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Spain and the Botany Bay Colony:
a response to an imperial challenge
ROBERT J. KING

T

he founding of the Botany Bay colony in 1788 was viewed with disquiet in
Spain and its empire, accustomed as its rulers were for over three-and-a-half
centuries to view the whole Pacific as their exclusive preserve. Over the following
two decades, as a titanic struggle played out between Britain and France for world
dominance, a defensive Spanish empire had to consider how to react to the strategic
challenge of the new colony. The immediate Spanish reaction was to include a visit
to the colony in the itinerary of the 1789-94 expedition commanded by Alexandro
Malaspina.
1786: Announcement of the Botany Bay colony

The British Government made the decision to colonise Botany Bay on the coast
of New South Wales on 26 August 1786 and the news was promptly published in the
London press. The Spanish ambassador in London, Bernardo del Campo,
immediately forwarded translations of the press reports to Prime Minister José
Moñino Floridablanca in Madrid.1 The Gazeta de Madrid of 13 and 20 October and
14 November 1786 carried articles on the matter drawn from the English
newspapers. The articles were soundly based on the proposal by James Matra for
colonising New South Wales. An article published on 12 October 1786 said: ‘Mr
Matra, an Officer of the Treasury, who, sailing with Capt Cook, had an opportunity
of visiting Botany Bay, is the Gentleman who suggested the plan to Government of
transporting convicts to that island.’2
The advantages of New South Wales given by Matra for a colony were that: the
country was suitable for plantations of sugar, cotton and tobacco; New Zealand
timber and flax could prove valuable commodities; it could form a base for trade
with China, Korea, Japan, the north-west coast of America and the Moluccas; and it
could be a suitable compensation for displaced American Loyalists, ‘where they
may repair their broken fortunes & again enjoy their former domestick felicity’. He
emphasised the strategic advantages to be derived from the colony. An article

126 JRAHS Vol. 106 Part 2

published widely in the London press in October 1786, drawn from Matra’s
proposal, and reproduced in the press of other countries, said:
The central situation which New South Wales, in which Botany Bay is situated, holds
in the globe, cannot fail of giving it a very commanding influence in the policy of
Europe … When this colony from England is established, if we should ever be at war
with Holland or Spain we might very powerfully annoy either State from the new
settlement. We might, with equal safety and expedition, make naval incursions into
Java, and the other Dutch settlements, or invade the coast of Spanish America, and
intercept the Manilla ships. Thus this check would, in time of war, make it a very
important object, when we view it in the chart of the world with a political eye.3

The announcement of the intention of the British Government to colonise
Botany Bay and Norfolk Island in the seas adjacent was cause for concern to Spain.
Throughout the 17th and 18th centuries, the Spanish monarchy strongly defended its
claim to the whole Pacific Ocean, its coasts and islands, which stemmed back to the
1494 Treaty of Tordesillas with Portugal, against encroachments by France,
Holland, and above all by England. Any attempt to make the Pacific more accessible
to the other European nations posed a threat to the security of the Spanish empire,
and the Spanish authorities were well aware that Britain, irrespective of treaties, was
hostile to their claims to exclusive navigation in the Pacific.
Spanish reactions to the voyages of James Cook clearly indicated their
apprehensions. On hearing of the preparations for Cook’s third voyage to the
Pacific, José de Gálvez, Minister for the Marine and Indies, directed the Viceroy of
Mexico, Antonio Maria Bucareli, in a letter dated 18 October 1776, to arrest Cook
and charge him with infringing the Spanish Laws of the Indies, if he should touch at
any of the Spanish ports in the Pacific. The Laws of the Indies stated: ‘No foreign
ships shall pass to the Indies, and such as do, shall be seized.’4 Only lack of naval
force in the Pacific prevented Gálvez from directing that an expedition be
specifically commissioned to apprehend Cook.5 Similar instructions were sent to the
Viceroy of Peru, Manuel de Guirior.6
The naval demands of the American War of Independence (1776-1783), where
France, Spain and the Netherlands intervened on the side of the rebelling American
colonies, prevented further British voyages to the Pacific until peace was restored
after 1783. The renewal of British voyages at the close of the war prompted Spanish
concern. On 23 December 1788, the Viceroy of Mexico, Manuel Antonio Flores,
writing to Antonio Valdéz, Minister for the Marine and for the Indies, expressed
concern about the security of Spain’s claims to the Northwest Coast of America and
California: ‘The Russian projects and those which the English may make from
Botany Bay, which they have settled, menace us.’7
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The Russian advance on the Northwest Coast

Flores had in mind the intelligence brought from the island of Unalaska, one of
the Fox Islands in the Aleutian chain, by Estéban José Martínez, who had been sent
in command of two ships to the Northwest Coast of America to investigate the
extent of Russian advance.8 This expedition left the port of San Blas in Mexico in
March 1788, and upon reaching Unalaska in July 1788 learned of the Russian
intention to colonise Nootka Sound (on Vancouver Island) from the head of the
Russian fur trading settlement there, Potap Kuzmich Zaikov. He told Martínez that
‘the next year he expected two frigates from Kamchatka which, together with a
schooner, would go to settle the port of Nootka to block English trade’. Zaikov said
‘his Government intended taking this action because an English trading vessel had
come to Canton from Nootka in 1785 loaded with a variety of furs, and its captain
had claimed that the English had a right to trade and possess land along that coast
because of the discoveries of Captain Cook’.9 The news Martínez brought from
Unalaska prompted the Viceroy of Mexico to send him back to Nootka immediately
to occupy the port.
The news confirmed advice sent in February 1787 from Spain’s ambassador to
St Petersburg, Pedro Normande, that word had been received in Russia of English
trading vessels bringing sea otter skins to China at immense profit, ‘from the coasts
of America facing Kamchatka, which are continuous with those of California’. This
had aroused the interest of Empress Catherine. Normande wrote that Captain
‘Moloski’ (Grigory I. Mulovsky) had been chosen to command a squadron of four
men-o’-war being sent to Kamchatka to protect Russian interests.
Normande had discovered that Catherine and her ministers were contemplating
an ukase (decree) claiming Russian sovereignty over all of North America from Mount
St Elias in Alaska eastward to the neighbourhood of Hudson’s Bay. Announcement
of this sovereignty would be communicated to other European powers, declaring
that Mulovsky’s expedition was to secure those possessions and defend them against
other nations seeking to make settlements there.10 The Empress’s ukase authorising
the expedition was issued on 1 January 1787.11
Upon receipt of Normande’s report, Prime Minister Floridablanca asked the
Minister for the Marine and the Indies to take appropriate action.12 Orders were sent
to Mexico for the two ships commanded by Martínez to go to the Northwest Coast
to investigate the extent of Russian advance.13 Normande’s report also contributed to
the decision by the Madrid government to send a full-scale expedition from Spain
to the Pacific.14 Commanded by Alexandro Malaspina, it left Cadiz at the end of July
1789 with among its tasks that of making an investigation of any Russian
settlements on the Northwest Coast of America.
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1786: Lapérouse visits Concepcion

Also contributing to the Spanish government’s decision on the Malaspina
expedition was a recommendation received from the military governor of
Concepcion in Chile, the Irish-born Ambrose Higgins.15 He reported on 20 July 1786
to the Marques Sonora, Minister for the Marine and the Indies, following a visit to
Concepcion in March that year by the Boussole and Astrolabe, French frigates on a
voyage of discovery to the Pacific Ocean under the command of Jean-François
Galaup de Lapérouse. In his report to Sonora on the expedition’s visit to
Concepcion, Higgins called attention to the important benefits brought to their
respective nations by the expeditions led by Lapérouse and Cook, and strongly
recommended that Spain organise a similar expedition to the Pacific.16
Higgins emphasised that ‘the new expedition under a Spanish commander
should concern itself with more immediate objectives, of interest to the State’. He
said the proposed expedition should visit the Isles of Quiros (now Vanuatu), Tahiti,
and the Sandwich Islands, with a view to preparing the way for their colonisation by
Spain. He drew attention to the fact that, although the expeditions of Cook and those
of his fellow countrymen who preceded him as circumnavigators – Byron, Wallis
and Carteret – had been promoted by the English under the specious pretext of
perfecting geography, navigation and knowledge of the globe, no one could have
remained ignorant of the involvement of other ideas which necessarily formed their
principal objective of establishing and possessing colonies in these regions.
Nor could the Russians disguise that they were doing the same to increase their
commerce in the seas and coasts intermediate between Muscovite Asia (Kamchatka)
and the neighbouring part of Spanish North America. A maritime inspection such as
he proposed was therefore indispensable, a conclusion he had come to after
reflecting upon the stay at Concepcion of Lapérouse, and after having afterwards
read the voyages of Captain Cook.
1789: The Malaspina Expedition

In February 1787, six months after Higgins wrote from Concepcion
recommending a discovery expedition to the Pacific, the port was visited by
Alexandro Malaspina, in command of the frigate Astrea, sailing on a round-theworld voyage by way of the Philippines.17 The Astrea was under charter to the Royal
Philippines Company, the aim of the voyage being to open up a faster route for
merchant shipping to the Philippines than the Acapulco-Manila galleon route.
Presumably Higgins and Malaspina discussed the concept, which led to the
production in September 1788, upon the Astrea’s return to Spain in May of that year,
of Malaspina’s proposal for an expedition along the lines set out in Higgins’ letter.
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Alexandro Malaspina in the uniform of
Brigadier de la Real Armada, a rank to which
he was promoted on 25 March 1795. (Anon.
Museo Naval de Madrid: Wikipedia
Commons, Public Domain
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Alej
andro_(Alessandro)_Malaspina.jpg)

Irish-born Ambrose (Ambrosio) Higgins,
Captain-General and Governor of Chile.
(Anon. Museo Histórico Nacional de Chile)

In September 1788, the Spanish court received a treatise on the new English
colony in New Holland from Malaspina’s fellow naval officer, Francisco Muñoz y
San Clemente. In 1786, while Malaspina, in command of the Astrea was
investigating the Cape Horn route for the Royal Philippines Company, Muñoz, in
command of the Aguila Imperial, undertook a voyage to the Philippines for the
company by the Cape of Good Hope route.18 After his return to Spain, Muñoz
submitted his ‘Reflexiones sobre los establecimientos Inglesas de la Nueva
Holanda’, dated San Ildefonso, 20 September 1788. ‘The grave dangers,’ Muñoz
said, ‘which in time our commerce will experience because of their neighbourhood
to South America and the Philippines, has obliged me to treat of the [English]
settlements.’ Muñoz considered the advantages which New Holland offered to the
English, and the sea lines of communication between the new colony and India,
China, the Philippines and South America; and indicated the dangers which it posed
to the Spanish possessions both in peace time from the development of a contraband
commerce, and in war time as a base for British naval operations against Spain’s
possessions:
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After they complete the first necessary works, the new inhabitants will begin to
dedicate themselves to agriculture and commerce … But what could the nature of this
commerce be? A clandestine one with all of South America … The commodities of
India and China introduced into that continent could be sold at much more agreeable
prices than those attempted by our commerce, and this would occasion a contraband
prejudicial to our interests … These dangers are grave, but those in time of war will
be even greater. The colonists will be able to fit out privateers so as to cut all
communication between the Philippines and the Americas; they will think perhaps of
extending their possessions, or they may influence some revolution which will
diminish ours … In sum, it all announces to us ill consequences for the future, worthy
of occupying all the attention of our Government in order to forestall them
opportunely.19

Malaspina echoed Muñoz in the ‘Axiomas sobre la América’, which he wrote in
January/February 1789 as part of the preparation for his expedition, saying in
relation to the new English colony in the Pacific:
What, then, may not be feared from the Botany Bay settlement if, a stock of stores
being laid in there and, assisted by a climate so well provided with the grains and
beasts of Europe, the voyager who departs from India finds there a comfortable
station from whence, with a crossing of three or four months, without the least risk or
concern, our colonies present themselves to view, to be terrorised and sacked?20

The plan presented in September 1788 by Malaspina and José de Bustamante y
Guerra to Antonio Valdéz, Sonora’s successor as Minister for the Marine and the
Indies, for a scientific and political voyage around the world referred to the recent
French and English voyages of exploration and stated that the scientific part of the
proposed voyage would have as its objectives the fulfilment of the aims of those of
Cook and Lapérouse. The Malaspina/Bustamante plan stated that ‘a voyage made by
Spanish navigators should necessarily involve two other objects: one, the
construction of hydrographic charts ... and the other, the investigation of the political
state of America in relation to Spain and foreign nations’.21 Ambrose Higgins’
concern to prevent encroachment on Spanish dominion in the Pacific was paralleled
in the Malaspina/Bustamante plan by the proposal to investigate and prepare
confidential political reports on the Russian settlement on the island of Unalaska and
on the English colony at Botany Bay.
On 14 October 1788, Valdéz wrote to Malaspina informing him of the
Government’s acceptance of his plan. Its acceptance within such a short space of
time indicates that the plan had met prepared minds. José de Espinoza y Tello, the
hydrographer with the Malaspina expedition, stressed the importance of the
information sent by Higgins in stimulating the Government to initiate an extensive
program of exploration in the Pacific: ‘At the beginning of the year 1787, the
Minister for the Indies, the Marqués de la Sonora, in consequence of information
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sent to him by the Military Intendant at Concepción de Chile ... advised the Viceroy
of Mexico that it was the wish of His Majesty to prepare at San Blas two ships
suitable for reconnoitring the coast to the north to verify if such [Russian]
settlements in fact existed.’22 This was a reference to the royal order of 25 January
1787 that led to the departure of the Princesa and San Carlos, commanded by
Esteban José Martínez and López de Haro respectively, from San Blas in Mexico on
8 March 1788. Malaspina’s expedition left Spain on 30 July 1789.
The Descubierta and Atrevida arrived at Valparaíso in April 1790, when
Malaspina again met Higgins, now Captain-General of Chile.23 Meanwhile, events
had been unfolding at Nootka Sound. When he was sent north on a second voyage
in 1789, Martínez had orders to forestall any Russian attempt to colonise Nootka by
occupying it for Spain and to enforce Spain’s claim to the Northwest Coast against
all comers, including the English.24 Soon after he established himself at Nootka, he
arrested the English trading vessel Argonaut, under the command of James Colnett,
which arrived there in July 1789 from Macao to set up a fur trading factory. This
action by Martínez, which extended to the arrest of two other ships belonging to
Colnett’s company, began an 18-month long dispute that brought Britain and Spain
to the brink of war.
1790: The Nootka Sound crisis

Spain’s Council of State, meeting on 31 May 1790, approved a proposal
submitted by Prime Minister Floridablanca that the government should base its
position in the dispute with Britain over Nootka Sound on the strongest diplomatic
grounds available, that being Article VIII of the Treaty of Utrecht (1713), by which
England had agreed that navigation and boundaries in America would remain the
same as during the reign of King Charles II of Spain. This agreement had been
specifically renewed by the Treaty of Paris (1763) ending the Seven Years War,
which entitled Spain to prohibit British ships from operating along the Pacific coast
in areas claimed by Spain, and at the end of the War of American Independence in
the Treaty of Versailles (1783).25 In June 1790, the Spanish Government reasserted
its claims in a circular memorandum to all the courts of Europe.26 The British
ambassador to Madrid, Alleyne Fitzherbert, reported on 16 June 1790 to Foreign
Secretary the Duke of Leeds that, at a private meeting, Count Floridablanca:
… gave me to understand that he considered our sending Ships to purchase Skins at
Nootka as a shallow artifice calculated to cover a real design of making ourselves
masters of the Trade of Mexico, that our Southern Whale Fishery covered a like
design against Peru & Chili, and as to our colony at Botany-Bay that it must
necessarily have been founded with a view to seconding these designs & of adding to
our other conquests that of the Philippines.27
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The Spanish seizure of Colnett’s vessels at Nootka had demonstrated that the fur
traders were unable to form a settlement by their own efforts unsupported by
government, although they had been attempting to do so since the first trading ships
under Nathaniel Portlock and George Dixon had been sent from England by Richard
Cadman Etches’ fur-trading company in September 1785. Dixon, together with the
hydrographer Alexander Dalrymple, had in July 1789 urged the need to send a ship
around Cape Horn to make a settlement on the Northwest Coast to ensure that its
trade would not be lost to Britain and to prevent the Russians, Americans or Spanish
from establishing themselves there.28

Meares Cove, Nootka Sound, the site of an abortive attempt to set up a
British fur trading post in 1789. (Photographed by the author, June 1998)

Under-Secretary Evan Nepean drafted a letter to the Admiralty in early February
1790, outlining the Government’s response to the events at Nootka Sound, saying,
‘His Majesty has judged it highly expedient that measures should instantly be taken
for affording protection to such of His … Subjects as may have already proceeded
to that part of the American Continent.’29 He outlined the plan of an expedition to
found a settlement on the Northwest Coast that would make use of the colony at Port
Jackson. As, in Nepean’s words, ‘the utmost degree of secrecy’ was required, the 44gun frigate Gorgon, which was already preparing to take the newly formed New
South Wales Corps and stores to Port Jackson, would be employed on the service.
Aware that the two well-armed men-o’-war of the expedition led by Malaspina
were already in the Pacific, Foreign Secretary Leeds had requested the British
embassy in Madrid on 2 February 1790, as soon as he had heard of the incident at
Nootka, to discover the size of ‘the Ships which sailed a few months ago for
California under the command of M. Melaspina’ and the number of their guns and
men, and whether any other Spanish ships had sailed on the same expedition.30
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Anthony Merry replied from the British embassy in Madrid in response to Leeds’
query that Malaspina’s ships were similar in size to those of Captain Cook, were
each of 16 guns and had crews of about 100, and that Martinez had two 20-gun ships
and a brig, with another 20-gun ship at San Blas.31 Malaspina for his part was quite
ready to employ his ships in offensive operations against the British in the Pacific if
need be, as he told the Viceroy the Conde de Revillagigado when he reached Mexico
in January 1791.32
In view of the formidable Spanish naval force the Gorgon might encounter in
the Pacific, the Discovery (10 guns) would be assigned to accompany her. As it was
public knowledge that the Discovery was readying for a voyage of exploration under
Henry Roberts, her departure would ‘not be likely to create a suspicion of the
intended operation’. Upon arrival at the English colony in Port Jackson, the Gorgon,
having sailed from England en flute (with only her upper deck guns mounted) would
have her lower deck guns re-mounted, ready for action. If the Sirius, the 26-gun
frigate stationed at Port Jackson, was available, she could accompany the Gorgon to
Nootka, leaving the Discovery to take her place in New South Wales. It was not
known at this time in London that the Sirius had been wrecked on Norfolk Island in
March 1789. The ships’ crews could be replenished at Port Jackson and Governor
Arthur Phillip would provide a party of marines from the detachment stationed
there. As it was intended that the expedition should form a permanent settlement on
the Northwest Coast, Governor Phillip would also provide workers with the
requisite skills from his convict settlers.
This plan was considered at a cabinet meeting on 23 February 1790, following
which it was revised.33 From Port Jackson, the two ships were to proceed to Hawaii
instead of Tahiti, where they would rendezvous with a frigate detached from the East
India Squadron. From Hawaii all three would proceed in May 1791 under the
command of the frigate captain to the American coast.34 Secret instructions were
drafted for Henry Roberts, which were not to be opened until Discovery had sailed:
he was ‘to make the best of your way to Port Jackson on the Coast of New South
Wales, and on your arrival there deliver the inclosed Packet to Governor Arthur
Phillip’, under whose orders he was then to proceed.35
Instructions were drawn up for Phillip to supply a detachment of marines under
‘a discreet Subaltern Officer’ and convict workers – ‘thirty persons altogether, with
stores’ – to an expedition whose object would be to form a settlement on the
Northwest Coast, which would ‘lay the foundation of an establishment for the
assistance of His Majesty’s subjects in the prosecution of the Fur trade from the
North West Coast of America’.36 As the Northwest Coast of America was not one of
those places specifically nominated in Orders-in-Council issued under the
Transportation Act of 1784 as a place to which convicts could be sent, Phillip
needed to be given authorisation to be able to provide the workers.
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The Transportation Act authorised the sending of convicted felons to any place
appointed by the King in Council. When Botany Bay and Norfolk Island were
chosen in 1786 as destinations, a series of Orders-in-Council were issued, starting
on 6 December 1786, specifying the eastern coast of New South Wales or some
adjacent island or islands (to wit, Norfolk Island) as the places where the sentences
were to be served. An act of Parliament passed in May 1790 enabled Phillip to send
convicts to the Northwest Coast.37
The General Evening Post of 22 April 1790 reported that, ‘The ship called the
Discovery, which is going out, by order of Government, on discoveries in the South
Seas, &c. is under sailing orders, and will proceed on her voyage in the course of
the next week.’ The same edition of the newspaper announced the arrival from
China of ‘Capt John Mears’ on the Ganges East Indiaman. Meares, the Etches
company agent in Macao, claimed that Colnett had been directed by him ‘to erect a
substantial house on the spot purchased by him [Meares] in the preceding year’, and
that Colnett’s ships had carried a party of Chinese artisans and labourers, ‘who
intended to become settlers in the country, under the protection of the associated
company’. He accused Martinez of taking possession ‘of the lands which [he] had
purchased and built a temporary habitation upon, pulling down the British Flag and
hoisting the standard of Spain thereon’.38
Accepting Meares’ claim, the British Government now viewed the Spanish
action at Nootka as an eviction from an already established British settlement. The
proposed expedition of the Gorgon and Discovery was cancelled and the Pitt
Government decided to send an ultimatum to Madrid, backed by the mobilisation of
the entire fleet, subsequently referred to as the Spanish Armament. Events moved
toward an international crisis, threatening an outbreak of a general European war.
Plans were also made for naval expeditions against Spain’s possessions in the
Americas and the Philippines.39 Lieutenant-General Sir Archibald Campbell was
appointed to overall command of these operations. He set out his plan in a
memorandum to Pitt written in July 1790, saying: ‘The Phillipine Islands are to be
attacked with most Effect from the Presidency of Fort St George in the East Indies
[Madras]. Mexico and the Western Coast of South America from the Island of
Jamaica in the West Indies. If the West Indian Army could be supported from the
East Indies, across the Pacific Ocean, their Operations could not fail to meet with
complete Success.’40 Lord Mulgrave, one of the Admiralty Lords, considered several
alternative routes an expedition against Spanish America might take after Manila
had been captured, and said that ‘the expedition might proceed South’ from Manila,
‘touching at New Holland or New Zealand for Refreshments and crossing the
Pacific Ocean in South latitudes by this Rout’.41
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‘A Chart of NEW HOLLAND, NEW SOUTH WALES and BOTANY BAY,
with the New discover’d Islands, &ca’, Political Magazine, February 1787.
(Source: nla.gov.au/nla.obj-230619603)

The Whitehall Evening Post of 5 June 1790 noted that, ‘without the aid of
France, the Spaniards could never sustain a conflict with Great Britain and Holland’.
Alone, Spain could not match Britain’s naval might, and in 1790 Louis XVI,
entangled as he was in the toils of a revolution, was in no position to offer effective
assistance to his cousin Carlos IV. Spain, deprived of the support of her ally, France,
and informed from Mexico by Revillagigedo of crucial weaknesses in the economy
and naval defences in the Americas after the strains of the American War of
Independence, was forced to back down. Revillagigedo advised Madrid: ‘There are
not enough forces in our South Sea and Department of San Blas to counteract those
which the English have at their Botany Bay’.42
The Convention reached between Madrid and London on 28 October 1790
resolving the Nootka Sound dispute effectively marked the end of Spain’s claim to
a mare clausum in the Pacific. By Article III of the Convention, Great Britain and
Spain agreed ‘that their respective subjects shall not be disturbed or molested, either
in navigating or carrying on their fisheries in the Pacific Ocean, or in the South Seas,
or in landing on the coasts of those seas, in places not already occupied, for the
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purpose of carrying on their commerce with the natives of the country, or of making
settlements there’.43 This definitive statement marked the official end of Spain’s
claim to a right of exclusive navigation in the Pacific, which harked back to the 1494
Treaty of Tordesillas.
1793-1795: Malaspina’s report on the British colony

The corvettes Descubierta and Atrevida under Malaspina and Bustamante
finally reached Port Jackson on 12 March 1793. During their stay there, and after,
the Spanish officers collected as much information as possible relating to the
purpose and condition of the colony, both from direct observation and from
published sources. Malaspina’s own report was entitled ‘A Political Examination of
the English Colonies in the Pacific’.44 In 1796, Bustamante submitted a memorial to
his government in which he discussed the threat he considered it posed to Spanish
interests in the Pacific.45
Malaspina observed the situation at Port Jackson: the sterility of the soil; the
poverty of agriculture; the absence of good timber or any other commercial produce;
and the great expense of sending out and maintaining the convicts, the
administration and the 500 soldiers of the New South Wales Corps. He noted the
extent of the territorial boundaries of New South Wales defined in Phillip’s
commission, which he understood from Watkin Tench’s Narrative of the Expedition
to Botany Bay, ‘to reach from the Latitude of 43º49’S to the Lat. of 10º37’S being
the Northern and Southern extremities of New Holland. It commences again at the
135th degree of Longitude East of Greenwich, and proceeding in an easterly
direction includes all Islands within the limits of the above specified Latitudes in the
Pacific Ocean.’46 The southern limit was actually 43°39’ South.47 ‘Here begins to be
discovered the true ideas of the British Government,’ he declared. He saw the
territorial limits thus defined as the foundations of a new empire for Britain in the
Pacific.
Talk about rehabilitating criminals by using them to establish a thriving
agricultural community producing exportable surpluses of wine, tobacco and linen
had been proven vain by the difficulties encountered by the settlers. He saw the
transportation of convicts as ‘the means and not the object of the enterprise. The
extension of dominion, mercantile speculation, and the discovery of mines, were the
real object; and to these, albeit vain, hopes, were sacrificed the restraints of
Legislation, the principles of sane policy, and above all the compassionate cries of
oppressed Humanity’. Echoing the fears voiced by his colleague, Muñoz, he said
that from Port Jackson, ‘a crossing of two or three months through healthy climates
and a secure navigation could bring to our defenceless coasts [of South America]
two or three thousand cast-away bandits to serve mixed with a picked body of
regular Troops’.
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While recognising the strategic threat it posed in time of war, Malaspina
preferred the peaceable approach of drawing attention to the commercial
opportunity the new colony offered for a trade in food and livestock from Chile.
Having seen carts and even ploughs being drawn by convicts for want of draught
animals in the colony, and having eaten meals with the colonists at which beef and
mutton were regarded as rare luxuries, he saw the trade in Chilean livestock as the
key to a profitable commerce. He proposed that an agreement be signed with
London for an Association of Traders, and for an agent of the colony to be resident
in Chile. He claimed that ‘this affair is exceedingly favourable to the commercial
balance of our Colonies’, and it would have the advantage of calming and
tranquilising ‘a lively, turbulent and even insolent neighbour ... not with sacrifices
on our part but rather with many and very considerable benefits’.
Like Malaspina, José de Bustamante saw the strategic threat posed by the
English colony to Spain’s interests in the Pacific, but in contrast to him, Bustamante
said: ‘I believe that the destruction of the English Colony in Botany Bay, today
transferred to Port Jackson, is one of the points of most interest to the Crown as easy
to execute in the space of six or seven months by the Royal Squadron in Peru.’48
Ambrose Higgins maintained a similar opinion, as expressed in a despatch to the
Prime Minister, the Count of Aranda, dated 18 October 1792, which he wrote
following a visit to Valparaíso by the Mary Ann. That ship was a British whaler that
called there after having transported 150 female convicts from England to Port
Jackson in 1791 and subsequently sailed with provisions to Norfolk Island and then
to the coasts of Peru and Chile seeking whales. From her master, Mark Monroe,
Higgins learned of the colonisation of Norfolk Island. He wrote to Aranda:
I fear that the numerous settlers situated at Port Jackson are thinking of extending
their colonies from that place little by little throughout the whole Pacific Ocean, as
they have already advanced as far as Norfolk, founding there the colony concerning
which Mohonro [Monroe] has given us notice, passing further and having such
settlements in the Sandwich and Friendly Isles, and those of the Society, or what is
more probable, in Tahiti, forming a chain of possessions with which they may
approach these coasts and disturb in the near future our own exclusive commerce; my
concern in this regard is longstanding.49

Following the return of the expedition to Cadiz on 21 September 1794,
Malaspina and Bustamante were received by King Carlos IV and Queen Maria
Luisa, and they were promoted to the rank of brigadier de armada (rear-admiral).50
It was estimated that the reports of the expedition would fill seven large volumes
when published, at a cost of two million reales. The Spain to which Malaspina had
returned was in the midst of a disastrous war with revolutionary France and he was
appalled by the incompetence and corruption of the government headed by the
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Queen’s favourite, Manuel Godoy. He became involved in a plot to replace Godoy
who, when he learned of it, acted swiftly. An order for Malaspina’s arrest was issued
on 22 November 1795 and, following consideration of the case Godoy brought
against him at a closed meeting of ministers at which he was not heard, he was
condemned to 10 years imprisonment. All work on publication of the results of the
expedition was halted.
Bustamante attempted to have the journal and reports of the expedition
published, but the cost was beyond the resources of the Spanish treasury during the
years of strife that followed Malaspina’s arrest.51 There was some contemporary
publication, but it took 200 years for the definitive version of the expedition to be
published, in nine volumes from 1987 to 1999.52 Malaspina’s journal was published
in an annotated English translation between 2001 and 2005.53 He remained confined
in the island prison of San Anton at Corunna for eight years, when he was allowed
to retire to his native Italy. He died of bowel cancer on 9 April 1810 at Pontremoli,
not far from Mulazzo, where he was born 55 years earlier.54
The crises of 1796 and 1805-07

In August 1806 an article in The Enquirer, a newspaper published in Richmond,
Virginia, observed: ‘It is not very generally known, though intelligent and
inquisitive politicians cannot be wholly ignorant, that an [English] attack upon the
Spanish colonies of South-America, has been for half a century a favorite object of
contemplation, and that the scheme has been in almost every war within that period
called up and on the verge of being carried into execution.’55
Spain’s war with France, the disastrous conduct of which so appalled Malaspina,
ended in August 1796 with the Treaty of San Ildefonso, under which Spain was
compelled to side with France against Britain. The British plan for an attack on
Chile and Peru using Port Jackson as a base was at once revived. Command of the
expedition was given to Major-General Sir James Craig, who had been involved
with Campbell in planning for the 1790 expedition. The Craig plan involved the
expedition staging at ‘Botany Bay’ (that is, Port Jackson) drawing 500 recruits from
the convicts and troops at that settlement:
In order to form an Expedition from the Cape for the Coast of South America it is
proposed that the Garrison of that Settlement should furnish two Battalions of 800
rank & file each and three Troops of Cavalry of not less than 60 each ... It is proposed
that the Force from the Cape should be joined in its passage to the South Seas by 500
Men from Botany Bay, part to be recruited from the Convicts & the remainder from
the Corps now there into which the former would be received.56

Governor John Hunter, who had succeeded Arthur Phillip, was ordered to
recruit extra troops for the New South Wales Corps, and to prepare provisions for
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the expedition.57 But events conspired to thwart the ambitions of the strategists: in
early 1797, Britain’s naval and military resources were stretched to the full by
commitments in Haiti and the other West Indian islands, as well the danger of
invasion of Ireland and Britain, which sufficed to cause abandonment of the
expedition. The British Government received a number of proposals for using Port
Jackson as a base for operations against Chile and Peru, but took no action on them
before peace negotiations with France brought hostilities to a halt in 1801.58
The state of war between Britain and Spain was renewed in late 1804, following
the capture of the treasure fleet from Montevideo and its commander, none other
than José de Bustamante, by British warships.59 In June 1805, Buenos Aires was
captured by a small British force from Cape Town.60 Plans were drawn up for
expeditions against Chile, Mexico and the Philippines. Brigadier-General Robert
Craufurd was given command of a force of 4000, with instructions to sail for Chile
in a fleet commanded by Admiral Sir George Murray, with the object of capturing
Valparaíso and other ports and reducing the whole of that country to British rule.
Murray intended to take his fleet to Chile by way of Cape Town and Port
Jackson, in accordance with advice from Lord Buckingham, a minister in the
administration of his uncle, Lord Grenville, who had urged him to ‘advert very
particularly to the advantage of ordering Murray to carry Crawford’s (sic) force
direct from their rendezvous (at Cape Town) through Bass’s Straits to refresh at New
South Wales–Port Jackson; and to exchange their less active men for the seasoned
flank companies of the New South Wales Corps; and to take with them 100 convict
pioneers, who will invaluable, as seasoned to work in the sun’.61
News that the local population had thrown the British out of Buenos Aires on
12 August 1806 caused orders to be sent to Murray to take Craufurd’s force from
Cape Town to the Rio de la Plata to reinforce the British forces there. This was done,
with the result that five months later Craufurd was involved in the debacle of 5 July
1807 when the combined British force was defeated in a second attempt to capture
Buenos Aires. News of the English defeat at Buenos Aires was received with general
relief and rejoicing in Chile and it is probable that a British force arriving there
would have met with a reception very different from that hoped for by the
strategists.62
1807: The cruise of the Cornwallis

The despatch of the Craufurd/Murray expedition was the last occasion on which
the British Government attempted to use the New South Wales colony in the role
that had been envisaged for it by its founders in 1786 for major operations against
the Spanish empire in the Pacific. On a lesser scale of operations, the East India
Squadron frigate Cornwallis, commanded by Captain Charles James Johnston, used
Port Jackson as a base for refreshment during a cruise against Spanish shipping on
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the west coast of South America between May and October 1807. From Port
Jackson, Johnston proceeded first to Juan Fernandez, then cruised northward along
the coasts of Chile, Peru, Panama and Mexico, capturing 17 vessels (most of them
small), three of which were sent as prizes to Port Jackson.63

HMS Akbar, formerly Cornwallis, at the Birkenhead Float, Liverpool, 1856. (W. H. Smith,
KSF, DCL, Admiral, Adenda to the Aedes Hartwellianae, Bowyer, London, 1864, p 32)

The cruise is commemorated in the name Johnston Atoll, sighted by Johnston on
15 December 1807 while proceeding on his course from Hawaii to Canton. In New
Zealand, Port Pegasus on Stewart Island and Pegasus Bay on the Banks Peninsula
are so called after the captured ship Pegaso, renamed Pegasus after being sent to
Port Jackson by Johnston and sold as a prize, then employed by her new owners in
the sealing trade on the coasts of New Zealand. The Pegasus was nearly wrecked in
Foveaux Strait, and the report of this brought to public knowledge the existence of
the waterway between Stewart Island and the South Island, which had been missed
by James Cook in 1770.64
Conclusion

The three Pacific voyages of James Cook, 1768-1780, dispelled the vision of a
great Terra Australis Incognita, the seat of a high civilisation with a population of
many millions. Instead, what was revealed was a Pacific world of immense
resources ready to be exploited by Britain. By the 1780s, Britain was the world’s
strongest naval power, capable of providing officers like Arthur Phillip, who had the
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administrative ability to found and maintain a colony on the other side of the world.
Such a colony was proposed by Charles de Brosses in Histoire des Navigations aux
Terres Australes, published in 1756 and translated, or more strictly plagiarised, by
the Scottish publisher John Callander 10 years later with the proposal for a South
Sea colony directed to Britain.65 A copy of Callander’s book was carried on the
Endeavour during her 1768-1771 voyage, and inspired Joseph Banks.66 From March
1779, Banks advocated establishing a colony at Botany Bay when he proposed it to
the House of Commons Select Committee on the Transportation of Felons, on the
general grounds that ‘it was not to be doubted that a Tract of Land such as New
Holland, which was larger than the whole of Europe, would furnish Matter of
advantageous Return’.67
Any plans for founding new colonies had to wait until the American War of
Independence was concluded, but as soon as peace returned in 1783, Banks and his
associates recommenced their advocacy. In July 1783, he accepted an offer of
assistance from James Matra, who had served on the Endeavour as a junior officer.
As an American Loyalist, Matra found himself in London as a ‘solitary fugitive’, or
refugee in modern parlance and, like many of his fellow Loyalists, in search of a
new home, perhaps in a new colony. A position was found for him at the Plantation
Office, the part of the Home Office that administered colonies and by 23 August –
that is, less than three weeks later – he had produced ‘A Proposal for Establishing a
Settlement in New South Wales’, with a fully developed set of reasons for a colony
composed of American Loyalists, Chinese artisans and South Sea Islanders (but not
convicts). He wrote: ‘Sir Joseph Banks highly approves of the Settlement, & is very
ready to give his opinion of it, either to His Majesty’s Ministers, or others, whenever
they may pleased to require it.’
In fact, only Banks had the information at his disposal to allow the preparation
of Matra’s memorial within so short a space of time: there is no evidence that Matra
had thought in detail about Botany Bay prior to 28 July and Banks evidently used
him as an indirect means of putting forward his ideas publicly. Following an
interview with Home Secretary Lord Sydney in March 1784, Matra amended his
proposal to include convicts as settlers. Matra’s plan can be seen to have ‘provided
the original blueprint for settlement in New South Wales’.68 A cabinet memorandum
of December 1784 shows the Government had it in mind when considering the
erection of a settlement in New South Wales.69 As noted above, the advantages of a
colony in New South Wales were all set out in his proposal and pursued once it was
established.
Although in the American War of Independence Britain came off badly in the
naval contest when faced with the combined French, Spanish and Dutch fleets, the
balance changed when from 1789 revolution in France ruptured the alliance of that
country with Spain. An attempt was made in 1790 to establish a subsidiary British
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settlement at Nootka Sound in an area Spain considered it had prior rights to, but it
found itself unable to resist British naval might when deprived of French strength
and was soon seeking British support against the revolutionary French. Although the
projected settlement at Nootka Sound was blocked, British activities in the Pacific
were otherwise able to proceed unmolested by Spain, which had to look on while a
centuries-old claim to an exclusive right to navigation there was dismantled, a
process in which the New South Wales colony played a key role.
Member RAHS

Notes
1 Campo to Florida Blanca, 13 October 1786, Archivo Histórico Nacional (Madrid), Estado,
legajo 4250/1.
2 London Chronicle, 12 October 1786.
3 Whitehall Evening Post and General Advertiser of 12 October 1786; London Chronicle, Daily
Universal Register, Morning Chronicle and Morning Post, of 13 October 1786; Independent
Gazetteer (Philadelphia), 2 January 1787; Massachusetts Spy, 18 January 1787; New Hampshire
Spy, 16 January 1787; Charleston Morning Post, 22 January 1787; Pierre-Edouard Lemontey,
Eloge de Jacques Cook … l’Academie de Marseille, le 25 Aout 1789, Paris, Imprimerie nationale,
1792, p 52; Spanish translation prepared by the embassy in London, Archivo Historico Nacional
(Madrid), Estado, legajo 4250.
4 ‘Que no puedan passar à las Indias Navios de estrangeros, y los que passaren se tomen por
perdidos’: Recopilacion de Leyes de los Reynos de las Indias, Tomo IV, Libro ix, Titulo xxx, Ley
xxii, Madrid, 1774, p 43r.
5 Archivo General y Publico de la Nacion (Mexico City), Viceregal Correspondence, series I, vol
13, no 2702.
6 Arriaga to Guirior, Viceroy of Peru, 17 November 1775, cited in V. T. Harlow, The Founding of the
Second British Empire, vol I, Longmans, London, 1952, p 52; Guirior to Gálvez, 20 December
1776, Archivo de Indias, Estado 110, caj 3, leg 17; quoted in Bolton Corney, The Quest and
Occupation of Tahiti by Emissaries of Spain in 1772-76, Hakluyt Society, 1914, vol II, pp 417-18.
7 Archivo Histórico Nacional (Madrid), carta reservada, Estado 4289.
8 M. S. Al’perovich, ‘K Predystorii Nutka-Zundskogo Krizisa (1789-1790) [On the Prehistory of
the Nootka Sound Crisis]’, Американский ежегодник/Amerikanskii Ezhegodnik, Nauka,
Moscow, 2000, pp 76-85.
9 Esteban José Martínez, ‘Diario’, in Roberto Barreiro Meiro (ed), Colección de Diarios y
Relaciones para La História de los Viajes y Decubrimientos, vol VI, Madrid, Instituto Historico
de Marina,1964, p 10.
10 Normande to Floridablanca, 16 February 1787, Archivo Histórico Nacional (Madrid), Estado,
4289.
11 Ал. П. Соколовъ, «Приготовленіе кругосвђтной экспедиціи 1787 года, подъ начальствомъ
Муловскаго», Записки Гидрографического Департамента Морекого Министерства, часть
VI, 1848r стр 68-79. [A. P. Sokolov, The Preparation of the 1787 round-the-world expedition
commanded by Mulovsky], Zapiski Gidrogaficheskovo Departamenta Morekovo Ministerstva,
part 6, 1848, pp 142-91; Robert J. King, ‘The Mulovsky Expedition and Catherine II’s North Pacific
Empire’, Australian Slavonic and East European Studies, vol 21, nos 1/2, 2007, pp 101-26.

Spain and the Botany Bay Colony: a response to an imperial challenge 143
12 Floridablanca to Marqués de Sonora, Aranjuez, 24 April 1787, Archivo Histórico Nacional
(Madrid), Estado, 4289.
13 M. S. Al’perovich, ‘K Predystorii Nutka-Zundskogo Krizisa (1789-1790) [On the Prehistory
of the Nootka Sound Crisis]’, Американский ежегодник/Amerikanskii Ezhegodnik, Nauka,
Moscow, 2000, pp 76-85.
14 Robert J. King, ‘Ambrose Higgins, Lapérouse and the Genesis of the Malaspina Expedition’,
Derroteros de la Mar del Sur, Lima, año 7, núm.7, 1999, pp 79-88.
15 Ambrose Higgins was born in Ireland around 1720. In Spain and Spanish America he signed
his name Ambrosio Higgins. When he was raised to the peerage with the title, Marqués de
Osorno, in 1795 the royal bureaucracy chose the grandiloquent ‘O’Higgins’ for the citation of
ennoblement and after that he was O’Higgins in public documents, using ‘El Marqués de Osorno’
as his official signature; Ricardo Donoso, El Marqués de Osorno: Don Ambrosio Higgins,
Publicaciones de la Universidad de Chile, Santiago, 1942, p 53.
16 Archivo Histórico Nacional (Madrid), Estado, legajo 4289; Revista chilena de historia y
geografía, no 107, 1946, pp 387-401.
17 Dario Manfredi, Il Viaggio Attorno al Mondo di Malaspina con la Fregata di SMC «Astrea»,
1786-1788, Memorie della Accademia Lunigianese di Scienze, La Spezia, 1988, p 71.
18 Gazeta de Madrid, 24 de Abril de 1787.
19 Robert J. King, ‘Francisco Muñoz y San Clemente and his Reflexions on the English
Settlements of New Holland’, British Library Journal, vol 25, no 1, 1999, pp 55-76.
20 Alexandro Malaspina, ‘Axiomas Politicos sobre la America’, (1789), Manuel Lucena Giraldo
y Juan Pimentel Igea, Los ‘Axiomas políticos sobre la América’ de Alejandro Malaspina, Doce
Calles, Aranjuez, 1991, p 200-2.
21 ‘Plan de un Viage Científico y Político alrededor del Mundo’, Museo Naval (Madrid), MS 316.
22 ‘Noticia de las principales expediciones hechas por nuestras pilotos del Departamiento de San
Blas al reconocimiento de la costa noroeste de America, desde el año de 1774 hasta el 1791’;
Pedro de Novo y Colson, Viaje politico-científico alrededor del Mundo por las corbetas
Descubierta y Atrevida, Madrid, 1885, p 428.
23 The Diary, 9 September 1789.
24 Andrew David, Felipe Fernandez-Armesto, Carlos Novi and Glyndwr Williams (eds), The
Malaspina Expedition, 1789-1794: the journal of the voyage by Alejandro Malaspina, translated
by Sylvia Jamieson, Hakluyt Society in association with the Museo Naval, vol I, London and
Madrid, 2001, p 174.
25 Council of State, Minutes, 31 May 1790, Archivo Historico Nacional, Estado, leg 919, ff 111-111v.
26 Court of Spain to British Ambassador, Madrid, 13 June 1790, Annual Register, London, no
32, 1790, pp 294-8.
27 Fitzherbert to Leeds, 16 June 1790, British Library Add MS 28066, ff 27-8.
28 Dixon to Nepean, 14 July 1789, The National Archives (UK) (hereafter TNA), CO 42/72, f
2431; and at Public Archives of Canada, Ottawa, Q series, vol 49, p 354, Report on Canadian
Archives 1889, Ottawa, 1890, p 29; and unsigned memorandum to Nepean on the need to make
a settlement on the Northwest Coast, September 1789, cited in David Mackay, In the Wake of
Cook, 1985, pp 84, 117.
29 Nepean, ‘Sketch of a Letter to the Admiralty’, undated but early February 1790, TNA, HO
28/7, ff 48-56; cited in Alan Frost, Convicts & Empire: a naval question, 1776-1811, Oxford
University Press, Melbourne, 1980, pp 155, 221.
30 Leeds to Merry, 2 February 1790, cited in A Narrative of the Negotiations occasioned by the
Dispute between England and Spain, in the Year 1790, London, 1791, pp 8-9.

144 JRAHS Vol. 106 Part 2

31 Merry to Leeds, 22 February 1790, TNA, FO 72/16, ff 87-8; cited in Alan Frost, The Global
Reach of Empire, Miegunyah Press, Melbourne, 2003, pp 216, 346.
32 Revillagigado to Malaspina, 19 January 1791, Museo Naval (Madrid), ms.280, ff 9-11v; cited
in Virginia González Claverán, La Expedición Científica de Malaspina en Nueva España, 17891794, México DF, El Colegio de México, 1988, p 96.
33 Leeds to Pitt, 23 February 1790, cited in Mackay, In the Wake of Cook, p 89.
34 ‘Heads of Instructions’, February 1790, cited in Mackay, In the Wake of Cook, p 89.
35 March 1790, TNA, HO 28/61, f 249; cited in W. Kaye Lamb (ed), The Voyage of George
Vancouver, 1791-1795, Hakluyt Society, London, 1984, vol 1, p 23.
36 Nepean to Phillip, March 1790 (draft), TNA, CO 201/1, ff 19-24; photo-duplicated in Jonathan
King, In the Beginning: the story of the creation of Australia, from the original writings,
Macmillan, Melbourne, 1985, pp 235-40.
37 30 Geo. III 47, 1790, An Act for enabling his Majesty to authorise his governor or lieutenant
governor of such places beyond the seas, to which felons or other offenders may be transported,
to remit the sentences of such offenders, in Historical Records of New South Wales, Sydney,
1893, vol I, pt 2, pp 67-8.
38 ‘Substance of the Memorial presented by Lieut Mears (sic) to the Rt Hon W. Wyndham
Grenville’, The Gentleman’s Magazine, June 1790, p 489. See also Robert J. King, ‘John Meares:
Dubliner, naval officer, fur trader and would-be colonizer’, Journal of Australian Naval History,
vol 8, no 1, March 2011, pp 32-62.
39 Robert J. King, ‘An Australian Perspective on the English Invasions of the Rio de la Plata in
1806 and 1807’, Sabretache, vol XLIV, no 2, June 2003, pp 37-53.
40 Sir Archibald Campbell, ‘Ideas regarding a War with Spain’, TNA, FO 95/7/4: 501.
41 TNA, Pitt Papers, 30/8/360: 87-93.
42 Revillagigedo to Minister for War, Campo de Alange, Bancroft Library, University of
California at Berkley, Robbins Collection, Revillagigedo Papers, vol 21, ff 465-465v; quoted in
Warren L. Cook, Flood Tide of Empire: Spain and the Pacific Northwest, 1543-1819, Yale
University Press, New Haven, 1973, p 300.
43 Gazetteer, 10 November 1790.
44 Malaspina, ‘Examen Politico de las Colonias Ynglesas en el Mar Pacifico’, Museo Naval
(Madrid), MS 329, ff 57-88v; Robert J. King, The Secret History of the Convict Colony:
Alexandro Malaspina’s report on the British settlement of New South Wales, Allen & Unwin,
Sydney, 1990, pp 92-125.
45 José Bustamante y Guerra, ‘Memorias sobre diferentes puntos interesantes al Servicio de S.
M. por Don Josef Bustamante y Guerra Compañero de Malaespina en su Viage’, 29 Julio 1796,
Biblioteca de la Real Academia de la Historia, Madrid, ff 91-150, f.140. I am grateful to Lieut
Cdr Chris Maxworthy, RAN, for a copy of this document, which he located in the Spanish
archives.
46 Watkin Tench, A Narrative of the Expedition to Botany Bay, Debrett, London, 1789, p 67.
47 TNA, CO 201/1; photo-reproduced in Jonathan King, In the Beginning, pp l25-6.
48 Bustamante, ‘Memorias’, ff 91-150, f 140.
49 Archivo nacional de Chile, fondo de la Capitania-General, vol 793, ff 230-3; vol 742, núm
59; quoted in Ricardo Donoso, El Marqués de Osorno: Don Ambrosio Higgins, Santiago, 1942,
p 262.
50 Gazeta de Madrid, 12 Diciembre 1794.
51 Mª Dolores Higueras Rodriguez, Diario General del Viaje Corbeta Atrevida por José
Bustamante y Guerra, Museo Naval y Ministerio de Defensa, La Expedición Malaspina, 1789-

Spain and the Botany Bay Colony: a response to an imperial challenge 145
1794, Tomo IX, Lunwerg Editores, Barcelona, 1999, p 48.
52 Museo Naval y Ministerio de Defensa, La Expedición Malaspina, 1789-1794, Lunwerg,
Barcelona, tomos I-IX, 1987-1999.
53 David, Armesto, Novi and Williams (eds), The Malaspina Expedition, 1789-1794, 3rd series,
no 8, vol I, 2001, no 11, vol II, 2003 and no 13, vol III, 2005.
54 Gazzetta di Genova, 18 Aprile 1810.
55 Enquirer, 26 August 1806, p 4.
56 TNA, War Office, 1/178, ff 53-9.
57 Portland to Hunter, 22 February 1797, Historical Records of New South Wales, vol III,
Sydney, 1893, p 193.
58 Robert J. King, ‘An Australian Perspective’, pp 37-53.
59 Eric Beerman, ‘José de Bustamante, Capitan de La Atrevida’, in Mercedes Palau Baquero and
Antonio Orozco Acuaviva (eds), Malaspina ‘92: I Jornadas Internacionales, Real Academia
Hispano-Americana, Cádiz, 1994, pp 199-204.
60 Times (London), 15 September 1806.
61 Buckingham to Grenville, 16 November 1806, Historical Manuscripts Commission, Report on
the Manuscripts of J. B. Fortescue, Preserved at Dropmore, London, vol VIII, 1912, pp 435-6.
62 Diego Barros Arana, Historia Jeneral de Chile, Parte V, La Colonia desde 1700 hasta l808,
Tomo VII, Santiago, 1886, p 299.
63 Jorge Ortiz Sotelo and Robert J. King, ‘“A Cruise to the Coasts of Peru and Chile”: HM Ship
Cornwallis, 1807’, The Great Circle, vol 32, no 1, 2010, pp 35-52.
64 Sydney Gazette, 15 May 1808, 12 March 1809.
65 John Callander, Terra Australis Cognita, or Voyages to the Terra Australis, Donaldson
Callander, Edinburgh, 1766, vol 1, pp 10, 20-3. Terra Australia Cognita was a translation with
editorial notes of the Histoire des Navigations aux Terres Australes by Charles de Brosses, whose
authorship Callander did not acknowledge and substituted Britain where de Brosses had called
for action by France.
66 J. C. Beaglehole (ed), The Voyage of the Endeavour, 1768-1771, Hakluyt Society, Cambridge,
1968, p clx.
l67 Journals of the House of Commons, 19 Geo III, 1779, p 311.
68 Alan Atkinson, ‘The first plans for governing New South Wales, 1786-87’, Australian
Historical Studies, vol 24, no 94, April 1990, pp 22-40, p 31.
69 ‘Memo of matters to be brought before Cabinet’, State Library of New South Wales, Dixson
Library, SLNSW, Add MS Q522; cited in Atkinson (1990), p 31, dated and photo-duplicated in
Alan Frost, ‘Historians, Handling Documents, Transgressions and Transportable Offences’,
Australian Historical Studies, vol 25, no 98, October 1992, pp 192-213, pp 208-9. See also John
Gascoigne, Science in the Service of Empire: Joseph Banks, the British State and the uses of
science in the Age of Revolution, Cambridge University Press, Melbourne, 1998, p 187.

Australia and the Dardanelles
Commission, 1916-1917:
a re-assessment

JATINDER MANN and CARL BRIDGE

R

upert and James Murdoch, who made appearances before the Leveson inquiry
into press corruption on 19 July 2011, were not the first in their family to appear
before a commission of the British Parliament. That ambiguous honour goes to
Rupert’s father – another journalist and later newspaper proprietor and knight –
Keith, who appeared before the Dardanelles Commission on 5 February 1917. From
an Australian point of view, there were two key players in the Dardanelles
Commission story: Andrew Fisher1 and Keith Murdoch; two Scottish Australians
‘on the make’ (while a third Australian, the military doctor Sir Neville Howse VC,
played a significant supporting role). Fisher was the Australian Prime Minister who
had committed Australian troops to the Dardanelles (or Gallipoli) campaign and
Murdoch the journalist who was Fisher’s unofficial ‘eyes and ears’ at Gallipoli,
reporting back from that front confidentially at a crucial stage of the fighting.
Murdoch’s confidential letter to Fisher on 23 September 1915 was instrumental
in the British cabinet’s decision, on the recommendation of the military high
command, to withdraw from the Dardanelles. While historians and biographers have
examined the letter and Murdoch’s role, Fisher’s involvement and the conduct of
both Murdoch and Fisher on the Dardanelles Commission has been noted but barely
analysed. Consequently, the commission’s significance for Australia has been
overlooked.
William Morris Hughes’ Australian conservative coalition government at the
time opposed the setting up of the commission and was uninterested in the
predictable whitewash of British politicians and military commanders its report
ultimately provided. Australian historians have followed suit.2 As we will show, at
the time there was much more to the commission politically than this. It revealed a
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stronger assertion of Australian sovereignty and an early sense of nationhood,
although this was firmly within the British Empire.
Fisher, aged 54 in 1916, was a Scottish miner, who at 23 had migrated from
Ayrshire to Queensland and risen up the ranks of the nascent Australian Labor Party
to become its leader in 1907. He had been Prime Minister briefly in 1909 and in the
first ALP majority government, in 1910-13, and again from September 1914 to
27 October 1915. He is famous for his pronouncement during the Australian general
election, which was happening as war broke out, that Australia would support Britain
‘to our last man and our last shilling’.3 Privately a peaceful man, he resigned the
prime ministership in October 1915, pleading exhaustion and ill-health, but also at
least partly because he feared, rightly, that his party would soon split over military
conscription for overseas service. He was then appointed Australia’s High Commissioner
to the United Kingdom, succeeding another former prime minister, Sir George Reid.
When Fisher’s successor as Prime Minister, William Morris ‘Billy’ Hughes (not
a peaceful man) tried unsuccessfully to introduce conscription in October 1916,
Fisher was the only former prime minister not to write a public endorsement of the
proposal. ‘Am unable to sign appeal. Position forbids,’ was his unhelpful, and
carefully judged, reply to Hughes’ request.4
Keith Murdoch, aged 30 in 1916, was the third son (the first Australian-born) of
a Scottish immigrant Presbyterian minister. Fisher had been in Keith Murdoch’s
father’s congregation in Melbourne, then the seat of the Australian federal parliament.
Fisher got to know the young Murdoch well when Keith became parliamentary
reporter for the Age newspaper, 1910-15. They were sometime golfing partners in
Melbourne. Fisher and Hughes were taken for weekend retreats by Keith Murdoch
to the Murdoch aunts’ guesthouse at Sassafras in the Dandenongs. And later, when
he was High Commissioner, Fisher reciprocated, by inviting Murdoch on beach
holidays in Scotland near Kilmarnock, where they again played golf.5
When Murdoch was appointed to manage the United Cable Service office out of
The Times building in London in mid-1915, Fisher, as Prime Minister, asked him
officially to visit Egypt and Gallipoli en route, ostensibly to report on problems to
do with the troops’ postal service and hospitals, but also with a wider and much
more important brief to gauge morale among the Australian Imperial Force (AIF)
officers and men. In September Murdoch spent four days with the Australians at
Anzac6 (speaking to all seven Australian generals and many others) and at Suvla. He
then stayed a week at the base on the nearby island of Imbros. There he met Ellis
Ashmead-Bartlett of the Daily Telegraph and other British journalists. Murdoch
decided that Fisher was right to be concerned about the state of affairs on the
peninsula, and consequently agreed to by-pass the censor and carry a sealed letter
from Ashmead-Bartlett to British Prime Minister Herbert Asquith which fearlessly
set out the position.7
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When Murdoch was betrayed (probably by Ashmead-Bartlett’s rival, Henry
Nevinson of the Evening Chronicle) and the letter was confiscated by the military at
Marseilles, Murdoch wrote his own highly-coloured 8000-word philippic telling
Fisher what he wanted to hear.8 Setting aside Murdoch’s doubts, Fisher instructed
him to brief Lloyd George (and other members of the British cabinet, including
Carson, Birkenhead, Grey and Bonar Law). Lloyd George forwarded the letter to
Asquith who remarkably, in an attempt to contain its political impact, decided to
have it printed as a Committee of Imperial Defence (CID) paper.9 The British
cabinet, meeting as the War Council, considered it on 6 October, with the War
Minister, Lord Kitchener, and Asquith refuting it confidentially by forwarding a
more sober report from Colonel Maurice Hankey, the CID Secretary.

Herbert Henry Asquith, nd.
(Source: Library of Congress,
George Grantham Bain Collection)

David Lloyd George, c1910-1915.
(Source: Library of Congress,
George Grantham Bain Collection)

Lloyd George was of the opinion that ‘stripped of all its journalism’ Murdoch’s
report would be seen to ‘correspond fairly closely’ with Hankey’s. Lloyd George
further opined that ‘it would be inadvisable to send Colonel Hankey’s report, as Mr
Fisher would then believe that all Mr Murdoch said was true’.10 But why should Fisher
have doubted his own trusted agent? It seems Asquith drafted a telegram along his
and Kitchener’s lines but then felt Lloyd George was right and decided not send it.11
Ashmead-Bartlett lost his accreditation when the General-Officer-Commanding
at Gallipoli, Sir Ian Hamilton, found out about his letter; but Murdoch’s letter,
endorsed as it was by Fisher, put one of the final nails into Hamilton’s coffin, as
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Hamilton was recalled a week later.12 It also made Murdoch’s reputation as a spin
doctor and backroom fixer.13 Lloyd George, perhaps hoping to use the debacle as a
stick with which to beat Asquith, discovered that on this occasion, by deftly
manoeuvring, his quarry had eluded him.

Andrew Fisher played an important role as
Australia’s champion at the Dardanelles
Commission in London.
(Source: Public Domain, National
Library of Australia)

Keith Murdoch’s controversial report
revealed serious failures of command
leading to the debacle at Gallipoli.
(Source: Unknown author, Public Domain,
Wikimedia Commons)

An examination of Fisher’s role on the Dardanelles Commission, the Murdoch
letter, and the Commission evidence in detail shows that far from being a mere
wallflower, Fisher played an important role as Antipodean devil’s advocate, and
even more as Australia’s champion, at crucial moments.
During a secret session of parliament in June 1916, and smarting from the
disastrous Mesopotamia Campaign,14 Asquith announced commissions of enquiry
into both Mesopotamia and the Dardanelles. The latter, initially chaired by Lord
Cromer, and after his death, by Sir William Pickford (a Lord of Appeal), began
sittings on 23 August 1916 and only finished gathering evidence on 5 September
1917. As Australian High Commissioner, Fisher was one of the first to be appointed
to the Dardanelles Commission. He was, however, instructed by George Pearce (the
Australian Defence Minister and acting Prime Minister as Hughes was on the high
seas returning from a visit to London) to appear in his own right and not as the
representative of Australia.15 Pearce called it a ‘foolish blunder’ to set up a
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commission into a military operational matter in wartime, especially as it might
coincide with a controversial referendum on conscription which was under
consideration in Australia. Had Hughes known about the appointment he might have
tried to prevent it.16

At the front: Prime Minister W. M. ‘Billy’ Hughes and Keith Murdoch, 3 July 1918.
(Source: Public Domain, AWM Collection E02650)

Fisher said in his final memorandum explaining why he had not signed the
Dardanelles Commission’s report that he had not attended enough hearings to feel
he could do so. The truth is more complex. He was partly in legacy mode. As Prime
Minister he had committed the Australian Imperial Force to Egypt and, by extension,
Gallipoli. Fisher understood from early on in the commission’s proceedings that the
commission planned to avoid agreeing on a story or allocating blame to the relevant
British politicians and commanders, principally Churchill, Kitchener and Hamilton.
Rather, the majority of commissioners decided that their report would tell many
stories and offer a range of possible interpretations. The report would ‘damn with
faint blame all along’, as one British MP would later aptly observe.17
Fisher, therefore, decided to distance himself from the report. Perhaps, he feared
that the report and evidence might be published and wished to have his views properly
reflected. Perhaps, also, however, Fisher’s forthright interventions were an indication
that he aspired to re-enter Australian politics if Hughes fell, as in late 1916 and early
1917 it daily seemed very likely he might. The timing and nature of Fisher’s work
on the commission certainly suggest more than simply a defence of his reputation.
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Controversially, Hughes put the question of conscription for overseas service to
referendum on 28 October 1916 and the vote was lost narrowly by 1,087,557 to
1,160,033, with most ALP supporters on the ‘No’ side.18 As a result, the ALP split
over conscription in the party room on 14 November 1916. Hughes’s National Labor
breakaway of 12 Labor MPs joined the Liberals (who were in opposition) to create
the Nationalist Party, with Hughes as Prime Minister, giving the new coalition 44
MPs to the ALP rump’s 30 MPs, who now sat on the opposition benches.
However, Hughes’s Nationalist pro-conscription, ‘Win-the-War’ alliance was
initially a shaky one, not finalised until 17 February 1917, after the rival Liberal
leaders, Joseph Cook and Sir John Forrest, had jockeyed unsuccessfully for two
months to unseat Hughes as Prime Minister. Many politicians and commentators
thought that the ‘No’ vote in the conscription referendum of 28 October 1916 would
translate into an ALP victory at the next general election due in 1917. Hughes,
fearing this, had tried to have a bill passed to prolong the federal parliament until six
months after the war was over, but this was rejected by the ALP-controlled Senate
and he was eventually forced to go to the polls on 5 May 1917.19
It was during this uncertain political hiatus that Pearce’s wife told Fisher,
through a mutual friend, that she ‘wished you were here [in Australia] to take charge
of affairs generally’. And that Melbourne friend, artist Hugh Paterson, also wrote:
‘What a reception you will have when you come back.’20 Meanwhile, in London on
6 December 1916, Fisher witnessed the fall of Prime Minster Asquith, whose
leadership was in part critically wounded by the Dardanelles.
For his part, Fisher wrote back from London that Australia was experiencing
‘the stress of desperate times, which I had hoped never to live to see’. He wished his
friends would sort out their political differences, and added the Delphic remark that,
although his health had compelled him to resign from the prime ministership, ‘I
cannot say I have been really happy since.’21 Was this a hint that he wanted his old
job back?
In the event, however, in Australia the cards fell in Hughes’s favour. In New
South Wales on 24 March, William Holman’s Hughes-leaning ‘Win-the-War’
coalition won the state elections comfortably and, more important still, the
conscription issue became much less urgent when the United States joined the war
on 6 April. Finally, Hughes’s position as Prime Minister was made fully safe by his
decisive general election victory in May, when his Nationalists gained control of
both houses of parliament. During the election a Nationalist poster blared – rightly
as it turned out, at least in the medium term – that the ALP had ‘blown out its brains’
over conscription.22
A week after the general election, the Governor-General of Australia wrote
perceptively to the British Colonial Secretary: ‘I have kept off the subject of Mr
Fisher, but I imagine that he was not considered much in sympathy with the
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Government in the recent crisis, and he is supposed to be somewhat in favour with
the Labor Caucus Party.’23 But by then any opportunity for a successful return to
federal politics as prime minister had passed and he would have been unlikely to
respond to a call to lead a hapless opposition.

The Gallipoli peninsula showing landing points for Australian and British troops and
Suvla Bay: Robur tea war map, Gallipoli and the Dardanelles: bird’s eye view/issued for
the Robur Tea Co by Farrow Falcon Press; lithographed by Cyril Dillon, 1915
(Source: http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-234575176)
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While the political crisis was unresolved in Australia, Fisher wrote a strong
dissident note, which was appended to the Dardanelles Commission’s interim report
of 2 February 1917. Fisher wrote that civil servants should not be expected to speak
out publicly. In a democracy, it was the ministers of the Crown who were
responsible and should bear the blame for any poor decisions. In particular, he
endorsed the right of the Royal Navy chief, Admiral Lord ‘Jackie’ Fisher, to remain
silent. In the hearings, he defended Murdoch by asking leading questions and
asserted Australia’s right as a self-governing dominion to do as it pleased.24 Fisher
also took a sharply critical interest in the military commanders’ bungling over
medical treatment, food supplies, and artillery support.25
Early on in the hearings, during the cross-examination of Reginald McKenna, a
senior member of Asquith’s cabinet, Fisher lamented that the best advice had not
been sought on ‘a matter of big policy that concerned not only immediately the
Mother Country but all the Dominions’.26 And later, in a candid observation during
Sir Edward Carson’s evidence to the Commission, Fisher admitted his dilemma:
Andrew Fisher: ‘I am in the unhappy position of having been Prime Minister of a
Dominion which sent men [to Gallipoli], and we relied upon your knowing better
about things than we did and being able to look after things with which you could not
entrust us.’
Sir Edward Carson: ‘I felt all along that we ought to know a good deal more than
we did.’27

Clearly Fisher wished, on the record, to sheet home responsibility for not
properly questioning the Gallipoli strategy to the British politicians in whom he had
placed his trust.
Historians John Robertson, Eric Andrews and David Day have criticised Fisher
for attending only 37 of the commission’s 89 sittings, missing some crucial
witnesses such as Churchill, Asquith, Lloyd George, and even partially Sir William
Birdwood, who commanded the Australians at Gallipoli.28 But Fisher did attend
when each of the seven Australian witnesses appeared (the six other than Murdoch
spoke mostly of medical matters). Specifically, Fisher missed 49 days of 75 before
5 May 1917, the date of the Australian elections, and 11 of 14 thereafter. That is, the
bulk of his attendance was while he still had a chance of re-entering Australian
politics. Given that his home government disapproved of the holding of the enquiry
at all, this is a fair record.
As noted earlier, Keith Murdoch was sent to Gallipoli, apparently to report on
routine aspects of the administrative situation for the AIF, but really as Fisher’s
agent with a wide brief to report on the mood of the men and their commanders. The
Murdoch letter, a superb example of impassioned, highly coloured advocacy, was
sent to Fisher from London on 23 September 1915, and on the advice of Lloyd
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George and others,29 Murdoch forwarded it confidentially to Asquith two days later.
Asquith, who personally thought it merely ‘gossip and second-hand statements’,
after a little hesitation was shrewd enough, as we have seen, to recognise that it put
him in a difficult position and decided to bluff it out by making the shrewd decision
to print it as a cabinet paper. Here are some key passages from Murdoch’s letter.30
It is undoubtedly one of the most terrible chapters in our history. Your [Fisher’s] fears
have been justified ... to send raw, young recruits on this perilous enterprise was to
court disaster; and Hamilton would have some reasonableness behind his complaints
that his men let him down, if he and his staff had not at the same time let the men
down with grosser wrong-doings ... you would have wept ... if you had gone with us
over the ground where two of our finest Light Horse regiments were wiped out in ten
minutes ... morale is very shaken indeed ... Hamilton has led us into a series of culde-sacs ...

He was referring specifically to the disastrous Light Horse charge at The Nek on
7 August 1915. Murdoch then went on to criticise the quality of some of the British
troops:
The physique of those at Suvla31 is not to be compared with that of the Australians.
Nor is their intelligence. I fear that the British physique is much below that of the
Turks ... Our men have found it impossible to form a high opinion of the British
K[itchener] men32 and territorials. They are merely a lot of child-like youths without
the strength to endure or brains to improve their conditions.

He then accused them of cowardice in the face of the enemy:

I do not like to dictate this sentence, even for your eyes, but the fact is that on the first
day at Suvla an order had to be issued to officers to shoot without mercy any soldiers
who lagged behind or loitered in an advance ... [whereas the] magnificent manhood
[of the Australians makes] ... to be an Australian the greatest the world has to offer ...
Sedition is talked around every tin of bully beef on the peninsula ...33

Finally, Murdoch focused on Hamilton and his staff personally:

I like General Hamilton and found him exceedingly kindly. I admire him as a
journalist. But as a strategist he has completely failed ... at Mudros [Hamilton’s island
headquarters] are countless high officers and conceited young cubs who are plainly
only playing at war.

And here spoke the hard-working Melbourne Presbyterian.

What can you expect of men who have never worked seriously, who have lived for
their appearance and social distinction and self-satisfaction, and who are now called
upon to conduct a gigantic war? ... I want to say that it is my opinion ... that
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appointments to the General Staff are made from motives of friendship and special
influence. Australians now loathe and detest any Englishman wearing red ... this
unfortunate expedition has never been given a chance.

Hugely subjective, self-serving and biased as it was, Murdoch’s letter accurately
represented a set of Antipodean attitudes that Asquith needed to accommodate if he
wished to carry Andrew Fisher, the AIF and Australian public opinion.
Murdoch’s inflammatory letter was considered by the cabinet’s sub-committee
on the Dardanelles on 6 October, along with a more balanced, but equally damning,
report by the CID secretary and South Australia-born Colonel Hankey, who had also
visited Gallipoli.34 The anti-Dardanelles position was also supported by agitation by
General Stopford, who had been sacked as commander after the Suvla fiasco and
had been making his case before all who would listen since his return to London.
Lloyd George agreed with the broad conclusions of both Hankey and Murdoch,
and Bonar Law argued that, making allowance for its errors and exaggerations,
Murdoch’s letter had ‘a substratum of truth’.35 (Murdoch himself admitted this to the
Dardanelles Commission, as we shall see below.) Consequently, the decision was
made on 14 October to withdraw from the peninsula and Hamilton was dismissed
the next day.
In London, Murdoch was effectively employed at The Times and he grew close
to its proprietor, Lord Northcliffe. (He later modelled himself on Northcliffe and,
with appropriate Australian wit, was nicknamed ‘Lord Southcliffe’.) The Times had
a share in the United Cable Service, for whom Murdoch worked, and Murdoch was
on The Times’ payroll.36
When Murdoch appeared before the Dardanelles Commission on 5 February
1917,37 Sir William Pickford, from the chair, tried to characterise him as a nonexpert whose evidence was nearly all ‘hearsay’. Murdoch replied confidently that he
was asked to report on just that – what the Australians of all ranks thought. On
‘shoot to kill’ laggards, Murdoch said his source was the diary of a British artillery
officer at Suvla and that the diary was in Nevinson’s hands! Pushed on sources
regarding the attitudes of the Australian officers, he at first refused and then, under
pressure, named as his key informants all of the Australian and New Zealand
generals: White, Ryrie, Monash, Walker, Legge, Smyth, Godley, and Chauvel. Field
Marshal Lord Nicholson, another commissioner, then tried to demolish Murdoch’s
views on the role of patronage (or was it, on a sliding scale, placemanship or even
nepotism?) in appointments to the General Staff. Murdoch’s riposte was that,
nonetheless, these were his (Murdoch’s) opinions and he held to them.
Murdoch maintained that he had not broken censorship and courted treason by
carrying someone else’s sealed letter. It had been addressed to the Prime Minister
and everyone had the right to write uncensored to any MP. Walter Roche (MP and
commissioner) confirmed this. Murdoch said further that he considered it was his
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higher duty to protect the men in the interests of winning the war: that is,
presumably, that the freedom of the press is crucial for the functioning of a
democracy, and particularly when general elections were suspended, as they were in
the United Kingdom. He also confirmed that he had been commissioned personally
by the Australian Prime Minister. These factors trumped petty military bureaucratic
rules.
The exchanges between the two Australians, Fisher and Murdoch, on the
Dardanelles Commission on 5 February 1917 are very instructive.
Andrew Fisher: ‘You therefore considered yourself in a privileged position as
carrying a mandate from one self-governing dominion which was directly concerned
with the operation of their forces in Gallipoli and elsewhere, to give your best
impression of what you saw?’
Keith Murdoch: ‘I considered that I was charged with a duty of reporting to my
Government in Australia to the best of my ability.’
Andrew Fisher: ‘And you naturally felt that you would like to do the best not only
for your country but for the Empire’s forces now and always?’
Keith Murdoch: ‘I think I risked my whole career. I am always prepared to offer
everything I have to Australia.’38

In Fisher’s eyes, Murdoch was no traitor, to Australia, to Britain, or the Empire.
Rather, he was a loyal public servant whose whistle-blowing was a brave and
patriotic act.
At another point, when Murdoch was asked about which British politicians
Fisher had given him letters of introduction, Murdoch hesitated, and Fisher
intervened robustly: ‘I could not say. I would give one to the King if necessary,
knowing you as I know you.’ Fisher stood four-square behind his man. Murdoch
went on to describe his method of working.
Andrew Fisher: ‘Whom did you see?’
Keith Murdoch: ‘Mr Lloyd George. I had a long talk with him. He asked me directly
whether I had communicated with Mr Fisher as to my impression. I said I had written
this document, and he said it was my urgent duty ... to place it at the disposal of the
British Cabinet. I remember saying I did not think Mr Fisher would like me to do that
at all, but he prevailed on me to do it. I will not say that I was anxious to do it, though
I was anxious to startle the Government into thorough consideration of the position.
I only thought it was, what you might call a highly coloured document written with a
set purpose of producing one effect only ...’

He added:

‘I was afraid it would even lead to certain injustices such as the statement about
General Birdwood which I deliberately made. I think it was essential to make it as I
knew he would probably be appointed to the command, if Sir Ian Hamilton were
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removed, and I thought it was absolutely essential to [have] a fresh mind out there,
and that is the reason I put in a sentence about General Birdwood which possibly is
an injustice.’39

Thus did Murdoch make his modus operandi patently clear.40 And Fisher went
on to drive Murdoch’s main point home:
Andrew Fisher: ‘That letter was intended for me, was it not?
Keith Murdoch: ‘Yes, it was a personal letter to you.’
Andrew Fisher: ‘So that I should use my discretion in using the whole of the
Government machinery to examine and inquire into the statements you made because
yours was the only casual visit?
Keith Murdoch: ‘Yes, I was exceedingly anxious as a matter of fact –’41

That the letter became an official document was down to Lloyd George and
Asquith. Had Fisher remained Australian Prime Minister for longer and had
Hamilton not been dismissed and the campaign ended, Fisher himself might have
been compelled to act on Murdoch’s findings.
About a month later, on 14 March 1917, during the commission’s examination
of Sir Edward Carson, Fisher returned to the charge:
Andrew Fisher: ‘I have a strong and growing feeling that it was not a friendly action
on the part of the Government here to send a military officer to seize Mr Murdoch’s
belongings and examine them while he carried the credentials of the Prime Minister
and Minister of Defence [of Australia] on a mission on which he had been despatched
because we could not get any information. Now, that feeling is growing daily, and I
feel that when a communication of a Dominion Government entrusted to a man who
is native of that country has been treated in the way in which it was, it is an insult and
an affront.’42

Murdoch went on to request a copy of Hamilton’s written rebuttal of his letter.
He was told that the commissioners would consider releasing it, but they never did.
Murdoch and his letter were not mentioned in the Dardanelles Commission report.
It is highly likely this was one of the reasons Fisher refused to sign the report.
Murdoch might have been wrong in nearly every detail in his letter, but he was
correct in his general judgment. Churchill, who was a past master at the same trick,
branded Murdoch’s letter ‘lurid’!43 Keith Murdoch had deployed exaggeration and
rhetoric in the service of a higher truth (as Hamilton and Churchill did themselves).
And he (and Fisher) won the rhetorical and political battle in the commission hearing
room but lost the war over the contents of the commission’s report. In Fisher’s eyes,
Murdoch’s letter had found its mark and he was justified in sending it.
Some months later on the Dardanelles Commission, in July 1917, there was an
echo of the Fisher-Murdoch exchange when Fisher questioned Surgeon-General Sir
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Sir Neville Reginald Howse, (later MHR for Calare, NSW), Anglo-Swiss Photo-Studio,
created between 1914 and 1919: ‘The arrangements were so inadequate that they amounted
to criminal negligence.’ (Source: http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-136707454)
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Anzac Beach, showing hospital in the foreground, c1915. ‘It was a very narrow beach
exposed to very heavy shell fire.’ (Source: AWM H00199)

Neville Howse VC, KCB, who as Colonel had been in charge of medical services
for the 1st Australian Division at the landing and afterwards.44
Andrew Fisher: ‘Did you consider that the [medical] arrangements were adequate?
Sir Neville Howse: ‘I did not. I considered, to put it broadly, that the arrangements,
as far as the Australian troops were concerned, were so inadequate that they
amounted to criminal negligence. I consider that the suffering and loss of life ... was
very serious ... there were reasons why the beach should be cleared of all wounded,
whether adequately dressed or inadequately dressed, first because it was a very
narrow beach exposed to very heavy shell fire the first day ...’

Fisher then invited Howse to generalise and to offer his opinion about medical
logistical lessons learned at Gallipoli.
Andrew Fisher: ‘Under the whole of the circumstances ... have you formed any
opinion as to the best method for the protection, comfort and feeding of the Australian
troops in any future operations?
Sir Neville Howse: ‘I do not think the arrangements were adequate and I do not think
there was any cohesion between the Army and the Navy ... We were in the
unfortunate position of having no history to guide us of a previous landing on such a
big scale ...

Howse moved on to offer a robust opinion regarding Australia’s sovereign position.
Sir Neville Howse: I think the outcry, both in Australia and amongst our own men –
not only the Medical Corps but the combatants – has led to a great deal of feeling
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against the Imperial authorities. I have heard officers of some rank in connection with
the AIF say that they considered it was murder, and I have heard them say – with
which I entirely agree – that such a catastrophe as occurred on this occasion would
lead them to report to their Government that under no conceivable conditions would
they advise the Commonwealth of Australia to enter again upon any war where they
were entirely placed under the authority of the British Headquarters, and I personally
will recommend my Government when this war is over, that under no conceivable
conditions ought they to trust to the medical arrangements that may be made by the
Imperial authorities for the care of their sick and wounded.’
Andrew Fisher: ‘Is that an opinion formed after long and painful experience?
Sir Neville Howse: ‘Yes, it is an opinion, unfortunately, which I have had to form
because I am an Englishman myself; I am merely an adopted Australian.’

These are extraordinarily frank and damning words from Howse, whose
position, though based on different evidence, produced the same broad conclusion
as arrived at by Murdoch and Fisher: Australia, though a loyal member of the
Empire, must reserve the right to act in its own interest. Fisher’s cross-examination
of Howse continued.
Andrew Fisher: ‘And you fought in [South] Africa, did you not, and won the highest
honour a man can win?’
Sir Neville Howse: ‘I think it is one of the saddest things of the campaign, and the
only reason I did not give evidence before was because I thought that the relatives of
every man who died at Anzac would naturally attribute the death to want of medical
attention ... but that cannot possibly apply to a big majority ... but only to a small
number; but I think the parent of every child who was there would say that his child
was the one who did lose his life in consequence.’45

Here, orchestrated by Fisher, was another example of a full-blooded assertion of
practical sovereignty by a leading representative of one of the self-governing British
dominions, years ahead of its formal recognition in the decades between the wars.
In effect, Fisher was conducting a one-man, de facto Australian commission within
the broader context of the British commission, although he baulked at the last fence
and failed to lodge a detailed separate report.
It is most remarkable that on the Dardanelles Commission Andrew Fisher made
it abundantly clear, in his interventions with Murdoch, McKenna, Carson and
Howse, that he regarded the Australian parliament as fully sovereign, in total legal
command of its own troops, and this assertion of practical dominionhood came two
years ahead of Billy Hughes’s more celebrated interventions at Versailles, nine years
ahead of the Balfour Declaration, which established the imperial logic for
dominionhood, and 14 years before its full legal expression in the Statute of
Westminster of 1931. During the Great War, Australia, Canada, South Africa and
New Zealand exercised a full practical sovereignty well before their formal
constitutional status caught up with it.46
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To return to Keith Murdoch’s other point: What is the role of the press in
wartime? Should editors and journalists set aside their self-appointed task as the
public consciences of the nation and become propagandists and backroom political
fixers? A later British press baron, the expatriate Scottish-Canadian Lord
Beaverbrook, was in the habit of standing alongside his presses and impishly
quoting a Victorian popular verse: ‘Who’s in charge of the clattering train?’47 (In the
poem the answer was ‘Death’.) For Beaverbrook, it seems it was the editors,
proprietors and politicians collectively whose job it was to try to control the train, to
appear to have a handle on the hurtling rush of events.
Press freedom, and restraint, work best when all collude for a higher purpose. In
2013, knowing this, the politicians kicked Leveson’s report into the long grass.48 With
the Dardanelles Commission, which knew its job implicitly, even this was unnecessary.
But Murdoch’s letter, and Asquith’s cabinet, had achieved their purposes.
Andrew Fisher by war’s end was suffering from early-onset dementia, and he
stepped down as Australian High Commissioner in April 1921. Afterwards he
briefly returned to Australia, during which time he refused invitations to re-enter
federal politics; he then retired to London to his house in Hampstead. He died there,
aged 66, in 1928.
Sir Neville Howse, a native of Somerset and ‘adopted’ New South Welshman,
went on to serve with distinction in Palestine and receive a second knighthood, a
KCMG, in 1919. He entered Australian federal parliament as a Nationalist after the
war and served as Minister of Defence, Minister of Health, and Minister of the
Territories. He died of cancer in 1930, aged 66.
Keith Murdoch became editor then proprietor of the Melbourne Herald, was
knighted in 1933, and died of cancer aged 67 in 1952.
For a fleeting few months at the end of 1916 and beginning of 1917, it seems
Andrew Fisher possibly entertained the idea of his returning to Australia’s highest
political office, and this most likely spurred on his defence of his previous record
when given this opportunity on the Dardanelles Commission. But the disturbed
evolutions of Australian domestic politics in wartime closed this window almost as
soon as it appeared to open. Had it stayed open, Fisher most likely would have
lodged a detailed minority Dardanelles Commission report setting out his view of
Australia’s position. Nevertheless, in the commission’s proceedings are ample
evidence of his assertions of Australian sovereignty; early and potent signs of
Australia’s de facto transition from colony to dominion, and on to full nationhood,
and from membership of the British Empire to equal partnership in the then nascent
British Commonwealth.

Hong Kong Baptist University
King’s College London
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Avoid Stigmatising Them by Name
MICHAEL WILLIAMS

I

n the decade before the Australian federation in 1901 nearly all the individual
colonies passed or attempted to pass legislation that would restrict entry on the
basis of race.1 In a very rare rejection of the instincts underlying these efforts, a
South Australian newspaper declared:
The idea of an Australian colony introducing legislature to keep the colored man out
of Australia is as absurd as it is unique considering that the aboriginal inhabitants are
black.2

Despite this negative assessment of the viability of the White Australia project
– and its even rarer appeal to the existence of Indigenous Australians – the attempt
to achieve this unique absurdity was made. As a consequence, the Commonwealth
of Australia for the first two generations of its existence maintained at the heart of
its immigration administration another unique absurdity designed to achieve the aim of
keeping the ‘colored man’ out but without mentioning race at all. Known at first as
the Education Test and for most of the period of its existence as the Dictation Test,
this was a bogus quiz for which a prospective entrant into Australia was set up to fail.
Histories of the White Australia policy in general and of the Chinese in Australia
specifically are replete with references to the ‘Dictation Test’ and its corollaries the
Certificate Exempting the Dictation Test and Certificate of Exemption. However
few go into detail as to the essential ‘gross chicanery’ of the Dictation Test as it
existed for more than 50 years, a legal instrument so unique that very often its fake
nature is misinterpreted as merely a hard or unfairly given test.3 A test that failure to
pass was a crime, with a person who failed to write down the 50-word passage
dictated becoming a ‘prohibited immigrant’ liable to jail and deportation.
How did this unique legal instrument come about? Like all things the Dictation
Test introduced in the Immigration Restriction Act 1901 has an origin and just how
far back in history you wish to go to seek its origins is up to the intellectual curiosity
and stamina of the historian. In the case of the Dictation Test this can take a
researcher beyond the parliamentary debates of 1901 back through Imperial
Conferences, to colonial Chinese restriction Acts, to goldfields riots such as
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Lambing Flat, perhaps finally arriving at convict era struggles over labour, free and
unfree.4 This would be a direct line, but on the way there are necessary excursions
into specifics such as post-slavery United States efforts to disenfranchise AfricanAmericans, through the broader fields of white-settler mindsets from Canada to
Africa, and into the imagination of British imperialists as they strove to create one
big happy empire.
The bedrock of how and why Australia adopted a fake test to administer its
White Australia project lies in what today is characterised as a white-settler
mentality, but which participants would perhaps have considered being British,
Christian or more broadly ‘white’. The first two classifications were problematic in
the Australian context due to the large number of people in the Australian colonies
from Ireland who rejected being ‘British’ and whose Catholicism was often thought
of as being not quite ‘Christian’ as far as the various British Protestant sects were
concerned. This did not mean the terms British and Christian were not freely used
in disregard of the sensibilities of the Irish descended, but ‘white’ proved a useful if
vague cover-all term.
The efforts to restrict the arrival of Chinese and other non-white peoples into the
new Australian Federation played an important role in both prompting that
federation and in determining its early legislative program.5 This was a
consideration in the period immediately before Federation that even reached the
level of a joke when a General Edwards in Hong Kong told Henry Parkes (the Father
of Federation) that he had tried to get the Chinese fleet, including two new
‘ironclads’ under Admiral Ting, to visit Sydney in 1890 – ‘Would this not help your
Federation?’ – is how he playfully expressed his support.6 However before this stage
was reached the White Australia project had been evolving gradually over the 19th
century.
As early as 1830, even before the oft-cited arrival of indentured labourers from
China in the 1840s, the outlines of the debate over Chinese as workers can be
discerned with its mixing of race and labour issues.7 It was in the gold rush period
of the 1850s and 1860s that Chinese restriction laws established the first legislative
precedents, but not until the 1880s that the renewal of these restrictions set the scene
for a series of Imperial and Inter-colonial conferences that eventuated in the Natal
compromise. All these legal efforts took place within a labour versus capital struggle
over the cost of labour which was paralleled by a growing sense of the Australian
colonies, and therefore of the increasingly discussed continent-wide ‘Australia’, as
properly the domain of the white man – ideally a British one or at least a tamed Irish
or absorbed European one.
Post-1788 the Australian continent had been incrementally claimed and
politically dominated by British subjects. This process entailed both the
expropriation of the Indigenous peoples and the imagining of the newly discovered
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continent as British territory. Those who came to the newly acquired British territory
(except those who as convicts had no choice) did so intent on improving themselves
if poor and improving their fortunes if rich. Thus the Australian colonies were places
where a sense of the territory as belonging to British people was developing at the
same time as tensions existed between those who wanted high wages and those who
wanted cheap labour. Both these concerns coalesced around the issue of denying
some people the opportunity to come to the Australian colonies at all. The ‘some
people’ in most of the 19th century being Chinese people, categorised by race
regardless of their possible status as British subjects if born in other British colonies
such as the Straits Settlements (including Singapore and Penang) or Hong Kong.
This question of the rights and status of a ‘British subject’ in terms of the
colonial restrictions was often raised throughout the 19th century, often by the
British government itself and usually to little avail. This was the beginning of a long
history of courts making legal quibbles with limited impact in practice beyond
forcing amendments. An early example of this was when Lowe Kong Meng, a
prominent Melbourne businessman who was born a British subject in Penang,
challenged the jurisdiction of Victoria’s ‘Chinese’ restrictions acts over his person.
The ultimate result was an amendment clarifying that the restrictions applied to
‘every person of the Chinese race’.8
This racial concern would grow throughout the 19th century until the passing of
the Immigration Restriction Act in 1901. This was an Act strongly supported by the
Labor Party and which for a time also included provisions prohibiting the
immigration of anyone on labour contracts.9 This was because for the Labor Party
and the working class that supported it racial concerns with intertwined with labour
concerns. While many undoubtedly used a concern over the one to heighten
objections to the other, efforts to separate the two have usually only proved fruitful
for academic debate.10
Labour as people or merely capital expenditure? Is the cheapest possible best or
are higher wages better? How did this political struggle lead to the Dictation Test?
Chinese workers were early categorised as ‘cheap’ labour, and even worse, as
‘unfree’, and in the context of the Australian experience of convict labour any such
labour was to be opposed by those desirous of improving their wages and their
dignity as free workers.11 But such hopes and aspirations were often in conflict with
those who merely wanted the cheapest and most servile form of labour they could
find, and if this meant imported indentured labour, then that is what they would and
did organise. The main labour source of this kind available in the early 19th century
was either from British controlled India or – after the defeat of China and the
opening of the various Treaty Ports under the Treaty of Nanjing – China.12
Both Indian and Chinese workers were brought to Australia and this is usually
seen as the result of the ending of transportation, as squatters and other employers
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of labour attempted to avoid the cost of what was termed ‘free’ as opposed to convict
or ‘assigned’ labour. Yet even before the ending of transportation it was thought
worthwhile to bring a number of Chinese carpenters to Tasmania on contract where
the whole of the subsequent debate is captured in the declaration that they are,
‘likely to reduce the prices of cabinet work’ but this ‘will prove of great benefit to
the many’.13 However it was not until the 1840s that significant numbers of Chinese
workers on contracts were brought into New South Wales (then including Victoria
and Queensland). This was because, as one commentator at the time eloquently
expressed it:
Now that assignment has ceased, the great flock masters and lords of the soil would
fain gull us into the belief that they cannot continue their farming pursuits without
cheap labour, with which they have hitherto been supplied, and the discontinuance of
which their avarice leads them to consider as a death blow to their prospects of
aggrandisement. These modern Pharaohs say they want Coolies.14

Both indentured workers from India and China were used, but the defeat of
China in the First Opium War and the establishment of the Treaty Port system
thereafter apparently gave those from China an edge. In total, 3685 Chinese
labourers were shipped to New South Wales between 1848 and 1853, mostly from
the Treaty Port of Amoy.15 Although this period in which indentured Chinese
labourers entered New South Wales was short and numbers were by no means
overwhelming, this was sufficient to begin the labelling of all Chinese people as
‘coolies’ in the eyes of those inclined to do so.16 This persistent categorisation was
despite the fact that after the 1850s the Amoy indentured labourers ceased to arrive
and for the next 100 years the only Chinese people to arrive in Australia were from
the mainly Cantonese speaking areas of the Pearl River Delta, who arrived by a
variety of means, often in debt but by no means indentured, and very often
completely free or free after a relatively short period.17
As one European observer with a rare degree of familiarity – having been sent
from China by the British government to specifically report on the Chinese in
Australia, J. Dundas Crawford – put it: ‘… if they have a too irksome bond, they
soon clear themselves by honest labour’.18
The understanding shown by Crawford was rare, with cultural unfamiliarity
concerning people from China providing more than enough justification for those
wishing to perceive ‘Chinamen’ or ‘Celestials’ as different, unfair rivals or having
no place in ‘our’ community. The categorisation of Chinese as ‘coolies’ or in various
ways as ‘unfree’ or ‘unfair’ labour was just one way of ‘othering’ Chinese people
after which a range of discriminatory measures could more easily follow.
Chinese were by no means the only people to be perceived as undesirable, they
were merely the most numerous and persistent in wishing to enter the various
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Australian colonies. All of the colonies set up around the Australian continent
worried at times about their demographic composition and the arrival of people they
were unsure about. South Australia desired a balance between English, Scottish and
Irish, and even petitioned the British government to restrict the entry of people from
Ireland, while Victoria actually did pass legislation restricting the entry of people
from Tasmania.19 Both these colonies had a strong sense of the ‘desirable’ kind of
people they preferred (not Catholics or convicts) and early on people labelled
‘Chinese’ did not seem to fit for a variety of reasons.
The coolie versus free labour argument was only one, and mixed with this was
hostility to non-Christians and of course most fundamentally aversion to people who
spoke another language or ate and dressed in differing ways. Another argument was
encompassed in the ‘sojourner versus settler’ dichotomy with Chinese people’s
allegedly not fitting a migrant settler ideal due to their favouring temporary
residence.20 This was often used to assert they did not deserve to be treated as equal
citizens. Many of these arguments were used at the same time as their opposites
were also employed; thus, for example, a horror of Chinese men marrying white
women was added to the list, despite its negating the sojourner argument.
It is impossible and of little real value to attempt to discern which of these many
arguments were ‘real’ and which merely self-serving. All point to two dominant
themes, the desire to make the colonies and subsequently the new Commonwealth
as British and/or white as possible, and to ensure that cheap labour or unfair labour
competition was eliminated. This last could of course have been handled by
ensuring that all received similar wages – as did happen with contracted German
workers, for example – but the very prejudice against some arrivals made such
equality of treatment difficult to achieve, resulting in a vicious circle. A justified fear
on the part of workers that there were those who desired and did attempt to bring in
workers precisely because they were cheaper added fuel to the situation.
All of these political concerns were emerging in the 1850s when the relatively
small number of indentured people from Amoy were overwhelmed by a much larger
number of people from the Pearl River Delta region coming through the newly
established British controlled port of Hong Kong. This change was of course due to
the gold rushes, which brought many more Chinese people, this time from a
different region of China. More significantly they came under different conditions
known as ‘credit-ticket’ – which is to say, under more family or local debt
arrangements quite different from the indentured contracts. However the obligations
of this method were similar enough to cause disquiet by those worried about wage
levels, a worry enhanced by the lottery nature of competition on the goldfields.
This disquiet about the nature of Chinese workers on the goldfields was easily
combined with a range of other factors that encouraged an ‘us versus them’
mentality to quickly evolve. Those who considered themselves ‘British’ or at least
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entitled to the free run of a British controlled colony, often saw Chinese people as
competitors to be driven off. A long list of excuses why this was reasonable was
soon drawn up – ranging from Chinese goldseekers being dirty, murderous and
diseased, to hardworking and better organised.
In these circumstances it is easy to imagine other groups could also have been
similarity stigmatised, but no sizable group aside from the Irish existed in the
Australian colonies to seriously challenge the idea of British entitlement. Indigenous
people were decimated and ostracised, while the Irish fought for equality with
English and Scots, with the pretence of a ‘United Kingdom’. Helping to drive the
need to adopt the term ‘white’ (‘British’ being not to the liking of the Irish as an
inclusive label) was the need to paper over the often antagonistic colonial diversity
and to establish unity against ‘others’, most obviously the Chinese.
Thus a series of riots and agitations around the time of self-government and the
establishment of democracy in both the colonies of Victoria and New South Wales
led to the first restrictions on immigration, restrictions directed at Chinese people
only.21 The establishment of Hong Kong as a British port in the 1840s had given the
Cantonese-speaking people of the nearby Pearl River Delta easy access to transPacific shipping and of this, they made ready use.22 The arrival of Chinese people by
boat unsurprisingly led to these first immigration restrictions having a ‘boat’
element. The first of these restrictions was that of the Colony of Victoria in 1855,
followed by New South Wales restrictions in 1861, both introducing a one Chinese
person per 10 tons of ship limit as well as a £10 poll tax. As was the case after 1901,
shipmasters and their agents were responsible for any breaches and therefore for
limiting the number getting on a ship at all.
After Victoria and New South Wales, South Australia and Queensland also
introduced the mix of poll taxes and tonnage restrictions on the entry of Chinese
people. At this point in the mid-19th century there were no outright bans, with
restrictions designed to reduce numbers only. It was also felt essential that for people
already resident within the colonies a strict enforcement of laws should be
maintained that would allow Chinese people to live without hindrance. At least that
was the theory; in practice the gold fields were often managed to provide separate
living areas so as to minimise conflicts. As well, much day-to-day discrimination
would have shaped how people lived and worked.
Nevertheless Chinese people continued to enter the colonies and to live and
work in a range of occupations well beyond gold mining.23 Numbers fell, as did the
numbers occupied in goldmining, and since the idea of routinely restricting the free
movement of peoples had not yet taken hold, these initial Chinese-only restrictions
were repealed by the end of the 1860s. But a precedent had been set.
As the colonies grew after the gold rush period two things evolved of relevance
to the origins of the Dictation Test. Chinese numbers began to grow again as income
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opportunities grew along with the wealth of the Australian colonies. Chinese people
began to enter many areas of life and as usual were met with a mixture of hostility,
tolerance, acceptance, friendship and discrimination. A significant feature was their
tendency to be ‘sojourners’, a feature inherent in their motivation for travel but one
that helped keep them apart from the rest of colonial society as it was evolving and
gave many in this society yet another excuse for discrimination.
The second relevant feature is that this society was increasingly seeing itself as
‘white’, Christian, an integral part of the British Empire, and in many ways a
superior version of what had been left behind. These ideas and self-imaginings were
mixed with ideas of race, religion and class struggle. For some this also meant race
hatred and racial stereotypes, including a fake Darwinism that saw some cultures
and races as superior to others and accepted the stereotyping that these categories
entailed. A corollary was that some other races could also be seen as superior, but
this was all the more reason argued many to keep them out.
While many Chinese people lived, settled and raised families in the Australian
colonies, others sojourned, regularly returning to their families in the south China
villages. While overall numbers grew in the late 19th century, they remained less
than 5 per cent of the total population. However, as Australia urbanised, so did

Chinese immigrants arriving in Melbourne’s Chinatown, Little Bourke Street, 1866.
(Source: State Library of Victoria)
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Chinese workers and this made them more visible in what became known as the
Chinatowns of the two oldest colonial capitals, Sydney and Melbourne. As well,
specific industries began to attract more Chinese people; market gardening suited
the sojourner due to the ease of leased land, low capital investment and their south
China experience in growing vegetables. Other industries that attracted significant
proportions of Chinese people were furniture making and scrub cutting. But a wide
range of other occupations where also taken up.24 By 1881 as a result of these
demographic and occupational changes an Intercolonial Conference could declare:
In all six colonies, a strong feeling prevails in opposition to the unrestricted
introduction of Chinese, this opposition arising principally from a desire to preserve
and perpetuate the British type in the various populations.25

The immediate cause of this summation of feeling was the announcement that
Western Australia was prepared to import Chinese workers at government expense.
Although the gold rush-inspired restrictions had been repealed in the later 1860s as
Chinese numbers fell, during the 1880s as numbers increased once more many, both
workers and small business people, again felt threatened by Chinese competition. At
the same time many simply felt Chinese people to have ‘language, laws, religion,
and habits of life’ ‘alien’ to ‘these British communities’.26 For such people almost
any anti-Chinese argument was sufficient. However, it should be kept in mind that
such accounts emphasise the negative element while in fact many Chinese people
lived successfully, married, raised children, returned to China many times and
became wealthy, as well as citizens, throughout this period.27
A new £10 poll tax and a one person (Chinese) per 100 tons was introduced in
the 1881 restrictions of New South Wales and Victoria, rising to one in 300 tons in
1888 (500 tons in Queensland).28 These tonnage restrictions were in addition to an
1881 £10 poll tax levied on each arrival by ship, which in 1888 was raised to £100
(Queensland £50). Shipmasters and shipping agents were responsible for any
breaches of these restrictions and therefore for limiting numbers at the departing
ports.
The 1888 round of restrictions – agreed to by another conference of colonial
premiers – is also notable because for the first time Chinese people were also denied
(Tasmania was an exception) the right to become naturalised. Thus a real
infringement on the rights of those already resident in the colonies was introduced
for the first time. However, those who had already paid the poll tax were provided
with certificates that allowed them to move across colonial boundaries or to go to
China and return without paying again.
The significance of these certificates is that the pattern of behaviour that Chinese
people had developed for themselves was being allowed for, and in some cases
reinforced by the laws and regulations designed to restrict them. This is a

Avoid Stigmatising Them by Name 173

consequence that is also seen after 1901 when the Commonwealth’s restrictions
were introduced.
In the late 19th century two such consequences can be noted, both weighted with
irony. The first is that the denial of citizenship reduced opportunities for people to
settle, thus reinforcing the very sojourner idea that many Chinese people were
criticised for; while the requirement to pay a £100 poll tax necessitated many people
going even deeper into debt than they might have otherwise. One result of such a
debt was to heighten dependence on wealthier members of networks and increased
opportunities for paying lower wages, a much-criticised feature of some Chinese
people in Australia that was used to justify the restrictions in the first place.
Another consequence, typical of laws that attempt to limit profitability, were
ingenious efforts to circumvent them, in this case as a result of minor variations in
the restrictions between the colonies. Thus as Queensland’s higher tonnage
restrictions allowed a lesser number of Chinese passengers on board than did New
South Wales, it became the practice ‘for some years past’ of entering the excess on
the ‘Ships Articles as crew’ and then after legally passing through Queensland’s
ports to discharge these ‘crew’ on arrival in New South Wales.29 When the new
Australian Prime Minister Edmund Barton learned of this practice he quickly noted
his demand that: ‘Every lawful means must be taken to prevent the foisting of excess
passengers as members of the crew, and I desire it to be rigorously dealt with.’30
Up to this point – the last decade of the 19th century – the story of the antiChinese immigration restrictions is well known. But the sudden ramping up of the
desire by the Australian colonies to extend these immigration restrictions to all
variously referred to as ‘Asiatics’ or ‘coloured’ people is less well documented. The
context was not so much a sudden ‘influx’ of such peoples causing anxiety to the
‘white folk’ as in the case of Chinese migrants – there simply wasn’t one – but rather
an approaching Australian federation.
This prospect included much discussion of what kind of nation this was to be,
coupled with a growing labour movement intent on securing and maintaining higher
wages for [white] workers within that nation. For the growing labour movement
Chinese and other workers were to be largely excluded from the increasingly
powerful unions, with workers solidarity assumed to mean that of ‘white workers’.
And it is in the unions and their new Labor Party where the use of the term ‘white’
was most common. For those of the middle class still monopolising political power
before the advent of the first Labor Party governments the question of restrictive
immigration was partly one of appeasing their working class voters and also the
nature of the nation they felt they were moulding.
As the idea of an Australian federation grew, so did the issue of uniform control
over immigration. Not all colonies followed the same policies and there were those
who began to argue that the ‘tropics’ were a special case. Thus Queensland – which
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had kept its poll tax for Chinese at £10 despite promises to raise it to £100 in 1888
– was allowing and even encouraging not merely Chinese but Japanese and Pacific
Island labour to enter to work on its sugar plantations. Mostly such workers were on
temporary contracts and were supposed to return to their homes, but always there
were some who remained to infringe on the ‘whiteness’.31
The Northern Territory, administered by South Australia – which had at first
extended its Chinese restrictions only to its border with this territory – also allowed
indentured Chinese labour to enter for both railway building and mining.32 As well,
in both northern Queensland and north-east West Australia, a pearl shell industry
began to develop which maintained it needed ‘coloured’ labour to exist. Others of
‘colour’ were a small dribble of Indians entering as hawkers and a variety of people
from ‘Assyria’ (portions of the Ottoman Empire), so-called ‘Afghans’ from British
India, and, also as pearl divers, people from South-East Asia (Malays) in
Queensland and Western Australia.
Remote and small in numbers though they were, this was irrelevant to those
intent on imagining whiteness in need of protection. As a result, between 1888 and
1896 the various Australian colonies went from fearing an ‘influx’ of Chinese to
fearing an influx of coloured peoples. As the Chief Secretary of Queensland
explained, any delay in enacting restrictions, as he felt had taken place in the case
of Chinese restrictions, might result in ‘the introduction of large numbers of the
aliens objected to’.33
The Federation movement had brought to the fore the various regional
disparities over ‘tropical’ labour demands, mainly in the then Northern Territory of
South Australia and in Queensland, where not only Chinese people but a range of
South Sea Islanders, Japanese and assorted people of South-East Asia (variously
known as Malays, Lascars and Manilla men) had entered. Their arrival and the work
they did, some as indentured labourers, was based on the argument that ‘tropical’
environments needed coloured workers as white or European workers were not
suited (except as bosses, of course) to the harsh climate. In many ways this odd but
serious argument was the only real opposition to the White Australia project. An
account of the 1896 Sydney conference at which the leaders of all the Australian
colonies agreed to exclude all coloured races expressed the thinking in detail:
A few days ago a steamer arrived at Townsville from Japan bringing some hundreds
of Japanese laborers for the northern plantations. The Japanese have been emigrating
to Western Australia, there’s a small but steady stream to Thursday Island and Port
Darwin, and at the latter place, according to Mr Griffiths, they already outnumber the
Europeans.34

The increase ‘of our Japanese population,’ observed the Palmerston Times:
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… is going on at a rate which may well cause opponents of Asiatics to feel
considerably alarmed for the future of the colony. To the careless observer the
situation is not critical, but to this line of argument we reply that neither was the
situation critical when Chinese mustered here in forties and fifties. But the danger
grew into notice when they began to open up shops of all kinds, to hire out as artisans,
to take up gold mines, to compete successfully as carriers, to butcher and bake, to
engineer, to import goods and undersell the European – and in nearly every respect
to cut the ground from under our feet.35
The Jap is in some respects much less objectionable than the Chinaman. His morals
are better, his habits are cleaner. But, industrially, he is a much more formidable rival.
He is equally dogged, he is more intelligent and skilful, and he has the same ability
to work and live on next to nothing a day. The Times foresees an interesting battle
between Japanese and Chinese if the former continue increasing in numbers, but the
entertainment for spectators will be marred by the knowledge that whoever comes out
on top Australians will still be losers.36

In Sydney the premiers or their representatives held another in a series of federal
meetings to discuss matter of common interest and it was here in March 1896 that
it was agreed to extend for the first time immigration restrictions beyond Chinese
people. Under the heading ‘Undesirable Immigration’ it was moved: ‘That, in the
opinion of this conference, it is desirable to extend without delay the provisions of
the Chinese Restrictions Acts to all coloured races.’37
Thus when the colonial premiers met in Sydney in 1896 the premiers of New
South Wales and Victoria were keen to convince their Queensland counterpart to
enact similar restrictions against all non-whites. They feared they would end up
being members of a coloured nation if the Queensland loophole was not closed
before Federation opened their own borders. The Inter-colonial Conference of 1896
agreed that all the colonies would enact restrictive immigration legislation aimed at
natives of Asia, Africa and the Pacific Islands.
However this first attempt to launch the White Australia project immediately hit
the rock of imperial disapproval and the acts passed by such colonies as New South
Wales, South Australia and Western Australia were all reserved by their respective
governors – meaning they were subject to approval in London by the Colonial
Secretary. The ‘Right Honourable Secretary of State for the Colonies’ replied that
‘Her Majesty’s Government will not be able to advise Her Majesty to assent to the
reserved Bill’.38
The sudden attempt by the Australian colonies to extend their Chinese
restrictions to a range of people from Asia, Africa and the Pacific Islands was an
effort that ran straight into a contrary imagining of the British Empire. Urgent talks
were held as the British attempted to explain that all were supposed to be equal
within the Empire, an Empire that also sought cordial relations with such non-white
powers as Japan. The imperial objections mainly rested on the desire not to insult
either British Indian subjects or the government of Japan.
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The Australian colonies were not the only part of the British Empire to face this
contradiction between an imperial desire for unity with at least a semblance of
equality and the demand on the part of its white settlers for exclusivity. The preSouth African Union colony of Natal’s attempt to ban the immigration of people
who were nominally British subjects coming from British India led to the ‘Natal
Act’, which was the first use of an ‘Educational Test’ within the Empire designed to
make discrimination appear non-racial.
The British knew their ‘whiteness’ was an issue the Australian colonies took
very seriously and it was urgent that a compromise was worked out. The Diamond
Jubilee of Queen Victoria in 1897 was the perfect opportunity for a meeting in the
imperial capital, London. Thus in June-July 1897 the premiers of the self-governing
colonies of the Empire met with Joseph Chamberlain MP (Her Majesty’s Secretary
of State for the Colonies) at the Colonial Office, Downing Street, London, to discuss
such Empire-wide matters as postal communications, naval defence, the Pacific
cable, treaties with Japan and Tunis, the forthcoming Paris Exhibition of 1900, and
alien immigration.39

The premiers of the self-governing colonies of the Empire met with the Secretary of State for
the Colonies, Joseph Chamberlain, and Colonial Office bureaucrats at the Imperial Conference
in London in 1897. (Source: Granger)
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The immediate origins of what was to become Australia’s Dictation Test can be
found in this Imperial Conference of 1897, where the differing colonial and British
perspectives came together. Here was the first discussion by colonial leaders of the
creation of an unfair but nevertheless ‘real’ test to control movement, including
British subjects, within a white-dominated empire. The essential unfairness of this
approach was unacknowledged but accepted by a British Empire unwilling to take
its rhetoric seriously and treat, for example, its Indian subjects as truly equal to its
white ones.
The desire for preferential trade within the Empire and more such conferences
were among the leading resolutions resulting from this meeting. But after a heated
discussion on whether Saturday or Wednesday was the best day to dispatch the mail,
the premiers turned their attention to alien immigration and Australian immigration
specifically. A review of the Sydney conference held 18 months previously of the
Australian premiers and New Zealand showed that they had agreed to extend their
existing anti-Chinese immigration restrictions to all persons of the ‘coloured race
inhabiting the Continent of Asia or the Continent of Africa or any island adjacent
thereto, or any island in the Pacific Ocean or the Indian Ocean’.40
A number of exemptions had been provided, including for the ‘natives of
Australia, Tasmania and New Zealand’, as well as ‘missionaries, native teachers,

The goal was to formulate legislation to ‘exclude the class of immigrants you think would be
undesirable in Australia’ but did not appear too objectionable: NSW Premier George Houston
Reid, c. 1890-1900/photographer unknown (Source: Mitchell Library, State Library of New
South Wales) and the Secretary of State for the Colonies, Joseph Chamberlain. (Photograph by
Eveleen Myers (née Tennant), platinum print, early 1890s. National Portrait Gallery, London)
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tourists, merchants, men of science or students’.41 Despite their agreement the
various colonies had not produced identical results. New Zealand did not feel the
need to include Africa or the Pacific, and Tasmania had specified that only males
were affected. Another interesting if somewhat disturbing note was that the Colonial
Office felt the exemptions were not wide enough to allow Indian troops to operate
in Australia should it be necessary to ‘expel an invader’.42
The Secretary of State for the Colonies, Joseph Chamberlain, opened the
discussion by declaring he was anxious that nothing be done ‘injurious’ or
‘unnecessarily offensive’ to ‘our Indian fellow subjects’, although he admitted that
he could not pretend his suggested solution was satisfactory to them. Chamberlain’s
solution, the adoption of the ‘Natal legislation’, he generously thought did ‘avoid
stigmatising them by name as unfit for civilised life’.43 The Natal legislation,
Chamberlain suggested, was a test of a person’s ability to write in English, a test
given selectively and introduced in the Natal colony (later part of the South Africa
Union) specifically to exclude ‘Indian fellow subjects’. Chamberlain proposed that
the then still separate Australian colonies introduce uniform legislation based on that
of Natal to enable them to ‘exclude the class of immigrants you think would be
undesirable in Australia’.44
When the British government had refused assent to the anti-alien legislation of
the Australian colonies this had angered many and Chamberlain’s compromise was
by no means accepted immediately. The New South Wales Premier, George Reid,
declared that he thought the previous exemptions introduced, including ‘merchants’,
was wide enough to ‘remove much of that objectionable appearance’.45 That Reid
could imagine that such exemptions as he listed – tourists and ministers of religion,
as well as merchants but not hawkers – made such race-based legislation less
objectionable in appearance indicates the heavy class-based nature of his thinking.
People in classes below those mentioned simply did not count as far as he was
concerned.
Reid also felt the whole issue was too ‘vital’ to be dealt with as Chamberlain
proposed and defined the issue clearly as he saw it:
We cannot veil the issue in that way. We really feel in this legislation, situated as we
are so near these hundreds of millions of coloured people, that we must set up at once
a clear barrier against the invasion of coloured labour … we are sternly resolved that
there shall be a white Australia.46

Reid took the point that specifying races and peoples was likely to lead to
offense but felt that the Japanese would not object ‘as long as we do not couple them
with the Chinese’. We have ‘this coloured flood coming in upon us’ he declared
dramatically. But he was also keenly aware of British disingenuousness on this issue
and pointed out that the number of Chinese people in New South Wales would in
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proportion represent 500,000 in Britain itself and asked what would be the result if
even 10,000 Chinese people, or ‘Chinamen’ as he put it, arrived in Britain to settle?
He answered his own question with ‘you know the convulsion that would create’.47
Reid continued by arguing that ‘we are right next door to China’ and ‘we wish
to preserve unmistakeably the character of Australian colonisation as that of the
British race’. This, Reid felt, was better done by exclusion than by having numbers
of people enter who then might be ‘treated brutally’ and result in consequent greater
embarrassment for the Imperial Government.48 Presumably the embarrassment
referred to was that the (brutal) nature of that British race would be thus exposed.49
The Secretary of State referred to the New Zealand legislation as different
because it excluded British subjects. Chamberlain recognised that the Australian
colonies wished to exclude not only Chinese and Japanese but also Indians who
were British subjects and so once again pressed the case for exclusion based on
‘them not as Indians, but as persons who from their pauper condition, or from
ignorance, are unfitted to colonise in your country’. He then went on to make the
vaguest of promises to do all he could to discourage immigration from India by
‘pointing out the difficulties they would at present subject themselves to, and the
improbability they would be received’.50
But even if Reid took such blandishments at face value he was having none of
it, explaining that Chinese people came under conditions and arrangements that
meant they did not arrive as paupers, and that it would be ‘trifling with the gravity
of the subject’ to open ‘the country up to all coloured persons who could get up
sufficient English to write in a certain form’. The serious concern for Reid being
race rather than the pretence of class that Chamberlain was pushing. For both men
it should be noted there was no hint at that time that the test would not be real for
those it was selectively applied to. For Reid having such a test, real or not, was an
evasion that was ‘beneath our intention’.51
Despite the level of ‘intention’ the debate over race and class took a downward
turn when premiers Reid of New South Wales, and Edward Braddon of Tasmania
(who claimed, ‘long experience in India’), declared that an ‘Indian influx’ would be
‘much worse’ than a ‘Chinese or Japanese influx’ – Reid ‘assuring’ his fellow
premiers that those who came from India were ‘the most undesirable perhaps’, while
Braddon doubled up on this grand sweep of stereotypes by adding that there are ‘a
great many undesirable persons in India’.
Chamberlain readily agreed that certainly ‘there can be no possible objection to
your excluding undesirable persons’ (even presumably if that included all ‘our
Indian fellow subjects’).52 Finally Reid seized on the point that Japan had recently
signed a treaty with Queensland in which it agreed to the exclusion of Japanese
labourers ‘whether right or wrong’. He then asked if Her Majesty’s Government
‘representing’ the Indian Empire would be ‘equally kind’ given ‘this is a matter
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vitally affecting the character of our civilisation and race’.53
Chamberlain next attempted to argue a previous agreement on ‘preferential
treatment’ for British subjects but a number of premiers, including John Forrest of
Western Australia and Charles Kingston of South Australia, were adamant this never
included Indian subjects. Reid continued to argue in favour of strong action that
‘sets up a wall forever’, citing Japan as an example of a country that in the future
might give difficulties if this was not done now. However the Premier of Tasmania
now began to signal his willingness to accept the ‘educational test’ as sufficient to
exclude 270,000,000 Indians with the remaining 10,000,000 unlikely he felt to wish
to come to the colonies.54
The Premier of Victoria, George Turner, emphasised that the preference was for
‘direct’ methods over the ‘roundabout’ proposals of the Colonial Secretary; after
which the Premier of Queensland, Hugh Nelson, then set out the case for individual
legislation as being of greater value and flexibility. Nelson mentioned the
restrictions already in place for Chinese immigrants, the treaty with Japan and
Queensland’s ‘Polynesian’ legislation, which he claimed was both ‘assisting the
white men’ and ‘benefitting the
Polynesian’. Forrest added – after Nelson
had explained the co-operation of the
Japanese government in controlling the
numbers of Japanese labourers entering
Queensland – that he thought the
Japanese ‘are all very civil, there is no
doubt about that’.55
The rest of the discussion among this
heads of (white) empire confirmed that
exclusion of the ‘coloured races’ was
agreed on and that the issue now was
merely method. They also agreed that
non-British subjects was not the issue,
but coloured British subjects were.
Reference was made to the Sydney
conference of 18 months before and to
the value of a united Australia in
pressuring the British Cabinet.56 Reid
then proposed a roundabout method of
his own in which exclusion of British
subjects would be left out of any Act and
The Imperial Conference, 1897, minutes of
instead made discretionary.57
Empire. (State Archives of NSW.
Chamberlain was not happy with this
Photo courtesy of the author)
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suggestion or with Reid’s attempted solution on his return to New South Wales,
which was to introduce two separate bills – one that extended the Chinese
restrictions to all other ‘coloured races’ but exempted British subjects, and another
that imposed the Natal ‘educational test’ on anyone else. Chamberlain felt that this
still left the question of Japanese sensitivity unanswered and ‘begs that Japanese
may be included on same terms as British Indian subjects’.58
As summarised in the New South Wales press, the end result of the Imperial
Conference was:
… one of the principal items of business which required his [Premier Reid’s]
presence in London at the diamond jubilee festivities was the necessity of discussing
with Mr Chamberlain the granting of the royal assent to the Aliens Bill of last year.
The royal assent was not granted, but the Premier’s visit to England resulted in his
ascertaining the terms upon which the royal assent would be given to a measure
having for its object the restriction of undesirable coloured immigrants. Mr Reid
accordingly has brought in a bill to extend the provisions of the Chinese Restriction
and Regulation Act to other coloured races, British subjects, however, being exempt
from its provisions. In order that the influx of British coloured subjects should be
restricted, the Premier has had drafted the Immigration Restriction Bill. The latter
provides for the application of an educational test which it is hoped will serve, among
other purposes, that of greatly restricting the arrivals of British black or brown
subjects at the ports of this colony.59

Thus on the eve of Federation a division opened up – or was revealed – within
the British Empire between differing types of ‘British subjects’. While Joseph
Chamberlain had argued a tepid case for the equality of all British subjects before
the assembled premiers, it is interesting to see his reaction when the case for Indian
equality was put to him by some of these British subjects themselves. Only a few
years after this London meeting and while the new Commonwealth of Australia was
debating it own form of treatment of ‘our Indian fellow subjects’, Chamberlain
received a letter from the ‘Indian Community, resident in Victoria’.60
This letter well comprehends the debate held between the Colonial Secretary
and the Australian colonial premiers only a few years previously and underlines the
compromises and hypocrisy that was the outcome of this meeting. Claiming to
represent ‘the Indian Community, resident in Victoria’ the writers requested the
Colonial Secretary, Joseph Chamberlain to ‘lend your assistance in a matter which
is of vital importance to our welfare’. The matter of vital importance was of course
the possibility that the new immigration restrictions would restrict people such as
themselves from coming to Australia. The writers, Walite Shah and 10 others, went
right to the heart of the matter by asking: ‘What is the difference between an Indian
and any other member of the British nation?’
The writers followed this up by outlining a history of membership and loyalty
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to the British that would have been well known to the recipient. Chamberlain would
have been ‘well aware’ that Indians had been ‘members of the nation and under
British rule’ for ‘the whole of the past century’. Perhaps laying it on a bit thick,
Walite Shah and his associates added that they were ‘proud to be under the wise and
merciful rule’ of the British because they knew that ‘there is no other in the world
which is so good’.61
Having staked their claim, the representatives of the Indian residents of Victoria
then asked why ‘our own government’ would ‘wish to separate us from herself’ and
put ‘us as strangers with the outside nations of the world’. For these proud members
of the British nation it was ‘very painful’ to be ‘put along with the Chinese’ whom
they felt (writing just after the events of the Boxer Rebellion) were a ‘defeated and
dying race’. The writers claimed that before the introduction of this proposed
immigration restriction, we considered ‘ourselves’ and ‘especially those who do the
bulk of the fighting of the Empire’, as ‘all people under British rule’ and as ‘part of
the British nation’. Pleading that now it seems ‘we are separated by the will of the
British Government’ from ‘the nation’ while the actions of the ‘Commonwealth
Government’ are ‘putting us amongst the outside peoples of the world’. At this point
Walite Shah and his fellows pointedly asked: ‘Who has the right to call Indian
people “outsiders”?’
The letter emphasises that Indians are ‘valuable subjects of the British
Government’, as proven by the desire of Russia to ‘put her teeth on India’ and its
inability to do so because the Indian people were ‘obedient and faithful’. They also
declared the willingness of many Indian subjects to ‘give their blood’ and ‘if
necessary, to die for the Empire’, including against the Chinese. The recent
preparedness of ‘Indian subjects of the King, in Victoria’ to volunteer for service in
the Boer War after the defeat of the Battle of Colenso is specifically cited as an
example of their inclusiveness within the ‘British nation’ the writers wished to
demonstrate.
Given the willingness of Indian subjects to serve the British, the writers state
they are ‘greatly pained’ by ‘so much talk of a white Australia’. Having ‘darkcoloured skin’ is not a reason for being ‘cast off and put alongside Chinese and
Japanese’ while outside nations such as ‘Germans, Russians, French, Italians’ are
not mentioned. Once more a pointed question is asked: ‘Do the Members of
Parliament consider the justice of this side of the question?’
The willingness of the Indian people to fight for what were the quarrels of ‘the
British Government with someone else’ were again asserted and seen as part of a
bargain where it was ‘always understood that we were members of and helping the
British Nation’. The remorselessly logical questions continue:
If we are members of the British nation, then why should we be denied equal rights
with any other members of the same? Other members of the British nation can go
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wherever they like and do whatever they please within the limits of the British
dominion; so should this right be denied us? Is it just that the bargain be all onesided?

This appeal to the Colonial Secretary ends with an unambiguous analogy of a
family where one brother it appears ‘is not so handsome as the others’ but in every
way endeavours to ‘please his father’ only to find his brothers ‘through some motive
which has the appearance of family jealousy’ do not ‘like him to come into their
homes’ while they ‘keep the right to go and do whatever they like in his house’.
The letter ends by stating that the writers are ‘anxious to know how it is that we
who are members of the British nation are denied equal rights’, and with masterly
understatement declares: ‘We do not think this is fair, although the Government
seem to.’
The only apparent reply we have to this earnest appeal on behalf of the equality
of the subjects of the British Empire is a letter appended to the copy sent onto the
Australian Governor-General and passed by him to the Australian Prime Minister.
The Colonial Secretary had himself argued, albeit weakly, the cause of Indian
British subjects at the Imperial Conference of 1897, and had urged the Australian
colonies to adopt the Educational Test now incorporated into the just passed
Immigration Restriction Act. None of this prevented Chamberlain – with an
astonishing lack of shame that perhaps only a member of the British elite could
manage – blandly asserting that the legislation ‘does not appear to cast any
reflection upon any class of His Majesty’s subjects’.62
For Chamberlain the well put and sincere arguments in the appeal of Walite Shah
and his fellow British subjects, similar to, yet more assertive than his own, were
apparently so irrefutable, that the arguments of His Majesty’s ‘Indian residents in
Victoria’ could only be dismissed in the fashion of imperial hypocrisy – with a flat
denial.63
Chamberlain had been equally concerned about the impact of the colonial
restrictions on Britain’s external relations, namely with Japan. Certainly a major
factor in the evolution of the Dictation Test was the ‘Commercial Treaty of 1894’
between Britain and Japan, a treaty to which all the Australian colonies had been
asked to adhere, although only Queensland actually did so.64 An implication of this
treaty for those colonies seeking to build a White Australia was that Japan might
claim equal treatment as far as immigration was concerned. The Japan Treaty, for
example, gave all British subjects and goods rights and advantages even when
certain colonies refused to adhere to the treaty.65 Queensland nevertheless became a
signatory because it wished to develop its far northern regions with indentured
labour, Japanese sugar plantation workers in this case.
From the Japanese side the development of links with northern Queensland was
also significant. Japan had purchased steamers for its war with China and as these
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steamers were not needed after the peace a new steamship line was established to
Australia. Agents were also seeking to send Japanese labourers to Queensland.
It was at this time that the United States established an immigration agreement
with Japan by which the US had not introduced specific anti-Japanese immigration
restrictions along the line of its Chinese restrictions. The Japanese government in
return had promised to control the numbers of its emigrants itself.66 Japan was
anxious to strike similar deals with the Australian colonies but a sticking point was
the inclusion of ‘artisans’ as well as labourers in the colonies’ immigration
restrictions.
Throughout these negotiations the Japanese government was willing to limit the
entry of Japanese labourers. But undoubtedly the more pressing concern for the
Japanese, and a matter referred directly to the Colonial Secretary in London, was the
possibility of the Japanese being placed ‘on the same level of morality and
civilisation as the Chinese or other less advanced populations of Asia’. This ‘slur’
was ‘keenly felt by the Japanese government’, according to Chamberlain.67
Thus a concern to limit the arrival of people generally considered ‘coloured’ on
the part of the soon to be united Australian colonies clashed with a British
government concern to avoid upsetting imperial relations both internal and external.
The result was a gradual evolution, through a series of differing ‘educational’ tests
legislated in the Australian colonies, of immigration restrictions as they made efforts
to appear non-discriminatory.
However, while the origins of Australia’s Dictation Test in the Natal Act and
subsequent colonial legislation is often mentioned, it is less clear that all of these
were, unlike the Commonwealth’s Dictation Test, ‘passable’ tests. Which is not to
say they were not discriminatory or unfairly administered. All were intended to be
given only to non-Europeans, and what constituted passing or the ability to pass was
never clearly defined and was left to the discretion of the colonial customs officials.
Most employed, like the test of the Colony of Natal, a simple form to be filled in
with the applicant’s name and other personal details. That of Western Australia was
the first to introduce 50 words to be written, although New Zealand in 1907
provided for 100 words to be read in an Act directed only at Chinese people.
The first of these attempts at compromise was the Natal Act of 1897 after a
suggestion by Chamberlain when that colony wished to limit the number of people
arriving from British India. It has been argued that the origins go further back to the
tests given in the US state of Mississippi in an effort to disenfranchise voters of
African-American origin.68 But while similar in construction and intent there is no
evidence either Chamberlain or the Natal colonial leaders were aware of what was
happening in Mississippi. Certainly all were well aware of US innovations in
immigration law and much of the US criteria found its way into the general
immigration restrictions enacted by Natal. This demonstrated, if anything, the
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independent origin of the Natal and subsequent colonial and Commonwealth
educational tests, as the US Immigration Act of 1891 did not include any
educational test.
It is true that some in the US around the turn of the 20th century were agitating
for a form of literacy testing of migrants. But this was based on a real concern at
reducing an inflow of illiterate peasants from Southern Europe rather than a racially
based effort (although the anti-‘slav’ element was strong) aiming to avoid being seen
as racist. The US in any case had long had, and long maintained, a racially based
anti-Chinese immigration law with little concern for how that ‘looked’.
The original Natal Act of 1897 had been similarly disallowed by the imperial
government and as a result of consultation with Joseph Chamberlain the earliest
form of educational test evolved.69 The result was that:
The immigration into Natal, by land or sea, of any of the classes defined in the
following subsections hereinafter called ‘prohibited immigrant,’ is prohibited,
namely: any person who, when asked to do so by an officer appointed under this Act,
shall fail to write out in his own handwriting in any language of Europe, and sign an
application to the Colonial Secretary in the form set out in Schedule B of this Act.

The concern in Natal was to maintain a white dominance and the year before the
Natal Franchise Act had restricted eligibility to vote. According to this Act, ‘the
parliamentary vote [in the Colony of Natal] was to be denied to people whose
countries of origin did not have “representative institutions founded on the
Parliamentary franchise”’.70 The choice of ‘any language of Europe’ for the
educational test underscored the intent to bar people from India and strengthened
Chamberlain’s more modest proposal that would have allowed literate people of
India (merchants and others) to enter.
At first known as the Natal Test, the various Australian colonies began to
introduce similar acts after the 1897 Imperial Conference. Although soon to be made
redundant by their federation, which passed all immigration control over to the new
Commonwealth, these colonial restrictions were part of the evolution of the
Commonwealth’s Dictation Test as an ‘absolute bar’ and legal fraud. The first to
pass such immigration restriction was Western Australia, which also made two
notable innovations over the Natal Act. The Western Australian test made
knowledge of English essential to the test and was also the first to introduce a
passage of 50 words (to be taken from any work of a British author). This was
instead of a simple schedule that required an applicant only to write their name and
some particulars. Thus in Western Australia:
Any person who, on being asked to do so by an officer appointed under this Act, shall
fail to himself write out, in the presence of such officer, in the characters of any
language of Europe, a passage in English of fifty words in length taken by such
officer from a British author, and to append his name thereto in his own language.71
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Exceptions to this were owners of property worth £300; or those previously
domiciled in Western Australia; or wives and children; or those entering the ‘pearl
shell’ industry.72
As did the premiers at the London conference, a number of objections were
raised, many of which would continue to be raised as the Dictation Test evolved.
Perhaps setting the bar a little high was a newspaper representing miners:
We want the brown man kept out, but we want it, without setting the slightest bar on
anybody desirable, without entailing any expense on ourselves and without the
modus operandi stultifying our judiciary, our collective intelligence, or lowering our
prestige.73

It would remain to be seen whether all these conditions could be met by the
Commonwealth’s Education (later Dictation) Test. This same advocate of working
class interests, as it casually referred to ‘low-grade races generally’ and ‘races
subgrade from our standard of civilisation’, also objected that the clause relating to
the test would be ‘non-effective’ due to ‘the native rising generation’ being ‘taught
to read, write and cypher in the English method’. The exception given to the
pearling industry was also objected to for fear that such a loophole would soon be
expanded by say a ‘powerful mining syndicate’.74
Regardless of these objections, the Western Australian restrictions were put into
operation and in stark contrast to the later secrecy of the Commonwealth’s
introduction of similar laws a few years later and in defiance of the logic of using
an educational test rather than naming races or nations, the publicly advertised
regulations openly announced that the test section ‘is to be put into operation mainly
to the exclusion of Asiatics and Africans’.75
New South Wales, however, did not care for these Western Australian
innovations and kept more closely to that of the Natal original:
3. The immigration into New South Wales, by land or sea, of any person of the class
defined in the following subsection hereinafter called ‘prohibited immigrant’, is
prohibited, namely –
any person who, when asked to do so by an officer appointed under this Act, shall fail
to write out in his own handwriting in some European language, and sign an
application to the Colonial Secretary in the form set out in Schedule B of this Act, or
in a form of a similar purport proclaimed from time to time by the Governor in
substitution of the form set out in such Schedule.76

It is interesting to note that an amendment was moved to specifically exclude
‘Turkish or any dialect thereof’ as one of the possible European languages. This was
a concern for what was the actual border of Europe and hinted at definitions of
‘European’ that would recur in the Dictation Test period. The amendment was defeated.77
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Schedule for the NSW Education Test, 1898. Premier George Reid wanted ‘a clear barrier
against the invasion of coloured labour’. Basic literacy was assumed to be rare.
(Photo courtesy of the author)

By the beginning of 1899 the educational test was in use at the Port of Sydney
and used to deny entry to at least eight Austrians and three Syrians, although four
Italians and many more Austrians passed. The report also flagged another significant
aspect of these immigration restrictions when it suggested that the shipping
companies would be relied on to ‘properly understand the character of the New
South Wales law’ and its administration would then ‘work smoothly and simply’.78
The Tasmanian Act of the same year was almost identical to that of New South
Wales except that it took into account the existing Chinese restrictions:
Nothing in this Act contained shall be deemed to repeal or remove any restriction or
condition imposed by The Chinese Immigration Act, 1887, upon the admission of
Chinese into Tasmania.79

This doubling up of restrictions on Chinese would continue to cause confusion
well into the first years of the Commonwealth.
Thus three colonies successfully introduced a form of the Natal or educational
test but in both Victoria and South Australia these attempts failed (Queensland being
the only colony that apparently did not even try). Similar legislation was introduced
into the Victorian Parliament and it seems only here that it foundered on the
seemingly obvious objections. Victoria attempted an amalgam of the Western
Australia and Natal Acts with a definition of a prohibited immigrant as:
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Any person who, on being asked to do so by any officer appointed under this Act,
shall fail to himself write out, in the presence of such officer, in the characters of any
language of Europe, a passage of 50 words in length taken by such officer from a
British author.

To this the obvious arguments were made:

The principal attack was directed against the proposed educational test. Mr Murray
Smith complained that the words used were too vague, and the clause left far too
much to the discretion or ‘caprice’ of an officer of Customs. The French, he said, next
to the English, are the worst linguists in the world. The late Baron de Lesseps could
not speak English, nor can Zola, the distinguished novelist, who would fail to pass the
educational test required. ‘But would the question ever be put to him?’ asked Mr
Best. ‘Then that is my objection that too much is left to the caprice of the officer,’
retorted the member for Hawthorn.

It was told that Mr Best, the bill’s mover, ‘declined to commit himself to an
interpretation of his own bill’.80
South Australia was another colony that failed to pass a Natal Educational Test
although not until after some interesting discussion. The discussion began by the
declaration that such a test was ‘undoubtedly a transition from simplicity,
uniformity, and adequacy in legislation on the subject of alien races, to complexity
and doubt’. The bill also called for the use of an English author for the test, but it
was recommend this be changed to ‘British’ else ‘another race trouble’ would result.81
Finally New Zealand made its attempt in 1899 with a more careful effort to
avoid offending the core ‘white’ group and even the addition of an appeal
mechanism:
Any person other than of British (including Irish) birth and parentage who, when
asked to do so by an officer appointed under this Act by the Governor, fails to himself
write out and sign, in the presence of such officer, in any European language, an
application in the form numbered two in the schedule hereto, or in such other form as
the Colonial Secretary from time to time directs:
Provided that any person dissatisfied with the decision of such officer shall have the
right to appeal to the nearest Stipendiary Magistrate, who shall make such inquiries
as he shall think fit, and his decision thereon shall be final.
Nothing in this Act contained shall apply to Chinese within the meaning of ‘The
Chinese Immigrants Act, 1881’; but all such Chinese shall continue to be subject to
the provisions of that Act in like manner as if this Act had not been passed.82

The New Zealand Act made the strongest efforts to ensure the test was ‘real’ by
allowing appeal to a magistrate. Nevertheless, all the tests were seen to be real in so
far as the discretion and prejudices of the officials giving them allowed. That all
used either English or European languages (Turkish or not) demonstrated that not
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mere literacy or education alone was the key, but rather a certain affinity with an
undefined Europeness.
Thus at the turn of the new century, which was also the beginning of the
Commonwealth of Australia, the six colonies federating to create the new nation all
had various forms of restrictions on the entry of Chinese people and all with the
exception of Queensland (which had negotiated restrictions with Japan) had or had
attempted to extend these restrictions to other peoples variously described as from
Asia or Africa or coloured. These efforts had been inspired by a sense that the
continent of Australia should be British or at least white and that this was not
compatible with people from other cultures or races usually also considered inferior.
In addition, many working class people, often supported by small business people,
believed they could only achieve higher wages by ensuring they did not have to
compete with workers they (and many employers also) believed were cheaper and
therefore unfair.
Nevertheless the about to be born Commonwealth was not as white as it wished
to be. The Indigenous peoples still survived, despite the invaders’ exertions ranging
from massacre and warfare, disease and efforts at cultural extinguishment, including
even the then increasing practice of stealing children. Chinese people had settled
and maintained strong links with their villages of origin, which ensured new arrivals
each generation even among a people with a tendency to return.
In Darwin, Cairns and other locations, Chinese people were even a majority of
the population. Small numbers of people from India and the Pacific Islands
represented the largest non-Chinese groups of non-whites, although Italians caused
some to think about what ‘white’ might mean. Thus the stage was set for the First
Parliament of the new Commonwealth of Australia to introduce its first substantive
piece of legislation, the Immigration Restriction Act, complete with its own version
of the Educational Test.
The Immigration Restriction Act is often said to be the first legislation passed
by the new Commonwealth Parliament, or more correctly the first major (as
opposed to technical) piece of legislation. It was certainly the first contentious piece
of legislation proposed, with the debate covering much of the same concerns as
those raised in the 1897 Imperial Conference, dragging on from August until
December 1901. The length of the debate revolved not around any doubt as to the
White Australia project for which it would be laying the foundations, but rather how
effective or otherwise the ‘educational test’ would be. Edmund Barton declared the
test would be ‘not only reasonably effective but drastically effective’.83
The adoption of a form of educational test by the new Commonwealth, first
suggested by the Colonial Secretary Joseph Chamberlain, was unsurprising. What is
surprising is the rapid change in the nature of the test from, as Barton expressed it,
a ‘sufficient’ bar to ‘undesirables’ into an ‘absolute bar’.84 That is, from a test that
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tolerated a certain number of passers – as had the Natal Test and those passed by
three of the Australian colonies – into a test no one could pass. From December 1901
the test evolved until after June 1903 the – now Dictation – Test became a uniquely
absolute bar.85 How that final evolution took place is a story for another time. Here
can be seen the background of Australian colonial, racial, labour, class and imperial,
concerns that together created the ‘gross chicanery’ of the Dictation Test. This was
a test that was to remain the key mechanism for implementing the White Australia
policy for two generations.
Western Sydney University
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Living with the Hume Dam,
1919-2019
BRUCE PENNAY

T

he turning of the first sod for the construction of a dam at the junction of the
Mitta Mitta and Murray rivers in 1919 was hailed as an historic event. Prime
Minister Billy Hughes announced that the new Mitta Mitta Dam would ‘change the
whole outlook of the interior of Australia’.1 The Sydney Morning Herald called the
beginning of construction ‘epoch making’ because it heralded a ‘great national
irrigation scheme’. The dam ushered in a ‘New Era of Development and Prosperity’
for the nation and the Border district.2 One local newspaper asserted ownership of
this ‘Great National Work near Albury’ by hailing it as the ‘Albury-Hume
Reservoir’.3 Another noted that the construction work would require ‘an army of
men’, to be supplied with provisions and services for several years.4 A third looked
to the long-term prospect of attracting tourists to a dam-altered landscape.5
Similar expressions of the importance of the Hume Dam (as it was to be
formally named) to the nation and to its immediate region greeted the completion of
its construction in 1936. Again the metropolitan newspapers enthused. The
ceremonial occasion was ‘History in the making’. Indeed, ‘In the dusty tomes which
hold for posterity the achievements of a young nation, the story of the Hume Dam
will fill an honourable role.’6 The Age hailed it as ‘the greatest water storage system
in the Southern Hemisphere’. For the Sydney Morning Herald, this was ‘one of the
greatest water conservation works in the world’.7 Both newspapers produced
illustrated supplements showing the opening ceremony, as did the Sydney Mail.8
Conscious of the dam’s proximity (and its own circulation figures), Melbourne’s
Age hailed the dam’s economic impact not only on Victoria, but also on Albury,
which the Age insisted was a Victorian town: Albury was in 1936 a ‘prosperous
Hume Town’ enjoying ‘business and industrial progress’.9
There were, however, discernible shifts in the rhetoric of these commemorative
occasions. When the Governor-General, Sir Ronald Crawford Munro Ferguson,
turned the first sod for the ‘Storage, Reservoir Dam on the Murray River at Mitta
Mitta’ on 28 November 1919, both of the official speakers, the Governor-General
and the local Member of Parliament, hailed the occasion as a political achievement10
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and a nation-building exercise: in the newly federated Australia, three states
(Victoria, New South Wales and South Australia) and the Commonwealth were
coming together to jointly fund the building of a dam and other works to regulate
the flow of the Murray River and foster closer settlement among those states. They
applauded such a level of collaboration, which had eluded the three former colonies.
The project was a ‘first fruit’ of the new Federation, as the South Australian delegate
at an early post-Federation conference on the Murray River had predicted.11
Contemporaries were, and historians have been, well aware that the negotiations
about federation included prolonged and unresolved battles over rivers.12 Indeed,
Helen Irving has explained that the Murray River was central among the unresolved
matters discussed in forming a federal compact. ‘[The Murray River] was a living
symbol of everything that drew the Australian colonies together and everything that
kept them apart … Its multiple uses and shared ownership had constantly to be
negotiated.’13 The agreement in 1914 by the three states and the Commonwealth to
build the dam and make irrigation possible along the river showed that federation was a
process, rather than an accomplishment completed in 1901. The collaboration required
in 1919 to build the Hume Dam was a promising illustration of cooperative federalism.
When the Governor-General, Lord Gowrie, declared the Hume Dam open on
23 November 1936, he hailed it as an engineering triumph and paid tribute to those who
had sited, designed and built the work. The completed Hume Dam, the Age reported,
was a ‘Monument to Australian Engineers’.14 The Sydney Morning Herald marvelled
at the scale of the work, describing it as a ‘huge undertaking’ that would impound a
body of water equivalent in size to several multiples of Sydney Harbour.15

The Hume Dam was hailed as an engineering triumph. (Source: RAHS Postcard Collection)
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Road over Hume Weir, c. 1948. (Source: RAHS Postcard Collection)
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These two basic story frames have persisted. The Hume Dam has been venerated
nationally as a political achievement and an engineering triumph. The stories
appeared again in discussions of the post-war agreements of 1948 and 1954 to
increase the dam’s capacity and double its catchment, or ‘pondage’. The Argus told
its Victorian readers in 1948 that the Hume Dam continued to harness the Murray
River, ‘One of Australia’s Greatest Assets’. Post-war, the dam, along with the other
works, demonstrated to ‘land-hungry nations that Australia did have the will and
ability to undertake projects to use all the water available to it more effectively’.16
The New South Wales Premier, Joseph ‘JJ’ Cahill, in an address to the State
Parliament in 1955, said that enlargement of the Hume Dam was ‘bringing Australia
to full nationhood’ by helping to increase the nation’s population to an envisaged 20
million.17
However, with the inauguration of the ambitious Snowy Mountains
Hydroelectric Scheme, the grand vision of Australia after World War II was even
grander than that after World War I. Although still imposing and growing larger, the
expansion of the Hume Dam was overshadowed in the public mind by the
development of the Snowy Scheme, which had even bigger dams.
This post-war expansion extended the story of political tensions over sharing
water. It tested the spirit of the cooperative federalism hailed in 1919, for there were
vigorous debates on the proportions of the water from the Snowy River to be
diverted to the Murray (which Victoria favoured) or the Murrumbidgee (which New

The Hume Dam today: ‘One of Australia’s Greatest Assets’. (Photo: Albury City Council)
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HUME DAM: FACTS AND FIGURES
• The concrete and earthen dam wall is 1,615 metres long and 51 metres high.
• The dam has four earth embankments and twenty-nine undershot concrete
overflow spillway gates, capable of discharging 7,929 cubic metres per
second.
• When it was completed in 1936, the capacity of the reservoir was 1,522
gigalitres. It now has an operating capacity of 3,005 gigalitres, equivalent to
six times the volume of Sydney Harbour.
• Lake Hume is up to 40 metres deep, and has over 400 kilometres of shoreline.
• The catchment is fed by the rugged ranges of the Australian Alps, where
annual rainfall can exceed 2,000 mm, as well as snow above 1,400 m. In
addition, it can receive flows from the Snowy River diverted by the Snowy
Mountains Hydroelectric Scheme.
• The catchment area is 15,300 square kilometres, two thirds of which is located
in Victoria.
• The dam is named after Hamilton Hume, the first European to explore the
river upstream of Albury in 1824.
• The dam is situated about 300 kilometres downstream from where the Murray
rises on the Great Dividing Range.
• Lake Hume supplies water for irrigation, stock and domestic, urban and
environmental needs along the Murray River across three states, and is also
used for flood mitigation and hydroelectricity.
Wording on an infograph installed by NSW Water, 28 November 2019.

South Wales preferred). The expansion also added to the engineering story of the
Hume Dam. The concrete-and-earth wall had to be enlarged. Workers were housed
either in newly installed, pre-fabricated dwellings at the former Hume Weir
construction village or were drawn from the nearby Bonegilla Migrant Reception
Centre. The expansion introduced more complex engineering controls of bigger
water flows. Further, it expanded the dam’s functions with a newly installed
hydroelectricity generating plant.
Visits in the 1970s by the Governor-General to the site of a proposed sister dam
upstream on the Mitta Mitta River at Dartmouth demonstrated ongoing national
interest in and support for upstream storage work.18 Dartmouth would be a reserve
storage to help drought-proof the Murray River region. But by then a new critical
dimension had emerged to complicate the story of the honourable role played by the
Hume Dam in the dusty tomes held for posterity. Conservation groups bewailed the
effects of the new dam on the ecology of the immediate alpine catchment area and
worried about the environmental impact of lowering the temperature of the water.19
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Further, agricultural economists were throwing doubts on the wisdom of the nation
investing in infrastructure to support irrigation in such a dry land as Australia.20
Through the 1970s and 1980s, expressions of concern about the quality of the
river waters became common. In 1973 the Whitlam government selected AlburyWodonga as a National Growth Centre. It was imperative that a Commonwealthfunded project should not taint water destined for South Australia. The Peter Till
Laboratory in Albury-Wodonga’s new town at Thurgoona initiated a program to
monitor water quality and to curtail adverse effects of town growth on the river, as
far as possible. Responding to this and wider concerns, Ralph Jacobi, from South
Australia, introduced a private member’s bill in 1982 that was successful in
establishing a Commonwealth institute for freshwater research. In 1986, the
research facilities and expertise at the Thurgoona laboratory were expanded to
become the Murray-Darling Freshwater Research Centre.
Growing concerns about the riverine environment led to an inter-government
agreement to widen the remit of the River Murray Commission to require it to
monitor water quality as well as water quantity river-long. A Murray-Darling Basin
Agreement initiated a joint government approach to dealing with national resource
management more broadly. The Murray-Darling Basin Commission, with a broader
sweep of responsibilities for a wider area of concern, replaced the River Murray
Commission in 1988.
The emergence, then persistence, of river-long, then Basin-wide, environmental
concerns meant there were now three, rather than two, broad story frames in which
to consider the fortunes of the Hume Dam. They have never been far from each
other. Although they might be layered sequentially, they have been, and still are,
coincidental and closely interwoven. They embraced, but did not always focus
directly on, the Hume Dam, though the dam’s prime function of controlling water
flows was central to each of the story frames.
Engineering concerns loomed large towards and around the turn of the century.
During the 1980s and 1990s, the concrete wall was strengthened with post-tension
anchors to relieve uplift pressure on the wall, and the outlet valves were replaced. In
1996, weaknesses were apparent in the wall where the concrete section, built by
New South Wales, met the earth embankment, built by Victoria. A calculated, but
sudden, release of water to relieve pressure on the wall led to flooding in low-lying
areas of Albury. Buttressing work was carried out on the southern concreted training
section of the wall, and then on the earth embankment after movement was detected
there in 2004. All such remediation indicated the basic resilience implicit in the
original engineering. Going into the 21st century, the Hume Dam met international
standards for safe dam operations. It might require future modification, but
replacement was almost unthinkable.
Environmental concerns prompted demands for political action. Through the
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1990s and into the new century, with the millennium drought, journalists such as
Nick Grimm and Asa Wahlquist increased public awareness of the growing
difficulties in caring for the riverine environment.21 The public’s interest in problems
with erosion, salinity and drainage sharpened, especially when blue-green algae
blooms threatened town water supplies. The public became more conscious of
climate scientists’ warnings of the impact of global warming.22
From 2002 on, the Wentworth Group of Concerned Scientists, fired principally
by Peter Cullen, advocated powerfully and successfully for political action to
protect critical environments. They produced a blueprint for a national water plan
based on reform of public policy related to water and land use.23 Their advocacy was
strengthened by findings of the CSIRO in 2006 that climate change would reduce
stream flow and endanger the nation’s supply of water.24 Together, climate and water
scientists spurred the formulation of the generously funded National Water Initiative
and Living Murray projects, which were launched by the Commonwealth to protect
the environment. They helped establish, during yet another drought, political and
broader community readiness for the Commonwealth Water Act in 2007, the
Murray-Darling Basin Authority in 2008 and the Murray Darling Basin Plan in
2012.
Community readiness for the new plans to manage the river system has been
contested. The public has had difficulty in discerning lines of responsibility. Indeed,
governance of the Basin has been complicated and contested. In 2016, Chris Guest,
the official historian of the Murray Basin Darling Authority, explained that when
that authority ‘provided its independent, expert findings and judgements as guided
by the Water Act, the states responded in ways that reflected their interest, policies
and knowledge, and the Commonwealth became a broker between the two, seeking
a resolution that delivered on the objectives of the Act, while being workable with
the states’.25
The public has had difficulty in understanding the intricacies of water market
arrangements, with distinctions between water diversions, temporary/permanent
allocations, entitlements, rights and purchases leading to some people holding land
without water and others holding water without land. The public has also found it
difficult to assess the arguments for and against diverting water for environmental
needs. Water scientists seemed, to some, to speak ‘waterish’ and to not properly heed
the needs of irrigators and their communities.26 Others accused conservation critics
of denying the imperatives of careful husbandry urged by climate scientists. Climate
change alarmists and climate change deniers have been vociferous. There have been
questions asked about the necessity for all the turmoil and pain that came with the
transition from farming that relied on what had been, in effect, state-subsidised
irrigation.27
As a consequence, any centennial commemoration of the construction of the
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dam, which had been intended to inaugurate large-scale irrigation and foster closer
settlement in the Murray Valley, has to be done within the context of widely
different community expectations of the ways in which the river has to be managed
to balance present-day and future social, economic and environmental needs. In the
midst of another drought in 2019, there were doubts about how the Murray-Darling
Basin Plan was being implemented. An ABC television program had accused cotton
farmers of water theft. It presented Cubbie Station as code for everything that was
wrong with river management of the Darling River.28
A South Australian Royal Commission argued that insufficient water was being
used to protect the environment.29 Irrigators vigorously explained the consequences
to their farming and their communities when they could not get their water
allocation.30 The media portrayed a river system in crisis in the midst of the threat of
climate change. The Murray-Darling Basin Authority issued a communique
vigorously defending the Murray-Darling Basin Plan.31
Before the year was out, the federal Minister, David Littleproud, promised yet
another limited inquiry. Standing back from the disquiet and disagreements that
made the daily headlines, Guest had argued earlier that the future of the water
arrangements required political resolution. All depended, he said, on ‘the level of
commitment to the Water Act and the Basin Plan by the Commonwealth
Government; the extent to which the states cooperate in the implementation of the
Basin Plan; and the states’ support for the Agreement’.32
Storytellers trying to unravel the history and legacy of the Hume Dam in 2019
were to be mindful of this tangled web of large-scaled anxieties and, in
consequence, of the divergent expectations of river managers. Even though the
Hume Dam itself might often be lost in the public debates, it continues to play a
critical role in the management of the river system. The dam and the water behind
it are expressive of the need for careful water engineering, involving the fine
calculation of inflow probabilities, as well as the need for astute political decisions
about not only meeting human needs, but also about sustaining an ecologically
vulnerable environment. The centenary of the Hume Dam’s construction was a time,
nation-wide, to ponder past and present-day political and engineering genius in
dealing with the water management and the environment.
Local stories of the Hume Dam

The people of Albury-Wodonga have direct connections with the area every day,
or nearly every second summer-time weekend, or at least annually with, for
example, Boxing Day family reunions. They were well aware that the fortunes of the
dam were framed within the three basic storylines, but saw them through a local
prism. Local interest has always been strongly focused on the engineering
achievement of the dam. At the same time, the political story has been of keen local
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interest. Post-construction environmental issues have worried the local community.
Memories of the construction feat have been carefully retained and frequently
revisited. The Border Morning Mail has several times produced well-illustrated
supplements, drawing on its own photographic library, to marvel at the magic of the
construction work and the beauty of the landscape.33 The newspaper increasingly
showed interest in the workers and their temporary construction site villages.34 It
depicted their working and living conditions. It dwelt on the town/dam connections
established by the brotherhood of sport, telling of village teams in town football,
cricket and tennis competitions.
Through the centenary year, the newspaper published monthly stories about the
construction of the dam prepared by Greg Ryan and Joe Wooding, two local
historical society members. The articles featured images of the horses and men, the
coffer dams, concrete mixers, scoops and drays, the flying fox and the scaffolding,
the two quarries and the narrow-gauged railways.35 Publication of the series attracted
more and more photographic donations to the Albury LibraryMuseum, which
already had a bank of more than 770 donated images filed under the heading
‘Construction of Hume Dam’. The newly retrieved images supplemented the
carefully prepared photographic essay on the dam’s construction published on the
local historical society’s website. Unsurprisingly, the LibraryMuseum focused on
the construction of the dam for its centennial exhibition. In 2019, with local
historical society support, NSW Water installed, near the dam, new interpretive
signs that also focus on the construction of the dam.
The local and river-long economic importance of the Hume Dam fired much of
its political stories at the beginning and end of construction. Albury and Wodonga
prospered from supplying not only the workforce for the dam, but also from meeting
the town service needs of that workforce. Work opportunities spread to road and rail
construction to help with the building of the dam and the re-direction of the Hume
Highway into Albury via Wagga Road and Mate Street. When work on the dam
began, the local Member of Parliament, R. T. Ball, was Minister for Public Works.
He was hailed as a local champion of ‘Our Dam’, oversighting its siting and
planning and bringing the consequent economic benefits to his electorate.36
There was to be widespread local political disquiet centred on the dam during
the Great Depression. In 1928, the Albury Banner complained of large numbers of
unemployed men descending on the town trying to get work at the dam.37 The Hume
Dam was to become a giant ‘work for the dole’ type scheme. In 1931, work was
rationed to one week in three, and in 1935 one week in four. Albury’s Country
Women’s Association tried to meet some of the pressing needs of the poor families
at the dam.38 The local community complained loudly about the cost-saving decision
not to build the dam to its full capacity.39 J. F. Fitzgerald, a local parliamentary
representative, pleaded for the construction work to continue on behalf of those who
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would lose work and the community that would lose the workforce, which had
sometimes been as many as 1500.40
Newspaper reports constantly reveal a not unexpected narrow political
parochialism. The local councils expressed disquiet about a federal agency, the
River Murray Commission, being responsible for decision making that they would
have preferred to own or share.41 Reports of developments elsewhere carry a sense
of parochial competitiveness. News items of developments in other places were
often couched enviously, be it with the notice of the level of funding endowed by
government or the level of closer settlement achieved.42 This was how local readers
learned about the Chaffey brothers’ experience with irrigation in Mildura and
Renmark, the NSW-funded construction of Burrinjuck Dam and support for
irrigation on the Murrumbidgee, and the Victorians’ building of Sugarloaf Reservoir
and support for irrigation on the Goulburn River. Clearly, Albury’s interests would
have been better served if a downstream diversion of the river had been sited at
nearby Bungowannah rather than the more distant Yarrawonga.43
Comparatively little heed has been paid to the local stories of unease with the
environmental impact of the Hume Dam. Before the dam was built, local property
owners in Towong Shire bewailed the loss of productive land due to inundation.44
Later, the drowning of Bowna and then Tallangatta towns attracted much notice.45
Contemporaries were quick to express disquiet when, after the dam was built, the
river tended to channel differently between Albury and Wodonga.46 There was, however,
a growing awareness among anglers and fish inspectors of the decline in the number
of native fish, which they blamed on cormorants and the proliferation of redfin.47
Back in 1936, Lord Gowrie had alluded to early concerns about the environmental
impact of the dam on the two river catchments.48 Then, the rotting vegetation in the
newly inundated areas had created blue-green algae blooms, spoiling the water for
townspeople and livestock. This had seemed an immediate local problem that did
not attract a great deal of wider public notice, beyond that of townspeople
complaining about the taste of the water.49 It was not until work on the decline of
native fish species undertaken in 1949-52 became freely available in 1977 that there
was general acknowledgement of the devastating effects unleashed on the whole fish
population between 1929 and 1934 by treating the problem with copper sulphate.50
The local newspaper welcomed the Murray Darling Freshwater Research Centre
and reported sympathetically on its changes in fortune with the withdrawal of
Albury-Wodonga Development Corporation funding.51 The newspaper editors seem
to have almost lost sight of the research centre when, in 1993, it morphed into a
larger joint university and CSIRO Cooperative Research Centre for Freshwater
Ecology, which lasted until 2005.52 On the other hand, the editors detected and
fostered local interest in the very obvious and extensive engineering remediation
carried out on the dam wall between 1996 and 2004.
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Expanding the stories of the Hume Dam

From a local perspective, there is another closely related set of stories that sits
beside the three basic story frames outlined above. These additional storylines are
about different forms of place making and are alluded to in the statement of
significance for the Hume Dam as a local government heritage listed item.
According to that listing, ‘The Hume Dam also has social significance at the local
level for its contribution to the community’s identity, as a long-term source of
employment in the valley and as a recreational resource and for local tourism.’53
The Hume Dam helped to establish community identity in the ways
representations of it were used for place promotion and place branding. Some
scholars push beyond that form of place making. Arjun Appadurai, for instance, has
coined the phrase ‘production of locality’ and has explored how, at the
neighbourhood level, places are continuously ‘imagined, produced and maintained’.
Places are made via intimate personal or family connections and attachments54 Tim
Cresswell declares that place is not a thing, ‘but a way of understanding the world:
‘When we look at the world of places … we see attachments and connections
between people and place.’55
Following their lead, I have drawn as well on Jan Kociumbas’s work on cultural
representations of the Snowy Mountains Hydroelectric Scheme.56 There are parallels
and contrasts between both projects. Both were differently timed post-war
reconstruction projects that encouraged the nation to think big. I note the importance
that Kociumbas gives to the work of a sophisticated public relations unit in ensuring
that the Snowy Scheme was elevated into national consciousness. By way of
contrast, the Hume Dam had less subtle and less persistent boosters, although I
acknowledge the efforts made by the two state construction authorities to draw
public attention to their work in the initial construction phase. I note also the way in
which the Snowy was depicted as fostering assimilation. And I note how the
workers were encouraged to take pride in building not just dams and tunnels, but
what was equivalent in grandeur to ‘a cathedral’. Both the Snowy Scheme and the
Hume Dam developed a mystique.
The Hume Dam put Albury on the map of the Murray River. It was here, just
below the junction with the Kiewa River, that measurements were taken to
determine the water volume flows from and to the two states. More importantly, the
Hume Dam metaphorically put Albury on the nation’s map of the Murray River.
Albury was the place adjacent to a modern industrial icon in rural Australia, a
symbol of rural regeneration. The dam was as grand architecturally as Sydney’s
Harbour Bridge. Its pondage was seven times the size of Sydney’s harbour. Albury
boosters used images of the dam for place promotion. This was a modern, up-to-date
community boasting new, modern-styled, art deco buildings and huge wool stores,
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as well as the biggest dam in the Southern Hemisphere. The idea of a progressive
Albury was magnified further with the arrival 12 months after the completion
ceremony of another of the nation’s proud engineering wonders, the Spirit of
Progress locomotive. These were two icons that confidently branded Albury well
and truly within the spirit of progressive times.57 The Hume Dam was used to
represent Albury on postcards, tea towels, souvenir teaspoons and decorative
matchbox sleeves. It was a distinctive feature, a central image of local iconography.
Sydney had its bridge; Albury had its dam.
But the Hume Dam had a wider place promotion role. It was and is used to
represent both Albury and Wodonga. The dam straddles the state border, which follows
what was determined to be the southern bank of the river before upstream inundation.
It is noteworthy that the upstream Bethanga Bridge, built concurrently with the dam
to ensure ongoing cross-river connection, lies in nearly equal proportions in both
states. It is the only structure on the heritage register of both states.58
The dam and bridge are structures that demonstrate the reach of jurisdictional
power. Each of the two states managed their part in the construction of the work
differently, leading at one stage, for example, to a strike because Victorian workers
were paid less than NSW workers.59 The nuisances of different state boating and
fishing licences are now addressed by a Cross-Border Commissioner who wrestles
continuously with border anomalies. Local residents retain their allegiances to one
or other of the two states, but insist stubbornly on cross-border togetherness. The
dam and its environs foster a
sense of belonging to a crossborder community. A brochure
proclaiming the strategies for the
‘Two Cities One Community’
campaign, adopted by Albury
and Wodonga City Councils to
foster regional development,
featured three images on its
cover. Between Wodonga’s
Junction Place and Albury’s
Dean Street, the Hume Dam
represents both parts of an
Albury-Wodonga community.
It is a shared icon, a symbol
of cross-border community
cohesion, part of the glue that
The Hume Dam is a shared icon representing both
keeps Albury and Wodonga
parts of the Albury-Wodonga community.
together as one community.60
(Promotional brochure, 2018)
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The Hume Dam widened the sense of community in two other important ways.
In the years immediately after the war, the Bonegilla Migrant Reception Centre was
established in a former army camp close to the southern upstream foot of the dam.
Pictures of newly arrived migrants bathing near the wall or in the lake were
circulated overseas to attract displaced persons to Australia. They were used within
Australia to show the electorate that the nation was taking special care of the new
arrivals. Here at Bonegilla, newcomers were being baptised into Australia. The
migrants, too, took and hoarded their own pictures of their riverside arrival place.
Many of the young remembered their first encounters with Australia as a place of
wet cossies and bare feet.61
Much is made of the way in which the Snowy Mountains Hydroelectric Scheme
was built with newly arrived migrant labour. So, too, migrant labourers were
employed on extending the Hume Dam in the 1950s. Their presence in pursuing
recreational activities on the banks of Lake Hume and their contributions to the postwar workforce came to represent the national embrace of people from other lands.
The Hume Dam, just like the Snowy Scheme, had a place in the big picture of
peopling Australia in the post-war years.
The Hume Dam established community identity even more fundamentally. It
was built where the explorers Hume and Hovell crossed the Murray on their journey
between Lake George and the Port Phillip district in 1824. That journey was to
speed white settlement of inland Victoria. The very notion of the beginnings of
white settlement points to the deep history of the place. Archaeologists have found
over 100 sites around Lake Hume attesting to Indigenous people’s use of the area.62
The local Indigenous community has helped the wider population to understand
something of the cultural and spiritual connections river people have with the river
that snaked through the flat, dry landscape.
It was not only the townships of Bowna and Tallangatta that were inundated by
dam storage waters, but also remnants of the much earlier and more extensive
Aboriginal occupation and use of the area. Indigenous communities in the MurrayDarling Basin have insisted on respect and recognition for their role in managing the
river for so long, and seek a part in the natural resource management of the river and
the basin. This cultural landscape prompts reflection not only on the past, but also
on the resilience of Indigenous culture. It is a teaching place.63
In 1918, the Border Morning Mail predicted that the Mitta Mitta would become
‘a very picturesque lake’. It was ‘certain to be a favourite place for holiday makers
in years to come’.64 Local interest in encouraging tourism began to flourish during
the years when the dam was being built and car travel was becoming more
common.65 The holidaymakers were drawn from not only the nearby towns and
countryside, but also from further afield. On completion of the dam, Hume Shire
won permissive occupancy and converted the former Hume Weir construction
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village into modestly priced ‘furnished holiday homes’. A modern-day Hume Resort
with accommodation facilities still operates from the site.
Tourism was, and still is, economically important, but it was local residents’
place attachment that fostered development of the dam and the lake as a tourist
destination.66 The Hume Dam and Lake Hume proved to be a huge resource for a
wide range of passive and active recreational activities.67 As a result, it has attracted
deep personal and family connections. In 2019, the Albury & District Historical
Society and the Wodonga Historical Society posed a question on their Facebook
pages: ‘What did “going to the weir” mean to you?’ Responses revealed the different
perceptions of different age groups. The need for transport to get there meant that
many people experienced the area within families. The old and the young tell of
fishing and swimming together or simply near each other. Some remembered
visiting the trout farm near the wall, or going to the motor races in the disused
quarries. Those who were coming-of-age explored the area excitedly, and
sometimes perilously, away from parental oversight. This was where growing up
took place. ‘The Weir’, as the dam and its surrounds have remained in the local
vernacular, was a rich memory place. A jumble of private photographs shows its
importance to family and/or personal memory.
Such individual memory places become public memory places when they take
on a wider significance. I suggest that the Hume Dam and its surrounds provided a
point of social cohesion between the people of Albury and Wodonga. The residents
of both towns/cities enjoyed this place together. It reinforces the message in the two
councils’ campaign of ‘Two Cities One Community’. People who play together stay
together.

Fishing and boating became popular pursuits at ‘The Weir’. (Photo: Albury LibraryMuseum)
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Commemorating a Centenary

Generally, anniversaries shape storytelling in several ways. First, anniversary
commemorations are often celebratory, rather than reflective. Second, the stories
selected for retelling tend to be prompted by present-day concerns: they deal more
or less directly with the now as much as the then. Third, they are often initiated or
energised by local communities and consequently become place particular. Fourth,
they also tend to become people particular. Journalists reporting on the
commemorations of engineering projects, like commemorations of war, have time
and again found fresh material in exploring the experiences of foot soldiers, workers
or builders.
So it was with significant anniversaries of two other great engineering feats at
the state and national levels in 2019. The year marked the centenary of the Great
Ocean Road and the 70th anniversary of the Snowy Mountains Hydroelectric
Scheme. Both those commemorations tended to mask the centenary of the Hume
Dam. Perhaps there was community readiness to celebrate a tourism trail through
the Ocean Road district, which had been badly hurt in the previous bushfire season.
Perhaps there was interest sparked by Gregory Day’s novel The Archive of Sand,
which cleverly imagined the fortunes of a fictional civil engineer working on the
road. Perhaps the prospect of Snowy 2.0 prompted revisits to Snowy 1.0. Perhaps
the grand vision of reconstruction after World War II was still within living memory.
Perhaps both sets of home localities exercised more muscle in attracting funding to
expand media coverage. Or perhaps there was, in 2019, a general wariness about
seeming to celebrate the beginnings of a dam at the head of a river system in crisis.
There was a local, if not a national, enthusiasm for commemorating the
centenary of the Hume Dam’s beginnings. Centennial moments do not come often.
When they do, they provide opportunity for reflection. It seemed appropriate in
2019 to recall the Governor-General’s modest engineering feat of turning a sod of
earth, specially watered to make his task easier. That task required him to remove
his hat, but not his coat. More was required, since then and down to the present day,
of the people who were to build and then manage the dam, the lake behind it and the
water that flows from it.
Albury LibraryMuseum created an exhibition ‘Turning the First Sod’ at
Lavington Library with an accompanying booklet.68 Water NSW installed
interpretive pictures at the dam. Charles Sturt University organised a miniconference to provoke informed conversations about the dam and its environmental,
economic and social impacts. River system and dam managers, environmentalists,
Indigenous scholars, historians, photographers, artists and musicians shared stories
and reflections on the Hume Dam at Albury’s Commercial Club.69
Stories of the Hume Dam are held in dusty tomes, but now they are more likely
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to be encountered on richly illustrated websites or on pithy commemorative plaques.
The Murray-Darling Basin website includes a chart providing a timeline of water
resource management in the Murray-Darling Basin. It begins with a chronicle of
droughts, then construction works, followed by management arrangements and
policies. An adjacent add-in box addresses Aboriginal heritage.70
A plaque was installed at the dam by the Institute of Engineers Australia and the
Murray-Darling Basin Commission in 2001 as a bicentennial celebration of the
engineering works on the Murray River. It hails the Hume and Dartmouth dams as
engineering achievements of the highest order. The wording on the plaque notes that
the construction of the Hume Dam was a political achievement and traces the
purposes the dams serve. It ends with a cautionary note: ‘The challenge remains for
present and future generations to ensure that continuing operations sustain the health
of the river’s ecological community.’
Present and future accounts of the history and legacy of the Hume Dam might,
I suggest, be mindful of the circumstances and the mindsets that prevailed when
earlier reckonings of the dam’s importance were made. They might be told within
the context of broader stories about the peopling of Australia, be that with closer
settlement and/or with post-war migration. They might trace something of the
complexities of Australian Federation. They might try to fathom the place of the
Hume Dam in helping to meet environmental responsibilities in increasingly fragile
times. They might acknowledge the special place the Hume Dam has had in the lives
of those who have lived with it every day and the mystique it has developed locally.
Rich stories are often found at the local level where people wrestle with making
sense of their locality and establishing a sense of belonging.71
Charles Sturt University, Albury-Wodonga
Member RAHS
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BOOK REVIEWS
Pauline Curby, Local Government
Engineers’ Association: a centenary
history, NewSouth Publishing, Sydney,
NSW, 2019, xi + 268 pages; ISBN
9781742236537.
Pauline Curby already has a notable
track record in the local history world,
having written several shire or
municipal histories. She has also written
histories of key community groups
found within various local government
areas. During her research for these
books, she certainly would have looked
at the importance to local government of
the local government engineers who
were members of the Local Government
Engineers’ Association (LGEA).
In the foreword to the publication,
the current President of the LGEA
captures the essence of engineers who,
in his words, ‘generally don’t crave the
limelight. Instead, they are more
interested in getting on with the job.’
Rather than focusing on the work of
the association decade by decade, Curby
has recognised that these engineers were
reacting to the bigger picture. Their
work was always influenced by world
events and trends that then had an
Australia-wide influence. When these
world events finally impacted on
locality, the engineers were there to
adjust what they did to the situation.
Their work also reacted to the latest
developments in technology and
engineering. This thematic approach to
telling the centenary history of this

association lets the reader drop easily
into various parts of the story, which is
supported by an excellent selection of
photographs.
Although local government engineers
had been recognised as a collective group
as early as 1909, they did not unionise
until 1919. In the interim, they had
survived the unrest of World War I and
industrial disputes. They were the last of
New South Wales’ local government
professionals to become unionised.
A driving force during this decade
was George Augustine Taylor who was
behind the formation of the Institute of
Local Government Engineers of
Australasia and was supported in his
work by his wife Florence (better known
for her hats). A constant aim of the
institute was to convince local government
that they should employ engineers who
were institute members with professional
qualifications. After the Local
Government Clerks’ Association secured
better conditions for their members in
1918, the engineers moved at their own
conference that they should form a
union, which was formalised in 1919.
Traditionally when asked what local
government is responsible for, the
answer is ‘rates, roads and rubbish’.
Roads were certainly a major focus of
the LGEA engineers’ work in its first
decade. Curby covers this topic very
well and the selection of images really
show the conditions of the roads and the
methods of road building at that time.

A demarcation dispute reared its
head in 1929 when the Main Roads
(Amendment) Act reclassified the state’s
main roads. The main roads were now
classified as state highways, trunk roads
or ordinary main roads. In metropolitan
areas the Main Roads Board was
responsible for these ‘main roads’, while
in rural areas the Department of Local
Government funded local councils to
build and maintain them. The situation
continued to be a problem for many
years as most local councils had at least
one main road traversing their shire.
Then the Great Depression threw
new challenges to the local government
engineers, particularly those who
worked for small local councils. By
1933 the ‘work for the dole’ scheme had
been introduced and much of this work
involved supervision by local engineers.
Curby covers this period well and all
local historians should study this
chapter in particular to better acquaint
themselves with the engineering issues
that shaped their shire or municipality.
Being practical men, and later
women, the field days organised by the
association were always an important
way local government engineers learned
new skills. Curby has included excellent
images that give the reader an insight
into how these field days were organised.
Of course LGEA members were
engineers of varied skills and dealt with
more than roads. Water storage and
reticulation, drainage, flood mitigation
and stormwater were often the lot of
country shire engineers and many of the
projects initiated by them still serve
their communities well.
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Curby also covers the way members
of the LGEA reacted to societal changes
such as the environment and heritage.
Often the argument was between various
state government departments and local
government; sometimes internally
between the engineers and council
clerical staff.
This book is a long-awaited history of
one of the more silent engineering groups
whose members actually created the
structure of our local government areas.
As we drive down a road, turn on a tap,
play in a park or walk on a footpath, we
should remember the engineers of the
Local Government Engineers’ Association.
Mari Metzke
Local Historian

*

*

*

Elizabeth Rushen, John Marshall:
shipowner, Lloyd’s reformer and
emigration agent, Anchor Books
Australia, Melbourne, 2020, 206
pages; ISBN 9780648061663.
Elizabeth Rushen’s landmark
biography of 19th century entrepreneur
John Marshall examines the life of this
extraordinary man in meticulous detail.
John Marshall, the son of the landlord of
one of the inns at Ferrybridge, Yorkshire,
was born in 1787. He was baptised a
month before the First Fleet set sail for
Botany Bay. Coincidentally he went on
to make his first fortune in the Australian
mercantile and free passenger trade.
Marshall’s birth also occurred in a
period of immense change. Britain was
emerging as a world power following
the defeat of France in the Anglo-French
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War. Despite the loss of the American
colonies and the revolution in France,
‘opportunities were there for ambitious
men’. Marshall was one such man. He
was to experience ‘dizzying highs and
shattering lows’ during his lifetime,
making and losing three fortunes and
recreating himself after each failure.
Eventually Marshall’s luck ran out and
he died in poverty in 1861.
John Marshall moved to London in
about 1807, where he initially worked as
an insurance clerk. He went into
shipping in 1811 and over the next 37
years he owned or part-owned more
than 30 ships. Over the book’s 12
chapters and epilogue, Rushen explores
Marshall’s efforts to make the necessary
business connections before building up
his shipping empire.
Much of the book is devoted to
Marshall the emigration agent. This is
not surprising, given its connection to
the broader history of immigration to the
Australian colonies and Rushen’s other
works on British emigration.
The later chapters look at Marshall
and the Great Western Coal Company, a
venture that resulted in his bankruptcy.
The final chapter ‘The Curtain Falls’
concludes with the poignant epitaph that
he ‘died unknown and unacknowledged’.
In the epilogue ‘A Blotted Name’, Rushen
provides final observations, in particular
Marshall’s loss of his good name, and
gives some information on what happened
to other members of his family.
Whether, as Rushen suggests, John
Marshall has been frozen out of history
because of his ultimate financial failure

warrants further discussion, as the
reasons are no doubt multiple. Although
his name may be little more than a
footnote in many articles and books, the
phase ‘John Marshall Immigration
Agent’ will be familiar to anyone
consulting immigration records in the
New South Wales and Victorian archives.
Marshall, the merchant-adventurer
and skilled logistician, established
Britain’s first emigration depot at
Plymouth. His involvement in
organising emigration from Britain to
the colonies began in 1835 after the
passage of the Poor Law Amendment
Act of 1834. The history of the various
schemes to introduce immigrants to the
Australian colonies through a range of
schemes, which can be loosely
described as ‘assisted immigration’,
remains a fertile field for researchers.
Rushen’s biography provides a welcome
analysis of Marshall’s contribution and
invaluable contextual background.
Marshall should also be remembered
for the important contribution he made
to the reform of Lloyd’s Register of
Shipping. The Register Society was
formed in 1760 to provide information
on the condition of vessels that were
insured and chartered. Only members of
the underwriters group could consult the
register, known as the ‘Green Book’.
As Rushen recounts, by the end of
the 18th century the shipowners were
complaining about being excluded from
access to the ‘Green Book’. In response
they created the rival New Register Book
of Shipping, known as the ‘Red Book’.
The rivalry continued and by 1834 both
parties
were
heading
towards

bankruptcy. Marshall, a brilliant
strategist, ‘set in train a review of the
classification of ships’ and instigated the
‘merger of the red and green registers’.
John Marshall: shipowner, Lloyd’s
reformer and emigration agent is an
impressive publication. There are two
useful appendices. The first is the list of
Marshall’s ships 1814-1838. The second
list headed ‘Mr Marshall’s Emigrants’,
1821-1850, gives the name of the ship, its
destination and notes such as ‘London
Emigration Committee emigrants’.
Although described as a ‘Select
Bibliography’ the list of sources is
extensive,
including
Marshall’s
publications, primary sources, British
parliamentary papers, newspapers,
contemporary publications, theses and
numerous secondary publications. The
absence of material from the New South
Wales State Archives in the list of
primary sources is surprising and begs
the question ‘did the author look?’ There
are endnotes to the chapters, a selection
of illustrations and an extensive index.
Rushen’s account of Marshall’s
triumphs and vicissitudes is a readable and
engaging example of historical biography
at its best. She maintains a cohesive
narrative throughout as she traces his
progress after his move to London. Like
Icarus, John Marshall may have flown too
close to the sun but his biography is a
story that deserves to be told and in this
Elizabeth Rushen has succeeded admirably.
Christine Yeats
President
Royal Australian Historical Society
*

*

*
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Denis Porter, Coal: the Australian
story, Connor Court Publishing,
Redland Bay, QLD, 2019, 403 pages;
ISBN 9781925826609.
The Australian coal industry is and
has been of considerable economic
importance. In spite of its chequered
development and arguments about its
impact on global warming, it is highly
competitive on the world stage. Whether
or not that will or should continue is the
subject of much debate but the industry
continues to make a large contribution
to Australia’s export income.
While there is a quite considerable
literature on Australian coal’s history,
Denis Porter’s book is the first recent
study to provide a comprehensive
overview. With a particular focus on
New South Wales and Queensland, the
two major coal export states, it covers
the period from the first European
discovery of coal near the entrance to
the Hunter River in 1797 to the
beginning of the 1970s. A second
planned volume will continue the
industry’s story from the 1970s to the
present. A former director of the New
South Wales Minerals Council, Porter
was well equipped to write Coal.
The book’s nine chapters follow a
chronological sequence with particular
themes being explored within chapters.
Each chapter is divided into clearly
delineated sections. There are also an
introduction, a list of abbreviations,
endnotes, a glossary of terms, a
bibliography, an index and images.
Only the first chapter covers the
period between coal’s discovery and the
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end of the 19th century. Among topics
discussed are the Australian Agricultural
Company’s early monopoly, the
emergence of coal mining in particular
regions such as Lithgow in New South
Wales, the birth of coal mining unions,
the first major disaster at Bulli and
industrial disputes towards the end of
the 19th century.
Chapters Two to Five deal with the
era from the beginning of the 20th
century until the end of World War II. As
Porter explains, this witnessed the
industry’s continuing growth and the
birth of the Australian steel industry.
There were, though, many obstacles.
Among them were inadequate safety
standards, primitive mining technology,
the Great Depression, and growing
militancy among miners. There is a
description of Australia’s worst manmade disaster at the Mount Kembla
mine near Wollongong that resulted in
the loss of 96 lives.
The quarter century following
World War II is covered in the final four
chapters. These often concern complex
subjects such as the Joint Coal Board’s
role, massive industrial disputes, the
implications of mechanisation, the
export of Australian coal to Japan, and
job losses and quotas. While some coal
regions like Queensland’s Bowen Basin
grew, many small underground mines
closed.
Porter provides attention to vital
contributions in Queensland from Sir
Leslie Thiess, the United States
company
Utah
Development
International and the Japanese company

Mitsui. The 1960s, he argues, ‘can be
seen as the decade during which the
Australian coal industry began its
reorientation to the export market’.
Coal is likely to be a much used
study. It is based on a wide range of
primary and secondary sources, is
clearly written and structured, and
reaches conclusions that are well
supported with evidence. Perhaps most
importantly, it has a broad perspective.
Economic, industrial, social, political
and institutional issues are all
comprehensively discussed. The book is
handsomely produced. I only noticed
one minor typographical error. Anyone
interested in properly understanding
coal’s role in Australia today ought to
read it.
David Carment
Charles Darwin University
*

*

*

Sean Scalmer, Democratic Adventurer:
Graham Berry and the making of
Australian politics, Monash University
Publishing, Clayton, 2020, xiv + 349
pages; ISBN 9781925835779.
Democratic Adventurer is the story
of a socially progressive politician who
might well be regarded as a forgotten
Father of Federation. Scalmer’s study
shows that Graham Berry (1822-1904)
was the most energetic early champion
of protectionism in the colony of
Victoria. Much of his political career
from the 1860s to the 1890s was
devoted to securing a more egalitarian
society, although limited in his

commitment to this ideal by his
conventional indifference to female
suffrage and racial equality.
Unfortunately for Berry, he was past
his prime by the time Federation
developed a strong momentum in the
1890s. The credit that might have been
given to Berry for pushing what was to
become the ‘Australian settlement’ (for
example, a White Australia, protective
tariffs, electoral reform etc) went to the
early federal politicians who were more
careful than Berry to hold on to their
private papers.
The major strength of Scalmer’s
approach is the way he sets Berry within
the context of his political environment.
Before the 1890s, political parties
tended to be factional groupings formed
around leaders who attempted to sustain
uneasy alliances between political
interest groups and personalities. During
this era, Berry stood out for his capacity,
for a time, to develop a highly
disciplined party organisation both in
and outside parliament to work for the
cause of liberalism and protectionism.
As a Victorian premier in the 1870s
and 1880s, Berry worked assiduously
towards achieving his goals. His
protective tariffs assisted Victorian
manufacturing, he forced larger
landowners to pay fairer taxes, and
bravely attempted, with far less success,
to further democratise the upper house
and prevent it from blocking political
reforms.
Ultimately, as the author clearly
shows, Berry’s capacity to lead Victoria
as a social reformer declined by the
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early 1880s. His desire to be a leader of
liberals rather than a leader representing
liberalism helped to foster discontent
and dissent among his followers, and
Berry gradually began to identify with
the establishment forces to which he
was ostensibly opposed.
Scalmer’s high level of research
gives us a strong portrait of Berry’s
personal and political development over
several decades. The author also has a
keen eye for the rituals and processes of
colonial politics, such as the banquet
and the stump speech. Unfortunately,
the research is not always well
supported by the written narrative. The
ungrammatical use of the word ‘And’ to
begin a sentence is peppered liberally
throughout the text and it soon becomes
distracting and repetitive.
Furthermore,
the
focus
on
parliamentary and political machinations
between 1877 and 1880 is so intense
that the reader is inclined to become a
little indifferent to Berry and the ideas
for which he stands. Finally, the Age
newspaper, its editorials and its
proprietor David Syme are overly
prominent in the author’s narrative
compared to other influential sources,
including newspapers such as the Argus.
Ironically, while the author skilfully
contextualises 19th century Victorian
politics and culture within its
framework of British imperialism,
Democratic Adventurer is less
concerned with discussing Victoria in its
intercolonial
setting.
Greater
comparisons with colonial figures
beyond Victoria’s borders may have
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shored up the author’s claims for
Berry’s importance as a liberal figure on
a grand national scale.
Nevertheless, Scalmer has made a
convincing case for a reassessment of
Graham Berry’s place in Victorian
political history as a reforming liberal
premier. The challenge of comparing
Berry’s historical contribution with that
of contemporary figures such as
Queensland premier Samuel Griffith
remains a potential task for other
historians.
Lyndon Megarrity
James Cook University
*

*

*

Cameron Archer, The Magic Valley:
The Paterson Valley – then and now,
ACA Books, Lorn, 2019, iv + 410
pages; ISBN 9780646801650.
The Paterson Valley, nestled around
the Paterson and Allyn Rivers, extends
from the flat lands near the New South
Wales town of Morpeth to the highlands
of the Barrington Tops, a land area of
about 1180 square kilometres. It is a rich
and fertile valley with a long history of
Aboriginal occupation and European
farming.
Cameron Archer’s book The Magic
Valley is a sweeping overview of the
history and development of the valley,
with a particular focus on the farming
and agricultural pursuits of the last 200
years. In it Archer argues that like
Norman Lindsay’s The Magic Pudding,
in which the pudding replaces each slice
taken from it, the Paterson Valley has

similarly continually rejuvenated itself
making it, for him, a magic valley.
The book starts at the very
beginning with a brief outline of the
geological and natural forces that
shaped the valley, followed by an
acknowledgement of the Aboriginal past
and uses of the valley by Aboriginal
people. It then briefly covers the arrival
of British convicts and farmers in the
first decades of the 19th century, with
some useful information on the size, use
and survival of the various estates.
From this point the book follows the
course of a solid local history covering
the large-scale alienation of the valley,
the historic land use, environmental
factors such as clearance of the forests,
floods and droughts, and the
establishment of the valley as an
agricultural community.
Archer then turns his focus in the
second half of the book to specific
agricultural uses, contestation over the
environment and local flora and fauna.
Chapters on wheat, tobacco, the dairy
and beef industries dominate, with
smaller sections on more niche crops
and products that have been more
recently introduced. Later chapters
address the contestation over access to
land, especially around the creation of
the Barrington Tops National Park and
construction of Lostock Dam, the
historic use of the river, and then a
survey of native flora and fauna and
impacts of invasive and non-native
species on the environment.
The Magic Valley is a good general
historical reference, the first of its type

for the Paterson Valley. However, the
scope of the book lets it down in parts.
The attempt to cover the entire valley
over a 220-year period means some
subjects are skimmed over or only
mentioned in passing, and while an
acknowledgement is made that there is
not much information on the Aboriginal
history, more work could have been
done on this subject.
The book is interspersed with a mix
of historical excerpts, reminiscences and
oral histories that add a personal touch
to the narrative and work well in
introducing local residents and
characters to the story. These touches,
however, occasionally tend towards
anecdote, which do not contribute to the
argument being made and at times
confuse the flow of the book.
Archer’s argument that the valley is
like a magic pudding, recovering from
each slice taken, is difficult to fully
reconcile with the history he presents.
The enormous environmental damage
caused by the clearing of the rainforest
in the colonial period and the removal of
timber from the high country until
recently has caused irreparable damage.
The cessation of Aboriginal land
management has resulted in an influx of
weeds and overgrown regrowth areas.
Cleared areas along the river banks are
lost in flood periods; native bush has
been replaced with invasive species and
grasses; native animals have decreased
due to historic hunting and ongoing
habitat loss; even the rich agricultural
traditions are under threat through
declining farming families and
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urbanisation. Like many parts of
Australia, this magic pudding is being
eaten quicker than it can replenish itself.
The Magic Valley is based on
Archer’s PhD thesis and his 40 years of
living in the valley at Tocal College. For
28 years he was principal of the college
and the book benefits from his in-depth
local knowledge and connections
throughout the valley. The book will be
a valuable addition as an overview
history for those interested in the local
area or for heritage and other
professionals working in the Paterson.
With footnotes and index, it provides a
good springboard for those interested in
diving deeper into the Paterson Valley’s
past. The Magic Valley is a worthwhile
first step in documenting this significant
agricultural region in northern New
South Wales.
Mark Dunn
Professional Historian
*

*

*

Christine
Morton-Evans,
Ellis
Rowan: a life in pictures, NLA
Publishing, Canberra, 2020, vi + 185
pages; ISBN 9780642279576.

Perhaps the saga of getting the
National Library of Australia to
purchase a large collection of artworks
of this dynamic woman, Ellis Rowan, is
poorly known. She was dead in 1922
before the ‘deal’ was sealed. Scrimping
bureaucrats halved the price to her broke
family’s dismay. But we are
beneficiaries, as a cache of marvellous
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paintings of flowers we may never see
in the wild, or even know grow in
Australia, are there. Books, periodic
exhibitions and merchandise remind us,
comfortably, they are.
Rowan was once well known in
Australia and beyond: in London, India,
the United States. Tiny, feminine,
impeccably, if over-, dressed, she was
adept at self-publicity, public personacreation and management. She was well
aware of the power of print –
newspapers and magazines – and
competitions to create and sustain
profile and interest. Using them she
became our foremost flower painter for
almost 40 years; and in times when
women were meant to be silent,
domestic, not to have careers …
The daughter of Irish migrants, born
1848, she inherited mother Marian and
grandfather John Cotton’s artistic gifts,
father Charles Ryan’s energy and
buoyant temperament, bouncing back
from setbacks. Raised in relative wealth
in Melbourne, Killeen (Longwood) in
the Strathbogie Ranges and Derriweit
Heights at Mount Macedon, she married
in 1873. Captain Frederick Rowan was
in the New Zealand Armed Constabulary
in Taranaki, restive with Maori land
confiscations.
So Ellis was a young wife in
Pukearuhe, northern Taranaki. Frederick
encouraged her natural history interest
and painting. Visiting Englishman
Arthur Sutton suggested she have work
published in England. They were in
Melbourne in 1875 when she gave birth
to son ‘Puck’ (Frederick Jr). Then New

Zealand and back in 1878. Frederick
joined industry as manager of the
Australasian Light, Power and Storage
Co. He prospered in ‘Marvellous
Melbourne’, flush with investment and
growth. They moved into a fine villa,
Alta Vista, on Punt Hill, Melbourne, a
far cry from raupo cottage in rustic
Pukearuhe.
As she had done in 1872-73 when
single, Ellis, now with Frederick’s
encouragement, entered paintings in the
Sydney 1879 International Exhibition,
as ‘Mrs F. C. Rowan’. In 1880
Melbourne held its riposte, International
Exhibition, determined to outshine
Sydney. Ellis exhibited 18 watercolours
and, again, (with Caroline Purves) won
gold medals. This upset professional
male artists (Louis Buvelot, Eugene von
Guerard, Julian Ashton) from the
Victorian Artists’ Society – piqued that
mere ‘flower painters’ should win
‘their’ rightful prizes!
Ellis joined Frederick on frequent
travels with his work, depositing Puck
with maids or family. One such was to
Albany in Western Australia, where she
met English heiress, artist and
adventurer, Marianne North, on a world
tour painting wildflowers. Ellis was
mesmerised, and this was a turning
point. She was inspired to ‘go
everywhere’, a childhood dream: ‘She
became the pioneer of my ambition … I
resolved to do as she had done. I would
travel the world in search of flowers rare
and wonderful, travel countries
inaccessible, as well as those which
offered difficulties only imaginary.’

Ellis cultivated useful contacts to
commission artworks or further travels.
Increasingly she and Frederick travelled
apart: something unusual for the time. In
1883 she exhibited at an exhibition in
Calcutta. She went with her sister
Blanche as chaperone, won gold and
toured Ceylon (Sri Lanka). Farewelling
Blanche, Ellis set sail for England to
visit sister Ada, wed to an Englishman.
She stayed away a year. Despite
appearances, she would write to
Frederick every day, and they respected
and gave each other their freedom.
It seems to me Puck paid the price,
becoming a lost soul and dying, a
mercenary, in Mashonaland (now
Zimbabwe), at age 22. So parenthood
was not one of her triumphs. Yet how
common would that scenario be with
highly successful public figures, or
artists?
Money worries perhaps drove her
on. Frederick’s and Ryan’s fortunes
waned. Selling her work helped keep
things afloat. Exhibition prizes could
lead to commissions. Ellis painted huge
flower panels inside the Melbourne
Club, a bastion of the establishment.
This book is, as might be expected,
lavishly illustrated. It has ample
attributions, references, bibliography
and index. The writing is pleasing.
Morton-Evans, with husband Michael,
published in 2008 The Flower Hunter:
the remarkable life of Ellis Rowan,
winning the national prize for
biography.
Here, her text is light, agile and
knowingly insinuating. She explores
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faults of character, while celebrating
Ellis’s undoubtable drive, talent and
achievements. That any such creature
could travel up dark, lush valleys in
Papua New Guinea, round Cape York to
Thursday Island, tour America alone,
navigate snakes, crocodiles and
‘natives’ in long skirts, petticoats and
worse stretches credulity.
It’s not without faults: for a book
about botany, names are not all correct
and text reveals errors of names and
types of plants discussed. Minor
quibbles. It is recommended as an
enticing introduction.
Stuart Read
Independent landscape historian
*

*

*

Peter Browne and Seumas Spark
(eds), ‘I Wonder’: the life and work of
Ken Inglis, Monash University
Publishing, Clayton Victoria, xiv + 32
pages, 2020; ISBN 9781925835717.
In 2016 Ken Inglis, under pressure
from two of his oldest friends, Jay
Winter and Bill Gammage, ‘relented’ to
their idea of a ‘laconic’ colloquium on
his life and work. About 100 people
were present, over two days in November
2016. Most of the papers printed here
were presented in Ken’s presence where
he answered questions and posed some
of his own. Some were revised for
publication and a few more were
subsequently commissioned to fill gaps.
The tone of the collection is genial,
sympathetic, creating the sense of a
large happy family honouring and
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enjoying the company of their frail and
aging patriarch. Indeed Inglis died just
over a year later. Some of the material is
a bit repetitive, not surprising for a
historian who wrote so much and was
not shy about his personal involvement
in what he had to say. Not surprising
either, the essays commissioned later
contain the most informative new
material.
Inglis’s career is usefully outlined in
a two-page biographical note, from his
school days in Preston and Northcote
through Melbourne University to
Oxford, to a lectureship at Adelaide,
followed by period at the Australian
National University (ANU) where
Manning Clark had him in mind for a
chair. From 1967 to 1975 he was based
in Port Moresby, as founding Professor
of History in the newly established
University of Papua New Guinea, then
as Vice Chancellor.
He returned to the ANU to a chair
and remained there with various visiting
appointments elsewhere until his
retirement in 1994. He and his wife
Amirah remained in Canberra closely
connected to the university community
until they relocated to Carlton,
Melbourne. The list of his ‘written
works’ published here runs to 17 pages,
some under other names, but still
missing yet unidentified newspaper and
other unsigned items.
As a boy, Inglis aspired to be a
journalist. His preferred research method
later was to interview as many people as
possible, collect other evidence, then
assemble a story. His early book on the

Stuart Case, his two volumes on the
Australian Broadcasting Commission/
Corporation and his last project on the
Dunera Boys were all based on
interviews.
It was as a journalist that he attached
himself to an excursion to Gallipoli
organised by the Returned and Services
League to observe the 50th anniversary
of the 1915 landing. At a time when
Anzac had fallen into disrepute, as
captured powerfully by Alan Seymour
in his play, The One Day of the Year,
Inglis’s dispatches from that tour and his
subsequent articles wondering whether
the observance of Anzac Day might
have become a new kind of sacred rite in
an increasingly secular Australia
attracted
considerable
attention,
especially as our participation in the
Vietnam War was becoming divisive.
His many occasional pieces
contributed
to
the
subsequent
rehabilitation of Anzac Day and
provided a kind of bridge over which the
19th century concept of mateship
among bush workers observed by
journalist C. E. W. Bean in western
NSW then as reporter on the battlefields
of World War I and later, official war
historian, came to be seen as uniquely
Australian. Thus the mateship of diggers
on the goldfields and shearers in the
Riverina was passed to the Anzacs at
Gallipoli and on the Western front. What
had been once a characteristic of the
Australian bush worker espoused by the
male working class as the spirit of the
early union movement, in traversing the
sacred bridge of Anzac became, under

the leadership of John Howard, an
essential quality of Australia. Inglis’s
later development of his ideas about
Anzac through his study of war
memorials helped to confuse the
violence of war with a sense of national
identity expressed as mateship.
Two of the new contributions in this
collection, Martin Crotty on the
unpublished records of the Gallipoli
‘pilgrimage’, and Frank Bongiorno on
the publishing history of The Australian
Colonists, have shown that Inglis
himself had great difficulty in
reconciling his ideas about the sacred
nature of Anzac with the unattractive
characteristics of the Australian digger,
his racism and his drunken rampaging
through Cairo and the brothels of the
Western front.
Had I known of Inglis’s doubts
about the worthiness of the diggers, and
how his methodological and conceptual
difficulties were papered over to
produce The Australian Colonists,
Inglis’s only serious attempt at general
Australian history, at the time when the
grand bicentennial history project was
being hatched at the ANU, I may have
been less timid in my criticisms of the
project. We were asked to give our
views of Inglis’s plan for ‘slicing’
Australian history at 50-year intervals,
1838, 1888 and 1938. I said I thought it
was a bad idea. That was more or less
the end of my career in history as far as
the grand old men of the ANU were
concerned. I had suggested that using
the three years in which 50-year
milestones of the white settlement of
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Australia were celebrated would mostly
have value in comparing the nature of
those particular celebrations. I had no
difficulty with the parallel project, to
identify and collect and publish a
standardised set of statistics and basic
documents, but the slices seemed a
needless waste of effort.
Thanks to Marian Quartly’s piece on
the slice here, I now know that Inglis
was unduly influenced by a newcomer
to the ANU, viz Irishman Oliver
MacDonagh, whose knowledge of
Australian history and what we needed
to teach and sustain it was probably nonexistent. I had very likely taught more
Australian history than Inglis and
MacDonagh combined, but I also
already had a reputation in Canberra as
a feminist ratbag. I became a pariah.
Slicing went ahead.
I have yet to be persuaded that those
massive volumes were any more
valuable than the equivalent weight of
academic history journals. Criticisms
made of Inglis’s The Australian
Colonists – difficult to read because of
size, physical weight, layout, and lack of
guidance of an explanatory or
interpretative kind – applied equally to
the ‘slices’. The fate of the ‘slices’ is
wryly canvassed by Inglis himself in an
essay in Craig Wilcox’s valuable
collection, Observing Australia 19591999 (1999).
It is probably too soon for anyone to
evaluate the power Melbourne’s history
establishment exercised over Australian
history teaching and research over
several generations through its control
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of the ANU aided by an alliance with
Melbourne University Press. But this
volume will be a valuable resource for
exploring where Australian history went
when, having escaped from the bush to
a modest home in suburban Preston, it
set off for Gallipoli and ended
worshipping death.
Beverley Kingston
Pearl Beach
*

*

*

Richard Allsop, Geoffrey Blainey:
writer, historian, controversialist,
Monash University Publishing,
Clayton, Vic, 2020, xiv + 294 pages;
ISBN 9781925835625.
While it seems unlikely that any
Australian historian has had more words
written about them, or is better known to
the general public, this is the first booklength
historiographical
and
biographical study of Geoffrey Blainey.
Allsop has undertaken a mammoth
task to read the small library that
Blainey has written as well as the nearly
equal volume of reviews and analyses of
his opinions produced by others. All this
has been placed in Blainey’s long and
undulating career as historian and public
figure.
Blainey co-operated with the study
in its early stage but, for unexplained
reasons, later withdrew his support. This
is to be regretted as his full participation
would have been valuable, but it is also
in character with the man – it adds a
level of mystery and a hint of
controversy which he appears to attract.

The sub-title of the book
encapsulates Blainey’s persona as well
as any three-word slogan can. He is a
hard man to pin down. Few would
challenge his flair as a writer who has
produced so much that is readable,
engaging and expository. As an historian
he has been innovative and challenging,
from his earliest years unleashing fresh
and challenging interpretations and
catch phrases that have entered the
language – ‘the tyranny of distance’,
‘the rush that never ended’. At the same
time, first in the academic community
but later in the wider community, few
have shown his capacity and willingness
to stir the possum.
The episode that pivoted Blainey’s
transition from erudite historian to
professional controversialist and darling
of the right was his speech in
Warrnambool in March 1984 in which
he made the strong, but with hindsight
not unreasonable, observation that the
number of Asian immigrants was ‘now
far ahead of public opinion’. This was
picked up by the press, was widely
interpreted as an anti-Asian racist
comment, and Blainey came under fire.
True to character, Blainey did not take a
step back or try to mollify his critics.
Possibly with a willingness to create
another good controversy, he moved
into increasingly hard, entrenched
positions. The response from some of
his History Department colleagues at
Melbourne University seems equally an
over-reach, attacking him in the press.
Academics principally from other
universities compiled a hatchet-job book

to tear apart his writings, Surrender
Australia (1985). Blainey decided in
due course to leave the History
Department and Melbourne University.
The bad taste rankled in the university
for years, while Blainey increasingly
became a conservative commentator in
Australian politics and society.
[On a personal note, I joined the
History Department soon after Blainey
left and was not part of the controversy.
However, one day I was introduced to
one of Melbourne’s captains of industry.
When I told him that I worked in
Melbourne History, he exclaimed, ‘I am
a friend of Geoffrey Blainey’, turned his
back and walked away.]
How much Blainey represents the
conservative right in his views is well
analysed in this book. On some matters
he is clearly conservative, but on others
he is more moderate and sits in the
middle. On some, he was liberal and
innovative in his early years, but changes
in public opinion and perception have
left his early views somewhat outdated
and open to criticism.
The issue that perhaps best
encapsulates this is his study of
Aborigines. The Triumph of the Nomads
(1975) was ground-breaking in its
insights into Indigenous culture and
society, opening the way for a better
understanding across the Australian
community. In its impact, it brings to
mind what Rachel Carson’s Silent
Spring did for broad understanding of
the connectedness of nature and ecology.
But times moved on, and as people have
looked back on what he wrote on such
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matters as violence in Indigenous
society, and as he took less liberal
stances on such issues as Aboriginal
land rights, Blainey became increasingly
out of touch with the academy and with
more inclusive attitudes.
For anyone who has observed the
rapid changes in historical interpretations
in recent decades and has seen the
politicisation of the history profession in
the History Wars, this is a fascinating
read. It is a fair and reasonable study,
acknowledging Blainey as the perceptive
interpreter, innovator and iconoclast, but
also increasingly conservative in his
admiration of aspects of 19th century
colonial society that are no longer so
widely accepted. What also comes
through is Blainey the man, determined,
brave, quietly spoken, private and
genial. A good citizen, but one whose
views are not universally popular.
Don Garden
University of Melbourne
*

*

*

Michael Bennett, Pathfinders: a
history of Aboriginal trackers in NSW,
NewSouth Publishing, Sydney, 2020,
ix + 322 pages, ISBN 9781742236568.
Pathfinders is a long-overdue book
detailing the history of Aboriginal
trackers working with the New South
Wales Police. Police throughout Australia
used trackers to assist in solving crime
and locating missing people until well
into the 20th century. However, there is
little written on the topic.
The author, historian Michael
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Bennett, undertook an undergraduate
degree at the University of Sydney and a
PhD at the University of Canberra
focusing on the Aboriginal economic
response to colonisation of the
Shoalhaven region. He has worked in
native title research and oral history
with Aboriginal communities. From this
experience has come his understanding
of the trackers and he has used this
knowledge to write this valuable
contribution to Australia’s history.
Tracking was one of the few
Aboriginal skills sought out by whites in
the colonial era. In New South Wales
alone, more than a thousand Aboriginal
men and fewer women worked with the
police across the state after 1862.
Although important to police in
almost every Australian jurisdiction,
very little has been written of the
trackers’ history. What there is can often
be found only in police journals and
occasional mentions in books about
policing. One such book is Pat Lowe’s
Hunters and Trackers of the Australian
Desert (2012). This book discusses the
art of tracking in some detail to explain
how it is part a body of knowledge, an
excellent memory and a near perfect
sense of direction.
A typical chapter is that of ‘Trackers
and Native Police’ in Fred Cahir’s 2012
monograph Black gold: Aboriginal
people on the goldfields of Victoria,
1850-1870. A 2010 DVD titled The Last
Trackers of the Outback (2010) tells the
story of the Northern Territory’s
trackers. This DVD, while accurate, is
sensationalist.

Pathfinders takes a somewhat
different direction, concentrating on the
stories of selected trackers, bringing to
life their skills, famous cases and their
life stories. This approach brings the
skilled and diverse work of trackers not
only to the forefront of law enforcement
history but to a deserved place in the
history of Australia.
The introduction, which covers the
forerunners to the trackers, especially
about the Native Police in New South
Wales, Port Phillip and Queensland, is
all useful. However, for the sake of
completeness, mention of the activities
of the Native Police formations in other
states might have been valuable; placing
the New South Wales experiences into
context. There might also have been a
place to recognise Tracker Neighbour, a
Northern Territory police tracker who,
in 1912, was awarded the Albert Medal
for bravery. Such a vignette would
demonstrate the difference between the
Commonwealth and New South Wales
administrations in recognising trackers’
service.
Police trackers emerge as people on
every page of the book. Their life and
families emerge, adding the human
touch to their stories. The story of their
lives builds a vivid picture of the
trackers, their families and society.
Throughout Pathfinders there are
pointers to the poverty, violence and
racism experienced in the Aboriginal
community. Trackers and their families
were obviously suffering the same
discrimination, even whilst working for
the police. Never brought to the fore

throughout, Pathfinders reminds us of
the disadvantage experienced by the
broader Aboriginal population.
The chapter about Mayella and other
female trackers demonstrates the
meticulous research undertaken for this
book. Females were thought to be
unsuited to police work until 1915, yet
here we have a female tracker, Mayella,
considered in high regard as early as the
late 1800s. This chapter confirms what
many police have said over the years,
that women were among the best
trackers they had ever seen.
Pathfinders helps us understand a
unique aspect of policing in Australia and
the outstanding skills trackers brought to
their work. As Bennett says, ‘Trackers
were iconic but more so as well.’ Trackers
are slowly gaining the recognition they
deserve, and this book will introduce
more Australians to their contribution to
colonial and 20th century life. Having
worked with trackers in the 1970s, I
acknowledge the contribution they
made to my work experiences.
Pathfinders will ensure that more of us
become aware of their significance and
the debt owed them by police forces.
In summary, this book charts a
largely overlooked area of Australia’s
history. Aboriginal trackers hold an
almost mythical presence in the story of
remote area policing. Bennett brings the
story of these champions back into our
consciousness. In doing so he brings to
life an important aspect of policing in
Australia. How many villains might
have escaped justice without the help of
a tracker?
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Not only a good read, it is an
essential book for Australia and one
everyone should read and wonder about
the lives of the trackers.
Dr Bill Wilson
Professional Historians Association
Victoria and Tasmania
(In 2015 Michael Bennett recorded his
research about trackers for the RAHS.
His website on the topic is
http://pathfindersnsw.org.au/).
*

*

*

Geoffrey Blainey, Captain Cook’s Epic
Voyage: the strange quest for a missing
continent,
Viking,
Hawthorn,
Victoria, 2020, xi + 324 pages; ISBN
9781760895099.
Geoffrey Blainey AC maintains that
history is a trade like any other. Now
aged 90, he is generally regarded as the
most prolific and wide-ranging of
Australia’s living historians. A master of
his trade, he has shared what he has
learned with the widest possible
audience for over six decades.
Remarkably, he has written on average
one book every 18 months for over 60
years.
This is Professor Blainey’s 43rd
book. It is a highly readable and easily
accessible account of James Cook’s
extraordinary Endeavour voyage (17681771), told in 18 chapters with four
maps and a dozen plates, notes and an
index. The book is written masterfully
in Blainey’s highly distinctive style.
Cook is a hero to Blainey who,
throughout his career, has shown a
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liking for practical types. Cook’s story
may be familiar. However its telling
never fails to impress us for his
extraordinary achievements, as recent
exhibitions have shown (for example,
James Cook: The Voyages, at the British
Library in 2018). Blainey notes in his
preface that he wrote this account partly
to recognise the 250th anniversary of
Cook’s discovery of the eastern coast of
Australia. He has revised and renamed
his earlier book, Sea of Dangers:
Captain Cook and his rivals (2008),
which largely focused on the French
explorer Jean de Surville.
Blainey took a renewed interest in
Cook in 2008, while a guest lecturer on
a cruise ship sailing through Torres
Strait. Researching for Sea of Dangers,
he learned about de Surville. Jean
François Marie de Surville (1717-1770)
commanded the St Jean Baptiste, a 650ton ship equipped with 36 guns, on its
voyage of exploration. Rumours then
circulated about a ‘rich island’
somewhere in the Pacific. He hoped to
find that on his voyage. He was looking
for resources suitable for trade in the
countries he visited.
Blainey thought that it would be
useful to compare de Surville’s Pacific
voyage with that of James Cook. Scurvy
was the usual issue for both as they
explored the South Pacific. They almost
met. De Surville arrived in New Zealand
waters late in 1769 after having sailed
without knowing it just out of sight of
part of the east coast of Australia. At that
same time, James Cook was
circumnavigating and charting the

North Island. Unknown to either, they
almost crossed paths off the top of the
North Island.
De Surville was searching desperately
for a safe anchorage where his scurvyridden crew could get fresh food and
water and recuperate. He found a
suitable place on 17 December 1769. He
named it Lauriston Bay. Cook had just a
few days earlier named it Doubtless
Bay, the name by which we know it
today. Fierce westerlies thwarted both of
them there. As they ‘weathered round’
the north-east corner of New Zealand,
they were only 25 or 30 miles apart, as
Blainey tells us in this new book.
In it, Blainey places emphasis on
Cook, not on the French, and their
common search for a missing continent.
Hence the book’s title. Readers of
Blainey’s earlier Sea of Dangers might
expect from the sub-title to this new
book that they could read more about the
near encounter between both explorers in
the remote corner of the Pacific Ocean.
It is no matter that this book is
without a catchy title such as those of
Blainey’s books that have contributed
significantly to his reputation as a
wordsmith and to his standing as a
historian. In it, he recounts compellingly
the fateful 18 months of the expedition
of HMS Endeavour and those on board
between that near meeting off New
Zealand and Cook’s return to Britain
from this epic voyage.
Eileen Chanin
Australian National University
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