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Preface


The figures are staggering. In the four decades following the start of Victoria’s gold rush in 1851, the colony produced more than 2,200 tons of gold. In one exceptional year alone—1856—some 94 tons of gold were unearthed, while at its height, Melbourne’s Treasury Building amassed two tons of the precious metal each week.*


The immense value of such quantities of gold can be appreciated when one considers this: at the time of writing in 2025, gold in Australian dollars was worth $4,325 an ounce and there are 35,840 ounces in a ton. Thus, just those two tons of gold above would be worth more than $300 million today. Such wealth, sparked by the gold rush, saw Melbourne rapidly transformed from a sleepy rural backwater into a rich, thriving metropolis. Seekers of gold from across the world poured into the Victorian capital—the gateway to the new El Dorado that lay beyond.


In the census of 1851, Victoria had 77,000 people. By 1861, that figure had blown out to more than half a million. Wealth from gold quickly became evident in Melbourne’s architectural landscape, with imposing new government buildings, schools, libraries, theatres, and hospitals emerging. Britain, too, benefitted from Victoria’s golden windfall. In the 1850’s, gold exported to Britain enabled her to pay off all her national debt.*
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Yet gold had its downside. For while many on the goldfields struck it rich, many did not. And among these unfortunates was a large criminal cohort, some of whom were to cross paths with one Captain Walter Wright. This would see an incident take place aboard the captain’s ship, the 603-ton barque Nelson, as it rode at anchor in Hobson’s Bay. The incident would be known as the Great Nelson Gold Robbery. It remains the greatest act of theft in Australian history.**





* “The Golden Years 1851--1951”. Frank Fitzgerald.


** See footnote 32, page 122
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The background


It was 1969 and I was in my youth when I first learned about the Nelson Robbery. The story emerged when I brought up the topic of family history with my father. During our conversation, he mentioned that my great-grandfather, Captain Walter Wright, had once intended to sue a journalist and a newspaper for defamation. It was in relation to an article the paper had published concerning the piracy of gold from the Captain’s ship as it lay in Hobson’s Bay, during the early years of the Victorian gold rush.


I had never heard this story before. I knew my great-grandfather was a sea captain, but I had no prior knowledge of any piracy. But now that my interest was fully aroused, I peppered my father with questions. “No”, he could not recall the name of my great-grandfather’s ship, nor the name of the journalist or newspaper that had carried the article which had so evidently irritated the captain.
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But thankfully my father did remember one crucial detail. It was the name of the magazine that had featured a story about the piracy some years earlier. It was, Parade Magazine, and knowing this, I was soon able to obtain a back copy of it.


Sure enough, it was all there—a rather embellished story titled, Piracy in Port Phillip Bay. According to the article, the incident took place on the night of April 2nd, 1852, when Captain Walter Wright had gone ashore. It was just after midnight when 22 armed men rowed out to his ship, the Nelson, as it lay at anchor off the little settlement of Williamstown. The Nelson carried more than 8,000 ounces of gold and was making preparations to sail for London when the gang struck. In the fracas that ensued, Henry Draper, the first mate, was shot and wounded, and the gang made off with the gold.


It was a gripping story, and as I soon learnt, was an event widely reported across the world. Papers from London to New York carried the news. Thanks to Parade Magazine then, I now had dates and sources to explore, which led me to the archives of The Argus, Melbourne’s major newspaper of the 1850s. And it was in multiple issues of the newspaper over many months that I found detailed accounts of the robbery, its aftermath, and the trial of the accused.


In the years since I first learned of the Nelson piracy, I have read numerous articles relating to it. However, perhaps the most significant article—and the one on which so many others seem to be based—was written by the journalist whom Captain Walter Wright was intending to sue. The journalist was none other than the celebrated novelist, Marcus Clarke, author of the great Australian classic, For the Term of His Natural Life.


When he wasn’t writing novels, short stories, poems or plays, Clarke contributed columns to various newspapers, including The Argus and The Sydney Morning Herald. It was his account of the Nelson piracy, which appeared in The Sydney Morning Herald on the 4th of June, 1879, that prompted Captain Wright to contemplate legal action against him and his employer for defamation.


In his article, Clarke insinuated that Captain Wright was somehow complicit in the gold heist. It’s easy to see why:


“On the evening of Friday, April 2, 1852, the barque, Nelson, Captain Walter Wright, bound from Geelong for London, with 8,185 ounces of gold aboard was laying off the Williamstown lighthouse.


“All was quiet; the captain had gone ashore, and with a carelessness that has never been satisfactorily accounted for, only seven men were left on the vessel...”


Later, when describing the trial of the pirates, Clarke questioned the prosecution’s failure to call witnesses from the Nelson before it sailed for London. Again, there’s that insinuation directed at Captain Wright:


“...none of the sailors on the vessel had been detained, and Captain Wright, who had so carelessly left his ship without watch, to make a night of it in town, had been suffered to take himself off Nelson...”


The last paragraph of Clarke’s Nelson article concludes with further innuendo, not only toward our maligned captain, but also to a number of other unnamed individuals as well:


“A curious story concerning the enrichment of numerous influential citizens was mooted at the time, but for obvious reasons, it is unwise to repeat it here... So many years have passed that it is now unlikely that the true story of the Nelson robbery will ever be told. That which I know I am constrained to conceal. Readers can weigh and surmise.”
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This 19th century Wright family photograph album contains many carte de visite images dating from the late 1850’s to the 1880’s. Among people identified in the album is a relatively youthful Captain Walter Wright, along with many of his old mariner friends, including the Nelson’s first mate, Henry Draper.


Later, when I asked my father if he recalled it was Marcus Clarke who had offended the captain, my father said, “Yes”, as he now remembered that’s who it was. My father then went on to tell me that many of the captain’s friends in Melbourne, including the Nelson’s ex-first mate, Henry Draper, had urged the captain to take legal action against Clarke and the newspaper concerned.


Over the years, and in the course of my research into the Nelson affair, I have not been able to determine if any court case involving Captain Walter Wright and Marcus Clarke ever went ahead. However, apart from his insinuations, Clarke’s account of the Nelson piracy would be acceptable, if only he could have resisted the temptation to colour certain passages of his story with a number of events which simply never happened. Only a handful of people knew what took place aboard the Nelson the night of the piracy. And the star witness to events was Henry Draper. His recollections—as related during the trials of the robbers, and verified by his shipmates—are the ones which matter.


In the pages that follow, they are given in full.


Paul Wright
7 January 2025









Author’s note


Among the more credible sources I have used in this book regarding the Nelson piracy are the statements given at the trials of the robbers by those who witnessed the event. The key witness here was Henry Draper, the Nelson’s chief officer, whose account was corroborated by two others present on the night of the piracy. These two were William Davis, second officer of the ship, Royal George and William Jasman, a young Belgian seaman aboard the Nelson.


All accounts were made under oath—and within weeks of the incident. There were slight variations in what each witness recalled, but these mainly concerned the sequence of events as they occurred and do not invalidate their testimony.


There were several trials concerning various individuals accused of participating in the Nelson affair. Trials were held in both Melbourne and Geelong. In Melbourne, four of the accused were found guilty and sentenced by Chief Justice William à Beckett. In Geelong, out of three suspects brought before the court, one was found guilty and sentenced by Justice Redmond Barry.


In both trials, Draper, Davis, and Jasman were in attendance. Thus, each man gave their witness accounts on two occasions. What they said was recorded by court reporters and published in contemporary newspapers. In this book, I have taken the testimonies they gave and transcribed them in their entirety. The transcriptions can be found in Appendix 4 on page 111.


Another source I have used—indeed, the major one, and one which provides far greater detail on the piracy—is found in Draper’s memoirs, which he set down in 1900. I have been careful in using this source, however, as these recollections were made some 50 years after the piracy took place. Thus, while much in these later recollections adds significantly to what he told the court in 1852, there are parts I have questioned. These questions are included in Appendix 2 on page 106.


For copyright reasons, I have been unable to quote extensively from Draper’s memoirs, but those sections of the memoirs that relate to the piracy can be found online in the Victorian Historical Journal 258, June 2002, Vol 73, in an article titled, The Nelson Robbery, Crime or Anarchy?


The article contains lengthy quotations that give a full account of the Nelson incident in Draper’s own words. The article’s introduction and supporting commentary were written by Anne Sedgley, Henry Draper’s great-great-granddaughter.


PWW
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The Mariners
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Walter Wright was born the third son of John Wright and Phebe Barham on the 19th of October 1819, at Britain’s premier naval station of Portsmouth. His father, a warrant officer and Royal Navy gunner, had seen extensive service during the Napoleonic Wars and was determined that his sons make their career either with the Royal Navy or the merchant marine.


To this end, Walter, at age 12, was admitted to that venerable institution known as the, ‘Cradle of the Navy’, the Greenwich Royal Hospital School.


Left:


An enlarged detail from a carte de visite photograph of Captain Walter Wright, taken at Melbourne in 1861.


Below:


The Greenwich Royal Hospital School was part of the vast historical complex situated on the Thames River. Designed by Christopher Wren, it was built between 1696 and 1712 as a hospital for sick and pensioned British naval personnel.


Right:


The inscription on the flyleaf of Walter Wright’s prize book, which was awarded to him at the Greenwich school. Titled The Workingman’s Companion, the book extolled the benefits of the Industrial Revolution, which was then taking place.


The three years that young Walter spent at Greenwich saw him learn every major aspect of seamanship. He mastered the intricacies of celestial navigation and the use of instruments such as the sextant, quadrant and cross staff. He became proficient in map reading and adept at interpreting weather patterns. Additionally, he learned rope making, the handling of sails and all aspects of shipboard etiquette.


On the 17th of June 1834, as he neared the end of his mandatory three years of education, a presentation ceremony was held at Greenwich to recognise the school’s high achievers. On this day, during the annual examination, Walter received a prize book as a reward for ‘Application, Industry and General Good Conduct’.
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There were 400 boys at the Greenwich school at the time, and Walter was one of only four boys to be recognised for their scholarly efforts. It can well be imagined that his chest swelled with pride as he mounted the stage to shake hands with the man presenting the prizes. Bestowing the honours at Greenwich that day was Lord Aberdeen—better known as George Hamilton-Gordon, who would one day become Britain’s Prime Minister in 1852.


Upon graduating from school, Walter, now aged 15, was apprenticed to Captain Stephen Kelso of the 245-ton barque Argentina, registered in Liverpool. For the next five years, the young apprentice sailed between Liverpool and various South American ports, gaining practical experience in the handling and complexities of a large sailing ship.


In 1841, Captain Kelso and his young protege transferred to the Uruguay, a new, fully square-rigged merchantman. Owned by Captain Kelso and his family, the 339-ton Uruguay was primarily a cargo ship but had facilities for a small number of passengers. She carried a crew of 20.


For the next two years, the Uruguay continued on the Liverpool and South America run, during which time Walter worked his way up the promotional ladder. By 1843, he had become the Uruguay’s first mate, and Captain Kelso’s chief officer.


In late 1843, a new destination beckoned the Uruguay. She now left Liverpool for the Far East, where she arrived in Hong Kong’s Victoria Harbour early in the new year. She was to spend several months in Chinese waters in 1844, during which time she carried cargo to various destinations along the Chinese coast.


In November, having filled her holds with large consignments of tea, porcelain, silks and lacquerware—all desirable British imports— she set course for England once more, arriving back at Liverpool in March 1845.


By now, Walter’s life was about to change profoundly. He had completed all that was required of him in years of maritime service, in competency, in experience. He was to gain his own Master’s ticket. Captain Kelso endorsed his protégé to the appropriate authorities, and within months of arriving home, Walter received his first command. He became Captain Walter Wright, commander of the 338-ton ship Enterprise. He was just 26 years old.


Throughout May and June, our new captain was busy overseeing the loading of cargo and the procuring of crew for the Enterprise’s upcoming voyage to the distant colony of New South Wales. Then, with her cargo fully loaded, she departed Liverpool for Port Jackson, Sydney, on the 8th of July.


Amongst the crew was 19-year-old Henry Draper. The young man’s shipboard experience and capability were already such that he was appointed the Enterprise’s first mate. Captain Walter Wright and Henry Draper would not know it at the time, but they were destined to become lifelong friends and associates, and both would eventually make Melbourne their hometown.
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Left:


This advertisement appeared in The Sydney Morning Herald on the 6th of November 1845.


The ad ran daily until the Enterprise departed Sydney some six weeks later. After a voyage of almost four months, the ship arrived in London in early May 1846.


Henry John Mollet Draper had been born in Somerset, England on the 26th of March 1827. Like his captain, he first went to sea as an apprentice on a merchant ship at the age of 15.*1


Now, in his late teens, serving as first mate aboard the Enterprise, Draper was about to be called upon to use all his youthful strength to help his captain overcome a mutiny that erupted on board the ship when it was seven weeks into its passage to Port Jackson.


According to a report in The Sydney Morning Herald, most of the Enterprise’s crew were involved in the mutiny, which lasted four days. Yet with the support of Draper and a core of loyal crew, Captain Wright managed to resolve the problem, but not before four ringleaders were placed in irons for the remainder of the voyage.*2 It was not to be the last time the captain and his mate were to be involved with recalcitrant seamen.


On the 11th of November 1845, the Enterprise passed through Sydney Heads and came to anchor before Circular Quay without further trouble.


After three months of discharging and taking on cargo, the Enterprise sailed for London early in the new year, arriving in the Thames in May 1846. Her cargo from Australia was indicative of what the Old World was importing from the new. It included 15 casks of sperm whale oil; 84 casks of tallow; 40 bundles of whale bones; 26 logs of cedar and more than a thousand bales of wool.*3


This time, the Enterprise’s turnaround time in discharging and taking on freight for her return voyage to Australia was a comparatively fast four weeks. Her destination now was Hobson’s Bay, in the Port Phillip District of New South Wales, where she arrived on the 24th of October.


This was the first time Captain Walter Wright and his first mate, Henry Draper had entered Melbourne waters. Little would they know that several years hence, in 1852, their names would be irrevocably linked with the maritime history of what one day would become the State of Victoria. Now however, this was the Enterprise’s last visit to Australian shores under the command of Captain Wright. For after taking on a large consignment of wool from Geelong’s Point Henry, the Enterprise sailed for Liverpool where she arrived in early May 1847. Here, her captain and first mate left her and transferred to a much larger vessel: the 528 ton barque, Trafalgar.


Owned by the Glasgow shipping firm of Potter & Co., and primarily a cargo ship, the Trafalgar had a limited capacity to carry passengers. She featured a saloon class, where upwards of twelve passengers could enjoy private cabins and share the captain’s table. A slightly larger number of passengers travelled in the less commodious class of steerage.


In June, Captain Wright and Henry Draper made their way to London, where the Trafalgar was based. There, they prepared the ship to receive both cargo and passengers bound for Sydney. This would be the first of four voyages the Trafalgar would make to Australia with Captain Wright and his first mate in charge of the vessel.


During the Trafalgar’s second passage to Australia, Captain Wright, now 30 years old, began a shipboard romance with one of the Trafalgar’s steerage class passengers, a young Irish governess named Julia Ann Healy. The pair married in Adelaide on the 19th of October 1849, before the ship’s arrival in Melbourne, her ultimate destination.


On reaching England after their fourth and final voyage with the Trafalgar in 1851, Captain Wright and Henry Draper were offered a new commission by Potter & Co. This was to be the ship with which their names would forever be associated—the 603-ton barque, Nelson.
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A historical record about Captain Walter Wright’s ship, Trafalgar, needs correction. In many accounts, it is stated that upon arrival in Adelaide in 1849, the vessel had many fatalities aboard. This is incorrect. It was another ship, also named Trafalgar, but a vessel of 717 tons, under the command of Captain George Richardson. At the time, this other Trafalgar had 298 immigrants aboard, many of whom were ill. Captain Wright’s Trafalgar was 528 tons and primarily a merchantman, carrying, at most, 35 passengers.
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Dating from the 1840’s, and although damaged, the old Galilean binoculars Captain Wright used on his ships are still functional.
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Henry Draper was Captain Walter Wright’s first mate aboard the Nelson at the time of the piracy. He was then 25 years old. Because he was needed as a witness at the court proceedings concerning the theft of the gold, he stayed behind in Melbourne when the Nelson eventually sailed for England. Draper was to remain in Victoria for the rest of his life.


The Nelson was a relatively new vessel when Captain Wright took command of her. She had been built by the Glasgow shipbuilding firm of Denny & Rankine and registered at Glasgow by her new owners, Potter & Co., on the 27th of March 1844.*4


The London agents for the Nelson were H & C. Toulmin, who were also the agents for the Trafalgar.


When originally registered, the Nelson was listed as a schooner, only to be re-rigged as a barque, a configuration she was to retain. She measured 128 feet (39 metres) in length, had a beam of 27 feet (8.2 metres), and a draught of 19 feet, 4 inches (5.9 metres).


Toward the end of her life, she was remeasured at 549 tons. By then, she had a new owner, William Hall of South Shields, who changed her port of registry to Fleetwood. She carried a figurehead of Admiral Lord Nelson at her bow.


Like the Trafalgar before her, the Nelson was primarily a cargo ship. Her saloon catered for a dozen or so ‘first class’passengers, while her steerage could accommodate a further 25 lesser souls in the vessel’s lower deck.


With her cargo and passengers aboard, the Nelson departed London for Melbourne on the 4th of July 1851 and arrived in Hobson’s Bay on the 11th of October.*5 This meant she was at sea when three momentous events unfolded at her destination. Her captain and crew were thus oblivious to the passage of the Separation Bill – which was shortly followed by the Declaration of the Colony of Victoria, and the discovery therein of payable gold.
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As the Nelson approached the entrance to Port Phillip Bay, she shortened sail and hove to in preparation to take on a pilot, who would guide her through the notorious rip and into the calm water channels that lay beyond.


It was now that Captain Wright and those aboard the Nelson learned from the pilot the news that Melbourne was in a state of chaos. Gold fever had gripped much of her citizenry. Her population had plummeted as people of all persuasions had deserted the town for the diggings.*6 This did not bode well for Captain Wright or Henry Draper. The likelihood of many of the Nelson’s crew deserting for the goldfields was a possibility that was soon to become a reality.


After sending her passengers ashore and unloading her cargo at Hobson’s Bay, the Nelson proceeded to Point Henry, Geelong, where she arrived on the 23rd of November to take on a large consignment of wool. However, the wool had not yet been delivered to the port,*7 and so the ship rode at anchor in a state of idleness.


It was now that the Nelson’s crew became restive. While Captain Wright was away in Geelong attending to business, Draper summoned the men and cautioned them against deserting. It was of no use. Two nights after addressing them, almost the entire crew slipped away into the darkness,*8 This left the ship stranded, and she was to remain at Point Henry for more than five months.


The Nelson was now in a precarious position. It was to be much later that the few loyal men left were supplemented by a group of stevedores who came aboard temporarily to help with the loading of 2,600 bales of wool, which had finally arrived. Then, on the 16th of March, a cutter hove to alongside the Nelson and delivered a large shipment of gold to her.*9 With this secured in her lazarette, she prepared to return to Hobson’s Bay to pick up passengers for her voyage back to England. The Nelson was now just two weeks away from the fate that awaited her.
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In November 1850, an ecstatic announcement from a Melbourne poster proclaims the news that the Port Phillip District has achieved its long-awaited self-governing status. Although the Separation Bill had been passed in London in August, the news did not reach Melbourne until November. When it did, it led to wild celebrations.


Captain Walter Wright had last sailed into Hobson’s Bay in November 1849, when he was commander of the Trafalgar. The bay was then the main harbour for the Port Phillip District of New South Wales, with the raw young settlement, Melbourne, its major town.


Now, in October 1851, the captain had returned with the Nelson, only to find that a series of extraordinary developments had taken place and he was no longer in a distant outpost of New South Wales, but in the vibrant young Colony of Victoria. It was during his absence that three significant events had occurred, all of which were cause for boisterous celebration, and one in particular would place Victoria firmly on the world map.
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Aithough Captain Walter Wright became a qualified ship’s master at the age of
26 in 1845, it was not until much later that authorities began issuing Certificates

of Competency to master mariners. Captain Wright eventually received his
certificate in June 1851.
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