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Abstract
Victorian ideals of paternalism, morality, social status, gender 
and the deserving poor are well documented. Less familiar is 
a  recognition of their practical implications for women and their 
families in an all-male maritime-based benevolent society after 
crisis takes their breadwinner. To fully apprehend the consequences, 
we must understand these ideals, the everyday functioning of a 
benevolent society and its members and the lived experience of the 
women seeking relief. To achieve this understanding, the National 
Shipwreck Relief Society of NSW has been used as a case study, 
focussing on their 1877–1883 minute book. This source provides 
core information for biographical research into the life experience of 
everyone involved and gives insight into the charity’s management.

Our investigation shows that the society’s committee contained 
a  classic middle-class male demographic that was characteristic of 
Victorian times, while the women came from a variety of social 
classes and backgrounds. It reveals how contemporary ideals, gender 
and occupational biases, as well as the publicity and circumstances 
of crisis, affected the activities of a benevolent society, which in turn 
paid no regard for women’s workload or existing support. Overall, 
this study offers a new depth of insight into how contemporary 
ideology, emotional practice and women’s benevolence created 
‘arbitrary altruism’.

* * *
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This article argues that emotional practice and Victorian middle-class 
ideals within a benevolent society produced ‘arbitrary altruism’.1 Formed 
when male chivalry, paternalism and benevolence were well established 
within late-Victorian society, the National Shipwreck Relief Society of 
NSW (NSRS) will be used as a case study. Situated in maritime-based 
philanthropy, this unique investigation reveals how a benevolent society’s 
procedures, individuals’ situations, the crisis genre, publicity and the biases 
prevalent in the society destabilised and disrupted the assistance given to 
women in crisis.2 

Centred around practice theory as used by historians of emotions, this 
analysis investigates outcomes of the interplay between culture, emotions 
and actions. As Monique Scheer explains, ‘thinking of emotions as practices 
means integrating the history of feeling into the study of socially produced 
subjectivities’. Thoughts and emotions emerge due to an evaluation of 
circumstances, actively or passively, voluntarily or not, dependent upon 
the openness that an individual’s temperament constructs, in an act known 
as ‘emotional practice’.3 However, while emotional practice is reliant on 
societal culture for guidance, it is not limited by it and varies according to 
the agency of individuals and their situation, making the NSRS an ideal 
case study for the demonstration of this approach.4

The first minute book of the NSRS covers five and a half years of operation 
from 1877, chronicling assistance given to shipwrecked seafarers and their 
families on a mariner’s death and awards granted for bravery. Discovered 
during research exploring reactions to a shipping collision, the minute book 

1	  This is the author’s terminology to refer to inconsistent or chance outcomes of benevolent activity. 
The use of ‘altruism’ as defined in psychology can be found in ‘Altruism’ in The Gale Encyclopedia of 
Psychology, ed. Jacqueline L. Longe (Michigan: Gale, 2016), 37–38. Identical use of the term ‘arbitrary 
altruism’ is found in David Millar, ‘“Are They My Poor?”: The Problem of Altruism in the World of 
Strangers’, Critical Review of International Social and Political Philosophy, 5, no. 4 (2002): 106–127 [122].
2	  Lucy Delap, ‘“Thus Does Man Prove His Fitness to Be the Master of Things”: Shipwrecks, Chivalry 
and Masculinities in Nineteenth and Twentieth Century Britain’, Cultural and Social History, 3, no. 1 
(2006): 45–75; Alice H. Eagly and Maureen Crowley, ‘Gender and Helping Behaviour: A Meta-Analytic 
Review of the Social Psychological Literature’, Psychological Bulletin 100, no. 3 (1986): 283–308; ‘Minute 
Book’, in Royal Shipwreck Relief and Humane Society of New South Wales Records, Royal Shipwreck Relief 
and Humane Society of New South Wales (Sydney: State Library of New South Wales, 1877–1883); David 
Roberts, Paternalism in Early Victorian England, revised edition [original 1979], vol. 41, Routledge Library 
Editions: The Victorian World (Abingdon: Routledge, 2016), 1; John Tosh, A Man’s Place: Masculinity and 
the Middle-Class Home in Victorian England (London: Yale University Press, 2008).
3	  Monique Scheer, ‘Are Emotions a Kind of Practice (and That Is What Makes Them Have a 
History)? A Bourdieuian Approach to Understanding Emotion’, History and Theory, 51, no. 2 (2012): 
193–220 [206].
4	  Scheer, ‘Are Emotions a Kind of Practice?’, 203–204.
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is ideal for in-depth examination and evaluation of the committee, their 
activities and charity recipients.5 Used in conjunction with contemporary 
newspapers and online databases such as Ancestry.com and the Maritime 
Heritage Database, individuals were traced and details of maritime crises 
located.6 Secondary sources such as books and journal articles provide 
context by examining contemporary ideals and benevolence to reveal how 
these notions were altered in the Australian psyche.7

For a balanced study, prosopography is used to investigate the NSRS 
committee members and the widows and their families who received their 
assistance, producing a historical sociology that uses biography to reveal 
lived experience over the long durée.8 The study of mentalités is employed to 
investigate significant life events, the cultural context and social values of 
the NSRS which affected their behaviour toward women. It also ascertains 
how income loss and NSRS decisions created arbitrary altruism, affecting 
beneficiaries’ lives.9 As the minute book was created by one individual with 
a single perspective, its analysis has advantages and constraints. Offering 
insight into NSRS processes, it reveals the variety of charity recipients and 
the committee’s operational processes, however, as the minutes were recorded 
for public perusal, they are restrained. This renders analysis of emotions and 
ideals challenging, as in-depth discussion and dissent within and between 
committee members and charity applicants is only vaguely implied or 
omitted. In addition, the scant level of detail in the minutes and newspaper 
articles limits the traceability of people, as does the ubiquity of common 
names such as ‘Smith’ or ‘Jones’, especially when the correspondence to 
which these documents refer is absent.10

5	  Karen Filewood, ‘Impact at Sea: Societal Sensibilities in Late Victorian England’ (Honours thesis, 
University of New England, 2018); ‘Minute Book’.
6	  Ancestry, 2006, ancestry.com.au; Office of Environment & Heritage, Maritime Heritage Database, 
NSW Government, heritage.nsw.gov.au/search-for-heritage/maritime-heritage-database/.
7	  Delap, ‘“Thus Does Man Prove His Fitness to Be the Master of Things”’; Miriam Dixson, The 
Real Matilda, Women and Identity in Australia, 1788–1975 (Melbourne: Penguin, 1976); Ben Huf, 
‘The Capitalist in Colonial History: Investment, Accumulation and Credit-Money in New South Wales,’ 
Australian Historical Studies 50, no. 4 (2019): 418–440; Gregory Melleuish, ‘Personal Politics and 
Being British: Political Rhetoric, Democracy and Their Consequences in Colonial New South Wales.’ 
Australian Journal of Politics and History 59, no. 1 (March, 2013): 1–14; Anne O’Brien, Philanthropy 
and Settler Colonialism (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014); Roberts, Paternalism in Early Victorian 
England; Tosh, A Man’s Place.
8	  Peter K. Anderson, ‘How Civilized Were the Victorians?’, Journal of Victorian Culture, 20, no. 4 
(2015): 439–452 [441–442].
9	  Anna Green and Kathleen Troup, The Houses of History: A Critical Reader in History and Theory, 
2nd ed. (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2016), 111–112 & 131.
10	  Anderson, ‘How Civilized Were the Victorians?’, 445.

http://ancestry.com.au
http://heritage.nsw.gov.au/search-for-heritage/maritime-heritage-database/
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To understand the experience and emotions of the NSRS members, the 
values and ideas of contemporary British philanthropy and their application 
in an Australian context must be examined. Victorian ideals and behaviour 
are often stereotyped as discourses of morality, paternalism and restraint. 
This typecasting, while often accurate, is only relevant to part of the 
population and omits regular, every-day activities.11 Paternalism is difficult 
to define as it was largely a set of imprecise principles and views expressed in 
assorted combinations within the psyche of individual people.12 As David 
Roberts explains, a paternalist was:

one who believes that society can be best managed and social evils 
best mitigated by men of authority, property, and rank performing 
their respective duties toward those in their community who are 
bound to them by personal ties of dependency. To be paternalist was 
to act toward dependents as a father does to his wife, his children, 
and his servants.13

Paternalism was pervasive and widely favoured and although Victorian 
society was exceedingly multifarious, it was manifest in many forms.14

Paternalism’s core values embodied the concept known as noblesse oblige 
(privilege entailing responsibility to others) and entailed elements of 
authoritarianism, societal stratification, belief in the natural body politic 
and pluralism, the uniquely English notion of multiple sub-hierarchies 
within an overarching hierarchy.15 Rather than the monarch, it was largely 
English squires who were the fatherly authority, followed by those who had 
tenants and employees. This gave their administration a personal element, 
embedding the notion ‘to know and be known by those one governed’ 
into English paternalism.16 Political power was secured through property 
ownership, and as this was extensive, power was broadly exercised in 
a variety of ways. With property and power came duties, along with the 
right to perform them by leading, directing, assisting, and disciplining, 
with the expectation that respect would be given in return. Paternalists also 
believed that a settled Christian population was the result of sound morality 

11	  Anderson, ‘How Civilized Were the Victorians?’, 439–440.
12	  Roberts, Paternalism in Early Victorian England, 1.
13	  Roberts, Paternalism in Early Victorian England, 8.
14	  Anderson, ‘How Civilized Were the Victorians?,’ 439–440; Roberts, Paternalism in Early Victorian 
England, 1.
15	  Eagly and Crowley, ‘Gender and Helping Behaviour’, 284–285.
16	  Roberts, Paternalism in Early Victorian England, 4.
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and spirituality, not good government and legislation. The archetype 
paternalist believed upstanding morality should be a guiding principle 
within all interactions, including within the economy, and be extended into 
fairmindedness in mercantilism and trade.17

Capitalism also had a considerable emotional influence on paternalism, 
especially regarding gender relations. From the early 1800s industrial 
capitalism was gaining momentum. The scale of enterprise was growing, 
and those in positions of authority were developing a fixation on power, 
profit and the stratification of classes and genders. Middle-class males 
ascending to an upper social class relegated their female companions to 
a position of idle ornamentation, aiming to portray a life of maintained 
leisure to which the working classes also aspired.18 The middle-class also 
introduced terminology which reinforced class division and potential 
resistance. Acknowledgement of varying worker occupations was pluralised 
to ‘working classes’ while the term ‘middle-class’ remained singular. A new 
social rank appeared, labelled ‘criminal class’, distinguishing the deserving 
from the undeserving poor, suggesting that there was a widely-held belief 
that crime was entirely voluntary.19 

The English brought these paternalist ideals to Australia, however the 
colony’s role as a place of exile for England’s ‘criminal classes’ altered the two 
countries’ relationship. Lacking a distinct aristocracy and governed by the 
middle classes, deep British prejudice against Australia soon emerged.20 
Aspiring for higher regard, those governing the colony responded by 
becoming increasingly class conscious and ‘progress’ focused on moral and 
industrial improvement.21 Morality, respectability and good behaviour were 
prioritised for the ordinary Australian liberal, and this was extended into 
the personalisation of colonial administrative process and politics.22 Most of 

17	  Alston Kennerley, ‘The Development of Welfare Provision for Seafarers in Australia since the Early 
Nineteenth Century’, The Great Circle 39, no. 1 (2017): 89–115 [91]; Roberts, Paternalism in Early 
Victorian England, 2–7.
18	  Dixson, The Real Matilda, 64–67.
19	  Robert Hughes, The Fatal Shore (London: Pan Books, 1988), 164–167.
20	  Catherine Bishop, Minding Her Own Business, Colonial Businesswomen in Sydney (Sydney: NewSouth, 
2015), 26–28; Hughes, The Fatal Shore, 258.
21	  Dixson, The Real Matilda, 59–60.
22	  Melleuish, ‘Personal Politics and Being British’, 2–7.
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the middle class embraced the ideology of respectability, some incorporating 
it into every aspect of their private and public lives, while others restricted 
it to specific circumstances.23

Despite Australia’s governing middle classes’ desire to gain British respect, 
their relationship with England was contradictory. While Australia’s 
advancement was upheld as a process built on solid British tradition, 
they rejected aspects of that tradition, such as the Poor Laws, in favour of 
voluntary philanthropy. For upper-class Australians, the creation of a welfare 
system based on England’s Poor Laws was particularly objectionable.24 
Operating via government legislation, community support was mandated 
via taxation. The blind adoption of this system would also signify the 
colonies’ co‑dependence, implying they were no different from England.25 
Rejecting the legislative model, the colony’s administrators fostered a unique 
philanthropic approach, based on core colonial ideals. These included 
a focus on income generation, an economy for a ‘working man’s paradise’ 
and a regulated capitalist market, although typical of paternalist ideals, 
they tacitly assumed a male breadwinner.26 Developed as an experiment in 
suppressing state welfare, informal help was encouraged from family, friends 
and sympathetic strangers.27 This distinctly Australian paternalism, which 
shifted patrician and capitalist welfare responsibilities onto workers and 
women, is identified in this statement printed in Sydney Punch after the 
NSRS’s formation:

The merchants and shipowners of Sydney have at last done their 
duty in respect of those by whom their fortunes are made in a great 
measure, but whose share of the golden harvest which they gather at 
the risk of their lives is so infinitesimally small that a wreck means 
the destitution of widows and orphans.28

23	  Mike J. Huggins, ‘More Sinful Pleasures? Leisure, Respectability and the Male Middle Classes in 
Victorian England.’ Journal of Social History 33, no. 3 (2000): 585–600 [585–587].
24	  John Murphy, ‘The Other Welfare State: Non-Government Agencies and the Mixed Economy of 
Welfare in Australia,’ History Australia 3, no. 2 (2006): 1–15 [3–6].
25	  Shurlee Swain, ‘A Long History of Faith-Based Welfare in Australia: Origins and Impact,’ Journal 
of Religious History 41, no. 1 (2017): 81–96 [82–83].
26	  Hughes, The Fatal Shore, 258; Murphy, ‘The Other Welfare State’, 3–5.
27	  Anne O’Brien, Philanthropy and Settler Colonialism (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 6–7.
28	  ‘The National Shipwreck Relief Society’, Sydney Punch, 4 August 1877, 1, Trove, National Library 
of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article253643346.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article253643346
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While Australia’s Victorian idealism provides context for this case study, 
a biographical analysis of committee members is required to assess the 
level of influence paternalism and life experience had over their actions.29 
An examination of wood and coal merchant John Catley, who initiated the 
meeting to form the NSRS, reveals how formative life experience influenced 
his emotional practice in urging others to hold the meeting.30

Born in Westminster, London, in 1832 he was orphaned at about the age of 
six and sent to live with his aunt (mother’s sister) and her husband, Phillipa 
and Edmund Bowden and two cousins.31 Phillipa Bowden was matron 
of the Middlesex Pauper Lunatic Asylum and her husband, its physician. 
Catley’s sister was sent to live with their uncle (mother’s brother) and his 
wife, Thomas and Ellen Powell, while his older brother went to boarding 
school. Thomas Powell was also a physician and his wife a matron, both 
employed at Snenton Lunatic Asylum. Although it is unclear whether the 
family resided within these institutions, their presence in Catley’s life, along 
with the loss of several family members, would certainly have influenced 
him.32 In 1841 his cousin and stepbrother Edmund Bowden junior died, 
aged ten, followed in the late 1840s by the deaths of his uncles and his 
cousin and stepsister Amelia Bowden, aged twenty.33 In 1865 his brother, 

29	  Tosh, A Man’s Place, 2–3.
30	  Dixson, The Real Matilda, 61; ‘Ecclesiastical Jurisdiction’, New South Wales Government Gazette, 
6 July 1877, no. 218, 2632, Trove, National Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article223535671; 
‘Shipwreck Relief Fund’, Sydney Morning Herald, 28 September 1876, 3, Trove, National Library of 
Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article13380666.
31	  ‘Frances Mary Swindale Catley’, England Deaths and Burials, 1538–1991, comp. of Genealogical Society 
of Utah, Salt Lake City (2013), Ancestry, ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-content/view/18960324:9840.
32	  ‘Phillippa Bull Burtin’, Census Returns of England and Wales, 1841 (London: The National Archives), 
Ancestry, ancestry.com.au/imageviewer/collections/8978/images/MDXHO107_656_657-0257?treeid=
&personid=&hintid=&usePUB=true&usePUBJs=true&pId=6954684; ‘Thomas Powell’, Census Returns 
of England and Wales, 1841 (London, The National Archives), Ancestry, ancestry.com/imageviewer/ 
collections/​8978/​images/NTTHO107_866_867-0507?treeid=&personid=&hintid=​&use​PUB=​true&​
use​PUBJs=​true&_​ga=​2.218015766.​1080342405.​1629168588-​1921040992.​1573431670&​ftm=​1&​
pId=​9244826.
33	  ‘Amelia Gilbert Carter’, in Tombstone & Memorial Inscriptions of Tasmania, comp. Genealogical 
Society of Tasmania, , 2nd ed., (1999), 868, Ancestry, search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=​
1266&h​=​406348&indiv=try; ‘Edmund Wetherell Edward Bowden’, London Church of England Parish 
Registers, (London, London Metropolitan Archives), Ancestry, search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?​db=​
1559&h=​10226084&indiv=try; ‘Edmund Bowden’, Tasmanian Pioneer Index, 1803–1899, Ancestry, 
search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1779&h=5416606&indiv=try; ‘Thomas Powell’, Records of 
the Prerogative Court of Canterbury Wills (London, The National Archives), Series PROB 11, Class: 
PROB 11, Piece: 2063, 383–384, Ancestry, ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-content/view/393604:5111.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article223535671
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article13380666
http://ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-content/view/18960324:9840
http://ancestry.com.au/imageviewer/collections/8978/images/MDXHO107_656_657-0257?treeid=&personid=&hintid=&usePUB=true&usePUBJs=true&pId=6954684
http://ancestry.com.au/imageviewer/collections/8978/images/MDXHO107_656_657-0257?treeid=&personid=&hintid=&usePUB=true&usePUBJs=true&pId=6954684
http://ancestry.com/imageviewer/collections/8978/images/NTTHO107_866_867-0507?treeid=&personid=&hintid=&usePUB=true&usePUBJs=true&_ga=2.218015766.1080342405.1629168588-1921040992.1573431670&ftm=1&pId=9244826
http://ancestry.com/imageviewer/collections/8978/images/NTTHO107_866_867-0507?treeid=&personid=&hintid=&usePUB=true&usePUBJs=true&_ga=2.218015766.1080342405.1629168588-1921040992.1573431670&ftm=1&pId=9244826
http://ancestry.com/imageviewer/collections/8978/images/NTTHO107_866_867-0507?treeid=&personid=&hintid=&usePUB=true&usePUBJs=true&_ga=2.218015766.1080342405.1629168588-1921040992.1573431670&ftm=1&pId=9244826
http://ancestry.com/imageviewer/collections/8978/images/NTTHO107_866_867-0507?treeid=&personid=&hintid=&usePUB=true&usePUBJs=true&_ga=2.218015766.1080342405.1629168588-1921040992.1573431670&ftm=1&pId=9244826
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1266&h=406348&indiv=try
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1266&h=406348&indiv=try
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1559&h=10226084&indiv=try
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1559&h=10226084&indiv=try
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1779&h=5416606&indiv=try
http://ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-content/view/393604:5111
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a ship’s mate, died aged twenty-eight and the year after, his sister also died.34 
Thus, at the age of thirty-three, he had lost all his immediate and adoptive 
family, aside from his aunt, Phillipa Bowden.35

It can be deduced from this life experience that his empathy toward sailors’ 
families and the loss of life in two shipping disasters may have prompted 
him to call others into action. Around forty crew on the SS Dandenong and 
men on another dozen boats died over eight days in the Dandenong Gale 
of 1876.36 Shortly after, John Catley wrote to the Sydney Morning Herald 
suggesting a permanent society be formed, however nothing eventuated.37 
A year later, on 14 July 1877, another storm saw the loss of the SS Yarra 
Yarra and eighteen seamen and again Catley wrote to the newspaper.38 Two 
weeks later an advertisement appeared for a public meeting to form the 
society, where Catley joined the committee, becoming its secretary.39

Prosopographical analysis of the NSRS committee’s composition reveals 
it was large (twenty members) and consisted of the colony’s ‘small’ and 
‘great’ working capitalists. Members included pastoral and mercantile elite 
businessmen who had used Sydney as a port city to accumulate wealth, 
politicians, as well as highly regarded and skilled professional men.40 
Confirming their societal status in financial terms, analysis of their funds at 
the time of their deaths reveals eleven founding members possessed between 

34	  ‘Sarah Price Catley’, Calendar of the Grants of Probate and Letters of Administration made in the 
Probate Registries of the High Court of Justice in England (London, Principal Probate Registry), 63, 
Ancestry, ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-content/view/1047490:1904.
35	  ‘Thomas Catley’, Calendar of the Grants of Probate and Letters of Administration made in the 
Probate Registries of the High Court of Justice in England (London, Principal Probate Registry), 413, 
Ancestry, ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-content/view/1108731:1904.
36	  ‘Dandenong’, Maritime Heritage Database, Office of Environment & Heritage, NSW Government, 
environment.nsw.gov.au/maritimeheritageapp/ViewSiteDetail.aspx?siteid=1692.
37	  ‘John George Catley’, Find a Grave, Find A Grave Index, findagrave.com/memorial/188498463/john-
george-catley; ‘Shipwreck Relief Fund’, Sydney Morning Herald, 28 September 1876, 3, Trove, National Library 
of Australia, trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/13380666?browse=​ndp%3Abrowse​%2Ftitle%2FS​%2F​
title%2​F35%2F1876​%2F09%2F28%2Fpage%2F1439717%2Farticle%2F13380666.
38	  ‘Shipwrecks and Relief ’, Sydney Morning Herald, 18 July 1877, 6, Trove, National Library of Australia, 
nla.gov.au/nla.news-article13395592; ‘Yarra Yarra’, in Maritime Heritage Database (Office of Environment 
& Heritage).
39	  ‘National Shipwreck Relief Society of NSW’, Sydney Morning Herald, 26 July 1877, 5, Trove, 
National Library of Australia, trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/13397290; ‘To the Right Worshipful 
the Mayor of Sydney’, Sydney Morning Herald, 25 July 1877, 1, Trove, National Library of Australia, nla.
gov.au/nla.news-article13395592.
40	  Huf, ‘The Capitalist in Colonial History’, 431–35.

http://ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-content/view/1047490:1904
http://ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-content/view/1108731:1904
http://environment.nsw.gov.au/maritimeheritageapp/ViewSiteDetail.aspx?siteid=1692
http://findagrave.com/memorial/188498463/john-george-catley
http://findagrave.com/memorial/188498463/john-george-catley
http://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/13380666?browse=ndp%3Abrowse%2Ftitle%2FS%2Ftitle%2F35%2F1876%2F09%2F28%2Fpage%2F1439717%2Farticle%2F13380666
http://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/13380666?browse=ndp%3Abrowse%2Ftitle%2FS%2Ftitle%2F35%2F1876%2F09%2F28%2Fpage%2F1439717%2Farticle%2F13380666
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article13395592
http://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/13397290
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article13395592
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article13395592
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£18,000 to £496,000.41 A study of their occupations also illustrates how 
Claire Wright’s examination of 1910s corporate networks applies forty years 
earlier to the NSRS.42 Committee membership was discerning, with a portion 
allocated to members with certain skills in order to build a complex network 
of overlapping occupations and interests within the upper classes.43 This was 
demonstrated after the society’s inaugural meeting, when individuals such 
as Frederick Dangar were asked to join, in his case, to become president.44 
The executive’s four members were typical prominent colonial capitalists, 
being coal or general merchants and involved directly with shipping, with 
additional interests in insurance and pastoral industries.45

General committee members also had diverse interests, occupations and 
skills which assisted the society. Charles Hayes was secretary of the Royal 
Exchange and mayor of Manly, hence the society met at the Exchange.46 
City dignitaries included Sydney mayor and shipowner, James Merriman 

41	  R.F. Holder, ‘Buckland, Thomas (1814–1896)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National 
Centre of Biography, Australian National University, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/buckland-thomas-171; 
‘Late Captain J Broomfield’, Australian Star, 8 December 1903, 6, Trove, National Library of Australia, 
nla.gov.au/nla.news-article228627983; ‘Late Mr C.H. Hayes’, Sydney Morning Herald, 28 April 1924, 
4, Trove, National Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article28073995; G J Abbott, ‘Merriman, 
James (1816–1883)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of Biography, Australian 
National University, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/merriman-james-4190; ‘News in Brief ’, Nambucca 
and Bellinger News, 11 June 1920, 6, Trove, National Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article​
217854506; ‘Probates’, Sydney Mail and New South Wales Advertiser, 17 Jun 1882, 966, Trove, National 
Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article162029585; A G. Lowndes, ‘Ross, Joseph Grafton 
(1834–1906)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of Biography, Australian National 
University, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/ross-joseph-grafton-4509; Martha Rutledge and Bede Nairn, 
‘Stuart, Sir Alexander (1824–1886)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of Biography, 
Australian National University, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/stuart-sir-alexander-4661; G.P. Walsh, 
‘Gilchrist, William Oswald (1843–1920)’, in Obituaries Australia, National Centre of Biography, 
oa.anu.edu.au/obituary/gilchrist-william-oswald-15599; ‘Wills. W S Buzacott’, Daily Telegraph, 30 June 
1916, 3, Trove, National Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article238677163.
42	  Claire E.F. Wright, ‘The Boarding Pass: Pathways to Corporate Networks in Early Twentieth-
Century Australia,’ Australian Historical Studies 50, no. 4 (2019): 441–462 [461].
43	  Tosh, A Man’s Place, 2–3.
44	  Louise T. Daley, ‘Dangar, Frederick Holkham (1831–1921)’, in Australian Dictionary of Biography, 
National Centre of Biography, Australian National University, adb.anu.edu.au/biography/dangar-
frederick-holkham-288; ‘Minute Book’, 7.
45	  ‘A.T. Wilshire’ in John Sands Ltd, Sands Sydney, Suburban and Country Commercial Directory, 1882. 
633, City of Sydney Archives, (01/01/1882 - 31/12/1882), [A-01136277]. archives.cityofsydney.nsw.
gov.au/nodes/view/1898977; Huf, ‘The Capitalist in Colonial History’, 433; J G Catley, ‘Public Notice’, 
Daily Telegraph, 30 October 1897, 15, Trove, National Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-
article238428133; ‘The Late Captain Broomfield’, Balmain Observer and Western Suburbs Advertiser, 29 
August 1903, 3, Trove, National Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article132354780; ‘The Late 
Honorary William Laidley M.L.C.’, Sydney Mail and New South Wales Advertiser, 20 February 1897, 
396, Trove, National Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article163790857.
46	  ‘Manly Pioneer’, Daily Telegraph, 8 March 1924, 8, Trove, National Library of Australia, nla.gov.
au/nla.news-article245904477.
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who had interests in pearl shell and whaling, as well as a pub licence.47 His 
colleague, Benjamin Palmer, was a Sydney alderman with membership on 
the Board of Water Supply and Sewerage.48

Other members had similar interests but had a deeper interest in philanthropy, 
such as Captain Shorter who personally helped sailors’ families trace their 
missing menfolk.49 Joseph Paxton came from a labouring background and 
worked as a music teacher and psalmodist, before becoming a very successful 
gold miner. After his son accidently drowned he further engaged his time 
and finances into philanthropic causes.50 As with most nineteenth-century 
benevolent societies, NSRS had a significant, though indirect, religious 
base, with many members connected to the Congregational (Independent) 
Church.51 Being Protestant, the church was linked closely with morality 
and temperance, ongoing issues that contributed to the NSRS’s notions 
of respectability.52

There were also ties to key colonial institutions and societies including 
the Trade Protection Society of NSW, Chamber of Commerce, the Royal 
Exchange and Customs.53 Captain Hixson had an authoritarian presence as 
the Marine Board president and founder of the volunteer naval brigade.54 
Captain Shorter was Sydney’s Shipping Master, while Matthew Stephen 
QC was in the Legislative Committee, and handled the society’s legal 

47	  Abbott, ‘Merriman, James (1816–1883)’.
48	  ‘Minute Book’, 1–12; ‘The Late Benjamin Palmer’, Sydney Mail and New South Wales Advertiser, 14 
October 1893, 801, Trove, National Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article164367147.
49	  ‘Death of Captain Shorter’, Sydney Daily Telegraph, 1 March 1880, 3, Trove, National Library of 
Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article238486798.
50	  ‘The Late Joseph Paxton, Esq. J.P.’, Australian Town and Country Journal, 3 June 1882, 1025, Trove, 
National Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article70969656.
51	  Kennerley, ‘The Development of Welfare Provision for Seafarers’, 97.
52	  ‘Mr W.S. Buzacott’, Week, 16 June 1916, 28, Trove, National Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.
news-article190537338; ‘Minute Book’, 123; ‘The Late Benjamin Palmer’, Sydney Mail and New South 
Wales Advertiser, 14 October 1893, 801, Trove, National Library of Australia, trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/​
article/​164367147?​browse=ndp​%3Abrowse​%2Ftitle%2​FS%2F​title%2F698%2​F1893%2F​10%2F​14​
%2F​page%2F​16909450​%2F​article%2F164367147; ‘Wreck of the Queen of Nations’, Sydney Morning 
Herald, 18 June 1881, 9, Trove, National Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article​13488602; 
Delap, ‘“Thus Does Man Prove His Fitness’”, 7; Lowndes, ‘Ross, Joseph Grafton (1834–1906)’.
53	  Martha Rutledge and Bede Nairn, ‘Stuart, Sir Alexander (1824–1886)’; Lowndes, ‘Ross, Joseph 
Grafton (1834–1906)’; ‘The Late Mr John Alger’, Sydney Morning Herald, 22 December 1902, 8, Trove, 
National Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article14490490; ‘Mr C H Hayes’, Sydney Morning 
Herald, 8 March 1924, 18, Trove, National Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article16123293.
54	  ‘A Naval Funeral: The Late Captain Hixson’, Sydney Mail, 10 March 1909, 30, Trove, National 
Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article163289271.
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responsibilities.55 Personal interests also linked the committee through 
membership of the Union Club, Royal Sydney Yacht Squadron, Royal 
Society of NSW and the Rifle Association.56

This analysis of their occupations, income and involvement in maritime 
affairs illustrates the capability of middle-class Victorian men to freely shift 
between public and private spheres, and the extent of the power this can 
generate.57 Adding to the NSRS’ power, was the retention of British maritime 
principles and standards.58 Maritime culture was a significant part  of 
economic and political life, and played a central role in the construction 
of particular Australian male identities. Shipwreck narratives were utilised 
to reinforce class power and chains of command, which included the 
dominance of the merchant class, the creation of an ‘officer class’ and the 
development of ‘working-class masculinity’.59

Australia’s avoidance of English state welfare created a reliance on benevolent 
organisations or private individuals, giving more power to committee 
members by fostering government support in the form of land or funds.60 
The NSRS’s initial aim of providing housing for ‘decayed’ mariners and 
their widows and children, based on England’s Liverpool Homes for Aged 
Mariners, did not eventuate. Their request to government for waterfront 
land resulted in a grant of £3,086 14d 10s, which was deposited to earn 
interest.61 Alston Kennerley identifies three types of maritime benevolence 
including organised societies, impromptu organisations for temporary crisis 
relief and charity provided by private individuals.62 The NSRS covered all 
three genres, with their initial funds built on voluntary private and business 
donations. After two month’s operation a self-help subscription scheme for 
mariners was established to assist them and their families in times of crisis 

55	  ‘Obituary. Captain Shorter’, Australian Town and Country Journal, 6 March 1880, 25, Trove, National 
Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article70941630; ‘Personal’, Daily Mail, 3 April 1920, 6, Trove, 
National Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article215595066.
56	  Daley, ‘Dangar, Frederick Holkham (1831–1921)’; Lowndes, ‘Ross, Joseph Grafton (1834–1906)’; 
‘The Late W O Gilchrist, Captain of Early Australian Industry’, Sydney Morning Herald, 21 February 
1920, 12, Trove, National Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article28094398.
57	  Tosh, A Man’s Place, 2–3.
58	  Murphy, ‘The Other Welfare State’, 3–6.
59	  Delap, ‘“Thus Does Man Prove His Fitness”’, 3–5.
60	  Kennerley, ‘The Development of Welfare Provision for Seafarers’, 90–91 & 97.
61	  ‘Minute Book’, 2 & 8.
62	  Alston Kennerley, ‘Welfare in British Merchant Seafaring,’ The International Journal of Maritime 
History 28, no. 2 (2016): 356–375 [360].
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or death. A salaried ‘collector’ was employed to solicit membership and fees 
from seamen, adding to the ongoing income earned from donations and 
bank interest.63 

To detect ‘arbitrary altruism’ in the NSRS’s benevolence, a prosopographical 
investigation was undertaken on the families from the Yarra Yarra shipwreck, 
assisted before the society’s rules were created. Likely due to the secretary’s 
sense of responsibility to the new society, families and the shipwreck’s 
publicity, the minute book records are detailed for these cases.64 Given the 
composition of the committee, and its paternalism and sense of superiority 
over ordinary seamen, it is unsurprising that assistance given to deceased 
sailors’ families was biased. Although mariners had ‘masculine’ qualities, 
such as strength, self-sufficiency and companionship, they were believed to 
pose a threat to established social order. Their ability to care for the ‘weaker’ 
sex was doubted, they were deemed too ‘wild and unruly’ to be capable of 
chivalry and working away from the main population alienated them from 
the general community. Mariners were therefore ranked below officers as 
they required management and discipline. Obedience rather than chivalry 
was desired.65 These tenets were transferred to seamen’s families. Believed 
to be physically and mentally unable to cope with seafaring, women were 
perceived to be items around which males could arrange themselves in order 
to ensure safe passage to their destination.66

Gender and class bias, along with paternalism, also emerged through the 
NSRS’s method of assessing applicants for assistance. Following a direct 
application for relief or via a third party, one or two committee members 
paid a discreet visit to the household to discuss and appraise their situation. 
Each applicant’s well-being was assessed, along with their disposition, 
reputation, respectability, number of dependents, age, income source and 
housing situation. At the next NSRS meeting, in a more open, collective 
approach, the delegation reported on their visit for group discussion.67 

63	  ‘Minute Book’, 16, 32 & 44.
64	  ‘Minute Book’, 1.
65	  Delap, ‘“Thus Does Man Prove His Fitness’”, 54–55.
66	  Hughes, The Fatal Shore, 58 & 258.
67	  ‘Minute Book’, 3–24.
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Table 1 illustrates a clear 
occupational bias toward the 
mariner’s families in the NSRS’s 
assistance.68 This disproportion 
increases when comparing each 
woman’s circumstances with their 
relief allocation, revealing the 
committee’s neglect in considering 
other factors. These include the 
number of dependents they cared 
for, the resultant workload, and 
the women’s current support. Alice 
Summerbell’s situation highlights 
how social status and familial help 
gave her the most support of this 
group of women and how marriage 
improved women’s financial well-
being. As the widow of an officer and 
captain’s wife, Alice Summerbell was 
granted the largest amount of funds, 
being £50 from the NSRS and £70 
from public fundraising. Alice had 
been a schoolteacher, a  traditional 
‘lady-like’ occupation for middle-
class girls which supplied the 
means of climbing the social ladder. 
Patriarchal ideology considered 
women’s employment temporary, 
with marriage and children the 
ultimate objective, so accordingly, 
Alice resigned before her marriage.69 
Her role as the mother of a two-
year-old son and new baby, along 

68	  Delap, ‘“Thus Does Man Prove His Fitness’”, 
54–55; Roberts, Paternalism in Early Victorian 
England, 8; Christina Twomey, ‘Courting Men: 
Mothers, Magistrates and Welfare in the Australian 
Colonies’, Women’s History Review, 8, no. 2 (1999): 
231–246 [241].
69	  Beverley Kingston, My Wife, My Daughter, 
and Poor Mary Ann (Melbourne: Nelson, 1977), 6.



Lilith: A Feminist History Journal, Number 29

86

with her husband’s status, dissipated the NSRS’s expectation for Alice to 
support herself.70 She went to live with family but there is no evidence this 
affected the level of assistance she received.71 Given women’s well-being was 
largely dependent on men, she was fortunate to marry widower Robert Guy 
in 1881, a grocer like her father.72 He subsequently became a commission 
agent and later they had a family, then on his death in 1898 Alice inherited 
the household goods and a block of land at Homebush.73 She also became 
the sole executrix of his estate, including three properties in Darlinghurst 
and Sydney, with other investments shared between herself and the couple’s 
two children. When she died in 1919, her estate was sworn in at just under 
£7000.74 While Alice’s standing, familial help and marriage resulted in 
a positive outcome, this was not always the case for officers’ widows.

As the first officer’s widow, Emma Millet, like Alice Summerbell, received 
the highest amount of relief being £50 from the society and £70 from public 
donations. Raised in Bendigo, Victoria, Emma’s father worked as a carpenter 
and builder, after her parent’s arrival in Adelaide as Irish immigrants.75 
In 1867 her first husband, a solicitor, died and she married her brother-
in-law, William Millet, a highly-esteemed merchant navy officer who had 
several English bravery awards, including the Royal Humane Society’s gold 

70	  ‘Deaths’, Sydney Morning Herald, 15 February 1878, 1, Trove, National Library of Australia, nla.
gov.au/nla.news-article13407792; ‘Minute Book’, 15–18; ‘William George Summerbell’, The New 
South Wales Pioneers Index, (Pioneers Series 1788–1888), Ancestry, search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.
dll?db=1778&h=4479004&indiv=try.
71	  ‘Deaths’, Sydney Morning Herald, 15 February 1878, 1, Trove, National Library of Australia, 
trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/13407792?​browse=ndp%3Abrowse​%2Ftitle%2FS%2​Ftitle​%2F35​%2​
F1878​%2F02%2​F15%2Fpage%2F1435564%2Farticle%2F13407792.
72	  Kingston, My Wife, My Daughter, and Poor Mary Ann, 6.
73	  ‘Marriages’, Sydney Morning Herald, 31 December 1881, 1, Trove, National Library of Australia, 
nla.gov.au/nla.news-article28383561; ‘Benjamin Lowe’, in John Sands Ltd, Sands Sydney, Suburban 
and Country Commercial Directory, 1870. 357, City of Sydney Archives, (01/01/1870–31/12/1870), 
[A-01136285], archives.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/nodes/view/1898985, ancestry.com.au/imageviewer/
collections/​1907/​images/​rdaus1863_078562__0001_02_h-0017?h=254673&indiv=try&ftm=1&tre
eid=​&​personid​=&hintid=&usePUB=true&usePUBJs=true&pId=25467; ‘Robert Guy’, in John Sands 
Ltd, Sands Sydney, Suburban and Country Commercial Directory, 1875. 81, City of Sydney Archives, 
(01/01/1875–31/12/1875), [A-01136282], archives.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/nodes/view/1898982.
74	  ‘Alice A Guy’, The New South Wales Pioneers Index (Pioneers Series 1788–1888), Ancestry, search.
ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2596679&indiv=try; ‘Robert Guy’, in John Sands Ltd, 
Sands Sydney, Suburban and Country Commercial Directory, 1880. 131, City of Sydney Archives, 
(01/01/1880–31/12/1880), [A-01136278], archives.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/nodes/view/1898978.
75	  ‘Death of Mr William Murphy’, The Bendigo Advertiser, 21 March 1887, p. 2.
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VA medal.76 The couple resided in Balmain with Emma’s three children 
from her first marriage—two daughters aged twenty and thirteen, along 
with son John, aged eighteen.77 After Messrs. Dangar and Alger’s initial visit 
to her, at the following NSRS meeting, Mr Dangar referred to her means of 
income, stating ‘at present he did not make any proposition’.78 The reason 
behind this guarded statement is difficult to interpret, however at the next 
meeting he states that ‘Mrs Millett was still of the opinion that to open 
a boarding house was the best thing that she could do’.79 Opening a boarding 
house was common for women seeking to supplement or create an income, 
however attitudes towards doing so varied according to an individual’s life-
experience, skills and class.80 Emma lacked parental support and there is no 
evidence her daughters worked, however her son was employed by a general 
merchant. Unlike Alice Summerbell, the women in the Millett family were 
untrained, aside from housework, so Emma considered keeping lodgers. 
Although there is no evidence she established a boarding house, she received 
her allocation of assistance.81 Apparently unwell and needing continued 
support, she moved in with her son, who had begun work as an accountant 
in Melbourne, but died soon after, aged forty-two.82

Anna Geddes’ lack of dependents and the NSRS’s rationale in denying 
her support significantly contributes to the issue of ‘arbitrary altruism’ 
(see Table 1). She was the only woman not to receive a share in publicly 
raised funds, the society reasoning that her husband’s employer owed her 

76	  ‘John Millett’, Australia, Death Index, 1787–1985 Ancestry, ancestry.com.au/discovery​ui-content/​
view/1048088:1779; ‘Marriages, Millett-Baylis’, The Sydney Mail, 3 April 1886, p. 125; ‘The Late Mr. 
W. H. Millett’, Maitland Mercury and Hunter River General Advertiser, 24 July 1877, p. 4; ‘William Halse 
Millett’, Australia, Marriage Index, 1787–1950 Ancestry, ancestry.​com.au/discoveryui-content/view/​
1899770:​1780.
77	  ‘Constance Eliza Maude Halse Millett’, Sydney, Australia, Anglican Parish Registers, 1814–2011 
Ancestry, ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-content/​view/​900364711:61177; ‘Emma Mary Millett’, 
Australia, Birth Index, 1788–1922, Ancestry, ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-content/view/​1382451:​1778; 
‘John Edwin Millett’, Victoria, Australia, Birth Index, 1837–1917, Ancestry, search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-
bin/​sse.dll?​db=​61648​&h=​1869910&​indiv=try; ‘Millett, W H’, John Sands Ltd, Sands Sydney, Suburban 
and Country Commercial Directory, 1876. 179, City of Sydney Archives, (01/01/1876–31/12/1876), 
[A-01136281], archives.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/nodes/​view/1898981.
78	  ‘Minute Book’, 8.
79	  ‘Minute Book 1,’ in Royal Shipwreck Relief and Humane Society of New South Wales Records, ed. 
Royal Shipwreck Relief and Humane Society of New South Wales (Sydney: State Library of New South 
Wales, 1883–1897), 10.
80	  ‘Minute Book 1’, 1–4; Kingston, My Wife, My Daughter, and Poor Mary Ann, 49.
81	  ‘Late Mr John Millett, Prominent Bank Manager’, Sydney Morning Herald, 7 January 1921, p. 10 
& 19.
82	  ‘Deaths’, Leader, 21 August 1880, 27, Trove, National Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-
article​196700605; ‘Marriages’, Sydney Mail, 3 April 1886, 725, Trove, National Library of Australia, nla.
gov.au/nla.news-article162816543.
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http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=61648&h=1869910&indiv=try
http://archives.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/nodes/view/1898981
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article196700605
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article196700605
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article162816543
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article162816543
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£80 of his wages.83 However, the society gave her assistance from their own 
funds, the £34.16.0 consistent with her husband’s status. As David Geddes 
was chief engineer at the time of his death, he ranked below the officers 
but was head of the engineers, who were classed above sailors due to their 
specialised skills.84 Anna Geddes’ age lowered the society’s expectations 
that she would find employment. Though only five years older than Emma 
Millett, at forty-eight years old Anna was the oldest widow from the Yarra 
Yarra shipwreck, and her three children had attained adulthood, which 
presumably reduced her financial need and daily workload. It is unclear how 
she managed in the initial years of her loss as she did not remarry, although 
she may have lived with one of her children or co-habited with a partner. 
In addition, she may have received the old-age pension on its introduction 
in 1900. In 1897 she was residing alone and this continued until her death 
on 1 October 1904.85

Compared with the other women, Rebecca Logeman was the most 
disadvantaged by the NSRS’ class bias. She lost the lowest ranked wage-
earner but had the most dependents and workload, with no familial support 
or perceptible NSRS regard as a business proprietor. Born in Ireland, little 
is known of her life until she married Johan (John) Logeman in Sydney in 
1858. She was widowed a week before the Yarra Yarra shipwreck in which 
her eldest son was killed.86 Seventeen-year-old John Logeman worked 
as a winch boy to support the family while Rebecca supplemented his 
income as a washerwoman, work she began about a year earlier to help 
her husband.87 As her son’s status was the lowest on the ship, she had the 

83	  ‘Minute Book’, 3–24.
84	  Alston Kennerley, ‘Stoking the Boilers: Firemen and Trimmers in British Merchant Ships, 1850–
1950’, The International Journal of Maritime History 20, no. 1 (2008): 191.
85	  ‘Age and Invalid Pensions’, National Museum of Australia, nma.gov.au/defining-moments/resources/
age-and-invalid-pensions. ‘Deaths’, Sydney Morning Herald, 3 October 1904, 6, Trove, National Library 
of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article14649062; ‘Mrs A Geddes’, John Sands Ltd, Sands Sydney, 
Suburban and Country Commercial Directory, 1897. 684, accessed from City of Sydney Archives, 
(01/01/1897–31/12/1897), [A-01136262]. archives.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/nodes/view/1898962.
86	  ‘John Logeman’, Australia, Marriage Index, 1788–1950 Ancestry, ancestry.com.au/discovery​ui-
content/view/980506:1780; ‘John Logeman’, Sydney Metropolitan Cemetery Records (Sydney, Society 
of Australian Genealogists), Ancestry, ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-content/view/​113027:​61153; ‘Loss of 
the Steamer Yarra Yarra with All Hands’, Australian Town and Country Journal, 21 July 1877, p.  20, 
Trove, National Library of Australia, trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/​70607535?​browse=​ndp%3​
Abrowse​%2Ftitle%2FA​%2Ftitle%2​F52%2F1877​%2F07%2​F21%2F​page%2​F5666894​%2F​article%2​
F7060​7535; ‘Rebecca Magee’, Ireland, Select Births & Baptisms, 1620–1911Ancestry, ancestry.com.au/
discoveryui-content/view/3070681:2533.
87	  ‘Advertising’, Sydney Morning Herald, 24 October 1877, 12, Trove, National Library of Australia, 
trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/​13401878?​browse=ndp%3​Abrowse%2​Ftitle%2​FS%2Ftitle​%2​F35​
%2F​1877%2F10​%2F24%2F​page%2F1436862%2​Farticle%2F13401878.

http://nma.gov.au/defining-moments/resources/age-and-invalid-pensions
http://nma.gov.au/defining-moments/resources/age-and-invalid-pensions
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article14649062
http://archives.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/nodes/view/1898962
http://ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-content/view/980506
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http://ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-content/view/113027
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http://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/70607535?browse=ndp%3Abrowse%2Ftitle%2FA%2Ftitle%2F52%2F1877%2F07%2F21%2Fpage%2F5666894%2Farticle%2F70607535
http://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/70607535?browse=ndp%3Abrowse%2Ftitle%2FA%2Ftitle%2F52%2F1877%2F07%2F21%2Fpage%2F5666894%2Farticle%2F70607535
http://ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-content/view/3070681
http://ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-content/view/3070681
http://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/13401878?browse=ndp%3Abrowse%2Ftitle%2FS%2Ftitle%2F35%2F1877%2F10%2F24%2Fpage%2F1436862%2Farticle%2F13401878
http://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/13401878?browse=ndp%3Abrowse%2Ftitle%2FS%2Ftitle%2F35%2F1877%2F10%2F24%2Fpage%2F1436862%2Farticle%2F13401878


89

‘Worthy’ Women

least amount of financial help with £6.10.0 and payment of three month’s 
rent from the society, with £25 of public funds. This was despite having 
the greatest workload compared to the other women as mother to eight 
children aged between seventeen and four years old, including three sets 
of twins.88 Her onerous work as a laundress was described by Kingston 
as involving handwashing waterlogged clothes and linen in boiling water 
which involved ‘the appropriate rinsing, wringing, blueing, starching, or 
mangling processes’ before being hung out to dry.89 

In comparison to Rebecca Logeman, the relief given to Sarah Baxter 
illustrates how the NSRS considered her case more deserving, through their 
admiration for her recent business initiative rather than ongoing enterprise, 
despite Sarah having less dependents and lighter work. Upon Captain 
Broomfield and Mayor Merriman’s visit to inquire after Sarah and her four 
children, they found she had set up a small shop and like Rebecca, Sarah’s 
business enabled her to care for her children while earning an income. Her 
efforts impressed the committee to the extent that she was granted in-kind 
help, with £30.0.8 of goods purchased from Hordern’s store to bolster 
the business. This was in addition to NSRS and public funds of £20.16.0 
and £25 respectively, allocated according to her husband’s status as second 

88	  ‘Clara Logeman’, The New South Wales Pioneers Index (Pioneers Series 1788–1888), Ancestry, search.
ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2310361&indiv=try; ‘Elizabeth Logeman’, The New 
South Wales Pioneers Index (Pioneers Series 1788–1888), Ancestry, search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.
dll?db=1778&h=2310362&indiv=try; ‘Hannah Logeman’, The New South Wales Pioneers Index (Pioneers 
Series 1788–1888), Ancestry, search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2310363&indiv=try; 
‘Jane Logeman’, The New South Wales Pioneers Index (Pioneers Series 1788–1888), Ancestry, search.
ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2310364&indiv=try; ‘John Logeman’, Sydney Metropolitan 
Cemetery Records (Sydney, Society of Australian Genealogists) Ancestry, ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-
content/view/113028:61153; ‘Margaret Logeman’, The New South Wales Pioneers Index (Pioneers Series 
1788–1888), Ancestry, search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2310365&indiv=try; 
‘Rebecca Logeman’, The New South Wales Pioneers Index (Pioneers Series 1788–1888), Ancestry, search.
ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2310366&indiv=try; ‘Rebecca Logeman’ John Sands 
Ltd, Sands Sydney, Suburban and Country Commercial Directory, 1877. 393, City of Sydney Archives, 
(01/01/1877–31/12/1877), [A-01136280]. archives.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/nodes/view/1898980; 
‘Rodolph Logeman’, The New South Wales Pioneers Index (Pioneers Series 1788–1888), Ancestry, search.
ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2310353&indiv=try.
89	  Kingston, My Wife, My Daughter, and Poor Mary Ann, 36–37.

http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2310361&indiv=try
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http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2310363&indiv=try
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2310364&indiv=try
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2310364&indiv=try
http://ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-content/view/113028:61153
http://ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-content/view/113028:61153
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2310365&indiv=try
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2310366&indiv=try
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2310366&indiv=try
http://archives.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/nodes/view/1898980
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2310353&indiv=try
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2310353&indiv=try
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engineer.90 As with Alice Summerbell, a year later she remarried, her second 
husband being a grocer and they remained together, having another four 
children.91

While undertaking this initial assistance, the underlying rules and 
administration of the NSRS were being finalised. Visits to assess benevolent 
applicants became the norm and two months after the society’s formation, 
the committee officially confirmed the society’s rules, in which occupational 
bias was embedded. An annual membership subscription was set at twelve 
shillings or membership was granted to those who donated five pounds 
or more. Members received compensation for lost possessions in the event 
of a disaster, or in the case of death, their families received a payout. Male 
and female applicants who were not members of the NSRS were pressured 
to start and retain their membership through outright refusal or a large 
reduction of assistance. In January 1878, a scale of relief payments was 
introduced, providing official validation of the committee’s power and bias 
within the charity; the annual increase in the scale of relief payments was 
clearly designed to encourage long-term membership (see Figure 1 below). 
However, the first proviso (located under the tabled scale) reinforced the 
committee’s power, ensuring continuity of disproportionate assistance as 
payments could ‘be supplemented by any sum which the committee may 
determine to bestow’. The second proviso reveals class bias in allowing for 
adaptation of the scale of payment for a Master, Mate or Engineer to ‘be 
increased rateably [sic] in proportion to the amount of subscription which 
he pays into the Funds of the Society’.92

90	  ‘Minute Book’, 5 & 10.
91	  ‘Annie Berry’, The New South Wales Pioneers Index (Pioneers Series 1788–1888), Ancestry, search.
ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=4376869&indiv=try; ‘Charlotte Berry’, The New South 
Wales Pioneers Index (Pioneers Series 1788–1888), Ancestry, search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?​db=​
1778&​h=4377795&indiv=try&ftm=1; ‘Robert Edward Berry’, The New South Wales Pioneers Index 
(Pioneers Series 1788–1888), Ancestry, ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-content/view/551923:9776; ‘Robert 
Berry’, in John Sands Ltd, Sands Sydney, Suburban and Country Commercial Directory, 1880. 138, City 
of Sydney Archives, (01/01/1880–31/12/1880), [A-01136278]. archives.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/​nodes/
view/1898978; ‘Rupert W Berry’, The New South Wales Pioneers Index (Federation Series 1788–1888), 
Ancestry, search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=4078451&indiv=try; ‘Sarah Baxter’, 
The New South Wales Pioneers Index (Pioneers Series 1788–1888), Ancestry, search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-
bin/​sse.dll?db=1780&h=3719723&indiv=try.
92	  ‘Minute Book’, 12 & 39.

http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=4376869&indiv=try
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Figure 1: Scale of Relief Payments93

Source: ‘Minute Book’, 39.

Newspapers also influenced the amount of help given to women, 
through the amount of publicity given to the loss of a seafarer. The more 
sensationalised an incident became, the more public awareness was raised, 
affecting the monetary level of public donations given to the beneficiary. 
It was the media that established which incidents were worthy of reporting 
and how much space was given to the news item, as the success of the 
business relied on capturing and holding the public’s attention, however 
it also affected community views.94 While Australian newspapers gave 
extensive publicity to the foundering of the Yarra Yarra, eliciting numerous 
donations for the widows, many incidents were not publicised at all. In one 
example, the prevalence of Kate Whyte’s surname and lack of publicity 
on her husband’s accidental death in Sydney prevents further analysis of 
her case. Kate’s application for assistance was assessed at the same meeting 
funding was confirmed for the Yarra Yarra widows. The potential to analyse 
the NSRS’s decision to refuse her assistance, as her case was not applicable 
under their rules, has been lost due to the lack of information on the couple’s 
circumstances.95 

93	  ‘Minute Book’, 39.
94	  Robert C. Moyer, ‘“When That Great Ship Went Down”: Modern Maritime Disasters and Collective 
Memory’, The International Journal of Maritime History, 26, no. 4 (2014): 734–751 [741–742].
95	  ‘Minute Book’, 17.
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In the prosopographical analysis of those assisted by the NSRS during the 
period studied, information was not found for twenty-one of the remaining 
forty-five women. Of the other twenty-four women, twelve remarried, 
while almost all the remaining half did not remarry but lived with family 
(see Table 2), just as those aiming to keep Australia welfare-free desired.96 
Mary Marsh is noted for her number of marriages, but primarily, the manner 
of her first husband’s death, which demonstrates the NSRS’s willingness to 
help women without judging them on their husband’s actions. On the night 
of 1 April 1882, before Captain James Marsh was to return to Sydney from 
Eureka, California, he had too much to drink. Walking around the outside 
cornice of a building he fell three storeys down and was killed instantly by 
a crushed skull.97 The residents of Noumea took up a collection for her and 
she received £43 6s, along with £100 from the NSRS and what was usually 
due to her from the society, as her husband was a member.98 

The ‘arbitrary altruism’ which resulted from the spontaneous, personal 
decisions of the NSRS’s committee members had the potential to 
significantly affect women’s quality of life. This is illustrated by committee 
member Thomas Buckland, who felt so strongly against the committee’s 
decision to refuse a widow’s claim for additional help that he assisted her 
privately. Captain Scott had been killed by a falling spar, and on applying 
to the NSRS his widow received £15, but applied again for further help, an 
indication she was struggling financially. Buckland’s quick decision while 
at that meeting resulted in assistance for Mrs Scott from an independent, 
private source, which would otherwise not have been received. In contrast, 
the opportunity for independent self-support given to a widow could be 
brief if she remarried to an errant husband who placed her in a worse 
situation. In 1881 Mrs Frances Randle and her five-year-old son received 
£15 from the NSRS while waiting for her husband’s probate to be granted.99 
Six months later she married Thomas Yeardley and inherited goods valued 
at £1,600, but by the following year their marriage and Frances Yeardley’s 

96	  Murphy, ‘The Other Welfare State’, 5.
97	  ‘Saturday’s News. Pacific Coast’, Sacramento Daily Union, 3 April 1882, 4, California Digital 
Newspaper Collection, Centre for Bibliographical Studies and Research, University of California, cdnc.
ucr.edu/?​a=d&d=SDU18820403.2.32.3&e=-------en--20--1--txt-txIN--------1.
98	  ‘Collected at Noumea (New Caledonia)’, Sydney Morning Herald, 26 July 1882, 2, Trove, National 
Library of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article13515555.
99	  ‘Minute Book’, 84, 97 & 131; ‘William K Randell in the Australian Birth Index, 1788–1922’, 
Ancestry, search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2903538&indiv=try.

http://cdnc.ucr.edu/?a=d&d=SDU18820403.2.32.3&e=-------en--20--1--txt-txIN--------1
http://cdnc.ucr.edu/?a=d&d=SDU18820403.2.32.3&e=-------en--20--1--txt-txIN--------1
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article13515555
http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1778&h=2903538&indiv=try
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financial support was in trouble.100 In 1884 the police took out a warrant 
for his arrest for wife desertion, then in 1886, Frances placed a newspaper 
advertisement, informing him that if he did not return to her within 
three months, she would marry again.101 He was arrested in 1889 for wife 
desertion but discharged, then disappears from the records.102 She no longer 
qualified for NSRS aid and had no income, but cared for her son from her 
first marriage, and four children (including twins) from her second, though 
her youngest three children had died by 1887.103

In conclusion, exploring the underlying links between paternalism, 
Australia’s unique capitalist welfare system, maritime ideals and individual 
attitudes reveals how these notions found a practical outlet through the 
emotional practice of NSRS philanthropy. The committee’s composition 
confirmed representation from a middle-class, largely maritime-based, 
corporate network, placing its members in a position of power and authority. 
This gave them the ability to judge and apply standards according to their 
opinions on those seeking assistance, impeding the extent and effectiveness 
of their benevolence. 

From their formation, NSRS principles upheld paternalist and maritime 
conceptions of morality and respectability, gender roles, class and 
occupational bias, with no regard for women’s workload in running a business 
and caring for dependents. Other factors also influenced discrepancies in 
their benevolence including the favouring of a woman’s business initiative, 
a mariner’s NSRS membership status and wages owed to a deceased mariner. 
Funds the NSRS distributed were confined to a standardised scale but could 

100	 ‘Public Notices’, Sydney Morning Herald, 11 July 1882, 2, Trove, National Library of Australia, 
nla.gov.au/nla.news-article28380950; ‘Richard Randell’, New South Wales Will Books, 1800–1952, (ref: 
5933), accessed from Find My Past, (DC Thomson, 2001), search.findmypast.com.au/record?id=anz/
bmd/nswwills/4064/00915&parentid=anz/nswwills/510193.
101	 ‘Missing Friends’, Australian Town and Country Journal, 22 May 1886, 1, Trove, National Library 
of Australia, nla.gov.au/nla.news-article71077357; ‘Francis Lucy Yeardley in the New South Wales, 
Australia, Police Gazettes, 1854–1930’, Ancestry, search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=​1942&h=​
430250&indiv=try.
102	 ‘George Theodore Yeardley’, Police Gazettes, New South Wales Government, Ancestry, search.
ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1942&h=505197&indiv=try.
103	 ‘Annie S.M. Yeardley’, The New South Wales Pioneers Index (Pioneers Series 1788–1888), Ancestry, 
search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1779&h=4412063&indiv=try; ‘Frances L.L. Yeardley’, 
Balmain Cemetery Revisited, 1868–1912 (Gosford, Central Coast Family History Society, c2011), 
1966, Ancestry, ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-content/view/11051:62091; ‘Thomas H. Yeardley ’, 
Balmain Cemetery Revisited, 1868–1912 (Gosford, Central Coast Family History Society, c2011), 1966, 
Ancestry, ancestry.com.au/discoveryui-content/view/11052:62091; ‘William K. Randell’, The New 
South Wales Pioneers Index (Pioneers Series 1788–1888), Ancestry, search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.
dll?db=​1778&h=2903538&indiv=try.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article28380950
http://search.findmypast.com.au/record?id=anz/bmd/nswwills/4064/00915&parentid=anz/nswwills/510193
http://search.findmypast.com.au/record?id=anz/bmd/nswwills/4064/00915&parentid=anz/nswwills/510193
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article71077357
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http://search.ancestry.com.au/cgi-bin/sse.dll?db=1779&h=4412063&indiv=try
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be overruled at the discretion of the committee, creating additional bias. 
Instances of NSRS members’ spontaneous offers to help women privately 
added an element of chance to receiving aid.

The amount of financial help from publicly raised subscriptions was 
dependent on the victim’s familial circumstances and moral standing, as well 
as the amount and kind of media attention each case received. On occasion 
women became self-supporting, however most found themselves reliant 
on parents, adult offspring or remarriage for support, highlighting the 
degree to which benevolence in Australia was reliant on immediate family. 
A widow’s remarriage could have varying consequences, demonstrating her 
reliance on personal and cultural male values for her well-being. Overall, it 
is clear that the complexities of emotional practice, along with the Victorian 
and maritime ideals of the NSRS committee members, produced the 
phenomenon of ‘arbitrary altruism.’ 
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