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    Suspended between a penal colony’s harsh origins and a community’s claim to moral legitimacy, The History of Tasmania follows the uneasy negotiation by which authority, economy, and memory contended on an island where empire pursued order while entrenching violence, where reformist rhetoric confronted the facts of forced labor and Indigenous dispossession, and where the promise of civic institutions stood perpetually in tension with the punitive machinery that birthed them, inviting readers to consider how modern identities are fashioned from records both official and intimate, and from silences that speak as loudly as the proclamations that once governed daily life.

As a two-volume work of narrative history from the mid-nineteenth century, John West’s study situates readers in the island colony known then as Van Diemen’s Land, later called Tasmania, examining its origins, institutions, and public life. Composed in the idiom of its era yet attentive to evidence, it assembles materials from official communications, public debates, and contemporaneous observations to reconstruct a society emerging from the conditions of transportation. Without presuming omniscience, West organizes a broad chronicle that moves from settlement and administration to the formation of civil structures, providing a frame that keeps governmental decisions, local experience, and moral consequence in view.

The reading experience is at once documentary and reflective: West writes in measured, carefully wrought prose that alternates between descriptive narration and analytical commentary. He foregrounds cause and effect, compares competing accounts, and shows a historian’s concern for sources while retaining the cadence of a public moralist. The tone is formal but not inert, and the pace is deliberate, inviting readers to consider the force of policy upon everyday life. Rather than sensational episodes, the emphasis falls on patterns—how laws are implemented, how institutions evolve, how conflicts are narrated—so that large questions surface gradually through the texture of accumulated detail.

Central themes include the convict system and its social legacies; the tension between imperial directives and local governance; the displacement and resistance of Aboriginal Tasmanians; and the slow consolidation of civic identity amid economic ambition and environmental constraint. West is particularly alert to the relationship between punishment and reform, tracking how legal innovations claim virtuous purpose while producing unintended harms. He also traces the ways memory is codified through archives, ceremonies, and public argument, urging attention to who gets heard and why. Without prescribing outcomes, the work delineates the moral landscape in which colonists, officials, and Indigenous peoples were forced to navigate.

For contemporary readers, the book matters because it clarifies how foundational narratives are constructed, contested, and preserved. The questions it poses—about carceral practices, state authority, dispossession, and the rhetoric of improvement—remain vividly present in discussions of justice and reconciliation. West’s attention to documentation models a method for reading official narratives critically, while his ethical preoccupations invite inquiry into responsibility across generations. The setting may be insular, yet the dynamics speak outward to many colonial contexts, illuminating how policy choices shape social possibility and how communities reckon with past violence when seeking legitimacy, prosperity, and a shared public language.

Readers new to nineteenth-century prose will find that patience rewards: paragraphs unfurl with logical care, and the argument builds by steady accretion rather than abrupt revelation. The volumes complement each other, moving from origins and administration toward the maturation of institutions and public debate, yet the structure allows entry at various points of interest without losing coherence. West does not depend on dramatic surprises; his power lies in the clarity with which he relates policy to consequence and principle to practice. Attending to his citations and transitions helps track the chronology and illuminates the connections that give the narrative its momentum.

Approached in this spirit, The History of Tasmania becomes a sustained inquiry into how a community fashioned out of constraint seeks a humane future without denying its beginnings. West neither hides the contradictions nor luxuriates in them; he documents, weighs, and invites reflection. In doing so, he offers more than a regional chronicle: he provides a case study in the ethics of historical storytelling, one that continues to ask what kind of society emerges when law, labor, land, and memory converge under the pressures of empire. To read it now is to practice careful attention amid enduring, necessary debates.
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    John West’s The History of Tasmania (Vol. 1 & 2) presents a sustained mid‑nineteenth‑century account of the island’s past, from European approach to the author’s present. Arranged as a chronological narrative enriched by analysis of institutions, the work explains how geography, policy, and population shaped Van Diemen’s Land. West sets out the colony’s foundations, the logic and reach of British penal governance, relations with Indigenous Tasmanians, and the rise of civil society. Attentive to causes and effects rather than anecdote, he links administrative decisions to social outcomes, establishing the questions—authority, justice, and belonging—that organize the history across both volumes.

The opening chapters trace maritime reconnaissance and imperial calculation to the first settlements, contrasting precarious encampments with the strategic resolve to hold the strait. West follows the establishment at Risdon and the transferral of authority to Hobart, alongside a northern base that would become Launceston. He outlines dependence on New South Wales, the duties of early lieutenant‑governors, and the scarcity, topography, and climate that conditioned survival. From surveys and road‑making to the beginnings of trade, these sections show a society improvised from limited means, where military command, convict labor, and a handful of free settlers laid the framework for colonial life.

A central throughline is the convict system. West describes transportation as the colony’s engine and dilemma, detailing assignment to settlers, government gangs, and secondary punishment at remote stations such as Macquarie Harbour and Port Arthur. He recounts the administrative architecture—magistrates, musters, and regulations—devised to control a dispersed penal population. Episodes of bushranging and prison insubordination appear as both criminal threats and symptoms of wider policy tensions. Throughout, the narrative weighs deterrence against reform, recording how labor needs, security concerns, and metropolitan directives collided, and how those conflicts imprinted themselves on everyday life, from workplaces and households to the emerging towns.

Equally prominent is the history of Indigenous Tasmanians’ dispossession and resistance. West assembles accounts of contact, retaliatory violence, and official proclamations to show how misunderstanding hardened into frontier war. He treats large‑scale line operations and negotiated approaches as contrasting strategies, noting the pressures that led authorities to pursue conciliation and removal to offshore settlements. The narrative attends to missionary and humanitarian arguments, to the limits of protection, and to the deep losses borne by Aboriginal communities. Without sensationalism, these chapters frame the conflict as a test of imperial conscience as well as colonial security, shaping memory and policy thereafter.

Beyond coercion and conflict, West surveys the making of economy and society. He charts land distribution and pastoral expansion, the growth of agriculture and timbering, and maritime pursuits like sealing and whaling that linked the island to regional trade. Urban life in Hobart and Launceston acquires institutions—markets, churches, schools—through which the colony articulates order and aspiration. Class distinctions, philanthropy, and civil associations appear as responses to the pressures of convictism and opportunity. By situating material change alongside manners and morals, the narrative observes how a penal outpost developed the habits of a community and the rudiments of a culture.

The later chapters turn to constitution and public life. West traces the gradual shift from executive rule toward local deliberation, the formation of councils and municipal bodies, and the expanding sphere of the press and public meetings. Transportation becomes the central political question, polarizing interests and linking Tasmanian debate with other Australian colonies and Britain. By narrating campaigns, petitions, and administrative adjustments, he shows how a penal rationale yielded to arguments for accountability and consent. The approach is less celebratory than explanatory, emphasizing legal forms, fiscal realities, and civic habits that prepared the ground for more representative government.

West’s two volumes culminate in a synthesis that connects policy, conflict, and social transformation without reducing events to a single cause. His history’s enduring value lies in its contemporaneity: written within the living memory of the penal era, it preserves viewpoints and debates otherwise scattered across official papers and ephemeral reports. While withholding any grand, final verdict, the work keeps returning to questions of responsibility, remedy, and identity in a colonial setting. For modern readers, it offers a foundational narrative of Tasmania that illuminates the wider themes of empire, punishment, Indigenous dispossession, and the emergence of self‑government.
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    John Wests The History of Tasmania, published in Launceston in 1852, surveys the British colony then known as Van Diemens Land from its foundation to his present. West, a Congregational minister and founder of the Examiner newspaper, wrote amid escalating disputes about convict transportation and colonial self-government. The island, annexed by Britain and administered through the Colonial Office, was governed by lieutenant-governors, supported by military garrisons, magistrates, and an evolving legal and fiscal bureaucracy. His narrative sits within a wider imperial penal network linking Britain, New South Wales, and Norfolk Island, and addresses the moral and political consequences of making a society from prisoners.

British occupation began in 1803 at Risdon Cove under Lieutenant John Bowen, followed in 1804 by Colonel David Collins establishing Hobart Town at Sullivan Cove and a northern outpost at Port Dalrymple, later Launceston. Early institutions included summary courts, commissariat stores, and government farms, with convicts assigned to officials and free settlers. Sealing and shore-based whaling accompanied subsistence agriculture and timber extraction. Investigations by Commissioner John Thomas Bigge in the 1820s affirmed the islands penal purpose and encouraged private pastoral investment. Under Lieutenant-Governors Thomas Davey and William Sorell, rudimentary order gave way to planned roads, land grants, and stricter labor discipline.

Convict transportation defined the colony. More than sixty thousand men and women were shipped to Van Diemens Land between 1803 and 1853, first under the assignment system and later under probation. Severe secondary punishment sites, notably Macquarie Harbour on Sarah Island from 1822 and Port Arthur from 1830, demonstrated official resolve. Female factories at Cascades and Launceston regulated women prisoners lives. Parliamentary inquiries, especially the Molesworth Committee of 1837–38, condemned transportation, prompting the probation scheme introduced from 1839, with stage-by-stage labor gangs and passes. West examines how these institutions shaped class relations, labor markets, and the moral tone of daily life.

The islands Aboriginal peoples endured disease, dispossession, and escalating frontier violence as settler grazing spread in the 1820s. In November 1828 Lieutenant-Governor George Arthur proclaimed martial law across settled districts. The Black Line of 1830, a sweeping military cordon, failed to capture many people but symbolized official desperation. Government bounties, private reprisals, and sporadic conciliation attempts intermingled. George Augustus Robinsons so-called Friendly Mission sought to remove survivors, culminating in their confinement at Wybalenna on Flinders Island from 1833. British humanitarian debates, including the House of Commons Select Committee on Aborigines, framed colonial policy. West treats these events as tests of imperial conscience.

Economic transformation accelerated after 1820 as wool became the colonies staple. Vast sheep runs, often won at the expense of Aboriginal landholders, connected Van Diemens Land to London markets. The Van Diemens Land Company, chartered in 1825, secured extensive north-western grants at Circular Head and Emu Bay, importing capital, surveyors, and indentured workers. Roads across the Midlands linked Hobart and Launceston; harbors supported coastal trade and bay whaling. Banks, auctioneers, and insurers emerged alongside bushranging and stock theft that taxed magistrates and police. West situates these developments within the tensions of coerced labor, free enterprise, and uneven rural prosperity.

Colonial governance evolved from autocratic rule to cautious constitutionalism. The Supreme Court of Van Diemens Land was created in 1824, while an appointed Legislative Council advised the lieutenant-governor. George Arthurs long administration (1824–1836) centralized power, regulated the press, and expanded the convict system; Sir John Franklin (1837–1843) relaxed controls but grappled with probation; Sir William Denison (1847–1855) defended transportation strongly. Church establishment and the Church and School Corporation provoked controversy until abolition in 1833, after which plural religious provision expanded. West, writing as a minister and editor, reviews these institutions through their legality, cost, and their effects on civic responsibility.

By the 1840s the probation system saturated the labor market, depressed wages, and strained colonial finances, catalyzing an intercolonial Anti-Transportation League from 1851. Public meetings, petitions, boycotts of British goods, and coordinated newspaper campaigns pressed London to end convict shipments. Partial elections to the Legislative Council in 1851 gave the movement institutional leverage. Transportation to eastern Australia had ceased earlier; to Van Diemens Land it ended in 1853. Although West wrote before the colonies 1856 adoption of responsible government and the official renaming to Tasmania, his activism and history supplied arguments and evidence that unified opponents of convictism.

West constructed his history from official dispatches, legal records, newspapers, pamphlets, and personal testimony, aiming to expose the mechanics and morality of a penal colony. His prose reflects mid-Victorian humanitarianism, Evangelical ethics, and a belief in public accountability. He criticizes secrecy, administrative arbitrariness, and the social corrosion of state-managed servitude, while acknowledging the efforts of reformers and educators. As a leading anti-transportation advocate, and later a principal editorial writer for the Sydney Morning Herald from 1854, West helped shape colonial opinion. The History of Tasmania thus functions both as chronicle and as a measured indictment of policies then being dismantled.




The History of Tasmania (Summarized Edition)

Main Table of Contents




Volume 1



Volume 2








Volume 1


Table of Contents


Nearly fifty years have passed since Van Diemen's Land[1] entered the British empire, and a new generation cherishes Tasmania[2] as home, ready to steer its fortunes. This history aims to satisfy their curiosity, gathering scattered facts, winnowing truth from romance, and recording only deeds that will retain interest once old passions fade. It declines to revive forgotten follies, seeks to mirror the just feelings of future ages, and chooses the favored title The History of Tasmania. The euphonious ‘Tasmania’ is kept because ‘Van Diemen’s Land’ evokes chains and crime, whereas Tasman’s own name still graces youthful institutions and the royal diocese.

During the Dutch ascendancy, Governor-General Anthony Van Diemen[3] charged Abel Jans Tasman[4] to explore the Great South Land. Tasman’s laconic, devout journal opens, “May God Almighty be pleased to give his blessing to this voyage.” He sailed from Batavia[6] on 14 August 1642 with the Heemskirk and the Zeehaan[5], touched Mauritius, then, encouraged by a reward of three reals and a pot of arrack for the first lookout who sighted land, pushed east. On 24 November high coast appeared; by noon of the 25th, latitude 42° 30', he named the country “Anthony Van Diemen’s Land,” directing the companion vessel to adopt his longitude.

Storm-lashed isles appeared: a rock, Swilly, and Eddystone. Unable to anchor at Storm Bay, the ships rested in Frederick Hendrik Bay on 1 December. At dawn the boats heard voices and a gong yet saw no one; trees bore notches five feet apart, scratches, gum lac, mussels, and trunks. Seeking water, the carpenter swam ashore, set a post, carved a compass, and hoisted the Prince’s flag[7] as Tasman watched, wary of eyes on shore. Losing sight on 5 December, he sailed to New Zealand, Tonga, Amsterdam, Rotterdam, and returned to Batavia, thanking God for “this happy voyage.” Whether Maria Island honors wife or daughter remains unknown.

Europe’s thirst for discovery revived. On 4 March 1772 Captain Marion anchored the Mascarin and Castries[8] in Frederick Bay. Natives offered a fire-brand; he lit a bonfire, they withdrew uphill and threw stones. Muskets cracked, one native fell dying, Marion and companions were bruised, a servant speared. Burnt ground, scarce water, and no mast timber met the French, yet their map sharpened knowledge. Exactly a year later, 9 March 1773, Captain Tobias Furneaux[9], parted from Cook, reached the cape in the Adventure, admired cascades, renamed the Boreels "the Friars," found Adventure Bay[10] shelter, then sailed convinced "there was no strait but a very deep bay.

Cook’s final voyage brought the Resolution and Captain Clerke past the Mewstone; a neighbor rock became Eddystone. Calms delayed progress, yet on 26 January they anchored in Adventure Bay, admiring forests. Surgeon Anderson explored hills; Cook loosed pigs, hid them in bush, and on the 30th sailed away. On 3 July 1789 Cox’s brig Mercury discovered Oyster Bay. Bligh, after the Bounty mutiny, revisited Adventure Bay in 1792, planted figs, pomegranates, quinces, and carved: "Captain William Bligh planted seven fruit trees: Messrs. T. and W., botanists." Labillardière found an apple and mocked the initials. France dispatched D’Entrecasteaux for La Perouse; Dillon recovered relics and reward.

On 20 April 1792 Recherche and Esperance found the channel now called D’Entrecasteaux. After a month they left, then on 20 January 1793 traced it to Storm Bay, named Huon and Rivère du Nord, and produced admired charts. Rossel exulted: "A harbour, twenty-four miles in length, and equally safe in every part… a luxury that must be felt." In 1794 Captain Hayes with Duke and Duchess re-surveyed, giving English names. Swell suggested a passage; 1798 George Bass confirmed it by whale-boat, then with Flinders steered the Norfolk through, christening Cape Portland, Port Waterhouse, Port Dalrymple, Circular Head and Cape Grim before entering the Derwent.

Bass Strait[11], hailed by Governor Hunter on Flinders’s suggestion, shortens the run from the Cape and spares ships the gales of Van Diemen’s South Cape and Pillar—an advantage for passengers. Guiding the Norfolk into the Derwent on Hayes’s chart, Bass and Flinders fume as creeks swell into “rivers” and tiny coves into “bays,” yet they let Hayes keep the credit. They explore Herdsman’s Cove, Bass calling the Derwent a dull stream, and christen Norfolk Bay on Tasman’s Peninsula. Flinders’s charts sail home in the Reliance; soon the Investigator, crewed by specialists Westall and Brown, departs under French safe-conduct. Brown will secure 3,900 plant species.

In 1803 the Investigator limps past Van Diemen’s northern coast; eighteen men lie helpless, and the surveyors condemn the worm-eaten hull. Fame brings Flinders no comfort. Homeward in the Porpoise, with Cato and Bridgewater close by, he rushes into unseen breakers. The ships sheer across each other in silence; Cato smashes on the reef, Bridgewater flees, “without even sending a boat.” Flinders builds the Hope from salvaged stores, reaches Port Jackson, returns with help, and is cheered by every survivor. Sailing again in the tiny Cumberland, he trusts his French passport at Mauritius and is imprisoned six bitter years as “spy” and impostor.

Meanwhile the Géographe and Naturaliste, traveling under British safe-conduct, chart Tasmania’s east; surgeon Monge falls to native spears, storms drive Baudin round the south cape, and “cries of agony make the air ring” until Port Jackson’s governor sends aid. Baudin dies; Hamelin praises colonial kindness yet later burns a seized English outpost. Other voyagers fare no better: Cook is killed in Hawaii, Clerke dies near Kamchatka, De L’Angle’s party falls at the Navigator Isles, D’Entrecasteaux and Huon are buried by their crews; few scientists survive, Labillardière returns. Flinders drops his last anchor at publication, Bass disappears, his whale-boat’s keel becomes keepsake snuff-boxes for Baudin.

Flinders foretold that Bass’s name would shine among humanity’s benefactors, his glory swelling with the worth of his discoveries; achievements won by prudent ardour, not happy accident. He lamented that a small community could raise no monument equal to such destiny, trusting a richer age to show the enterprise’s moral grandeur and crown their fame. In 1841 Sir John Franklin spent £250 placing an obelisk on Stamford Hill, Port Lincoln. Its marble proclaims: “This place, from which the gulf and its shores were first surveyed on 26 Feb 1802 by Matthew Flinders R.N[12]., discoverer of South Australia, was adorned … to his perpetual memory.

Lengthy footnotes swarm after the inscription, recording Tasman’s 1642 “Journal of Discovery”; how Mauritius, once “Cerné”, lay empty until Dutch and French touched its shores; fires guessed at from afar; a romantic ironstone islet where a ship’s carpenter swam; Cook’s publishers who imagined “stately groves” and “thickets full of birds”; letters buried in Adventure Bay, wrongly tied to Perouse; coordinates of Low Head; conjectures about the Investigator’s condition; French naturalist Mougé’s death and the clash at Swan Port; Port Jackson’s open houses for Captain Hamelin while Flinders suffered; relics from La Perouse gathered at Manicolo; Maatzuiker’s prophetic dream and Rossel’s uneasy fortunes.

In Section II the narrative turns to settlement. In 1723 Colonel Purry urged colonising New Holland at latitude 33°, praising its fertile promise for Europeans, yet Britain, Holland, and France ignored him. Parisian savants replied, “they could not judge of countries they had not seen.” The vision slept until Cook’s 1770 voyage gave certainty. Hydrographer Alexander Dalrymple, convinced of a balancing southern continent, declared it “greater than the whole civilised part of Asia… its trade would maintain the power of Great Britain,” but Cook found only sea and, instead, a reality. Botany Bay, prized for flora, was chosen; 565 men and 192 women sailed under a volunteer corps.

On 16 March 1787 the Sirius, Hyena, Supply, six transports and three victuallers gathered at the Motherbank; on 13 May they set sail. After halts at Teneriffe and the Cape, the two divisions re-formed off New Holland within forty-eight hours. Clouds could not quench their certainty they watched “the foundation, not the fall, of an empire.” Finding the first bay unfit, they slipped between the capes of Port Jackson and marvelled at cliffs, trees and the four-mile harbour. On 7 February 1788 soldiers marched with music, the Union Flag rose, Phillip’s commission was read, and he vowed, “I will cherish the deserving, but the law shall deal with the obstinate.

Explorers judged the soil meagre though the air wholesome. Captain Tench, writing in 1789, found the settlement commercially “insignificant,” doubting it would ever grow enough grain or cattle. The Edinburgh Review in 1803 scoffed at a prison maintained “half a world away” for “all the vices we export,” and a later critic denied it any hope of trading corn, wool or timber. Yet Josiah Wedgwood shaped a medallion of Sydney clay where Hope supports Art and Labour beneath Peace, while French writers hailed it a masterstroke; Peron foresaw a “formidable germ of revolutions.” Baudin’s voyage and Bass’s survey of Risdon and the Tamar renewed calculations.

By 1800 six to seven thousand convicts crowded Port Jackson; prisons were few, rum ruled, and soldiers kept mistresses among the female prisoners. Irish Defenders stirred anxiety: Father Harold’s accusations led to suspect removals, yet on Norfolk Island a planned massacre was foiled only hours before the blow; ringleaders and the blacksmith were hanged without trial. Castle Hill labourers later rose and were shot or executed. Grain glutted, authority wavered, and officials dreaded revolt. An answer lay south. Praised by Bass, the Derwent’s Risdon flats promised control. In August 1803 Lieutenant Bowen landed there, and soon after Port Phillip—timbered, secure for fleets—was surveyed for further exile.

Ordered to found Port Phillip, warship Calcutta and transport Ocean carried marines, convicts, free families, wives and children. Mutiny rumours dogged the passage; punishments were many, a woman flogged for snatching a cap. Later Calcutta fought Rochefort squadron to save her convoy, was crippled and struck; Woodriff exchanged, Tuckey jailed until 1814. Raised commander, he led the 1816 Zaire venture and died; friends recalled, “He knew nothing of the value of money, except as it enabled him to gratify the feelings of a benevolent heart.” Lacking water, Collins urged removal; some settlers bewailed leaving Port Phillip and called Van Diemen’s Land dreary.

Escapes followed the move. Gigantic William Buckley and two companions set out, fancifully aiming for China; hunger split them, and Buckley returned to find Port Phillip deserted. Months alone ended when a tribe adopted him; he lived thirty-three years under their customs, lost his tongue, and once, dressed in kangaroo rug and armed with spears, hailed sailors burying a comrade. They stared, mistook him for a native, and rowed away. At length he aided arrivals. Meanwhile Lady Nelson and Ocean ferried Collins’s people to the Derwent, abandoning Risdon for Sullivan’s Cove on 30 January and 16 February 1804, landing officials, marines and 367 male prisoners.

Lady Nelson surveyed the Tamar; in October 1804 Colonel Paterson planted convicts at Port Dalrymple. By 1810 only 1,321 people lived on the island under discipline. First chief governor Philip Gidley King, former Sirius lieutenant, founded Norfolk Island, served as pastor and magistrate, forgave conspirators yet flogged a thieving woman, and amused with quick-march jokes. Bunker’s Hill veteran David Collins quoted Burke: “Fortunate man, he has lived to see it: fortunate, indeed, if he lives to see nothing which will vary the prospect, and cloud the setting of his day.” His history praised Lord Hobart, won a colonelcy, and in 1803 he sailed to govern.

Collins abandoned Risdon and planted Hobart Town beside a stream clogged by brush and fallen trunks that spread into marshy pools. The site rose on the west bank of the Derwent, the river Wordsworth hailed: “Glory of the vale!” Half the island was named Buckinghamshire County. Colonel Paterson founded York Town on the Tamar, praised by Bass; by 1806 settlers shifted above the Esks to open plains. Paterson christened Tamar and Launceston for Cornish homes. Laycock crossed the interior in nine days, a cart soon after, and Lieutenant Lord built the first wattle-and-dab cottage with porthole windows.

Collins, returning to Britain with Hunter, judged Norfolk Island too costly for its return, and the ministry ordered its abandonment. Resistance, scarcity fears, and distance slowed the move; by 1805 only four free families had left. In 1808 Mr Windham renewed the mandate: Captain Bligh told Captain Piper to embark every colonist and “shoot anyone who bolts to the woods.” The Estramina, City of Edinburgh, and Sydney ferried 254 people to the Derwent on 15 October 1808. Beautiful yet impractical, the volcanic island held twenty-eight miles of cliffed shore, soaring pines, twin harvests of grain, oranges, lemons, and pines, but no safe anchorage.

Norfolk granted abundance with little labor: cane yielded raw rum blamed on “leaden worms,” insects seldom pressed the crops, and indolence bred vice. In 1800 the outpost held 960 souls on small farms; government tone shifted with each commandant, and Holt called it “that barbarous island, the dwelling place of devils in human shape—the doubly damned!” Once removal became certain, the older settlers vowed never to quit, yet imperial will proved stronger. Most chose Van Diemen’s Land, receiving doubled land, cattle on loan, and rations, but they mourned the fertile haven they had left, while their children thrived amid harsher fields.

The early settlers, grouped by origin and means, spread round Hobart Town, Pittwater, New Norfolk and Norfolk Plains on thirty- to fifty-acre grants; many survived on rations, swapped homes for rum, watched huts rot and soil drain, while a few Norfolk Islanders prospered. Under Colonel Collins little changed: no interior road, no public building, his own residence a mean cottage. In 1805 the Sydney ferried settlers and the governor-general’s stock to the Derwent; George Guest bought the sheep at £5 and took cattle instead. Joseph Holt arrived, found Collins in a tent, and saw convict gangs led by tradesmen reap smutted ears.

Collins sent Holt to trace the Derwent. Rocks halted his boat; he climbed a peak and cried, “I sat down on its top, and saw the finest country eyes ever beheld.” The valley became New Norfolk, the summit Mount Casha. Holt praised Collins as “the most lenient of the governors, and the finest of gentlemen,” and dubbed Mrs Hayes’s daughter “the prettiest violet on the Derwent.” He refused a grant and sailed. Soon hoes dulled, rations ceased, the 1806 Hawkesbury flood made grain dear; hunters sold kangaroo meat for bread, convicts roamed. The Sydney with wheat sank; in 1810 the Venus brought seed and prices fell.

The Venus left two pirates at the Derwent. Stewart, once a naval lieutenant, had captured the Harrington in Sydney harbour; the Greyhound retook her, both vessels wrecked, yet he and a comrade got ashore at settler Garth’s hut. Soldiers seeking smuggled rum arrived; Stewart urged resistance, the other refused, and Stewart’s shot killed him, a grim sign of spreading anarchy. Collins, still battling want, was drawn into strife imported from New South Wales, where officers mixed trade with command. Governor Bligh let farmers draw goods direct and pledged their harvests, cutting the martial merchants’ profits, so they deposed him and branded him cruel.

On 26 January 1808 Governor Bligh was seized after a quarrel with paymaster John Macarthur. Having ignored a summons, Macarthur was arrested for inciting hatred of the governor. In court he called the judge advocate 'a disreputable enemy'; the judge threatened jail, but Captain Kemp snapped, 'Then I'll commit you, sir!' Seeing soldiers with side-arms, the judge fled. Macarthur shouted, 'Protect me from these constables!' and the officers ordered the troops to guard him. Charged with illegal rescue, he still surrendered to the provost marshal. Bligh resolved to prosecute six officers; Colonel Johnston marched his regiment to Government House and demanded Bligh’s sword and commission.

Bligh’s arrest shocked colony and empire, yet fears of vengeance tempered judgment. Allowed to sail on the Porpoise, he swore not to disturb the interim rule nor touch any British port; once on deck he tore up the promise, ordering Lieutenant Kent to 'knock Sydney flat and restore me by force.' Kent refused. Bligh steered south to the Derwent, where Lieutenant-Governor Collins treated him courteously but banned settlers from contact. Loyalist Richard Belbin was flogged for disobeying, then granted land; George Guest secretly slaughtered cattle to feed the ship. Meanwhile Macquarie arrived with troops; Paterson yielded, Macquarie confirmed most measures yet voided usurpers’ rewards.

Collins’s share in deposing Bligh gnawed at him. On 24 March 1810, aged fifty-six, he collapsed in his chair after a slight cold; six hundred mourners followed the funeral. That year he launched the Derwent Star and Van Diemen’s Land Intelligencer, a quarto sheet packed with curiosities, government orders, and the cheeky notice, 'R. C. Burrows to Elizabeth Tucker… better late than never.' Born to General Arthur Tooker Collins and descended from the author of the Peerage of England, he had fought at Bunker Hill and Gibraltar, was handsome, genial, literature-loving. Buried beside St David’s, his grave lay neglected until Sir John Franklin raised a monument in 1838.

Ross’s Almanack lists records; Wordsworth praises the Derwent. Colonel Paterson, famed explorer‐botanist, plants exotics round York Town, improves pasture, and publishes Narrative of Four Journeys. Sydney Gazette notes span 1806-1808, Hunter fixes a latitude, Backhouse and Collins observe. Holt recalls a Sunday: Reverend Henry Fulton reads the commandments when Tony Chandler bellows, “Turn out, you damned villains, launch the boat!” Holt mutters, “Tony Chandler’s word has more power than the word of God,” and Fulton only smiles and shakes his head. Holt later sees fifty near-naked men wielding heavy hoes across the fields.

Wentworth and the Derwent Star chronicle colonial struggle. Holt admires Rio beauty: “Their skin is like a new-laid egg, eyes black as sloes, hair polished jet, teeth white as pearls; the most complete pattern of a woman!” He denounces officers who drew public goods to sell at “from fifty to five hundred per cent profit,” and cites a man flogged after unknowingly carrying the order—common practice. Chandler’s Trials tells how Colonel Bayard faced death for a petition. Lang records Bligh’s broken pact; Bligh boasts, “The moment I got command of the Porpoise, I kept it.” Horse Guards notices ensue. Governor Macquarie arrives; lights glow, addresses flow.

Colonel Geils rules briefly, starts a Risdon farm, then hears his sons are lost at sea. On 4 February 1813 Colonel Davey strides into Hobart, coat on arm, scalp working wrinkles. A Trafalgar veteran who enjoys drink and pranks, he secures a 3,000-acre grant when Americans take his baggage; his wife wins respect. Two hundred female convicts land from the Kangaroo; settlers pair off with them, some couples enduring. Trade opens, merchants trade, Birch’s survey lets Kelly chart Macquarie Harbour and Port Davey, and Bent prints the Hobart Town Gazette. Bushrangers ravage; Davey declares martial law, flogs nightwalkers, hangs bandits; six hundred cheer, Sydney vetoes.

Colonel Davey, after surrendering command, lingered as a settler, failed, sailed home, and died on 2 May 1823, yet his peers still praised him, reminding later colonists that judgment must suit a camp-town’s beginnings. Governor Collins had fallen earlier, on 24 March 1810. When Governor Lachlan Macquarie arrived, the people of Hobart Town read an address: “We, the inhabitants, settlers and freeholders... most dutifully congratulate you on your arrival at Hobart Town.” They lauded his voyage with his consort, pledged obedience, and signed Loane, Ingle, Birch, Whitehead. Macquarie answered, “Your industry delights me; inconveniences are repaid; I shall watch your welfare—your obedient servant, Lachlan Macquarie.

The settlers’ flattery had reason. When Kate Kearney’s butter price irked the governor she stopped supplying him; Mrs Macquarie visited, was greeted warmly, and heard, “How is the young Prince?” The compliment earned Kearney a generous land grant. During another visit a bullock driver’s oaths annoyed the governor’s lady, who promised a free pardon if he addressed the cattle politely. Such tales multiplied. Meanwhile the colony, planted without precedent, required extraordinary rule: the crown gave its governor power surpassing princes. A seven-officer criminal court met only at his summons; he chose the panel, and the judge advocate prepared indictments, prosecuted, and sat in judgment.

Verdicts demanded only five voices for death; deliberations stayed secret; the governor could shut the court and law together. Early judge advocates, hardened marines untutored in civil liberty, ignored rights they scarcely knew, while their military successors fared little better. The system ran smoothly until Governor Bligh’s quarrel, when sympathetic jurors toppled his authority. In Marsden’s libel case against Secretary Campbell, the same tri-fold officer blocked evidence and urged a hollow verdict. Prosecutors sometimes sat as witnesses and judges. Governors issued orders carrying unheard-of penalties; French émigré or British officers alike prized command over legality, and magistrates wrung confessions with torture and lingering lashes.

Legislative cures lagged: Port Phillip gained a criminal court whose reach stopped at the shore, and after Van Diemen’s Land was settled no replacement appeared for twenty years. The New South Wales court covered only islands eastward; Bass Strait proved Van Diemen’s Land outside, so cautious judges refused to sit and magistrates improvised brisk hearings, mixing military with civil penalties. Martial law removed formalities: during the Castle Hill rising soldiers decreed every third captive would hang, names drawn by lot, and had begun when the governor arrived and halted them. Similar executions marked Norfolk Island, Van Diemen’s Land, and corn shortages let officials seize boats.

Commandants copied their superiors’ licence: Colonel Geils fixed a spiked collar on a free woman; another flogged a woman; a third tied a man for placarding a grievance. Davey sent a fellow to the triangles; at the cry “you can’t flog me,” he laughed, “I’ll try,” and the whip settled it. A witness recalled men transported at a doorstep, acquitted freemen banished, a magistrate telling a prisoner, “if you weren’t to hang so soon, I’d make you speak,” and depositions burnt. Thirty years of undefined law let lawyers bend statutes; benches obeyed the governor; land grants and £200,000 in taxes collapsed, an indemnity shielded usurpers.

Punishments turned savage: a perjurer’s ears were nailed to the pillory, witnesses flogged, and in 1823 Judge Wylde ordered a witness a hundred lashes immediately. A supreme court came in 1814, yet Major Abbot flogged prisoners while free offenders risked hanging. Sir James Mackintosh called it “the grandest ever tried,” but economy “more barbarous than Queen Bess.” Governors extended sentences, forced freemen to labour, shipped prisoners, levied customs, and warned distillers, “his still shall be destroyed, and his house pulled down.” Torture for confession endured twenty years; one thief guided searches, another’s “astonishing constancy” saved him, until 1825 a magistrate was prosecuted for using it.

Macquarie barred strangers from government grounds, hid constables among the trees, seized three men and two maids, and ordered in writing that each man receive twenty-five lashes while the women stayed forty-eight hours in the cells; no court, no appeal, only the governor and the gaoler. Public alarm flared, for such magisterial presumption showed how undefined power slides into tyranny. The flogging proved his final, most reckless act, and warned that authority must be exactly fenced. Meanwhile George III, by prerogative, created a "Governor's Court" of the judge advocate and two citizens to decide property suits, grant probates, and hear contracts.

Convict debtors gained shelter; the governor told impatient creditors that "the servants of the public" would not be dragged from toil and their trust must be its own security. Appeals lay first to the governor and, above £300, to the King in Council. Bentham denounced the court's legality; Bigge echoed doubts, yet the crown pressed on. Patents of 1814 split criminal from civil jurisdiction, raised a supreme court that followed English forms, and devised a High Court of Appeals—governor and judge advocate—final unless over £3,000. Tasmania also gained a local bench for claims under £50, soon swollen by artful bill-splitting.

Major Abbott delayed taking the bench until 1816; when he opened, fourteen hundred suits flooded in, a thousand settled that year. Two assessors often fixed verdicts beforehand. Abbott despised nicety, let blue-bag agents speak, and heard praise: "Even the lord chancellor can be reversed; your judgment is final." One pleader outlined the defence, and the judge ordered the plaintiff to pay the balance. Fees were small, rulings swift, and most deemed them fair. Abbott stayed until the court closed, then commanded Launceston, and died honoured in 1832. In 1817 Lieutenant-Governor William Sorell landed, set rewards, smashed bushrangers within months, and tightened convict control.

Sorell’s yearly musters recorded every name, home, family and beast, letting him watch cultivation spread. New arrivals from Britain tried bold experiments; the first colonial boat-builder launched a future navy, the first shepherd nursed a fortune in a tiny flock. Hunters and stray cattle opened the interior, and Sorell marked a treeless tract between the Shannon, Clyde and Derwent for notable settlers. Yet emancipist cotters lived on pitiful strips: scorched stumps scarred unfenced crops, skins and bones littered hovels, dogs and natives mingled. One traveller’s older model rang true: “No windows… the door tied with a cord… the floor bare earth.

By 1820 only Lord’s and Colonel Davey’s farms were fenced; wandering stock ravaged crops, yet £20,000 in wheat went to Sydney. Fertile plains yielded harvests, cottages rose on lawns. In 1822 six hundred settlers arrived, lured by glowing accounts: the Quarterly cited three deaths in three years, Jeffries extolled bush life, Dixon and Wentworth predicted expanding flocks, Hamburg traders eyed wool. Grants, rations, stock loans and high grain prices enticed them, while weak courts, banned distilling and corrupt officers left debts unpaid. Bigge scrapped the bounty. With 7,400 souls, 15,000 cultivated acres, 35,000 cattle and 170,000 sheep, famine vanished and meat £10,000 sailed Sydneyward.

Occupation tickets sent herds onto crown grass, and £10,000 of meat left for New South Wales. On 24 April 1821 Governor Macquarie landed from the Midas; salutes roared, troops lined the road, pardons and grants flowed, an illumination followed, and a bachelors’ ball spun till morning. He sailed 29 June amid cheers. In the Gazette he praised barracks, gaol, hospital, harbour, pier and battery, then stamped Perth, Oatlands, Elizabeth and his name on the map. Captain Macarthur, helped by Waterhouse, mixed Irish sheep with “three rams and five ewes” of Cape merino; after four blends fleeces reached five pounds and fifty ewes became two thousand.

In 1803 Captain Macarthur visited England, laid a memorial before the Privy Council, asked for public land and convict labour, and pledged to feed the commissariat at fixed prices and bear all risk. Pasture doubts lingered, yet Lord Camden granted the fenced Cow Pastures—5,000 acres, later doubled. From one ewe and nine rams from George III’s Kew flock he bred 6,000 merinos by 1818 and sold rams for £14–£28. Van Diemen’s Land followed in 1820: 300 merino lambs shipped, many lost, survivors allotted by lot, Macarthur taking 4,368 acres as payment. Tasmanian wool reached London, fetched up to 10s, pleased George IV, and vindicated Macarthur.

Before merinos, fleece was so worthless it was burned; even after, only seventy-one thousand pounds left New South Wales by 1819. That year the Regalia took Tasmanian wool on consignment, but freight, damage, and a three-pence London duty wiped out profit, and the government bought the bales at three-pence for mattresses. On the commissioner’s advice the duty fell to one penny. In September 1821 Henry Hopkins offered ready cash at four-pence a pound, shipped twelve bales that sold in London for seven. Merchants followed; by 1823 the Deveron alone carried five hundred fifty bales, and Clarendon clips matched Port Jackson’s best.

In 1791 Britannia rounded the south-west cape, saw shoals of sperm whales, told the governor; Mary Ann and Matilda raced out first, storms foiled them, yet the fishery began, Jorgen Jorgenson later claiming the Derwent’s first kill. Crushing export dues and East India Company tonnage rules stifled trade until their repeal in 1819, while reckless sealing emptied the straits and wrecked small craft. Captain Howard’s fortunes collapsed: robbed of treasure, ships stolen or wrecked, he drowned with the Governor Sorell. In 1820 Surrey saved Essex whalers stranded after a whale stove their ship. With coin scarce, rum, commissariat receipts, and shop notes passed as currency, inviting fraud.

Colonial dollars were punched to stop export; in 1810 hollow Bengal coins appeared, their centres worth 1s. 3d., the rings still a dollar. The Crown paid five shillings yet accepted four, pocketing twenty percent until parliament crushed the swindle. In 1824 £10,000 of British silver landed and troops drew sterling. The Van Diemen's Land Bank, chartered 1823, issued safe notes, and private paper was soon banned. Hone caught a cheat by mixing accepted and disputed bills he later failed to sort. Traders exchanged rum, tea and slops for sheep that returned fivefold. Loane’s raid on Gunning’s cattle unleashed cross-actions; Timms’s arrests ended in dismissal.

Rev. Richard Johnson, still without a church in 1793, preached beneath trees; a Spanish priest exclaimed, "My countrymen would build God’s house first." After waiting four years Johnson raised a wattle chapel himself; convicts were marched there on Sundays, it was burned, and a stone store replaced it. He later returned rich from oranges. Rev. Samuel Marsden married as his vessel sailed, then farmed Parramatta so well that Perón admired its meadows. Clergy disappeared in 1808; transported Rev. Fulton stayed, Father Harold left, settlers groaned for ministry. Tahitian missionaries filled the gap until Marsden secured pastors, ran schools, and saw children swim rivers to learn.

Rev. Robert Knopwood, the first settlers’ lone chaplain and a magistrate, was cheerful, pony-borne, later pensioned, and welcomed Wesleyan help. When he was absent, magistrates read prayers or offered brief advice to prisoners. The Wesleyan committee sent Rev. Benjamin Carvosso, who landed in May 1820. Introduced to the governor by Knopwood, he preached from a doorstep, his wife leading a hymn, beginning, "Awake, thou that sleepest!" Friendly yet dissolute crowds listened; in some settlements no service had ever sounded, and a soldier trudged fifteen miles to meet a ‘religious’ man who greeted him with curses.

Eight methodist soldiers of the 58th, led by Corporal Waddy, gathered with Mr Noakes on 29 October 1820 in a Collins-street house, then shifted to Mr Wallis’s rooms, filling the hour with hymns, exhortation and rotating prayer until hostile racket choked the devotions; the governor silenced the mob, but the landlord expelled them. They begged carpenter Donne for his workshop; he wavered until his Roman-Catholic wife, shaken by a night storm that rocked the house, cried, “The Methodists shall have the room!” The space soon expanded to hold three hundred, a society of fourteen formed, and, on 13 May 1821, the island’s first Sunday school opened.

Sergeant Waddy sailed for India and died; Donne—really Cranmer and once a prisoner—earned his neighbours’ trust; organiser Noakes later withdrew. On 21 September 1821 the indefatigable Rev Horton landed, reading scripture to four here, twelve there, remarking, “The wretchedness of Launceston is past description,” and, “Of the deaths at New Norfolk, all except two spring from accident or drunkenness.” David Lord gave him land; £400 rose, walls climbed, funds failed, and the shell lay roofless until Rev Mansfield secured government timber and English aid. Carvosso’s letters then drew religious settlers; after the perilous voyage of the Hope and a government-funded transfer aboard the Heroine, they arrived.

Rev Bedford, noted for comforting condemned prisoners, succeeded Knopwood as principal chaplain; that year Rev Macarthur launched the Presbyterian church and, differences aside, Bedford chaired the first Wesleyan meeting while a united community founded a Bible Society whose brisk gathering elected officers, heard the report, passed resolutions and dispersed in ten minutes. Archdeacon Scott arrived in 1824 amid emancipist distrust. Far north, former Tahiti missionary Rev Youl clanged an iron barrel to summon worshippers, baptised sixty-seven, married forty-one, and later shifted to chapel-poor Launceston. Hobart greeted genial Catholic priest Peter Connolly. Though many colonists hunted or even ploughed on Sundays, itinerant ministers still found open doors.

On 19 July 1823 Parliament passed a law reshaping justice and government in New South Wales and Van Diemen’s Land. The military courts vanished; a Supreme Court, armed with the powers of King’s Bench, Common Pleas and Exchequer, judged civil, criminal and ecclesiastical causes and could try treason across the surrounding seas. Seven-officer military juries survived, yet civil forms ruled. Issues went before the judge and two governor-chosen justices, though either side might demand twelve freeholders, and the Crown could extend that right. Appeals lay with the governor and Privy Council; minor courts and a law-making council followed, their ordinances tethered to English law and Commons scrutiny.

The scheme displeased reformers. Sir James Mackintosh, backed by Wilberforce, wanted a civilian twelve but lost by eleven votes; Canning soothed the house by limiting the act to five years. Justice Bent favoured English grand and petty juries, leaving convicts to the police, yet Commissioner Bigge and colonists called that impracticable. Meanwhile settlers pressed for Van Diemen’s Land to stand alone; Governor Sorell deemed it premature, but a crowded meeting cheered a petition and mocked the lone dissenter, Murray. Hopes of nearer authority wrestled with fears of cost, isolation and unchecked rule. Colonial agent Edward Barnard bore the plea to the king while supervising colonial supplies.

Sorell’s genial rule drew gratitude. He lingered by the gate, heard petitions, promoted merino exports, and at his farewell feast "the cup was often replenished and the flow of reason never ebbed." Scottish enterprise shattered the merchant monopoly: the Leith company, ships like Greenock and Triton, brought new families and commerce. Settlers promised him a £750 testimonial and petitioned against recall, yet he left, drawing a pension of £11,500 until his 1848 death. Pioneers still struggled, but belief in the island’s future soared. A poet cried, "Now the vision warms—green hills, harvest songs, rising spires, Sabbath bells, and praise beneath the Spirit of the Lord

Samuel Bate, once judge at Port Phillip, later became an excise inspector at Port Jackson. On 30 October 1823 the landholders, merchants and free inhabitants of Van Diemen’s Land crowded the Hobart Town court-house. John Beamont presided while Edward Abbott moved the chief resolution: “that in the present state of this colony, the wisdom and experience of Lieutenant-Governor Sorell are essential; he must not be removed.” Further resolutions ordered “a most dutiful Address” to the King, named a committee of fifteen, opened a two-dollar subscription for a commemorative piece of plate, directed publication in colonial and London newspapers, and voted thanks to Beamont.

George Arthur, fourth Lieutenant-Governor, landed in Hobart aboard the Adrian on 12 May 1824. In 1814 the Duke of Manchester appointed him superintendent at Honduras, General Fuller adding, “I do hereby constitute and appoint you to command such of His Majesty’s subjects as are now armed, or may hereafter arm, for the defence of the settlers at the Bay of Honduras.” Arthur claimed both civil and military authority. Lieutenant-Colonel Bradley rejected this, so Arthur seized and held him seventy-three days. Fuller ordered release; a jury gave Bradley £100 for detention. Arthur’s office stalled further suits; Bradley’s forgery claim brought a libel conviction, while judges confirmed Arthur’s rank.

In Honduras Arthur decried slavery’s horrors, detailing women whipped bare, an eye destroyed, an ear cut off, and courts that allowed such cruelty under ‘rights of property.’ The exposure pleased Wilberforce and Stephen, who welcomed him as an ally. In Van Diemen’s Land the farewell to Sorell was warm, the greeting to Arthur reserved. He answered stiffly that “the moral example of the free population is essential to the improvement of those less favored,” and pledged to guard the crown’s rights. Declaring war on concubinage, he withheld government favors and dismissed offenders; the policy provoked irritation yet aimed at lasting moral reform.

The convicts, partially reformed under Sorell, still roamed free after work; confederacies flourished, police colluded, and whole chests of tea, sugar, entire cartloads vanished. Profane, fearless crowds demanded harsh restraint. On 7 May 1824 Chief Justice Pedder unfurled the supreme court charter; on the twenty-fourth the court sat, Attorney-General Gellibrand vowing, "I shall follow the maxims of the illustrious Hale," and praising jury trial, though red coats marred its grace. First in the dock came Tibbs, charged with killing a night-watching negro mistaken for a thief. Soon after, Captain R. L. Murray faced the colony’s maiden libel prosecution over a revealing placard.

Establishment of the court seemed a bugle call to outlaws: prisoners slipped chains, bushrangers swept the countryside, settlers garrisoned homes pierced with loopholes, fierce dogs on watch, districts scouring the scrub until executions calmed terror. Revenue likewise suffered. Naval Officer Bromley, paid five percent, kept treasury books unexamined; a merchant jury uncovered an £8,269 void and, pitying him as servant-robbed, urged mercy; collection and treasury offices were split between Thomas and Hamilton, commissions abolished. Stricter customs seized Edward Lord’s valise, enraging traders already bruised by Hobart duties higher than Sydney’s; Arthur defended Hamilton, Sheriff Fereday balked at protest, citizens mocked his "ignorance and presumption.
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