,6 in a way that Blackwood and Czaplicka were far less so.

This is not the only case where the dreamy nostalgia of the adventure trope gets 
in the way of a real intellectual adventure. Take Blackwood again, in Chapter 14, 
our dashing heroine must defy and overcome the boorish patronage of one Ernest 
Chinnery—the government anthropologist in New Guinea—who, in 1929, placed 
her in the safe malaise of Petats Island, a colonial settlement in the Pacific, instead 
of supporting her efforts to reach more remote, ‘untouched’ peoples. Fortunately 
(plot spoiler) Blackwood, feisty and undeterred, dashed off across the hills and found 
her own place where, with her Indigenous cook Ross on hand to ensure she never 
had to eat the local food, she exulted in the strange and mysterious, and was only 
annoyed at having to leave before a promised ceremony, remarking with true English 
spirit ‘if these blighters would only get on with the ceremony I wouldn’t mind but 
they are just fooling around’, quoted here as further proof of her commitment to 
her research.

6  Sutapa Dutta, ed., British Women Travellers: Empire and Beyond 1770–1870 (Abington: Routledge, 2019). 
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Here was a chance to examine differences between British and Australian 
approaches to anthropology and, more importantly, the distinctive sets of questions 
generated by the settler colonial context on processes of cultural change and 
assimilation, and the implications of this for race relations. Chinnery may well, on 
that occasion, have just wanted her out of the way, he may well have had paternalistic 
views about women researchers. But he may also, albeit inadvertently, have given 
her a glimpse at the future of her science: one that would—could—no longer take 
the view that cultures that had been ‘affected by contact with colonial settlers’ were 
an ‘insurmountable problem’ for the purity of their work (p. 244).7

It is unfair to condemn Blackwood for not seizing an opportunity that was simply 
not in her mind to appreciate (and, after all, there was an equally strong impetus 
among all those working in Australia that this was the last window to ‘encounter’ 
Indigenous peoples in their ‘pure’ forms). But, if Larson had been more curious 
about this context, or just more willing to flesh it out, it would have served her 
interest in the tensions between experience and data, literature and science well. 
Instead, we have a painfully uncritical account of how Blackwood courageously 
ignored the folk stories about native men raping white women, upped sticks and 
headed off to another village where she lived alongside her cook Ross who was on 
hand to ensure she had bacon and egg and toast and marmalade for breakfast instead 
of native food.

About Ross, he does not say or do much but cook for Blackwood in this story 
(shoot the odd pigeon for soup) but at least he is there, as is Hideyb, the devoted 
Egyptian attendant of Winifred Blackman, eventually murdered for his loyalty to 
his white European mistress. From the rest of the five women’s ‘subjects’ comes 
relative silence.8 To some extent, this book is about the transformation of the British 
anthropological imagination but it does leave the people whose lives were quarried 
for the purpose doubly objectified, once the ‘subject’ peoples of their anthropologist, 
then the ‘subject’ peoples of a biographer’s ‘subject’ peoples. The focus on ‘servants’ 
is understandable (evidence and information on them is more forthcoming from 
the women’s letters and diaries) but it is also a bit queasy (perhaps this is deliberate, 
another ‘showing’ of how imperial-class-gender relationships permeated into the 
routine conduct of scientific research). That does not, however, preclude adopting 
a more explicit critical stance on this matter.

7  See Bronislaw Malinowski, The Dynamics of Culture Change: An Inquiry into Race Relations in Africa (New Haven, 
CT: Yale University Press, 1945). A similar tension also occurs in Chapter 3, on Freire-Marreco (p. 49).
8  Admittedly it is difficult to acquire strong evidence on what Indigenous communities may have thought about 
these strangers in their midst. Nancy Williams supplied a rare example for Phyllis Kaberry. See Nancy M. Williams, 
‘“She was the first one…”: Phyllis Kaberry in East Kimberley’, Aboriginal History 12 (1988): 85–102.
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Oxford anthropologist Albert Cort Haddon, reviewing Czaplicka’s My Siberian Year 
for the journal Man, wrote:

The book is frankly a popular record of research and personal experiences, and as such 
it should appeal to a wide circle of readers. Those who read Man will look forward 
with impatience to the publication of Miss Czaplicka’s detailed investigations. In 
the meantime they will do well to make themselves acquainted with this book, not 
merely as a whet to the appetite, but because it does serve a definite purpose.9

Perhaps something similar could be concluded for Undreamed Shore. In the best 
tradition of excellent museum displays, it kindles strong interest but certainly 
invites, if not demands, further inquiry.

9  A. C. Haddon, ‘Review of My Siberian Year by M. A. Czaplicka’, Man (February 1917), 35.
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Michelle Staff review of Jacqueline Kent, 
Vida: A Woman for our Time

(Melbourne: Viking, 2020), 336 pp., PB $34.99, ISBN 9780670079490

Historians and biographers have been grappling with the question of how to write 
feminist biography for some time now. In 1994 Barbara Caine noted that ‘biography 
is at one and the same time antithetical to some of the basic aims and approaches 
of women’s history—and the avenue that seems most helpful for those seeking to 
understand the actual historical experiences of women in all their complexity’.1 
For some, biography’s traditional focus on ‘exceptional’ people with public lives has 
sat awkwardly with the democratic ideals of feminist history. But it is an evolving 
genre that presents an attractive option for those seeking to recover women of the 
past and interrogate historical feminisms—especially for popular audiences.

Jacqueline Kent’s biography of Vida Goldstein adds to the ever growing list of 
biographies of Australian feminists.2 It sits within a broader historiography that 
explores women’s suffrage in both a local and international context, too.3 Goldstein 
(1869–1949) provides a fascinating biographical subject: over the course of her life 
she was not only a social reformer, suffrage campaigner and political candidate, but 
also a teacher, writer, editor, lecturer, anti-conscriptionist and religious practitioner. 
Her life—which spanned many key historical moments, including Federation, the 
economic downturns of the 1890s and the Great Depression, and World Wars I 
and II—also offers fertile ground for understanding late nineteenth and early to 
mid-twentieth-century Australia.

Vida is pitched as recovery history, a common trope applied to subjects (often 
women) who are brought to our attention for the first time. It is true that Goldstein 
has not acquired the same mythic status of some of her overseas contemporaries—
figures like the suffragette leader Emmeline Pankhurst or the American suffrage 
pioneer Susan B. Anthony. But while public audiences may not be so familiar with 
her, she is far from ‘unknown’. Goldstein frequently appears in historical scholarship 
on the period and has already been the subject of a book-length biography, which 

1  Barbara Caine, ‘Feminist Biography and Feminist History’, Women’s History Review 3, no. 2 (1994), 250.
2  Recent titles include Susan Magarey, Unbridling the Tongues of Women: A Biography of Catherine Helen Spence 
(Adelaide: University of Adelaide Press, 2010; revised edition, originally published 1985); Robert Wainwright, 
Miss Muriel Matters: The Fearless Suffragist Who Fought for Equality (London: Allen & Unwin, 2017) and Denise 
George, Mary Lee: The Life and Times of a ‘Turbulent Anarchist’ and Her Battle for Women’s Rights (Adelaide: 
Wakefield Press, 2018). 
3  Among the latest works in this field are Clare Wright, You Daughters of Freedom: The Australians Who Won 
the Vote and Inspired the World (Melbourne: Text Publishing, 2018) and James Keating, Distant Sisters: Australasian 
Women and the International Struggle for the Vote, 1880–1914 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2020).
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covers much of the same ground as this one.4 What Kent’s book does is bring 
Goldstein to life in a highly readable way for a general audience, drawing present-
day parallels at the same time.

The opening pages of Vida introduce the reader to Goldstein in 1912, at the age 
of 43, selling two newspapers on a Melbourne street corner: her own, the Woman 
Voter, and the British suffragettes’ Votes for Women. Kent vividly describes the 
varied reactions of people walking past—some sympathetic, some antagonistic, 
others bemused—and paints a picture of a stoic woman committed to the cause for 
which she is most well-known. The scene belies the centrality of the suffrage issue 
to Goldstein’s historical identity, as well as the persistent purchase that the British 
suffragettes have on understandings of the battle for women’s voting rights, even in 
Australia. Kent asks: ‘How did Vida Goldstein, a woman in her forties, the child 
of an impoverished immigrant father and a mother whose family was blighted by 
tragedy, develop the kind of courage that enabled her to do this?’ (p. xiv). Throughout 
the book she explores Goldstein’s personal and public lives to answer this question.

The rest of this biography is divided into four chronological parts: ‘Young Vida’, 
‘Apprentice’, ‘Candidate’, and ‘Activist’. The two chapters that make up ‘Young Vida’ 
look to Goldstein’s family history and early years to explain her lifelong interest in 
social reform. Like many feminists have done when reflecting on their own lives, 
Kent finds traces of an activist heritage within the family, citing Goldstein’s mother’s 
‘instinctive sympathy’ for inequality (p. 5) and her subject’s own characterisation of 
her paternal grandfather as a Polish-Jewish freedom fighter—perhaps truth, perhaps 
‘a family legend’ that helped her ‘burnish her own credentials as a rebel and a fighter 
for justice’ (p. 8). Throughout, Kent situates Goldstein’s life within the broader 
context of nineteenth-century Victoria. She skilfully draws the reader into the world 
of Melbourne at that time, painting a multisensory portrait of a city basking in 
the riches of the gold rushes. She also zooms out from the Goldsteins’ lives to note 
important social, cultural and political features of the period, including the rising 
importance of girls’ education and developments such as the Victorian Married 
Women’s Property Act 1884.

The second section, ‘Apprentice’, traces Goldstein’s politicisation and early 
efforts as a  feminist and social reformer in the context of widespread economic 
depression. Kent  shows how religion—especially the Australian Church and the 
Women’s Christian Temperance Union—provided a core framework through which 
Goldstein and her mother became involved in efforts to alleviate poverty and tackle 
issues such as women’s prison reform. Kent outlines how the pair helped raise funds 
for the Queen Victoria Hospital for Women in a doorknocking campaign that 
mobilised women on a great scale, presenting this as a forerunner to their role in 

4  Janette M. Bomford, That Dangerous and Persuasive Woman: Vida Goldstein (Carlton, Vic.: Melbourne University 
Press, 1993).
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obtaining some of the 30,000 signatures for the famous women’s suffrage ‘monster 
petition’ that was presented to the Victorian Parliament in 1891 (but confusing the 
chronology). This part of the book tracks Goldstein’s emergence as a key player on 
the Victorian suffrage scene, following her from Melbourne to the United States, 
where she met with American feminists and even Theodore Roosevelt. Kent is careful 
to acknowledge the many other women who came before and after her subject—
people like Annette Bear-Crawford (Goldstein’s mentor), Henrietta Dugdale and 
Alice Henry. In this respect, the biography shies away from a simple ‘great woman’ 
narrative to situate Goldstein within a movement that was shaped by multiple actors 
over many years.

Part three, ‘Candidate’, centres on Goldstein’s career as an aspiring politician, 
spanning her first four runs for parliament. In 1903 she became the first woman in 
the British Empire to stand for parliament, running as an independent (Goldstein 
remained firmly non-party throughout her life). Though all of her attempts were 
unsuccessful, she saw part of her role as being to galvanise women voters and make 
it easier for the next woman to run for office. This story is intertwined with that 
of her family and friends, including figures like Stella Miles Franklin, as well as the 
ongoing Victorian suffrage campaign (in 1908 Victoria became the last Australian 
state to give women the vote). Kent also traces Goldstein’s growing international 
networks, especially her 1911 visit to Britain and vocal support for Emmeline 
Pankhurst’s suffragettes.

The final part of the book, ‘Activist’, opens with the outbreak of World War I 
and charts Goldstein’s activities beyond the suffrage issue. Kent reveals a woman 
dedicated to the twin causes of women’s rights and peace. During this period 
Goldstein campaigned against conscription and started initiatives to relieve the 
particular hardships women faced throughout the war years. Some of her anti-
war views were divisive and lost her friends and supporters, however. This story is 
punctuated by another run for parliament (in 1917) as well as multiple family losses, 
including that of her mother. Kent frames Goldstein’s extended stay in Europe after 
the war as a turning point that shifted her gaze away from the realm of political 
activism. Instead, she refocused on Christian Science and became an accredited 
practitioner. Kent asserts that most stories of her subject’s life end here; she traces 
it a little further, showing Goldstein’s continued commitment to women’s rights 
(for example, divorce law) into her old age, before her death at the age of 80.

Kent’s telling of Goldstein’s story is highly engaging and written with flair, with 
each section revealing another layer to her remarkable life. She offers a compelling 
narrative that allows the reader to feel like they are able to understand something of 
Goldstein’s character and ideas (Kent’s Goldstein, that is—her passion for her subject 
is obvious and has a significant influence on the portrayal offered). The evidence 
for Goldstein’s personal life is certainly sparser than for her public work, but Kent 
manages to develop a holistic image of her character. A historian would certainly 
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wish to see more footnotes pointing to the evidence used and greater recognition 
of the rich body of scholarship in the field, although this would not be as much of 
a concern for a general reader.

Throughout the book, Kent adds contemporary commentary by drawing parallels 
between Goldstein’s experiences and those of women in politics today. She compares, 
for instance, the vitriolic poems and cartoons produced during Goldstein’s campaigns 
to the online trolling experienced by figures like Sarah Hanson-Young. Elsewhere, 
she shows clear continuities in the media’s fascination with women’s appearance, 
from Goldstein’s ‘coquettish hats’ to Julia Gillard’s jackets and Julie Bishop’s red 
shoes (p. 110). At times this illuminates ongoing gender issues; often, though, the 
connections feel somewhat out of place. In the epilogue, Kent takes us further away 
from Goldstein’s life, giving a whirlwind tour of the women who have profited 
from her trailblazing efforts: from Enid Lyons and Dorothy Tangney to Julie Bishop 
and Julia Gillard (who, as Kent’s former biographical subject, figures prominently 
throughout the book). She projects what her subject would think of the state of 
affairs today but ends on a positive note with Goldstein’s own words: ‘the world 
moves slowly … but it does move’ (p. 284).

This intertwining of past and present raises multiple questions. How should 
contemporary feminists relate to their pioneering forebears and past feminisms? 
What responsibilities do we have in telling their stories? The book’s title—Vida: 
A Woman for Our Time—is not simply a marketing strategy; it is an underlying 
rationale of the text. In a short piece titled ‘Discovering Vida’, Kent writes: ‘All the 
way through the research and writing of Vida’s story I felt a real comradeship with 
her: her struggles, her victories, her attitudes and convictions—all recognisable, all 
easily understandable for a twenty-first-century audience’.5 Certainly, Goldstein’s 
story illuminates many unfortunate commonalities between her world and twenty-
first-century Australia, especially in the area of gender discrimination. But drawing 
connections between the past and the present must not be selective or only focus on 
creating a sense of affinity with the historical subject. In line with Kent’s approach, 
an important connection could have also been made between Indigenous women’s 
disenfranchisement in Goldstein’s era and the ongoing inequalities and exclusion 
their descendants continue to face today. Likewise, the fact that white women in 
both Goldstein’s time and ours are central in discussions about gender and most 
often the ones whose names are on the ballot should have been addressed. Making 
her story relevant to a modern audience should not mean omitting the most 
uncomfortable dimensions of it.

5  Jacqueline Kent, ‘Discovering Vida’, Penguin, 15 September 2020, accessed 18 February 2021, www.penguin.
com.au/articles/2799-discovering-vida.

http://www.penguin.com.au/articles/2799-discovering-vida
http://www.penguin.com.au/articles/2799-discovering-vida


Michelle Staff review of Vida

273

In this book Kent seeks not only to discuss Goldstein’s life but also to give an 
impression of her historical context. At times this is balanced nicely. However, the 
text does not delve deep enough into the issues of race and colonialism that were 
so central to the story of women’s rights in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 
Kent does note that Indigenous peoples were denied voting rights, but on the whole 
she neglects to interrogate Goldstein’s attitudes to race and empire, as well as the 
whiteness of the suffrage movement more generally. At one point she contextualises 
Goldstein’s support for a White Australia, but where she quotes Goldstein’s reference 
to an international sisterhood, for instance, she does not mention the racialised 
boundaries of such bonds. These issues also have contemporary resonance in the 
dominance of white women within feminism and calls for intersectionality. The fact 
that these themes are barely mentioned is a glaring omission.

We may certainly admire Goldstein’s tenacity and commitment to creating change 
and draw inspiration from her capacity to challenge those in power. But her vision 
for a new society cannot simply become ours. We live in a very different world 
in which her vision for better rights for white women are insufficient. In writing 
the biographies of our feminist forebears, it is important to recognise their flaws 
(and explain them in relation to their own context) as much as their achievements. 
They are not simply older versions of us, but women of their own time. The 
similarities between Goldstein’s era and ours are certainly there; just as, if not more, 
notable are the differing priorities, values and goals that feminism needs to have in 
a diverse Australia.
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Garry Sturgess review of Michael Gawenda, 
The Powerbroker: Mark Leibler, an Australian 
Jewish Life and of Suzanne Rutland, Lone 
Voice: The Wars of Isi Leibler

(Clayton, Vic.: Monash University Publishing, 2020), 280 pp., PB $39.95, 
ISBN 9781925835809; (Jerusalem: Gefen Publishing House, 2021), 680 pp., 
HB $64.95, ISBN 9789657023228

Separate biographies of two brothers appearing roughly contemporaneously are 
rare, and with both of them making a strong case for why each of their subjects, 
Isi Leibler (1934) and Mark Leibler (1943), should be regarded as the pre-eminent 
Australian Jewish leaders of their generation. The brothers’ sense of competition 
as they championed Jewish causes together, as rivals, separately and in different 
lands, inevitably framed the question of who has contributed more while obscuring 
the value of their joint efforts and the overall worth of the duumvirate. On anti-
Semitism, Zionism, Soviet Jewry, Cold War analysis, and international diplomacy, 
particularly centred on the United Nations (both as a proactive forum for raising 
issues or as an anti-Israel collective in need of reform), their legacy has been far-
reaching, transcending parochial communal issues to speak of larger concerns. 
Indeed, they are both regarded as influential Jewish leaders internationally. Isi, who 
died in 2020, was an independent and acute observer of Israeli politics, earning 
his right to criticise by picking up sticks and living in Jerusalem since 1998; Mark 
continues to speak out on Indigenous rights and recognition, and is an ever-present 
voice fighting anti-Semitism and its anti-Israel proxy.

While there is a persisting reputational struggle between the brothers and those 
aligned with them for claiming the greater legacy, their respective biographers 
have something of their own implicit competition about the biographer’s choice of 
approach and format. For Lone Voice, Emeritus Professor Suzanne Rutland distils 
more than 20 years (and on some counts much longer) of research to come up with 
her nearly 700-page work on Isi. She had the keys to Isi’s meticulously maintained 
library, collected and arranged since childhood. Her co-written (with Sam Lipski) 
2015 book Let My People Go: The Untold Story of Australia and Soviet Jews, 1959–
1989,1 in which Isi is the main protagonist, gave her a taste of the magnitude of the 
task ahead of her: ‘As I began my research in Isi’s archive in 2000, I was in awe of 

1  Sam Lipski and Suzanne D. Rutland, Let My People Go: The Untold Story of Australia and the Soviet Jews 
1959–89 (Melbourne, Vic.: Hybrid Publishers, 2015).



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

276

the material on Soviet Jewry and started work on the forty volumes of documents 
there … That led me to the next huge task—eighty volumes of “IJL Personal,” an 
even more daunting research task …’ (p. xiv).

For The Power Broker, award-wining journalist and former editor of the Age Michael 
Gawenda brings his well-honed skills as a journalist to gather a bead on his subject. 
In the main, he eschews documents for interviews with more than 50 subjects in 
order to tell the story of Mark Leibler’s life and to assay his influence. His model 
is the long format profile and is not a ‘quickie’ by any means, taking a couple of 
years, at least, to write and spanning 369 pages, many of them probing, insightful 
and unflinching. He spent a lot of time with his Power Broker subject, not all of 
it comfortable: 

Every now and then, a question would so exasperate him that he would become red-
faced, swear and let his anger flare for a moment or two … At these moments, it was 
possible to see why some of the politicians he had dealt with, and some in the Jewish 
community who had opposed him politically, might have felt that Leibler was brash, 
arrogant, a bully. (p. 168)

While Rutland and Gawenda approach their subjects through different disciplinary 
lenses, they are not far apart when it comes to the accessibility of their prose or the 
acuteness of their observation. Rutland’s book is far from a dry academic study, and 
Gawenda’s book has sharp psychological insights, such as when reflecting on the 
bitter rift between Mark Leibler and the founding partner of his law firm, Arnold 
Bloch Leibler:

The Leibler–Bloch story is about much more than a professional break-up. It is about 
how the overlapping professional, personal and communal ties of the close-knit 
Australian Jewish community mean that relationships are often intense and volatile, 
politics are played hard and often ruthlessly, and fallings out are frequent and often 
permanent. These conflicts are rarely about ideology, but about what Sigmund Freud 
described, in a different context, as the ‘narcissism of the small difference.’ As Freud 
put it, ‘it is precisely the minor differences in people who are otherwise alike that 
form the basis of hostility between them.’ (p. 75)

Surprisingly, Lone Voice completely trumps The Power Broker when it comes to some 
of the basics more readily thought of as in the domain of journalism than academia. 
For example, Lone Voice has chapter heads (such as ‘From Antwerp to Melbourne’, 
‘Putting Soviet Jewry on the International Agenda’, ‘Bob Hawke: Philo-Semite, 
Global Jewish Leader, 1978 and 1975’—rich enticements to what lies ahead and 
breadcrumbs for finding your way back), voluminous photographs (such helpful 
entries to time, memory and compact descriptive detail), and an index (certainly 
what you would more expect from an academic publisher but happily found 
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anywhere). Needless to say, The Power Broker lacks these adornments and suffers as a 
result. No doubt Monash University Publishing was seeking to shave costs but this 
come at great expense.

Another important contrast along seemingly trivial but nonetheless important lines, 
Lone Voice has the stamp of Isi’s personality on the cover (a penetrating head and 
clasped hands photograph), whereas The Power Broker has only the gold leaf of the 
title on a solid blue colour block, pressing the liberality of Mark Leibler’s rich life 
into something one-dimensional and well shy of the person Gawenda illuminates 
between the covers:

Leibler is a man of contradictions. He is considered to be a political conservative, 
yet most of his closest relationships with politicians have been with Labor prime 
ministers. He is an Orthodox Jew who, nevertheless, publicly supported the yes case 
in Australia’s 2017 same-sex marriage postal survey. He is a lifelong Zionist who, as a 
Zionist leader, urged and encouraged Australian Jews to go and settle in Israel as the 
ultimate fulfilment of a Jewish life, yet he never did so himself. (p. 3)

Rutland, the academic, often feels like she is breaking stories as she cracks open 
documents that from this distance at least strike one as fresh revelations, news even. 
Isi’s relationships with National Civic Council and anti-communist Svengali B. A. 
Santamaria and with communists sympathetic to the plight of Soviet Jewry are 
beautifully constructed cameos of unlikely but interesting relationships.

As you would expect, Gawenda routinely breaks news, and from one view every 
fresh interview and mined quote is a story, with a spread of prime ministers perhaps 
first in line—Paul Keating, John Howard and Julia Gillard (‘Gillard says that, in her 
most difficult days as Prime Minister, she felt from him “a care and concern about 
me as a human being.”’ (pp. 2–3))—and Indigenous leader Noel Pearson adding 
a powerful subplot to Leibler’s life.

At 50:

Mark Leibler became an activist and an advocate for Indigenous justice, recognition 
and reconciliation between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians. It consumed 
a large part of his life. It changed him. It changed the way he saw Australia and its 
history. It changed the way he saw himself as a Jew and an Australian. (p. 363)

Biography is often a double study of subject and author alike, and that is true with 
both these books. Indeed, Rutland shares an uncanny past with the Leiblers, and 
one can see in it the lure for her to dive deeper:

My parents were of Polish background … [and my father] went into the diamond 
business. My mother met him on a visit there, they married in 1933, and my older 
brother Max was born in Antwerp in 1936, a little more than a year and a half after 
Isi … (p. xiv)
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This is but the beginning of an intertwined history that could be developed at book 
length in itself. For Gawenda, there is a kind of reverse compulsion although with 
similarities enough to wonder why he had not been more interested earlier:

Leibler and I are around the same age. We were both children of parents who, despite 
the best efforts of the Nazis, had managed to remain alive and escape to Australia—his 
before the war and mine afterwards. My parents had escaped to the Soviet Union with 
their two young daughters just as the German army invaded Poland in September 1939 
and had spent the war in Siberia. I was born in a displaced persons camp in Austria in 
1947. We are both the children of “reffos”, of Holocaust survivors. (p. 7)

There is a book in further similarities and another in the way they diverged:

Leibler and I lived in different Jewish Australian worlds. He had grown up in the 
religious and fiercely Zionist Mizrachi community. I grew up in that small part of 
the Australian Jewish community that was militantly secular and either anti-Zionist 
or, after the establishment of Israel, non-Zionist. (p. 8)

But the world that passed Gawenda by eventually hooked him:

the more I thought about it, the more intriguing the idea became. It would be, 
I came to realise, not just a biography of Leibler, but my story as well …, and the 
story of the Australian Jewish community in which I had grown up but had rarely 
written about as a working journalist. (p. 6)

So Gawenda is entwined with this book and it does make sense for him to be 
a  presence throughout its telling, with cameo appearances that are integral but 
without being attention-seeking. While there is divided opinion on the visibility of 
the writer in the subject’s life, it all depends on context, relevance and whether it 
sheds insight. Janet Malcolm, for example, was brilliant at it, and her intermingled 
processes, reflections and opinions are a major part of her art form. Gawenda is not 
aiming for a Malcolm-like approach, but his intrusions nonetheless work and give 
us a better understanding of his subject:

As Editor of The Age, I would receive, at times almost daily, AIJAC’s criticism of the 
newspaper’s coverage of the Middle East, especially of the work of its Middle East 
correspondent, either by email, phone or in meetings at newspaper’s offices. (p. 258)

More of an analyst and less of a player, Rutland’s appearances are confined to 
footnotes and her preface.

The chosen titles of both books are instructive windows on their subjects. One 
hears in The Power Broker the formulated truncation of Noel Pearson’s words on 
explaining Mark Leibler’s mentorship of Pearson at Arnold Bloch Leibler:

I would see the way he operates, you know, careful, but playing on the power. 
It wasn’t just an internship about the law for me. It was really about learning from his 
role in the Jewish community and his political role, how to exercise power. (p. 218)
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The how of its exercise is traced in Mark Leibler’s threading his way through the tax 
office as the bearer of expertise and advocacy, his easy entrée to successive prime 
ministers from Fraser to Gillard, and in his enlistment of influential rich-lister 
clients to the service of his causes. But perhaps inadvertently picked up by Gawenda’s 
The Power Broker title is Robert Caro’s biography of the formidable New York town 
planner Robert Moses that also bears the same name but with an undertone.2 There 
is a lurking menace in Caro’s book. Moses’s drive to power and its exercise comes 
with a nether side, a dark regression that draws Moses away from the ideals that so 
ignited him earlier. Power in Caro’s account becomes a corrupting force and an end 
in itself. Importantly, one does not get this sense with Leibler. He seems to have 
stayed the course. People have questioned his methods, his manners, his relentless 
pursuit, but his goals seem to have burnt brightly and unblemished. Indeed, in the 
case of both the Leiblers, there appears to be an element of incorruptibility about 
them and Gawenda, with stints as a senior investigative journalist over the years, 
certainly did not find otherwise. Not a whisper.

Rutland’s Lone Voice: The Wars of Isi Leibler captures the high-class pugilism of Isi’s 
fighting nature, no doubt. But the title stirs the thought that if Leibler’s voice is 
really so lone it is certainly a loud, insistent voice and one that has a purpose of 
bending people to a common will. If he be a tree falling in a forest, he is far from 
isolated. There is an almighty crash that everyone hears and sees, and to which even 
empires listen, as when refuseniks eventually won their struggle to leave the former 
Soviet Union. As Australian Prime Minister Bob Hawke reflected at the time, no 
one made a greater individual contribution to this outcome than Isi Leibler.

Lone Voice and The Power Broker are important books about two extraordinary 
brothers and two remarkable Australian Jewish leaders. In Freud’s world of the 
‘narcissism of the small difference’ they fell out bitterly, personally and publicly. 
Gawenda says that one of the challenges of writing his book was Mark’s reluctance 
to talk about the breakup. But they were thankfully reconciled. One hopes that days 
of golden reflection over cigars and whisky followed. As for their conjoined fight for 
Jewish justice and with Indigenous rights recently added, one would have expected 
no mellowing.

Editor’s note: this review was written before the death of Isi Leibler in April 2021.

2  Robert Caro, The Power Broker: Robert Moses and the Fall of New York (New York: Knopf, 1974).
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Elizabeth Webby review of Adrian Mitchell, 
Where Shadows Have Fallen: The Descent of 
Henry Kendall

(Mile End, SA: Wakefield Press, 2020), 240 pp., PB $29.95, 
ISBN 9781743057483

Since his retirement from the University of Sydney, Adrian Mitchell has remained 
busy writing biographies of a wide range of people. Some of them have been well 
known, like the early explorer William Dampier, others little known, such as 
the late nineteenth-century landscape painter George Collingridge de Tourcey. 
The subject of his latest work, nineteenth-century Australian poet Henry Kendall, 
falls somewhere in the middle. For many years his poems, especially ‘Bell Birds’, 
were widely known and recited by generations of schoolchildren. Now he and his 
work are largely forgotten.

There have been several previous biographies of Henry Kendall, the earliest by one 
of his female admirers Agnes Hamilton-Grey, Poet Kendall: His Romantic History 
(from the cradle to the Hymeneal altar) published in Sydney in 1926. As its title 
suggests it is, as Mitchell notes, not so much a biography as a hagiography. The first 
research-based study of Kendall and his work was undertaken by Bishop T. T. Reid 
for his 1953 DLitt thesis, a much more soberly titled ‘The Life and Poetical Works 
of Henry Kendall’. After Australian literature had been taken up by academics a few 
decades later, Michael Ackland produced Henry Kendall: The Man and the Myths 
(1995). This biography was, as Mitchell acknowledges, ‘a comprehensive survey of 
everything to do with Henry Kendall’ (p. 6).

Why, then, publish a new biography of Kendall 25 years later? Mitchell claims that 
Ackland’s interpretation of Kendall’s life was heavily influenced by New Zealand 
historian Judith Binney’s study of his grandfather, Rev. Thomas Kendall. The Legacy 
of Guilt (1968) had as ‘its central proposition … the moral dilemma of a man 
of Calvinist principles seeking to find his way, but losing it by that very effort’ 
(p. 6). But why, Mitchell asks, was Henry Kendall the only one of his grandfather’s 
descendants to inherit this Calvinist guilt? And can such guilt be inherited? There 
were, he argues, ‘any number of experiences to contribute to’ the poet’s problems 
(p. 7) and his biography aims to present them. Hence the double meaning of his 
subtitle, where ‘descent’ refers not only to the disasters of Kendall’s life but also to 
his family background. Mitchell’s stress is as much if not more on Kendall’s maternal 
line as on his paternal. While Kendall’s paternal grandfather was a schoolteacher 
turned missionary, his maternal one arrived in Sydney as a convict; Patrick McNally 
was an Irish-born soldier who had been court-martialled for desertion. His wife 
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and three children also came to Sydney, where Kendall’s mother was born in 1815. 
Although she was christened ‘Melinda’ she soon became known as ‘Matilda’, and at 
the age of eight was sent to work for Rev. Richard Hill as a servant. She later claimed 
to have worked there as a governess but, as Mitchell notes, the Hills had no children. 
He sees this ‘habit of reinventing herself ’ as ‘an early indication of her instability’ 
as well as something shared by her poet son (p. 19).

The Kendalls were, however, just as prone to reinvent themselves or at least to 
pass over some of the more scandalous parts of their adventures in the new world. 
Thomas Kendall initially went to New Zealand as one of the early missionaries. 
There he traded muskets for food with the Māori and later had a sexual relationship 
with one of their young women. When this became known he tried to defend 
himself, as Mitchell caustically notes, by referring to his wife’s earlier liaison with 
one of their servants, ‘as though a little tit-for-tat was grounds for such a serious 
breach of his marriage oath and of his clerical standing’ (p. 44). He later tried his 
luck as a clergyman at Valparaiso in Chile but after a year or two returned to New 
South Wales to take up a land grant promised him many years earlier. This was 
on the South Coast, at that time still covered with red cedar; the profits from the 
timber trade soon allowed Thomas to acquire more land through purchase and 
further grants. 

Meanwhile his son Basil, who was to become Henry Kendall’s father, had returned 
to Sydney after some time as a sailor though not, as his son later claimed, as 
‘a  lieutenant in the Anglo-Chilean Service’ (p.  57). In 1835 he married Matilda 
McNally; again, as Mitchell points out, the facts do not match the family history. 
According to the latter, the couple had met at a dance, ‘fell instantly in love and 
were married the next morning’ (p. 64). In reality Matilda was pregnant, though 
a daughter born only a few months later did not survive for long. After failing to 
establish himself in business in Sydney, and involvement in some criminal activity 
involving forged documents, Basil and Matilda relocated to Ulladulla on the South 
Coast. It was there that Henry Kendall and his twin brother Basil Edward were born 
in 1839. Times were tough for the young couple as there was a severe three-year 
drought, and they apparently both started to drink heavily, as both their fathers 
had done before them. It would have been helpful if Mitchell had provided more 
general detail about the effects of this drought and also the amount of alcohol a 
person in colonial New South Wales usually consumed to give some perspective on 
the Kendalls’ personal struggles.  

In 1843 they returned to Sydney; it was a depression year, though Basil managed 
to find work as a clerk and later a schoolmaster. Then he resorted again to forgery, 
this time of his brother-in-law’s signature, to buy some flour. And this time he was 
convicted of the crime and sentenced to two years hard labour, though he served 
this as an assigned servant in the Grafton area. There he died of tuberculosis from 
which he had been suffering for several years. In his refutation of many of the 
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earlier stories about how talented and charming Kendall’s parents were, Mitchell 
demonstrates how one thing can lead to another in biographical interpretation, 
especially if the biographer wishes to put the most positive gloss on things rather 
than attempting to reveal the truth. So Henry’s much later claim that his father 
was ‘an accomplished scholar’ was taken up by Mrs Hamilton-Grey to assert that 
he had ‘a college training’, something that seems to rest on his knowledge of Greek 
and Roman legends, though this did not of course mean he had had a classical 
education (p. 74). Alexander Sutherland has the frail Basil spending his final days 
attempting to educate the young Henry about ‘the history of bygone ages’, before 
writing a death scene described by Mitchell as ‘mawkish if not sordid’ (pp. 78, 79).

After Basil’s premature death, Matilda and her now five children moved back 
south, initially to Sydney and later to the South Coast. From 1855, Henry spent 
two years as a cabin boy on his uncle’s whaling ship. By the time he returned to 
Sydney his mother and siblings had moved to Newtown where Matilda worked 
as a schoolteacher. It was then that Henry began to write poems and eventually to 
submit them for publication in local newspapers. Some were also published by Basil 
Edward Kendall his twin brother and, in at least one case, the same poem, with a 
change in title, appeared in the Empire under Edward’s name and three months 
later in the Illawarra Mercury under Henry’s. As Mitchell notes, ‘Either Edward had 
purloined Henry’s poem, or the other way round. Or Henry had pretended to be his 
brother’ (p. 94). This was a precursor of later problems when Edward impersonated 
his brother when he got into trouble with the law or needed money.

But it was Henry whose poetry attracted the attention of J. Sheridan Moore, a well-
known Sydney editor, who in turn introduced Kendall to the literary circle centred 
on Nicol D. Stenhouse. Here he met the lawyer and littérateur James Lionel Michael, 
who was about to move his practice to Grafton and invited Henry to join him there 
as his clerk. These duties left him with plenty of time to read in Michael’s library 
as well as talk with him about poetry and to prepare for the publication of his first 
volume of poems. Despite all these advantages, when Henry sent some of his poems 
to the London Athenaeum, in the accompanying letter he not only pretended to be 
years younger than he was but also claimed to be living in ‘the backwoods’ without 
access to books. As Mitchell wryly comments, ‘It is one thing to be selective about 
the evidence, another entirely to utterly misrepresent his circumstances’ (p. 100).

Although Kendall lost money on his first collection, it helped his standing in Sydney 
literary circles, and he was able to obtain employment in the public service, initially 
from Henry Halloran and later from Henry Parkes, both of whom also wrote poetry. 
On the strength of this, despite continuing money problems, he married Charlotte 
Rutter in March 1868. But everything seems to have gone downhill from then on. 
Kendall took up the family tendency to use alcohol as an escape from financial 
difficulties and at the end of March 1869 he resigned from the public service, having 
borrowed heavily from many friends. A few months later he left Sydney, his wife 
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and newborn daughter, to try his luck in Melbourne’s literary scene. After the gold 
rushes, the centre of Australian literary life had moved from Sydney to Melbourne 
with the establishment of many newspapers and magazine there. Writers like 
Marcus Clarke and Adam Lindsay Gordon, along with many lesser-known figures, 
met at the Yorick Club, where, Mitchell claims, Kendall’s poverty made him appear 
ridiculous. While he was publishing a lot, he was not earning much. After Charlotte 
and the baby joined him, they were living in poor housing with little food and soon 
became ill. Despite all this, Kendall published his second volume of poems, but 
while it got good reviews it did not sell.

The death of his baby daughter caused Kendall to drink even more and he was shaken 
further by the suicide of Lindsay Gordon. Very depressed, he and Lottie returned to 
Sydney in 1870. Like his father and brother before him, he forged a cheque and was 
arrested but found not guilty because of insanity. While he continued to contribute 
to various publications over the next few years, Kendall also spent periods in 
Gladesville Mental Hospital, at times his guilt over his daughter’s death leading him 
to believe he was accused of murdering a child. In 1873 he had the good fortune to 
meet the Fagan family of Gosford; he lived with them there for two years and later 
moved to their new timber business at Camden Haven. The Fagans built a house for 
Kendall, and his family was able to join him there in 1876.

While continuing to drink too much, Kendall finally began to make some money 
from his poetry, with his third collection, Songs from the Mountains (1880), selling 
well and also being positively reviewed. He also managed, despite having been very 
critical of Henry Parkes in some of his satirical poems, to get himself appointed as 
Inspector of Forests with a salary of £500 a year. The tours about the state required in 
this post, however, allowed Kendall to live ‘a double life’ as Mitchell notes. He could 
avoid family responsibilities and any attempts to prevent him drinking. But the 
travel combined with the alcohol took an increasing toll on his health and in August 
1882, like his father and brother, he died of tuberculosis.

Kendall’s death at 42 was reported with what Mitchell terms a ‘collective coyness’, 
the beginning of ‘a sanitising of the record’ (p.  191). Funds were raised to help 
his family, memorials were planned and in some cases erected, romantic versions 
of a poet suffering for his art were written. But despite the sordidness of his life, 
Kendall wrote some excellent poems and I hope this new biography may attract 
more readers to them.
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Stephen Wilks review of Sean Scalmer, 
Democratic Adventurer: Graham Berry and the 
Making of Australian Politics

(Clayton, Vic.: Monash University Publishing, 2020), 480 pp., HB $39.95, 
ISBN 9781925835779

Arguably the hoariest of historical clichés is to proclaim a once famed figure as now 
forgotten, and hence in need of revival. Such has even been asserted of John Monash. 
Graham Berry, premier of colonial Victoria, is a truer example. He even missed 
out on a street name in Canberra’s suburban Wanniassa and Calwell, despite their 
nomenclative theme being Victorian politicians. Hal Colebatch’s 2014 biography of 
Dick Hamer, the best biography so far of a Victorian premier, is now followed by 
this fine study of Berry by Sean Scalmer.

Scalmer’s choice of subtitle amounts to a bold claim for his subject. Geoffrey Serle, 
foremost historian of nineteenth-century Victoria, in his 1971 The Rush to be Rich 
proclaimed Berry as ‘idolized by the masses and hated more by the upper classes than 
any radical in Victorian history’.1 So why did his name fade? According to Scalmer, 
as a ‘radical outsider’ cum ‘liberal reformer’ (p. xiv), Berry fits neither into today’s 
conservative nor Labor pantheons. More broadly, the ‘apparent bloodlessness’ of 
Australian political formation works against ‘heroic myth’ (p.  x). Nor did Berry 
produce memoirs or leave many personal papers.

The fluidity of early colonial politics makes Berry and his milieu a rich yet 
disconcertingly imprecise field for historians. Manning Clark described him in 
typical style; ‘an enigma, a man with a public face who was careful not to let anyone 
see what went on at those moments in life when he wore his private face’.2 Scalmer 
matches this by making ‘no claim to have captured the whole man’ (p. xiii), but 
judges his subject’s conduct as ‘an unstable mixture of inconstancy and principle’ 
(p.  xiii), hardly surprisingly for a career politician. Instead, he gratifyingly seeks 
to ‘connect biography and history’ (p. xi), and to this end provides an expansive 
statement of intent. Scalmer sees Berry as ‘the most important and influential 
reformer of a dauntless reforming age’, and ‘a founding figure in Australia’s political 
tradition’ (p. xi). In emphasising ‘the nexus of individual and political power’, he 
takes a ‘thematic and episodic’ approach that focuses on key episodes in Berry’s 
career (p. xiv). And in seeking ‘to trace the workings of political power’ (p. xii) he 

1  Geoffrey Serle, The Rush to Be Rich: A History of the Colony of Victoria (Carlton, Vic.: Melbourne University 
Press, 1971), 20.
2  Manning Clark, A History of Australia, vol. IV (Carlton, Vic.: Melbourne University Press, 1978), 265.
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invokes the great example of Robert Caro on Lyndon Johnson, despite the relative 
paucity of sources on Berry. All this raises concern about focus, but Scalmer largely 
stays on track.

Published full-length studies of Victorian premiers are few. Others to have received 
such an accolade are Tommy Bent, Harry Lawson, Henry Bolte, John Cain senior 
and Jeff Kennett.3 Berry has however featured centrally in postgraduate theses on 
his political times, notably by Joy Parnaby in 1951 and Geoffrey Bartlett in 1964, 
along with a short monograph by the Geelong local historian Peter Mansfield.4 
As  Scalmer notes, greater biographical attention has been paid to prominent 
Victorian reformers who never held the top job, notably George Higinbotham and 
Charles Pearson. Even more strangely, premiers of Victoria have rarely been seen 
as leading national figures, as against, say, Don Dunstan, Neville Wran or Henry 
Parkes. Daniel Andrews on the response to the COVID-19 pandemic is one of the 
few exceptions.

Berry, thrice premier (August–October 1875, May 1877 – March 1880 and August 
1880 – July 1881), was not just another of the swirl of colonial premiers who came, 
went and came again. He is the only one accorded a chapter to himself in Strangio 
and Costar’s The Victorian Premiers 1856–2006.5 His second stint as premier 
continues to define him, for this was when he challenged the preparedness of the 
Legislative Council, elected on a very restrictive property-based franchise, to thwart 
the more popularly elected Legislative Assembly.

Berry’s mother was born in 1788, and her son lived to witness Federation. As a boy he 
read commendably widely, but as an adult remained noted for ‘h-dropping’. He was 
ridiculed for modest origins as a London draper, but admirers spun this as evidence 
of his being virtuously self-made. Scalmer sees training as a salesman and dabbling 
in the Metropolitan Drapers’ Association as foundations for Berry’s political skills. 
Berry arrived in Melbourne in 1852, where he set himself up as a grocer in suburban 
South Yarra. Scalmer’s digressions are usually kept within acceptable range of his 
main subject; one of the more interesting is the old Eastern Market’s role as a venue 
for public speakers with ambitions, and it was where Berry damned the Legislative 

3  Margaret Glass, Tommy Bent: Bent by Name, Bent by Nature (Carlton, Vic.: Melbourne University Press, 
1993); Robert S. Lawson, Sir Harry Lawson: Premier and Senator (Canterbury, Vic.: Mullaya, 1976); Peter Blazey, 
Bolte: A Political Biography (Milton, Qld: Jacaranda, 1972); Barry Muir, Bolte From Bamganie (Melbourne: Hill of 
Content, 1973); Kate White, John Cain & Victorian Labor, 1917–1957 (Sydney: Hale & Iremonger, 1982); Tony 
Parkinson , Jeff: The Rise and Fall of a Political Phenomenon (Ringwood, Vic.: Viking, 2000).
4  J. E. Parnaby, ‘The Economic and Political Development of Victoria 1877-81’ (PhD thesis, University of 
Melbourne, 1951); G. R. Bartlett, ‘Political Organization and Society in Victoria, 1864–1883’ (PhD thesis, The 
Australian National University, 1964); Peter Mansfield, Graham Berry: Geelong’s Radical Premier (Rippleside, Vic.: 
Geelong Historical Society, 2006). 
5  Paul Strangio, ‘Broken Heads and Flaming Houses: Graham Berry, the Wild Colonial’, in The Victorian 
Premiers 1856–2006, ed. Paul Strangio and Brian Costar (Annandale, NSW: Federation Press, 2006), 51–73.
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Council. The market was conveniently close to parliament, and it appears that 
Berry encouraged the August 1860 riot that targeted parliamentary opponents of 
land reform.

It is hard to keep up with Berry’s many attempts to first win elective office. His blaming 
snobbery for repeated failure had some basis, fuelling that most destructive of 
motivators, ‘a sense of unmerited rejection’ (p. 17). Perhaps also he was hampered 
by being socially neither one thing nor the other—not purely working class, yet not 
of the respectable bourgeoisie, more a denizen of the ill-defined lower middle class. 
He finally won the seat of East Melbourne unopposed in 1861 and shortly after 
shifted to Collingwood, only to lose it four years later. After a further promiscuous 
series of candidatures, Geelong West finally provided a secure base from 1868. 
He also owned local newspapers, with mixed success.

‘Amatory indiscretions outside the bonds of marriage’ (p.  xiii) dogged Berry’s 
political standing, and so are deemed worthy of biographical exploration. His 
nicknames included ‘Minister of Orphan Asylums’ and ‘the ladies’ Minister’ (p. 81). 
He dabbled ineffectually in female enfranchisement and was seen by Aboriginals as 
‘a comparatively benign administrator’ (p. xii), but favoured expelling all Chinese 
from Victoria. Berry’s foremost political skill was the ephemeral one of oratory, 
effective as a career starter but rarely enough to sustain success in high office. He was 
prone to employing class-based rhetoric despite his own class ambiguity, and by 
the late 1870s was combining ‘mass mobilisation, radical appeal and disciplined 
organisation’ (p. 82). Appointed by Gavin Duffy as his Treasurer in 1871 affirmed 
Berry’s rise to prominence. He appeared substantive enough for Alfred Deakin to 
admire him as a mentor—no small accolade. (But Judith Brett thought Berry less 
important to Deakin than David Syme or James Service.)

Berry was one of the first of the gold rush generation to enter public life, demonstrating 
‘that democratic institutions might be grasped and deployed by the humbly born’ 
(p. xii), yet does not appear to have been the first such Victorian premier—Richard 
Heales, premier 1860–61, had been a labourer and coach-builder. Berry’s brief first 
premiership in 1875 only confirmed his conviction that the political system was 
stacked against him. He won a comfortable majority two years later, and interpreted 
the Legislative Council’s subsequent acceptance of a land tax as a mere strategic 
concession that amounted to ‘government by conspiracy’ (p.  24). The complex 
events that followed have long been dubbed ‘Black Wednesday’ and often reprised, 
albeit in less detail than by Scalmer. In short, Berry took on the council again by 
‘tacking’ renewal of the payment of members onto an estimates bill that the council 
could only reject or approve in its entirety, not amend. Its consequent rejection led to 
the announcement on Wednesday 9 January 1878 of the summary dismissal of large 
numbers of public servants, county court judges, coroners and police magistrates.
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Bartlett in his Australian Dictionary of Biography (ADB) entry on Berry neatly 
summarises the public reaction as ‘political passion, frenzied agitation and even 
occasional mob violence’.6 Opponents raised the spectre of ‘Berryism’, while 
‘several leading radicals … including Berry himself, spoke of it publicly as revenge 
upon the council through their friends’.7 A compromise in April led to the passing 
of a  separate bill for the payment of members, and most sacked officials were 
reinstated. Berry then introduced a bill to reform the council, which it duly rejected. 
A Berry-led delegation to London seeking imperial intervention achieved little. The 
reform bill eventually passed in 1881 incorporating compromises with the council 
on property qualifications for voting and membership. Berry, Scalmer notes, had 
turned negotiator and ‘discovered the limits of parliamentary radicalism’ (p. 227).

According to Deakin in his posthumously published The Crisis in Victorian Politics, 
1879–81, Berry feared that his own modest reform bill would merely consolidate the 
council’s long-term position.8 He was probably right, for it avoided universal adult 
suffrage until 1950. (Scalmer, incidentally, is critical of Deakin for overstressing 
personalities, including himself.) Histories of that other renowned instance of the 
effective blocking of supply, by the Senate in 1975, rarely refer to Black Wednesday; 
one of the few is Wayne Reynolds’s chapter in Great Mistakes in Australian History.9 
There is little exploration by Scalmer of Berry’s opponents in the council, who 
remain largely shadowy ‘conservatives’; for this, try Margaret Kiddle’s classic Men of 
Yesterday on the squattocracy of the Western District.10

The ‘radical’ moniker has long been applied to Berry. Serle thought that bar Black 
Wednesday, Berry’s ‘radicalism was moderate’;11 Deakin even considered him the 
‘most conservative’ member of his own 1877–80 ministry.12 Radical union leaders 
were increasingly dissatisfied after he formed an alliance with the conservative 
Premier Service in 1883. Berry accepted a knighthood when Victorian agent-general 
in London. Late in his career, as treasurer during the 1890s slump and then speaker, 
the jeers included ‘Go back to Toorak’.

Berry’s other great causes included the protection of local industry, the eight-hour 
movement, the extension of state-owned railways, and (intriguingly) wider access to 
university education. Scalmer notes that while Berry was a convert to protectionism 
rather than its founder in Victoria, he was the first to extend its advocacy from the 

6  Geoff Bartlett, ‘Berry, Sir Graham (1822–1904)’, in Australian Dictionary of Biography, vol. 3 (Carlton, Vic.: 
Melbourne University Press, 1969), 154.
7  Bartlett, ‘Berry, Sir Graham (1822–1904)’, 153.
8  Alfred Deakin, The Crisis in Victorian Politics, 1879–1881 (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 1957).
9  Wayne Reynolds, ‘(Mis)adventures in Brinkmanship: Whitlam and the Governor-General’, in The Great Mistakes 
of Australian History, ed. Martin Crotty and David Andrew Roberts (Sydney: UNSW Press, 2006), 203–18.
10  Margaret Kiddle, Men of Yesterday: A Social History of the Western District of Victoria 1834–1890 (Melbourne: 
Melbourne University Press, 1983). 
11  Serle, The Rush to Be Rich, 20.
12  Deakin, The Crisis in Victorian Politics, 20.
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countryside to Melbourne, and even sortied into New South Wales as a national 
campaigner. Berry’s final notable political fling was as a delegate to the constitutional 
conventions that led to Federation. Scalmer puts in an intriguing but ambitious bid 
for Berry’s significance here as equalling that of Deakin by his having promoted 
protection as ‘a national policy that linked nation, race, and political economy’ 
(p. 245). He attributes Berry’s usual absence from accounts of Federation to their 
concentration on drafting of the Constitution.

This book’s foremost point of interest is Berry’s commitment to the National Reform 
and Protection League (NRPL), and consequent place in the evolution of party 
politics. Raymond Wright, historian of the Victorian Parliament, described Berry 
in his second government as imposing ‘a close approximation of party discipline’.13 
Scalmer sees Berry as ‘an organiser’ of Australia’s ‘first mass political party’ (p. xi), 
which ‘bears comparison with the successes of any of the most celebrated of 
nineteenth-century statesmen’ (p. 112). The NRPL has long had major claims made 
for it. Serle thought it ‘virtually a political party’.14 Bartlett also noted its party-like 
nature, stating in the ADB that it became ‘an electoral and agitational organization 
such as had been only briefly foreshadowed before’.15 Berry did not found the NRPL 
but, as with protection, Scalmer emphasises how he adopted it as a personal political 
vehicle. Reformers, Berry declared, needed to ‘oppose organization to organization’ 
in battling the council and countering Catholic political influence (p. 54). It was 
Berry who in 1876 became a leader and office holder of the National Reform League, 
and tried to recast it as a mass political party by brokering an amalgamation with 
the Victorian Protection League to form the NRPL. But the NRPL seems to have 
existed mainly for the purpose of constitutional reform. It was effectively disbanded 
in the wake of the compromise with the Legislative Council and, according to 
Bartlett, largely forgotten.

The NRPL was not the first such quasi-political party in early Victoria, for Scalmer 
notes a Liberal Reform Association formed in 1865 that resembled a party machine 
by drafting candidates and adopting a platform. After the NRPL there was by 
a  Progressive Political League, and Serle mentions a National Liberal League 
founded in 1886 by former NRPL activists. Berry is rightly seen as being important 
as a pioneer of mass organisation in Australia, but it seems less clear to what extent 
the NRPL occupies a foundational role in a continuous chain of development 
towards viable political parties, or whether any lingering memories made it an 
exemplar. Little is said about developments in other Australian colonies, beyond 
Berry’s appeals for a common tariff.

13  Raymond Wright, A People’s Counsel: A History of the Parliament of Victoria, 1856–1990 (South Melbourne: 
Oxford University Press, 1992), 84.
14  Serle, The Rush to Be Rich, 8.
15  Bartlett, ‘Berry, Sir Graham (1822–1904)’, 153.
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To your reviewer, Berry does not appear a master politician. His less than genteel 
background was more obstacle than absolute barrier when set against his having 
thrice held the premiership for a total of nearly four years in office. Deakin reads like 
a one-man Greek chorus by describing Berry as ‘more far-sighted and resourceful 
than his fellows’, yet also ‘self-indulgent, vain, governed largely by personal 
attachments’.16 Bartlett thought him limited by ‘lack of originality’.17 Berry seems to 
have unduly relied on sheer determination and his ability as a public speaker, rather 
than the steady consolidation of broad support. Ready faith in the people can, and 
did, lead to disappointment. Berry’s loud divisiveness might indeed have hampered 
the reform process.

A full-length study of Berry was well overdue. Scalmer continues a welcome trend 
of using biography to illuminate wider historical issues, much as I would have liked 
more on the NRPL and its legacy. A trend is emerging among historians to reach 
beyond their habitual domain of the past to cast political biography in the role of 
providing lessons for the political here and now. Hence Scalmer sees Berry’s life as a 
way of understanding power in a democracy that can ‘provide resources for our own 
democratic renewal’ (p. xii). Exactly how it is to be attained is (probably rightly) 
largely left for the reader to determine.

This book is also infused with a winsome sense of excitement that sometimes 
approaches floridity. The word ‘sincerity’ is much used, never an easy concept to 
verify in politics. Despite enthusiastic wordiness, it is mostly a rewarding read. It is 
also a nicely produced physical product—a lesson to some other academic publishers, 
the lack of a bibliography notwithstanding. As with Colebatch on Hamer, this book 
marks a further step up in biographical studies of Victorian premiers.

16  Deakin, The Crisis in Victorian Politics, 14.
17  Bartlett, ‘Berry, Sir Graham (1822–1904)’, 151.
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